
Reading poems from other cultures: 13. Vultures 

This audio bite is about Vultures by Chinua Achebe. 
 
ELIOT: Vultures seems difficult at first. But it’s such a good poem, 

with such strong ideas and images, it’s worth reading several 
times. And it’s really nothing to do with vultures - it’s about 
love, and evil. The main message is quite frightening because 
the poet suggests two things – that even the most horrible 
people and animals can show love. And that perhaps this love is 
the thing that makes them so horrible.  

 
ALIX: It starts with a description of two vultures in a tree. They sound 

disgusting – picking at the eyes of a corpse. But at the same 
time they love each other. And the poet tells us how strange it 
is that love can exist amongst all these dead animals that the 
vultures are eating. 

 
ELIOT: The poem suddenly swaps to a completely different subject – it 

talks about the second world war in Germany. The Nazis used 
concentration camps to kill millions of people. And the poet 
imagines the commander of the camp on his way home from 
work. He has spent the day killing and burning bodies so he 
smells of ‘human roast’ - but he stops off to buy his children 
some chocolate. He obviously loves them, and they love him. 

 
ALIX: And this is where the poet asks the question – should we be 

happy that people who do terrible things (like killing so many 
people) still love their friends and family? 

 
ELIOT: Or is it because these people love their family so much they 

will protect them in any way they can? Even going as far as 
killing hundreds of thousands of people. The poet doesn’t 
answer the question – you have to decide for yourself. And 
when you realise that the poet lived through a civil war in 
Africa, and saw what dreadful things people did, you realise 
how important the question is. 

 
ALIX: But he isn’t really writing about Africa, or Germany, or 

vultures. He is writing about evil – about the terrible things 
people do. And he writes the poem in a timeless way – he 
sometimes doesn’t use tenses. For instance, he writes ‘a vulture 
perching’. And this makes us think that these evil things still 
happen – they are a normal part of life. And the news does 
seem to be full of terrible events, like terrorist bombings. 

 
ELIOT: The poem is full of images, most of them horrible. So the birds 

perch on ‘broken bone of dead tree’ and have ‘cold telescopic 
eyes’ – as if they are constantly looking for dead bodies. And 
death is everywhere – the ‘fumes of human roast clinging’ to 
the commandant’s ‘hairy nostrils’.  
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ALIX: These images use metaphors – writing things which aren’t 
actually true. For instance, a tree doesn’t have ‘bones’, it has 
‘branches’. But the comparison makes the ideas stronger – 
death really is part of this world. There are many other 
metaphors, so love is a ‘tiny glow-worm’.  

 
ELIOT: Most of the ideas are negative, but the commandant is called 

‘Daddy’ and the vultures sit ‘affectionately’ next to each other. 
It is perhaps the images and contrasts that make the poem so 
effective.    

  
So Vultures carries a very strong message. It is 
about love and evil in the world. It doesn’t really tell you what 
to believe, but it suggests that love can be found everywhere, 
and that evil might exist because of love.  

 
 The images or pictures in the poem are very strong. They are 

usually about evil, and there is little here about love. 
 
 Vultures would be a good choice if you wanted to write about 

particular places, cultures, politics or things that seem wrong or 
unfair. It would also be a good choice if you wanted to show 
how language can be used in a poem. 

 
 
 
 


