[bookmark: _GoBack]ARTHUR NORTJE: WAITING
The isolation of exile is a gutted
warehouse at the back of pleasure streets:
the waterfront of limbo stretches panoramically –
night the beautifier lets the lights
dance across the wharf.
I peer through the skull’s black windows
wondering what credibly can save me.
The poem trails across the ruined wall
a solitary snail, or phosphorescently
swims into vision like a fish
through a hole in the mind’s foundation, acute
as a glittering nerve.

Origins trouble the voyager much, those roots
that have sipped the waters of another continent.
Africa is gigantic, one cannot begin
to know even the strange behaviour furthest
south in my xenophobic department.
Come back, come back mayibuye
cried the breakers of stone and cried the crowds
cried Mr Kumalo before the withering fire
mayibuye Afrika

Now there is the loneliness of lost
beauties at Cabo de Esperancia, Table Mountain:
all the dead poets who sang of spring’s
miraculous recrudescence in the sandscapes of Karoo
sang of thoughts that pierced like arrows, spoke
through the strangled throat of multi-humanity
bruised like a python in the maggot-fattening sun.

You with your face of pain, your touch of gaiety,
with eyes that could distil me any instant
have passed into some diary, some dead journal
now that the computer, the mechanical notion
obliterates sincerities.
The amplitude of sentiment has brought me no nearer
to anything affectionate,
new magnitude of thought has but betrayed
the lustre of your eyes.

You yourself have vacated the violent arena
for a northern life of semi-snow
under the Distant Early Warning System:
I suffer the radiation burns of silence.
It is not cosmic immensity or catastrophe
that is terrifies me:
it is solitude that mutilates,
the night bulb that reveals ash on my sleeve.



Waiting poem essay - Megaessays
I believe that Arthur Nortje’s poem, “Waiting”, is about the speaker’s struggle to find meaning and purpose in his life when confronted by “a hole in the mind’s foundation”- the possible decimation of all that he believed to be true about the anti apartheid struggle on which he has based his life. The actions he has felt compelled to undertake in order to realize his hopes for his country have come at great cost to himself, resulting in exile from the “roots” that nourish him. The idea that that these actions may have been based on nothing but flimsy sentiment and have ultimately achieved nothing, as purposeless as an empty warehouse, is the source of the speaker’s present attitude towards his exile. It is this attitude of bitter disillusionment that I wish to explore in this essay and I would also like to focus on his use of imagery, particularly the interplay between imagery of darkness and light, and what I believe these images represent. In line four, the speaker refers to night as being the “beautifier.” It transforms the wharf, which in daylight is usually fairly unattractive, into a place of dancing lights. The implication is that darkness hides the ugly reality, and thus provides escape into illusion. I believe that the images of darkness in this poem are representative of the speaker’s past illusions about the apartheid struggle and his part in it. The light is representative of the truth, the dawning realisation that his illusions are false, and the crushing loss of innocence and disillusionment that follows this realisation. The speaker welcomes the protection of darkness, hence his ambivalent attitude towards the slow, shimmering, and quick, phosphorescent illumination offered by the introspective process of writing poetry. He paradoxically “peers through the skulls black windows”, sightless, yet knowing that only by seeing the truth will he be “credibly save[d]” from the eternity of “limbo”. However, the truths he may discover during this process promise to be painful, as raw and “acute as a glittering nerve”. The speaker’s ambivalent attitude to light is also evident in his constant reference to fire in the poem, which I believe to be a symbol for the passionate struggle to free South Africa from the grip of apartheid. Thus, this “fire” has offered hope to millions by lighting the path to freedom, yet, the searing fierce passion he had for this cause has consumed and destroyed him, much like a raging fire would destroy the structure that housed it. His use of the word “gutted’ in the first line could mean gutted by fire, indicating that a charred empty shell is all that remains of the man he once was. Continuing with this idea, in the last line of the poem, the speaker tells of the “ash on my sleeve”. If the idiom is to be believed, when ones emotions are exposed it is referred to as ‘wearing your heart on your sleeve.’ Thus, the speaker may be saying that the struggle has elicited such strong emotions and caused him such pain that his heart has been cremated, rendering him incapable of emotion. This truth is revealed once the darkness of illusion has been dispelled by the “night bulb”. “Fire” is again referred to in line twenty in the context of the struggle within South Africa. Referring to the fire as “withering” implies that it is dissipating, by which the speaker may be alluding to the dissipation of the anti-apartheid movement that occurred as a result of the state crackdown on dissident activities at that time. He could thus be expressing his disillusionment with the movements’ weak and ineffectual nature. This attitude of disillusionment is explored again in the last three stanzas. The speaker’s tone is mocking and recriminatory toward those he refers to as “dead poets”, being those leaders of the anti-apartheid movement who inspired the masses with naïve promises of “spring’s miraculous recrudescence in the sandscapes of the Karoo” and spurred them on with “thoughts that pierced like arrows”. This metaphor for the population, erupting like flowers on a barren landscape despite the harsh conditions, is an example of what the speaker accuses of being both insincere and feeble. In the face of the reality of separation from their source, these words no longer inspire, are relegated to the impersonal pages of “dead journals” and computer hard drives, and are therefore a betrayal of the profound emotion that stirred them. In the last stanza, he, somewhat scathingly, points out that those who rallied others to fight for freedom have themselves “vacated the violent arena”, fled to the insipid safety of “semi-snow”, and left the battlefield empty of inspiration. Other imagery in the poem also points to the speaker’s attitude of despair and disappointment. The images of death, the hollow, empty sockets of the skull and the suggestion of the mass devastation of the earth by nuclear weapons, signify the death of his expectations and the death of his reason for being. The putrid decay envisioned by his words “maggot-fattening sun” metaphorically reveal what remains of his hope, rotting under the glaring truth of his perceived failure and the failure of the anti apartheid movement. This theme is underscored by the form of the poem. The lack of punctuation to anchor the poem alludes to the speaker’s sense of being adrift, no longer having a strong cause to structure and centre his existence. The run on sentences also affect the rhythm of the poem, making it slow and heavy, thus lending a mournful tone. In conclusion, Nortje’s use of vivid metaphor and evocative symbolism allow the reader to share in the speaker’s experience of exile because “the symbol remains indefinite, but richly-even infinitely- suggestive in it’s significance” (Abrams 1999: 313) and “[the metaphor] is the means to imaginative thought itself”. (Montgomery et al. 1992: 135). Therefore, when we leave the speaker looking out at the waterfront, we are challenged to appreciate its significance to him. The waterfront - the uncertain point between the ebbing tide of the life giving hope that his painful sacrifices have made a difference, and the barren, abrasive grains of truth that his “amplitude of sentiment” has been naïve and ineffectual. Thus, his “waiting”, for validation, is tangible. Bibliography Abrams, M.H. 1999. A Glossary of Literary Terms. Orlando: Harcourt Brace & Company. Montgomery, M. et al. 1992. Ways of Reading: Advanced reading skill for students of English literature. London: Routledge. Nortje, Arthur. 1993. “Waiting”. In: Anderson,Kossick & Pereira (eds). A New University Anthology of English Poetry. Cape Town: Oxford Oxford University Press.

