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ABSTRACT

Derek Walcott is the major voice of the Caribbean
naissance. His strength lies in the creative tension between the
particularity of his Caribbean setting and the universalities of his
theme and style. His stylistic influences and allusions resemble
those of Donne, Marvell, Yeats, Hopkins, Pound, Ransom, Spender,
Lowell, and Graves. Passages of his poetry resemble Eliot's
wprufrock" in parody, Thomas in tone, and Auden in satire. The
constellation of thematic poclarities is responsible for much of the
creative power in ‘he poems of HWalcott. Fundamental to all of them is
Walcott's understanding of the difference between the poles of the
New World and the 0ld. Isolation is the most prominent of Walcott's
themes, the isolation of the individual in the mocdern world, the
isolation of the Caribbean from the world's centers of culture and
power, and finally the isolation from history that is inherent in the
New World poet and his bitter optimism. (LL)
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When it comes to delinduting the texts which make up the literary canon
of the day, critics and teachers are sometimes capable of being as noetoeriously
provincial as the stereotype of the American middle class. Meny minds boggle
8slightly, for example, at tho noticn of a significant literature of the
Caribbean. The images which we associate with those exotic islands are alte-
gether frivolous ~ beautiful people frolicking on uncrowded beaches, pesh hetels,
celerful nightclubs, the luxury cruise ship standing in an emerald baye. There
are natives there, of course, but they are primitives, superstitious, lelling
through their days in tropic torper, existing primarily as background for our
romantic vacations. For those with more social and pelitical censciousness,
the Qaribbean is remembered te have been the scene of several riots and ether
incidents in recent years, arising from widespread social unrest ever the
failure of political independence to provide a naively expected prosperity.
The rice of Black Nationalism in these islands has served as an inferming
peint ef contrast and comparison with the Black Power movement in the United
States, What has remained largely "Undiscovered" by us, however, is an astonishe-
ing West Indian cultural and literary naissance during the past twenty-five
years,

It is not my purpese to define the scope and dimensions of this literary
outpouring. Suffice it to say that in the poems and nevels of George Lamming
and Edward Brathwaite of Barbades, Samuel Selvon and Ve S. Naipaul of Trinidad,
Roger Mais and Andrew Salkey of Jamaica, and Wilson Harris and Martin Carter

of Guyana, among many others, there awaits an exciting frontier for the
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venturegeme. Henry Swanzy, the British critic, gave immeasurable impetus
te this literature through his BBC program "Caribbean Voices" from 1946 to
1955. His reading aleud of peems and ntorieq,coupled with careful criticism,
gave badly needed rzcognition and encouragement te writers struggling against
the "malarial ennervation"1 of their colonial status. Almost ten years ago
Swanzy listed the crucial ingredients which made the West Indies, of all the
English-speaking world
the place most suited for mainfenance of a literury tradition. Fer
real maintcnance relies upon real development and to that almost every
important factor in the Caribbean conspires...the new social need for
self-consciousness, which politically takes the form of Nationalismee.
the special need to communicate provided by small islands...the racial
stock #f a potential writer is one of the richest in the world, providing
wonderful chances of cross-fertilization...the self-realization of a
peaple through the acceptance and sublimation of the facts of slavery
and the colour bar are the grand theme for tragedy and eventual triumph.
Therc is all the colour.s.of a rich peasant life. And.e..there is 2
reverance for the word, preserved in a society still largely illiteratecece.
It is within this context, then, that one may begin. to speak of a contemperary
literature of the New World. Hewever one may feel about the current state ef
letters in the United States, it is certainly difficult to construe our
presently emerging literature as the expression of a New Verld sensibility.
We have lived through teo much in the past century and have been made eld and
tired by it. All the more reason, then, to awaken to a unique and powerful
peetic presence stranded in the gulf te our south.
By wide consensus the major voice of the Garibbean naissance thus far
is that of Derek Walcett. Witness Chad Walsh in a recent review:
In my avocation as a reviewer, I have learned te be chary of literary
prophecies, but this time I will take my chances. I am convinced
Derek Walcott is already one of the half-dozen most igportant poets
now writing in English. He may prove to be the best. '
As long age as 1962 Robert Graves observed that Walcott ""handles English with

a cleser understanding of its inner magic then most (if not any) of his

English~bern contemporaries."z+ Seldon Rodman, writing in the New York Times
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Aficionados of Coribbean writing have been aware for come tims that
Derek Walcott is the first considerable Znglishe-speaking poet to emerge
from the bonewhites Arcadia of the old slavocracies. low, with the
publication of his fourth book of verse, (The Gulf)Walcott's stature
in the frgnt rank of all contemporary poets using English should be
apparent.
Part of Mr. Walcott's strength doubtless lies in the creative tension
between the porticularity ef his Caribbean setting ana the universalities
of nis themes and style. If the fact that he is a West Indian has rendered
him an isolato from the literary establishments of London and New York, it
has at the same time served hinm well as a point of aesthetic distance. Like
the great nineteenth century Russian writers or, more recently, Boris Pasternak
(for whom he feels a great affinity), Walcott has gained an enormous advantage
from his pesitien ef being within, but not quite of, the central cultural
tradition of his time. Frem his "“hammock swung between Americas“6 he has been
able to see more calmly and clearly and recreate more forcefully the complex
. realities of our agonized age, meanwhile finding within '"the maze of Medernism"

7

as Geoffrey Hartmen has called it,’ his distinctive poetic voice which serves
beth te extend the tradition and to cemplicate it.

In understanding Walcott's style, it is helpful-to remember Janheinz
Jaﬁn'a argument that Negritude, the literary movement begun in Paris in 1934
by Senghor and Cesaire, should be seen as the successful revelt of Calibanm,
the colonial,, whereby he breke eut of the language prison of Prespero, the
imperialist, "by converting that language te his own needs for self-expression."”
According to Jahn, "the greatest achievement of Negritude /was/ that a genuine N
African feeling for life, and attitude to life, could be and was expressed in )
a Eurepean language."8

Walcett's pewer as a New World poet lies in a comparablé achievement,

When he began to write, there was no West Indian literature. As he said, "If

Q

theré was nothing, there wes everything to be made, With this predigious
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u9 What was given was "this Englich tongue I love." The

ambition one began,
everwhelming motivation was to master it. As Walcott said,
We recognized illiteracy for what it was, a defect, not the attribute
it is now considered to be by revolutionaries. Language was earned,
there was no self-contempt, no vision of revenge..Thuslsor the young
poetseoy there was no other motivation but knowledge.'
Commentators on Walcott's early poems (his first volume was published when
" he was only eighteen years old), though astonished at the precogity of his
verbal pyrotechnics, were almost unifermly distressed by his imitativeness.

But from our perspective it is clear that Walcott's growth as & poet involved

a systematic experimentation with the major lyric styles of the English

tradition. In his first important collection, In a Green Nizht: Poems 1948-1960,
there aro‘echoes, as R, J. Owens complained, '"of almost everyone.“ll But in

the first poem of that book, Walcott declares his intentions by assuming the
veice of Eliot's Prufrock in brilliant parody and self~mockery:

And my life, too early of course for the profound cigarette,
The turned doorhandle, the knife turning

In the bowels of the hours, must not be made public

Until I have learnt to suffer :

In accurate iambics.

I go, of course, through all the isoelated acts,
Make a holiday of situations, '
Straighten my tie and fix importsnt jJaws,

And note the living images 12

Of flesh that saunter through the eye.

Again and again Walcott displays his mastery of various idioms. In his poem
about the great fire which virtually destroyed his home town of Castries on
the island of St. Lucia, he sings in the vitrant tones of Dylan Thomas:

All day I walked abroad among the rubbled tales.

Shocked at each wall that stood on the street like a liar,

Loud was the bird-reocked sky, and all the clouds weri3bale3
Toern open by looting and white in spite ot the fire;

Or he can create (in a poem called "A Country Club Romance") "the astringent

lyricism"lu of Wo H. Auden's satires:



Laburnum-bright her hair

Her oyes were blue as pondsg,
Her thighs, so tanned and bure,
Sounder than Gevernment bonds.e.

In’ addition Walcott explored the '"jump and jive" of the native West Indian speechs
'~  Poopa, da' was a fete. I mean it had

Free rum free whisky and some fellars beating

Pan from one of them band in Trinidad

And everywhere you turn was people eating

And drinking and don't namo me but I think

They catch his wife with two tests up the beach

While he drunk quoting Shelley with "Each

Generation has its angst, but we has none"

And wouldn't let & comma in edgewise. 16
(Black w<Cer chap, ene of them Oxbridge guys.)

With a conscious rejection of mere originality, Walcett learned his craft,
drawing upon all the strands of his heritage and seizing every possibility.
Donne, Marvell, Yeats, Hopkins, Pound, Ransom, Spender, Lowell, Graves, they
are all there, and mere,:&s stylistic influences or through allusion.
Pﬁradoxically, in the mature Walcott an authentically eriginal veice has
emerged.

In one of the final poems of In & Green Night Walcett declares

eeel seek
As climate seecks its style, to write
Verse crisp as sand, clear as sunlight ,
Cold as the curled wave, ordiiary
As a tumbler of island waters;

The idea is echeed in lines from the title peem of his most recent beek, The

Gulf:

Aié styles yearn te be plain
As life.

Or again in this passage from "Nearing Forty" in the same volume:

.soyour life bled for

the household truth, the style past metaphor ‘ .
that finds its parallel hewever wretched

in simple, shining lines, in pages stretched

plain as a bleaching bedsheet under a gutter-

ing rainspout, glad for the sputter
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of occasional insight; you who foresaw

ambition as a searing meteor

will fumble a damp match, and smiling, settle

for the dry wheoezing of a dented kettle,

for vision narrower than a louvre's gapees
The vision is narrower only in the sense that it is greunded in greater
concreteness, No doubt, Walcott's style has developed in the general directien
eof increasad clarity and simplicity. The meters are tightly controlled; the
lines closely packed, primarily by a verbal richness, an imaginative use of
vocabulary that has always been Walcott's special gift. Often the language
is celloquial, eccasionally even dialect, but always it is dense and resonant
with a fullness of sense which matches the fullness of sound. "“Elizabethan'
is the description which has come to mind in many ef his readers.

It is characteristic of Walcott's New Vorld sensibility that his style
is difficult te categoerize. His range remains enormous, but it is a range
of emoticn and tone, a&s well as theme, rather than a range of imitative voices.
The "style past metaphor" for which the poet strives is a New Werld style,
lgoverned always by a quality of elation, a staggering, refreshing g;ation in
possibility, the possibilify of a man and his language weking te wonder in
a worid that is truly new. It is, perhaps, gs mystery that the world is
ultimately seen, but the prerequisite for this vision is wonder.ao What
finally constitutes Walcott's proper claim to the New World, what finally
delivers him from colenial servitude into independent consciousness is the
forging of a language that goes beyond mimicry to an elemental naming eof
things with epiphanic pewer. And what in large measure this entails, as
Walcott himself has said, is "not new names for eld things, er eld names fer

old things, but the faith of using the old names anew."®* For such faith,

surely vwonder, again, is & prerequisite.
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To speak of faith 4o to movo fron otyle to themos. A remazdiable
conustollation of thenatic polurities llos at tho hieart of .ulcott's rooecs
and is doubtlecs responaible for much of their croative powery llack end
white, olave a.d wvastor, poverty and plouty, ckoptism and faith, hknowlodge
uud innocence, nigtory «nd aythe Ilundamontul to thoea 81l 1o volcott's
undoratinding of the difforonce betusen the poulea of the liew «~orld und the
gld. The enzuish of the llew woxrld, its oxistence in iruvny, the bitternoss
of its irnhoeritance of groat traditions lics in the suspicion thut tho ilew
norld can never aftor all bo paradiasude %he How ‘orld becomes the Uld torld
whon 1t concludes that 1t is condeywmnod to ropeat the fute of the Cld uorlds
Its dospudr is to uccept the view of history as orizinul sine bWalcott rojects
this pesusicisn, us do “hitman snd Noruda, two of the prestest poats of the
ligw vorlde Their viow of the liew “orld is fdrmdoe In thoir enormous chuarity
man i3 not culpable but cupable of tonder in his svucond chance of iden, un
zdon he himsolf muct make, must will, not in innoconce tut from experience
of the Olde ior walcsostt the true literature of the liew \world ia shaped by
a bittor optinisn. It io en optimisn, a Joy vhich springs from wonder at
oleontal man in a world witheut ruina, and a bittetﬁosa which rameuboras his
tireless stupiditys %o bo a poet in tho low world is to wrestle with such
wigshty oppoaiteu.22 Juut as holcott managed stylictically to breck his carly
bondage to the forms of lls poetic masters and siczoe the freecdoex to rocreate
the world by the light of his personal vicion, co must the New :orld poet
break from uny gervitude to tue muso of history, for that service leads cnly
to bitterness, recrimivation, imitation, wrnd despair, a literature of rovenge
written by thoe descendents of slavea, or a literature of remorse written by‘

23

the descendonts of their masters.”
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This "oitter Gplimism' of the New ierld peet is rendered by walcott in
many éifferent ways. Three examples {rom his most recent collection ef poems
can illustrate. The first is entitled “Blues" and is written in an imformal
conversational tone which prevides a startling contrast to the verbal richness
of most of velcott's worke It is notable, too, for its touch of humor, vhoreby
its terrifying subject matter ~- being beéten up in Greenwich Village because
hé is not black enough ~- is kept from being self-pitying. The note of
innocence is emphesized in the opening stenza, not only es it characterizes
the lyric voice and his light skin, but mere crucially through the light
imagery which is subily modulatad inte a festival atmosphere and then agmin
into a "saint'e" day,.

Those five or six young guys
hunched on the stoop

that oven-hot sumner night
whistled me over. isice

and friendly. 5o, I stop.
MacDougzl or Christopher
Streaet in chains of lignt.

& suaner fectivael. Or ceoue

saint'se I wusn't too Yoar {roa
nowey bul net too brizht

for & nd ey, and not too dark.

I fi urel wae ware all

Qil8, Wob, Ll er, Jjew,

besides, this wasn't Central Parke
I'm coming en too strong? You fipure
rirht! They beat this yellow nigger
black and blue.

The ftransition to the fight is abrupt, and the fear and paln are vividly
portrayed in the next two stanzas, but corcluding each stanza are the simple,
incontrovertible terms by which one endures:

I did nothinge They fought

each other, reelly. Life

gives them & few kicko,
that's alles The spades, the spicks.

It's nothing really.
o They won't get encugh love.
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The finel stanza summarizes the rich blend of pzin, concrete fact, moral
cnbivilence, and comic (human) sufferance which is the blues:

You know they wouldn't hdld

yous Juat playing: rough,

like young fwmerica wille

6ti11, it tausht ne somethding

about lovegh If it's oo tough,

fOI‘;}.Qt itol‘

A more mubted form of testinony to the espirit of bitter optimiamlia found
in a vignette called '"Washington.'" with powerful irony he captures Lue
contrafidctions of the city, cepsuling ''the ecarnest, tilted face of President
Johnoon/wincing with concern' and "our child's wish for the moon," in preparation
for a devqutating finsle vwhich merges the puet's wonder at the boeaauties of
the city in sutumn (rather than the eherry-blossom spring one mipght expeot)
with the martyrs ef the Viet llan wart

wvhile bombs of cusae burst bolow my window

and the live owlis culch fire,

~and safiron beeches, gay

ta a tuddhist'o robes,

chorred, o

drop their rags, nokeds™
talcott's ucute sensitivity to tho moral significonce of place und landgcaps
onable him here, &s in most of his poenn about the Cariblean ametting, te
oreate “aignificaut form'" 4n the post radical sense. The physicoel and clemental
is noned and endowed with meuning; form cmoerges fron tha integration-of insgo,
enotion, end thoughte It is tho form of &ll pgroot poetry, resonant but
controlled, brilliently metaphoric but atunningly concretas

A final example in afforded us in "Crusoe's Journud," one of the most
personal of uwulcott's poemss Jot in the beuach house on the north ocast cosst
of Trinidad, whore he does most of hia writing, the poom is @ complox

weditation by the poet upen his iife's works. /o epigraph from ilobinson

Crusce establishes tho themet

O
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I lsokod now upon the world #s a thing romote, which I had nothing
to do with, no expsctation from, wund, indeed ro dosires aboute In
a yord, I had nothing indeed to do with it, now wag ever like to huavey
go I thousht it leoked s we pay perhops leok upon it hereafter, vize,
as a plece I had lived in bul wes coma out of ity ond well wizht I
oay, a8 Father Abrrhan to lDives, 'Betucen me and thee is a great
Cpull Tixed.!

: Iéqlﬁtion is the rost praminenﬁ of Wnleott's themes, the isolatiocn of the
individual in tho modern world, tho isolation of the Curibbean from the
world'u'centerg of culture and pover, and figally tho ilsoletion from hiéfcry
that is inherent to the llow “orld poet und his bitter optimism. /ind frcm
this igolation and deprivation, the reot tells us

-.came our first. book, our profune Uenesis

wiose Sdaw spaeasiig Chat prose
which, blessiny some ceawprock, startles itself

)

with poetry's surprise,

in a greon World, one without mctuphvrs...2
Though it is a lonely wérld. ¥olcott ot lusf accepts the isolation of his
. archipelage, Tor there he can 1§aru to shepa "uhore néthing vag/ the languege
of a r&ce.“a? The poem concludes with oan invitation te tho wonder of the
Kow ‘orlds o
aseitll Of us _
yoorn for those fentasies

of innecence, for our fuith'e arrested phose
whon the clesr voice

hoarding such heresles us o
Goi's loneliness moves in ilis saudlest creatures.”

O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic: -

_startled itself saying fwster, heoven, Cwdst,' .. .. . .. . . T
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