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The early poem ‘A Far Cry From Africa’ is typical of Walcott’s concerns with the historical and, for him, personal legacy of Colonialism.  The history and struggle of Colonialism and its aftermath are given a personal dimension in a moment of the speaker’s crisis over his own divided identity and loyalties.  The poem opens with an image which captures both the power of Africa, seen as something living and vital “the tawny pelt”, and the “wind of change” of the African drive to independence from colonial conquest and occupation.
  In richly condensed language Walcott evokes an Africa transformed into a place of violence and death, with suggestions of inter-tribal warfare and more direct reference to  the calculating policies of the colonising powers,  “justified” in terms of a distant utilitarian philosophy which ignores the  consequences for black and white alike.  The last line of the first stanza juxtaposes two points of view which could well serve as reference points for the opposition between the developed and developing world today; for the whites the consequences are seen in terms of individual tragedy (“But what is that for the white child hacked in bed”) whereas for Africans themselves it is a holocaust – a fact conveniently left out of many “white” histories and rationalisations of the colonising process.  

The second stanza of the poem is more reflective.  The speaker looks for explanations, and finds them in man’s desire to extend his control over the natural world – man as hunter, perhaps is the meaning of the first image - to include dominance over and outright cruelty towards his fellow human beings.  The word “upright” here has a literal and metaphorical sense; humans walk upright, but also justify themselves as morally or culturally superior to other races, and “seek [their] divinity by inflicting pain.”  We are reminded here of the extent to which Christianity, or other supposedly moral principles, have been trotted out as an excuse for converting, enslaving and killing those with differently coloured skins to one’s own, but also of the evils committed often in the cause of “national liberation”. 

The second half of this stanza characterises the jingoism and ignorance of the colonising powers who encourage public opinion at home to think of their wars of conquest as the partriotism of Empire and the resistance of the “natives” to what was frankly mass extermination and extinction as, quaintly, “courage”. In the last line’s image of the “white peace contracted by the dead” we are reminded of the “treaties” by which the white powers often sought a veneer of legality for conquest and slaughter.  

The last stanza intensifies the poem’s mood of controlled indignation, and sustains its forceful eloquence.  “Again, brutish necessity wipes its hands/Upon the napkin of a dirty cause”.  A mixed metaphor, perhaps, but powerful and appropriate, telling us that, far from the end justifying the means, the goals of “colonial policy” were every bit as evil as its methods.  The idea of wiping dirty hands on a soiled cloth captures perfectly the cynicism, hypocrisy and brutality of the whole enterprise, while the repetition of “Again a waste of our compassion, as with Spain” enforces the notion of a cycle which repeats and repeats, fuelled by the callous indifference which assigns these tragedies to the impersonal forces of evolution or history.  In the final lines, the poem speaks personally; the collective voice of “our” – suggesting an ironically shared complicity between speaker and reader – changes to an agonised outcry.  Walcott now finds himself forced to adopt simultaneously the point of view of the oppressor, through his language – itself an outcome of cultural hegemony, and also to speak through his consciousness of his African heritage, and awareness of history.  And the unresolved conflict at the end of this poem could well be seen as the driving force of all Walcott’s subsequent poetry.

Another significant theme in Walcott's  poetry - the idea of the exile or wanderer, is reflected in "Sea Grapes", the title poem of his 1976 volume.  In its use of allusions "Sea Grapes" is also typical of his ongoing preoccupation with the great icons and reference points of European culture - in this case Homer.  In this poem Walcott combines classical allusions with references which are possibly intensely personal, and attempts to find a kind of equivalence or balance which will yield some consolation, both for life's inevitable pains and inner conflicts, and for the speaker's acute sense of isolation.
    There is no sense, in this poem, that it is possible to reconcile oneself to exile; the images of the landscape are harsh and bitter "gnarled sour grapes", or of weariness: "tired of islands".  The speaker attempts to find an equivalent for his dilemma ("that father and husband's longing") in Homeric terms but it "brings nobody peace".  Where cultural reference can only be made in a private mental world (who else, here could understand the speaker's dilemma in such terms?) the effect is to intensify, rather than to relieve, a sense of isolation. Of course on one level the message of the poem is simple: there is always a gap between literature and life - to see one always in terms of the other is to be subject to fantasy and delusion.  But the speaker is ironically self-aware; he sees how diminished the capacity for cultural reference is by the sheer distance in time and space from where he is, to the sources of that culture.  This distance is expressed in a dramatic and powerful image - almost a conceit in the manner of Donne, as Homer's lines are compared to a groundswell which can only reach these shores in "the conclusions of exhausted surf".  The final mood of the poem is one of the loneliness of exile - there is no hint here of the more positive reconciliation of cultures of Midsummer.  

In the poems from his collection Midsummer (1984), Walcott’s voice and manner are very different.  The poems are reflective, complex, allusive, at times personal and intimate in tone, full of brilliant imagery and subtle metaphor.  They remind us in their  urbanity and sophistication of the verse letters and epistles of Latin and English Augustan poetry;  (if we think of Latin poetry in particular the subject or theme of exile – the verse letter from a far province to a close personal friend back in Rome, is particularly apt for these poems).  Many of the poems seem to be directly addressed to someone – in I and II it is a fellow poet – perhaps Joseph Brodsky.  Others are confessional in tone and manner, and privately allusive in a way that recalls the confessional poetry of 20th century Americans like Robert Lowell or Denise Levertov.  Still others tackle directly the themes of the Post-Colonial world, and explore the continuing economic gulf between the haves and the have-nots, the legacies of slavery, the impact of tourism, and the ambiguities of the speaker’s position, belonging fully neither to one world nor the other, while struggling to reconcile the two within himself.

The first poem opens with the poet nearing the end of a journey home.  The theme of the poem is something familiar enough to many Australians – that sense of reverse culture shock experienced when leaving behind the culture and civilisation of Europe, which can make one feel like an alien in one’s own country.  The poem’s imagery beautifully captures the sensations of the last stages of the flight, but at the same time suggests the speaker’s unease and sense of vacancy at having left, presumably, Europe behind.  The world he is approaching is seen in terms of impermanence  –of non-presence; the clouds are “pages in a damp culture that come apart” and “will keep no record”.    As he suddenly sees the island through “a hole in the parchment” (an image once again suggesting the culture and history of Europe) the speaker finds himself impelled/expelled? back into the ambience of the Caribbean – “a vast dereliction of sunlight” – it is as if he has punched through a wormhole into another place and time, but as yet cannot connect – it is still “that island [ ] known/to the traveller Trollope, and the fellow traveller Froude/for making nothing.  Not even a people.” The speaker seems for a moment complicit in their contempt for the place (– a double irony since such a dismissive attitude can only come from an ignorance of the real history – how could the island “make a people” when its people were transplanted into it, by the colonisers who killed the original inhabitants and populated the islands with slaves?) The only thing the Rome he has left behind and the Caribbean have in common is the sunlight.  Yet here and now, at this moment, it is as if the light annihilates difference, renders culture null and void, makes everywhere the same, makes all time the same “In cities, in settlements of mud/light has never had epochs”.  The poet flies over a Lilliputian world of “tiny steeples” and inaudible “exclamations”, where “bright suburbs fade into words” – as if the memory of the names is faint and slow in coming.  Other names, other memories and experiences are still far more real.  It has clearly been a long time.  Then suddenly, pitched earthward, the shock and reality of the homecoming; “The lowering window resounds/over pages of earth, the canefields set in stanzas.” It is as if the landscape now is an invitation and a challenge; is itself a poetry waiting to be written. The sheer literal fact of it has the force of metaphor and poetry, for Walcott as a poet is suddenly confronted by other  images and memories whose power and immediacy he had forgotten. But he is still reluctant, still struggling to adjust to his homecoming and his culture shock as “It comes too fast, this shelving sense of home-

canes rushing the wing, a fence; a world that still stands as

the trundling tires keep shaking and shaking the heart.”

The poem expresses the dilemma of the wanderer/exile returning, and finding that his home is, equally, a place where he feels the exile’s very sensations of unease and disturbance.  How might Prospero feel when he returns to Milan? Odysseus to Ithaca?  It is no accident that Walcott himself looks to some of the great literary stories and myths of wandering, exile and homecoming as a framework for his poetry. Yet there is also a sense of inspiration in the vivid sights and sounds of the island – their sharpness and immediacy.  In much of his poetry Walcott is able to balance and fuse these two elements – Caribbean and European – into a unique voice.

An example of this fusion and balance is found in II – where depth, weight and density of imagery and allusion is beautifully counterpoised as the poem ends in a series of sharply focussed images and statements.  The technique here reminds us of artistic composition – the balancing of distance against foreground using tonal weight and perspective which gives effect to the landscape paintings of Claude or Watteau.  Here it is employed to concentrate and focus the poem’s theme.  Possibly also addressed to Brodsky, the poem begins by reflecting on the absent friend in Rome, composing his “Roman elegies” in a setting whose images encapsulate all of European history, culture religion and art:

Midsummer's furnace casts everything in bronze

Traffic flows in slow coils, like the doors of a baptistry

and even the kitten's eyes blaze like Byzantine icons.

The old woman in the pensione transforms, in a brilliant metaphor, into the archetypal "old crone", who seems to carry within her memories of Caesars assassinated, the coming and going of Popes, the beginnings of European expansion and exploration:

[…]flakes like an atlas where once

 Ibi dracones was written, where unchristened cannibals

gnawed on the dry heads of coconuts as Ugolino did.

(The link between Walcott's present and Europe's past is obvious here).   The language of the poem here is rich, measured and slow, and the imagery is made still more dense by the use of frequent allusions.  In these, Walcott pays a sort of homage to the European cultural heritage.  It is clear that he has nothing but respect and admiration for what his friend is doing; yet he contrasts it powerfully with his own sense of place, and the urgency of his own task as a poet.  In the final lines richness and weight gives way to images of sharpness and clarity - with the sound patterns of the verse altering to the typically crisp rhythms and sounds Walcott's employs when he describes the sensations and images of the Caribbean:

Corals up to their windows in sand are my sacred domes,

gulls circling a seine are the pigeons of my St Marks,

silver legions of mackerell race through our catacombs.

The poem closes with a reminder that the Caribbean too has its history and tragedy - in stories unknown to most Europeans, of the untold deaths of Africans bound for slavery  in the Middle Passage.  This is a frequent reference in Walcott's poetry - to the seas of the Caribbean as a graveyard for those hundreds of thousands who did not even survive the crossing - hence the use of the word "catacombs".  

In this poem Walcott is claiming that the potential exists for a literature as valid and as powerful anything Europe has produced; a literature that will speak with a Caribbean voice.  It is clear that he sees himself as one of its representatives  ("my St Marks") and speaks with a sense of ownership.  Thus the notion of the Caribbean artist's and poet's role is an important concern for Walcott.  

In XXVII 'Certain things here are quietly American…' Walcott writes directly of the impact of globalisation and US "dollar imperialism" on the Caribbean.  The US Virgin Islands are promoted as a tourist paradise and it is interesting to compare Walcott's images here with those you can find on websites devoted to holiday packages and luxury resorts.  The ball-park is "empty"- the beaches are depopulated.  Midsummer is clearly the off-season for tourists, and in the absence of the idle rich the speaker dwells on the signs of segregation, dispossession and exploitation; the holes in the fence "muttering the words umpire instead of empire" reflecting the difference between the kind of sway exercised by the English colonial power and the new power of the dollar.  The use of the word "natives" is ambiguous and ironic - how are they "natives"? In the sense of being native to the island?  No, because they are "illegal immigrants from unlucky islands/who envy the smallest polyp its right to work".  St Thomas is US territory, and hence a magnet for those who are "natives" in the colonial and post-colonial sense - black, excluded, the "other", inferior, without rights, whereas here "the wetback crab and the mollusc are citizens,/and the leaves have green cards." Development - probably of another resort - continues and "must be suffered" despite the environmental damage as the economic forces that drive it cannot be resisted.  But as well the poem captures another source of the power that is local rather than global, and which owes its strength to the changes that global power and wealth create within.  The sense of dispossession comes from "what the migrant envies", and the speaker is able to register the all-pervasive force of this envy  on himself, even as he rejects and fears it.  Everything, even the rain, reflects American power and influence;  he feels that his "own corpuscles are changing as fast" and that the "fealty [is] changing under my foot".  

The poems we have looked at so far clearly owe their style and manner to Walcott’s immersion in and mastery of the “high register” of English poetry.  He adopts and appropriates the language of Keats, Wordsworth, Yeats, Blake, and moves with ease between the poetic genres of lyric, dramatic monologue, elegy, verse-letter.  By contrast, “The Three Musicians” (The Arkansas Testament) tells the simple story of a village Christmas in St Lucia, with the musicians doing their rounds on Christmas day and visiting the house of Madame Isidor and Joseph, the village carpenter.  As well as the obvious parallel drawn with the Holy Family, the musicians themselves acknowledge and take on the roles of the three magi:

I am Frank Incense,

Mr Gold, Mr Myrrh…

the only difference being that Madame Isidor is barren -  wishes “for the child she can’t make”, and hence her song of the annunciation which opens the poem has an element of pathos.   

Walcott writes here in the local patois, and shows that this language in addition to its freshness, directness and energy, is as capable as any register of beautiful imagery and pathos:

so for young and old

life refresh.  That week

break a lime leaf, it cold

as an archangel’s cheek

whose shadow, swift

up the hillside grass

does make cedars lift

so his wings can pass

….

she dream of white lace

on soft ebony skin

but is somehow God’s grace

she cannot make children.

This last stanza shows clearly how Walcott employs the different inflections of Caribbean speech to create a supple and flexible rhythm, more syllabic than accented.  It is typical of a significant number of poems in which he employs dialect (including some poems in the French Creole of the island), and makes reference to the folkways of the Caribbean – its own legends, history and politics and culture.  (Other examples are the long poem ‘The Schooner Flight’, ‘The Spoiler’s Return’ and of course long sections of Omeros).  What Walcott is doing here is directly giving a voice to his people – expressing an Antillean identity, as one of the singular facts of this identity, as well as the sights, sounds and colours of the place, is the difference of its languages, as anyone who has listened to Calypso, Zouk or Reggae music will know.    

The poem describes how the characters appropriate the Christmas story, and turn it into something which animates and transforms their lives.  But this transformation contrasts with the islanders’ poverty – where a roll of linoleum is a luxury item, and the ham bubbles “in a kerosene tin”, yet also points outwards to the spiritual poverty of the world beyond.  Walcott creates characters for whom, and a setting in which daily life and belief interpenetrate; what is acted out here in the village rituals of Christmas is no parody of a European Christmas but a re-animation of it beside which the forms and commercialism of the developed Christian world seem stale and empty.  In another context, religious and other images become charged with a wider meaning – the “black cake”; “white lace/on soft ebony skin”.  And the reference to “the Blood of the Innocents” may be doubly significant in the light of Afro-Caribbean history… 

� The poem’s immediate historical reference is to the Mau-Mau insurrection in Kenya in the late 1950’s– a terrorist campaign- or war of national liberation (it depends on your point of view) fought with singular brutality on both sides, which eventually led to independence from Britain.  The phrase “wind of change” was coined by Harold MacMillan (1894–1986), British Conservative politician, prime minister. speech, Feb. 3, 1960, to both houses of the South African Parliament:  “The wind of change is blowing through the continent. Whether we like it or not, this growth of national consciousness is a political fact.”  At the time the poem was written, this phrase had not become a cliché.





� It is unclear whether the speaker of the poem is the observer, or both observer and  subject - but the same dilemma is shared by both.  Either the speaker sympathises with the husband's situation, or he is referring


to himself in the third person.


� Ugolino dell Gheradesca, whose story is told in Canto 33 of Dante's Inferno, was an Italian nobleman in the Guelph party who was made podesta of Pisa in 1284. In a conspiracy contrived by the Ghibelline Archbishop Ruggeri, Ugolino was accused of having betrayed his town by being negligent in battle. The Archbishop condemned him for his treasonous activities and had him locked up in a tower with his sons and grandsons. The entire male line, therefore, was left to starve to death. Dante tells the story of how Ugolino's children, bearing the unjust condemnation that was their fate offered to sacrifice their bodies to keep their father alive. (Columbia Encyclopedia)








