NOTE: Read the two analysis on the poem and make your own informed appraisal.                                       

ANALYSIS 1

AN AFRICAN THUNDERSTORM

From the west
1

Cloudscome hurrying with the wind

Turning sharply

Here and there

Like a plague of locusts
5

Whirling,

Tossing up things on its tail

Like a madman chasing nothing.

Pregnant clouds

Ride stately on its back,
10

Gathering to perch on hills

Like dark sinister wings;

The wind whistles by

And trees bend to let it pass.

In the village
15

Screams of delighted children,

Toss and turn

In the din of whirling wind,

Women-

Babies clinging on their backs-20

Dart about

In and out

Madly;

The wind whistles by

Whilst trees bend to let it pass.25

Clothes wave the tattered flags

Flying off

To expose dangling breasts

As jaggered blinding flashes

Rumble, tremble, and crack.                                    30

Amidst the smell of fired smoke

And the pelting march of the storm.

BACKGROUND OF THE POEM


The poem was written in Malawi during the era when Malawi formerly known as Nyasaland, a protectorate within the semi-independent Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland was dissolved in 1963. The first president of Malawi then emerged, Hastings Kamuzu Banda who was born in 1898. He became involved in politics in Malawi during the 1940s when white settlers in the region demanded the federation of the Rhodesia and Nyasaland. Hastings went to practice medicine in Ghana but later returned in 1958. He became the president of the Nyasaland African Congress, he toured the country making different speeches and the colonial government held him partly responsible for increasing African resentment and disturbances.


The European settlers in the Rhodesoia had some thought of amalgamation to counter the overwhelming numerical superiority of black Africans, but this had been to no avail. After the World War II, the growth of secondary industries increased white immigration in Northern Rhodesia which led white political leaders and industrialists to urge even more strongly the advantages of an amalgamated territory that would provide larger markets and be able to draw more freely on black labour, especially in Nyasaland.


Black discontent came to a head in 1959, when the growing Nyasaland nationalist movement led to widespread disturbances and astate of emergency was declared. The then federation were oppressed and treated more or less like animals due to the advent of the white man. This was the state of the federation when the poem was written by David Rubadiri.

POEM ANALYSIS

The poem talks about colonialism, the way people live peacefully and the way it comes expected but unexpectedly. The poem describes a typical African thunderstorm, with all its intensity. In African society, rain is a blessing; everything loves the approach of rain, not just children. It is good for the crops and the animals, as it increases the harvest. However, when we read this poem, we don’t get the feeling that the author is happy; he concentrates on telling us about the damage that the rain and wind do. 

It is possible to interpret the poem as the effect of colonial domination on the native land. The time that the poet has lived- his country got independent in the early 1960’s- can be convincing.  At least he was familiar with that part of the history of his country.

STANZA 1

Lines 1-9


Literally, in this stanza, the poet tries to create images in our heads concerning the advent of a storm. Here, the poet connotatively conveys his meaning from yhe very first line as he says “from the west”. He is talking about the coming of the white people and how they came with their many atrocities and ammunitions and of course lots of people going round possibly African societies, ravaging, searching, looking for whom to dominate, searching for power, looking for the next society, state or nation at large to fall prey to their devious acts and ways of life by making them subject to torture and slavery.

STANZA 2

Lines 10-1


 Here, the colonial masters are somewhat being praised as they come to take over another land with pride, ego, the spirit of dominion and well, force. The poetic persona tells us that they come in a very regal manner yet just to perform evil deeds. The people who see these aliens in their home town are just observing closely and watching them side by side still waiting to see what would happen. Literally this stanza talks about gallant a storm can be yet destroying everything is still its main purpose.

STANZA 3

Lines16-26


This stanza is somewhat ironical as it tells of children happily playing, some clinging on their mothers back, eager, energetic and really excited. They were anticipating the coming of the storm as a very good deed on the society. It could be portraying how they were before the coming of the white man or even how they still acted on seeing the white man as what they saw was new and strange with them. The way the children acted could be said to depict the innocence of the society who never saw its doom or end fast approaching. This stanza also portrays a happy society who is somewhat pleased by what they see, they are excited and amazed, they are yet to find out what the future holds for them.

STANZA 4

Lines 27-33


This stanza still continues with more information concerning the reaction of the children alongside the women. The once happy society now becomes apprehensive towards the approaching storm. This stanza deals with the storm and the anticipated chaos comes to be true. The white man has finally made known his true intentions, his reason for coming; to dominate, rule and take cover. Now the whole society is thrown into pandemonium, the people who was lived happily in peace and harmony had just tasted a tip of the ice berg of the relatives of peace; colonialism and slavery. Just like the thunderstorm, the arrival of the white man to Africa was inconspicuous.

The poet persona in the poem is addressing the readers, telling and informing us about the state of things.

The above poem reminds us of the ominous presence and unbridled power that are associated with an African thunderstorm. It may have started as a mild wind but then it soon increased in velocity- whirling, tossing and altering every aspect of the landscape it passed through; making its presence profoundly felt. It’s strange and insane mannerism cannot be easily understood by all yet conversely, cannot be ignored either. It seemed to fascinate and delight the innocent and perhaps the naïve who appeared mesmerized by the sheer natural beauty of its rhythmic sounds and movements that undoubtedly, reflected the awesome power of God, the Creator. Its fury created unwelcomed cracks in the landscape and even after the storm had marched on; it left a lingering ‘smell of fired smoke’ in the air.

SUBJECT MATTER


The subject matter of the poem is colonialism.

The poem talks about colonialism and all its evil atrocities attached to it, how colonialism brought sorrow and sadness to the faces of innocent women and children. Colonialism was very prominent during the 1950s and subsequent years. Colonialism did not affect most African states positively as till date the negative effects it left are still very obvious in some colonized countries.

THEMES


THE CHAOS THAT CAME WITH COLONIALISM

While most may think that the poem is a vivid description of a thunderstorm and the effect it has on the environment and people, it actually has a deeper meaning. In an African society, rain is a blessing; everyone loves the approach of the rain, not only the children. However, when we read this poem, we do not get the feeling that the author is happy as he concentrates on telling us about the damage that the rain and wind cause. In the poem we are given a sense of disharmony. This may be because he uses this poem which describes a fierce thunderstorm to allude to colonialism and the chaos that it caused.

From the symbol of “the west” and the chaotic imagery, it can be concluded that the disruptive forces notably the chaos associated with colonialism. The colonialists are like rain that found Africa peaceful and disrupted it forcefully.

Most of the poem paints a chaotic scene. Vivid imagery is used to make us picture an environment, social and physical, interrupted and disoriented by the suddenness of the storm. We imagine a scenery where people have been interrupted from their daily routines and thus deal with what they are about to face.

In the poem, lines 2-8 are perfect examples of chaos at its finest.                                                                                                          

“Clouds come hurrying with the wind   

Turning

Sharply

Here and there

Like a plague of locusts

Whirling

Tossing up things on its tail

Like a mad man chasing nothing”

These lines portray well chaos caused by unexpected change in weather. In seems like the storm has cornered the people leaving them with no way to escape, vulnerable to its wrath. Lines 8 and 9 perfectly display this.“Tossing up things on its tail

                                       Like a mad man chasing nothing”

Lines 17-24 make us view this chaos in relation to the dwellers of this particular community. We see children, screaming in delight because they are unable to comprehend fully what is happening.                                                                                                                                                                                     “In the village/Screams of delighted children” and the confusion of the women as they “dart about/in and out/madly” almost as if they do not know what to do. 

THE THEME OF DOMINATION AND OPPRESSION 

Now that it has been established that the whole poem is basically an allusion to the colonial era and its effects on the African society, it would be easy to spot the theme of oppression portrayed by the poet by using words relating to a thunder storm.

For instance, if we look at the first seven lines, we possibly imagine a violent setting. This violence in actuality represents that Africans were treated in their own home. Being that it would have been terribly difficult for colonial masters to make a community of people who formerly had a functioning system of government as well as an organized way of doing things to conform to their wishes, violence had to be introduced in order to turn us obedient. This led to the oppression of Africans in their own land as they were forced to look up to a dominant government in a land that used to be completely ruled by them. From the poem we can spot that that David uses certain words and phrases to emphasize squarely on this theme.

For example, in lines 10 an 11. “Pregnant clouds/ride stately o its back” We are able to sense a form of control. The images that David uses makes it seem as though the clouds are riding on the back of the wind, directing its path and in a way ordering it on its task of destruction. Eluding this to the colonial era, it wouldn’t be much different from the way that Africans were ordered by the colonial masters, being forced to act against their own free will and turned into puppets, to be ordered and controlled.

Also in lines 14 and 15 where David writes; the wind whistles by/and trees bend to let it pass, we can also sense that control. Whistles as we know are or were instruments commonly used by generals and other military officials after they gave orders. Generally, the idea of a whistle may point to a person in authority who has some kind of right to give orders and expect to be obeyed, for instance, a Physical Education teacher would blow a whistle after ordering a group of students to do some press ups and they would be obligated to comply. We can look at the latter of the two lines which show us the trees bending to let the wind pass in response to the wind’s whistle. This crates in our heads a form of ‘master say, servant do” picture in which just as the trees in obligation moved aside to let the wind pass, Africans in their own lad did as they were told by Colonial masters, letting them have their own way.

THE SUDDENESS/ ABRUPTNESS OF THE COLONIAL MASTERS’ COMING.

Looking at this poem in a literal sense, it is easy to see that the thunderstorm was not one that was anticipated. The way its violent rush in is described and also the way the women and children react to it, the former running up and down in confusion as if hit by a sudden bomb and the latter screaming in delight makes it clear to see that this is a thunderstorm that came practically out of nowhere. It makes it easy to imagine a pre-colonial African society, with people carrying out their various activities not thinking that there were plans boiling somewhere to overthrow and colonize them. 

The fact that so much chaos can be drawn from the poem emphasizes how sudden the colonial coming was. One wouldn’t act in confusion if they were expecting something.

From line 1-10 we can almost see the wind/storm rushing down to this African community without giving it much time to think about what is happening. The word “sharply” used in line 4 creates some sort of rush in the mind of the reader and also the way the wind is compared to “a plague of locusts” in line 6 reemphasizes the suddenness of the attack. 

So, just as the storm hit this African society, colonialism came, quickly, from nowhere, without giving dwellers time at all to process what was going on.

POETIC DEVICES
1. PERSONIFICATION

Lines 2, 3 


Clouds come hurrying with the wind


Turning sharply

Stanza 2

Pregnant clouds


Ride stately on its back


Gathering to perch on hills     


Like dark sinister wings;


The Wind whistles by

And trees bend to let it pass.

Stanza 3 – line 25

Whilst trees bend to let it pass.

Stanza 4- lines 26,27


Clothes wave like tattered flags


Flying off

2.      SIMILE

Stanza 1 line 5 and 8

Like a plague of locusts.

Like a madman chasing nothing.


Stanza 2 line 12

Like dark sinister wings;

Stanza 4 line 26

Clothes wave like tattered flags

3.          ALLITERATION

Line 7

Tossing up things on its tail

Stanza 2 line 13

The Wind whistles by

Stanza 3 line 16-17

Toss and turn

 In the din of whirling wind,

Stanza 3 line 24

The Wind whistles by

4.       REPITTION

This can be seen in stanza 2 lines 13-14  andstanza 3 lines 24-25.

The Wind whistles by

Whilst trees bend to let it pass

5.      SYMBOLISM

In the poem, there is symbolic use of “wind”, in the poem, signifying the white men coming from the west (land of the white man). So the use of “wind” in the poem arriving, is symbolic for the arrival of the colonial masters. Also the word flag in the line clothes like tattered flags implies a destroyed nation.

Also the word west used in the first line “from the west” which does not imply a mere direction but rather European or foreign influence.

6.     IMAGERY


Imagery in line 21- 28


Babies clinging on their backs–


Dart about


In and out


Madly


The Wind whistles by

Whilst trees bend to let it pass.


Clothes wave like tattered flags


Flying off

Also to further explain imagery in the poem, we have ;“Clouds come with the wind” within two lines the poet appeals to your sense of sight to visualize the clouds moving hence the use of the visual image. But imbedded in hurrying, is a sense of movement. Rather the poet makes you not only see the clouds but feel them moving, hence the use of a motile image. Turning, sharply whirling and tossing are words that build the motile and visual images in the first stanza. “Screams of delighted children’ continues to build the picture of the approaching rain. But here the poet has used the auditory image to appeal to your sense of hearing. For concretizing the effect he uses ‘din, whistle sand between the motile and visual images of ‘whirling wind, dart about in and out, trees bend ‘to give a clear picture of a storm. In the last stanza ‘clothes wave, to expose dangling breast, as jagged images. The smell of fired smoke, introduces the olfactory image. “And the pelting march of the storm is a motile image. In conclusion the poet stimulates four of the reader’s senses i.e. visual, motile, and olfactory and audit to draw the picture of a storm.

FORM AND STRUCTURE

The poem consists of four stanzas with different number of lines. The lines are short and he conveys his message clearly. There is no rhythmic pattern or any rhyme scheme. He makes use of punctuation marks but not really prominent. There is the presence of enjambment, caesura which can be seen in lines 5, 19, 27. It also makes use of end stopped lines as seen in lines 32, 25, 14 and 8. It is an irregular poem. 

MOOD AND TONE


The mood of the poem is somewhat ironical and sad while the tone depicts one of irony.

LANGUAGE AND STYLE


The diction of the poem is simple which enhances clarity, the punctuations add to the rhythm of the poem but it is not so slow. The writer uses words and expressions connotatively. 

ABOUT THE POET

James David Rubadiri (born 19 July 1930 in Liuli) is a

Malawian diplomat, academic and poet, playwright and novelist. Rubadiri is ranked as one of Africa's most widely anthologized and celebrated poets to emerge after independence. Rubadiri attended King's College, Budo in Uganda from 1941 to 1950 then Makerere University in

Kampala (1952-56), where he graduated from with a bachelor's degree in English literature and History. He later studied Literature at King’s College, Cambridge. He went on to receive a Diploma in Education from the University of Bristol. 

At Malawi's independence in 1964, Rubadiri left the Malawian government in 1965 when he broke with President Hastings Banda. As an exile, he taught at Makerere University (1968–75), but he was again exiled during the Idi Amin years. Rubadiri subsequently taught at the University of Nairobi, Kenya (1976–84), and was also briefly, along with Okotp’Bitek, at the University of Ibadan in

Nigeria, at the invitation of Wole Soyinka. Between 1975 and 1980 he was a member of the Executive Committee of the National Theater of Kenya. From 1984 to 1997 he taught at the University of Botswana (1984–97), where he was dean of the Language and Social Sciences Education Department.

In 1997, after Banda's death, Rubadiri was reappointed Malawi's ambassador to the United Nations, and he was named vice-chancellor of the University of Malawi in 2000. He received an honorary doctorate from the University of Strathclyde in 2005. 

Writings

Rubadiri’s poetry has been praised as being among "the richest of contemporary Africa". His work was published in the 1963 anthology Modern Poetry of Africa (East African Publishers, 1996), and appeared in international publications including Transition,

Black Orpheus and PrésenceAfricaine.

His only novel, No Bride Price, was published in 1967. It criticized the Banda regime and was, along with

LegsonKayira's The Looming Shadow, among the earliest published fiction by Malawians.

Selected works

Growing Up With Poetry: An Anthology for Secondary Schools, 1989

Poems from East Africa (ed., with David Cook), 1971

No Bride Price (novel), 1967

Come to Tea (play), 1965
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In line with the themes and subject matter of the poem, seeing a need for  Africans to be united and speak with one voice. Another poem is seen.

Dominating our land

With the decree of the crown

Erasing our cultures down

Showing civilized brand

Tricking us with foreign goods

Stealth act to strip us nude

Selling us off to slavery

Complete acts of savagery

The book by which we swore

In rusted chains and shackles

Made to work the oar

Steering them to treasures ashore.

Our screams they'd ignore

Selling us off with a glee

Faces glued to the bare ground

For money, yet in bittered wounds

We're left with nothing 

Dreams fall as we stand as one

Left with ashes, bones and bruises

And momentum is forgotten.

        *-TeniolaAjewole*

