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Abstract

Caribbean poetry is a new area of literature that has created some features over the last hundred
years. Over this period, Caribbean poetry has reflected the unsettling condition and nature of
people’s identities. This is reflected in the poetry of Kamau Braithwaite, Derek Walcott, Linton
Kwesi Johnson, Louise Benett, and Bob Marley. Caribbean poetry is the form of literature that
bridges the gap between the past and the present, sundered by and during the process of
colonization. It is a poem about the search for identity and cultural solidarity. The poetry of
Caribbean poets starts from the past, runs through the present, and anticipates the future (Bryan
& Styles 3). The poem starts by portraying the past as the golden age when people used to
celebrate and enjoy nature without contrived gestures and unreal faces. The Caribbean people
had a lot of faith in their culture and religion. They celebrated their festival with full faith. Then
the poetry comes to the present from an age-old tradition. The arrival of the European people and
their religion and culture has ruined the old established connection between man and earth, life
and nature, and individual and culture. The European culture gave importance to industrialization
and mechanization, which severed tribal ties and ruined the beauty of natural life.

Caribbean poetry is a little complex as it deals with powerful language and content.
Caribbean poetry moves from the experience of slavery to independence. It is also dense with the
pain of marginalization and colonial power. Caribbean poetry questions history and what it has
contributed to Caribbean countries. The poetry of Caribbean poets seeks to question the
migration experience.

Keywords: Identity, Culture, Myth, Colonialism, Marginalization, Industrialisation

Derek Alton Walcott, a distinguished poet and playwright from the British-colonized Caribbean
island of Saint Lucia, was born on January 23, 1930. His literary works are renowned for delving
into the rich cultural experiences of the Caribbean people. In recognition of his contributions,
Walcott was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1992. His educational journey commenced
at St. Mary’s College in Saint Lucia, followed by his studies at the University of the West Indies
in Jamaica. From a tender age, Walcott exhibited a profound affinity for poetry, which led him to
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commence writing at a young age. His initial foray into the literary world was with the
publication of his first poem in a local newspaper at the tender age of fourteen.

Throughout his career, Walcott served as both a teacher in Saint Lucia and Grenada,
while also contributing to the literary scene through articles and reviews in Trinidad and Jamaica.
His theatrical endeavors began to take shape in Saint Lucia in 1950, and he furthered his studies
in theatre at the prestigious New York University in 1958-59. Subsequently, Walcott resided in
Trinidad and the United States, where he continued to teach at Boston University (Britannica
Encyclopedia). His contribution of plays and poetry to Caribbean literature gives him identity as
it explores the past and present. His plays and poetry connect to culture, race, history, and myth
in Caribbean literature (Walcott, Selected Poetry ix). He was influenced by both Caribbean and
European society, which gave him a pluralistic background (Davies 968). Derek Wolcott, who
has experienced the traditional and native values of colonial and postcolonial conflict, uses
literary and traditional background and techniques to express his hybrid identity.

Derek Walcott, raised on an isolated volcanic island, which was formerly part of a British
colony, has profoundly shaped his life and artistic endeavors. His father, a Bohemian water
painter, predeceased Walcott during his formative years. His mother, a proprietor of a town's
Methodist school in Saint Lucia (Frenz and Allen 23), likely played a significant role in his
upbringing and education. Walcott pursued his academic studies at St. Mary's College, from
where he embarked on a journey to Trinidad in 1953, where he served as a theatre and art critic.
At the tender age of eighteen, Walcott presented his inaugural collection of poems, containing
twenty-five pieces. However, his subsequent engagement with the publication of “In a Green
Night” (1962) marked a hiatus from his literary output. Walcott established the Trinidad Theatre
Workshop in 1959, a venture that gave life to many of his initial plays. Throughout the extensive
span of his career, Walcott consistently embraced a distinctive literary style, reflected cultural
nuances, and explored profound themes of power. His later collections including Tiepolo's
Hound (2000), The Prodigal (2004), Selected Poems (2007), White Egrets (2010), and Morning
Paramin (2016). Except this, he has written a number of plays such as His plays include 7The
Odyssey: A Stage Version (1992), The Isle Is Full of Noises (1982), Remembrance and antomime
(1980), The Joker of Seville and O Babylon! (1978), Dream on Monkey Mountain and Other
Plays (1970), and A Branch of the Blue Nile (1969) (Davies 968).

In the realm of West Indian poetry, Wolcott embarked on a mission to extend the illustrious
legacy of Thomas Middleton and William Shakespeare (Brown and McDonald XV). Unique
among Caribbean poets, Wolcott dared to acknowledge the English language as “the spoils of
history” (Brown 9). His poetic endeavors are deeply engrossed in the exploration of political
dilemmas and the ideologies of identity prevalent in Caribbean societies. Through his verses,
Wolcott dedicated himself to the betterment of both his own well-being and that of his nation,
evident in the poem “Casteway-Gulf” (Ismond 7).

Derek Walcott also served as a diligent explorer of foreign lands, yet his essence
remained profoundly rooted in the Caribbean society, which boasted a rich fusion of African,
Asian, and European cultures. He is celebrated for his mastery over form, knowledge, and
expansive scope. With the exuberance of a showman, he captivated audiences with his profound
exploration of the colonial experience and the complex nature of national identity. His wit was
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sharp, his opinions strong, yet he possessed a playful and occasionally provocative nature. At the
heart of it all was his passion for poetic expression, a medium through which he sought to
illuminate our understanding of the world.

Beyond his prowess as a poet, Wolcott earned recognition as a distinguished playwright,
securing the prestigious Obie Award for his theatrical work Dream on Monkey Mountain in 1971
(Davies 968). The play, lauded by The New Yorker as “a poem in dramatic form,” delves deeply
into the West Indian experience, addressing the socio-political and epistemological ramifications
of post-colonialism. His repertoire includes a wide array of genres, including fables, allegories,
folk plays, and morality dramas. Wolcott established the Boston Playwright’s Theatre during his
tenure at Boston University, contributing significantly to the theatrical landscape. His academic
career spanned several esteemed institutions, including Columbia University, Yale University,
Rutgers University, and Essex University in England (Gale 2015). His friend and fellow-poet
James Dickey described him:

Here he is, a twentieth-century man, living in the West Indies and in Boston, poised
between the blue sea and its real fish...and the rockets and warheads, between a lapsed
colonial culture and the industrial North, between Africa and the West, between slavery
and intellectualism, between the native Caribbean tongue and the English learned from
books, between the black and white of his own body, between the sound of the home
ocean and the lure of European culture. (8)

Derek Walcott was the recipient of numerous accolades throughout his career. In addition to the
Nobel Prize, he was also honored with the MacArthur Foundation “genius” award, the Royal
Society of Literature Award, and the Queen’s Medal for Poetry in 1988. His membership in the
American Academy and the Institute of Arts and Letters (Davies 968) further solidified his
standing as a distinguished poet. Walcott passed away in 2017, leaving behind a rich legacy in
the realm of poetry.

From his early days, Walcott delved deeply into the poetic traditions that preceded him,
drawing influence from the Jacobean era and the poetry of Wordsworth. Influences such as Yeats
and Lowell also played a significant role in his work. Walcott’s approach to weaving these
influences together exemplifies his innovative application of post-colonial aesthetics, with his
use of such figures serving not just as homage but also as tools for reshaping and accurately
portraying cultural narratives. Set against the backdrop of his contemporaries, such as Kamau
Brathwaite, Walcott’s writing predominantly utilizes Standard English, a decision laden with
both political and literary significance. The choice to use this language serves as a testament to
Walcott’s commitment to bridging the gap between tradition and innovation, as he aspires to
enhance, rather than merely imitate, the works of his predecessors (Baugh 151).

Walcott’s poetry is deeply invested in the exploration of identity and the quest for peace.
His works highlight the importance of Caribbean culture, religion, and folk tradition. Walcott’s
approach to poetry is notably characterized by a complex interplay between the individual and
the traditions he draws from, often grappling with the tension between personal artistic
expression and the weight of cultural heritage. The concern for the preservation of the
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imagination, a struggle deeply intertwined with the human condition, is a recurring theme in his
poetry.

Walcott’s contributions to poetry are marked by a remarkable blend of personal touch and
adherence to tradition, demonstrating his enduring impact on the literary landscape. In “The
Prodigal” (2005), a work of sober assessment and retrospection as well as lyric power, he asks
whether he made the right choice:

Is every noun: breakwater, headland, haze,

seen through a gauze of English, a bright scrim,

a mesh in which light now defines the wires

and not its natural language. Were your life and work
simply a good translation? (Walcott 2014)

In the episode “Epic”, Patrick Kavanagh articulates, “Gods make their own importance,”
underscoring the pivotal role of deities, and in their absence, the burden shifts to poets. This
notion finds its embodiment in the works of Thornton Wilder, particularly his magnum opus,
“Omeros,” which seeks to reinterpret Homeric mythology within the tropical Caribbean milieu.
By castigating Homeric figures Achille, Helen, and Philoctete as island fishermen, Wilder
endeavors to explore every facet of Caribbean life, intertwining it with the narrative of these
mythological characters. Furthermore, within Wilder’s oeuvre, the exploration of art and its
intrinsic significance, as well as the essence of an artistic career, prevails. This thematic focus
mirrors that of Wilder's modernist predecessors, yet the depiction of “the growth of the poet's
mind,” as depicted in Tiepol’s “The Hound,” also evokes images of William Wordsworth from
“The Prelude,” a work characterized by its emphasis on the authentic, transformative power of
domestic landscapes.

In “The Prodigal,” Wilder places renewed emphasis on exile, including the experiences of
the transient poet and educator who comes to recognize the ‘destructive nature’ of frequent exile.
The desire for home emerges as a motif of conflict, revealing the profound nature of ‘home’ most
vividly through its absence. He himself spoke about his status as a Caribbean writer:

I am primarily, absolutely a Caribbean writer. The English language is nobody’s special
property. It is the property of the imagination: it is the property to the language itself. I
have never felt inhibited in trying to write as well as the greatest English poets. Now,
that has led to a lot of provincial criticism: the Caribbean critic may say, “You’re trying to
be English,” and the English critic may say, “Welcome to the club.” These are two
provincial statements at either end of the spectrum. (Walcott 2014)

Walcott’s art arises from a struggle between two cultural heritages (the schizophrenic state),
which he has attached to create a unique creolized style. He borrowed money from his mother to
publish his early poetry in the late 1940s, which reveals a self-conscious beginner determined to
make what Walcott called verse “legitimately prolonging the mighty line of Marlow and Milton
(31). Australian writer Michael Heyward wrote in The Washington Post in 1990 that Mr. Walcott
had written a “massive, beguiling, sorrowful, triumphant poem... He gives the impression that
the whole of English is at his disposal, that he can make poetry out of anything he wants to say.”
Walcott said this in a conversation about American identity and colonialism:
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The whole idea of America, and the whole idea of everything on this side of the world,
barring the Native American Indian, is imported; we’re all imported, black, and
Spanish. When one says one is American, that’s the experience of being American —
that transference of whatever colour, or name, or place. The difficult part is the realization
that one is part of the whole idea of colonization because the easiest thing about
colonialism is to refer to the history in terms of guilt or punishment or revenge, or
whatever. Whereas the rare thing is the resolution of being where one is and doing
something positive about that reality. (Walcott 2014)

Robert Walcott’s work, particularly in the realm of drama, exhibits a profound commitment to
capturing the essence of Caribbean life. This commitment is distinctly evident in his plays, which
consistently integrate elements not only from his native Creole language but also from the rich
tapestry of regional folk traditions. In the post-secondary years, after earning a degree from the
University College of the West Indies, Walcott embarked on a series of poetic productions.
Among these was Henri Christophe, a verse play that deftly recounts a historical episode from
Caribbean lore, employing the rhetorical devices and narrative structures characteristic of
Jacobean tragedy. His subsequent dramatic endeavors, notably The Sea at Dauphin and lone,
beautifully blend the stylistic influences of J. M. Synge and ancient Greek drama, while placing a
renewed focus on the distinctive language and cultural practices of the Caribbean.

During this phase, Walcott also engaged in academia, both as a lecturer and researcher,
where he made significant contributions to the understanding of Caribbean folklore. His tenure in
Grenada, followed by his relocation to Trinidad, was a pivotal moment in his career. It was
during this time that he assembled a group of actors and established the Trinidad Theatre
Workshop, where he honed his dramatic craft. Walcott's plays, including “Ti-Jean and his
Brothers” and “Dream on Monkey Mountain,” demonstrate a refined dramatic voice. These
works elevate the use of Creole dialect among the common folk of the Caribbean, introducing a
language that transcends mere mimicry and lays the groundwork for an oral culture enriched
with chants, jokes, folk songs, and fables.

In “What the Twilight Says,” Walcott articulates his ambition to craft narratives that
transcend mere mimicry. He yearns for a language that not only captures the essence of the
Caribbean but also invokes a sense of racial identity. Language emerges not only as a vehicle for
expressing racial and cultural identity but also as an essential element in the sustenance and
survival of West Indian communities. Walcott defines his poetic language in his own words:

It was no problem for me to feel that since I was writing in English, I was in tune with the
growth of the language. 1 was a contemporary of anyone writing in English anywhere in
the world. What is more important, however -and I’m still working on this - was to find a
voice that was not inflected by influences. One didn’t develop an English accent in
speech; one kept as close as possible to an inflection that was West Indian. The aim was
that a West Indian or an Englishman could read a single poem, each with this own accent,
without either one feeling that is was written in dialect. (Walcott)

The vivid allure of Walcott’s poetry was likened to entering the ambrosial realm of Renoir by
British critic P.N. Furbank in the Listener newspaper of 1962, where it was described as
brimming with a quintessentially summery melancholy, vivid and evocative hues, a succulent
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melody, and a deep consciousness of place (cited in James Kirby Martin 1997). He crafted his
verses with a style that was both polished and refined, frequently adhering to the established
forms of English poetry, including iambic pentameter, heroic couplets, and rhyme schemes.
Through his writing, Mr. Walcott imbued a distinctive Caribbean sensibility, rich with an
appreciation for the weather, warmth, and the rhythms inherent in island life. In an early work,
“Islands,” he articulated his poetic aspiration as one to convey verse as sharp as sand, as clear as
sunlight, as chilly as the undulating wave, and as ordinary as a tumbler of island water (Virginia
Quarterly 173). He was a proponent of the potential of language and expressed a fervent
enthusiasm, his metaphors vibrating with life and color. Mr. Walcott was a consummate poet,
maintaining his belief in the enchanting power of words and their ability to vividly depict
images. He asserted, “If you discuss language in the Caribbean, you must relate it to history.”

Within Mr. Walcott’s literary oeuvre, poetic ingenuity and imagination are utilized to
delve into and, at times, to bridge, reunite, and heal the historical, cultural, and racial divides. For
Walcott, the act of poetry represented a journey of excavation and self-discovery (from the Nobel
Lecture of 1992). He posited the notion that the Caribbean people could achieve a form of
uplifting liberation through the recognition and celebration of their diverse cultural traditions,
including those from Ancient Greece, Africa, and Europe. Poetic creativity, therefore, serves as a
unifying force, uncovering and forging connections within a fragmented postcolonial milieu.

The output of Derek Walcott may be viewed as contributing to the construction of an
international myth of a racial utopia, where the colonizer and the colonized coexist and mutually
enrich each other to create a vibrant, unique culture, and enjoy equal access to power, resources,
and privileges (Catherine, n.p.). Breslin suggests that “the poetry of Derek Walcott is often
presented in an agitated state of unresolved conflict” (7). Walcott does not offer simplistic
solutions to the inquiries presented in his poetry. He acknowledges the significant role of the
power of written words and the poet's capability. He explores the complex postcolonial milieu,
uncovering and unveiling its complexities, contradictions, struggles for power and dignity, as
well as its various points of disconnections and tensions within both local and global spheres. In
his poem “A Far Cry from Africa,” he endeavors to address the issue of racial discrimination,
suggesting that only through violence and revolution can it be dismantled.

The poem “A Far Cry from Africa,” first published in 1962, delves into the specifics of a
rebellion in Kenya, which was under British occupation in the 1950s. The narrative centers
around certain members of the Kikuyu tribe, derogatorily known as Mau-Mau fighters, who
engaged in a violent eight-year campaign against settlers perceived as unauthorized intruders on
their territory. The poem’s initial two stanzas scrutinize the settlers’ encroachment on African
land and their ambition to seize control of the continent. It is within these verses that the poem
addresses the racial and cultural conflicts permeating the African continent and the ensuing
moral quandary faced by the poet, William Prescott Walcott, who articulates his sentiments in
English. These sections further probe the contentious issue at the heart of the rebellion—the
physical and metaphorical violence—as the speaker grapples with the question, “How can I face
such slaughter and remain composed?”” (Walcott, Chandran, A Far Cry 141).

The protagonist of the poem is ensnared by a dichotomy. On one hand, there is his
profound affection for the English language through which he channels his poetic expressions,
and on the other, there is his ancestral ties to the African continent, from which his family has
suffered under the rule of the same oppressors from whom he seeks to survive as a poet by
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adopting the English language. The ambiguity of the poem’s title is profound, suggesting either
the notion of an unfathomable impossibility or the poet's expanse of emotion and distance from
Africa, from both a geographical and metaphorical standpoint. The title could also imply a sense
of disappointment—did the poet harbor an idealized vision of African paradise, only to find it
distorted by the current reality on the continent? The phrase “A Far Cry from Africa” intimates a
profound disconnection of the idealized African landscape from the reality it has become. The
third meaning of the title is that the poet is hearing a cry coming across thousands of miles of
ocean, as the first four lines of the second stanza suggest:

Threshed out by beaters, the long rushes break

In a white dust of ibises whose cries

Have wheeled since civilizations dawn

From the parched river or beast-teeming plain. (Walcott, A Far Cry 140)

He discerns the wailing that emanates from the wind, resonating with the lament of the African
icon bird, a poignant symbol of a culture that has since disappeared. The portrayal of animals
within the poem imbues a sense of chaos, mirroring the violence that has ravaged African lands.
Walcott views this as a legitimate form of aggression towards animals, acknowledging that in the
harsh reality of survival, animals are compelled to kill one another for sustenance. Through the
depiction of animals’ experiences, Walcott sheds light on the inherent violence of humanity. He
analogizes this to the natural world, suggesting that, like animals, humans engage in acts of
violence for survival and to maintain their dominion. In moments of perceived danger to their
hold on power or anticipation of decline, influential figures or nations frequently resort to
violence against rival countries or their own citizens. This narrative underscores the poet's
observation of humanity’s descent. He argues that, contrary to human expectations, animals often
exemplify superior virtues. Unlike humans, who are often defined by their delusions of divinity
and the infliction of pain, animals adhere to their instincts without such pretensions. The poet
presents a poignant critique of humanity’s failings, suggesting that animals, in their natural state,
demonstrate a higher capacity for justice and survival. He says in the second stanza:

The violence of beast on beast is read

As natural law, but upright man

Seeks his divinity by inflicting pain.

Delirious as these worried beasts... (Walcott, A Far Cry 140).

Walcott maintains that the moral superiority of humans over animals is a distinction without a
difference; he bemoans the absence of justification for the barbarity seen in the Kenyan conflict,
arguing that violence among humans has descended into a abhorrent cycle of murder that is often
motivated by racial bias. The poet juxtaposes the conflict between the Kikuyu tribe and the
invading forces with violence that is permitted within his homeland and the deliberate
obfuscation of “statistics” and “scholars” who support colonial policies. Walcott’s indignation is,
by the standards of the late 1960s, remarkably restrained. What is particularly striking is the
metaphor of the poet's own predicament at the poem’s conclusion. The poet is depicted as
fragmented and without any means of escape.

The introductory stanza serves as a comprehensive overview of the current situation on
the speaker’s territory. The initial line of this stanza reflects on the recent transformative changes
that have occurred in Africa, altering both its culture and environment significantly. The poem

Vol. 10, Issue 1 (June 2024) Dr. Siddhartha Sharma

Zgge Editor-in-Chief



@,
www.TLHjournal.com Jm “ ﬂfm&l ISSN: 2454-3365

An International Refereed/Peer-reviewed English e-Journal

Impact Factor: 6.292 (SJIF)

commences with a vivid imagery, “A wind is ruffling the tawny pelt.” This imagery is followed
by the portrayal of the Kikuyu tribe as a land marred by bloodshed, symbolized by the presence
of scattered bodies amidst what the poet describes as a so-called “paradise”. The poet delves into
the dire situation of his homeland, a place once perceived as idyllic, yet now marred by the
devastation left by the invading forces. The poem notes the senseless killings of local Africans
who were defending their culture and seeking independence from colonial rule. The narrative
continues with the line, “Corpses are scattered through a paradise” (Walcott, “A Far Cry,” 140).

The allegorical serpent articulates a harsh counsel befalling the globe or specifically, the
African diaspora, perpetuated by white oppressors. It is suggested that exerting effort in
extending empathy to those they have decimated is futile, as the serpent poetically conveys,
“Waste no compassion on these separate dead!” (Walcott, Chandran, “A Far Cry,” 140).

The poet delivers a truth-telling message, asserting that it is only academics and
governmental officials who accurately highlight pertinent statistics and occurrences. However,
the poet contends that when one considers the human toll, such quantification is rendered
ineffective. It is crucial to recognize that the poet highlights the erosion of cultural identity and
humanity within contemporary society, where acts of dehumanization have become prevalent,
rendering empathy and compassion devoid of significance. The second stanza vividly depicts a
scene of the African hunt, orchestrated by European colonizers and settlers. It is articulated that
the Kikuyu people were subjected to harassment by the whites, who enslaved them and subjected
them to open-ground killings in an effort to preserve their dominion. The motif of the drum and
dance serves as a symbol of African despair, with the drum’s reverberations echoing the
collective anguish of the African people. The poem employs a potent metaphor in comparing the
indiscriminate atrocities committed here to those enacted by the Nazis during the Second World
War, alluding to the Holocaust through the dehumanization of Jews. The metaphor of Jews as
‘expendable’ is potent, suggesting the parallel in the disregard for human life. Additionally, the
poem employs imagery to underscore the futility of the situation. The narrator references the
ibises, with their cries spanning from the dawn of civilization, symbolizing the enduring loss of
culture and humanity to the colonial era (Walcott 707).

Before the dawn of civilization, there was no shed tears of grief. The poet articulates, in a
manner indicative of criticism towards change, positing that such shifts precipitated the erosion
of African civilization and its cultural fabric. This metaphor, likening the systematic annihilation
of civilizations to a cycle of violence and genocide, underscores the pervasive issue that has
haunted humanity throughout its history. Furthermore, the poet poetically condemns the human
condition’s religious practices, asserting, “He seeks his divinity by inflicting pain” (Walcott 140).
In the imagery employed, the poet’s depiction transcends that of animals at the poem’s
conclusion. This represents a deep-seated division and an apparent lack of escape, as questioned
“I, who am poisoned with the blood of both,” “Where shall I turn, divided to the vein?” (qtd. by
McClatchy 356). This aspect of the poem’s third and concluding stanza vividly illustrates the
repercussions of abandoning one's ancestral lands, the disintegration of cultural identity, and the
resultant isolation.

Hence, Derek Walcott skillfully explores a myriad of themes. A significant portion of
Walcott’s poetry is dedicated to elucidating the Caribbean’s role in the global context post-
Transatlantic Slave Trade, exploring how Caribbean nations and peoples have endeavored to
mend the wounds inflicted by slavery, and how they project their collective image to the external
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world. Derek intricately intertwines the themes of identity with race and racism, delving into the
experiences of black individuals in a racist society and the dynamics between black and white
populations, former colonized and former colonizers. The poet often centers his verses around
historical events, individuals, and locations, eschewing fanciful imagery in favor of the tangible.
Additionally, Walcott addresses the theme of aging. His poetry also scrutinizes the conflict
between urban and rural lifestyles, expressing a vehement disapproval of the disappearance of
traditional rural lifestyles in the Caribbean in the face of increasing cultural and economic
influences from the United States. Thus, it is evident that Walcott’s oeuvre consistently
celebrates the awe-inspiring power and subtlety of nature, highlighting its capacity to dominate
humanity in unforeseen and delicate manners.
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