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An Afflicted Black Mother and the Paradox 

of the Sonnet in Gwendolyn Brooks’ 

“the children of the poor”

Seoyoung Park
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ABSTRACT: This article examines Gwendolyn Brooks’ early poem, “the children of the poor,” a 

sonnet sequence collected in Brooks’ Pulitzer Prize-winning volume, Annie Allen (1949), and 

discusses how Brooks taps into the sonnet tradition to externalize the hitherto obscured interiority 

of a deprived Black mother. Since the ages of Petrarch and Shakespeare, the sonnet has continually 

evolved over centuries and established itself as a quintessential lyric form. However, in the process, 

it has also been freighted with heavy cultural baggage and ideological associations. For the Harlem 

Renaissance poets, writing sonnets to claim their equal footing with great Anglo-European sonneteers 

ironically entailed a complex negotiation with their cultural and racial identity, and African American 

women poets were further burdened with masculine norms inherent in the sonnet tradition. In this 

regard, this paper will investigate how Brooks, both sympathetic and critical toward the Harlem 

Renaissance predecessors, employs the sonnet’s rhetorical force, lyric expressiveness, and dramatic 

richness to articulate the silenced voice of an African American woman represented by the protagonist, 

Annie, and simultaneously subverts its formal and thematic expectations. In Brooks’ reconfigured 

sonnets, a naïve ingénue infatuated with her own romantic imaginings transforms into a distressed 

yet determinedly assertive Black mother who addresses issues such as social prejudice and economic 

injustice with an impressive lyric authority and authenticity. This study will thus argue that Brooks’ 

purportedly integrationist poetic practice erodes the time-honored tradition of the English sonnet from 

within and demonstrates the sonnet’s potential as an alternative space for revolution and innovation.
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I. Introduction

In “Blueprint for Negro Writing” (1937), Richard Wright retrospectively 

devalues the New Negro Movement, or the Harlem Renaissance, and 

disdainfully calls the Black bourgeois intellectuals of the twenties and thirties 

“prim and decorous ambassadors who went a-begging to white America” (97). 

Wright argues that they produce “humble novels, poems, and plays” to 

accommodate the taste of White readers and to claim equal footing with great 

White writers. Wright’s fierce attack on their servile assimilationism resonates 

with the separatist aesthetics espoused by artists and writers of the Black Arts 

Movement (BAM) during the Civil Rights era. For instance, Addison Gayle, 

Jr., in his 1969 article, critically assesses the situation where the White 

aesthetics set the terms for the way Black artists represent their racial 

experiences and condemns it as cultural strangulation. As the BAM’s radical 

approach to art prevailed in the sixties and seventies, engaging with the 

Anglo-European literary tradition would be seen as toadyism that conforms to 

the oppressive and exploitative White cultural ideology.

In this context, Gwendolyn Brooks’ early poems published before her 

aesthetic radicalization in 1967 occupy a fraught position in the history of 

African American poetry. Brooks demonstrates technical craftsmanship, 

modernist rigor, and formal virtuosity in her critically acclaimed first 

collection, A Street in Bronzeville (1945), and her Pulitzer Prize-winning 

second collection, Annie Allen (1949). However, these early works written in 

traditional verse forms have often been dismissed as lacking racial awareness 

and historical consciousness, despite the unique African American 

experiences captured and embodied in them. About Brooks’ pre-1967 period, 

Don L. Lee (later Haki R. Madhubuti), a poet/critic of the BAM, says, “She 

was always the American poet who happened to be Negro […] At this time 

Gwendolyn Brooks didn’t think of herself as an African or as an African 

American” (34). 
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Lianggong Luo understands Brooks’ formal consciousness manifested in 

Annie Allen—or, in the second, epic section of the volume, to be specific—as 

demonstrating Brooks’ belief in integrationism which, according to Luo, 

“places emphasis on ethical and moral power in drawing people of different 

races and cultures into a harmonious co-existence based on equality and 

liberty” (526). However, Brooks later renounces her earlier poetics and shows 

reluctance to place weight upon her pre-1967 poetic experiments, dismissing 

them as overstrained and contrived. She admits she was “naïve and ignorant” 

and “thought that integration was the solution” (Conversations 60) without any 

idea “that black poets should write as blacks, about blacks, and address 

themselves to blacks” (104). That said, she also insists that her poetry has 

been always motivated by the awareness of her racial identity and that the 

seemingly new trajectory of her later poetry does not indicate a sudden change 

but a gradual evolution of her poetic vision.1

In this regard, this paper will examine “the children of the poor,” a sonnet 

sequence in Brooks’ Annie Allen, and discuss the way in which Brooks 

deliberately employs the sonnet form as a vehicle for exploring and addressing 

the experiences of a disadvantaged Black mother living in postwar America 

and erodes the time-honored tradition of English sonnets dominated by White 

male poets. In so doing, this paper will demonstrate how Brooks’ sonnets, 

simultaneously sympathetic and critical toward those of Harlem Renaissance 

sonneteers, grant a voice to her otherwise silenced African American female 

subject and demonstrate a liberating potential in her purportedly assimilationist 

poetic practice.

1 In her interview with Claudia Tate in 1983, Brooks counters Tate’s claim that her earlier 

works in A Street in Bronzeville “don’t seem to focus directly on heightened political awareness.” 

She answers rather emphatically, “Many of the poems, in my new and old books, are ‘politically 

aware’: I suggest you reread them. You know, when you say ‘political,’ you really have to be 

exhaustive” (Conversations 106). 
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II. The Burdened Virtue of the Sonnet in the African American 

Poetic Tradition

The sonnet played a pivotal role in the Harlem Renaissance. In the 1920s 

when modernism, with an imperative for innovation, was establishing its 

conspicuous presence, Claude McKay, among others, recognized that 

traditional verse forms were “adequate for [his] most lawless and revolutionary 

passions and moods” (315). Dealing with issues that reveal the hypocrisy of 

American democracy such as racism, lynching, and economic injustice, McKay 

proved that the sonnet form was still an effective and accessible medium 

adaptable to various subject matters. McKay’s “If we must die” demonstrates 

the revolutionary potential of the clash between the dominant cultural form and 

oppositional content. Eugenia Collier finds in McKay’s “The Harlem Dancer” 

not so much an ironic collision between the Black experience and the sonnet 

form as the consistency between them. Examining the way the calm, graceful, 

and plaintive move of a Black female dancer is juxtaposed with a concupiscent 

White male gaze of fetishization and exotification, Collier argues,

Now the appropriateness of the sonnet form becomes apparent. Iambic 

pentameter is a slow, dignified meter, contemplative and often sad; and 

the theme of the poem is not lascivious dancing, but human dignity, not 

midnight gaiety but unobtrusive tragedy. The rhyme scheme of the 

sonnet is demanding and restrictive; so also are the social and economic 

forces that have shaped the life of the Harlem dancer. There is, then, no 

conflict between form and theme. (83)

The lyric intimacy of the sonnet, along with its brevity, mellifluous rhythm, 

and “demanding and restrictive” rhyme scheme, lends immediacy and 

originality to the expression of African American experiences. Given that there 

are so few renowned sonnets written by major modern American poets—

except for a few defiant poetic practices such as by Edna St. Vincent Millay—
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it is no exaggeration to say that the sonnet tradition is rightfully claimed by 

twentieth-century African American poetry from the Harlem Renaissance 

sonneteers all the way up to Marilyn Nelson in A Wreath for Emmet Till

(2005) and Terrance Hayes in American Sonnet for My Past and Future 

Assassin (2018).

Nevertheless, the legacy of the Harlem Renaissance has often been 

contested and dismissed as a failure by radical Black artists and critics during 

the latter half of the twentieth century. Nathan Huggins points out the absence 

of activism on the part of the Harlem Renaissance artists and criticizes 

McKay’s sonnets for failing to sublimate bitter racial experiences and biting 

emotions to a powerful form of art due to his “Negro-as-artist dilemma” (220). 

In Huggins’ view, McKay’s sonnets are “strangled by the arbitrary restraints 

of form which McKay could not master” and the tone is no more than 

“personal defiance […] depending almost wholly on rhetorical and 

argumentative style.” Furthermore, Ishmael Reed, in his “Can a metronome 

know the thunder or summon a God?” castigates those “slave[s] [who] 

excelled at ‘Sonnets’ ‘Odes’ and ‘Couplets,’ the feeble pluckings of musky 

Gentlemen and slaves of the metronome” (406). Though Reed was not always 

an ardent advocate of the BAM, the way he finds the origin of poetry in 

pre-linguistic shaman rhythms and sees the African American jazz rhythm as 

preserving fragments of the primitive spiritual power in the “[d]ance and 

[d]rums” of the old religions informs why the radical Black poetics has tended 

to set itself in opposition to the fixed English poetic forms.

The discourses surrounding the BAM aesthetics are still not without 

criticisms and inner contradictions. James A. Emanuel excavates the forsaken 

value of the Harlem Renaissance sonnets and asserts that the “revolutionary 

spirit of the Seventies is a legacy, not a sudden notion” (40). Emanuel 

emphasizes the Negro writers’ “new self-awareness” that brought meaningful 

changes to the racial stereotypes and racial experiences distorted and flattened 

by White writers. According to Emanuel, the sonnet allowed the African 
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American poets to create a positive self-image, by allowing them to control, 

discipline, and refine their raw emotions and crude experiences (36). 

Regarding radical Black poets’ downplaying of the sonnet for its restrictive 

formal quality, Emanuel states,

[T]he driving impulse of the Seventies is the bursting of bonds, not the 

management of self within them. Colloquial Black phrases and speech 

patterns might overstrain the sonnet; spatial experimentation might 

overleap or shrink its pentameter line. Even so, those possibilities are the 

challenges of the future, not the defects of a past that had its own walls 

to crumble. (97)

Emanuel’s valorization of the sonnet as an enabling, rather than repressive, 

poetic form in the African American poetic tradition offers another valuable 

viewpoint to reconsider the artistic endeavors of the Harlem Renaissance.

Houston A. Baker also counters the alleged conservatism of the Harlem 

Renaissance and its “‘failure’ to produce vital, original, effective, or ‘modern’ 

art […] in the manner of […] British, Anglo-American, and Irish creative 

endeavors” (xiii, emphasis in original). Baker points out that by the modernist 

standard of poetic innovation and experiments that privileges Ezra Pound and 

T. S. Eliot, African American modern poets such as Jean Toomer, McKay, 

Paul Laurence Dunbar, Countee Cullen, and even Langston Hughes would 

always have to be placed on the opposite pole of the spectrum. Championing 

“the mastery of form and the deformation of mastery” (50) of those poets, 

Baker maintains that “[a]ny instance of the mastery of form is always 

suggestive of its deformative correspondent and vice versa” (99). In other 

words, the distinctive innovativeness of the African American poetic tradition 

lies not so much in completely renouncing the hegemonic literary tradition as 

first mastering it and then deforming, tweaking, and subverting it. 

As implied in Emanuel’s and Baker’s refutations of previously held views 

on the limited creative and political potentials of the Harlem Renaissance, 
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prevailing critical tendencies that highlight Brooks’ double consciousness and 

the drastic contrast between her pre-1967 poems written in traditional verse 

forms and post-1967 BAM-inspired free verse often blur the complex and 

intricate dynamics of artistic struggle and political commitment in Brooks’ 

attempt to work with/against the Anglo-American poetic tradition. In that 

regard, the sonnet form in Annie Allen needs to be scrutinized in contexts not 

only of the overarching narrative of the whole volume but also of the history 

of African American poetics in the twentieth century. In so doing, the 

ambivalent implications in Brooks’ employment of the sonnet tradition would 

be better elucidated, particularly in terms of how Brooks both masters and 

creatively deforms its formal constraints and expressive vocabulary and 

ultimately establishes her authorial identity as both orthodox and heretical.

III. The Sonnet form as a Vehicle for Externalizing Black Female 

Interiority

The poems in Annie Allen are clustered into three sections, “Notes from 

the Childhood and the Girlhood,” “The Anniad,” and “The Womanhood,” each 

of which represent the protagonist Annie’s three different stages of life. They 

are connected to and set apart from each other by their distinct yet interrelated 

formal properties that signify the transformation of Annie’s consciousness in 

response to the external reality. The third and final section of the volume, 

“The Womanhood,” serving as a sequel to the “The Anniad,” slackens the 

former section’s epic rigidity and strict trochaic tetrameter and returns to the 

first-person lyric mode with an iambic rhythm. However, Section III is also 

distinguished from the first, predominantly lyric section of the volume, “Notes 

from the Childhood and Girlhood,” since naïve idealism is no longer to be 

found in Annie who, poised with an acute sense of self and its relation to the 

outer world, now actively seeks to articulate her emotions, desires, and 
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thoughts. Whereas simple, short, and comparatively monotonous stanzaic 

forms in Section I embody young Annie’s immature, egotistic, and 

narrow-minded interiority confined in the domestic space, Annie’s extended 

awareness not only of philosophical, religious matters but also of social 

inequality and cultural ideology is manifested by the kaleidoscopic formal 

variety in Section III. 

Above all, the fourteen-line sonnet officially appears for the first time in 

“The Womanhood” section. Though the “sonnet-ballad” introduced in the 

former section incorporates the sonnet form, its hybrid formal nature and 

secondary status as an “appendix” to “The Anniad” attenuate its distinctive 

significance. In Section III, however, the opening sonnet sequence, “the 

children of the poor,” marks an impressive beginning of Annie’s mature years. 

From then on, the sonnet form makes occasional yet remarkable appearances. 

For instance, “the rites for Cousin Vit” is a sonnet that portrays the funeral of 

a woman who lived a free, vital, open-spirited life, and Annie’s eulogical 

description of Cousin Vit’s life and her funeral makes a bizarre harmony with 

its form. Brooks has already proved her mastery over the sonnet form in “Gay 

Chaps at the Bar” collected in her first poetry collection. A sonnet sequence 

about African American soldiers who fought in WWII, it conflates the typical 

Black rhythm of syncopation with rich musicality of the sonnet. In Annie 

Allen, the sonnet stands out again as a significant poetic form in which 

Annie’s voice—sometimes desperate and pleading, other times caustic and 

defiant—is heard with integrity and sincerity.

The title of the sonnet sequence, “the children of the poor,” indicates both 

the subject matter and addressee of the poem. In early English Renaissance 

sonnets, monarchial superiority and idealized female beauty had been primary 

subjects of love and veneration in the context of courtly culture, and through 

the age of Romanticism, the sonnet was enriched with the heightened 

sensibility and expressive force of a lyric speaker’s utopian ruminations on the 

sublime and beautiful. Though its subject matters have become even more 
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diverse afterwards, it is still alien to the sonnet tradition that “the children of 

the poor” appear as the primary object of the sonnet speaker’s lyric address. 

However, considering that the magnified receptiveness to the external world 

has served as a foil for dramatizing a lyric speaker’s interiority, the sonnet 

form allows Brooks to embody Annie’s increased self-awareness. In “The 

Womanhood,” Annie is no more a “sweet” ingenue blindly entrapped in the 

world of fantasy and myth. In Brooks’ transfigured sonnets, Annie becomes 

the desiring self as a disadvantaged Black mother, and, by speaking to 

unspecified, plural “children of the poor” and addressing the issues of social 

and economic injustice, Annie’s motherhood evolves into the communal, rather 

than personal and private, experience.

For Brooks, the intricate and emotive rhetorical structure enhances the 

attraction of the sonnet form. The poems of “the children of the poor” sonnet 

sequence are characterized by the unique amalgamation of the Petrarchan 

sonnet’s twofold structure—an octave and a following sestet with volta—and 

the gradual progression of quartets toward a final couplet in the 

Shakespearean tradition. All five sonnets that comprise the sequence share 

the similar enveloped rhyme scheme of abba-abba in the octave with 

frequent off-rhymes. Relatively flexible yet stable rhyme patterns in “the 

children of the poor” shape a stark contrast to the strict yet varied ones in 

“The Anniad,” where Brooks experiments with more than 30 different rhyme 

patterns out of 41 rhyme royal stanzas. The way a theme emerges is 

significantly connected with this formal, rhetorical structure of narration in 

Brooks’ remodeled sonnet form.

People who have no children can be hard:

Attain a mail of ice and insolence:

Need not pause in the fire, and in no sense

Hesitate in the hurricane to guard.

And when wide world is bitten and bewarred

They perish purely, waving their spirits hence
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Without a trace of grace or of offense

To laugh or fail, diffident, wonder-starred.

While through a throttling dark we others hear

The little lifting helplessness, the queer

Whimper-whine; whose unridiculous

Lost softness softly makes a trap for us.

And makes a curse. And makes a sugar of

The malocclusions, the inconditions of love. (Blacks 115)

The first sonnet of the “the children of the poor” sequence skillfully takes on 

the rhetorical properties of the Petrarchan/Shakespearean hybrid structure: that 

is, an assertive assumption at the beginning (“People who have no children 

can be hard”); unexpected rhetorical turn in the ninth line (“While through a 

throttling dark we others hear”); and another swerve in the concluding couplet, 

all of which are combined to evoke a syllogistic formulation. 

The speaker contrasts the people who can “purely” perish during the war 

without any lingering ties to “we” who must keep leading a wretched life with 

their progeny in its aftermath. The binary between the battlefield and the home 

front also evokes the conflict portrayed in “The Anniad” between Tan Man 

who dies an untimely death due to the war-imposed trauma and widowed 

Annie. Or, it also calls to mind Brooks’ sonnet-ballad of “The Appendix” 

where the soldier surrenders to “Possessive arms and beauty” of “Coquettish 

death” in the war while his agonized wife is desperately waiting for him to 

come back (Blacks 112). Brooks’ predilection for alliteration, word compound, 

and Latinate and ornate words demonstrated in “The Anniad” persists in this 

section. However, instead of disrupting a spontaneous flow of pensive 

lyricism, it underscores the artificiality and extravagant expressivity of the 

sonnet tradition and adds the sense of displacement in the speaker’s emotional 

treatment of subjects such as war, death, and children. The sonic irregularity 

caused by the off-rhyme interference such as the combination of “hard,” 

“guard,” “bewarred,” and “wonder-starred” (a-a-a’-a) also accentuates the 
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disorderly situation itself. The social, historical significance of Brooks’ sonnet 

originates from the way she skillfully deforms thematic, structural, linguistic 

conventions built in the tradition and thereby upsets its purportedly asocial, 

ahistorical interiority. 

Both the subversive and normative qualities of Brooks’ sonnets echo 

sonnets written by British soldier poets during WWI. They irrevocably 

demolished the noble tradition of sonnet by encasing within it the sentiments 

of anger, frustration, and bitterness as well as appalling images of the war’s 

carnage. It is Rachel Edford who notes the similarity of Brooks’ WWII poems 

with the WWI trench poems in terms of the direct, poignant expressiveness 

whose immediacy and authenticity undercut the abstract war ideology. 

According to Edford, in Brooks’ other sonnet sequence, “Gay Chaps at the 

Bar,” the intimate representation of the inner state of African American 

soldiers who suffered from racism in both battlefield and homeland repels the 

tyranny of war that obliterates individuality. Edford also argues that traditional 

forms provided Brooks, just as soldier poets, with a stable and reliable 

framework that enables her to control the incomprehensibility of war’s 

disorder and cruelty; she adds that free verse forms used by Brooks after her 

stylistic radicalization rather “lack the ground and authority of those 

conventions and, as a result, spiral out to vague generalities about war, 

bravery, and racism” (72). Edford’s assumption on the efficacy of lyric 

traditions in times of crisis can also shed light on Brooks’ choice to write 

sonnets that treat the most underprivileged and underrepresented subjects, “the 

children of the poor,” and the trials and struggles of Black motherhood in 

postwar America.

The unmistakable note of desperation and frustration in the speaker’s voice 

notwithstanding, this opening sonnet displays a significant change in Annie’s 

recognition of self when she uses the plural pronoun, “we others.” The sense 

of collective subjectivity embedded in Annie’s first-person perspective reflects 

both her extended social awareness and her attempt to overcome precarity by 
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means of shared experiences of motherhood. Whereas “little lifting 

helplessness” and “unridiculous / Lost softness” of the children “make[s] a 

trap” and “curse” for mothers, the speaker subtly changes her tone in the final 

couplet, winding up the poem in a gratifying strain that focuses on the “sugar 

of / The malocclusions, the inconditions of love” that children bring to their 

distressed mothers. Indicating misaligned teeth, “malocclusions” seems to 

imply the dislocating challenges they face. Concurrently, the complex Latinate 

word evokes the sense of artificial intricacy and bewildering foreignness, 

having the similar semantic function with the off-rhyme (“bewarred”) in the 

fifth line. 

The gradual development of thought in the first four lines of the sestet, 

which reaches a forceful conclusion in the final couplet with a cc-dd-ee 

rhyme scheme, offers a different perspective on the speaker’s assumption 

presented in the octave. The hardness of the people who can meet their 

unencumbered death implies not so much adamancy or strength as numbness 

and unsympathetic impassivity toward life, without having reasons to sustain 

it in extreme conditions of intolerable pressures. At a first glance, the speaker 

appears to deplore the plight of mothers and children living in destitution and 

misery. However, the solemn responsibility to protect and care for children 

provides a raison d’être for mothers, an awareness of which suggests 

significant changes happening in Annie’s egoistic and deluded mind.

Rita Dove, in the foreword to her poetry collection, Mother Love (1995), 

states her views on the ambivalent quality of African American writers’ 

engagements with the White-dominant literary tradition as follows:

“Sonnet” literally means “little song.” The sonnet is a heile Welt, an 

intact world where everything is in sync, from the stars down to the 

tiniest mite on a blade of grass. And if the “true” sonnet reflects the 

music of the spheres, it then follows that any variation from the 

strictly Petrarchan or Shakespearean forms represents a world gone 

awry.
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   Or does it? Can’t form also be a talisman against disintegration? The 

sonnet defends itself against the vicissitudes of fortune by its charmed 

structure, its beautiful bubble. All the while, though, chaos is lurking 

outside the gate. (xi)

According to Dove, any modifications to the sonnet can bring out innovations 

that destabilize “an intact world where everything is in sync,” undermine the 

hegemonic system of thinking deeply embedded in the cultural form, and 

ultimately articulate “the world gone awry” as seen in Brooks’ off-rhymes that 

evoke what Brooks herself calls “an off-rhyme situation” (Conversations 45). 

On the other hand, Dove acknowledges the opposite potentials of the sonnet as 

“a talisman against disintegration.” In other words, a bulwark that has long 

been firmly constructed around the sonnet tradition works against the 

vicissitudes of fortune, and therefore the sonnet can provide a poet with a 

stable ground to preserve individuality against the dehumanizing, annihilating 

pressure of chaotic reality.

With regard to the contradictory correlation between the potency and 

inadequacy of traditional forms, Karen Jackson Ford argues that the African 

American poetic tradition has not developed in a linear fashion but gradually 

risen in a circling motion, continuously revisiting and revising existing cultural 

forms and values. To put it another way, the creative tension between traditional 

and alternative forms is the quintessential trait that defines African American 

poetics, particularly in terms of its complicated efforts to establish African 

American identity in opposition to the dominant culture. She states, “poetic form 

has been enlisted to codify a stable cultural identity, yet it has more often been 

employed to expand what it means to be a black American” (373). According 

to Ford, the “rival terms” such as “black/white, black/Negro, oral/textual, 

authentic/inauthentic, African/American, political/poetical, vernacular/Standard 

English, music/literature, free verse/verse, black aesthetic/Anglo-European 

poetics” have been persistently drawn into African American poetry to formulate 
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to what Fred Moten terms “the multiple oneness of blackness” (Moten 964). 

Ford’s claim is remarkable especially in relation to Brooks’ poetic career, which 

is marked by the opposition between artistic mastery and political commitment, 

between the White tradition and the Black aesthetics. In Brooks’ sonnet 

sequence, the authoritative cultural form not only helps universalize the 

neglected experiences of Black motherhood but also illuminates one of the many 

marginalized Black identities that have not been properly conceptualized or 

taken into serious consideration by uniformly oppositional aesthetics. 

In the second sonnet of “the children of the poor” sequence, the voice of 

a demoralized mother gets fierce. Contrary to the attempt at self-consolation 

by presenting motherhood as justification for her existential anguish in the first 

sonnet, Annie’s sorrowful lamentation over her underprivileged children serves 

as a scathing critique of society that disempowers the least advantaged of its 

members. 

What shall I give my children? who are poor,

Who are adjudged the leastwise of the land,

Who are my sweetest lepers, who demand

No velvet and no velvety velour;

But who have begged me for a brisk contour,

Crying that they are quasi, contraband

Because unfinished, graven by a hand

Less than angelic, admirable or sure.

My hand is stuffed with mode, design, device.

But I lack access to my proper stone.

And plenitude of plan shall not suffice

Nor grief nor love shall be enough alone

To ratify my little halves who bear

Across an autumn freezing everywhere. (Blacks 116)

Being “unfinished” and “little,” the children are described as diminutive and 

maladjusted. The alliterative play of “quasi” and “contraband” emphasizes the 
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children’s inferiority and undesirability in relation to their disenfranchised 

social and economic position, and the caesura in Lines 6 to 8 also enhances 

the sense of a forced rupture from normality. However, as the oxymoronic 

phrase, “my sweetest lepers,” indicates, the speaker confronts the adversity of 

the social conditions with anxious yet tender motherhood. Annie’s bemoaning 

question at the beginning of the poem, “What shall I give my children?,” 

connects to the first line of the next sonnet, “And shall I prime my child, 

pray, to pray?,” in which the speaker advises her children to “be metaphysical 

mules” and “Learn Lord” with enraged resignation. Twisting the convention of 

anacoenosis in Shakespearean sonnets where a rhetorical question gently 

invites the reader to bear witness to the speaker’s noble ideals and lofty 

desires, Annie’s angst-ridden rhetorical question dramatizes the opposite—

ruthless reality and abject humility. The poem’s tension manifests itself in 

both its continuity and disjunction with the sonnet tradition.

Annie’s evolved social consciousness is also evocative of Brooks’ 

heightened artistic consciousness. The metaphors of sculpture compel the 

poem to be read as an expression of Brooks’ aesthetic concerns. Being a 

peripheral artist who has “a mode, design, device” yet is not allowed enough 

literary resources to work with, a cultural authority to claim, or a legitimate 

tradition to invoke (“But I lack access to my proper stone”), she deplores in 

desolation the fate that has befallen her art, or “little halves.” That being said, 

the caustic irony and ambivalence remain intact in the way Brooks 

instrumentalizes the literary tradition to address the very lack of it. In fact, it 

is not an overstatement to say that Brooks faithfully inherits two prominent 

sonnet traditions: those of the sixteenth-century English Renaissance and the 

twentieth-century Harlem Renaissance. However, neither of them offers 

Brooks a satisfactory foundation for her poetry, in that they either silenced 

female voices or dismissed female experiences. The inhibited anger of a 

dispossessed Black mother may be thus interpreted as Brooks’ critical 

awareness of the existing tradition’s hostility and indifference to female 
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agency and creativity. In this light, Brooks’ representation of Annie’s 

racialized, gendered experiences by virtue of the dominant poetic tradition not 

only affirms, ironically, the Black female subjectivity that the tradition has 

marginalized—or objectified and exoticized—but also fortifies her authorial 

agency as a Black female poet within that tradition.

With an awareness of the need to radically reconfigure the hostile 

environment, the fourth sonnet of “the children of the poor” sequence serves 

as a manifesto in which Annie—and, for that matter, Brooks—urges the 

necessity for political struggles preceding artistic achievements.

First fight. Then fiddle. Ply the slipping string

With feathery sorcery; muzzle the note

With hurting love; the music that they wrote

Bewitch, bewilder. Qualify to sing

Threadwise. Devise no salt, no hempen thing

For the dear instrument to bear. Devote

The bow to silks and honey. Be remote

A while from malice and from murdering.

But first to arms, to armor. Carry hate

In front of you and harmony behind.

Be deaf to music and to beauty blind.

Win war. Rise bloody, maybe not too late

For having first to civilize a space

Wherein to play your violin with grace. (Blacks 118)

Just as the other sonnets of the sequence, this poem plays a variation on both 

the Petrarchan and Shakespearean sonnet forms (abba-abba-cddc-ee), with the 

rhetorical turn in the sestet. The speaker in the opening line articulates the 

imperative to “fight” first and then “fiddle,” but the rest of the octave 

describes the enchanting beauty of art and the life with “silks and honey.” 

Then in Line 9, as if suddenly waking up from a momentary delusion, the 

speaker emphatically compels the addressee to defer the realization of such 
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dreams and to get involved in the “bloody” political struggles. Despite the 

ostensible rhetorical turn (“But”), the speaker’s argument remains consistent. 

Furthermore, with the final couplet (“For having first to civilize a space / 

Wherein to play your violin with grace”) reaffirming the argument of the 

speaker in a forthright manner, Brooks cleverly twists the sonnet tradition 

prevailed with deceptive rhetorical operations and meretricious airs. Moreover, 

the sonnet implodes upon itself; refuting art for the sake of political resistance, 

it erodes the virtue of lyrical beauty and artistic values that have been 

sustained by the Anglo-European sonnet tradition. 

Annie’s inciting statement that fighting ought to come before fiddling seems 

to contradict Brooks’ own aesthetic principle discussed in her short 

manifesto-like text titled “Poets Who Are Negroes” where she prioritizes artistic 

sophistication and technical expertise. However, Ford notes the underlying 

ambiguity of the poem, arguing that “the poem […] adamantly argues that 

fiddling is a means of fighting and therefore an effective weapon in the battle 

to civilize a space” (370, emphasis in the original). She adds that the Petrarchan 

sonnet form which is “not a particularly obliging form for an argument against 

art” and its “fiddly formal structure” itself disqualifies Annie’s provocative 

address. In other words, the continuous counteractions between the form and 

content not only undermines the formal ideologies but also complicates a 

reductive thematic interpretation. As the antagonistic juxtaposition of fight and 

fiddle and its intended alliteration as well as Brooks’ deliberately ambivalent 

control of the form display, the dichotomy between artistic practice and political 

commitment remains unresolved. It is also important to note here Annie’s 

authoritative, hortatory capacity in adversity and tribulation. With Annie’s 

admonitory apostrophe to “the children of the poor” overturning the privatized, 

asocial, and ahistorical space of lyric interiority, the sonnet simultaneously 

asserts its political potentials and preserves its artistic integrity.
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IV. Conclusion

Annie’s awakened consciousness as a Black mother transforms her from 

the victim of internalized ideological oppression to an agent against oppressive 

social practices. The formal diversity of the remaining poems following the 

“the children of the poor” sonnet sequence exhibits a marked distinction from 

the poems in the earlier sections of Annie Allen, reflecting not only Annie’s 

extended social consciousness but also Brooks’ unrelenting quest for adequate 

forms. Annie Allen and “The Womanhood” section conclude with the untitled, 

blank verse poem where Annie asserts her humanity and subjectivity, saying 

“Men of careful turns, haters of forks in the road, […] Grant me that I am 

human, that I hurt, / That I can cry. // […] Admit me to our mutual estate” 

(Blacks 139). Annie’s forceful repudiation of alienation and segregation from 

the dominant society resonates with Brooks’ claim for access to the literary 

establishment. Annie’s “plea for integration” might seem to imply “a newly 

disguised prejudice,” as D. H. Melhem claims (78); however, Brooks does not 

fail to consummate Annie’s maturing journey. She mobilizes the “graceful 

glider” to teach Annie, and presumably the poet herself, that “prejudice is 

native” and the only “hope is that intelligence / Can sugar up our prejudice 

with politeness” (Blacks 139-40), administering the coup de grâce to the 

vestige of her romantic optimism. 

The last three lines of the poem, as well as of the whole volume, reinforce 

Annie’s determined intention and new-found agency.

The toys are all grotesque

And not for lovely hands; are dangerous, 

Serrate in open and artful places. Rise.

Let us combine. There are no magics or elves

Or timely godmothers to guide us. We are lost, must

Wizard a track through our own screaming weed. (Blacks 140)
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Henry Taylor argues that “If there are sharp divisions in Brooks’ career, one 

of them comes at this point” (125). The apostrophic imperatives indicate 

Annie’s liberation from her solipsistic interiority, and Brooks likewise “seems 

to repudiate the limited conception of the brief, expressive, well-wrought lyric 

she has inherited,” as Lesley Wheeler maintains (104). Just as Annie hopes to 

break free from the existing social constructions and ideological constraints by 

voluntarily “combining” with them, the hegemonic aesthetics provide Brooks 

with a reliable means to “Wizard a track” where “there are no magics or 

elves” and allow her to tear open a fissure from within. 

Regarding the achievements of Annie Allen that earned Brooks a Pulitzer 

Prize in 1950, George E. Kent states, “For both whites and blacks, Gwendolyn 

would from now on be tagged ‘the first Negro to win a Pulitzer Prize,’ and 

with that label would come the roles of spokeswoman and arbiter in the upper 

realms of her city’s and her nation’s cultural affairs” (102). Brooks has been 

taken as a spiritual guide and a source of inspiration by the younger 

generation of African American writers, but at the same time, the works of 

Brooks’ “integrationist” period and the apparent gender issues embodied in 

them have been continually downplayed in the interests of highlighting her 

later commitment to racial politics. In a similar vein, the so-called hegemonic 

poetic forms used in Annie Allen have maintained a complicated relation with 

feminist criticisms that often prioritize subversive or disruptive poetic 

practices. Perhaps for that very reason, however, it is important to note that 

the seemingly irreconcilable mismatch among the unique lived experiences that 

shape Brooks’ gender identity, the artistic vision of her work, and the political 

responsibilities imposed on her as a Black writer have a significant implication 

in the bifurcated, or segmented at best, critical history of twentieth-century 

American poetry.
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