
I KNOW WHY THE CAGED BIRD SINGS 

Screenplay by 

Lee Thuna · 

(Based on the book by Maya Angelou) 

TOMORROW ENTERTAINMENT, INC. 
375 Park Avenue 
New York, New York 10022 
(212) 421-2424 

TOMORROW ENTERTAINMENT, INC. 
Samuel Goldwyn Studios 
1041 N. Formosa Ave. 
Los Angeles, Calif. 90046 
(21~) 650-2541 

FINAL DRAFT 

February 13, 1978 



ACT ONE 

FADE IN: 

1 EXT. RAILROAD STATION IN STAMPS, ARKANSAS - DAY - 
EARLY THIRTIES 

1 

Sign over station reads: STAMPS, ARK. 

It is a tinyj rather decrepit station. The train is 
pulling in slowly, noisily. 

MAYA (V.O.) 
There is a much-loved region in 
the American fantasy where pale 
white women float eternally under 
black magnolia trees, and white 
men with soft hands brush wisps 
of wisteria from the creamy 
shoulders of their lady loves. 
Harmonious black music drifts 
like perfume through this precious 
air, and nothing of a threatening 
nature intrudes. It's called the 
Deep South, and it's where I grew 
up. 

2 2 THE TRAIN 

finally stops and deposits foµr people. From the 
front of the train, a middle-aged white couple, met 
by their son and hustled off to a waiting automobile. 
From the rear of the train, step two very small black 
children. The BOY five~ the GIRL four. They stand 
huddled close to each other, each holding a brown 
paper bag, folded and secured with twine. Pinned to 
a sleeve of each child is a large tag with big print 
lettering on it. The train starts off, and the child 
ren involuntarily take a step or two forward, obviously 
frightened and confused. 

MAYA (V.O.) 
In the nineteen thirties, when I 
was four years old and my brother 
Bailey, five, my parents decided 
to put an end to their calamitous 
marriage and we were shipped off 
to my paternal grandmother in a 
dusty town called Stamps, Arkansas. 

3 ANGLE - FROM CHILDREN'S POV 3 
A large WOMAN stands on the platform. 

(CONTINUED) 



3 CONTINUED: 

She is in her forties, dressed in her Sunday clothes, 
wearing a hat, standing very straight, and very dig 
nified. She walks over to the children, getting larger 
and larger as she gets closer. 

She stands in front of them, looming as high as a sky 
scraper, large and formidable and forbidding. 

She leans forward, bending almost double to turn over 
the tag on the little Boy's wrist. 

4 CLCSEUP - TAG 

It reads in large block letters: TO WHOM IT MAY CON 
CERN: MARGUERITE AND BAILEY JOHNSON~ JR. FROM: LONG 
BEACH, CALIF. TO: STAMPS, ARKANSAS C/O MRS. ANNIE 
JOHNSON. 

MAYA (V.O.) 
I was christened Marguerite, but 
I was scarcely ever called that. 
I was called Margaret, Ritie, 
Sister -- but mostly by the name 
my brother affixed upon me. He 
couldn't pronounce my name, so 
he'd call me 'My sister.' After 
a while, this became shortened to 
just 'My' and ultimately 'Maya.' 
The 'Angelou' came years later, and 
in the same roundabout fashion. 

5 ANOTHER ANGLE 

THe Woman stands up straight. The children continue to 
stare up, speechless. The Woman looks down. She 
doesn't quite smile -- but her face relaxes. She loses 
the grimness, and all of a sudden, she looks very kind, 
indeed. 

She takes each by the hand and they start out of the 
station. As they walk off the platform, onto the dirt 
road, a hanging sign they pass under comes INTO FOCUS. 
It reads: COLORED. 

BEGIN TITLES AND MUSIC. 

6 EXT. WHITE SECTION - DAY 

MOMMA, firmly holding little MAYA and BAILEY by the 
hands, walks with them past pretty little white clap 
board houses, sitting above their rose bushes in grass 
less front yards. 

(CONTINUED) 
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6 CONTINUED: 

The road they walk on is gravel, but smooth and easy 
on the feet. 

CONTINUE TITLES AND MUSIC. 

7 EXT. ANOTHER SECTION - CENTRAL SCHOOL 

They are walking past the white school, a clean, hand 
some building with a large green lawn in front of it 
and neatly clipped hedges flanking it. Two well kept 
tennis courts line the side of the building. A pair of 
huge white columns flank the school's entrance, and 
above it, embossed in the stone and decorated by the 
climbing ivy~ the words: CENTRAL HIGH. 

CONTINUE TITLES AND MUSIC. 

8 CLOSE - MAYA AND BAILEY 

The two children are staring up at the building, mouth 
ing the words "Cen-tral School," forming them by sylla 
bles. Abruptly, two large hands grab their shoulders, 
pivot them around and they immediately start walking 
again. 

CONTINUE TITLES AND MUSIC. 

9 EXT. THE BRIDGE AND POND 

It is a footpath bridge over a shallow pond. The 
growth here is thick and sloppy, and the white houses 
are gone. As Momma, Maya and Bailey cross the bridge, 
Momma seems to relax a bit and loosens her tight hold 
on the children. 

CONTINUE TITLES AND MUSIC.· 

MAYA (V. 0.) 
Stamps was cut in half by the 
railroad tracks, by the Red 
River, by a footbridge over 
a little pond and by racial 
prejudice. 

10 EXT. THE LAFAYETTE SCHOOL 

In sharp contrast to Central School, the black chil 
dren's school is set on a dirt hill boasting neither 
lawn nor hedges. 

(CONTINUED) 
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10 CONTINUED: 

The building itself is squat and wooden, old and in 
disrepair. A dirt area to the left of the building 
contains several swaying poles and rusty hoops, and 
large flat stones set down to indicate bases for the 
baseball diamond. A small American flag sticks lamely 
out of a lower window. And stuck in the dirt, sup 
ported on two posts is a wooden sign reading: 
LAFAYETTE COUNTY TRAINING SCHOOL. 

11 CLOSE - LITTLE MAYA AND BAILEY 

They stand side by side, looking with awe at the 
school, still clutching their brown paper parcels. 

MAYA (V.O.) 
And mixed in with the smell of 
magnolia was the smell of fear 
and hate and guilt -- a smell 
I became all too familiar with 
as I was growing up. 

END TITLES AND MUSIC. 

DISSOLVE TO: 

12 INT. CLASSROOM - DAY 

SUPERIMPOSE TITLE: 8 years later. 

The desks and chairs are old and rickety, and the class 
is jam-packed. Every seat is taken and a backless 
bench has been placed in the back of the room. The 
bench is lower than the desks and chairs in front of it, 
so the children squeezed on the bench can't see over 
the heads of their classmates. 

The children seem to be of various sizes and ages, 
from six to thirteen, and most, if not all, are bored, 
listless or restless, sprawled in their seats, doo 
dling, staring at the window or whispering to one 
another. 

MRS. GURNEY, the teacher, is a huge, rattled woman, 
who has been teaching too long. She wears a slightly 
stained shiny black dress and has a thick head of 
graying hair, most of it falling onto her face from 
behind the not-too-restraining pins. She is totally 
in a world of her own, out of touch with the children 
she is paid to teach and as bored with teaching as 
they are. 

A small BOY, about nine, stands by her desk, laborious 
ly reading from a book. 

4. 

10 

11 

12 



13 ANOTHER ANGLE 13 

5. 

He holds book) laboriously tracing the words with his 
finger, his head bent down. 

BOY 
I th ... ink that I sh ..• all 
never see ... 

The class giggles. 

MRS. GURNEY 
What's the matter with you? 
Wasn't you listening? We read 
that part already! Next line, 
next line! 

BOY 
Oh. Yeah. 

(struggling) 
A po . . . a po . . . a po .•. 

14 ANGLE - BAILEY 14 

He has his head down on his arms, his eyes half-closed. 
He is bored out of his mind. 

MRS. GURNEY 
You, dumbbell, sit down! Next! 

Bailey is next. He simply lifts his head from his arm. 

BAILEY 
I can't read. 

MRS. GURNEY 
You can't read? Why can't you 
read? 

BAILEY 
Because I don't have a book. 

MRS. GURNEY 
What? Why don't you have a book? 

BAILEY 
Because I left it home. 

MRS. GURNEY 
Did you? Well, you'll just have 
to stay right here in the 
classroom after school until 
you learn that entire poem by 
heart. 

BAILEY 
Then I might as well go home 
because I already know it. 



15 ANOTHER ANGLE 

The class gasps. Mrs. Gurney walks up to Bailey. 
Stands and stares down at him. 

16 ANGLE - BAILEY 

He stares right up at her. He's a cheeky kid. 

MRS. GURNEY 
You being smart? 

BAILEY 
No, ma'am. 

MRS. GURNEY 
Don't answer me back! 

BAILEY 
Yes, ma'am. I mean, no, ma'am. 
I won't, ma'am. I won't answer 
you. 

(as an afterthought) 
Ma'am. 

Angrily, Mrs. Gurney grabs Bailey's arm, pulls him out 
of the seat, pushes him ahead of her to the front of 
the room. 

MRS. GURNEY 
(puffing, breathless 
from anger and 
exertion) 

All right now, mister. You 
recite that poem. And I warn 
you, every single word had 
better be right. Or you will 
know the consequences! 

17 ANGLE - MAYA 

Her friend JULIE sits behind her and leans forward to 
whisper. 

JULIE 
Your brother Bailey's going to 
get it now. 

Maya barely deigns to turn her head. 

MAYA 
If my brother Bailey says he 
knows it by heart, then he 
knows it by heart. 
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18 ANGLE - BAILEY 18 

7. 

He stands before the class, his head high. Closes his 
eyes. 

BAILEY 
(without 
hesitation) 

'I think that I shall never see 
A poem lovely as a tree 
A tree whose hungry mouth is 

pressed 
Against the earth's sweet flowing 

breast. 

19 ANGLE - MAYA 19 

She lip-recites the words with him. 

BAILEY (O.S.) 
A tree that looks at God all day 
And lifts her leafy arms to pray. 

20 SLOW PAN - THE CLASS 20 

They are watching and listening to Bailey carefully, 
caught up in both the suspense of hoping he knows the 
words and the effectiveness of the poem and his 
reading. 

Their lethargy is gone. 

BAI LEY ( 0 . S • ) 
A tree that will in summer wear 
A nest of robins in her hair 
Upon whose bosom snow has lain. 

CONTINUE PAN TO Bailey. 

He stands with his eyes closed, tasting the words, 
rolling them over in his lips and in his mind. He 
is Ronald Colman again. 

BAILEY 
(continuing) 

Who intimately lives with rain 
Poems are made by fools Lf ke me. 

His voice is firm and confident, and dramatically, he 
lowers it to a whisper -- obviously so familiar with 
the poem, he can play with the interpretation. 

(CONTINUED) 



20 CONTINUED: 

BAILEY 
(continuing) 

But only God 
Can make 
A tree.' 

He opens his eyes slowly. Behind him, Mrs. Gurney, 
seated at her desk, has been following the words in 
her book. Now she looks up, glaring. But Bailey 
doesn't even turn to her, and triumphantly, walks 
back to his seat. 

CUT TO: 

21 EXT. SCHOOL - DAY 

Maya, Bailey and Julie are walking home, all fired up 
with the incident in class. 

MAYA 
I'll bet you ten dollars she 
couldn't recite the poem herself! 

BAILEY 
How could she? She only finished 
eighth grade. And she's supposed 
to teach us! She resents everyone 
who knows more than she does. 

MAYA 
Which is everyone. 

JULIE 
Maybe the new teacher will be 
better. 

MAYA 
What new teacher? 

JULIE 
Don't you know? Mrs. Gurney's 
leaving and we're getting a new 
teacher in the fall. 

MAYA 
Well, don't be so mysterious, 
Julie. Who is she? 

JULIE 
I don't know nothing about her 
'cept her name is Miss Flowers 
and she used to teach in a white 
school. 

(CONTINUED) 
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21 CONTINUED: 21 

9. 

Maya and Bailey stop in their tracks. 

BAILEY 
A white school? Where? 

JULIE 
I dunno. Up north. 

(thinks about it) 
Maybe Texarkana. 

They cross the road, starting up the shortcut through 
the woods. 

22 EXT. THE ROAD -LONG SHOT .: DAY 22 

They are walking through the woods, Bailey stopping to 
pitch stones at the trees, Maya and Julie chattering 
away. Though the CAMERA SEES them from a distance, 
their conversation is clear. 

MAYA 
Wonder how she'll like Stamps. 
I mean, being that she comes 
from a white school. 

BAILEY 
Wait 'til she sees how prejudiced 
Stamps is. You know Stamps is 
so prejudiced, a Negro can't 
buy vanilla ice cream! 

23 FRONT ANGLE - THE CHILDREN 23 

MAYA 
Except on the Fourth of July! 

They laugh loudly at Bailey's joke, and start competing 
with each other for the comic spotlight. 

BAILEY 
Do you know Stamps is so 
prejudiced, a Negro can't eat 
white bread? 

They shout with laughter and get even sillier. 

JULIE 
(so excited, she 
can hardly get 
the words out) 

Do you know ... do you know .•. do 
you know Stamps is so prejudiced, 
a Negro ain't allowed to sleep on 
white sheets! 

(CONTINUED) 



10. 

23 CONTINUED: 23 

Maya leaps in the air with excitement. 

MAYA 
I got one! I got one! Do you 
know Stamps is so prejudiced, a 
Negro is forbidden to get white 
hair! 

24 CLOSE - MAYA 24 

She's laughing. 

25 CLOSE - BAILEY 25 

He is laughing. 

26 CLOSE - JULIE 26 

She has her eyes closed as she laughs. She opens them, 
they widen in terror and the laugh turns into a scream. 

PULL BACK TO Julie. Three white boys jump down from a 
tree directly in front of her then she screams. 

27 ANGLE THROUGH TREES 27 

The three are running as fast as they can, heads up, 
never looking back, the laughter of the po-white-trash 
boys echoing behind them, but fading. 

28 ANOTHER PART OF THE WOODS - DAY 28 

Bailey walks ahead, holding Maya's hand. She follows, 
single-file, holding Julie's hand. 

JULIE 
Those powhitetrash boys put a 
scare in me. My heart's still 
beating. 

(jerking Maya's 
hand) 

Didn't they scare you, Maya? 

Maya puts on her princess smile. 

MAYA 
Hardly, Julie. You see, my family 
are landowners. 

(MORE) 

(CONTINUED) 


