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    MAYA ANGELOU


    AMERICAN POET AND MEMOIRIST


    
      	Born in St. Louis, Missouri in 1928.


      	Died in Winston-Salem, North Carolina in 2014.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	Just Give Me a Cool Drink of Water 'fore I Diiie (1971), poetry collection


          	Gather Together in My Name (1974), memoir


          	And Still I Rise (1978), poetry collection

        

      

    


    Maya Angelou, born Marguerite Annie Johnson, spent most of her childhood with her paternal grandmother in Stamps, Arkansas. Although the town was very rural and racial discrimination was at the forefront of American politics, her grandmother was a well-respected member of the community. Angelou also stayed intermittently with her mother in St. Louis. However, on one of these visits, she was raped by her mother’s boyfriend. After being prosecuted, the man was murdered. The trauma stemming from this event led Maya to be almost completely mute for several years.


    As a teenager, Maya moved to San Francisco with her mother, where she took on a series of odd jobs, including cocktail waitress, prostitute and dancer. During this time she also became pregnant with her only child, a son. In the 1950s, Maya moved to New York City and became a member of the Harlem Writers Guild, a writing group devoted to capturing the African-American experience in literature. She also gained renown for her acting talents, even earning a Tony nomination.


    Maya spent the 1960s and 1970s writing poetry, as well as her seven volumes of autobiography, which begin with I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings. She gained critical acclaim as one of the first authors to write truthfully and unapologetically about the African-American experience. In 1981, she became a professor of American Studies at Wake Forest University, despite her lack of college education. She composed and delivered the poem “On the Pulse of Morning” for the inauguration of Bill Clinton in 1993. In 2011 she was awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom.

  


  
    I KNOW WHY THE CAGED BIRD SINGS


    A GROUNDBREAKING MEMOIR


    
      	Genre: autobiography


      	Reference edition: Angelou, M. (1984) I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings. London: Virago Press.


      	1st edition: 1969


      	Themes: race, childhood, growing up, parental relationships, discrimination, sexuality, oppression

    


    I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings is the first in Maya Angelou’s seven-volume autobiography series. It tells of her early upbringing in Stamps, Arkansas through her first few years of residence with her mother in San Francisco, following her up until the age of17. Sometimes funny and sometimes tragic, the underlying current of the memoir is one of oppression, as a female, as an African-American, and as a child. Nevertheless, Maya’s character is always sure of herself and often optimistic.


    The memoir was immediately successful after its release in 1969 and earned a National Book Award nomination. Angelou was praised for her ability to write so masterfully and unapologetically about the African-American experience. The book appeared at the height of the American civil rights movement and right after the death of Martin Luther KingJr. (American religious leader and civil rights activist, 1929-1968). It marked an important moment in which the country was beginning to value and validate the experiences of African-Americans. It still stands as an important pillar of African-American literature, and indeed of literature in general.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    LIFE IN STAMPS


    The memoir opens with Marguerite and her brother, BaileyJr., meeting their paternal grandmother in Stamps, Arkansas after their parents have split up. Stamps is a rural town full of a racism characteristic of the American Deep South in the 1930s. Marguerite’s grandmother, whom she calls Momma, is very strict and owns a general store in town. Her crippled uncle, Willie, is also a strict authority figure who makes sure that Marguerite and Bailey are properly educated. At this point in her life, Marguerite discovers a love of literature, beginning with Shakespeare.


    The African-American community in Stamps endures low-level taunting as well as threats from the Ku Klux Klan. Despite this, Marguerite and Bailey learn to enjoy life in the small town and spending time at Momma’s store. One Christmas, they receive presents from their parents. This is startling because they had simply assumed that their parents were dead. Soon after, their father, Bailey senior, appears in town. To the people of Stamps, he seems urbane and elegant, but Marguerite is suspicious of him. He announces that he is taking Marguerite and Bailey with him and ends up dropping them off with their mother, Vivian, in St. Louis.


    LEAVING STAMPS


    In St. Louis, Marguerite and BaileyJr. move in with their mother, Vivian, and her boyfriend, Mr. Freeman. Vivian is beautiful and glamorous and BaileyJr. immediately takes to her. However, Mr. Freeman sexually abuses and ultimately rapes Marguerite, warning her that if she tells anyone, he will kill BaileyJr. When Vivian and BaileyJr. discover the truth, Mr. Freeman is put on trial for his actions. He is later found murdered, most likely by Vivian’s brothers. Marguerite feels terrible and somehow at fault for the entire affair. She and BaileyJr. are then sent back to Stamps.


    Marguerite believes that everyone expects her to move on from the sexual abuse incident now that she is back in Stamps. However, she is still sullen and despondent. Marguerite begins spending time with a woman named Mrs. Flowers. Mrs. Flowers is elegant, educated and maintains an impressive status in Stamps despite being a black woman. She introduces Marguerite to poetry, urges her to communicate and helps her find her voice again.


    Bailey Jr. is less pleased to return to Stamps. He misses his mother and copes with his anxiety by simulating sex with a series of local girls. Finally, he meets a well-developed girl named Joyce who convinces him to actually have sex with her. However, she ultimately leaves town and BaileyJr. is heartbroken. He also witnesses a dark moment of racism when he sees a black man beaten to death by white men. Momma decides that BaileyJr. and Marguerite will have a better life if they move in with their mother in San Francisco.


    SAN FRANCISCO


    Marguerite finds that she loves the strange charms of San Francisco and enjoys attending her new high school. She also does not mind living with her mother and her mother’s new boyfriend, Daddy Clidell. She has not been there long when she is invited to visit her father and his girlfriend, Dolores, in southern California. Marguerite and Dolores take an immediate disliking to each other. This is further entrenched when Bailey announces he is taking Marguerite with him on a day trip to Mexico. In Mexico, Bailey spends his time getting drunk with loose women. He passes out in the car and Marguerite tries to drive him home, but ultimately crashes the car. After returning to California, Dolores and Marguerite have a physical altercation and Marguerite runs away. She spends the rest of the summer with a group of homeless teenagers living in cars, but ultimately returns to her mother in San Francisco.


    Bailey Jr. has become a bit rebellious and decides to bring home a prostitute. His mother kicks him out of the house, and Marguerite is sad to see him go. Bored without him, she decides to become a streetcar conductor. They refuse to hire a black woman at first, but after some persistence, Marguerite finally get the job.


    After reading The Well of Loneliness at school, Marguerite worries she might be a lesbian or a hermaphrodite (she is not sure of the difference). In order to prove she is not, she has sex with a local boy and ends up getting pregnant. She has the baby after graduating high school and cares for him with the support of her mother. In the final scene of the novel, Marguerite sleeps next to her baby and finds a sense of peace.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    MARGUERITE


    Marguerite, sometimes nicknamed “Maya” or “My”, is the narrator of the memoir. The story follows her from the age of three to the age of17. Critics sometimes see the character of Marguerite in the story as symbolic of all black girls growing up in America. Indeed, the struggles she faces with racism and discrimination can certainly be read as universally linking her to other African-Americans. However, the particular incidents in the story and Marguerite’s personal responses to them are lifted specifically from Angelou’s real life.


    Within the first pages of the memoir, Marguerite expresses her contempt for her own appearance, explaining how she wishes she was beautiful, blonde, and white. The reality, as she describes it, is that she is a “a too-big Negro girl, with nappy black hair, broad feet and a space between her teeth that would hold a number-two pencil” (p.5). She is continually insecure about her looks, usually comparing herself to her cute brother.


    Marguerite excels in school and has a gifted literary mind. During her time in Stamps, she is usually at the top, or second from the top, of her class. At her 8th grade graduation, she loses the valedictorian spot to Henry Reed, but she notes, “instead of being disappointed I was pleased that we shared top places between us” (p.186). The memoir is filled with Marguerite’s allusions to literature she has read and loved. She notes:


    “Although I enjoyed and respected Kipling, Poe, Butler, Thackeray and Henley, I saved my young and loyal passion for Paul Lawrence Dunbar, Langston Hughes, James Weldon Johnson and W.E.B. Du Bois’ “Litany at Atlanta.” But it was Shakespeare who said, “When in disgrace with fortune and men’s eyes.” It was a state with which I felt myself most familiar.” (p.16)


    Marguerite constantly sees the events of her life through the lens of literature; she finds hope in the universality of her experience and validation by connecting that experience to literature.


    BAILEY JR.


    For the majority of the memoir, BaileyJr. is Marguerite’s closest and most trusted companion. As children, they play together and work together in their grandmother’s store. Marguerite describes her absolute devotion to BaileyJr., saying:


    “Bailey was the greatest person in my world. And the fact that he was my brother, my only brother, and I had no sisters to share him with, was such good fortune that it made me want to live a Christian life just to show God that I was grateful. Where I was big, elbowy and grating, he was small, graceful and smooth. When I was described by our playmates as being shit color, he was lauded for his velvet-black skin. His hair fell down in black curls, and my head was covered with black steel wool. And yet he loved me.” (p.24)


    While Marguerite sees herself as awkward, she views BaileyJr. as attractive and charming. As the pair are continually shifted between their mother, their father and their grandmother, they become each other’s most constant source of love.


    When Marguerite and Bailey Jr. return to Stamps after their brief time in St. Louis, Bailey is distressed about leaving his mother. Although Marguerite is glad to return to Stamps, she is still reeling from the trauma of her sexual assault. Thus, the siblings again find comfort in one another. Marguerite notes that BaileyJr. “felt we were in the same boat for different reasons, and that I could understand his frustration just as he could countenance my withdrawal.” (p.99).


    When Bailey is ultimately kicked out of his mother’s house in San Francisco, Marguerite feels lost and purposeless without him. He had been, in many ways, her guiding compass. The fact that he is also mentioned in Angelou’s dedication of the book is proof of their enduring bond.


    MOMMA


    Marguerite’s paternal grandmother is credited with raising her during her most formative years. Marguerite views “Momma,” as she calls her, with a deep sense of awe. She describes her with reserved admiration, saying:


    “People spoke of Momma as a good-looking woman and some, who remembered her youth, said she used to be right pretty. I saw only her power and strength. She was taller than any woman in my personal world, and her hands were so large they could span my head from ear to ear.” (pp.50-51)


    Marguerite both loves and fears Momma; she sees her as larger than life.


    Momma owns a general store in Stamps which supplies both black and white


    
  

OEBPS/Images/couv.jpg
tht
=Su

mmaries.com

I Know Why the
Caged Bird Sings

BY MAYA ANGELOU





