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INTRODUCTION 
The healing power of poetry has long been 

acknowledged in literary studies, psychotherapy, and 

popular culture. Poems can name pain, give voice to 

what is hard to express, and provide images or rituals for 

recovery. Maya Angelou is a poet whose work is often 

cited among those that provide solace and strength in 
adversity. Her lived experience—which includes 

violence, racism, poverty, and personal loss—combined 

with her remarkable gift for language gives her poetry an 

authenticity that many find deeply therapeutic. 

 

This article explores how Angelou uses poetic form and 

language to facilitate healing. Healing here is understood 

broadly: healing of trauma (personal or collective), 

healing of identity (racial, gender, human dignity), 

communal healing (reconciliation, shared grief), and 

spiritual renewal. Five poems are selected for detailed 
analysis: On the Pulse of Morning, Still I Rise, 

Phenomenal Woman, Touched by an Angel, and When 

Great Trees Fall. Each contributes uniquely to healing, 

and together they illustrate a spectrum of emotional 

journey—from assertion, through grief, toward rebirth. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
Scholars have examined Angelou’s work through lenses 

of feminism, race, identity, trauma, and stylistics (Preethi 

& Gayathri, 2021). Analyses have noted recurring 

themes of oppression, gender inequality, slavery, self-

identity, uplift, and resilience in her poems. For example, 

And Still I Rise has been described as centered on hopeful 

determination to rise above discouragement and 

adversity. Stylistic studies have observed her use of 

figurative language—metaphors, imagery, 

personification—and deviations from conventional 
grammar or meter to enhance expressive power. 

However, less work has focused specifically on the 

process of healing her poetry offers, especially in 

emotional recovery from loss, fear, and marginalization. 
This article aims to fill that gap. 

Analysis 
The poems are analysed across several dimensions: 

thematic content (trauma, identity, grief, hope), poetic 

devices (imagery, metaphor, repetition, voice), audience 

/ communal address, and the arc from suffering toward 

renewal. 

 

On the Pulse of Morning 

Theme and Context 
This poem was read by Angelou at the inauguration of 
President Bill Clinton in 1993, and functions as a public 

poem, speaking to the nation, calling for renewal, 

reconciliation, and responsibility. It addresses historical 

wrongs (slavery, discrimination), but does not dwell only 

in guilt; it encourages facing the past courageously, then 

moving forward. 

Healing Functions 

 Acknowledgment of Past Pain: Angelou does 

not minimize history’s “wrenching pain,” but 

urges that history, though painful, “if faced with 

courage, / Need not be lived again.” This act of 
facing past trauma is essential for healing.  

 Symbolic Renewal: Natural images—the Rock, 

the River, the Tree—serve as symbols of 

rootedness, endurance, flow, growth, and 

interconnectedness. They invite readers to see 

themselves as part of something larger that can 

regenerate.  

 Voice of Hope and Inclusive Address: “Give 

birth again / To the dream.” The poem 

addresses all peoples: “women, children, men,” 

across racial and ethnic lines. By including the 

historically excluded, Angelou builds 
communal possibility.  

 

Form and Style 
The poem’s free verse, expansive lines, and use of 

imperative voice (“Lift up your faces,” “Give birth 
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again”) create an atmosphere of both solemnity and 

invitation. The language is accessible, yet elevated, 

symbolic. Its structure supports gradual unfolding—

moving from recognition (“History, despite its 

wrenching pain”) to hopeful action. 
 

Still I Rise 

Theme and Context 
Still I Rise comes from the collection And Still I Rise 

(1978), one of Angelou’s most celebrated volumes. The 

poem speaks from the vantage of someone subject to 

oppression—racial, historical, gendered—and yet 

refusing to be broken.  

 

Healing Functions 

 Assertion of Self-worth and Defiance: By 

repeatedly affirming “I rise,” the speaker moves 
from victimization toward empowerment. The 

repeated refrain works like a healing mantra. 

 Transforming Shame into Strength: References 

to history’s shame, insult, attempts to subjugate, 

are transformed into sources of power (“gold 

mines / Diggin’ in my own backyard”). This 

revaluation (turning negatives into positives) is 

classic in trauma recovery. 

 Collective Identification: Though the speaker 

speaks personally, the poem resonates for all 

who have suffered injustice. It offers a model of 
rising that others can emulate. 

 

Form and Style 
Angelou uses repetition, anaphora (“You may… / You 

may… / You may…”), rhythmic cadences, and contrast 

(e.g., “You may write me down in history / With your 

bitter twisted lies…” vs “I rise”). Her imagery of natural 

elements (moons, suns, tides) grounds healing in 

universality. The style is often simple yet potent, 

accessible without sacrificing depth. 

 

PHENOMENAL WOMAN 
Theme and Context 
Also from And Still I Rise, Phenomenal Woman 

celebrates womanhood, self-love, identity, charm, 

confidence—not in narrow beauty ideals, but in the 

power of presence, self-assurance, and inner radiance.  

 

Healing Functions 

 Self-Acceptance: The poem rejects 

conventional norms of beauty (“I’m not cute or 

built to suit a fashion model’s size”) and instead 

values the unique qualities of the speaker: 

movements, style, smile. Self-love is central to 

healing identity. 

 Affirming Identity Across Difference: The 

“woman” here is not just one woman but often 

stands for many—women of color, women 
marginalized, all who do not conform but 

deserve affirmation. 

 Confidence as Healing: The poem’s tone is 

celebratory rather than defensive. The speaker 

does not rail against others; she radiates her 

power. That model can inspire readers to 

recover confidence. 

 

Form and Style 
Free verse, vibrant imagery, and repetition 

(“Phenomenal woman, / That’s me”) build both lyrical 

and rhetorical force. Angelou uses metaphor (“fire in my 

eyes,” “flash of my teeth,” “sun of my smile”) to connect 

internal qualities with external enactment. The voice is 

direct, warm, joyous. 

 

Touched by An Angel 

Theme and Context 
This poem focuses on love’s capacity to liberate, 
transform, and heal emotional isolation. It begins by 

acknowledging solitude and fear (“coiled in shells of 

loneliness”), then introduces love as a force that shakes 

open the heart. 

 

Healing Functions 

 Moving from Isolation to Connection: The 

poem acknowledges “exiles from delight” and 

“shells of loneliness,” which are states of 

emotional containment. Love “comes into our 

sight … to liberate us into life” — love offers 
rescue from isolation. 

 Risks and Rewards of Love: Along with ecstasy, 

love brings old memories of pain. The presence 

of pain doesn’t negate healing; rather, what 

matters is whether love’s arrival can help 

integrate those past wounds. 

 Spiritual Metaphor: Love is almost holy in this 

poem, “high holy temple.” There is a 

transcendence suggested, which offers spiritual 

healing beyond just psychological. 

 

Form and Style 
Again, free verse. Angelou uses metaphor and imagery 

(shells, exile, temple). The poem’s structure often sets up 

contrast: before love vs after. The voice is intimate, 

almost confessional. 

 

WHEN GREAT TREES FALL 
Theme and Context 
This poem grapples with grief at the loss of “great souls.” 

It captures both the initial shock and disorientation, and 

the longer, irregular journey toward restoration. 

 

Healing Functions 

 Naming the Shock and Loss: The metaphor of 

“great trees fall” shows how the loss of a 

prominent figure reverberates through those 

who remain—the hills, the animals, the small 
creatures. The imagery of numbness (“small 

things recoil into silence”) and senses “eroded 



309 J Rare Cardiovasc Dis. 

 

How to Cite this: Sai Krishna Prakasini Singh and Sanjay Prasad Pandey. Narrative Medicine and Emotional Resilience: Exploring the Healing Power of 

Maya Angelou’s Poetry. J Rare Cardiovasc Dis. 2025;5(S2):307–310. 

 

beyond fear” gives voice to the disorientation 

grief causes. 

 Reflection on Memory and Regret: Angelou 

writes of “kind words unsaid,” “promised walks 

never taken” – the things left undone, which 
often haunt people after loss. Naming these 

helps people to confront regret, an important 

step in healing. 

 Gradual Peace and New Purpose: Crucially, 

the poem does not stay in grief. Angelou writes, 

“after a period peace blooms, slowly and always 

irregularly.” Peace is not instant; it is uneven. 

Yet it arrives. And the final lines “We can be. 

Be and be better. For they existed.” suggest that 

the legacy of those lost can inspire moral 

growth. 

 

Form and Style 
Angelou uses powerful metaphor (trees, forest, great 

souls), imagery (sterile air, hurtful clarity), repetition 

(“They existed. They existed”). The poem moves from 

imagery of collapse and disruption toward an affirmation 

of existence and hope. The structure—shift from grief 

toward affirmation—is key to its healing arc. 

 

Comparative Discussion and Synthesis 
From these poems several patterns emerge in how 

Angelou’s poetry works as a vehicle for healing. 

1. Acknowledgement of Suffering 
None of these poems deny pain. Angelou 

always begins by naming what has been lost—

identity, dignity, loved ones, historical 

injustice. That act of naming is therapeutic in 

itself; it refuses erasure. 

2. Reclamation of Agency 
Whether the speaker is rising despite oppression 

(Still I Rise), embracing self as a woman beyond 

normative beauty (Phenomenal Woman), or 

inviting community to stand up (On the Pulse of 
Morning), Angelou’s voice is one of agency. 

Healing is not passivity; it involves assertion. 

3. Use of Natural and Spatial Imagery 
Trees, rivers, morning, elements of nature recur. 

These images provide metaphoric distance as 

well as grounding—they locate human pain 

(and recovery) in a larger cosmos. 

4. Communal Voice and Solidarity 
Healing is never purely individual in Angelou’s 

poems. There are appeals to or ways of 

including others: ancestors, community, 

collective history. In On the Pulse of Morning, 
Still I Rise, When Great Trees Fall, etc., others’ 

stories and sufferings are woven in. 

5. Temporal Arc—from Grief to Hope 
Most of these poems follow a temporal rhythm: 

past pain → present confrontation → future 

possibility. That arc is essential for healing: 

without hope, acknowledgement of past alone 

can leave one mired in despair. 

6. Stylistic Techniques That Enhance Healing 

o Repetition, especially of affirmations 

(“I rise,” “They existed”) 

o Free verse allowing freedom, 

flexibility 

o Contrasts (dark/light; silence/sound; 
confinement/freedom) 

o Symbolism and metaphor that allow 

the ineffable to be expressed 

 

Implications for Readers and Communities 
Angelou’s work suggests that poetry can function as a 

tool of resilience, self-help, and community building. For 

those who suffer personal trauma—whether from 

discrimination, loss, violation—her poems offer models 

of how to face pain, articulate it, and transform it. For 

communities recovering from collective wounds—

racism, inequality, historical injustice—Angelou’s 
poetry can foster a shared narrative of pain and hope, a 

basis for reconciliation. For individuals seeking identity 

affirmation—especially marginalized identities—her 

voice asserts dignity where dominant cultures have 

denied it. 

 

Challenges or Critiques 
While Angelou’s poems are powerful, some critiques are 

raised in literary scholarship: 

 Some critics argue that her work sometimes 

privileges clarity and message over complexity 
or ambiguity. Some poems are less formally 

experimental. 

 Others note that the uplifting, hopeful 

dimension may risk glossing over ongoing, 

structural harm—or be more difficult to enact in 

everyday life. 

However, these critiques do not negate the healing 

value—they rather situate her work within broader 

literary trade-offs: between accessibility and complexity, 

between message and experiment. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Maya Angelou’s famous poems operate as vessels of 

healing. Through direct confrontation with oppression, 

loss, and shame; through reclamation of identity; through 

communal engagement; through natural image and 

metaphor; and through movements from darkness toward 
light—they offer readers emotional, spiritual, and 

communal solace. The poems do not promise a return to 

sameness; instead, they promise transformation: that one 

may emerge different, altered, but with renewed purpose, 

deeper awareness, and perhaps more love. 

 

Her work suggests that healing is not linear, nor uniform, 

but is possible: slowly, irregularly, through the whispers 

of memory, through affirmation, through love. In today’s 

world—riven by injustice, loss, isolation—Angelou’s 

poetry remains not only relevant but perhaps essential. 
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