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The Sonnet Tradition
and Claude McKay

Known best as a writer of
the Harlem Renaissance,
Claude McKay also
contributed significantly to
the history of sonnet
writing. Several of his
poems are examined in the
context of the history of
sonnets, and ideas for

teaching the form are

suggested.

his year marks the 400th anniversary

of the publication of the first edition

of Shakespeare’s 154 sonnets—an

excellent moment to focus on them,
as well as on those written by others before and after
1609. Because we share an enthusiasm for poetry in
general and the sonnet in particular, we want to en-
courage teachers to include sonnets in their teaching.
Under the aegis of the Folger, we have been leading
sonnet workshops for high school teachers in which
we offer several activities for bringing sonnets into
language arts classes.

The collaboration has been a voyage of discov-
ery for us both; what were initially two separate
presentations have gradually evolved into an un-
likely but surprisingly coherent unit plan. We
begin with a discussion of the sonnet tradition and
examine several 20th-century sonnets. We then
look at several 16th-century sonnets by Shake-
speare’s contemporaries followed by Shakespearean
examples. The final step takes us back to the early
20th century and the work of Claude McKay. The
journey represents an innovative “pairing” that can
place an African American poet as the heir to a long
sonnet tradition, one who himself, in his turn, left a
lasting legacy.'

The following are some of the approaches and
ideas that we include in our workshops:

e Starting with 20th-century sonnets can pro-
vide a great way to ease into Shakespearean
sonnets, which in turn provide gateways to
Shakespeare’s plays; the smaller blocks of lan-
guage are less intimidating than a whole play
script.

Students can follow the “recipe” and write
their own sonnets. We find that students are
often more apt to write good poetry with
that model than when they embark on free
verse. Writing sonnets can be done solo, in
pairs, or as a group and is an active way of
internalizing the sonnet’s structure.

One group activity is to ask students to work
backward by choosing the end rhymes of the
typical Shakespearean pattern first and then
fill in the rest.

“Petrarchanism” is alive and well in popular
songs: Ask students to bring in songs of
unrequited love, of which there is certainly
no dearth.

Students can have fun acting out the roles of
Petrarch and Laura—or McKay and America.

Students don’t need to study meter and
rhythm before approaching sonnets, though
that can help; they can learn what they need
to from sonnets. Literally walking through a
sonnet—walking around in a circle, saying
the lines chorally, and stamping hard on the
stressed syllables—can help students under-
stand iambic pentameter and feel it in their
bones. In a space too small to pace, they can
beat out the rhythm with their hands on
desktops.

Going over the basic sonnet structures can be
done actively and in connection with an
illustrative sonnet. For example, before look-
ing at the whole, the 14 lines can be parceled
out on strips of paper to different students,
who then collaborate in deciding how to
arrange them and justify their choices.
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The sonnet has proved to
be a remarkably durable
and adaptable form.

The Sonnet Tradition and Claude McKay

e Using an overhead projector or a PowerPoint
presentation, the teacher reveals one line of
the sonnet at a time and encourages a class
discussion after each revelation.

e Old-fashioned memorization is still an excel-
lent route to ultimate understanding. Like
writing sonnets, recitations can be by an
individual, a team of two, or a group.

e Sonnets can be dramatized in groups to “tell
a story” of the students’ devising. Simple
props and hats add to the effect.

A Short History of the Sonnet

Invented in Italy in the 13th century, the sonnet was
brought to a high form of development in the 14th
century by Francesco Petrarch (1304-74), Italian
poet and humanist. Petrarch is
best remembered for his sonnet
sequence dedicated to Laura,
an idealized lady he glimpsed
in a church and with whom he
fell in love at first sight, or so
the legend goes. Laura was married and, being ide-
ally virtuous as well as beautiful, was permanently
unavailable. The uses Petrarch made of the conven-
tions of courtly love for a beautiful, unattainable
lady became known as “Petrarchan conventions.”
Some of these are that love is excruciatingly painful,
the angelically lovely and pure lady is cruel in re-
jecting the poet’s love; and love is a religion, the
practice of which ennobles the lover. Religious im-
agery and terminology convey the holiness and in-
tensity of the love for the unattainable love-object.
We will see later how McKay made use of these
conventions.

This Petrarchan model exerted a strong influ-
ence on numerous English Renaissance poets: Wyatt,
Surrey, Spenser, Sidney, Sidney’s brilliant niece Mary
Wroth, among others, and of course Shakespeare.

The sonnet has proved to be a remarkably du-
rable and adaptable form. Although no one has ever
equaled Shakespeare’s, in quantity or quality, nearly
every notable poet writing in English has had a go
at a sonnet or two. Among the best-known British
writers of sonnets are John Donne, Milton, Words-
worth, W. H. Auden, and Dylan Thomas. The form
survived the transatlantic crossing. Distinguished
American “sonneteers” include Robert Frost, Edna
St. Vincent Millay, John Crowe Ransom, as well as

African American and Caribbean American poets,
such as James Weldon Johnson, Paul Laurence
Dunbar, Countee Cullen, Gwendolyn Brooks, Rob-
ert Hayden, Derek Wolcott, and Claude McKay.

The Shape of the Sonnet

The octave (first eight lines) usually presents a
problem or question, or situation; and the sestet
(final six lines) answers it with a solution to the
problem, answer to the question, or comment on
the situation—a dialectical method. The sestet, es-
pecially in the Shakespearean sonnet, is divided into
a four-line stanza and a couplet that sums up the
poet’s conclusion. In between octave and sestet
there is often a shift, a changing of gear, called the
“volta,” or sometimes just “the turn.” Sometimes
the wolta is indicated by a line break, sometimes
not. Ron Padgett in The Handbook of Poetic Forms
points out that “the sonnet form involves a certain
way of thinking: the setting up or development of a
thought or idea which is brought to a conclusion at
the end of the poem” (178). The sonnet’s hallmarks
are really this “way of thinking,” not a particular
rhyme scheme. McKay makes frequent use of this
dialectal method and of the “volta” to signal the
shift to a new perspective.

From English Renaissance
to Harlem Renaissance

Moving forward from Shakespeare to the 20th-cen-
tury sonnets of Claude McKay illustrates how the
sonnet tradition remained, and still remains, a vital
force in contemporary poetry. Shakespeare’s sonnets
deal essentially with private experience and are not,
as far as we know, connected to specific events, al-
though a societal context can be inferred. McKay’s,
on the other hand, were inspired by happenings
that are a matter of historical record, though his ex-
perience of them was deeply felt and personal. Their
tone, like those of Shakespeare’s, is arresting: they
are conversational, personal, often intensely pas-
sionate, qualities that can kindle a spark in even a
poetry-resistant tenth-grader’s heart. McKay poured
old wine—brilliantly—into new bottles. In the
sonnet’s characteristic compression of intense, in-
choate feelings into 14 tightly structured lines,
McKay found the right vehicle for expressing his
strong and painful emotions.
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If teachers and students know the name
Claude McKay at all, it is as a member of the Har-
lem Renaissance. However, McKay’s literary legacy
goes beyond this early 20th-century flowering of
African American writing. He wrote as a Jamaican
immigrant who came to America in 1912 during
the height of racial conflicts, and his particular
challenge was not to become “integrated” into a so-
ciety that viewed African Americans as second-class
citizens, even subhuman beings—socially, politi-
cally, and economically—but just to live, work, and
become a contributing member of society. Since
classrooms today are more ethnically diverse than
ever, students will find studying McKay’s sonnets
relevant and will become more aware of a period in
American history too often glossed over.

McKay's Sonnets

McKay published 18 sonnets from 1917-25, only
three of which will be discussed here. Though no
one knows the order of composition, critics seem to
agree that the sonnets are connected thematically;
with the exception of one or two, they deal with the
crucible of race relations, racial pride, culture, his-
tory, lineage and roots, so that the effect is like that
of a sonnet sequence. The best-known sonnet is
probably the following:

If We Must Die

If we must die, let it not be like hogs

Hunted and penned in an inglorious spot

While round us bark the mad and hungry dogs,

Making their mock at our accursed lot.

If we must die, O let us nobly die,

So that our precious blood may not be shed

In vain; then even the monsters we defy

Shall be constrained to honor us though dead!

O kinsmen! We must meet the common foe!

Though far outnumbered let us show us brave,

And for their thousand blows deal one deathblow!

What though before us lies the open grave?

Like men we’ll face the murderous, cowardly pack,

Pressed to the wall, dying, but fighting back!
(McKay, Passion 124)

Lynne Magnusson’s comments about the ne-
cessity of understanding context in Shakespeare’s
sonnets can easily be applied to McKay: “These
sonnets are not the unaddressed speeches of an
anonymous ‘I.” They are utterances in which it mat-
ters who is speaking, to whom, and in what situa-
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tion. . . . We as readers cannot come to know this ‘T’
without making an active effort to figure out the
context and follow the conversation” ( 359).

To appreciate McKay'’s sonnets fully, it is im-
portant to understand the context in which they
were written. Communicating these contexts to
students is in itself a key element in the “pedagogy.”
If you don’t know McKay’s history, and the history
of the period, you can’t read the sonnets correctly.

Racism in Jamaica and
in the United States

The racism McKay faced in his new country was
more virulent than that which he faced in the old. In
1918, the poet wrote to the publisher of Pearson’s
Magazine: “I am a black
man, born in Jamaica,
B.W.I., and have been liv-
ing in America for the last
six years. During my first to express powerful
year’s residence in America
I wrote the following group
of poems. It was the first
time I had ever come face to
face with such manifest,
implacable hate of my race,
and my feelings were inde-
scribable. I sent them so

harsh realities of

Americans.

you may see what my state
of mind was at the time. I
have written nothing similar to them since and don’t
think I ever shall again” (Passzon 48). McKay chose
the sonnet as the form best suited to express power-
ful emotions controlled and measured by structure,
and his sonnets reveal the conflict between his cul-
tural origins and the harsh realities of prejudice
against African Americans. Like all immigrants,
McKay experienced an awareness of how he viewed
himself and a keen awareness of how American
whites in particular viewed him and other blacks,
and the ethnic contrast was stark, something McKay
himself states in “A Negro Poet,” a personal essay
written in 1918: “The whites at home constitute
about 14% of the population only and they gener-
ally conform to the standard of English respectabil-
ity. The few poor ones accept their fate resignedly
and live at peace with the natives. The government
is tolerant, somewhat benevolent, based on the prin-
ciple of equal justice to all” (Passion 48).

McKay chose the sonnet
as the form best suited

emotions controlled and
measured by structure,
and his sonnets reveal
the conflict between his
cultural origins and the

prejudice against African
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Raised in rural Jamaica by parents who were
farmers and leaders in their local Baptist church,
and educated by his brother, McKay’s early poems
are the work of a poet whose social and educational
experience were rooted in the less brutal British co-
lonialism of his native island. His sonnets, however,
invoke the cultural and historical context of Amer-
ica’s violent black/white relations at the early 20th
century; he states in 1918:

I had heard of prejudice in America but never
dreamed of it being so intensely bitter; for at home
there is also prejudice of the English sort, subtle
and dignified, rooted in class distinction—color
and race being hardly taken into account. It was
... In the
South daily murders of a nature most hideous and

such an atmosphere I left for America.

revolting, in the North silent acquiescence, deep
hate half-hidden under a Puritan respectability, oft
flaming up into an occasional lynching—this ugly
raw sore in the body of a great nation. (Passion 48)

McKay found the American racial violence
extremely traumatic; it compelled him into a writ-
ing that was hybrid in point of view—a double-con-
sciousness, a term first coined by W.E.B. DuBois to
describe the divided consciousness of African Amer-
icans (16—-17). McKay’s sonnets, some more than
others, reveal this double-consciousness or duality
of vision: seeing himself as a human being while
cognizant that prejudiced whites see him as subhu-
man. Through bitter, and at times crippling, “ra-
cial” experience, McKay sought a unifying vision
for humankind, and it is this impulse that both in-
spires and gives his sonnets a timeless quality:

At first I was horrified, my spirit revolted against
the ignoble cruelty and blindness of it all. Then I
soon found myself hating in return but this feeling
couldn’t last long for to hate is to be miserable.
Looking about me with bigger and clearer eyes I
saw that this cruelty in different ways was going
on all over the world. Whites were exploiting and
oppressing whites even as they exploited and
oppressed the yellows and blacks. And the
oppressed, groaning under the lash, evinced the
same despicable hate and harshness toward their
weaker fellows. I ceased to think of people and
things in the mass—why should I fight with mad
dogs only to be bitten and probably transformed
into a mad dog myself? . . . I felt and still feel that
one must seek for the noblest and best in the indi-
vidual life only. (Passion 48-49)

McKay'’s sonnets explore and question the tra-
ditional democratic ideals of American identity—
political and economic freedoms and the social
rights of all. One finds in his sonnets both a nego-
tiation of the conflicts he experienced in America
and a critique of that negotiation. Furthermore, ne-
gotiating the cultural heritage of his native Jamaica
with the historical and cultural struggles of his
adopted American homeland was not his only chal-
lenge; as a writer, McKay had another serious
artistic consideration: to write poems that did not
sacrifice poetic craft to political ends, so it is acutely
compelling that McKay chose the English sonnet
with its traditional structure to address the prob-
lems, issues, contradictions, and complexities of
American society.

Historical Contexts

There are specific historical events that contextual-
ize McKay’s three best-known and most frequently
anthologized sonnets, “If We Must Die,” “The
Lynching,” and “America.”

“If We Must Die” was written in July during
“Red Summer,” a term historians use to describe
the numerous bloody race riots that occurred dur-
ing the summer and autumn of 1919, when black
troops returning from World War I, a war fought
“to make the world safe for democracy,” confronted
the bitter irony of Jim Crow life in America (Boyer).
From an article McKay wrote in 1932, we know he
wrote this in 1919 while working as a train waiter
on the Pennsylvania Railroad. Because of the 1919
Chicago Race Riot, McKay says, he and other black
waiters felt compelled to carry revolvers secretly for
safety purposes and move together in the railroad
yards McKay, Passion 133).

The racial violence McKay found so traumatic
in America imbued his poems with a hybrid point
of view—double-consciousness. The dialectical na-
ture of the sonnet—the setting up of a thought
or situation brought to a solution, answer, or
comment—allowed him to dramatize the double-
consciousness. In “If We Must Die,” McKay’s at-
tempting to negotiate “culture” with brutality, and
this point becomes clear with his use of “kinsmen,”
a word indicating that someone shares the same ra-
cial, cultural, or national background as another
person.
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“If We Must Die” reveals how the disenfran-
and discrimination against blacks
through legalized segregation eclipsed any close
cultural and national bond between black and white
Americans.

Clearly, in “If We Must Die,” readers get a
psychic look into McKay'’s struggle between seeing
himself as Jamaican—expressing pride in his Brit-
ish cultural roots, a colonialism less brutal than the
African American experience—and seeing himself

chisement

as African American. That the issue of social adjust-
ment for African Americans had reached a critical
point is documented in major magazines and news-
papers of the time. One response to the riots of the
Red Summer came from a black woman who wrote
to The Crisis, “The Washington riot gave me a thrill
that comes once in a life time . . . at last our men
had stood up like men. . . . . I stood up alone in my
room . . . and exclaimed aloud, ‘Oh I thank God,
thank God.” The pent up horror, grief and humilia-
tion of a life time—half a century—was being
stripped from me” (Wormser 128). McKay wrote
“If We Must Die” in response to the Chicago Race
Riot, but the poem’s call against oppression is uni-
versal, a trait evidenced by the poem’s application
to two other well-known historical conflicts: as an
anthem of resistance quoted by Winston Churchill
and as words written by inmates on the walls of At-
tica Correctional Facility in Attica, New York, dur-
ing that prison riot (McKay, Complete xxi).

Seventy-six blacks, the highest number in 15
years, were lynched in 1919, and “The Lynching”
was published in 1920, only one year later.

The Lynching

His Spirit in smoke ascended to high heaven.

His father, by the cruelest way of pain,

Had bidden him to his bosom once again;

The awful sin remained still unforgiven.

All night a bright and solitary star

(Perchance the one that ever guided him,

Yet gave him up at last to Fate’s wild whim)

Hung pitifully o’er the swinging char.

Day dawned, and soon the mixed crowds came
to view

The ghastly body swaying in the sun.

The women thronged to look, but never a one

Showed sorrow in her eyes of steely blue.

And little lads, lynchers that were to be,
Danced round the dreadful thing in fiendish glee.
(McKay, Passion 122)
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McKay is drawing on the traditional Chris-
tian imagery in Renaissance sonnets. There are
echoes of the Passion of Jesus Christ’s suffering and
tension in the Christian images: the crucifixion, the
father calling “to his bosom once again his son,”
while the “awful sin” of others against the son “re-
mained still unforgiven.” Does “the father” here
mean God? Since the word “father” is not capital-
ized, there is an interesting ambiguity and confla-
tion here. Although there are echoes of the speaker’s
passion in the traditional sonnet, ironically, the pas-
sion is not about a speaker’s “unrequited love for
the beloved” but about the cold passion of others’
hate in “eyes of steely blue.” Because “Fate” also has
classical echoes, the poem is within the tradition of
Elizabethan and Petrarchan sonnets in its concern
for the fate of a speaker who is at the mercy of forces
out of his control.

Published in 1921, the sonnet “America”
feminizes North America, and the subjective
speaker is male:

America

Although she feeds me bread of bitterness,

And sinks into my throat her tiger’s tooth,

Stealing my breath of life, I will confess

I love this cultured hell that tests my youth.

Her vigor flows like tides into my blood,

Giving me strength erect against her hate,

Her bigness sweeps my being like a flood.

Yet, as a rebel fronts a king in state,

I stand within her walls with not a shred

Of terror, malice, not a word of jeer.

Darkly I gaze into the days ahead,

And see her might and granite wonders there,

Beneath the touch of Time’s unerring hand,

Like priceless treasures sinking in the sand. (McKay,
Passion 126)

One can’t help but notice how images keep
shifting, as by the means of the sonnet form, the
speaker negotiates the tension between conflicting
emotions—passions invoked by the great promise
of equality and innovation, patent traits of the
American Dream. In fact, one of the poem’s most
challenging features is its shifting images: from a
masculine speaker to the feminine America, from
the hardness of stone to the fluid images of tides,
and from the yearning of the poem’s “I” to the cruel
rejection by the beloved America. Although love,
like Cupid, is unpredictable and cruel, the speaker’s
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The Tempest, Secondary School Shakespeare Festival, Folger Shakespeare Library. Photo by Mimi Marquet.

steadfast love for America ennobles him, and he
stands “as a rebel fronts a king in state / . . . with
not a shred / Of terror, malice, not a word or jeer,”
and in the black American experience, the “I”
struggles between strength of independence and
racism’s suppression of strength and independence.
In the phrase “cultured hell,” one notes irony and
ambiguity, and darkness has several meanings: both
the future of the poem’s speaker and the nation are
dark, and the speaker himself is dark-skinned. The
only certainty in the sonnet’s ending is uncertainty,
as seemingly firm images of granite and stone in
America’s “priceless treasures” are built on shaky
ground—sand. Nevertheless, the speaker “loves”
America and tries to work with it; his sentiment is
not hate, but indeterminacy about America and the
speaker’s “place” in a nation whose “place” itself is
compromised in posterity by racial hatred. Since he
became an American citizen in 1940, McKay ap-
pears to have resolved this ambivalence, though
probably not completely, given the state of Ameri-

can race relations at the time. In all three poems,
what is of critical importance is that we see McKay
caught between worlds of “blackness”—Jamaican
and American.

Much more could be said to pay rightful hom-
age to McKay and the English sonnet tradition, but
the point here is to introduce teachers and students
to McKay’s innovative use of the sonnet tradition
by illuminating the historical and cultural context
out of which the work emerged; indeed, teaching
McKay'’s sonnets not only helped students become
better critical readers but also made them more
open to other contemporary poets working in the
form. Perhaps the most unexpected gift was that
students came to appreciate the vital role of the
poet in America’s democratic enterprise.

As the difficult issues of immigration are beset
by contemporary problems, an important question
for teachers and students to consider today is, “How
do American writers of differing ethnic origins ne-
gotiate cultural difference?” @)
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Note

1. We are indebted to Thorell Tsomundo of Howard
University, whose insights aided our understanding of
Jamaica’s cultural influence on Claude MaKay and deepened
our knowledge of his poetic mastery.
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READWRITETHINK CONNECTION

Denizé and Newlin show how the sonnet tradition has developed from Shakespeare and even earlier writers from
the 16th century to Claude McKay in the 20th century, and they point out that it remains a way to understand
other forms of historical and modern verse. “Discovering Traditional Sonnet Forms" has students read various son-
nets, charting the basic characteristics of the poem and using their observations to deduce traditional sonnet forms.
After this introduction, students write original sonnets, using one of the poems they have analyzed as a model.
http://www.readwritethink.org/lessons/lesson_view.asp?id=830

Joyce Bruett, RWT

2009 NCTE Election Results

In NCTE’s 2009 elections, College Section member Keith Gilyard, professor of English, Pennsylvania State
University, was chosen vice president. Gilyard will take office during the NCTE Annual Convention in
November.

Secondary Section members also elected new officers. Elected to a four-year term on the Steering Com-
mittee was Amy Magnafichi-Lucas, Midland High School, Varna, Illinois. Elected to the 2009-2010 Nom-
inating Committee were Shekema Holmes, Riverdale High School, Georgia, chair; Tim Fredrick, New
York University, New York; and Byung-In Seo, Chicago State University, Illinois.

On the NCTE website, see the “Election News” area for additional 2009 election results and details on
submitting nominations for the 2010 elections (http://www.ncte.org/volunteer/elections).
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