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About the Poet
Maya Angelou (1928-2014) poet, memoirist, author, activist,
and scholar Maya Angelou was best known for her unique
and pioneering autobiographical writing style.

In her poem, 'When Great Trees Fall', Angelou speaks
of loss as a traumatic yet inevitable part of the human
experience - one that leaves despair and misery in its wake.
Angelou uses the metaphor of a tree falling in the jungle
and its effect on the fauna to describe the enormity of death
and its impact on those struggling to cope in its aftermath.
However, the poem moves beyond the emptiness and sense
of loss to offer hope for healing in the concluding lines:
They existed. They existed.

We can be. Be and be
better. For they existed.

These words give new meaning and seem to bring fresh
purpose to life. Angelou declares that because this great
soul existed, we can be better. Readers are comforted by
the assurance that others who have felt such grievous pain,
have not only healed but been made better human beings
simply from having known the great soul. We might never

be the same again - the pain and sorrow may never leave us,
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yet the memory and influence of the great soul will linger
- they will continue to shape and affect our lives. Angelou
declares that because this great one existed, we can be better

versions of ourselves.

When Great Trees Fall
By Maya Angelou
When great trees a
rocks on distant hills shudder,
lions hunker down
in tall grasses,
and even elephants

lumber after safety.

When great trees fall

in forests,

small things recoil into silence,
their senses

eroded beyond fear.
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When great souls die,

the air around us becomes
light, rare, sterile.

We breathe, briefly.

Our eyes, briefly,

see with

a hurtful clarity.

Our memory, suddenly sharpened,
examines,

gnaws on kind words
unsaid,

promised walks

never taken.

Great souls die and
our reality, bound to
takes leave of us.
them,
souls,
dependent upon their
nurture,

now shrink, wizened.
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Our minds, formed

and informed by their

radiance, fall away.

We are not so much maddened

as reduced to the unutterable ignorance of

dark, cold

caoes.

And when great souls die,
after a period peace blooms,
slowly and always
irregularly. Spaces fill
with a kind of
soothing electric vibration.
Our senses, restored, never
to be the same, whisper to us.
They existed. They existed.
We can be. Be and be
better. For they existed.
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Here is a two-column paraphrase of “When Great Trees Fall” by

Maya Angelou,

Two-Column Paraphrase

Original Line

Paraphrase

When great trees fall, rocks
on distant hills shudder,

When mighty beings fall, even
faraway places feel the impact
and tremble.

lions hunker down in tall
grasses, and even elephants
lumber after safety.

Powerful animals hide in fear,
and even the strongest creatures
move cautiously to protect
themselves.

When great trees fall in
forests, small things recoil
into silence,

When something great
collapses, smaller beings
become quiet and withdrawn.

their senses eroded beyond
fear.

They become numb, unable to
even feel fear anymore.

When great souls die, the air
around us becomes light,
rare, sterile.

When great people die, the
atmosphere feels empty, lifeless,
and hollow.

We breathe, briefly.

We struggle to breathe
normally, as if something is
missing.

Our eyes, briefly, see with a
hurtful clarity.

For a moment, we see painful
truths very clearly.
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Original Line

Paraphrase

Our memory, suddenly
sharpened, examines,

Our memory becomes sharp
and starts reflecting deeply.

gnaws on kind words unsaid,

We regret the kind words we
never spoke.

promised walks never taken.

We remember the moments and
plans that were never fulfilled.

Great souls die and our
reality, bound to them, takes
leave of us.

When great people die, the
world we knew through them
changes and disappears.

Our souls, dependent upon
their nurture, now shrink,
wizened.

Our inner selves feel weakened
and diminished without their
support.

Our minds, formed and
informed by their radiance,
fall away.

Our thoughts, once guided by
their wisdom, lose direction.

We are not so much
maddened as reduced to the
unutterable ignorance of
dark, cold caves.

We are not driven mad, but
instead fall into a deep, dark
emptiness and confusion.

And when great souls die,
after a period peace blooms,
slowly and always
irregularly.

After some time, peace begins to
return, though slowly and
unevenly.
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Original Line Paraphrase

The emptiness is gradually

Spaces fill with a kind of filled with a comforting, living

soothing electric vibration.
energy.

Our senses recover, though
changed forever, and gently
remind us.

Our senses, restored, never to
be the same, whisper to us.

They existed. They existed. |[Those great people truly lived.

Because they lived, we too can
We can be. Be and be better. Y

, live, erow, and become better
For they existed. 5

human beings.

Paraphrase of the Poem

When powerful and mighty beings fall,

even distant mountains seem to tremble.
Lions hide quietly in the tall grass,

and elephants move cautiously to find safety.

When such great forces collapse in forests,
small creatures shrink into silence,
their senses numbed and overwhelmed with fear.

When great human souls pass away,

the atmosphere around us feels empty, thin, and lifeless.
We breathe uneasily, as if something is missing.

Our vision becomes painfully clear,

and we begin to notice truths that hurt.
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Our memories sharpen suddenly,
reminding us of kind words that were never spoken
and moments we never fulfilled.

When great souls die,

the reality we once understood through them fades away.
Our inner selves, once nurtured by their care,

feel diminished and weakened.

Our minds, once enriched by their brilliance,

lose direction and begin to drift.

We are not driven mad by grief,
but instead fall into a deep, dark emptiness —
a cold and silent ignorance.

Yet, after some time,

peace slowly begins to return, though not steadily.
The emptiness starts to fill again

with a gentle, comforting energy.

Our senses revive, though we are forever changed,
and they softly remind us:

They lived. They truly lived.

And because they lived,

we too can live better,

become better,

and grow into stronger human beings.
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Here are student-friendly notes on “When Great Trees Fall” by
Maya Angelou, along with keywords and memory tricks to
make revision easy and effective:

When Great Trees Fall - Student-Friendly Notes

¢ Central Idea (In Simple Words)

The poem explains how the death of great people deeply affects
everyone. At first, we feel shock, emptiness, and regret. But
slowly, healing begins, and their life inspires us to become
better human beings.

¢ Stanza-wise Understanding
1. Impact of Loss (Nature’s Reaction)
- When a “great tree” falls, even distant hills shake.

. Strong animals like lions and elephants become fearful.

Meaning: The fall of something great affects
everything around it.

Memory Trick:
“Big fall — Big shock”

2. Silence and Numbness
« Small creatures become silent and still.

« They feel numb —beyond even fear.
Meaning: After loss, people feel stunned and
emotionally frozen.
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Memory Trick:
“Shock — Silence — Numbness”

3. Emotional Turmoil
. The air feels empty and lifeless.
. Breathing feels uneasy.
. We see painful truths clearly.
- Memories remind us of:
o Kind words we never spoke
o Moments we never shared

Meaning: Loss brings regret and emotional pain.

Memory Trick:
“Loss — Regret (unsaid words + missed moments)”

4. Loss of Direction
 Our world changes when great souls die.
. We feel weaker without their guidance.

« Our thoughts lose clarity.
Meaning: We depended on them more than we
realized.

Memory Trick:
“No guide — Lost mind”
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5. Darkness and Emptiness
. We don't go mad, but feel lost in darkness.

. Life feels cold, empty, and confusing.
Meaning: Grief creates emotional emptiness.

Memory Trick:
“Grief = Dark cave”

6. Healing and Hope
. Slowly, peace returns (not all at once).
. Emptiness fills with a soothing energy.
. Our senses recover, but we are changed forever.

Meaning: Time heals, but we are never the same again.

Memory Trick:
“Time — Healing — Change”

7. Final Message (Hope & Inspiration)
. “They existed” — Their life mattered.
. Because they lived, we can improve ourselves.

Meaning: Great people inspire us even after death.

Memory Trick:
“They lived — We improve”
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Keywords for Quick Revision
. Great Trees — Great people
« Shudder / Tremble — Shock
. Recoil / Silence — Numbness
. Sterile Air — Emptiness
« Hurtful Clarity — Painful truth
- Unsaid Words — Regret
. Dark Caves — Emotional emptiness
. Peace Blooms — Healing
. Electric Vibration — New life/energy

. They existed — Inspiration

© Super Memory Chain (Quick Revision Formula)

Shock — Silence — Regret — Darkness — Healing —
Inspiration

One-Line Summary

The poem shows that although the death of great people brings
deep sorrow and emptiness, their lives continue to inspire us to
grow and become better.
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Here are exam-ready answers (ICSE format) followed by a
clear mind map + flowchart for “When Great Trees Fall” by
Maya Angelou, based on your text.

/. EXAM-READY ANSWERS (ICSE FORMAT)
1. Theme of the Poem (4-5 marks)

The poem explores the deep emotional impact caused by the
death of great individuals. Maya Angelou compares such
people to “great trees,” whose fall shakes the entire
environment. Initially, their loss creates shock, silence, and
emotional numbness. People experience regret for things left
unsaid and moments not shared. Gradually, this grief gives
way to healing, and the memory of the great soul inspires
others to grow and become better. Thus, the poem moves from
sorrow to hope and highlights the lasting influence of great
lives.

2. Explanation of the Metaphor “Great Trees” (3-4 marks)

The phrase “great trees” is a metaphor for great human

beings —individuals of wisdom, strength, and influence. Just as
large trees support and shelter life around them, great people
guide, nurture, and inspire others. Their fall symbolizes death,
which deeply affects everyone connected to them. This
metaphor highlights both their importance and the magnitude
of loss felt after their passing.
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3. How Does the Poet Describe the Immediate Reaction to
Loss? (4 marks)

The poet describes the immediate reaction as one of shock and
disturbance. Nature itself seems to tremble, with rocks
shuddering and animals seeking safety. Smaller creatures
become silent and numb. Similarly, human beings feel an
emotional void — breathing becomes uneasy, and the air seems
empty and lifeless. This reflects the deep psychological and
emotional impact of losing a great soul.

4. What Role Does Memory Play in the Poem? (3-4 marks)

Memory plays a crucial role in intensifying grief. After the
death of a great soul, memories become sharper and more
painful. People recall kind words they never spoke and
moments they failed to share. This leads to feelings of regret
and sorrow. However, memory also helps preserve the
influence of the great person, eventually becoming a source of
inspiration and healing.

5. Explain the Line: “We are not so much maddened...”
(3-4 marks)

The poet suggests that grief does not make people insane;
instead, it leaves them feeling empty and lost. The phrase
“dark, cold caves” symbolizes emotional darkness and
ignorance. People feel disconnected and directionless without
the guidance of the great soul. Thus, grief is portrayed as a
quiet, numbing emptiness rather than uncontrolled madness.
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6. How Does the Poem Convey Hope? (4-5 marks)

The poem conveys hope through the gradual healing that
follows loss. After a period of grief, peace begins to return
slowly. The emptiness is filled with a “soothing electric
vibration,” symbolizing renewed life and energy. The
concluding lines — “They existed. We can be. Be and be
better.” —suggest that the lives of great people continue to
inspire us. Their legacy motivates us to improve ourselves and
live meaningful lives.

7. Significance of the Ending (3-4 marks)

The ending is powerful and uplifting. The repetition of “They
existed” emphasizes the importance of the great soul’s life. It
reassures readers that their existence was meaningful and
transformative. The final message encourages us to grow,
improve, and become better individuals because of their
influence, turning grief into inspiration.
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Based on the poem "When Great Trees Fall" by Maya Angelou,
here is a complete glossary of the important word and phrase
meanings, organized by stanza:

Stanza 1

. Great trees: A metaphor representing highly influential,
deeply rooted, and monumental human beings ("great
souls").

. Shudder: To tremble or shake violently; an involuntary
physical reaction to a massive impact.

« Hunker down: To crouch, cower, or hide in order to take
shelter from danger.

- Lumber: To move in a heavy, slow, and clumsy way (used
to describe the elephants fleeing for safety).

Stanza 2

« Recoil: To suddenly shrink back or spring away in shock,
horror, or fear.

. Eroded beyond fear: When normal self-preserving
instincts or senses are completely worn away to the point
of numbness. It describes being so overwhelmed by
trauma that one is pushed past the capacity to even feel
afraid.

Stanza 3

. Great souls: Deeply impactful, significant, and loved
human beings whose presence shaped the lives of others.

. Rare (air): Thin, much like air at high altitudes, making
the atmosphere feel unnatural and making it physically
difficult to catch one's breath.
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Sterile: Devoid of life, warmth, or vitality; an environment
that suddenly feels suffocating and empty.

Hurtful clarity: A painful, hyper-focused awareness of the
harsh, undeniable reality of a person's permanent absence.

Gnaws: A persistent, painful, and almost animalistic
chewing over of guilt. It refers to how grief makes our
minds obsessively review regrets and missed
opportunities.

Stanza 4

Bound to: Deeply connected, tied, or intertwined with
(referring to how the survivors' reality is tied to the
departed).

Takes leave of us: Departs, vanishes, or completely
collapses.

Nurture: The vital care, love, and emotional sustenance
provided by the deceased.

Wizened: Shrivelled, dried up, or withered; much like a
dying plant that has been deprived of its source of life and
nourishment.

Radiance: The guiding light, wisdom, clarity, and positive
influence that the departed person brought into the lives
of others.

Maddened: Driven insane or losing one's sanity.

Unutterable ignorance (of dark, cold caves): A metaphor
for a profound regression into depression, emptiness, and
isolation. "Unutterable" means the grief is so deep and
paralyzing that it is impossible to express in words.
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Stanza 5

. Peace blooms: The slow, delicate, and often irregular
process of emotional healing after a devastating loss.

. Soothing electric vibration: The comforting, lingering
energy, enduring memory, and powerful influence of the
great soul that remains even after their physical death.
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& MIND MAP (Quick Revision Tool)
WHEN GREAT TREES FALL

[ WHEN GREAT TREES FALL |
|

)
)
)
J

[ 1 |
[ Loss | [ EFFECTS | ( RESULT |
' |
J 5 Shock & fear [v Healing begins
Death of
[ great souls ] ‘X Silence [y Peace returns
& Numbness ( 45 Energy fills
QD Regret [ W Inspiration
& ' J
> DARKNESS )<
|

L Emotional emptiness J

[ FINAL MESSAGE |
I

[' “They existed = We can be better’j
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(5 FLOWCHART (Exam Revision Sequence)

[ FLOWCHART ]

(Exam Revision Sequence)

,. 1. Fall of Great Soul

, —
| 2. Shock & Disturbance
| 2P= (Nature + Humans)
) ¥
‘X 3. Silence & Numbness

¥

4 2y

" 4. Emotional Pain & Regret

. S

¥

5. Loss of Guidance / Darkness

¥

k 6. Gradual Healing

S

~\

¥

7. Peace & Renewal

, ¥ |
‘ . h . .
| ( 8. Inspiration to Improve |
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@” (' SUPER EXAM TIP)

If a long answer comes, follow this structure:

Introduction —> Effect of Loss —> Emotional Impact —>

Healing —> Final Message

et Introduction —> Write about the poem, poet and the
theme in 2-3 lines.

2 Effect of Loss —> Explain how the loss affects nature
and people around.

3] Emotional Impact —> Describe the feelings of shock, sadness,
resret and emptiness.

1t Healing —>  Explain how peace returns slowlg
and life begins to heal.
5 Final Message —> Write about the hope and inspiration

| we get from the poem.
i\\( This structure helps your answer to be ORGANIZED, COMPLETE

and TIMPRESSIVE !

SUPER EXAM TIP

- If a long answer comes, follow this structure:
Introduction — Effect of Loss — Emotional Impact —
Healing — Final Message
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Here is a complete ICSE-style Literature Paper (RTC format)
based on “When Great Trees Fall” by Maya Angelou, strictly
following board pattern and marking scheme.

Il ICSE Literature Practice Paper
When Great Trees Fall - Maya Angelou
Section D - Poetry (20 Marks)

Answer any TWO of the following three questions.
Each question carries 10 marks.

RTC-1

Read the extract given below and answer the questions that
follow:

“When great trees fall,

rocks on distant hills shudder,

lions hunker down in tall grasses,

and even elephants lumber after safety.”

(@) What do “great trees” symbolize? Explain the metaphor. (3
marks)

Answer:

“Great trees” symbolize great human beings —individuals of
strength, wisdom, and influence. The metaphor compares them
to large trees because, like trees that provide shelter and
support to the ecosystem, such people guide and nurture
others. Their fall represents death, which deeply affects
everyone around them.
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(b) Describe how nature reacts to the fall of great trees. (3
marks)

Answer:

Nature reacts with shock and disturbance. Rocks on distant
hills tremble, indicating the widespread impact. Lions hide in
the grass, and even powerful elephants move cautiously
toward safety. This shows that even the strongest are affected
by such a fall.

(c) What is the significance of mentioning lions and
elephants? (3 marks)

Answer:
Lions and elephants symbolize strength and power. Their
fearful reaction emphasizes that even the strongest beings are

shaken by the fall of something H#gleT (great). It highlights the

magnitude of the loss.

(d) Identify and explain one poetic device used in the extract.
(3 marks)

Answer:

Personification is used in “rocks on distant hills shudder.”
Rocks are given human qualities (shuddering), which
emphasizes the intensity of the disturbance caused by the fall
of great trees.
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(e) What idea about loss does the poet convey in this extract?
(4 marks)

Answer:

The poet conveys that the loss of great individuals has a deep
and far-reaching impact. It disturbs both nature and living
beings, symbolizing how society is shaken by such loss. The
extract highlights the universal effect of grief and the
importance of great souls in maintaining balance and stability.

RTC -2

Read the extract given below and answer the questions that
follow:

“Our memory, suddenly sharpened, examines,
gnaws on kind words unsaid,
promised walks never taken.”

(a) What happens to memory after the death of a great soul?
(3 marks)

Answer:

After the death of a great soul, memory becomes sharp and
active. It begins to reflect deeply on past experiences and
interactions, bringing forgotten or ignored moments back into
focus.
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(b) Explain the phrases “kind words unsaid” and “promised
walks never taken.” (3 marks)

Answer:

“Kind words unsaid” refers to the regret of not expressing love,
gratitude, or appreciation. “Promised walks never taken”
symbolizes unfulfilled promises and missed opportunities to
spend meaningful time together.

(c) What emotions are conveyed in this extract? (3 marks)

Answer:

The extract conveys feelings of regret, sorrow, and guilt. It
shows how people reflect on their past actions and feel pain
over what they failed to do or say.

(d) Identify and explain the poetic device in “gnaws on kind
words unsaid.” (3 marks)

Answer:

Metaphor — the word “gnaws” suggests continuous emotional
pain, as if regret is biting or eating away at the heart. It
emphasizes the intensity of inner suffering.

(e) How does this extract contribute to the central theme of
the poem? (4 marks)

Answer:

This extract highlights the emotional impact of loss,
particularly the deep sense of regret people feel. It supports the
central theme by showing how the death of great individuals
leads to introspection and emotional pain, making people
realize the value of relationships and missed opportunities.
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RTC -3

Read the extract given below and answer the questions that
follow:

“And when great souls die,
after a period peace blooms,
slowly and always irreqularly.
They existed. They existed.
We can be. Be and be better.”

(a) What does “peace blooms” suggest? (3 marks)

Answer:

“Peace blooms” suggests that healing begins after a period of
grief. Like a flower blooming, peace gradually grows and
brings comfort to those affected.

(b) Why is peace described as “slowly and irregularly”? (3
marks)

Answer:

Peace is described this way because healing does not happen
steadily. It takes time and may come and go, reflecting the
natural process of overcoming grief.
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(c) Explain the significance of the repetition “They existed.”
(3 marks)

Answer:

The repetition emphasizes the importance and lasting impact of
the great soul’s life. It reassures readers that their existence was
meaningful and influential.

(d) Identify the tone of this extract and justify your answer. (3
marks)

Answer:

The tone is hopeful and inspiring. While acknowledging grief,
it shifts towards optimism by focusing on healing and the
positive influence of the great soul.

(e) What is the final message of the poem? Explain clearly. (4
marks)

Answer:

The final message is that although the death of great people
causes deep sorrow, their lives continue to inspire us. We can
learn from them and strive to become better individuals. Their
legacy encourages growth, improvement, and meaningful
living.
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FINAL EXAM TIP
In 16-mark RTC:
. Write 3-4 lines for 3-mark answers
. Write 5-6 lines for 4-mark answers

. Use keywords from the extract for better scoring
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