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Reading poems from other cultures:  Typical questions and 
comparing poems 
 
This audio bite is about typical questions and comparing poems. 
 
ALIX: When you are doing the poetry section in the exam, pick which 

question you do carefully. You won’t have studied all the 
poems – they are divided into two groups and most classes just 
study one group. So go for poems you know. The question will 
usually tell you one of the poems you should write about, and 
let you choose the second one. Like this: 

 
ELIOT: Compare the ways in which poets describe a place in Blessing, 

and in one other poem. 
 
ALIX: So you need another poem in mind which deals with place. It 

sounds difficult. But there are lots to choose from. For 
example, Presents from My Aunts, or Nothing’s Changed, or 
Hurricane Hits England. In fact, the whole set of poems is 
about different places. So you shouldn’t struggle too much. 
And then the question usually has some bullet points, like this: 

 
ELIOT: Write about what you are told about the places, the language 

used to describe these places, and what the poets think about 
the places. 

 
ALIX: You should answer these questions. They are really meant to 

help you – so instead of guessing what to write about, you 
know you should say something about the place, about the 
language in the poems and about the poets’ attitudes – what 
they think.  

 
ELIOT: So if you chose Nothing’s Changed, you could write about how 

the place was full of weeds, but in the middle there were two 
places – a cheap café and an expensive restaurant. You’d give 
all the details about these three, then write about language. 

 
ALIX: For instance, the poet uses lot of contrasting words to describe 

the places, such as the ‘single rose’ in one, and the ‘spit’ on the 
floor in the other. He also repeats the word ‘glass’ or ‘pane’ to 
show the invisible barrier between people. 

 
ELIOT: And finally you’d deal with his attitude – he’s angry and he 

can’t see that it’s going to change soon. Now that’s a very 
quick version – you’d have to write a bit more than that. You’d 
also have to compare it with the other poem.     

 
ALIX: You can compare the two poems as you go along – if you were 

writing about the first point, you’d add that in Blessing, the 
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place is very different. It’s very dry but also full of life when 
there is water. 

 
 
ELIOT: You don’t have to compare as you go along – you can write the 

bullet points about the first poem, and then compare it with the 
second. Both ways are fine.  

 
ALIX: You need to look for things which are similar, so use words 

like ‘and, also, both, like’, and ‘similarly’.  
 
ELIOT: And look for things which are different, so use words like ‘but, 

unlike, however,’ and ‘alternatively’. There is more 
information about individual poems in other audio clips, and 
you can also look at the GCSE Bitesize website for extra ideas.   

ALIX: So pick your question carefully, making sure it’s a poem you 
know and an idea you can answer. You should write about a 
second poem, so again make sure it’s one that has something to 
say about the question. 

 The bullet points are a guide to help you, so answer them all. 
Make sure you compare the two poems, looking for anything 
which seems the same, and anything which is different.  

 There are more ideas in the other audio revision bites. 
 

Reading poems from other cultures:  Keywords and writing about 
language 
 
This audio bite is about keywords and writing about language. 
 
ELIOT: There is nothing difficult about spotting the key words in the 

question. It’s in the first part, telling you to write about places, 
or people, or traditions, or living within two different cultures, 
or conflicts between cultures.  

 
ALIX: These questions might seem very different, but they all revolve 

around the same group of poems, and they all have something 
to do with culture. You won’t know what the exam questions 
will be – we don’t either. Only the chief examiner will know. 

 
ELIOT: But we do know that the questions are about different cultures. 

So they will be about particular places, so you should think 
about the climate, the history and the atmosphere.  

 
ALIX: And they will be about different beliefs, so you should think 

about the different people, their religions, traditions, politics 
and attitudes. 
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ELIOT: And often questions will be about language. Many of the 

poems contain words which describe ideas which might be new 
to us. For instance, one poem mentions Oya, the goddess of 
wind. And another poem has a section written in another 
language. Language is important because it is something that 
we all use, but every community uses it differently. 

 
ALIX: Another reason for looking at language is that it’s often part of 

the question – you are often asked to write about how the poet 
uses language.  

 
ELIOT: At first this seems odd – they all use language, otherwise you 

wouldn’t be able to read the poem. But what you need to do is 
show you understand the choices a poet has made. One easy 
way is to write about a word that isn’t normally used in 
England – this shows that the writer is talking about a different 
culture.  

 
ALIX: Another way is to look closely at the other words they use. 

These words might give us clues to how a writer views 
something, like this: 

 
ELIOT: In Vultures, the poet shows how the birds don’t seem to feel 

any emotion by describing their eyes as ‘cold’.  
 
ALIX: You could also write about the type of English that is used. It 

might have an unusual way of spelling words, and it might be 
written in a particular dialect or accent, like this: 

 
 
ELIOT: Half-Caste uses a Caribbean dialect and accent. For instance 

the poet writes ‘dat’ in place of ‘that’ and ‘wid’ in place of 
‘with’. 

 
ALIX: It might be written out on the page in an unusual way, with 

little or no punctuation, like this: 
 
ELIOT: In Two Scavengers, the poem doesn’t have clear sentences, full 

stops or commas. Even the lines don’t all start in the same 
place – some lines start on the left, some on the right and some 
in the middle. 

 
ALIX: So read the question carefully and make sure you are answering 

the question. Do not just write all you know about two poems. 
The question will have something to do with culture – if you 
are not too sure exactly what a word means, think about the 
different ideas of culture, such as traditions, language, beliefs, 
places and people.    
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You will usually have to write about language, so think about 
particular words or phrases a poet uses. Then look at anything 
which is a little unusual, such as the spelling, the accents, the 
punctuation and the way the lines are printed on the page.  
  

 
Reading poems from other cultures:  Poetic techniques and quotes 
 
This audio bite is about poetic techniques and quotes. 
 
ALIX: Many people get worried about poetry – they feel they must 

write about lots of things they don’t really understand and use 
lots of difficult words to describe these things, like this: 

 
ELIOT: In Search for My Tongue, there is an extended metaphor near 

the end. This makes the idea easier to understand and the poem 
is more descriptive.  

 
ALIX: That might sound good, but it isn’t. Eliot doesn’t tell us what 

the metaphor is. 
 
ELIOT: Well, here it’s making a comparison between a language and a 

plant, that’s why.  
 
ALIX: He also doesn’t tell us why it’s an extended metaphor. 
 
ELIOT: Oh, it’s an extended metaphor because the poet makes several 

references – there is a stump, shoots, buds, and blossoms.  
 
ALIX: And most importantly, Eliot doesn’t tell us what the idea in the 

poem is. You see, poetry is about ideas, it’s about 
communicating a message, so you must always write about the 
ideas. Once you’ve got the main ideas, you can show how the 
poet uses language to express these ideas. 

 
ELIOT: The language might be about the words in the poem, or the 

spelling, or how the lines are laid out. And then you can write 
about the special techniques they use in poetry. It’s useful to 
know some, but you need Alix’s golden rules first: 

 
ALIX: One - when you’re writing about poetry, it’s the ideas that 

count the most. Two – only use the terms you understand, 
because it sounds much, much better. Three – only use the 
terms if they are helpful. For example, if there are no 
metaphors in the poem, don’t write a whole paragraph about 
metaphors.   

 
ELIOT: So metaphors are easy – they describe one thing as something 

else. And similes describe something like or as something else. 
So if we say the people came in ‘like swarms of flies’, it’s a 
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simile. Both metaphors and similes tell us about the imagery – 
the pictures that the poem paints in our minds – so don’t forget 
to write what the image is and why the poet chose it. In other 
words, what does this add to the poem? 

 
ALIX: Rhyming is used in some poems, with phrases like ‘white key’ 

and ‘symphony’. This might give the poem a clearer structure, 
and it often makes it easier to read out or remember.  
And alliteration is when the same sound at the beginning of 
words is repeated, like using the ‘D’ in ‘drizzle of one 
despondent dawn’.   

 
ELIOT: And the other thing you need to do is use short quotes – it 

shows you understand the poem. But many people make the 
mistake of quoting too much, copying out several lines at once. 
You should choose more carefully – often one word is enough, 
like this:  

 
ALIX: In Vultures, the poet makes the scene focus on death and so 

even the tree is ‘dead’. 
 
ELIOT: Just one word is used here, dead, but it makes the point. If you 

listen to the audio clips on particular poems, you’ll see how to 
use very short quotes. 

 
ALIX: So remember that you don’t need to learn lots of complicated 

terms – what counts is understanding the main ideas.  
 
 You probably already know about metaphors, similes, imagery, 

rhyming and alliteration – if you want to use any more terms, 
make sure they are the right terms. And when you give an 
example from a poem, make sure it’s a short example.    

 
 
Reading poems from other cultures:  Search for My Tongue 
 
This audio bite is about Search for My Tongue by Sujata Bhatt. 
 
ALIX: Search for My Tongue is about language. A tongue is what you 

speak with, but it also means ‘language’, so your mother tongue 
is your first language. And the title, Search for My Tongue, 
gives us the idea that it’s a person who’s lost their first 
language, and they are trying to find it again. 

 
ELIOT: The poet’s mother tongue is Gujerati, spoken in India, where 

she was born, but later she moved to America and then spoke 
mainly English. So one of the ideas in the poem is that she may 
be forgetting her first language – instead she talks to people in 
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English. And in the poem she talks about her feelings about 
speaking two languages. 

 
ALIX: The poet starts by talking about having two tongues in her 

mouth. Here she is using a metaphor – she means her two 
languages. She says that one language doesn’t really know the 
other and it’s as if she thinks differently in the two languages. 
She can’t use both together, so perhaps it’s like she’s a different 
person when she uses the other language. 

 
ELIOT: Just like when you have to learn a foreign language at school, 

or if you go abroad on holiday – you sometimes can’t really 
explain what you want like you can in English.   

 
ALIX: And she finishes the first part by saying if you lived abroad, 

your first language would die, apart from when you dream. And 
suddenly the next part of the poem is in Gujerati. Which most 
people in England can’t read or understand. So now we begin 
to know how she feels when she is in a new country – she feels 
lost, or she can’t communicate, or she feels an outsider. 

 
ELIOT: The last part is in English again, and it’s a translation of the 

middle section. It is the dream she mentioned earlier, saying 
that while she sleeps her mother tongue gets stronger and 
stronger and becomes her first language again. The poet uses 
another metaphor here – she compares her language to a plant 
which grows, has veins, then buds and then the plant blossoms.  

 
ALIX: So at the start, she saw her mother tongue as something that 

was rotting away, and at the end as something that was growing 
stronger all the time.  

 
ELIOT: The middle part of the poem, in Gujerati, seems odd at first. 

There is a guide in brackets about how to pronounce it, so we 
can all have a go saying it, but most of us don’t understand 
what it means. And the English version comes second, after her 
mother tongue. So the poet again gives you an idea of how she  

 feels – you can make the sounds, but you still feel it’s all 
foreign to you.    

 
ALIX: So the main idea in Search for My Tongue is that if you live 

somewhere new and have to learn a second language, you 
might feel that this new language is taking over.  

 
Your first language seems to die away, but the poem suggests 
that when you dream, your first language comes back and gets 
stronger. 
 
The poet might want us to think of more difficult ideas too - 
perhaps that your first language is part of your culture. It is 
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your link to your family, your childhood, and it is the link to 
who you are.  
 
Because of this, you can use Search for My Tongue to write 
about coping with change, or about living in different cultures, 
or about your identity. You can also use it to show how 
important language is. 

 
 
Reading poems from other cultures:  Presents from My Aunts in 
Pakistan  
 
This audio bite is about Presents from My Aunts in Pakistan by Moniza Alvi. 
 
ELIOT: Presents from My Aunts in Pakistan is about how the poet felt 

when she was around 13 years old and living in England. Her 
father was from Pakistan, her mother from England, and she 
felt she didn’t really belong to either country, or either culture.  

 
ALIX: The poem starts with her thinking about the presents, mainly 

clothes and jewellery, which her aunts sent her over the years. 
These are from Pakistan and they are very different to what she 
normally wears. They are very colourful, and she seems to like 
looking at them. However, she doesn’t seem so happy to wear 
them because they don’t fit in with the way of life in England.  

 
ELIOT: In fact, she even says she was alien in the sitting room – that 

these presents felt completely out of place. And then she says 
she longed for denim, as if wearing jeans would make her fit in, 
and that she’d feel more English, and more at home. 

 
ALIX: Then she thinks about other things which they have in the 

house from Pakistan, like a camel-skin lamp, her mother’s 
jewellery and her salwar kameez, which is like loose trousers 
and a top. Each of these brings back a strong memory.  

 
ELIOT: And each one has a strong contrast. For instance, the lamp is 

cruel, but beautiful. Her mother loved the jewellery, but it was 
stolen. She admired her clothes, but they didn’t impress her 
friend. 

 
ALIX: Perhaps the best contrast is when she describes her clothes from 

Pakistan as ‘radiant’, meaning they seem very colourful and 
special. But her family in Pakistan seem more impressed by an 
ordinary cardigan from Marks and Spencers. 

 
ELIOT: The poet writes this to show how she never felt at home in 

either culture. Each culture seems to have different ideas about 
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what is good, or what is beautiful. And the things in her home 
constantly remind her that she is a mixture of the two cultures. 

 
ALIX: The last part of the poem is when the clothes remind her about 

sailing to England when she was young. Even then she seemed 
unhappy – she cried on the way and when she arrived, she 
played alone.  

 
ELIOT: Photographs give her an idea of Pakistan, but she hasn’t been 

back since she left as a baby and she can only imagine what it 
is like. She imagines the war that took place, and her aunts  
wrapping up the presents they sent her, and finally she 
imagines herself there. 

 
ALIX: She then says she is of no fixed nationality. She isn’t English, 

she says she’s only half-English. And she isn’t Pakistani now – 
in fact she describes herself as looking through fretwork at the 
Shalimar Gardens, as if she’s an outsider looking at other 
people through a fence. And realising she doesn’t belong there. 

 
ELIOT: So Presents from My Aunts in Pakistan is all about growing up 

in two cultures. It uses the presents she’s been sent to make 
contrasts between Pakistan and England. A lot of the poem is 
about the young girl’s feelings – she likes the presents, but they 
don’t really suit her. And the more she thinks about it, the less 
at home she feels. At the end, it’s as if she feels homeless – she 
is stuck between two very different places.  

 
 Presents from My Aunts in Pakistan has a lot to say about 

identity and culture but you could also use it if you wanted to 
write about change, a particular place or childhood experiences.   

 
 
Reading poems from other cultures:  Half Caste 
 
This audio bite is about Half Caste by John Agard. 
 
ALIX: John Agard, the poet who wrote Half-Caste, is of mixed race, 

with a black father and a white mother. He doesn’t want to be 
thought of as half a person, which the term half-caste implies. 
So the poem makes fun of the idea that mixing things is wrong. 
It also carries a serious message about racism – we should not 
judge people by their race, skin colour or culture. And we 
shouldn’t use words that insult other people. 

 
 ELIOT: The poem starts with an unusual idea – the poet is standing on 

just one leg because he is ‘half-caste’. Then the poet makes a 
number of comparisons which make the idea of half a person 
more and more ridiculous. For instance, if a painter uses two 
colours, is it a half-caste painting? 
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ALIX: Or if someone plays black and white keys on a piano, is it a 

half-caste symphony? And he says that because it’s often 
cloudy in England, English weather must be half-caste.  

 
ELIOT: So by the end of the poem we know that this idea of being just 

a half is silly. He really is a whole person, and other people 
should treat him not as someone different, someone to look 
down on, but as himself.  

 
ALIX: The comparisons in the poem are very clear. He picks out two 

famous people, Picasso, a painter, and Tchaikovsky, a 
composer. These are well-known and we can’t really believe 
they only did something that was half good. He also changes 
English expressions to include the word ‘half’ – so he only 
offers us ‘half a hand’, shuts ‘half an eye’ and has only ‘half a 
shadow’.  

 
ELIOT: These contrasts make fun of English culture. But the poet 

shows he is proud of his own culture by the language he uses. 
The poem is written in the language of his community, a 
Caribbean dialect and accent. For instance he says ‘dat’ in 
place of ‘that’ and ‘wid’ in place of ‘with’. The spelling is also 
different, so he writes ‘you’ as ‘Y – U’ and the grammar is non-
standard as well. For instance, he keeps saying, ‘Wha yu mean’ 
when in standard English we’d write, ‘What do you mean?’  

 
ALIX: On top of this, he uses very few capital letters and almost no 

punctuation. So it’s sometimes not easy to see when a sentence 
starts and when it finishes. This is probably because the poem 
is meant to be performed – it’s not meant to be read silently. It 
also has lots of rhymes, like ‘mean’ and ‘keen’, or ‘understand’ 
and ‘hand’. And it repeats words, especially the word ‘half’ so 
it’s hard to forget what it is about.  

 
ELIOT: And at the end of the poem he wants us to look, listen and think 

of him using the whole of our bodies. And if we do that, he will 
tell us the other half of his story. So it’s like he’s telling us that 
there’s more we should know, but we’ll only know it if we are 
open-minded. 

 
ALIX: Half-Caste is about the use of a particular term to describe 

mixed race people. It makes fun of this by using the idea of ‘a 
half’ and applying it to well-known people, things and 
expressions. These contrasts make the term ‘half-caste’ 
ridiculous. 

 
There is a serious message here. People of different races and 
cultures should be treated equally. This is made clearer by the 
poet using non-standard English. He makes it easier for us to 
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remember his message by repeating ideas and words, and by 
using rhyme. 
 
Half-Caste has a lot to say about identity. Because of this, you 
can easily use it to write about how individuals see themselves, 
or about living in different cultures. It would also be an 
excellent choice if you wanted to write about how language can 
be used in unusual ways in poetry.    
 

 
Reading poems from other cultures:  Two Scavengers in a Truck, Two 
Beautiful People in a Mercedes 
 
This audio bite is about Two Scavengers in a Truck, Two Beautiful People in a 
Mercedes by Lawrence Ferlinghetti. 
 
ALIX: Two Scavengers in a Truck, Two Beautiful People in a 

Mercedes is an unusual poem, but that doesn’t make it a 
difficult one. It’s about two pairs of people meeting for a 
moment in a busy city at nine o’clock in the morning. They are 
strangers and never speak to each other. In fact they are only 
near each other because they are waiting for the traffic lights to 
change.  

 
ELIOT: The first pair are dustmen. They are finishing their working day 

and going back to the depot. They are hanging off the back of 
the dustbin lorry and looking down at a couple in a Mercedes 
sports car.  

 
ALIX: These people in the Mercedes seem the very opposite of the 

dustbin men. They are starting their day and seem rich, 
successful and fashionable. And the poem seems to be about 
two things. It makes lots of contrasts between the two pairs. 
And it seems to criticise the society which makes the 
differences between people so large.   

 
ELIOT: When the poet’s describing the dustbin men, it is often 

negative, dirty and cheap. For instance, their jackets are plastic, 
they are grungy (or mucky and grimy), and he calls them 
‘scavengers’. We usually think of scavengers as animals that 
live off whatever others leave behind, like vultures. And in a 
way that’s what they are – they are paid to take away what 
others don’t want. But they do an important job and we 
couldn’t live without them. 

 
ALIX: The poet describes the couple in the Mercedes in a very 

positive way. He wears a suit and her hair is nicely done, or as 
he says it’s ‘casually coifed’. They look cool, and their car 
shows just how rich they must be.  
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ELIOT: But at the same time the poet also seems to criticise this couple. 

He says it’s like watching an ‘odorless TV’ advert, so they 
don’t look like real people and they sound too good to be true. 

 
ALIX: The poet then shows us how two of the men are similar. They 

are the same age, wear sunglasses and have long hair. And of 
course they live in the same city – they should be equal. 

 
ELIOT: This idea is made very clear at the end. The four people are 

next to each other, but there is a ‘gulf’ between them - they are 
living in different worlds.   

 
 
ALIX: One of the unusual things about the poem is that it doesn’t have 

clear sentences, full stops or commas. Even the lines don’t all 
start in the same place – some lines start on the left, some on 
the right and some in the middle. 

 
ELIOT: This is done on purpose. The four people are together for a few 

seconds and the poet quickly notes down some differences. It 
also means that when you read it, you stop at different places, 
and this might make you think about different ideas in the 
poem, and what you think of modern life.  

 
ALIX: Two Scavengers in a Truck is about the differences between 

people. It is set in America, but it could be about almost any 
modern city. The poet shows how differently people are treated 
– some people do horrible jobs with difficult hours and earn 
very little; others seem to work far less but have lots of money. 
The poem uses language in an interesting way, so it would be a 
good choice if you wanted to write about how language might 
be used in different ways. You could also use Two Scavengers 
if you wanted to write about different cultures, or politics, or 
change, or about a particular place.    

 
 
Reading poems from other cultures:  Unrelated Incidents 
 
This audio bite is about Unrelated Incidents by Tom Leonard. 
 
ELIOT: Unrelated Incidents is a poem about language. It’s about being 

proud of the accent and dialect you speak, and how the 
television often uses just one type of accent and ignores the 
others.  

 
ALIX: At the start it doesn’t seem like a poem at all. It seems to be 

someone reading the six o’clock news, but it’s not the normal 
English accent. Instead it’s a Scottish accent, from Glasgow. 
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ELIOT: And instead of politely reading the news, the newsreader starts 

to call the listeners ‘scruffs’. He tells them that if he talked like 
them, they wouldn’t believe what he said. He then says that 
there’s a right way to talk and a right way to spell. And what 
he’s doing is the right way for him.  

 
ALIX: And then he says that other people won’t know this truth 

because they don’t talk like he does. And finally, instead of 
ending the news normally, he tells his listeners to ‘belt up’. So 
what is it all about? 

 
ELIOT: Well, the poet is from Glasgow and he’s making the point that 

most of the media, like the television or radio, comes from 
England. And the speakers usually have posh English accents, 
like BBC newsreaders, so people coming from different regions 
are ignored.  

 
ALIX: It can easily sound like he’s making fun of these announcers by 

using his own way of speaking. He’s not actually reading the 
news – he’s talking personally to the listeners, and at times he 
insults them. 

 
ELIOT: But the poem can also be seen as serious. He is angry about the 

situation and feels that it is a political decision. English culture 
is so powerful that his local accent seems less important and 
less truthful that even people from Glasgow are less likely to 
believe him. 

 
ALIX: And if you read the poem a few times you realise he is right – 

we find it funny to hear the news read out in this accent, but 
only because we aren’t used to it. And it’s not fair that different 
accents, whether in Scotland or elsewhere, are ignored.  

 
ELIOT: In order to make it sound like the Glasgow accent, many of the 

words are spelled differently. For instance, ‘my’ is written  
‘M – I’, and ‘true’ is written ‘T – R – O – O’. As well as this, 
there are no commas and all the lines are very short. This 
makes it look like an autocue, which newsreaders use. 

 
ALIX: But the newsreader in this poem also sounds very informal, as 

if he’s talking to someone in a pub and not on national TV. For 
example, he uses phrases like ‘yi canny talk right’.  

 
ELIOT: Unrelated Incidents uses language as its main topic. The main 

message is that there is no correct way to speak. The poet 
thinks that TV and radio commentators often speak with a BBC 
accent, so many people in Britain feel ignored.  
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 You’ll probably find the poem is funny, but the poet seems to 
be making a serious point, that different cultures are pushed 
aside.  

 
 Language is very important, so you need to write about 

spellings and about how the reader uses informal words, like 
‘scruff’. And don’t forget that it doesn’t use a lot of punctuation 
and the lines are very short, like an autocue. 

 
Unrelated Incidents would make a good choice if you wanted 
to write about language, and how it can be used in unusual 
ways. You could also use the poem if you wanted to write 
about identity, or about different cultures. 

 
 
Reading poems from other cultures:  Nothing’s Changed 
 
This audio bite is about Nothing’s Changed by Tatamkhulu Afrika. 
 
ALIX: Nothing’s Changed is about a man going back after many years 

to an area he knew well in South Africa. The government had 
been racist, so white people were in charge and black people 
had few rights. But the government had changed, and the poet 
hoped he would see a different society. Sadly, everything he 
sees seems to be the same as it was. For that reason, he called 
the poem Nothing’s Changed. 

 
ELIOT: The poem starts with him walking across waste ground. There 

is nothing there but ‘hard stones’ and ‘weeds’. He realises it is 
Area Six, the area he lived in and he gets angry as he 
remembers how badly people were treated. 

 
ALIX: He spots a new building, some sort of expensive hotel. But he 

says it ‘squats’ here, as if it doesn’t belong to the area. And it 
just seems to be for whites – it’s too expensive for anyone else, 
and it even has a guard to stop poor people getting in.  

 
ELIOT: When he walks away he finds a working man’s café, one that 

whites probably don’t go to. It’s the opposite of the inn – it is 
cheap and very basic.  

 
ALIX: And the poet realises for an instant that he feels exactly like he 

did many years ago. When he was a young boy he was so angry 
that he wanted to destroy things, to throw stones and even plant 
bombs. But now his feelings might be different. He ends the 
poem by simply saying, ‘Nothing’s changed’ so we can’t be 
sure whether he’s just sad, or if he’s still angry, or whether he 
thinks things will ever get better in South Africa.  
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ELIOT: It’s a very personal poem, making use of contrasts between the 
whites and the blacks in this area. But he never talks about the 
people themselves – he only talks about the two places where 
they eat, and the wasteland around these places. So in that way 
he’s not angry at people, but at the situation. One of the key 
points is this contrast. 

 
ALIX: For instance, the inn has imported things, like the ‘haute 

cuisine’ food, from France. And everything about it is for the 
rich whites – even the glass is a ‘white glass’ and there is a rose 
on each table. 

 
ELIOT: The café is nothing like this – it has plastic table tops, it sells 

‘bunny chows’, about the cheapest take-away food in South 
Africa, and ‘you wipe your fingers on your jeans’.    

 
ALIX: And the rest of the area is just weeds and grass. As well as this 

contrast, the poet also mentions ‘glass’ quite a lot. He uses this 
idea to show the divide between the people. They can see each 
other, and the poet can see in through the window of the inn. 
But the two groups of people do not seem to mix or 
communicate. 

 
ELIOT: We aren’t clear what the poet thinks about the situation now. 

He must be concerned, because he’s written a poem about it. 
But you’ll have to decide for yourself if he’s still angry or just 
accepts it. 

 
ALIX: Nothing’s Changed is very much about life in South Africa. 

But it’s also about people’s feelings when they realise they 
can’t change the situation. So the message in the poem can 
apply to many other places as well. 

 
 The poet feels strongly about injustice. He makes very clear 

comparisons about the inn and the café. He also uses ‘glass’ as 
a way to show how the population of South Africa is separated. 

 
 Nothing’s Changed would make a good choice if you wanted to 

write about change, about different cultures, or identity or 
particular places. 

 
 
Reading poems from other cultures:  Blessing 
 
This audio bite is about Blessing by Imtiaz Dharker. 
 
ELIOT: Blessing is about water and its importance to our lives. The 

poem is set in a poor area of India. It gets far hotter than in 
England, but water is in short supply. And the poem tells us 
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how precious water is for the people there – they think of it as a 
special gift. And that’s why the poem is called Blessing. 

 
ALIX: It starts with the idea of skin that ‘cracks like a pod’ and then 

the simple line, ‘There never is enough water’. So we know 
that it is very dry. And then the poet imagines what it would be 
like having water slowly dripping into a cup. Its sound seems to 
make it special, almost as if it came from a god. 

 
ELIOT: And then the poem suddenly comes to life – the poet describes 

what it’s like when one of the pipes bursts and there is lots of 
water pouring out. People run around collecting the water in 
anything they can find. And the little children can’t believe 
their luck – they are able to play in the water and they scream 
for joy. 

 
ALIX: So in some ways it’s a very ordinary thing – if a pipe burst on 

your road, you wouldn’t get all your neighbours frantically 
running round collecting as much as they could. But of course, 
in this area of India water is precious, and the poem uses 
language to make this event very special. 

 
ELIOT: The first thing it does is use some religious words – so the 

sound of the water is the voice of a god, the group of people is 
described as a ‘congregation’, like in a church, and the poem is 
called Blessing - a religious word describing a gift from God.  

 
ALIX: The poem also has a lot of imagery – like it’s painting pictures 

in your mind. So at the beginning it talks about ‘skin’ – this 
could be people’s skin, or it could be the ground, as if the earth 
had a skin. And later on, it says that ‘silver crashes to the 
ground’ – it’s not actually silver, it might be the water pipe or 
the water. But using the word ‘silver’ reminds us how valuable 
it is for the people living there. 

 
ELIOT: There are other images too. Near the end of the poem, the 

children are playing in ‘liquid sun’ and this could make you 
think of the happiness the water brings, like the sun coming 
out. 

 
ALIX: The sentences also show how the poet views water. At the start, 

when it’s very dry, the sentences are short, and nothing is 
happening. It’s as if everybody is waiting for something. 

 
ELIOT: But later on the sentences are much longer. They flow over 

different subjects, like the huts, the people, the pots and the 
children. And this makes the longer sentences seem like the 
water pouring out of the pipe.    
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ALIX: The words the poet uses also show this difference – at the start 
the water makes a ‘drip’ and a ‘small splash’. But later on there 
is a ‘rush’, a ‘roar’ and it ‘crashes’.  

 
ELIOT: So if you choose to write about Blessing, don’t forget that it is 

about water. But it’s also about what is important in our lives. It 
is set in India, and so would make a contrast with any poem set 
in a particular place.  

 
The use of language is important. It is not in a dialect and it 
doesn’t use an accent, but it does use English in a special way. 
It has religious words in. It uses lots of images. And it also uses 
different sentences to help us understand how valuable water is 
for this community. So you could easily use Blessing if you 
wanted to show how language is important in some poems. 

 
 
Reading poems from other cultures:  Night of the Scorpion 
 
This audio bite is about Night of the Scorpion by Nissim Ezekiel. 
 
ELIOT: Night of the Scorpion is set in an Indian village and describes 

what happened when a scorpion stung the poet’s mother. A 
scorpion sting is very, very painful – sometimes the sting can 
kill. So people from the village hurry in with suggestions about 
what to do.  They try all sorts of traditional cures. Nothing 
seems to work but the woman slowly recovers. So the poem 
seems to be about the different reactions of the villagers to the 
scorpion attack.   

 
ALIX: The poem starts by setting the scene – it had been raining and 

the scorpion was hiding beneath a sack of rice. The woman 
obviously disturbed it and was stung on her toe. But the poet 
describes the scorpion as having a ‘diabolic tail’ – so the 
scorpion’s not just an animal, it seems to be like the devil. It is 
something that everybody in the village is frightened of. 

 
ELIOT: Then the poem describes the different ways the villagers want 

to cure the woman. They chanted the name of God, hoping that 
would stop the pain. They searched for the scorpion, thinking 
that would help. They even clicked their tongues to stop the 
poison hurting the woman. They also told her that her pain 
would make her a better person. 

 
ALIX: But nothing worked – she ‘twisted’ and lay there ‘groaning’. 

Her husband didn’t seem to believe in any of these traditional 
cures, but he tried everything he could to stop the pain. He even 
poured paraffin on the sting and lit it – but that probably just 
made things worse. And a holy man came to help, but again it 
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had no effect. When the pain stopped, the woman only said that 
she was glad it was her, and not her children.  

 
ELIOT: So the poem shows just how the whole community in the 

village gathers to help – they all face the same danger and it’s 
important that they stick together. But it also tells us a lot about 
their culture. They seem to see natural events not as random but 
as being caused by things. So the scorpion is evil, and saying 
the name of God might help to scare it away.  

 
ALIX: We don’t have these beliefs in England and they could seem 

silly – but many of us do odd things, like not walking under a 
ladder, or avoiding the number 13. And if we had scorpions, 
we’d probably invent lots of odd cures as well. 

 
ELIOT: The poet was probably young when the attack took place. It’s 

full of information about what the villagers do, but also about 
the boy’s attitude. At first he gives reasons why the scorpion 
did it. Then he gets irritated by all the people coming. He’s also 
frightened – the shadows the people make on the walls seem 
like giant scorpions.  

 
ALIX: But he is also more and more concerned – his mother is in pain 

and he keeps this dreadful picture of the paraffin and the ‘flame 
feeding off my mother’. When she recovers at the end, he uses 
her own words to show her love for her children.     

 
ELIOT: At first Night of the Scorpion doesn’t really tell us what the 

poet thinks of his culture. Instead, it’s like a list of what people 
believed in this Indian village, such as using the name of God 
to cure people. It also reminds us of the suffering that people in 
other countries have to go through.  

 
But the poet does seem to believe in fate – that you can’t 
change things in your life. The villagers, his father and the holy 
man all try, but the only thing that works is time. So this would 
be a good poem to use to write about the idea of change. You 
could also use it to write about particular places, or to write 
about childhood experiences. And of course, the poem tells us a 
lot about another culture. 

 
 
Reading poems from other cultures:  Hurricane Hits England 
 
This audio bite is about Hurricane Hits England by Grace Nichols. 
 
ALIX: Hurricane Hits England is about living in two cultures – the 

poet comes from the Caribbean but lives in England. And the 
poem is about one strong storm in England – much stronger 
than normal – which made her think of the hurricanes in the 
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Caribbean. And then it made her think of her homeland – where 
she was born. And she finally writes that ‘the earth is the earth 
is the earth’ – perhaps she means that she is the same person 
wherever she lives. 

 
ELIOT: The poem starts by describing a storm in the night on the south 

coast of England. It was actually a hurricane, which is almost 
unknown in England, and the poet felt it was frightening. But 
she also felt reassured – it reminded her of where she was born, 
because hurricanes are common there.  

 
ALIX: She talks to the hurricane, using names like ‘Oya’ and 

‘Shango’. These reflect her other culture – they are names of 
gods of wind and thunder. Then she asks why the hurricane 
came here. It seems to be ‘old tongues’, or things she 
remembers, which have come back in a new place.  

 
ELIOT: She describes the destruction – the electricity is off and trees 

are uprooted. But somehow she feels happy and her heart is 
‘unchained’. She says she’s following the movement of the 
winds, and that this storm has changed her.   

 
ALIX: So the poem isn’t just about the storm – it’s more to do with 

how she sees England. The poet writes about a ‘frozen lake’ 
which the storm breaks. So she’s been set free – she now feels 
closer to England than she did before. And she probably feels 
closer because she realises ‘the earth is the earth is the earth’ – 
it is the same world we live on, and we are all connected 
together in some way.  

 
ELIOT: The poem uses images and metaphors to make its ideas come 

alive. So the wind is a ‘howling ship’. This makes us think of 
the noise, but also that the wind is going from place to place. 
Which is what the poet did when she moved to England. And in 
her mind she has moved back to the Caribbean. 

 
ALIX: The poet also asks a number of questions. Some of them seem 

to be for the hurricane, but others are more like questions she’s 
asking herself. For instance, asking why her heart is unchained. 
This shows her confusion – she is confused about the storm, 
and who she is – she is living in a foreign land and doesn’t 
really feel close to the place. 

 
ELIOT: The poem makes this confusion stronger by using 

contradictions, like saying the storm is ‘fearful’ but it’s also 
‘reassuring’. Or saying something is the ‘blinding illumination’ 
– it lets her see something, but at the same time it stops her 
seeing it.    
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ALIX: Hurricane Hits England tells us what it is like to be living in a 
different culture. It also shows how natural events, like a storm, 
can affect us.  

 
It uses images, questions and contradictions to show the effect 
of the storm, and to show the poet’s reactions.   

 
It would be a good choice if you wanted to write about living in 
a different culture, or about two different cultures. You could 
also use it if you wanted to write about change, because the 
poet changed where she lived, and the hurricane changed how 
she viewed the world.    

 
 
Reading poems from other cultures:  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 
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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’.  

 
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. 
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