
Poetry Lesson #5 

Gwendolyn Brooks 

We Real Cool 

 

THE POOL PLAYERS.  

SEVEN AT THE GOLDEN SHOVEL.  
 

We real cool. We  

Left school. We  
 

Lurk late. We  

Strike straight. We  
 

Sing sin. We  

Thin gin. We  
 

Jazz June. We  

Die soon.  

What’s it About? 
 

Wow!!!  Now that poem was very different from the ones we’ve read so far.   
 

This poem is about just what the subtitle says, pool players.  Seven of them, all young men, at a 

pool hall called the Golden Shovel.  Gwendolyn Brooks was walking her Chicago neighborhood 

one day in 1959 when she looked through the doorway of a pool hall and saw a bunch of guys 

who looked too young to be there. What she saw shocked her a little bit, because the boys 

were both incredibly brave and bold to be in such a place, but at the same time seemed really 

insecure to her—that they were showing off and pretending to be something they weren’t.  On 

the one hand, they were thumbing their noses at society by hanging out at a place populated by 

gamblers and pool sharks – on a school day. On the other hand, spending your day in a dingy, 

dimly lit room seems more like something you'd do to look cool, as opposed to actually being 
cool.  She decided to write a poem about it.   
 

"We Real Cool" is a poem for anyone who has ever ditched school or skipped out on                

responsibilities to hang out with their friends. Though it's written from the perspective of 

seven young guys who are hanging out in a pool hall instead of attending class, we never really 
feel like the pool players are talking.  Rather, the speaker is trying to imagine their thoughts. 

At first you might think the speaker is being judgmental – imagine an older lady wagging her 

finger and saying, "You darn kids!" But we like to imagine the speaker is kind of playing hooky 

herself, and one-upping the kids in the pool hall. After all, what the heck is she doing poking 

her head into a gambling and drinking establishment in the middle of the day?   
 

The subtitle sets the scene, telling us these seven young men are hanging out in a pool hall.   



 

The first stanza tells us what the narrator, maybe Brooks herself, is thinking that they must 

be thinking as they’re in this place surrounded by shady people.  They seem to think that 

they’re pretty cool and we know that they left school, but we don’t know if that means 

they’ve ditched school for the day or dropped out for good.   
 

The next few lines are loaded with alliteration and slang terms from the 1950s.  Some of the 

words, like lurk and strike, make the boys sound more like wild animals than humans.    
 

All of that leads up to the final line, in which someone predicts that the boys’ lifestyle will 

lead to an early death.  The big question is are the boys, just like they’re saying that they’re 

real cool, predicting their own young demise, or is the narrator guessing that their lifestyle 

will lead to that?   
 

Sound Check 

 

There’s a lot of slang terms and alliteration, but the most notable things about the way this 

poem sounds is the internal rhyme and the sentences that begin on one line and end on       

another (those sentences going over into another line is called enjambment).   
 

Some people question how to say the “we” parts of this poem at the end of each line, but the 

best person to ask is Gwendolyn Brooks herself.  When she reads the poem aloud, she pauses 

after the “we” in each line, causing a break in each of those sentences.  Many people feel 

that this, combined with the internal rhymes and the repeating alliteration (all smooth 

sounds like L, J, SL, and S, no harsh ones like K, R, or T) all make the poem sound like jazz — 

a popular style of music amongst young people during that time period.  You have to decide if 

it works.  Listen on your own to some Miles Davis or Dave Brubek and decide of Brooks’ poem 

fits with their music.      
 

Your Turn 
There are seven young men in that pool hall, but Brooks writes about them as a group, giving 

the bunch of them an arrogant voice.  I want you to think of just one of those boys and write 

about who they really are.  Describe them.  How they look.  What they like.  What they’re 

dreams and experience are.  What makes them who they really are.  In your description, 

choose just the right words to paint a mental picture in your readers’ minds about who the 

boy is.  A piece of writing that describes a person is called a character sketch.    
 

Questions 
Pick one of the questions to answer as completely as you can. 
 

1. The narrator of the poem seems to think that the boys will die soon.  What is going to 

happen to them?  What is in the poem that makes you think they’ll end soon?  How soon? 

2. Do the young men want other people to pay attention to them, or do they not care what 

other people think?  What makes you think that about them?   

3. What kind of music does this poem sound like to you? What instruments do you hear in 

your head? 

4. What is the attitude of the speaker toward the young men? How is this attitude shown? 
 


