
When Great Trees Fall 

by Maya Angelou 

About the Poet 

Maya Angelou (1928–2014) was an iconic American poet, memoirist, and civil rights activist. 

Her works often explored themes of identity, resilience, and the human spirit. Angelou is 

best known for her autobiographical series, beginning with I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, 

which brought her international acclaim. She was a prominent voice in the fight for racial 

and gender equality, working alongside figures like Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X. 

Angelou’s poetry is celebrated for its empowering messages and lyrical beauty, making her 

one of the most influential literary figures of the 20th century2. 

Background of the Poem 

When Great Trees Fall was written as a reflection on loss and its profound impact on 

individuals and communities. The poem uses the metaphor of falling trees to symbolize the 

passing of great individuals whose absence leaves a void in the world. Angelou’s personal 

experiences with loss and her deep understanding of human emotions are evident in the 

poem, which transitions from despair to hope and renewal. 

Message of the Poem 

The poem conveys the message that loss is an inevitable part of life, but it also offers an 

opportunity for growth and transformation. Angelou emphasizes that the legacy of great 

individuals lives on, inspiring others to become better and more meaningful in their own 

lives. The poem encourages readers to find strength and hope in the face of grief. 

Themes 

Loss and Grief: The poem explores the emotional impact of losing someone significant and 

the void it creates. 

Legacy and Memory: It highlights how the influence of great individuals endures even after 

their passing. 

Hope and Renewal: The poem transitions from despair to a sense of peace and inspiration, 

suggesting that loss can lead to personal growth. 

Interconnectedness: Angelou reflects on the universal experience of loss and how it unites 

humanity. 

Summary 

1. The poem begins with a vivid description of the natural world reacting to the fall of great

trees. Rocks shudder, lions crouch, and elephants seek safety, symbolizing the far-reaching

impact of loss.



2. Angelou describes how small creatures recoil in silence, their senses overwhelmed. This

imagery reflects the initial shock and numbness that accompanies grief.

3. The poem transitions to the human experience, describing how the absence of great

individuals leaves the air “scarce” and memories sharpened. Angelou captures the pain of

realizing the depth of one’s loss.

4. The poet reflects on how loss diminishes the mind and soul, likening it to a return to the

primitive state of the Stone Age. This metaphor emphasizes the profound disorientation

caused by grief.

5. The poem concludes on a hopeful note, suggesting that the legacy of great individuals

inspires others to live more meaningful lives. Angelou asserts that their existence makes the

world better, even after their passing.

Important Phrases 

"When great trees fall, rocks on distant hills shudder": Describes the far-reaching impact of 

loss. Symbolizes how the absence of great individuals affects even those far removed from 

them. 

"Small things recoil into silence": Reflects the initial shock and numbness of grief. Highlights 

the vulnerability and fragility of those left behind. 

"Our minds, formed and informed by their radiance, fall away": Describes the 

disorientation caused by loss. Emphasizes the influence of great individuals on shaping our 

thoughts and values. 

"We can be. Be and be better. For they existed": Conveys a message of hope and 

inspiration. Suggests that the legacy of great individuals motivates others to improve 

themselves. 

Poetic Devices 

Imagery: Angelou uses vivid imagery to describe the natural and emotional reactions to loss. 

Example: "Lions hunker down in tall grasses." 

Metaphor: The falling trees symbolize the passing of great individuals. 

Personification: Nature is personified to reflect human emotions. Example: "Rocks on 

distant hills shudder." 

Alliteration: Example: "Small things recoil into silence." 

Tone: The tone shifts from somber and reflective to hopeful and uplifting. 

Repetition: Example: "Be and be better." 



When Great Trees Fall is a deeply moving poem that captures the universal experience of 

loss while offering a message of hope and inspiration. 


