
“A Wreath for Emmett Till” 
 

“A Wreath for Emmett Till” is a sophisticated and thought-provoking poem written by Connecticut's poet 
laureate and award-winning poet Marilyn Nelson. This book combines emotion, history, and social commentary 
to bring the life and death of Emmett Louis Till back to our nation's consciousness. Emmett Till was a 
fourteen-year-old African American boy murdered in 1955 in Mississippi for allegedly whistling at or speaking 
to a white woman. Though two men were tried for the crime, they were acquitted; no one has been convicted 
for Emmett's murder. In 2004 the U.S. Justice Department reopened the case based on new evidence brought 
to light by two documentary films. 
 
With beautiful language that turns chilling at times, Nelson asks readers to face the atrocity of lynching and its 
role in our nation's history. Her poem calls readers to bear witness and speak out against such hatred and 
violence. A Wreath for Emmett Till invites readers to explore its layers for meaning, symbolism, and 
connections between past, present, and future. This powerful work lends itself to group discussion, individual 
study, teaching extensions and activities, and further research. 

 
Before Reading 
 
Review and share information about the history and events contained in the poem.  
  

● Jim Crow laws 
● Lynching 
● Emmett Till 

 
Report back to the class on the five most important pieces of information you find about your topic. 
 
Read Nelson's introduction, "How I Came to Write This Poem." What do you think she means when she says 
"the strict form became a kind of insulation." How does Nelson's explanation of her approach to writing the 
poem make you feel about reading it?  
 
Watch the Lenscollective video “Signs” found here: https://vimeo.com/262765786 
After watching, take note of your thoughts after viewing. Share your thoughts with your shoulder partner.  
 

 
 
First Reading: On your own, review the vocabulary terms. Next, read the poem. Take mental note of what you 
notice. 
 
Second Reading: We will read this sonnet as a class. Write down any questions you have about the poem. 
 
Third Reading: We will listen to the author’s reading of the poem. Write down anything you noticed while 
listening to the author’s reading. 
 

 
After Reading 
Questions for group discussion:  
 
1. How did this poem make you feel? Identify lines or words that stood out for you and explain why these 

https://vimeo.com/262765786
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ugIqujPkYm3BbjmNyrbwZMSd9tJkmweMxX4WdUPkTWc/edit?usp=sharing
https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=4818586


selections were meaningful. Nelson explains why she used the heroic crown of sonnets form. How did this 
form of poetry affect you as readers? What was it like to read this form? 
 
2. Who is the narrator of the poem? The narrator's voice changes in the third stanza. Who is the speaker in this 
stanza and how do you know? Why do you think the voice changes here?  
 
3. What is the significance of the parallel universe in Stanza VI? What is the meaning of the last two lines? The 
word terrorists appears in this stanza. Do you think Till's killers were terrorists? Why or why not?  
 
4. Who is the blind girl in Stanza VIII? How does she relate to Emmett Till? 
 
5. How does this poem relate the past to the present and future? Which lines in the poem support these 
connections? Is it important to know about what happened in the past? Why or why not?  
 
Independent Study/Homework - Due ___ 
 
Independent Study: Select any three of the five questions below and answer them completely. Each question 
is worth five points.  

1. What is the overall message of this poem? Is it ultimately about hope, despair, or something else? Use 
evidence and be sure to include line numbers. 

 
2. Is this poem controversial? Why or why not? In the spring of 2004, Marilyn Nelson and other poets 

were invited to a poetry day at the White House. However, the event was cancelled, reportedly due to 
concerns that it would become a forum for protest against the war in Iraq. How do you interpret A 
Wreath for Emmett Till as a comment on current events? What sections, lines, or words in the poem 
support their interpretations? 

 
3. What is the meaning of the title, A Wreath for Emmett Till? Explain the symbolism of flowers and plants 

in the poem and art. 
 

4. Listen to Marilyn Nelson's reading of the poem. How was listening to the poem different from reading it? 
Did their understanding of any part of the poem change after hearing the poet read? 

 
5. Philippe Lardy provided editorial illustration for the poem. What is editorial illustration? How is it 

different from narrative or standard picture book illustration? Ask students to study the illustrations. How 
does the art affect them as they turn the pages? How do the colors, shapes, and images contribute to 
the tone and moods of the poem? 

 
6. What connections can you make to this poem? (Remember our three connections are: connection to 

world, connection to self, or connection to text.) Be specific and give clear connecting points.  
 
 
 
 
 
 






