Dennis Brutus’ “Letter to Martha 17”

Background to the Poem

The author of this poem is Dennis Brutus, a coloured South African. (Note that a coloured person in South Africa is a person of mixed race). He was opposed to the apartheid policy of the South African authorities and he was detained because of this in 1963. This poem is one of those he wrote while in prison to describe his experience. His prison poems were brought

together as Letters to Martha and sent to his sister-in-law named Martha. This was a way Brutus beat the restriction to write publicly. The poem is in every sense not a conventional letter. You will observe that it is so compact and condensed. It is a good illustration of how poetry says so much in so few words.

A Brief Summary of the Poem

As you have earlier been told, this poem describes the experience of Dennis Brutus in prison. You will observe that the poem concentrates on the agony of the poet-persona. Note that we often hear a voice in a poem. It is possible for it to be that of another person. But when the poet is also the one talking in the poem, we refer to him as the poet-persona. Now that you have read the poem again you will observe that Dennis Brutus is disturbed because of his isolation. People generally do not cherish their freedom until it is taken away by force. This adequately explains the experience of Brutus. The prison experience made him to realise that we often take our freedom for granted when we are not under any restriction. His thought was particularly directed at the freedom of the birds and clouds. He realised that while he was now confined against his wish, the clouds and birds were not restrained. This contrast is the basis of the argument in the poem.

The poet does not waste any time in telling us where he is. The first line “In prison” adequately tells us the location of the experience. The two other lines in the first stanza also introduce the reference to the birds and clouds. The poet moves on to elaborate on the limitation and deprivation imposed on his movement and liberty by the prison environment. He is conscious of the fact that he is a victim of an unjust and heartless system – the Apartheid administration. He cannot even see the sky. The fluorescent light – which is

artificial – is the only source of light for him. He imagines and admires the movement of the birds in the sky. He again recalls that the common reference to the liberty of the birds can only be meaningful to someone like him who has lost his freedom. He focuses again on the clouds and expresses his admiration of their movement. He is particularly bothered that the freedom which nature makes available – as we see the birds and the clouds enjoy it – is not available to him. Ironically, freedom has more value for him than the birds and the clouds.

This naturally leads us to a discussion of the theme of the poem.
The Thematic Interest of “Letter to Martha 17”

You need to note that we have just considered an aspect of the poem, that is, its subject matter. This is different from its theme. The subject matter only tells us the topic that a particular poem engages. For instance, if we have many poems that talk about imprisonment like the poem we are studying does, we can conclude that they have the same subject matter. This however does not indicate that they will make the same statement about imprisonment.

That is what will give each of them its peculiar identity. The theme is the statement a poem makes about its subject matter. The theme is the central argument or thesis that runs through the poem. You need to note that a poem may have more than one theme.

In the case of “Letter to Martha 17”, the main concern of the poet is about the value of freedom. The experience of imprisonment made the poet-persona to realise the fact that he had taken his liberty and freedom for granted until he lost the freedom of movement. He then admires the birds and clouds whose freedom and liberty cannot be curtailed. His opinion about the contrast between the freedom of the clouds and the birds suggests that the very act of denying men their God-given right to freedom of movement in the name of imprisonment is man-made. The evidence that such a deprivation is not natural is seen in the different situation in which the clouds and the birds find themselves. This is a subtle condemnation of imprisonment as man’s own invention.

Poetic Devices/Technique

Every poet makes use of devices and techniques that make his work succeed. These vary from poem to poem as you will soon see in the poems we are going to study. What we do in each case is to draw attention to devices and elements of technique that we find remarkable in each poem. Let us identify relevant elements of technique in “Letter to Martha 17”.

(a) Diction

The choice of words in this poem is remarkable for its precision and economy. You will, for instance, observe that “In prison”, which comes as the first line of the opening stanza, indicates the setting of the poem. The imprisoned poet would definitely want to say so much

in few words, especially because some limitation was placed in the exercise of his rights. Such expressions as “bleak hostility” (line 6) and “complex aeronautics” (line 14) are also effective in suggesting the relationship of the poet with the state and the versatility of the birds in the world of the poem.

(b) Rhetorical Questions

You will note the occurrence of rhetorical questions at the end of the poem. The questions are placed at the appropriate place so as to help intensify the amazement of the poet of the liberty of the birds. Even though the questions are not meant to be answered, they emphasise the futility of the freedom of the birds when compared with the detention of the poet.

(c) Tone

Tone defines the attitude of the poet to his theme and subject matter. The prevailing tone in the poem is one that nostalgically recalls the loss suffered by the poet due to his imprisonment and subtly criticises the system that authorised the denial of his freedom.

(d) Contrast

The poet succeeds in driving home his message by using contrast. This comes out in the way he establishes a difference in his condition and the condition of the birds and the clouds. The clouds are free and unhindered while he is restricted. The impression he creates is that the

clouds and the birds are in the ideal world – the world of nature. This also implies that he is condemning the system that imposes limitation on his liberty and movement. He consequently suggests that imprisonment is man-made and against the natural order of things.

Man then emerges as an inventor of evil, especially when imprisonment is unjust and unnecessary. 

