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Audre Lorde

1978

Introduction

"Hanging Fire," a poem about teenage angst by Audre Lorde, first appeared in her poetry collection The Black Unicorn in 1978. The poem has been reprinted in several literary anthologies, such as the Norton Introduction to Literature (9th edition, 2005) and the 1997 edition of The Collected Poems of Audre Lorde.

In Conversations with Audre Lorde (2004) Joan Hall reports that Lorde was a self-described "Black lesbian feminist poet warrior mother" who liked to focus on "differences" while disputing notions of universality, and the book in which "Hanging Fire" first appeared is noted for its evocation of African spirituality. Yet "Hanging Fire" is not overtly about the African American experience, and its one apparent reference to romance seems to be heterosexual. It is true that there is a feminist suggestion in the poem's closing stanza, but for the most part the poem speaks in a broad way to the anguish and anxiety of adolescent life generally; some readers even mistake the speaker for male.

The poem coincides with Lorde's usual concerns in its depiction of the speaker as a lonely, unhappy outsider and in its suggestion of a difficult mother-daughter relationship. However, its evocation of the adolescent condition has a universal quality not usually associated with Lorde, though it is this quality that no doubt accounts for the poem's inclusion in anthologies and classroom discussions.




Author Biography

Audre Lorde was born Audrey Geraldine Lorde in the Harlem district of New York City on February 18, 1934, the daughter of immigrants from the West Indies. While still quite young she decided she disliked the look of the "y" at the end of her first name and so began spelling it as Audre. As recounted in her autobiographical work, Zami: A New Spelling of My Name, from an early age Lorde felt like an outsider: a black girl in white schools with very poor vision, causing her to be clumsy, and a self-image as fat and ugly. She also felt unloved by her parents, having an especially difficult relationship with her strict but distant mother. One redeeming quality in her adolescent life was her writing, which she began when she was twelve. At Hunter High School, Lorde worked for the school literary magazine and was part of a literary circle. However, even this involved alienation, for she was the only African American in the circle and was turned down when she sought the editorship of the magazine. The magazine also turned down one of her poems, which she was able to get published in a commercial publication, Seventeen magazine, in April 1951.

After high school, Lorde studied off and on at Hunter College, eventually graduating with an arts degree in 1959. Afterwards, she completed a degree in library science at Columbia University and worked as a librarian and later as an English and creative writing teacher, eventually becoming an English professor at Hunter College in 1980. In 1962 she married Edwin Rollins, by whom she had two children. Lorde and Rollins separated in 1970, after which Lorde moved to Staten Island, New York with her long-term partner Frances Clayton. She later moved to St. Croix, U.S. Virgin Islands, where she lived with Gloria Joseph.

Beginning in 1968, Lorde published eleven books of poetry and her "biomythography," Zami (1982), an exploration of her racial and sexual identity, which some regard as her masterpiece. "Hanging Fire" appeared in her seventh book of poetry, The Black Unicorn (1978), the second of her books to be published by a mainstream publisher (W. W. Norton), as opposed to the smaller presses that published her earlier work.

In 1977, Lorde was diagnosed with breast cancer, an experience she wrote about in The Cancer Journals (1980). She also published two essay collections, Sister Outsider (1984) and A Burst of Light (1988), putting forward her hard-hitting and sometimes controversial views on politics and the various liberation movements with which she was associated. Though she achieved iconic status within these movements, she continued to be something of an outsider, at odds with the feminist movement over racism and in opposition with the black liberation movement over the treatment of women and gays. "Something about me troubles everyone," she said in a 1986 interview with Dorothee Nolte, reprinted in Conversations with Audre Lorde (edited by Joan Wylie Hall), "be it that I am black, that I am lesbian, poet, feminist, mother, warrior—I have always been an outsider."

In the mid-1980s, Lorde was diagnosed with a recurrence of cancer, which had spread to her liver. She continued to write, however, and published a tenth book of poetry the year of her death, 1992. She died on November 17, 1992, in St. Croix. An eleventh collection was published the following year. The year before she died, Lorde was named New York State's poet laureate.




Poem Summary

Title

The title "Hanging Fire," according to the Oxford English Dictionary, literally means a "delay in the explosion of the charge of a gun or of a blasting charge." Webster's New World Dictionary of the American Language similarly defines the phrase to mean "to be slow in firing" and by extension to mean to be slow in anything or "to be unsettled or undecided." The notion of being unsettled certainly fits Lorde's poem, and the notion of delay may fit as well; there is a sense in the poem that the speaker is suspended, not knowing what to do. A definition of "hanging fire" from Brewer's Dictionary of Phrase & Fable is somewhat different: "To fail in an expected result," derived from guns that fail to go off. This definition would make the poem seem more negative, suggesting that it is not only about being unsettled and delayed but also about failure.

First Stanza

The speaker announces her age (fourteen) and begins listing the problems in her life. The first concerns her skin, which she says has let her down, presumably meaning that she is suffering from acne. The speaker then refers to a boy she states she needs, presumably a boyfriend. However, this boy sucks his thumb in private—not the most appealing or socially acceptable behavior for a teenager—suggesting that the speaker feels less than desirable because she associates with someone with this undesirable trait. The speaker then returns to her skin, complaining that her knees are ashy, the one point in the poem that suggests she is African American, as "ashy" is a relatively common slang term used in the African American community to describe dry skin.

The stanza ends by moving from specific complaints to a sudden concern of the speaker's that she might die before the morning, suggesting great unhappiness. The last two lines of the stanza then refer to the speaker's mother, who has apparently shut herself away in her bedroom. This could be seen as just another problem for the speaker, but as Jerome Brooks states in his article on Lorde's poetry (in Black Women Writers (1950-1980): A Critical Evaluation, edited by Mari Evans, 1984), it seems to be more than that. These two lines end each stanza, suggesting they are especially important, and the importance would seem to be that the one person the speaker wants to turn to for help with her other problems has made herself unavailable. That is, not only does the speaker have problems but she also seems to have no one to help her with them; even the person one usually expects to be the giver of help, one's mother, is not there for her.

Second Stanza

The second stanza plunges into additional problems. The speaker needs to learn how to dance in time for an upcoming party, and she thinks her room is too small for her to do so. In this stanza, though, after just two complaints over three lines, the speaker quickly moves to thoughts of death, more quickly than in the first stanza, where she first outlined three problems and did not introduce the motif of dying until the eighth line.

The second stanza's introduction of the fear of death is tied to graduation. Now instead of fearing death before the morning, the speaker is afraid that she will die before she graduates. The fear thus seems to be attached in this case to a feeling that she will fail to accomplish what she is  supposed to do. She also appears to worry that though people will sing sad songs when she dies, they will then tell the truth about her, as if the truth is something negative.

The last part of the second stanza begins with a capitalized word, as if beginning a new sentence. This is the only time in the poem that this happens in the middle of a stanza, suggesting that the sentence is of some importance, and the sentence proves to have large implications. On the surface it is just a statement that the speaker has nothing she wants to do while at the same time she has too much she has to do. It could be a common teenager's complaint about having to do unwanted chores while at the same time feeling bored and aimless, but it seems a moment when the poem is emphasizing amore widespread human condition, about restlessness and dissatisfaction with one's goals combined with a sense of being overwhelmed by responsibilities. The second stanza then ends with the repetition of the speaker's mother being in the bedroom behind a closed door.

Third Stanza

Whereas the second stanza moves quickly from particular complaints to a more generalized expression of despair, the third stanza begins with a general statement that no one thinks about the speaker, but then moves back to particulars: that the speaker should have been the one named to the math team because her grades were better than those of the boy who was chosen, that she is unhappy to be wearing braces, and that she has nothing to wear.

Like the previous two stanzas, the third stanza references death; the speaker wonders if she will live long enough to grow up. As in the second stanza, the implied fear is of not accomplishing goals or fulfilling one's destiny. The third stanza ends as the other two do with the chorus about the speaker's mother being closed off from her. By ending the poem with this repetitive statement, Lorde seems to reinforce the feeling of despair, reminding the reader that the speaker sees no way out or feels there is no one to help her with her many problems in her state of despair.




Themes

Adolescence

The opening line of the poem reveals that the speaker is a teenager, framing everything that follows and putting it into the context of early adolescence, a time that in modern Western society is usually marked by physical and social anxieties. The poem aptly captures the discrepancy between apparently trivial problems (acne-ridden skin, having to wear braces, feeling one has nothing to wear) and the dramatic notions about death accompanying them. However, to the adolescent undergoing these issues, even trivial problems can loom large. The poem expertly captures the sense of this from the inside; the reader is plunged into the mind of a suffering teenager who jumbles together concerns over acne with larger, existential questions about death and growing up.

Misfortunes

"Hanging Fire" involves a long litany of complaints about the speaker's life, unrelieved by anything positive, with the possible exception of a line in the second stanza—it states that if the speaker dies, people will sing sad songs for her, but even after the singing there will be truth-telling, an apparently ominous prospect. The list of complaints is somewhat reminiscent of the Book of Job from the Bible, in which Job suffers one misfortune after another. In the Bible story, though the misfortunes are in themselves more serious, there is an explanation of their cause—the will of God. This is comforting, because it is explanatory and indicates that misfortunes can be reversed through the power of God.

In this poem, in contrast, there is no explanation of the suffering and no sense of God or an external force able to reverse the present conditions of the speaker's life. On the contrary, the one external force that is referred to, the speaker's mother, has closed her door on her daughter, leaving the latter alone to cope with what seem like inexplicable misfortunes afflicting her all at once.

Mother-child Relationships

Mother-daughter relations preoccupied Lorde. Her autobiographical book Zami, for instance, discusses the difficulties she had with her mother as someone who was both strict and distant. Her poem "Black Mother Woman" depicts the harshness of a mother. In "Hanging Fire," in contrast, the mother's apparent distance and lack of involvement in her daughter's life are problematic. In part, the poem focuses on the refusal of a mother to help her daughter, or at least on the daughter's perception that the mother is unavailable to her.

Sexism

In the final stanza of the poem, the speaker complains that she should have been on the math team instead of a boy whose grades were lower  than hers. The suggestion is that the boy was chosen precisely because he is male, as if there was some sexist preference at work in favor of a male over a more deserving female. Lorde describes a somewhat similar situation in Zami, in which the election for a school presidency is guaranteed to the male candidate.

This is the only complaint in the poem that seems directly connected to larger sociopolitical issues. Elsewhere the speaker complains about physical problems (acne and ashy knees) or interpersonal issues (having a thumb-sucking boyfriend and learning to dance). One could argue that having a small room and nothing to wear might be references to poverty, but the speaker also complains about having to wear braces, which suggests her family is not poor. The problem of having nothing to wear seems more a personal issue, a subjective statement that there is nothing in her closet that she likes. Similarly, her comment regarding the size of her bedroom may be merely subjective; if objectively true, the statement may reflect more so the interactions within the family than any economic issues.
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Topics for Further Study


	Organize a classroom debate about teenage suffering. Is the sort of suffering described in "Hanging Fire" widespread? Are most teenagers actually better adjusted than the speaker in the poem, or are the feelings she describes common?

	Compare the poem with the young-adult novel A Brief History of My Impossible Life (2006) by Dana Reinhardt. Write an essay comparing the speaker in the poem with the protagonist in the novel. To what extent are they similar or different? Does the novel portray a more hopeful outlook than the poem? Also, discuss the different mother-daughter relationships in the novel and the poem.

	Listen to the song "Welcome to My Life" (2004) by Simple Plan. Song lyrics are available at A-Z Lyrics Universe (http://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/simpleplan/welcometomylife.html). Write an essay discussing to what extent the situation in the song resembles that in the poem.

	Prepare a research paper on the Book of Job from the Christian Bible. Describe the various afflictions of Job and recount what happens to him. Find some commentaries on the Job story, and present an account of the various interpretations of it. In your presentation, compare and contrast Job's tribulations with that of the poem's speaker.

	Organize a debate about women's rights. Could it still happen that a boy would get on the Math Team or win a similar privilege even if a girl was more deserving? Does it ever happen the other way around now? Is either situation fair?

	Work in groups to produce a music video about teenage life in a culture different than your own. Combine original material with links to relevant photographs, videos, and songs.

	Watch the documentary film A Litany for Survival: The Life and Work of Audre Lorde. Write a report on the film in which you comment on Lorde's life and views. Explain to what extent they illuminate the poem.




That most of the problems in the poem do not stem from systemic, political situations is striking in a work by a poet who is known for her focus on such situations, for instance, racism and the sexism that is indeed touched on here. However, Lorde's writing often included a less political and more personal and introspective stance (and she argued in her works that the personal is political in any case).




Style

Free Verse

The poem is in free verse, that is, verse without a regular meter or rhyme scheme, a quite common form for twentieth-century poetry. Here, free verse seems an appropriately free-flowing vehicle for the rush of the speaker's thoughts, as she jumps from skin problems to her thumb-sucking boyfriend to other skin problems, then on to worries about death.

On the other hand, sometimes the free flow of words and thoughts slows as Lorde introduces an unusually short line, the first time to say in two words that the boyfriend does his thumb-sucking in secret; secrecy is emphasized this way. Similarly, in the second stanza, Lorde uses a two-word line to stop the flow and focus on the fact that the speaker is worried that people will speak the truth about her. Also, in the third stanza a two-word line is used, this time forcing the reader to pause on the notion that the speaker is the only one wearing braces; the pause suggests that the speaker is singled out in a more generalized sense—the center of a hostile universe, the only one afflicted by misfortune.

Capitalization

As with many free-verse poems, there is very little capitalization in "Hanging Fire." Basically only the first word of each stanza and the word "I" are capitalized. There are two exceptions, one for the math team, perhaps just to denote that it is the name of the team. Also, capitalization is used in the line stating there is nothing the speaker wants to do and yet so many things she has to do, an important thematic point in the poem.

Repetition

The most obvious repetition in the poem is the concluding refrain of each stanza, in which the speaker says, three times over, that her mother is in the bedroom with the door closed. The repetition accentuates the force of this statement, which is an important one for the abandonment the speaker feels. Repetition is also relevant in the sense that the speaker lists complaint after complaint, eight particular ones, which again emphasizes a sense that the speaker's life is one long grievance. A fear of dying is also a repeating theme in the poem, indicating the larger existential issue afflicting the speaker.

Diction

Diction, or word choice, in the poem is fairly simple, reflecting the fact that the speaker is fourteen years old. It is partly through the level of diction that readers can picture themselves in the mind of a fourteen-year-old girl. The simplicity of the diction and the use of the term "momma" for the speaker's mother also conveys the notion that the speaker is childlike; she does not analyze her situation; in a very elemental way, she is simply uttering her pain and angst.




Historical Context

The Women's Movement

The speaker's complaint about discrimination based on sex (that she should have been on the math team rather than the boy with lower grades) can be seen as a microcosm of sexism in the 1960s and 1970s in the United States. The struggle for women's equal rights has stretched over decades and centuries, and it came to the forefront in U.S. society in the 1960s and 1970s as the women's liberation movement, of which Lorde was an uneasy part. As an African American conscious of the history of racism in the United States, Lorde often found herself at odds with the white leaders of the American feminist movement, for instance the editors of the feminist magazine Chrysalis. At the same time, Lorde struggled for recognition of women's rights within African American groups and in society at large.


Compare & Contrast


	1970s: In the early years of the women's movement there is still discrimination preventing women from obtaining positions for which they are qualified. Congress proposes an Equal Rights Amendment to the U.S. Constitution in 1972, but it is withdrawn in 1982 because not enough states ratified it. Today: After several decades of campaigning, the introduction of antidiscriminatory laws, and changes in attitudes, more areas of employment are open to women and overt discrimination is rare. In 2008 New York senator Hillary Clinton comes close to gaining the Democratic nomination for U.S. President in the same year that Alaska governor Sarah Palin is the Republican vice-presidential candidate.


	1970s: Lesbian and gay rights are just beginning to be talked about openly. On October 14, 1979, the first gay-rights march on Washington, DC, takes place. Today: Gay rights remain a controversial topic, but there is much greater acceptance of homosexuality, and laws in some jurisdictions permit gay marriages.


	1970s: Teenagers, including teenage girls, often feel miserable over large and small problems in their lives. Today: Teenage angst remains a real concern, prompting books on how to deal with it. Some observers suggest that there has been an increase in bullying, especially bullying (often by electronic means) among girls.





Gay Rights

Although the reference to romance in "Hanging Fire" is to a girl's interest in a boy, Lorde often portrayed lesbian relationships in her poetry, and she was active in the struggle for gay and lesbian rights. In 1979, a year after "Hanging Fire" was published, she took part in the first National March for Gay and Lesbian Rights in Washington, D.C. In the 1980s she also helped found a publishing house for lesbian women of color called Kitchen Table. In general, her activism on behalf of lesbian women played a role in the advancement of gay rights that began in the 1970s and has continued into the twenty-first century.

Black Arts Movement

In the 1960s and 1970s, paralleling the rise of black political movements, the Black Arts Movement began in an attempt to promote African American culture. Led by LeRoi Jones and Nikki Giovanni, the movement attracted such notable writers as Gwendolyn Brooks and led to the founding of independent African American publishing houses. One of these publishing houses, Broadside Press published two of Lorde's early poetry collections. Even so, Lorde had difficulty with Broadside Press, because they initially refused to include one of her love poems about lesbian women.

Harlem and Caribbean Immigration

Lorde's parents were not unusual in leaving the Caribbean and immigrating to Harlem, New York. In the early years of the twentieth century, Harlem was a vibrant district of New York City, attracting African Americans from the South as well as immigrants from the West Indies and elsewhere. During the first three decades of the twentieth century, approximately forty thousand immigrants came to Harlem from the Caribbean. Such immigrants brought with them a caste system based on color; Lorde's mother was fairly light-skinned and maintained relatively negative views of those darker than herself. Lorde herself was darker-skinned than her mother, one of the elements of estrangement between the two women.

Lorde had moved away from Harlem, but she returned in the 1950s to attend sessions of the Harlem Writers Guild, an organization founded in the previous decade to assist young black writers. She was involved with the guild only temporarily, but it led to the publication of a poem in one of the guild's magazines and helped her create literary connections at an early stage of her career.




Critical Overview

Although "Hanging Fire" has appeared in a number of anthologies and, to judge from browsing the Internet, is frequently assigned for classroom discussion, there has been little or no commentary on it in academic publications. The book it first appeared in, The Black Unicorn, has received a fair amount of attention, but the focus of the commentaries has been on its connection to African spirituality.

Since her early works appeared in relatively unknown magazines or books published by small presses, Lorde did not receive much attention at first. Even so, Dudley Randall, the publisher of Broadside Press, praised her first work and published several of her subsequent books. As reported by Alexis de Veaux in Warrior Poet: A Biography of Audre Lorde (2004), Randall praised Lorde's use of imagery and found her to be quiet and introspective, traits atypical of Lorde's later work. For instance, a critical reviewer of The Black Unicorn, as noted in de Veaux's biography, calls it "not-too-gentle." Rochelle Ratner, also quoted by de Veaux, praises the same book for being "hard-edged."

Lorde's previous book, Coal (1976), was her first work published by a mainstream publisher. Coal marked her emergence from the small presses, which de Veaux states, made her "the first out black lesbian to crash the gates of the literary mainstream." Some critics, however, did not like this "crashing"; in a 1982 reviewer of a later volume, an anonymous contributor quoted in de Veaux's biography criticizes Lorde as belonging to a school of poetry that was too much like jazz in being full of "raw emotional energy" but without craft. This review prompted protests against what was perceived as racial stereotyping of African American poetry.

More typical are reviews like one by Sally Jo Sorensen, also quoted in de Veaux's biography, praising Lorde for such things as her "astonishing range and complexity." That Lorde is wider ranging than some commentators suggest is a point made by Jerome Brooks, who says her poems about fathers are ones "her vast feminist following is likely to overlook." So it is perhaps a mistake to be surprised that Lorde wrote a generalized poem about teenage angst; she adopted a number of voices in her career.

Still, Lorde is remembered mostly for her writings about mothers, her exploration of homosexual relationships, and her evocation of African spirituality. In Women's Stories of the Looking Glass: Autobiographical Reflections and Self-Representations in the Poetry of Sylvia Plath, Adrienne Rich, and Audre Lorde (1996), Carmen Birkle describes Lorde as "a poet of difference." Birkle also quotes Lorde's fellow poet Adrienne Rich, stating that she was "a great poet" because she could write both of "beauty" and "the harsh materials of human struggle."
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What Do I Read Next?


	Sister Outsider, published in 1984, is Lorde's first collection of essays. In the volume she deals with sexism, racism, and homophobia, and she emphasizes the importance of difference.

	For a classic novel of teenage angst, see J. D. Salinger's The Catcher in the Rye, published in 1951. Narrated by an alienated teenager (Holden Caulfield), the novel recounts Holden's adventures as he rebels against the phoniness he sees around him.

	Franz Kafka's The Castle, first published in 1926, is an earlier novel about frustrations, delay, and stagnancy. In this dark novel, the almost nameless protagonist seeks fruitlessly to enter a distant and forbidding castle.

	For a nineteenth-century novel about alienation, see Fyodor Dostoevsky's Notes from Underground, first published in 1864. In this novel Dostoevsky presents a bitter, unnamed narrator who criticizes both society and himself.

	The Outsiders, a coming-of-age novel written by S. E. Hinton when she was a teenage girl, was published in 1967, and features two rival groups of characters from broken homes.

	Sharon M. Draper's Copper Sun (2006) is an award-winning young-adult novel focusing on the African American experience about a teenage African girl sold into slavery in colonial America.

	For a collection of poems for and about girls, see I Wouldn't Promise You a Valentine: Poems for Young Feminists, edited by Carol Ann Duffy (1997). The volume includes "Hanging Fire."

	Inexplicable suffering is depicted in When Bad Things Happen to Good People by Harold Kushner (1981). The book is a guide for coping with the difficulties of life.
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