Nightfall in Soweto-  O.M. Mtshali

Background of the poem: Apartheid system/Policies in South Africa

Setting: The temporal setting of the poem was the period when South Africa was under the apartheid system introduced by the govt in power. The spatial setting of the poem is Soweto- an acronym for South West Townships, in South Africa.

THEMES: 

1. Man’s inhumanity to man: 

This is made evident in the heinous activities of the whites, perpetuated against the black South Africans. These agents of brutes hide under the gabardine of the night to carry out their nefarious activities. The extent of their brutalities earns them such names as beasts, marauding beasts, etc. Again, the ruthlessness with which these brutes oppress the blacks makes their actions to be described in different, fear inducing terms:

I tremble at his crunching footsteps,

I quake at his deafening knock on the door.

"Open up" he barks like a rabid dog

thirsty for my blood. (Lines 28-31)

The poet makes bare his anger, bitterness and condemnation as he asserts:

Man has ceased to be man

Man has become beast

Man has become prey (16-18)
2. Helplessness of the downtrodden/oppressed//exploited

The poet equally catalogues the oppression of the exploited, showing in the process their helplessness under the weights of injustice, mindless brutality and unwarranted dehumanisation. Every stanza of the poem is pregnant with the cruel condition under which the black South Africans live, particularly at night when the white police usually harass them without any regard for their fundamental human rights. It is ironical that the night which ordinarily should serve as a time for respite turns out to be their most dreaded period as it signifies the time of unrest, incessant killings, lootings, raping, and other sordid activities. 

3. Night as a dispenser of evil/ as an agent of destruction/ Night as a source of endless sorrow:

This is made evident by the high level of lawlessness that envelops Soweto at night. The night ironically turns out to be a time of violence, sleeplessness and terrors made manifest in terms of wanton and indiscriminate killings, looting, raping, etc, of the black South Africans. Every approach of the night is, therefore, seen as imminence of calamities, making it to be likened to a dreaded disease in stanza 1, a murderer’s hand in stanza 2, and called a cruel nightfall in stanza 5. The poet is obviously bitter, angry and tired of the night, culminating in his assertion and rhetorical questions in the last stanza of the poem:

Nightfall! Nightfall!

You are my mortal enemy.

But why were you created?

Why can't it be daytime? (Lines 32- 36)
Daytime forever more?

 The nights are particularly frightening because not only does the ‘law’ operate mostly then, but night provides cover for other desperados (criminals) to vent their frustration and anger on defenceless victims.

Poetic Devices:

A) Simile: Lines 1-2, 30-31

Note that the barking of the night marauders (thieves, armed robbers, white police) is compared to rabid dog, thus suggesting another example of a simile. "Open up" he barks like a rabid dog thirsty for my blood.

B) Apostrophe: lines 32- 36.

Note that apostrophe is a direct and straight forward “address either to an absent person or to an abstract or inanimate entity”. Poets use the apostrophe to give the impression or sense of immediacy as well as the emotional involvement/outpouring in their works; that is, it enables both the poet and the reader to have a feeling of nearness and a sense of presence of the person or entity addressed in a poem.
C) Rhetorical Question: Lines 24, 25, 34, 35, and 36.

A rhetorical question is a question which is meant to merely strengthen the point that is being made. It is therefore not meant to elicit an answer. It is assumed that the answer to the question is implied. In these lines, the poet employs rhetorical questions to emphasise the horror of nightfall. Indeed, the utter helplessness of the poet is adequately conveyed through these loud cries.
D) Personification: Night is personified in stanza 1 (night comes), stanza 2, and (CRUEL nightfall) in stanza 5; fear is personified in stanza 3; 

E} Imagery: Imagery is an important element in poetry. Images are presented in the form of similes and metaphors. A series of images in poems give vividness, effectiveness and the beauty that a great poetic work of art provides. The poet is interested in using images because he wishes to share with us his experiences, thoughts, feelings and ideas. Remember that images are used to avoid lengthy descriptions in the poem:

Stanzas1 and 2

Night

disease

pores

healthy body
ravage
Murderer's hand

The shadows

dagger

helpless victim
slaughtered
The above are all images of destruction in the poem. The words pores, ravage,  and healthy body are images used directly to illustrate the destructive nature of Nightfall.
In Stanza 5, we also have the image of matchbox house. This is also somehow metaphoric because the house is compared with a matchbox to highlight its smallness.
Stanza gives us images of crunching Footsteps– again this is a metaphor. Footstep described as crunching is used to describe the grinding sound/ noise which the thick boots of the officer makes as he strides along. It is interesting that nowhere in the poem does the poet mention the law-officer(s), but the poet all along refers to him/them. 
F. Metaphor

By metaphor we mean images created by comparing two things together without using words such as like or as. The following metaphors are seen in the poem:
Man has become beast

Man has become prey

I am the prey

I am the quarry

Here, Man is likened to beast, prey and quarry. Other metaphors stated directly are: marauding beast, 
cage of death. 
In Stanza 7, Nightfall  is metaphorically likened to Mortal enemy (a deadly enemy
By the use of metaphors, poems are compacted and economically presented without much waste of words.

NIGHTFALL: A metaphor for apartheid system/policy and its apparatus in South Africa

G. Language/Diction: the diction is very rich, as words are used both denotatively and connotatively, making the poem to be replete with imagery/metaphors.

H. Apostrophe: last stanza of the poem (lines 32- 33).

I. Tone/Mood: The tone of the poem is bitter and condemnatory. The poem equally shows that the poet is highly agitated/disturbed by the ways things are, creating endless sorrows in him.
J. Onomatopoeia: quake and knock (line 29), crunching (line 28)
K. Irony: The entire poem is ironical as night which should a time of rest at the end of the day’s work turns out to be a time of turbulenceand morbid fear of the white military officers.
Structure of the poem
The poem is made up of 8 stanzas of unequal lines (36 in all). While stanzas 1, 5, and 8 are made up of five lines each, stanzas 2, 6, and 7 comprise 4 lines; stanza 3 has 6 lines, while stanza 4 is the shortest as it has 3 lines.

