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Explication Paper: We Real Cool by Gwendolyn Brooks
We Real Cool by Gwendolyn Brooks describes the life of a coop of teenagers whiling time away near a pool hall. It postures these teenagers as rebels who contravene authority and common convention, but who will most likely atone for their behavior with their lives. The poem can be interpreted as a warning against behavior that is self-destructive while also being a celebration of those who put their lives at risk to challenge authority. The poem represents rebellion against authority and points out the serious costs of this rebellion.
In summary, seven youthful players are hanging out at a pool hall, they profess that they are very cool as they skip school, stay out late, don’t pull their punches and drink cheap alcohol and they are going to die soon meaning they plan to live it all in the moment (Gwendolyn, 1).
The poem carries the theme of youth, rebellion and mortality. Curiously, the poem suggests consistently that things could be more ambiguous than is acknowledged by the speakers. Such an instance is the name of the pool hall "The Golden Shovel.” (Gwendolyn, 1). The diction chosen, ‘golden’ tells of something expensive and fancy but which is still used to dig up graves, ditches and holes. Glamorous as it is, it remains a shovel. This subtly suggests that the reader of the poem should not take the persona literally; they should specifically not fall for the superficial glamour depicted in the rebellion because for all its fun, this same shovel is still digging their graves.
The speakers do admit themselves that such rebellion does have a heavy cost as they will ‘die soon’ (Gwendolyn, 1).The fact that this phrase comes in the end points to the interpretation that this rebellion results in death. This reckless living as much as it may be enjoying the moment, brings the persona closer to death. The relationship between the poem and the rebellious individuals is thus ambivalent and complicated. It can be seen to take a comical and joyful stance to their sinful indulgence, but it also meditates with sincerity, the effect of their youthful rebellion. The poem brings out a disillusioned mood due to the speakers’ decrepit situation and future,
The poem’s setting is a seedy pool hall, a place of reckless indulgence. Gwendolyn Brooks has pointed out in interviews that she was inspired by a real pool hall in her Chicago south side neighborhood, to which she imagined how the kids hanging out would describe themselves. The setting could thus be a 1950s segregated black neighborhood in Chicago (Litcharts, 3).
The poem uses internal rhyme. By shifting from end rhyme, Brooks syncopates the poem’s rhythm. She makes it sound desirably offbeat. Each line ends with a stark, surprising enjambment instead of the firm and definitive rhyme of an end rhyme. The word ’we’ is isolated from the rest of the line. The poem doesn’t have a regular meter. Most of its lines contain three syllables and all its sentences are exactly three syllables long giving it a musical effect despite lacking a meter. Alliteration is used in the line ‘Strike straight’, to build rhyme (Gwendolyn, 1).
The poem’s form is carefully controlled and complicated. Brooks does not follow traditional forms but invents her own structure. The use of enjambments in the line ends gives the poem the hiccup and the swing carried in the way these speakers talk and the music they listen to. The poem chooses a street slang filled diction to better represent the setting in words such as ‘we strike straight’ (Gwendolyn, 1).
 ‘June’ is a symbol that when interpreted represents complacency. As they speak of jazzing it up, the speakers find it boring, a representation of the status quo and everything they rebel against (Litcharts, 3). The poem is successful in bringing out the two-pronged perspective of a reckless life. It alludes to the stories of disillusioned folk living in decrepit neighborhoods devoid of a desirable future.
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