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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 of 17. 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.
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