
MonganeSerote’spoemCityJohannesburgwaswrittenduringapartheidwhenthe

blackSouthAfricanswereoppressed.Thereisbitterness,hateandangerfoundas

thetheme.ThelifeinJohannesburgistoneddowninthepoemascomparedtothe

glamorousideathatmanypeopleintheruralareasperceiveit.Thepoem willbe

discussedthroughdiction,syntax,figuresofspeechandmetonymyinthepoem.

Thepoemiswritteninthefirstperson,weknowthisbecausethepoetkeepsusing‘I’

or‘my.’Linessuchas“Myhandpulsestomybacktrouserspocket”(line2)and

“ListenwhenItellyou”(line36)referstothepoetconstantlyspeakingabouthimself

andwhatheisexperiencing.Thereisalotofpersonification,especiallysincethe

poetisreferringtothecityas‘you’or‘your.’“Isaluteyou”(line1)and“thatisallyou

needofme”(line34)isshowingthatthepoetisaddressingsomeone/something,

CityJohannesburg.

ThetitleCityJohannesburgisgivingthereaderaplaceorsetting.Thereisdiction

presentasthepoetbeginsbycallingthecityJohannesburgandlatermovesonto

Jo’burg.Therepetitionof“Jo’burgCity”“(lines5,9,12,18,22,35,40and41)is

becausethepoetisaddressingJo’burgcityasthoughthatwasaname.

Thepoetusesdiction(choiceofwordsorphrases)toreinforcethethemeof

bitterness.Thephrase‘Icanfeelyourroots,anchoringyoumight,myfeebleness’

(line31)isadictiontocreatethefeelingofbitternessthatthisplacehasdrainedhim

andheisnowweak.

“Whenyourneonflowersflauntfromyourelectricalwind”(line24).Phrasessuchas

“neonflowers”“flaunt”and“electricalwind”areallusedtocreateanimage.This

dictionisusedbecausethepoetwantsthereadertoimaginehowthecitylooksat

nightwheretheneonflowersarethestreetlightsandelectricalwindisthepower

boxesorelectricity.Thewordflowerspaintsaprettypicture.

Thesyntax(thesentencestructureofeachofthelineswithinthepoem)supports

the diction in creating the imagerythatillustrates/conveys the theme.The

syntacticalorder,orwordorder,oftheelementswithinthelinesofthepoemdoes

thisbydrawingthereader’sattentiontothethemeofbitterness.(Pleasenotethat

thiswastakenfrom oneofPoetrypdffilesgivenontheENG2602additional

resources).Thereisuseofshortenedsentences,rhetoricalquestionsandsentences

whichareinthemiddleoftheline.



Thepoemhasnodefinitestanzasasthepoemiswrittenwithacontinuousfeel.The

poemdoesnothavetheorthodoxstyleofwhatapoemshouldhavesuchasarhyme

schemeandstanzas.

Thepoetusesalotofimageryalongwithdictiontocreateatone.Imageryisusedin

thispoem sothereadercanenvisionandusesthereaders’sensestocreatea

deepermeaningandunderstandingofthepoem.“Myhandlikeastarvedsnakerears

mypocket”(line6)“throughthethickironbreaththatyouinhale“(line20)and“on

yourcementtrees”(line27)allcreatethisillusionofwhatthepoetisenvisioning

whilewritingthepoem.

Thefiguresofspeechinthispoemaremany.

Lineoneispersonificationandthepoemisstartedusingthat.However,“whilemy

stomachgroansafriendlysmiletohunger”“(line8)and“Throughyourthickiron

breaththatyouinhale”“(line20)arelinesinthepoemwhichcontainpersonification.

Thereasonforpersonificationistocreateasenseoflifeandcreatearelation

betweenthetwo.

“Myhandlikeastarvedsnakerearsmypockets”(line6),thewordlikeimpliesthat

thislineisasimile,thehandiscomparedtoastarvedsnake.Thisisdonetoleavean

ideaofwhatthepoetisgoingthroughandtheuglinessofthesituation.Alliteration

of“starvedsnake”workswiththetoneofthepoemtocreateahatingandbitterfeel

asitisnotapleasantsight.

Othersimilesinthepoemsuchas“expressionsthathavetearslikefurrowsofsoil

erosion”(line39)and“Jo’burgCity,youaredrylikedeath”(line40)alsoprovethe

themeofbitternesswhichthepoetportraysoverandover.

Inline36,“listenwhenItellyou”thepoetisevenbeginningtogiveadvicetothis

“CityJohannesburg.”Theentirepoem,therewasatoneofanger,hateandbitterness

towardthecitywherethepoetlistedalltheevilsofthecitysuchasdeath,hunger

andtheft.However,theinthisline,thepoetseemstosurrenderandindirectlyadvise

otherswhowanttocometothecitythatthereis“nothingfun”inthecity.

“Don’tyouknow?”(Line11)isarhetoricalquestionbecausethepoetdoesnot

expectthecitytoreplyandhasamockingfeelbecausethelinebeforethatexplains

thepoetshunger.Thepoetwantshisbitternesstobefeltandunderstoodandused



sarcasmtodothat.

“Wheredeathlurksinthedarklikeabladeofflash”(line30),thewordbladeis

referringtoacutand“deathlurksinthedark”arethemurderers.Thesemetonymies

areusedtomakethereaderfeelthepainwhichisinflictedbyCityJohannesburg.

Thisreferstomurderswhichhappenwhenpeoplearegoinghomefromworkafter

dark.

Inconclusion,theentirepoemledbacktoonemainstyle,thethemeofbitterness

andhatredtowardthiscity.Thepoetusedallstylesofwritingtoportraythese

emotionsusingthedictionandpartsofspeechtoexpresstheemotions.


