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A young man’s thoughts before June the 16th 

Analysis 

Background 

In 1976, the students of Soweto lead the protest against the government’s plans to implement Bantu 

education. This marked the beginning of the Soweto uprising, many were shot or killed by the police 

during this demonstration against education in Afrikaans. 

This pathos poem communicates the thoughts and feelings of one of the students in 1976, who would 

lose his life in the protest. This poem concentrates on the human aspects rather than political 

convictions. 

Title 

A young man’s thoughts before June 16
th
 

“A young man” is a general reference to the protesters of June 16
th

, by being unspecific, this suggests 

that the casualties of the protests are of a high number and also the large group that participated in the 

protest on the 16
th
,. 

“thoughts” suggests that the poem is reflective. 

 

Body 

tomorrow i travel on a road 

that winds to the top of the hill 

In lines 1 and 2 the speaker expects to encounter a difficult and unpredictable path ahead of him, it is 

a metaphor for life. 

“i” suggests that the speaker feels that he is insignificant when compared with his comrades in the 

protest. 

“winds” suggests the unforeseeable future. The path ahead of the young man is not straight-forward 

but rather twisted and difficult. It requires strength, effort, discipline and courage to reach “the top of 

the hill.” 

 

i take with me only the sweet 

memories of my youth 

Lines 2 and 4 conveys the bitterness of the young man, it suggests that the young man is required to 

sacrifice things that mean a lot to him. 

The enjambment and isolation of “memories of my youth” further emphasizes the sacrifices of the 

young man, which is meaningful to him and lacks material items. 
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my heart aches for my mother 

In line 5, the speaker conveys his distress, which suggests that danger awaits him. 

“aches” suggests suffering and a continuing pain. It also suggests that the speaker’s mother would 

grief for his death. 

“for” suggests the speakers longing for a sense of security and protection provided by his mother. 

This longing implies the strong bond between the speaker and his mother. 

 

for friday nights with friends 

around a table with the broad belch of beer 

These 2 lines, 6 and 7, suggests that the speaker is an ordinary young man. Here he collects his 

thoughts and memories before joining the protest. 

The alliteration of the f-sound suggests harmony and good friendship. 

The speaker’s relationship with his friends is suggested to be unconditional, they accept each other’s 

“broad belch” unconditionally. 

 

i ask only for a sad song 

sung by a woman with downturned eyes 

Lines 8 and 9 suggests the speaker’s absence. 

The alliteration of the s-sound suggests a hushed, sorrow song. 

“downturned eyes” is a submissive action which may either suggest sincerity or that the woman is 

hiding her sorrows by avoiding eye contact. 

 

a broken brow 

This line conveys an image of the old man’s brows, which may either be ‘broken’ by a scar, which 

then suggest violence, or it may be ‘broken’ by wrinkles of grief. 

The forceful sound of ‘b’ suggests suppression and oppression. 
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o sing my sad song sing for me 

“o” this is an interjection which emphasizes the speaker’s grief. 

“sing for me” suggests that the speaker is no longer present, therefore he cannot sing for himself. 

 

for my sunset is drenched with red 

“drenched” conveys an image of abundance and saturation. This suggests that on June 16th, a large 

number of youths would fall victim to the violence. 

“red” is a metaphor for death, bloodshed and violence. This word also suggests the passion, love and 

anger of the young man and the protesters. 

 

 

Structure 

Free verse without punctuation: Suggests that the speaker lacks education due to apartheid, it also 

suggests the simpleness of the speaker’s idea and dream, to receive a better education. 

The lack of punctuation suggests the lack of conformity to language conventions. This suggests that 

the order set by punctuations are broken. Without order, the speaker is conveyed to be vulnerable and 

not in control. 

The run-on-line and enjambment reflects natural speech and a conversational tone, which is linked 

with resignation, acceptance and a longing tone. 
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Once again, in this short poem, your success lies in paying careful attention the context/setting of 

the poem, but you also have to know the new and unfamiliar vocabulary. 

The setting: The poet places himself in the shoes of one of the teenagers who participated in the 

Soweto uprising of June 16, 1976. He sees himself the day before the event, foreseeing the 

tragedy that is due to erupt. 

 

The vocabulary: 

winds – takes a twisting route 

aches – hurts with a dull pain 

belch – burp noisily 

strum – sweep the fingers 

brow – person’s forehead 

drenched – soaked through 

 

Here are the mistakes you failed to see: 

 

1.1       Describe the structure of this poem (not what it is about) and say whether you think it 

is  effective.                                                                                                                     [2] 

free verse/no punctuation/stream of consciousness poetry/ It is suitable because it clearly 

describes the anxious, disordered thoughts of a teenager who does not know what the next 

day will bring./ 

1.2       What is implied about the persona in the lines, “i take with me only the sweet/memories 

of my      youth”?                                                                                                                       [1] 

The persona has a sense that they are leaving their youth behind – it is now just a memory./ 

1.3.1    What is the tone of “a broad belch of beer”, line 7? 

1.3.2    It makes the line:                                                                                                        [1] 

A.    sordid         B.     celebratory         C.   unruly   

B. celebratory 

1.3.3    Explain your answer to 4.3.2 by referring to the alliteration.                                     [2] 

The alliteration of “a broad belch of beer” evokes the picture and sound of happy young 

people enjoying an evening together/ in a carefree 

manner./                                                                 

1.4       Then, for the first time, from lines 8 – 12, the persona mentions adults and what their response 

will be “tomorrow”. In the context of the poem, explain why the adults should sing and play a 

“sad song”.                                                                                             [2] 

“tomorrow” is June 16
th

, the day of the Soweto Uprising,/ when the brutal murders of 

teenaged protesters caused their parents and adults in their community to go into 

mourning./ 
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1.5       Do you find the last line a fitting ending to the poem?   Explain your answer.         [2] 

It is fitting for several reasons – the red sunset speaks of blood and the end of something, so 

foreshadows the day ahead// the blood of innocent children was shed and “drenched” helps 

us feel that horror// OR the persona speaks of “my sunset” being ‘drenched”, changing 

what is normally beautiful, a sunset, life, into something grotesque// OR it is a young 

person’s response to an indescribable horror – it must be expressed strongly.// … 

1.6       Comment on the rich imagery used in the last line.                                                    [3] 

Sunset is often the metaphor for the end of life - death. Here, however, it is not a gentle death but one which is 

‘drenched with red’. Notice the harshness of the word ‘drenched’. The life of the young people has been ripped 

apart by police bullets, and their blood flows freely, drenching the sunset (and streets) with red. 
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A Young Man’s Thoughts Before June the 16th 
 

1. tomorrow i travel on a road 

2. that winds to the top of the hill 

3. i take with me only the sweet 

4. memories of my youth 

5. my heart aches for my mother 

6. for friday nights with friends 

7. around a table with a broad belch of beer 

8. i ask only for a sad song 

9. sung by a woman with downturned eyes 

10. and strummed by an old man with 

11. a broken brow 

12. o sing my sad song sing for me 

13. for my sunset is drenched with red 

History: 

June 16 marks the anniversary of the 1976 uprising begun by schoolchildren in Soweto to protest 

against the compulsory use of Afrikaans, seen as the language of the oppressor group, in black 

classrooms. 

Many people and young children - including Hector Peterson, lost their lives. 

About the poem: 

This poem is an example of a protest poem. 

Protest art, which is not restricted to only poems and literature, but also includes various visual 

artworks such as paintings etc, was and still is used as a method to give voice to the injustices and 

sufferings of coloured people during the Apartheid era. 

Analyses: 

INTERPRETING THE POEM IN TWO WAYS: 

 The speaker is reminiscing: It is possible that the poem is the thoughts of the speaker AFTER the 

incident of June 16
th

 1976.  The speaker could be preparing for a journey to the ͞top of the hill͟ 

where he will sit and mourn the deaths of his friends and perhaps his mother. 

1. tomorrow i travel on a road 

2. that winds to the top of the hill 

The speaker states that he will go to a hill or place that has some kinds of special meaning to 

him. 

3. i take with me only the sweet 

4. memories of my youth 

The speaker decides to make use of this occasion to recall all the memories of the good times 

of his youth. The memories follow below: 

Kommentar [u1]: No it is before the 

day of 16
th

 June. It is the fear of death that 

pervades this poem offset by the memories 

of youth 

Kommentar [u2]: NO. The Top of the 

Hill – think about the fact that this is a 

protest poem, the road is the road to 

freedom to get to the top of the hill where 

you can overlook the plains. But burial can 

also take place on top of a hill. He is not 

mourning the death of his mother or his 

friends, he is mourning the pain he will 

cause his mother through his death. 
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5. my heart aches for my mother 

It is possible that the speaker has lost his mother in the protest on 16
th

 June. He misses her. 

6. for friday nights with friends 

He and his friends used to have fun gatherings on Friday nights. But now it is different 

because he might have lost some of them on 16
th

 June. 

7. around a table with a broad belch of beer 

Friday nights they gathered around drinking beer and having a great time. 

8. i ask only for a sad song 

9. sung by a woman with downturned eyes 

10. and strummed by an old man with 

11. a broken brow 

He only wants to listen to a sad song while he sits on the hill, reminiscing and missing his 

friends and mother. He describes the song as a typical sad song sung by a woman who would 

look down while she sings (a typical gesture when one adds emotion to a song). 

12. o sing my sad song sing for me 

He wants to listen to the song while he looks at the sunset. 

13. for my sunset is drenched with red 

Two meanings: 1 – His sunset literally is red. It might be a very beautiful sunset which adds to 

the atmosphere of him, sitting on the hill, staring into the distance and replaying the good 

times he had with his friends and mother in his head. 

2 – Figuratively: The red sunset (whether it literally is red or not in this case) symbolises the 

blood and injuries of the day, as well as all the lives that were lost during the protest. 

 

 The speaker is preparing himself for the battle ahead: The year is 1976. (note: since the poet is 

20 in this year it could either be him that will be protesting the next day and therefore he is writing 

about his own thoughts, OR he is writing on behalf of one of the other protesters and what is going 

through his/her mind the day before the protest.) 

1. tomorrow i travel on a road 

The speaker is preparing himself for the journey the next day.  

Literally: The speaker is going to walk in the streets as protesters do, to the top of a hill that 

might be significant to them. 

Figuratively: The road represents the mission and the fight that lies ahead to ban or prevent 

Afrikaans in their schools. 

2. that winds to the top of the hill 

Literally: the hill will be the gathering point for the protesters. Or the hill is where the protest 

will stop. 

Figuratively: the hill represents a tough, uphill journey which is not going to be easy. It will 

be a tough battle to fight. The hill might also represent the ͞higher authority͟ or 

͞government͟. 

3. i take with me only the sweet 

4. memories of my youth 

Speaker states that the inspiration for the march is the circumstances they have lived in and 

the fact that they want to keep it that way. They do not want anything to change due to 

Kommentar [u3]: See above comment 

Kommentar [u4]: Nope, he is  fearful 

that they will lose him because he is going 

to fight 

Kommentar [u5]: He is asking for 

melancholy to add to his mood of 

impending death. It has to come from a 

woman who is submissive and does not 

look at  him, does not see him or his future. 

Kommentar [u6]: Hardly. The music is 

a threnody, a probable death song because 

his future is going to be drenched in blood. 

Kommentar [u7]: No this is only being 

used in a metaphoric manner – it is the 

probably bloodshed that will occur and 

which did occur. 

Kommentar [u8]: No – poetry is never 

literal 

Kommentar [u9]: Now this is literal, 

where does it state this in the poem? This 

is a fight for freedom, and not just for the 

demolition of Afrikaans. Afrikaans was 

merely a symbol of the oppression that 

they are trying to end. 

Kommentar [u10]: Do not do literally – 

very irritating idea 
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Afrikaans. 

͞i take with me͟ – ͞my inspiration for the protest is;͟ 

͞memories of my youth͟ – ͞the good old times where we did not have to learn Afrikaans, the 

language of the oppressor group.͟ 
5. my heart aches for my mother 

Speaker is a bit frightened and unsure of what would happen during the protest. He wants 

his mother to comfort him. 

6. for friday nights with friends 

The speaker would rather sit and gather with his friends and have fun, than to stand up to 

the authorities. He is scared because he knows that the government has great power and can 

do anything they’d like to him if they are unhappy with his way of behaving. 

7. around a table with a broad belch of beer 

He wishes to be happy and care-free, rather than to protest. 

8. i ask only for a sad song 

9. sung by a woman with downturned eyes 

10. and strummed by an old man with 

11. a broken brow 

12. o sing my sad song sing for me 

The speaker wishes to listen to some sad music. Maybe it has a calming effect on him. 

13. for my sunset is drenched with red 

Literally: It is evening and the sunset is a red, pinkish colour. This adds to his frightened 

feeling. 

Figuratively: The speaker has a feeling that something will go terribly wrong. He knows that 

injuries are inevitable. He is worried about the people who will get hurt or killed the next day. 

He also fears for his own life. 

 

Kommentar [u11]: Rubbish see 

previous comment 

Kommentar [u12]: Again rubbish see 

previous comment 

Kommentar [u13]: Nonsense he is pre-

empting the pain his death will cause his 

mother. 

Kommentar [u14]: This is so literal it is 

scary. Memory is a powerful tool to recall 

what was happy against what the future 

seems to hold in store. It is something 

humans use to offset fear. 

Kommentar [u15]: Perhaps, but he 

knows that what promises is a loss of what 

he has known and of his innocence. 

Kommentar [u16]: Way too literal 

Kommentar [u17]: He is speaking 

about himself and not others – this is a 

personal poem, an evocation of personal 

fear of the premonition of death. 
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ALEXANDRA 

       

                       by Wally Mongane Serote 

 

 

This poem is about the writer’s experience of growing up in the township Alexandra.  

During the apartheid era in South Africa many people have been forcefully removed from 

their birth places to more remote areas without any infrastructure.  They called these 

places townships.  The government of the time wanted to separate the blacks from the 

whites in order to have better control over them. The writer himself was born in 

Sophiatown, a vibrant and established place with houses, trees, gardens, electricity and 

running water.  He went to school in Alexandra. The poem is written in free verse and in 

the first person, indicated by the word I, thus giving it a more personal feel. 

 

Metaphorically the writer compares Alexandra to a mother.  In the first stanza the tone is 

pleasant and warm implied by the words ‘beautiful’ and ‘loving’.  The line ‘were it 

possible to say’ conveys the message that there is not another place where he would 

rather be or where he could go.  The line ‘I would have long gone from you’ suggests that 

the writer had contemplated leaving if he was able to do so. 

 

Lines 1-2 in the second stanza suggests that the speaker has no control over where he 

lives just like we have no choice as to who our mothers will be or weather we should be 

born at all as suggested by the lines ‘but we have only one mother, none can replace, just 

as we have no choice to be born’.  The use of the word ‘death’ changes the tone of the 

poem and stirs up unpleasant feelings.  The last line in this stanza, ‘we fall out of them 

like we fall out of life to death’ connotes to the writer’s feeling of finality and 

inevitability brought about by his situation.  Furthermore the phrases ‘we have no choice’ 

and ‘can’t choose’ suggest the idea of being stuck. 

 

In stanza three the writer personalizes Alexandra by using the words ‘you’ and ‘your’.  

This is suggestive of the writer having a conversation with his mother.  The tone in this 

stanza becomes harsh and angry with the use of the verbs ‘knot’, ‘throb’ and ‘cried’.  He 
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implies with the phrases ‘my beginning was knotted to you’ and ‘you knot my destiny’ 

that Alexandra is his beginning and would mean his end.  The word knot has 

connotations entanglement that is difficult to understand or undo.  The phrase ‘you are 

silent in my heartbeat that is loud to me’ suggest the idea that even though the writer is 

aware of being alive, he does not feel that he is being heard or being taken care of.  The 

image of tears evokes feelings of anger and sadness.  The writer implies with the phrase 

‘when I was thirsty my tongue tasted dust’ that all his desires, needs and wants ended in 

nothing and with the word ‘burdening’ suggest that it was difficult to find anything good 

in Alexandra.  ‘Nipples’ is a metaphor for food and sustenance.  When the speaker is 

‘thirsty’ for hope and salvation he calls to his mother as suggested in the line ‘I cry 

Alexandra when I am thirsty’ bearing in mind that Alexandra is a metaphor for mother.  

The image of dirty water oozing from breasts connotes to the contamination of the source 

from whence nurturing should come.  The word donga connotes to the image of ruts, 

created by neglect and by virtue of the depth thereof, difficult to get out of.  The water, a 

metaphor for life, is ‘diluted with the blood’, evoking images of suffering that has 

affected everybody as suggested with the words ‘brother and children’.  No-one escapes 

and eventually dies a spiritual death unable to see beyond the ‘donga’ they find 

themselves in.  “Do you love me Alexandra, or what are you doing to me?’, the writer 

asks, suggesting with this question that he is confused at the situation and at not getting 

what one would expect from a mother.     

 

In the forth stanza the speakers inner-child like voice registers regression into childhood, 

suggestive to his feelings of helplessness.  The metaphor of Alexander expands into being 

the whole of South-Africa implied by the capitalization of the word ‘mother’.  The phrase 

‘you wear expressions like you would be nasty to me’ suggests that the writer sees all 

around him the evidence of the injustices committed and that there is no escape from this 

even for him.  The writer saying ‘you frighten me, Mama’ twice connotes to the fear that 

he has in his country, South-Africa.  Even when the writer is safe, implied by the words 

‘breast’ and ‘rest’, he is still uneasy and suspicious as connoted by the phrase ‘something 

tells me’.   The words ‘nasty’ and ‘cruel’ has connotations ranging from bad to worse and 
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changes the tone of the poem into becoming harsh and angry.  The image of the word 

‘blood’ conjures up images of pain and hurt inflicted on somebody.   

 

The image of hell connotes to a place filled with bad people where the devil dwells. Hell 

is the metaphor for South-Africa.  The writer suggests in the line ‘I have seen people but I 

feel like I’m not one’ that things are not equal amongst all people.  He compares the life 

style of white South-Africans to that of Black South-Africans.  The line ‘I feel I have 

sunk so such meekness!’ implies that the writer is angry, indicated by the exclamation 

mark, that he has been doing what others have told him to do without expressing his own 

opinion or fighting for his rights.  ‘I lie flat while others walk on me to far places’ implies 

that the writer, unable to change the situation by leaving has had to watch others do so.  

The lines ‘I have gone from you, many times, I come back implies that the writer has 

dreamt of a better life, a better place and maybe even of leaving South-Africa, but he is 

unable to leave, just like a child is unable to leave his mother.  The poet says ‘Alexandra, 

I love you; I know’ conveying the message that this place is the only place that he knows 

and that he has no choice but to love Alexandra, just like we cannot choose our mother. 

The line ‘When all these worlds become funny to me’ suggests that he finds it peculiar 

and strange how other people live.  The word ‘funny’ also has connotations of something 

being suspicious and maybe illegal or dishonest.  The image of the word ‘waded’ 

conveys an impression of walking with great difficulty, normally water or mud, 

connoting to the idea that it was difficult for the writer to accept the reality of the terrible 

situation he is in.  With the word ‘silently’ the writer implies that there is nothing more he 

can do or say, what is done is done.  The last two lines ‘And amid the rubble I lay, 

Simple and black’ evokes such a feeling of sadness with the image of the word ‘rubble’ 

connoting to something that has been damaged or destroyed and the word ‘simple’ 

suggestive of somebody who did not amount to much and who is not very intelligent.   

At the end the tone of the poem is sad and impassioned expressed in the words ‘lay’ and 

‘simple’.  The use of the first person noun ‘I’ coupled with a verb as in ‘I feel’, ‘I lie’, ‘I 

know’, ‘I come’, ‘I lay’ and ‘I love’ suggests that the writer is taking ownership of who 

he is.  So much and yet so little in the end.  
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Plot, Setting, Narration, Theme, Motif Symbolism and 
Characterisation 

By: 

Ms. Lynne April  
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OUTCOMES  
 Know how to identify the Plot in a novel. 

 Be able to identify the Narration. 

 Identify the Theme of a novel. 

 Describe the Tone of a novel. 

 Know the importance of the Setting in a novel. 

 Be able to describe each character in its complete 
context. 

 Know what is Symbolism 

 Know what is Motif 
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PLOT 
 

 Plot refers to what happens in the story - events and 
thoughts which make up the story's basic structure.  

 

  Is usually composed of an introduction, rising 
action, a climax, falling action and 
catastrophe/denoumet  
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FREYTAG’S PYRAMID 
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PYRAMID EXPLAINED 
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WHAT QUESTIONS ARE RELATED TO THE 

PLOT?   

• What is the story about? What are the main events in 
the story?  

•  Events chronological or are they arranged in another 
way?  

• Are flashbacks, summaries, stories within the story 
used?  

• Is the plot fast-paced or slow-paced?  

• How do the thoughts, behaviours, and actions of 
characters move the plot forward?  

• Conflicts in the plot : physical, intellectual, moral or 
emotional? 
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QUESTIONS  
• What is the climax? When does it occur?  

• Ending of the story:  happy, unhappy, or indeterminate?  

• Does the plot have unity? Are all the chapters relevant to the 

total meaning or effect of the story?  

• Do incidents grow logically out of the preceding incidents and 

lead naturally to the next?  

• Do occurrences initiate, complicate, or  resolve the story? 

•  Are they resolved? How? 

• Is conflict between good and evil obvious, subtle or complex? 
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PLOT IN CATCHER IN THE RYE 
 High School boy that gets expelled 

 Flash backs – yes 

 Conflicts – moral, physical, emotional 

 Rising action? 

 Falling Action? 

 Catastrophe?  
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PLOT IN ROAD TO MECCA 
 Elderly woman artist gets a surprise visit from a young 

teacher friend with consequences.  
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WHAT IS SETTING?  
SETTING  

 Setting refers to the location of a story or novel in 
terms of place, time, social environment, and physical 
environment.  
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SETTING  
 

•  Place: the geographical location of the story - a country or 
a city/village/indoors/outdoors 

• Time: the period in history, the day of the month, and/or 
the hour of the day in which the events of the story occur.  

• Social environment: the location of characters and events 
in a particular society and/or a particular social class 
(lower, middle, or upper class).  

• Physical environment: the details of the location in which 
the story takes place. These physical details often indicate 
the emotional state of the characters or the relationship 
between characters.  
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QUESTIONS ABOUT THE SETTING 
 

• Where and when does the action take place?  

• How does the setting affect characters in the story?  

• Does their environment give them freedom, satisfaction, 
or make them feel trapped, dissatisfied, or unhappy? 
Why?  

• Be able to describe the social forces and institutions that 
shape the characters and their lives: political, social, 
economic, philosophic, religious, educational, etc.  

• Determine to what extent, if at all, the characters are 
influenced by nature.  
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SETTING OF CITR 
 ͝95͜ǯs 

 Sanatorium 

 Manhattan 

 Upper Class 

 Lavender Room 

 Radio City  
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SETTING OF RTM 
 1974 

 New Bethesda, Karoo 

 Miss Helenǯs house 
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WHAT IS NARRATION? 
 Through whose eyes do we see what is going on in the 

text?  

 ͝st person narrative: the reader is addressed by an ǮIǯ 
who can only relate what he sees, feels, knows and 
thinks. Is the narrator reliable? The narrator is not the 
author.  

 

 Are the characters described directly by the author or 
indirectly by what they say or do?  
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NARRATION 
 

 3rd Person narrative: the characters are referred to as 
he or she or they.  

 An omniscient point of view allows the narrator to 
know everything there is to know about the 
characters and their actions. This narrative style 
makes use of panoramic descriptions..  
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POINT OF VIEW 
 A limited or restricted point of view leaves the 

narrator with only interior insight in one 
character. An objective point of view only allows 
the narrator to relate what can be seen from the 
outside of the characters. It is left to the reader to 
find out about reasons and consequences. This 
narrative style is scenic 
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Themes 
 Themes are the fundamental and often universal ideas 

explored in a literary work. 

 

  Alienation as a Form of Self-Protection 

 The Painfulness of Growing Up 

 The Phoniness of the Adult World 
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Motifs 
 Motifs are recurring structures, contrasts, and literary 

devices that can help to develop and inform the text’s 
major themes. 

 

 Loneliness 

 Lying Deception 

 Intimacy, Sexuality, Relationships 
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Symbolism  
 Symbols are objects, characters, figures, and colours 

used to represent abstract ideas or concepts. 

 

 Symbols can be anything that the author uses to 
communicate a non-verbal message.  

 All symbols and their abstract meaning need to be 
looked at in context.  
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QUESTIONS ABOUT SYMBOLISM  
 

 Are there any objects which seem to have a symbolic 
meaning? What are their meanings?  

 Do any people act as symbols in the story? What do 
they represent?  

 Do aspects of the story's setting seem symbolic? In 
what way?  

 Is one symbol used throughout the story or do the 
symbols change?  
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Characterisation 
 Characters are the people (or animals!) in a story.  

 Character refers to people's outward appearance, 
behaviour and also their inner emotional, intellectual, 
and moral qualities.  

 Main charactersǯȋthe protagonist or hero/heroineȌ, 
personality traits move the plot forward and 
contribute to conflict. 

  Many stories also have at least one minor character, 
who is not the focus of the story but who still plays an 
important role. Sometimes characters provide 
contrasts with one another. 
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A young man’s thoughts before June 16th

by Fhazel Johennesse

tomorrow i travel on a road
that winds to the top of the hill
i take with me only the sweet
memories of my youth
my heart aches for my mother
for friday nights with friends
around a table with the broad belch of beer
i ask only for a sad song
sung by a woman with downturned eyes
and strummed by an old man with
a broken brow
o sing my sad song sing for me
for my sunset is drenched with red

Words
Pay exceedingly close attention to what individual words mean—and especially to
what you think might be keywords, since this is where meaning can be
concentrated.

● Which words stand out, and why?
Consider how words may carry more than one meaning. A dictionary is obviously
useful, especially one based on historical principles, since it will point to how the
meanings of words may have changed over time. “Silly” once meant “helpless.”

● Do any words carry non-contemporary or unfamiliar meanings?
● Do any words likely carry multiple and/or ambiguous meanings?  
● Do repeated words carry the same meaning when repeated, or do they

change? Words often gather or evolve in meaning when repeated.  
● Do particular words or phrases seem drawn to or connected with each

other? These often add up so that a clearer sense of the poem emerges.
● Do you notice lots of material or immaterial things (nouns) or lots of

action (verbs)? Is the poem concrete, about specific things and places, or
is the poem more abstract, about concepts or ideas? Is the poem full of
movement, or does it seem to stay still and look at one thing?

● Do certain words seem to clash with each other, and what effect does this
have? Think in terms of oppositions, tensions, conflicts, and binaries.

Diction
● Is the word choice distinctive? Does it add up to a kind of style—for

example, is it elaborate, dense, simple, archaic, formal, conversational,
descriptive, abstract, and so on?

● How would you describe the level of language and vocabulary (register):
informal, formal, common, casual, neutral, mixed?

Tone
Address the tone of the speaker or narrator, which is the attitude taken by the
poem’s voice toward the subject or subjects in the poem:

● What is the attitude taken by the “voice” of the poem toward the subjects
of the poem? Is the tone serious, ironic, amorous, argumentative, distant,
intimate, somber, abrupt, playful, cheerful, despondent, conversational,
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yearning, etc.—or is it mixed, changing, ambiguous, or unclear?

Word Order
Focus on how the words are ordered. Look for patterns; in drawing attention to
themselves, they require your attention:

● Is the word order or sentence structure (syntax) unusual in any way, and
what is the effect of this?

● Are there any noticeable patterns in the ordering of words? If so, how do
the patterns contribute to meaning?

● Do the lines have strong end-stops, or do they break across lines
(enjamb)? Do the lines end with a final stress or rhyme? Does each line
tend to be a self-contained, grammatical unit, or does it vary? What effect
does this have?

● Are there lots of long, complete sentences (simple or complex?), or are
there many sentence fragments and phrases? Does the poem stop and
start, or does it move or flow continuously? What is the effect of this?

Punctuation
Punctuation organizes and creates relationship between words, phrases, clauses,
and sentences. In poetry, where lines are often seen as units of meaning, the
importance of punctuation is sometimes magnified, though often overlooked.
Punctuation can create or reinforce rhythm. It can also control meaning or make
meaning uncertain by its placement and usage, especially if it is used minimally, or
in some cases, not at all.

● What role does punctuation have in the poem?
● Does it follow accepted rules and conventions, or is it used in unusual

ways?

Figurative Language
Related to word meaning is figurative language, which often plays a crucial role
in both condensing language yet expanding meaning. Most generally, figurative
language refers to language that is not literal. The phrase “fierce tears” (the
personification of tears) is not literal, but it is both precise and suggestive in
carrying meaning.

● Are certain words used in unusual, non-literal, non-standard, exaggerated,
or metaphorical ways? What effect do these figures of speech have?

● Which words or phrases are used literally (they denote something literal)
and which are used figuratively (they connote something figurative)? 

Much of what we read is literal: The evening sky was dark; he looked up; he felt
sick.  Figurative language refers to language not used literally—it is used
abstractly, indirectly, and often evocatively. The evening is spread out against
the sky like a patient etherized upon a table. Here we have an evening (a thing),
spreading (an action), a patient (thing), etherizing (an action), and a table
(thing). But an evening cannot be a drugged patient spread out upon a table,
perhaps ready to be operated upon; this description cannot be literally true (there
is no patient, no etherizing, no table, and evenings don’t literally spread out
against skies); this language is used figuratively.

● How does non-literal or figurative language suggest a certain meaning?
● What mood or feeling is evoked via this figurative, non-literal language?
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Imagery
When figurative language (like metaphor or simile) provides a picture that
evokes any of the senses, we call this imagery. “She is the sun” (a simile)
contains imagery of light and warmth (the senses of sight and touch). 

● What imagery—pictures or senses that are evoked in words—is present in
the poem? What imagery, if any, is most striking, frequent, or patterned?

● What images seem related or connected to each other?
● What mood or atmosphere is created by the imagery?
● Which details stand out? Why?
● What sense (if any) seems to dominate the poem: sight, sound, taste,

touch, smell?

Allusion
Poetry sometimes contains brief references to things outside itself—a person,
place, or thing—that will expand, clarify, or complicate its meaning. Sometimes
they are obvious and direct, and sometimes they are subtle, indirect, and
debatable. Allusions are frequently references made to other texts (for example,
to the Bible, or to another poem).

● What allusions, if any, can you detect?
● What effect do the allusions have upon the poem?
● If it is a literary allusion, how does it relate to or connect with the original

text?

Sound
You probably first read a poem to yourself, silently, but most poems also create
sense though sounds, unlike concrete poetry, which operates visually. Try
reading the poem aloud. Sound brings attention to both individual words that are
drawn together through their sound as well as to the overall “feeling” or
experience. For example, repetition of sounds like “s,” “m,” “l,” and “f” might
encourage a soft or sensuous feeling: “Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness . .
.”

● What words are drawn to each other because of sound, and how does this
influence meaning? What tone do these sounds create (quiet, loud,
sensual, aggressive, etc.)?

Also, think about whether the poem “moves” slowly or quickly, jerkily or fluidly.
● Does the poem move differently at different places in the poem? What

effect does this have?
● How do the poem’s sounds contribute to its meaning? Does a particular

sound or sounds dominate the poem? What is the effect of this?

Rhythm
A poem’s rhythm can be regular or irregular. When it has regular rhythmical sound
patterns, we say the poem has a certain meter. The type of meter is based on
the number of syllables per line and how many unstressed (x) or stressed (/)
syllables there are. (“I WAN-dered LONE-ly AS a CLOUD“; x /  x /  x /  x / ). A
small, distinct group of accented words is called a foot (“a CLOUD”; x /). The
various meters—tetrameter, pentameter, etc.—are based on the number of feet
per line. (The meter in the above example has four regular feet, and is therefore
tetrameter; because each foot has an unstressed syllable [x] followed by a
stressed one [/], this is called an iamb. We would then say that the line is in
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iambic tetrameter; if it had an extra foot—that is, five feet—we would call it
iambic pentameter.)

● When you count out (scan) the syllables of a line, do they follow a
rhythm? Is there a name for it?

● How prominent is the poem’s rhythm? Does the rhythm have any influence
on the poem’s meaning? If so, in what way or ways?

Melody
Melody refers to sound effects, such as rhyme, alliteration, assonance, and
consonance, with each producing a unique melodic effect. Rhyme is a type of
melody, and rhymes can be perfect with identical vowel sounds (“guy” and “high”)
or slant, when the sound of the final consonants is identical, but not the vowels
(“shell” and “pill,” “cement” and “ant”).

● Do words at the end of lines rhyme? Why kind of rhymes are they? Do
they form a pattern (a rhyme scheme) that is regular or irregular?

● Do the rhyming words have any relationship with each other? Does the
rhyme concentrate meaning in any way?

Speaker
All poems have a voice, which can be called a speaker (or in some case speakers,
if there is more than one person “speaking” the poem).

● Who “tells” the poem? Are there things you can say about the speaker’s
personality, point of view, tone, society, age, or gender?

● Does the speaker assume a persona at any point in the poem, and speak
“as” a particular person (e.g., “I am Lazarus, come from the dead . . . I
shall tell you all”)?

● Does the speaker seem attached or detached from what is said?
● What effect do the speaker’s characteristics have on the poem?

Likewise, all poems have a silent or implied listener/reader, an addressee.
● Is it possible to figure out to whom the poem is addressed? Is there an

ideal listener or reader?
● Does the speaker seek anything from the listener/reader (sympathy,

support, agreement, etc.)?

Narrative/Narrator
Poems capture thoughts, ideas, feelings, impressions, experiences, and incidents,
but sometimes poems also tell a story. Ask yourself:

● What is happening in the poem? What action, drama, or conflict is
present? Is there more than one event in the poem? Does anything
change in the poem (is an action completed, does an attempted action
fail, or does someone change in an important way)?

● Who tells the story, and what relationship does the narrator have to the
story?

Time
● What is the temporal structure of the poem? Does it take place in one

time (the present, the past, the future) or does it move back and forth
between times?

● Does it present single actions in time or continuing actions? Does it bring
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different times together or set them apart (e.g., “then” vs. “now”)?
● Is there a particular occasion for the poem (an incident, an event, a

realization)?
● Does it focus on indicative states (“I am, I will be”) or conditional states

(“I could be, I would be”)?
● Are different parts of the poem located in different times?
● Does time move smoothly? Are different states of being, or different ways

of thinking, associated with different times? (“I used to think ‘X’, but now I
think  ‘Y’”)?

Setting answers the questions “Where?” and “When?” in the poem, though often
poems are not set in a specific location or time.

● Is a sense of place clear (urban, pastoral, forest, desert, beach, etc.), or
does the poem seem to occupy an abstract time and place (such as
mental or emotional state)?

For some poems, a difficult but key question may be this:
● Where are we?

Symbol
A symbol represents or stands for something other than the image itself. A symbol,
then, is often something concrete—a word, a thing, a place, a person (real of
fictitious), an action, an event, a creation, etc.—that represents something larger,
abstract, or complex—an idea, a value, a belief, an emotion. A river (a thing) can
be symbol for life; Gomorrah (a place) can be a symbol of shameless sin; Homer
Simpson (a fictitious person) can be a symbol of innocent stupidity; a strawberry
(a thing) can be a symbol of sensual love.

● Does the poem have any clear or central symbols? What meaning do they
bring to the poem?

Form
Poetic form usually refers to the structure that “holds” or gives “shape” to the
poem—in a way, what it looks like to you on the page. This will include groupings
or sets of lines, called stanzas. Another, more interesting way to consider form is
to say that it necessarily determines the content of the poem, especially in the
case of a particular genre, like a ballad, epic, or sonnet; these specific forms
(sometimes called “closed forms”) often have structures and stylistic conventions
that are both structural and that convey units of meaning or conventions of
rhyme, meter, or expression. If the poem you are reading has a particular form or
structure determined by genre, learn something about the conventions of that
genre, since this can direct your attention to certain expectations of content.

● Is the poem of a particular genre? What are its conventions?
● If it doesn’t fit particular genre, how would you describe its form?
● What is the relationship between form and meaning in the poem?
● Are there clear parts to the poem, and if so, how are they

similar/different?
Poems that do not follow determined, formal conventions or genre have an “open
form.”

Stuvia.com - The study-notes marketplace

Downloaded by: selissa | kleinbeginecd@gmail.com

Distribution of this document is illegal

Stuvia.com - The study-notes marketplace

Downloaded by: selissa | kleinbeginecd@gmail.com

Distribution of this document is illegal

https://www.stuvia.co.za
https://www.stuvia.co.za


Stuvia.com - The study-notes marketplaceStuvia.com - The study-notes marketplace

Ideas
● Are the ideas of the poem simple or complex, small or large?
● Is there one main problem in the poem? How does the poem think through

that problem?
● What are the ideas that the poem seeks to embody in images?
● What is the poem’s process of thinking? Does it change its “mind” as it

proceeds?
● Does the poem proceed logically or illogically? Can you tell the way it is

thinking, or is it unclear, opaque, and confusing?
● How do the ideas change from line to line, stanza to stanza?
● Does the poem offer an argument?
● Does the poem reflect a particular experience, feeling, or concept?

Theme
“Purity” is a subject, not a theme; “purity is vulnerability” is a theme. “Theme”
refers to a larger, more general, or universal message—a big idea—as well as to
something that you could take away from the work and perhaps apply to life. One
way to determine a theme is to
1) ask yourself what the poem is about;
2) come up with some one-word answers to that question (subjects of the
poem); and
3) ask what general attitude (tone) is taken towards those subjects in the poem.
You might conclude that, for example, “love,” “trust,” or “loss” are subjects. Now,
try to figure out what the attitude in the poem is toward that one-word subject
and you have theme—for example, “love is dangerous,” “you cannot trust people
close to you,” “loss makes you stronger.” But don’t think this is always easy or
straightforward: many poems resist reduction to simple themes or even subjects,
and such resistance—sometimes in the form of ambiguity, paradox, abstraction,
or complexity—strengthens our interest in and engagement with the poem. Poems
are not necessarily answers, but they may be problems or questions.

Stuvia.com - The study-notes marketplace

Downloaded by: selissa | kleinbeginecd@gmail.com

Distribution of this document is illegal

Stuvia.com - The study-notes marketplace

Downloaded by: selissa | kleinbeginecd@gmail.com

Distribution of this document is illegal

https://www.stuvia.co.za
https://www.stuvia.co.za


Stuvia.com - The study-notes marketplaceStuvia.com - The study-notes marketplace

Catcher in the Rye Notes 

Context 

Jerome David Salinger was born in New York City in 1919. The son of a wealthy cheese importer, Salinger grew 

up in a fashionable neighborhood in Manhattan and spent his youth being shuttled between various prep schools 

before his parents finally settled on the Valley Forge Military Academy in 1934. He graduated from Valley Forge 

in 1936 and attended a number of colleges, including Columbia University, but did not graduate from any of them. 

While at Columbia, Salinger took a creative writing class in which he excelled, cementing the interest in writing 

that he had maintained since his teenage years. Salinger had his first short story published in 1940; he continued 

to write as he joined the army and fought in Europe during World War II. Upon his return to the United States and 

civilian life in 1946, Salinger wrote more stories, publishing them in many respected magazines. In 1951, Salinger 

published his only full-length novel, The Catcher in the Rye, which propelled him onto the national stage. 

Many events from Salinger’s early life appear in The Catcher in the Rye. For instance, Holden Caulfield moves 

from prep school to prep school, is threatened with military school, and knows an older Columbia student. In the 

novel, such autobiographical details are transplanted into a post–World War II setting.The Catcher in the 

Rye was published at a time when the burgeoning American industrial economy made the nation prosperous and 

entrenched social rules served as a code of conformity for the younger generation. Because Salinger used slang 

and profanity in his text and because he discussed adolescent sexuality in a complex and open way, many 

readers were offended, and The Catcher in the Rye provoked great controversy upon its release. Some critics 

argued that the book was not serious literature, citing its casual and informal tone as evidence. The book was—
and continues to be—banned in some communities, and it consequently has been thrown into the center of 

debates about First Amendment rights, censorship, and obscenity in literature. 

Though controversial, the novel appealed to a great number of people. It was a hugely popular bestseller and 

general critical success. Salinger’s writing seemed to tap into the emotions of readers in an unprecedented way. 

As countercultural revolt began to grow during the 1950s and 1960s, The Catcher in the Rye was frequently read 

as a tale of an individual’s alienation within a heartless world. Holden seemed to stand for young people 

everywhere, who felt themselves beset on all sides by pressures to grow up and live their lives according to the 

rules, to disengage from meaningful human connection, and to restrict their own personalities and conform to a 

bland cultural norm. Many readers saw Holden Caulfield as a symbol of pure, unfettered individuality in the face 

of cultural oppression. 

In the same year that The Catcher in the Rye appeared, Salinger published a short story in The New 

Yorker magazine called “A Perfect Day for Bananafish,” which proved to be the first in a series of stories about 

the fictional Glass family. Over the next decade, other “Glass” stories appeared in the same magazine: “Franny,” 
“Zooey,” and “Raise High the Roof-Beam, Carpenters.” These and other stories are available in the only other 

books Salinger published besides The Catcher in the Rye: Nine Stories (1953),Franny and Zooey (1961), 

and Raise High the Roof-Beam, Carpenters and Seymour: An Introduction (1963). Though Nine Stories received 

some critical acclaim, the critical reception of the later stories was hostile. Critics generally found the Glass 

siblings to be ridiculously and insufferably precocious and judgmental. 

Beginning in the early 1960s, as his critical reputation waned, Salinger began to publish less and to disengage 

from society. In 1965, after publishing another Glass story (“Hapworth 26, 1924”) that was widely reviled by 

critics, he withdrew almost completely from public life, a stance he has maintained up to the present. This 

reclusiveness, ironically, made Salinger even more famous, transforming him into a cult figure. To some degree, 

Salinger’s cult status has overshadowed, or at least tinged, many readers’ perceptions of his work. As a recluse, 

Salinger, for many, embodied much the same spirit as his precocious, wounded characters, and many readers 

view author and characters as the same being. Such a reading of Salinger’s work clearly oversimplifies the 

process of fiction writing and the relationship between the author and his creations. But, given Salinger’s 

iconoclastic behavior, the general view that Salinger was himself a sort of Holden Caulfield is understandable. 

The few brief public statements that Salinger made before his death in 2010 suggested that he continued to write 

stories, implying that the majority of his works might not appear until after his death. Meanwhile, readers have 

become more favorably disposed toward Salinger’s later writings, meaning that The Catcher in the Rye may one 

day be seen as part of a much larger literary whole. 
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The Catcher in the Rye is set around the 1950s and is narrated by a young man named Holden Caulfield. Holden 

is not specific about his location while he’s telling the story, but he makes it clear that he is undergoing treatment 

in a mental hospital or sanatorium. The events he narrates take place in the few days between the end of the fall 

school term and Christmas, when Holden is sixteen years old. 

Holden’s story begins on the Saturday following the end of classes at the Pencey prep school in Agerstown, 

Pennsylvania. Pencey is Holden’s fourth school; he has already failed out of three others. At Pencey, he has 

failed four out of five of his classes and has received notice that he is being expelled, but he is not scheduled to 

return home to Manhattan until Wednesday. He visits his elderly history teacher, Spencer, to say goodbye, but 

when Spencer tries to reprimand him for his poor academic performance, Holden becomes annoyed. 

Back in the dormitory, Holden is further irritated by his unhygienic neighbor, Ackley, and by his own roommate, 

Stradlater. Stradlater spends the evening on a date with Jane Gallagher, a girl whom Holden used to date and 

whom he still admires. During the course of the evening, Holden grows increasingly nervous about Stradlater’s 

taking Jane out, and when Stradlater returns, Holden questions him insistently about whether he tried to have sex 

with her. Stradlater teases Holden, who flies into a rage and attacks Stradlater. Stradlater pins Holden down and 

bloodies his nose. Holden decides that he’s had enough of Pencey and will go to Manhattan three days early, 

stay in a hotel, and not tell his parents that he is back. 

On the train to New York, Holden meets the mother of one of his fellow Pencey students. Though he thinks this 

student is a complete “bastard,” he tells the woman made-up stories about how shy her son is and how well 

respected he is at school. When he arrives at Penn Station, he goes into a phone booth and considers calling 

several people, but for various reasons he decides against it. He gets in a cab and asks the cab driver where the 

ducks in Central Park go when the lagoon freezes, but his question annoys the driver. Holden has the cab driver 

take him to the Edmont Hotel, where he checks himself in. 

From his room at the Edmont, Holden can see into the rooms of some of the guests in the opposite wing. He 

observes a man putting on silk stockings, high heels, a bra, a corset, and an evening gown. He also sees a man 

and a woman in another room taking turns spitting mouthfuls of their drinks into each other’s faces and laughing 

hysterically. He interprets the couple’s behavior as a form of sexual play and is both upset and aroused by it. 

After smoking a couple of cigarettes, he calls Faith Cavendish, a woman he has never met but whose number he 

got from an acquaintance at Princeton. Holden thinks he remembers hearing that she used to be a stripper, and 

he believes he can persuade her to have sex with him. He calls her, and though she is at first annoyed to be 

called at such a late hour by a complete stranger, she eventually suggests that they meet the next day. Holden 

doesn’t want to wait that long and winds up hanging up without arranging a meeting. 

Holden goes downstairs to the Lavender Room and sits at a table, but the waiter realizes he’s a minor and 

refuses to serve him. He flirts with three women in their thirties, who seem like they’re from out of town and are 

mostly interested in catching a glimpse of a celebrity. Nevertheless, Holden dances with them and feels that he is 

“half in love” with the blonde one after seeing how well she dances. After making some wisecracks about his age, 

they leave, letting him pay their entire tab. 

As Holden goes out to the lobby, he starts to think about Jane Gallagher and, in a flashback, recounts how he got 

to know her. They met while spending a summer vacation in Maine, played golf and checkers, and held hands at 

the movies. One afternoon, during a game of checkers, her stepfather came onto the porch where they were 

playing, and when he left Jane began to cry. Holden had moved to sit beside her and kissed her all over her face, 

but she wouldn’t let him kiss her on the mouth. That was the closest they came to “necking.” 

Holden leaves the Edmont and takes a cab to Ernie’s jazz club in Greenwich Village. Again, he asks the cab 

driver where the ducks in Central Park go in the winter, and this cabbie is even more irritable than the first one. 

Holden sits alone at a table in Ernie’s and observes the other patrons with distaste. He runs into Lillian Simmons, 

one of his older brother’s former girlfriends, who invites him to sit with her and her date. Holden says he has to 

meet someone, leaves, and walks back to the Edmont. 
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Maurice, the elevator operator at the Edmont, offers to send a prostitute to Holden’s room for five dollars, and 

Holden agrees. A young woman, identifying herself as “Sunny,” arrives at his door. She pulls off her dress, but 

Holden starts to feel “peculiar” and tries to make conversation with her. He claims that he recently underwent a 

spinal operation and isn’t sufficiently recovered to have sex with her, but he offers to pay her anyway. She sits on 

his lap and talks dirty to him, but he insists on paying her five dollars and showing her the door. Sunny returns 

with Maurice, who demands another five dollars from Holden. When Holden refuses to pay, Maurice punches him 

in the stomach and leaves him on the floor, while Sunny takes five dollars from his wallet. Holden goes to bed. 

He wakes up at ten o’clock on Sunday and calls Sally Hayes, an attractive girl whom he has dated in the past. 

They arrange to meet for a matinee showing of a Broadway play. He eats breakfast at a sandwich bar, where he 

converses with two nuns about Romeo and Juliet. He gives the nuns ten dollars. He tries to telephone Jane 

Gallagher, but her mother answers the phone, and he hangs up. He takes a cab to Central Park to look for his 

younger sister, Phoebe, but she isn’t there. He helps one of Phoebe’s schoolmates tighten her skate, and the girl 

tells him that Phoebe might be in the Museum of Natural History. Though he knows that Phoebe’s class wouldn’t 
be at the museum on a Sunday, he goes there anyway, but when he gets there he decides not to go in and 

instead takes a cab to the Biltmore Hotel to meet Sally. 

Holden and Sally go to the play, and Holden is annoyed that Sally talks with a boy she knows from Andover 

afterward. At Sally’s suggestion, they go to Radio City to ice skate. They both skate poorly and decide to get a 

table instead. Holden tries to explain to Sally why he is unhappy at school, and actually urges her to run away 

with him to Massachusetts or Vermont and live in a cabin. When she refuses, he calls her a “pain in the ass” and 

laughs at her when she reacts angrily. She refuses to listen to his apologies and leaves. 

Holden calls Jane again, but there is no answer. He calls Carl Luce, a young man who had been Holden’s 

student advisor at the Whooton School and who is now a student at Columbia University. Luce arranges to meet 

him for a drink after dinner, and Holden goes to a movie at Radio City to kill time. Holden and Luce meet at the 

Wicker Bar in the Seton Hotel. At Whooton, Luce had spoken frankly with some of the boys about sex, and 

Holden tries to draw him into a conversation about it once more. Luce grows irritated by Holden’s juvenile 

remarks about homosexuals and about Luce’s Chinese girlfriend, and he makes an excuse to leave early. Holden 

continues to drink Scotch and listen to the pianist and singer. 

Quite drunk, Holden telephones Sally Hayes and babbles about their Christmas Eve plans. Then he goes to the 

lagoon in Central Park, where he used to watch the ducks as a child. It takes him a long time to find it, and by the 

time he does, he is freezing cold. He then decides to sneak into his own apartment building and wake his sister, 

Phoebe. He is forced to admit to Phoebe that he was kicked out of school, which makes her mad at him. When 

he tries to explain why he hates school, she accuses him of not liking anything. He tells her his fantasy of being 

“the catcher in the rye,” a person who catches little children as they are about to fall off of a cliff. Phoebe tells him 

that he has misremembered the poem that he took the image from: Robert Burns’s poem says “if a body meet a 

body, coming through the rye,” not “catch a body.” 

Holden calls his former English teacher, Mr. Antolini, who tells Holden he can come to his apartment. Mr. Antolini 

asks Holden about his expulsion and tries to counsel him about his future. Holden can’t hide his sleepiness, and 

Mr. Antolini puts him to bed on the couch. Holden awakens to find Mr. Antolini stroking his forehead. Thinking 

that Mr. Antolini is making a homosexual overture, Holden hastily excuses himself and leaves, sleeping for a few 

hours on a bench at Grand Central Station. 

Holden goes to Phoebe’s school and sends her a note saying that he is leaving home for good and that she 

should meet him at lunchtime at the museum. When Phoebe arrives, she is carrying a suitcase full of clothes, 

and she asks Holden to take her with him. He refuses angrily, and she cries and then refuses to speak to him. 

Knowing she will follow him, he walks to the zoo, and then takes her across the park to a carousel. He buys her a 

ticket and watches her ride it. It starts to rain heavily, but Holden is so happy watching his sister ride the carousel 

that he is close to tears. 
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Holden ends his narrative here, telling the reader that he is not going to tell the story of how he went home and 

got “sick.” He plans to go to a new school in the fall and is cautiously optimistic about his future. 

 

Character List: 

 

Holden Caulfield  -  The protagonist and narrator of the novel, Holden is a sixteen-year-old junior who has just 

been expelled for academic failure from a school called Pencey Prep. Although he is intelligent and sensitive, 

Holden narrates in a cynical and jaded voice. He finds the hypocrisy and ugliness of the world around him almost 

unbearable, and through his cynicism he tries to protect himself from the pain and disappointment of the adult 

world. However, the criticisms that Holden aims at people around him are also aimed at himself. He is 

uncomfortable with his own weaknesses, and at times displays as much phoniness, meanness, and superficiality 

as anyone else in the book. As the novel opens, Holden stands poised on the cliff separating childhood from 

adulthood. His inability to successfully negotiate the chasm leaves him on the verge of emotional collapse. 

Read an in-depth analysis of Holden Caulfield. 

Ackley -  Holden’s next-door neighbor in his dorm at Pencey Prep. Ackley is a pimply, insecure boy with terrible 

dental hygiene. He often barges into Holden’s room and acts completely oblivious to Holden’s hints that he 

should leave. Holden believes that Ackley makes up elaborate lies about his sexual experience. 

Stradlater -  Holden’s roommate at Pencey Prep. Stradlater is handsome, self-satisfied, and popular, but Holden 

calls him a “secret slob,” because he appears well groomed, but his toiletries, such as his razor, are disgustingly 

unclean. Stradlater is sexually active and quite experienced for a prep school student, which is why Holden also 

calls him a “sexy bastard.” 
Jane Gallagher  -  A girl with whom Holden spent a lot of time one summer, when their families stayed in 

neighboring summer houses in Maine. Jane never actually appears in The Catcher in the Rye, but she is 

extremely important to Holden, because she is one of the few girls whom he both respects and finds attractive. 

Phoebe Caulfield -  Phoebe is Holden’s ten-year-old sister, whom he loves dearly. Although she is six years 

younger than Holden, she listens to what he says and understands him more than most other people do. Phoebe 

is intelligent, neat, and a wonderful dancer, and her childish innocence is one of Holden’s only consistent sources 

of happiness throughout the novel. At times, she exhibits great maturity and even chastises Holden for his 

immaturity. Like Mr. Antolini, Phoebe seems to recognize that Holden is his own worst enemy. 

Read an in-depth analysis of Phoebe Caulfield. 

Allie Caulfield -  Holden’s younger brother. Allie dies of leukemia three years before the start of the novel. Allie 

was a brilliant, friendly, red-headed boy—according to Holden, he was the smartest of the Caulfields. Holden is 

tormented by Allie’s death and carries around a baseball glove on which Allie used to write poems in green ink. 

D. B. Caulfield -  Holden’s older brother. D. B. wrote a volume of short stories that Holden admires very much, 

but Holden feels that D. B. prostitutes his talents by writing for Hollywood movies. 

Sally Hayes  -  A very attractive girl whom Holden has known and dated for a long time. Though Sally is well 

read, Holden claims that she is “stupid,” although it is difficult to tell whether this judgment is based in reality or 

merely in Holden’s ambivalence about being sexually attracted to her. She is certainly more conventional than 

Holden in her tastes and manners. 

Mr. Spencer -  Holden’s history teacher at Pencey Prep, who unsuccessfully tries to shake Holden out of his 

academic apathy. 

Carl Luce -  A student at Columbia who was Holden’s student advisor at the Whooton School. Luce is three 

years older than Holden and has a great deal of sexual experience. At Whooton, he was a source of knowledge 

about sex for the younger boys, and Holden tries to get him to talk about sex at their meeting. 

Mr. Antolini  -  Holden’s former English teacher at the Elkton Hills School. Mr. Antolini now teaches at New York 

University. He is young, clever, sympathetic, and likable, and Holden respects him. Holden sometimes finds him 

a bit too clever, but he looks to him for guidance. Like many characters in the novel, he drinks heavily. 

Read an in-depth analysis of Mr. Antolini. 

Maurice -  The elevator operator at the Edmont Hotel, who procures a prostitute for Holden. 

Sunny -  The prostitute whom Holden hires through Maurice. She is one of a number of women in the book with 

whom Holden clumsily attempts to connect. 
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Analysis of Major Characters 

Holden Caulfield 

The number of readers who have been able to identify with Holden and make him their hero is truly staggering. 

Something about his discontent, and his vivid way of expressing it, makes him resonate powerfully with readers 

who come from backgrounds completely different from his. It is tempting to inhabit his point of view and revel in 

his cantankerousness rather than try to deduce what is wrong with him. The obvious signs that Holden is a 

troubled and unreliable narrator are manifold: he fails out of four schools; he manifests complete apathy toward 

his future; he is hospitalized, and visited by a psychoanalyst, for an unspecified complaint; and he is unable to 

connect with other people. We know of two traumas in his past that clearly have something to do with his 

emotional state: the death of his brother Allie and the suicide of one of his schoolmates. But, even with that 

knowledge, Holden’s peculiarities cannot simply be explained away as symptoms of a readily identifiable 

disorder. 

The most noticeable of Holden’s “peculiarities” is how extremely judgmental he is of almost everything and 

everybody. He criticizes and philosophizes about people who are boring, people who are insecure, and, above 

all, people who are “phony.” Holden carries this penchant for passing judgment to such an extreme that it often 

becomes extremely funny, such as when he speculates that people are so crass that someone will probably write 

“fuck you” on his tombstone. Holden applies the term “phony” not to people who are insincere but to those who 

are too conventional or too typical—for instance, teachers who “act like” teachers by assuming a different 

demeanor in class than they do in conversation, or people who dress and act like the other members of their 

social class. While Holden uses the label “phony” to imply that such people are superficial, his use of the term 

actually indicates that his own perceptions of other people are superficial. In almost every case, he rejects more 

complex judgments in favor of simple categorical ones. 

A second facet of Holden’s personality that deserves comment is his attitude toward sex. Holden is a virgin, but 

he is very interested in sex, and, in fact, he spends much of the novel trying to lose his virginity. He feels strongly 

that sex should happen between people who care deeply about and respect one another, and he is upset by the 

realization that sex can be casual. Stradlater’s date with Jane doesn’t just make him jealous; it infuriates him to 

think of a girl he knows well having sex with a boy she doesn’t know well. Moreover, he is disturbed by the fact 

that he is aroused by women whom he doesn’t respect or care for, like the blonde tourist he dances with in the 

Lavender Room, or like Sally Hayes, whom he refers to as “stupid” even as he arranges a date with her. Finally, 

he is disturbed by the fact that he is aroused by kinky sexual behavior—particularly behavior that isn’t respectful 

of one’s sex partner, such as spitting in one’s partner’s face. Although Holden refers to such behavior as 

“crumby,” he admits that it is pretty fun, although he doesn’t think that it should be. 

A brief note about Holden’s name: a “caul” is a membrane that covers the head of a fetus during birth. Thus, 

the caul in his name may symbolize the blindness of childhood or the inability of the child to see the complexity of 

the adult world. Holden’s full name might be read as Hold-on Caul-field: he wants to hold on to what he sees as 

his innocence, which is really his blindness. 

Phoebe Caulfield 

Before we meet Phoebe, Holden’s side of the story is all we’ve been given. He implies that he is the only noble 

character in a world of superficial and phony adults, and we must take him at his word. There seems to be a 

simple dichotomy between the sweet world of childhood innocence, where Holden wants to stay, and the cruel 

world of shallow adult hypocrisy, where he’s afraid to go. But Phoebe complicates his narrative. Instead of 

sympathizing with Holden’s refusal to grow up, she becomes angry with him. Despite being six years younger 

than her brother, Phoebe understands that growing up is a necessary process; she also understands that 

Holden’s refusal to mature reveals less about the outside world than it does about himself. Next to Phoebe, 

Holden’s stunted emotional maturity and stubborn outlook seem less charming and more foolish. Phoebe, then, 

serves as a guide and surrogate for the audience. Because she knows her brother better than we do, we trust her 

judgments about him. Our allegiance to the narrator weakens slightly once we hear her side of the story. 
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Phoebe makes Holden’s picture of childhood—of children romping through a field of rye—seem oversimplified, 

an idealized fantasy. Phoebe’s character challenges Holden’s view of the world: she is a child, but she does not 

fit into Holden’s romanticized vision of childlike innocence. Although she never explicitly states it, Phoebe seems 

to realize that Holden’s bitterness toward the rest of the world is really bitterness toward himself. She sees that 

he is a deeply sad, insecure young man who needs love and support. At the end of the book, when she shows up 

at the museum and demands to come with him, she seems not so much to need Holden as to understand that he 

needs her. 

Mr. Antolini 

Mr. Antolini is the adult who comes closest to reaching Holden. He manages to avoid alienating Holden, and 

being labeled a “phony,” because he doesn’t behave conventionally. He doesn’t speak to Holden in the persona 

of a teacher or an authority figure, as Mr. Spencer does. He doesn’t object to Holden’s calling him in the middle of 

the night or to Holden’s being drunk or smoking. Moreover, by opening his door to Holden on the spur of the 

moment, he shows no reservations about exposing his private self, with his messy apartment, his older wife with 

her hair in curlers, and his own heavy drinking. 

Mr. Antolini’s advice to Holden about why he should apply himself to his studies is also unconventional. He 

recognizes that Holden is different from other students, and he validates Holden’s suffering and confusion by 

suggesting that one day they may be worth writing about. He represents education not as a path of conformity 

but as a means for Holden to develop his unique voice and to find the ideas that are most appropriate to him. 

When Mr. Antolini touches Holden’s forehead as he sleeps, he may overstep a boundary in his display of concern 

and affection. However, there is little evidence to suggest that he is making a sexual overture, as Holden thinks, 

and much evidence that Holden misinterprets his action. Holden indicates in Chapter 19 that he is extremely 

nervous around possible homosexuals and that he worries about suddenly becoming one. We also know that he 

has been thinking about sex constantly since leaving Pencey. Finally, this is not the only scene in which Holden 

recoils from a physical approach. He is made very uncomfortable when Sunny pulls off her dress and sits in his 

lap. Even when his beloved sister puts her arms around him, he remarks that she may be a little too affectionate 

sometimes. 

Holden regrets his hasty judgment of Mr. Antolini, but this mistake is very important to him, because he finally 

starts to question his own practice of making snap judgments about people. Holden realizes that even if Mr. 

Antolini is gay, he can’t simply be dismissed as a “flit,” since he has also been kind and generous. Holden begins 

to acknowledge that Mr. Antolini is complex and that he has feelings. 

 

hemes, Motifs & Symbols 

Themes 

Themes are the fundamental and often universal ideas explored in a literary work. 

Alienation as a Form of Self-Protection 

Throughout the novel, Holden seems to be excluded from and victimized by the world around him. As he says to 

Mr. Spencer, he feels trapped on “the other side” of life, and he continually attempts to find his way in a world in 

which he feels he doesn’t belong. 

As the novel progresses, we begin to perceive that Holden’s alienation is his way of protecting himself. Just as he 

wears his hunting hat (see “Symbols,” below) to advertise his uniqueness, he uses his isolation as proof that he is 

better than everyone else around him and therefore above interacting with them. The truth is that interactions 

with other people usually confuse and overwhelm him, and his cynical sense of superiority serves as a type of 

self-protection. Thus, Holden’s alienation is the source of what little stability he has in his life. 

Stuvia.com - The study-notes marketplace

Downloaded by: selissa | kleinbeginecd@gmail.com

Distribution of this document is illegal

Stuvia.com - The study-notes marketplace

Downloaded by: selissa | kleinbeginecd@gmail.com

Distribution of this document is illegal

https://www.stuvia.co.za
https://www.stuvia.co.za


Stuvia.com - The study-notes marketplaceStuvia.com - The study-notes marketplace

As readers, we can see that Holden’s alienation is the cause of most of his pain. He never addresses his own 

emotions directly, nor does he attempt to discover the source of his troubles. He desperately needs human 

contact and love, but his protective wall of bitterness prevents him from looking for such interaction. Alienation is 

both the source of Holden’s strength and the source of his problems. For example, his loneliness propels him into 

his date with Sally Hayes, but his need for isolation causes him to insult her and drive her away. Similarly, he 

longs for the meaningful connection he once had with Jane Gallagher, but he is too frightened to make any real 

effort to contact her. He depends upon his alienation, but it destroys him. 

The Painfulness of Growing Up 

According to most analyses, The Catcher in the Rye is a bildungsroman, a novel about a young character’s 

growth into maturity. While it is appropriate to discuss the novel in such terms, Holden Caulfield is an unusual 

protagonist for a bildungsroman because his central goal is to resist the process of maturity itself. As his thoughts 

about the Museum of Natural History demonstrate, Holden fears change and is overwhelmed by complexity. He 

wants everything to be easily understandable and eternally fixed, like the statues of Eskimos and Indians in the 

museum. He is frightened because he is guilty of the sins he criticizes in others, and because he can’t 
understand everything around him. But he refuses to acknowledge this fear, expressing it only in a few 

instances—for example, when he talks about sex and admits that “[s]ex is something I just don’t understand. I 

swear to God I don’t” (Chapter 9). 

Instead of acknowledging that adulthood scares and mystifies him, Holden invents a fantasy that adulthood is a 

world of superficiality and hypocrisy (“phoniness”), while childhood is a world of innocence, curiosity, and 

honesty. Nothing reveals his image of these two worlds better than his fantasy about the catcher in the rye: he 

imagines childhood as an idyllic field of rye in which children romp and play; adulthood, for the children of this 

world, is equivalent to death—a fatal fall over the edge of a cliff. His created understandings of childhood and 

adulthood allow Holden to cut himself off from the world by covering himself with a protective armor of cynicism. 

But as the book progresses, Holden’s experiences, particularly his encounters with Mr. Antolini and Phoebe, 

reveal the shallowness of his conceptions. 

The Phoniness of the Adult World 

“Phoniness,” which is probably the most famous phrase from The Catcher in the Rye, is one of Holden’s favorite 

concepts. It is his catch-all for describing the superficiality, hypocrisy, pretension, and shallowness that he 

encounters in the world around him. In Chapter 22, just before he reveals his fantasy of the catcher in the rye, 

Holden explains that adults are inevitably phonies, and, what’s worse, they can’t see their own phoniness. 

Phoniness, for Holden, stands as an emblem of everything that’s wrong in the world around him and provides an 

excuse for him to withdraw into his cynical isolation. 

Though oversimplified, Holden’s observations are not entirely inaccurate. He can be a highly insightful narrator, 

and he is very aware of superficial behavior in those around him. Throughout the novel he encounters many 

characters who do seem affected, pretentious, or superficial—Sally Hayes, Carl Luce, Maurice and Sunny, and 

even Mr. Spencer stand out as examples. Some characters, like Maurice and Sunny, are genuinely harmful. But 

although Holden expends so much energy searching for phoniness in others, he never directly observes his own 

phoniness. His deceptions are generally pointless and cruel and he notes that he is a compulsive liar. For 

example, on the train to New York, he perpetrates a mean-spirited and needless prank on Mrs. Morrow. He’d like 

us to believe that he is a paragon of virtue in a world of phoniness, but that simply isn’t the case. Although he’d 

like to believe that the world is a simple place, and that virtue and innocence rest on one side of the fence while 

superficiality and phoniness rest on the other, Holden is his own counterevidence. The world is not as simple as 

he’d like—and needs—it to be; even he cannot adhere to the same black-and-white standards with which he 

judges other people. 
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Motifs 

Motifs are recurring structures, contrasts, and literary devices that can help to develop and inform the text’s major 

themes. 

Loneliness 

Holden’s loneliness, a more concrete manifestation of his alienation problem, is a driving force throughout the 

book. Most of the novel describes his almost manic quest for companionship as he flits from one meaningless 

encounter to another. Yet, while his behavior indicates his loneliness, Holden consistently shies away from 

introspection and thus doesn’t really know why he keeps behaving as he does. Because Holden depends on his 

isolation to preserve his detachment from the world and to maintain a level of self-protection, he often sabotages 

his own attempts to end his loneliness. For example, his conversation with Carl Luce and his date with Sally 

Hayes are made unbearable by his rude behavior. His calls to Jane Gallagher are aborted for a similar reason: to 

protect his precious and fragile sense of individuality. Loneliness is the emotional manifestation of the alienation 

Holden experiences; it is both a source of great pain and a source of his security. 

Relationships, Intimacy, and Sexuality 

Relationships, intimacy, and sexuality are also recurring motifs relating to the larger theme of alienation. Both 

physical and emotional relationships offer Holden opportunity to break out of his isolated shell. They also 

represent what he fears most about the adult world: complexity, unpredictability, and potential for conflict and 

change. As he demonstrates at the Museum of Natural History, Holden likes the world to be silent and frozen, 

predictable and unchanging. As he watches Phoebe sleep, Holden projects his own idealizations of childhood 

onto her. But in real-world relationships, people talk back, and Phoebe reveals how different her childhood is from 

Holden’s romanticized notion. Because people are unpredictable, they challenge Holden and force him to 

question his senses of self-confidence and self-worth. For intricate and unspoken reasons, seemingly stemming 

from Allie’s death, Holden has trouble dealing with this kind of complexity. As a result, he has isolated himself 

and fears intimacy. Although he encounters opportunities for both physical and emotional intimacy, he bungles 

them all, wrapping himself in a psychological armor of critical cynicism and bitterness. Even so, Holden 

desperately continues searching for new relationships, always undoing himself only at the last moment. 

Lying and Deception 

Lying and deception are the most obvious and hurtful elements of the larger category of phoniness. Holden’s 

definition of phoniness relies mostly on a kind of self-deception: he seems to reserve the most scorn for people 

who think that they are something they are not or who refuse to acknowledge their own weaknesses. But lying to 

others is also a kind of phoniness, a type of deception that indicates insensitivity, callousness, or even cruelty. Of 

course, Holden himself is guilty of both these crimes. His random and repeated lying highlights his own self-

deception—he refuses to acknowledge his own shortcomings and is unwilling to consider how his behavior 

affects those around him. Through his lying and deception, Holden proves that he is just as guilty of phoniness as 

the people he criticizes. 

Symbols 

Symbols are objects, characters, figures, and colors used to represent abstract ideas or concepts. 

The “Catcher in the Rye” 

As the source of the book’s title, this symbol merits close inspection. It first appears in Chapter 16, when a kid 

Holden admires for walking in the street rather than on the sidewalk is singing the Robert Burns song “Comin’ 
Thro’ the Rye.” In Chapter 22, when Phoebe asks Holden what he wants to do with his life, he replies with his 

image, from the song, of a “catcher in the rye.” Holden imagines a field of rye perched high on a cliff, full of 

children romping and playing. He says he would like to protect the children from falling off the edge of the cliff by 

“catching” them if they were on the verge of tumbling over. As Phoebe points out, Holden has misheard the lyric. 
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He thinks the line is “If a body catch a body comin’ through the rye,” but the actual lyric is “If a body meet a body, 

coming through the rye.” 

The song “Comin’ Thro’ the Rye” asks if it is wrong for two people to have a romantic encounter out in the fields, 

away from the public eye, even if they don’t plan to have a commitment to one another. It is highly ironic that the 

word “meet” refers to an encounter that leads to recreational sex, because the word that Holden substitutes—
“catch”—takes on the exact opposite meaning in his mind. Holden wants to catch children before they fall out of 

innocence into knowledge of the adult world, including knowledge of sex. 

Holden’s Red Hunting Hat 

The red hunting hat is one of the most recognizable symbols from twentieth-century American literature. It is 

inseparable from our image of Holden, with good reason: it is a symbol of his uniqueness and individuality. The 

hat is outlandish, and it shows that Holden desires to be different from everyone around him. At the same time, 

he is very self-conscious about the hat—he always mentions when he is wearing it, and he often doesn’t wear it if 

he is going to be around people he knows. The presence of the hat, therefore, mirrors the central conflict in the 

book: Holden’s need for isolation versus his need for companionship. 

It is worth noting that the hat’s color, red, is the same as that of Allie’s and Phoebe’s hair. Perhaps Holden 

associates it with the innocence and purity he believes these characters represent and wears it as a way to 

connect to them. He never explicitly comments on the hat’s significance other than to mention its unusual 

appearance. 

The Museum of Natural History 

Holden tells us the symbolic meaning of the museum’s displays: they appeal to him because they are frozen and 

unchanging. He also mentions that he is troubled by the fact that he has changed every time he returns to them. 

The museum represents the world Holden wishes he could live in: it’s the world of his “catcher in the rye” fantasy, 

a world where nothing ever changes, where everything is simple, understandable, and infinite. Holden is terrified 

by the unpredictable challenges of the world—he hates conflict, he is confused by Allie’s senseless death, and he 

fears interaction with other people. 

The Ducks in the Central Park Lagoon 

Holden’s curiosity about where the ducks go during the winter reveals a genuine, more youthful side to his 

character. For most of the book, he sounds like a grumpy old man who is angry at the world, but his search for 

the ducks represents the curiosity of youth and a joyful willingness to encounter the mysteries of the world. It is a 

memorable moment, because Holden clearly lacks such willingness in other aspects of his life. 

The ducks and their pond are symbolic in several ways. Their mysterious perseverance in the face of an 

inhospitable environment resonates with Holden’s understanding of his own situation. In addition, the ducks 

prove that some vanishings are only temporary. Traumatized and made acutely aware of the fragility of life by his 

brother Allie’s death, Holden is terrified by the idea of change and disappearance. The ducks vanish every winter, 

but they return every spring, thus symbolizing change that isn’t permanent, but cyclical. Finally, the pond itself 

becomes a minor metaphor for the world as Holden sees it, because it is “partly frozen and partly not frozen.” The 

pond is in transition between two states, just as Holden is in transition between childhood and adulthood. 

 

Chapters 1–2 

Summary: Chapter 1 

Holden Caulfield writes his story from a rest home to which he has been sent for therapy. He refuses to talk about 

his early life, mentioning only that his brother D. B. is a Hollywood writer. He hints that he is bitter because D. B. 

has sold out to Hollywood, forsaking a career in serious literature for the wealth and fame of the movies. He then 
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begins to tell the story of his breakdown, beginning with his departure from Pencey Prep, a famous school he 

attended in Agerstown, Pennsylvania. 

Holden’s career at Pencey Prep has been marred by his refusal to apply himself, and after failing four of his five 

subjects—he passed only English—he has been forbidden to return to the school after the fall term. The 

Saturday before Christmas vacation begins, Holden stands on Thomsen Hill overlooking the football field, where 

Pencey plays its annual grudge match against Saxon Hall. Holden has no interest in the game and hadn’t 
planned to watch it at all. He is the manager of the school’s fencing team and is supposed to be in New York for a 

meet, but he lost the team’s equipment on the subway, forcing everyone to return early. 

Holden is full of contempt for the prep school, but he looks for a way to “say goodbye” to it. He fondly remembers 

throwing a football with friends even after it grew dark outside. Holden walks away from the game to go say 

goodbye to Mr. Spencer, a former history teacher who is very old and ill with the flu. He sprints to Spencer’s 

house, but since he is a heavy smoker, he has to stop to catch his breath at the main gate. At the door, 

Spencer’s wife greets Holden warmly, and he goes in to see his teacher. 

Summary: Chapter 2 

“Life is a game, boy. Life is a game that one plays according to the rules.” 
(See Important Quotations Explained) 

Holden greets Mr. Spencer and his wife in a manner that suggests he is close to them. He is put off by his 

teacher’s rather decrepit condition but seems otherwise to respect him. In his sickroom, Spencer tries to lecture 

Holden about his academic failures. He confirms Pencey’s headmaster’s assertion that “[l]ife is a game” and tells 

Holden that he must learn to play by the rules. Although Spencer clearly feels affection for Holden, he bluntly 

reminds the boy that he flunked him, and even forces him to listen to the terrible essay he handed in about the 

ancient Egyptians. Finally, Spencer tries to convince Holden to think about his future. Not wanting to be lectured, 

Holden interrupts Spencer and leaves, returning to his dorm room before dinner. 

Analysis: Chapters 1–2 

Holden Caulfield is the protagonist of The Catcher in the Rye, and the most important function of these early 

chapters is to establish the basics of his personality. From the beginning of the novel, Holden tells his story in a 

bitterly cynical voice. He refuses to discuss his early life, he says, because he is bored by “all that David 

Copperfield kind of crap.” He gives us a hint that something catastrophic has happened in his life, acknowledging 

that he writes from a rest home to tell about “this madman stuff” that happened to him around the previous 

Christmas, but he doesn’t yet go into specifics. The particularities of his story are in keeping with his cynicism and 

his boredom. He has failed out of school, and he leaves Spencer’s house abruptly because he does not enjoy 

being confronted by his actions. 

Beneath the surface of Holden’s tone and behavior runs a more idealistic, emotional current. He begins the story 

of his last day at Pencey Prep by telling how he stood at the top of Thomsen Hill, preparing to leave the school 

and trying to feel “some kind of a good-by.” He visits Spencer in Chapter 2 even though he failed Spencer’s 

history class, and he seems to respond to Mrs. Spencer’s kindness. What bothers him the most, in these 

chapters and throughout the book, is the hypocrisy and ugliness around him, which diminish the innocence and 

beauty of the external world—the unpleasantness of Spencer’s sickroom, for instance, and his hairless legs 

sticking out of his pajamas. Salinger thus treats his narrator as more than a mere portrait of a cynical postwar rich 

kid at an impersonal and pressure-filled boarding school. Even in these early chapters, Holden connects with life 

on a very idealistic level; he seems to feel its flaws so deeply that he tries to shield himself with a veneer of 

cynicism. The Catcher in the Rye is in many ways a book about the betrayal of innocence by the modern world; 

despite his bitter tone, Holden is an innocent searching desperately for a way to connect with the world around 

him that will not cause him pain. In these early chapters, the reader already begins to sense that Holden is not an 

entirely reliable narrator and that the reality of his situation is somehow different from the way he describes it. In 

part this is simply because Holden is a first-person narrator describing his own experiences from his own point of 

view. Any individual’s point of view, in any novel or story, is necessarily limited. The reader never forgets for a 
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moment who is telling this story, because the tone, grammar, and diction are consistently those of an 

adolescent—albeit a highly intelligent and expressive one—and every event receives Holden’s distinctive 

commentary. However, Holden’s narrative contains inconsistencies that make us question what he says. For 

instance, Holden characterizes Spencer’s behavior throughout as vindictive and mean-spirited, but Spencer’s 

actions clearly seem to be motivated by concern for Holden’s well-being. Holden seems to be looking for reasons 

not to listen to Spencer. 

Chapters 3–4 

Summary: Chapter 3 

“This is a people shooting hat,” I said. “I shoot people in this hat.” 
(See Important Quotations Explained) 

Holden lives in Ossenburger Hall, which is named after a wealthy Pencey graduate who made a fortune in the 

discount funeral home business. In his room, Holden sits and reads Isak Dinesen’s Out of Africa while wearing 

his new hunting hat, a flamboyant red cap with a long peaked brim and earflaps. He is interrupted by Ackley, a 

pimply student who lives next door. According to Holden, Ackley is a supremely irritating classmate who 

constantly barges into the room, exhibits disgusting personal habits and poor hygiene, and always acts as if he’s 

doing others a favor by spending time with them. Ackley does not seem to have many friends. He prevents 

Holden from reading by puttering around the room and pestering him with annoying questions. Ackley further 

aggravates Holden by cutting his fingernails on the floor, despite Holden’s repeated requests that he stop. He 

refuses to take Holden’s hints that he ought to leave. When Holden’s handsome and popular roommate, 

Stradlater, enters, Ackley, who hates Stradlater, quickly returns to his own room. Stradlater mentions that he has 

a date waiting for him but wants to shave. 

Summary: Chapter 4 

Holden goes to the bathroom with Stradlater and talks to him while he shaves. Holden contrasts Stradlater’s 

personal habits with Ackley’s: whereas Ackley is ugly and has poor dental hygiene, Stradlater is outwardly 

attractive but does not keep his razor or other toiletries clean. He decides that while Ackley is an obvious slob, 

Stradlater is a “secret slob.” The two joke around, then Stradlater asks Holden to write an English composition for 

him, because his date won’t leave him with time to do it on his own. Holden asks about the date and learns that 

Stradlater is taking out a girl Holden knows, Jane Gallagher. (Stradlater carelessly calls her “Jean.”) Holden 

clearly has strong feelings for Jane and remembers her vividly. He tells Stradlater that when she played 

checkers, she used to keep all of her kings in the back row because she liked the way they looked there. 

Stradlater is uninterested. Holden is displeased that Stradlater, one of the few sexually experienced boys at 

Pencey, is taking Jane on a date. He wants to say hello to her while she waits for Stradlater, but decides he isn’t 
in the mood. Before he leaves for his date, Stradlater borrows Holden’s hound’s-tooth jacket. 

After Stradlater leaves, Holden is tormented by thoughts of Jane and Stradlater. Ackley barges in again and sits 

in Holden’s room, squeezing pimples until dinnertime. 

Analysis: Chapters 3–4 

These chapters establish the way Holden interacts with his peers. Holden despises “phonies”—people whose 

surface behavior distorts or disguises their inner feelings. Even his brother D. B. incurs his displeasure by 

accepting a big paycheck to write for the movies; Holden considers the movies to be the phoniest of the phony 

and emphasizes throughout the book the loathing he has for Hollywood. 

Unfortunately, Holden is surrounded by phonies in his circa- prep school. Preening Ackley and self-absorbed 

Stradlater act as his immediate contrasts. But, despite their flaws, he acts with basic kindness toward them, 

agreeing to write Stradlater’s English composition for him in Chapter 4, even though Stradlater is out with Jane 

Gallagher, a girl Holden seems to care for very deeply. The pressure of adolescent sexuality—an important 

theme throughout The Catcher in the Rye—makes itself felt here for the first time: Holden’s greatest worry is that 

Stradlater will make sexual advances toward Jane. 
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Stradlater and Ackley sound like appallingly unsympathetic characters, but this is completely the result of the 

tone in which Holden describes them. For instance, Holden indicates his awareness that Ackley behaves in 

annoying ways because he is insecure and unpopular, but instead of trying to imagine what Ackley wants or why 

he does things, he focuses on Ackley’s surface—literally, his skin. By describing in minute detail Ackley’s nail 

trimming and pimple squeezing, Holden makes him seem disgusting and subhuman. 

Holden’s interactions also reveal how lonely he is. He describes Ackley as isolated and ostracized, but it’s easy 

to see the parallel between Ackley’s and Holden’s situations. Holden notes that he and Ackley are the only two 

guys not at the football game. Both are isolated, and both maintain a bitter, critical exterior in order to shield 

themselves from the world that assaults them. In Ackley especially, we can see the cruelty of the situation. 

Ackley’s isolation is perpetuated by his annoying habits, but his annoying habits protect him from the dangers of 

interaction and intimacy. Ackley’s situation greatly illuminates Holden’s own inner landscape: intimacy and 

interaction are what he needs and fears most. 

Holden’s new hunting hat, with its funny earflaps, becomes very important to him. Throughout the novel, it serves 

as a kind of protective device, which Holden uses for more than physical warmth and comfort. When he wears 

the hat, he always claims not to care what people think about his appearance, which might be a source of self-

conscious embarrassment for Holden—he is extremely tall for his age, very thin, and, though he is only sixteen, 

has a great deal of gray hair. But it is also important to note when Holden does not wear the hat. Part of him 

seems to want to display his rebelliousness, but another part of him wants to fit in—or, at least, to hide his unique 

personality. Although he mentions the freezing temperature, Holden does not wear the hat near the football game 

or at Spencer’s house; he waits for the privacy of his own room to put it on. 

Chapters 5–6 

Summary: Chapter 5 

After a dry and unappetizing steak dinner in the dining hall, Holden gets into a snowball fight with some of the 

other Pencey boys. He and his friend Mal Brossard decide to take a bus into Agerstown to see a movie—though 

Holden hates movies—and Holden convinces Mal to let Ackley go with them. As it turns out, Ackley and Brossard 

have already seen the film, so the trio simply eats some burgers, plays a little pinball, and heads back to Pencey. 

After the excursion, Mal goes off to look for a bridge game, and Ackley sits on Holden’s bed squeezing pimples 

and concocting stories about a girl he claims to have had sex with the summer before. Holden finally gets him to 

leave by beginning to work on the English assignment for Stradlater. Stradlater had said the composition was 

supposed to be a simple description of a room, a house, or something similarly straightforward. But Holden 

cannot think of anything to say about a house or a room, so he writes about a baseball glove that his brother Allie 

used to copy poems onto in green ink. 

Several years before, Allie died of leukemia. Though he was two years younger than Holden, Holden says that 

Allie was the most intelligent member of his family. He also says that Allie was an incredibly nice, innocent child. 

Holden clearly still feels Allie’s loss strongly. He gives a brief description of Allie, mentioning his bright red hair. 

He also recounts that the night Allie died, he slept in the garage and broke all the windows with his bare hands. 

After he finishes the composition for Stradlater, he stares out the window and listens to Ackley snore in the next 

room. 

Summary: Chapter 6 

Home from his date, Stradlater barges into the room. He reads Holden’s composition and becomes visibly 

annoyed, asserting that it has nothing to do with the assignment and that it’s no wonder Holden is being expelled. 

Holden tears the composition up and throws it away angrily. Afterward, he smokes a cigarette in the room just to 

annoy Stradlater. The tension between the two increases when Holden asks Stradlater about his date with Jane. 

When Stradlater nonchalantly refuses to tell Holden any of the details, Holden attacks him, but Stradlater pins 

him to the floor and tries to get him to calm down. Holden relentlessly insults Stradlater, driving him crazy until he 
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punches Holden and bloodies his nose. Stradlater then becomes worried that he has hurt Holden and will get into 

trouble. Holden insults him some more, and Stradlater finally leaves the room. Holden gets up and goes into 

Ackley’s room, his face covered in blood. 

Analysis: Chapters 5–6 

Holden’s kindness to Ackley in Chapter 5 comes as a surprise after the disdain that Holden has displayed for him 

in the previous two chapters. Though he continues to complain about Ackley, the sympathy he feels for his next-

door neighbor is evident when he convinces Mal Brossard to let Ackley join them at the movies. Equally 

surprising is Holden’s willingness to go to the movies after his diatribes against their superficiality. Holden’s 

actions are inconsistent with his opinions, but instead of making him seem like a hypocrite, this makes him more 

likable: he is kind to Ackley without commenting on it, and he shows himself capable of going to the movies with 

his friends like a normal teenager. 

The most important revelation in these chapters comes about when Holden writes the composition for Stradlater, 

divulging that his brother Allie died of leukemia several years before. Holden idealizes Allie, praising his 

intelligence and sensitivity—the poem--covered baseball glove is a perfect emblem for both—but remaining silent 

about his emotional reaction to Allie’s death. He alludes to his behavior almost in passing, saying that he slept in 

the garage on the night of Allie’s death and broke all the windows with his bare hands, “just for the hell of it.” He 

tried to break the car windows as well, but could not because his hand was already fractured from smashing the 

garage windows. Throughout the novel, it becomes increasingly clear that Allie’s death was one of the most 

traumatic experiences of Holden’s life and may play a major role in his current psychological breakdown. Indeed, 

the cynicism that Holden uses to avoid expressing his feelings may result from Allie’s death. 

Holden seems to feel increasing pressure as he moves toward leaving school, and Salinger manipulates the 

details of Holden’s physical environment to match his protagonist’s feelings. Holden cannot get a moment alone; 

Ackley continues to barge in with his made-up sex stories, and when Holden writes the very personal 

composition about his brother Allie, Stradlater criticizes it and then taunts Holden about Jane. When Holden 

finally snaps and attacks his roommate, Stradlater easily overpowers him, and when he tries to seek refuge in 

Ackley’s room, Ackley is so unpleasant that Holden cannot relax. He leaves abruptly, as though trying to escape 

the torment of his environment. What Holden does not yet realize, however, is that he carries his torment with 

him, inside himself. 

 

Chapters 7–9 

Summary: Chapter 7 

Holden talks for a while with Ackley and then tries to fall asleep in the bed belonging to Ackley’s roommate, who 

is away for the weekend. But he cannot stop imagining Jane fooling around with Stradlater, and he has trouble 

falling asleep. He wakes Ackley and talks with him some more, asking whether he could run off and join a 

monastery without being Catholic. Ackley is annoyed by the conversation, and Holden is annoyed by Ackley’s 

“phoniness,” so he leaves. Outside, in the dorm’s hallway, he decides that he will leave for New York that night 

instead of waiting until Wednesday. After passing a few days there in secret, he will wait until his parents have 

digested the news of his expulsion before he returns to their apartment. He packs his bags, dons his hunting hat, 

and begins to cry. As he heads into the hallway, he yells “Sleep tight, ya morons!” to the boys on his floor before 

stepping outside to leave Pencey forever. 

Summary: Chapter 8 

Holden walks the entire way to the train station and catches a late train to New York. At Trenton, an attractive 

older woman gets on and sits next to him. She turns out to be the mother of his classmate, Ernest Morrow. He 

dislikes Ernest immensely but tells extravagant lies about him to his mother, claiming that he is the most popular 

boy on campus and would have been elected class president if he’d let the other boys nominate him. Holden tells 
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her his own name is Rudolph Schmidt, which is actually the school janitor’s name. When she asks why he is 

leaving Pencey early, Holden claims to be returning to New York for a brain tumor operation. 

Summary: Chapter 9 

At Penn Station, Holden wants to call someone but cannot think of anyone to call—his brother, D. B., is in 

Hollywood; his sister, Phoebe, is young and probably asleep; he doesn’t feel like calling Jane Gallagher; and 

another girl, Sally Hayes, has a mother who hates him. So, Holden takes a cab to the Edmont Hotel. He tries to 

make conversation with the driver, asking him where the ducks in the Central Park lagoon go in the winter, but 

the driver is uninterested. In his room at the Edmont, he looks out across the hotel courtyard into the lighted 

windows on the other side and discovers a variety of bizarre acts taking place. One man dresses in women’s 

clothing, and in another room a man and a woman take turns spitting mouthfuls of their drinks into each other’s 

face. Holden begins to feel aroused, so he calls Faith Cavendish, a promiscuous girl recommended to him by a 

boy he met at a party, and tries to make a date with her. She refuses, claiming she needs her beauty sleep. She 

offers to meet him the next day, but he doesn’t want to wait that long, and he hangs up without arranging to meet 

her. 

Analysis: Chapters 7–9 

The Catcher in the Rye is a chronicle of Holden Caulfield’s emotional breakdown, but Holden never comments on 

it directly. At no point in the story does he say that he is undergoing an emotional strain; he simply describes his 

increasingly desperate behavior without much explanation. Salinger cleverly manipulates Holden’s narrative to 

signal to the reader that there is more to the story than what Holden admits or describes. In the previous 

sections, Holden exhibited a number of behaviors that might indicate a troubled mind: running through the snow 

to Spencer’s house, writing Stradlater’s English composition about Allie’s baseball glove, attacking Stradlater for 

joking about Jane, leaving his dorm forever in the middle of the night, and yelling an insult down the hallway on 

his way out. In this section, Holden’s frantic loneliness and constant lying further the implication that he is not well 

mentally or emotionally. 

As soon as he gets off the train in New York in Chapter 9, Holden wants to call someone and seems especially to 

want to call Jane, but he is apparently too nervous (he suspiciously claims not to “feel like it” and runs through a 

long list of people he could contact instead). This seems particularly strange given Holden’s cynicism and evident 

dislike for most people; in Chapter 8, for instance, he describes enjoying the solitude of late-night train rides. His 

desire for human contact becomes even more intense as the section progresses: he begins to feel sexually 

aroused and tries to make a date with a stranger whose number he was given at a party, then goes to a nightclub 

to flirt with older women. Holden’s constant lying, in this section and throughout the novel, is a mark of immaturity 

and imbalance. As soon as he meets Mrs. Morrow on the train, Holden begins telling ridiculous lies, claiming to 

be named Rudolph Schmidt and to be going to New York for a brain tumor operation. He feels guilty for lying, but 

the only way he can stop is to stop talking altogether. There is no particular rhyme or reason for the lies he tells 

Mrs. Morrow—his intentions toward her may be kind, or cruel, or simply careless. What does seem clear is that 

he lies to deflect attention from himself and what he is doing. 

In his reactions to the other guests in the hotel, whom he refers to as “perverts,” Holden reveals a great deal 

about his attitudes toward sex and toward what makes him uncomfortable about sexuality. He admits that he is 

aroused by the idea of spitting in someone’s face and that the couple across the courtyard seems to be having 

fun. But he thinks that people should only have sex if they care deeply for one another, and “crumby” behavior 

such as this seems disrespectful. What bothers him is his perception that sexual attraction can be separate from 

respect and intimacy, and that sex can be casual or kinky. He knows this from his own experience with a former 

girlfriend, from observing Stradlater’s mating habits, and from watching his new neighbors. As he tells his story, 

Holden never seems particularly concerned about his own behavior or that of those around him. He often seems 

angry, but he rarely discusses his feelings. By combining what we know about Holden from his narration with his 

actions in the story, we can piece together the desperation, the pressure, and the trauma he endures during this 

difficult time in his life. 
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Chapters 10–12 

Summary: Chapter 10 

Still feeling restless, Holden changes his shirt and goes downstairs to the Lavender Room, the Edmont’s 

nightclub. Before he leaves his room, he thinks again about calling his little sister, Phoebe. Referring to her as 

“old Phoebe,” he gives a description of her character that is remarkably similar to the description he gave of Allie 

in Chapter 5. Like Allie, she has red hair and is unusually intelligent for her age. He recalls the time he and 

Phoebe went to see Hitchcock’s The Steps (despite his professed loathing for the cinema, he has clearly seen 

many movies and has strong opinions about them). He notes Phoebe’s humor and cleverness, and mentions that 

she writes never-ending fictional stories that feature a character named “Hazle” Weatherfield. According to 

Holden, Phoebe’s one flaw is that she is perhaps too emotional. 

In the Lavender Room, Holden takes a table and tries to order a cocktail. He explains that due to his height and 

his gray hair, he is often able to order alcohol, but, in this case, the waiter refuses. He flirts and dances with three 

women who are visiting from Seattle. They seem amused but uninterested in this obviously young man who tries 

to appear older and debonair. After tolerating him for a while, they begin to laugh at him; they also depress him 

by being obsessed with movie stars. When Holden lies to one of them about having just seen Gary Cooper, she 

tells the other two that she caught a glimpse of Gary Cooper as well. Holden pays for their drinks, then leaves the 

Lavender Room. 

Summary: Chapter 11 

As he walks out to the lobby, Holden reminisces about Jane. Their families’ summer homes in Maine were next 

door to one another, and he met her after his mother confronted her mother about a Doberman pinscher that 

frequently relieved itself on the Caulfields’ lawn. Holden and Jane became close—Jane was the only person to 

whom Holden ever showed Allie’s baseball glove. One day, Jane’s alcoholic stepfather came out to the porch 

where Holden and Jane were playing checkers and asked Jane for cigarettes; Jane refused to answer him, and, 

when he left, she began to cry. Holden held her, kissing her face and comforting her. Apart from that incident, 

their physical relationship was mild, but they used to hold hands constantly. When you held Jane’s hand, Holden 

reminisces, “all you knew was, you were happy. You really were.” Holden then feels suddenly upset, and he 

returns to his room. He notices that the lights in the “perverts’” rooms are out. He is still wide awake, so he heads 

downstairs and grabs a taxi. 

Summary: Chapter 12 

Holden takes a cab to a Greenwich Village nightclub called Ernie’s, a spot he used to frequent with D. B. His cab 

driver is named Horwitz, and Holden takes a liking to him. But when Holden tries to ask him about the ducks in 

the Central Park lagoon, Horwitz unexpectedly becomes angry. At Ernie’s, Holden listens to Ernie play the piano 

but is unimpressed. He takes a table, drinks Scotch and soda, and listens to the conversations around him, which 

he finds depressing and phony. He encounters an obnoxious girl named Lillian Simmons, whom D. B. used to 

date, and is forced to leave the nightclub to get away from her. 

Analysis: Chapters 10–12 

By this point in the novel, it’s clear that loneliness is at the heart of Holden’s problems. When he arrives in New 

York, it is already quite late in the evening, but he embarks on an almost manic quest for interaction. His call to 

Faith Cavendish in Chapter 9 hinted at Holden’s desperation—calling a girl you’ve never met in the middle of the 

night is not quite normal—but here we see the depth of Holden’s feelings of loneliness and alienation. 

Despite his independent nature, Holden demonstrates how badly he needs companionship. In these chapters 

especially, his thoughts are always of other people. He thinks about Phoebe, he repeatedly remembers Jane, 

and he mentally ridicules the people at surrounding tables. But Holden never mentions himself. He avoids 

introspection and reflection on his own shortcomings and problems by focusing on the world around him, usually 
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through a dismissive and critical lens. His focus on other people reveals the extent to which he longs for 

companionship, love, and compassionate interaction to help him through a difficult period in his life. 

Through his nostalgic memories of Jane, we gain insight into the type of companionship Holden wants. He 

mentions that he knew he was happy when he was with Jane—this is a certitude that he is lacking at the present 

moment. His memories of Jane are especially touching because he describes a very deep emotional connection. 

Additionally, their moments of intimacy were subtle and extremely personal, free of any sort of posturing or 

phoniness. 

The key moment of Jane and Holden’s relationship bears a curious resemblance to Holden’s present situation. 

After her stepfather’s intrusion, Jane is overwhelmed by a pain she cannot articulate, a deep sadness that she 

cannot put into words. Holden, full of silent compassion and understanding, knows what to do to help her through 

hard times. Now, he finds himself in a similar situation, struggling with a pain that he can’t talk about with anyone 

in the book, including the reader. He desperately needs the same deep, compassionate connection he says he 

once experienced with Jane. 

Holden’s self-delusion and unreliability as a narrator continue to grow. When he enters the Lavender Room, he 

depicts himself as a wise-beyond-his-years, debonair playboy. But because the waiter refuses to serve him 

alcohol, and because the girls laugh at his advances, we doubt that Holden’s self-description is accurate. Holden 

rationalizes the girls’ dismissal of him by saying that they are silly tourist hicks. Although there does seem to be a 

bit of provincialism in their character, it’s fairly clear that the girls are amused by the situation and that they 

indulge Holden in his flirtation out of pity combined with a touch of mockery. Holden likes to imagine that he is a 

mature individual who perceptively sees all the hidden details around him, but in actuality he’s just a kid. Once 

again, Holden’s inability to understand the world around him—or, perhaps, his unwillingness to acknowledge the 

world around him—reveals his profound disconnection and isolation. 

 

Chapters 13–15 

Summary: Chapter 13 

Feeling like a coward for leaving Ernie’s, Holden walks the forty-one blocks from the nightclub back to the hotel. 

Along the way, he thinks about his gloves, which were stolen at Pencey. He imagines an elaborate confrontation 

with the unknown thief, but he acknowledges that he is a coward at heart, afraid of violence and confrontation. 

When he reaches the Edmont, he takes the elevator up to his room. The elevator operator offers to send him a 

prostitute for five dollars, and Holden, depressed and flustered, accepts. While waiting in his room, he again 

thinks about his cowardice, because he feels that his lack of aggression has prevented him from ever sleeping 

with a woman. Women, Holden believes, want a man who asserts power and control. As he broods, the 

prostitute, Sunny, arrives. She is a cynical young girl with a high voice. Holden becomes flustered, especially so 

when she removes her dress. She sits on his lap and tries to seduce him, but he is extremely nervous and tells 

her he is unable to have sex because he is recovering from an operation on his “clavichord.” He finally pays her 

the five dollars he owes and asks her to leave. She claims that the price is ten, but he refuses to pay her more, 

and she leaves in a huff. 

Summary: Chapter 14 

Holden sits in his hotel room and smokes for a while. He remembers an incident shortly before Allie’s death when 

he excluded Allie from a BB-gun game—he still feels guilty for having left Allie out. Eventually, he goes to bed. 

He feels like praying, but his distaste for organized religion prevents him from following through on his inclination. 

Suddenly, there is a knock at his door. In his pajamas, Holden opens the door to face the burly elevator operator, 

Maurice, who has returned with Sunny to collect the extra five dollars Sunny demanded. Holden tries to refuse, 

but Maurice pins him against a wall while Sunny takes the money from his wallet. Maurice snaps his finger into 

Holden’s groin, and Holden starts to insult him in response. Maurice slugs Holden in the stomach and leaves him 
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crumpled on the floor. Holden imagines himself as a movie character, taking his revenge on Maurice after having 

been plugged in the gut with a gangster’s bullet. Finally, he manages to get into bed and go to sleep. 

Summary: Chapter 15 

The next morning, Holden calls Sally Hayes and makes a date with her for later that afternoon. He checks out of 

the hotel and leaves his bags in a locker at Grand Central Station. He worries about losing his money and 

mentions that his father frequently gets angry when Holden loses things. He also describes his mother a bit, 

noting that she “hasn’t felt too healthy since my brother Allie died.” Holden worries that the news of his expulsion 

will particularly distress his fragile mother, for whom he seems to care a great deal. 

Holden goes to eat breakfast at a little sandwich bar, where he meets two nuns who are moving to Manhattan to 

teach in a school. Holden thinks about the superficial money-driven world of the prep school he has just left. Then 

he talks to one of the nuns about Romeo and Juliet. Despite his earlier expression of distaste for organized 

religion, he forces them to take ten dollars as a charitable contribution. After they leave, although he realizes he 

needs money to pay for his date with Sally, he begins to regret having given only ten dollars. He concludes that 

money always makes people depressed. 

Analysis: Chapters 13–15 

During his previous expeditions around town, Holden maintained a distance from the people he was with, 

dismissing them with scorn. As a result, he was able to protect his vision of an ideal world: instead of dealing with 

real people and situations, he daydreams about Phoebe’s innocence and Jane’s warmth. Up to this point, Holden 

has been able to avoid a clash between his real and his ideal worlds, but in these chapters, the conflict becomes 

unavoidable, and Holden is caught in a moment of crisis and danger. 

Sunny represents another of Holden’s attempts at female companionship, but she could not be more different 

from the idealized Jane for whom Holden yearns. Whereas Holden’s relationship with Jane brought him 

emotional satisfaction, his relationship with a prostitute can only be superficial, sexual, and devoid of emotion. 

But Jane appears only in Holden’s memory, while the prostitute appears in his room. She concretizes Holden’s 

continual conflict, representing something he both wants and doesn’t want, something he needs yet fears. 

The tension between Holden’s growing sexuality and his fragile innocence grows much stronger throughout this 

section. He wants to live in a beautiful world, but the pressure of his emerging sexuality and the demands of his 

loneliness compel him to enter into encounters with people like Maurice and Sunny. Such encounters are so far 

removed from the idealized encounters he fantasizes about that he departs from them much more hurt and 

wounded than before. Scared of the adult world, Holden clearly shies away from intimacy and is terrified of his 

burgeoning sexuality: he is too scared both to call Jane and to sleep with Sunny. He takes refuge in isolation, but 

this isolation only deepens the pain of alienation and loneliness. 

While the harm Maurice and Sunny cause Holden is obvious, there are much more subtle reasons why his 

encounter with the nuns leaves him feeling hurt and wounded. Holden has constructed a simplistic divide 

between childhood, which he sees as innocent and good, and adulthood, which he finds superficial and evil. This 

worldview allows him to maintain his cynical barrier of defense: he is able to rationalize his loneliness by 

pretending that every adult around him is phony and annoying. In a way, Holden’s encounter with Maurice and 

Sunny helps Holden by reaffirming his understanding of a cruel and senseless adult world. But the nuns are kind, 

intelligent, and sympathetic. They don’t conform to his stereotyped understanding of organized religion, nor do 

they seem to have the phoniness that Holden expects of anything institutionalized. He is surprised that one nun 

loves Romeo and Juliet and that they can have a conversation about it. 

 

Chapters 16–17 
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Summary: Chapter 16 

After breakfast, Holden goes for a walk. He thinks about the selflessness of the nuns and can’t imagine anyone 

he knows being so generous and giving. He heads down Broadway to buy a record called “Little Shirley Beans” 
for Phoebe. He likes the record because, although it is for children, it is sung by a black blues singer who makes 

it sound raunchy, not cute. He thinks about Phoebe, whom he considers to be a wonderful girl because, although 

she’s only ten, she always understands what Holden means when he talks to her. He sees an oblivious little boy 

walking in the street, singing, “If a body catch a body coming through the rye.” The innocence of the scene 

cheers him up, and he decides to call Jane, although he hangs up when her mother answers the phone. In 

preparation for his date with Sally, he buys theater tickets to a show called “I Know My Love,” which stars the 

Lunts. 

The best thing, though, in that museum was that everything always stayed right where it was. 

(See Important Quotations Explained) 

Holden wants to see Phoebe, and he goes to look for her in the park because he remembers that she often roller-

skates there on Sundays. He meets a girl who knows Phoebe. At first, she tells him that his sister is on a school 

trip to the Museum of Natural History, but then she remembers that the trip was the previous day. Nevertheless, 

Holden walks to the museum, remembering his own class trips. He focuses on the way life is frozen in the 

museum’s exhibits: models of Eskimos and Indians stand as though petrified and birds hang from the ceiling, 

seemingly in mid-flight. He remarks that every time he went to the museum, he felt that he had changed, while 

the museum had stayed exactly the same. 

Summary: Chapter 17 

At two o’clock, Holden goes to meet Sally at the Biltmore Hotel; she is late but looks very attractive, so he 

immediately forgives her tardiness. They make out in the taxi on the way to the theater. At the play, the actors 

annoy Holden because, like Ernie the piano player, they are almost too good at what they do and seem full of 

themselves. During intermission, Sally irritates Holden by flirting with a pretentious boy from Andover, another 

prep school, but he nonetheless agrees to take her ice-skating at “Radio City” (Radio City Music Hall is part of 

Rockefeller Center, where there is an ice-skating rink) after the show. While skating, Holden speculates that Sally 

only wanted to go ice-skating so she could wear a short skirt and show off her “cute ass,” but he admits that he 

finds it attractive. When they take a break and sit down indoors, Holden begins to unravel. Oscillating between 

shouting and hushed tones, he rants about all the “phonies” at his prep schools and in New York society, and 

talks about how alienated he feels. He becomes even more crazy and impetuous, saying that he and Sally should 

run away together and escape from society, living on their own in a cabin. When she points out that his dreams 

are ridiculous, he becomes more and more agitated. The quarrel builds until Holden calls Sally a “royal pain in 

the ass,” and she begins to cry. Holden starts to apologize, but Sally is upset and angry with him, and, finally, he 

leaves without her. 

Analysis: Chapters 16–17 

Things go from bad to worse for Holden in these chapters. His behavior during his date with Sally is the surest 

sign yet that he is heading toward emotional collapse. Throughout his tirade, Sally asks Holden to stop yelling, 

and he claims not to have been yelling, indicating that he is unaware of his own extreme agitation. His attempt to 

convince a shallow socialite like Sally to run away with him to a cabin in the wilderness also shows his increasing 

distance from reality—or, at least, his inability to deal with the reality in which he finds himself. 

Though Holden admits his behavior is odd when he says, “I swear to God I’m a madman,” he doesn’t do much to 

explain its significance. Salinger continues to drop hints—like Sally’s requests for Holden to stop yelling—to 

signal that the story behind Holden’s narration is darker and more troubling than it might at first appear. His mood 

swings with Sally serve a similar purpose. When he first sees her, he is convinced he is in love with her. He then 

alternates between annoyance and rapturous passion for the duration of their date, until he finally tells her that 

she gives him “a royal pain in the ass.” Sally’s coldness and her lack of compassion are reflective of the greater 
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world’s lack of concern about Holden’s plight. Except for Jane and Phoebe, no one in his world seems to care 

how he feels, so long as he observes social norms. Only when his actions violate those norms does anyone 

notice his disturbed state, and even then, their usual response, like Sally’s, is to criticize him. Despite the fact that 

Sally is obviously not a good match for him, Holden claims that at the moment he proposed that they run away 

together, he did truly love her. His feelings are irrational, but they indicate how desperate he is to find love. 

This desperate need for love is counterbalanced by his inability to deal with the complexities of the real world. 

Like his encounter with the nuns in Chapter 15, his date with Sally demonstrates how ill-equipped he is to deal 

with actual people. Sally does not seem to be a very complex character, but Holden cannot connect with her at 

all. His wild proposals are not the kind of thing Sally is interested in, and he displays callousness when he insults 

her. As Holden proposes impossible schemes only to lash out when their ridiculousness is made apparent, his 

oversimplified, idealized fantasy world begins to seem less endearing and more dangerous. 

After the fiasco with Sally, Holden retreats into nostalgic desires to return to childhood. In recalling his visits to the 

Museum of Natural History, Holden indicates that he wants life to be like the tableaux he loves: frozen, 

unchanging, simple, and readily comprehensible. He says that he wishes that everything in life could be placed 

inside glass cages and preserved, like in the museum. His encounter with Sally shows that he cannot deal with 

the complexity, conflict, and change of real life. In the museum’s world, communication is unidirectional: Holden 

can judge the exhibits, but the exhibits cannot judge him back. After he upsets Sally, he feels terrible and tries 

desperately to set things right, but he fails, and he cannot tolerate the stressful situation in which he has 

enmeshed himself. Isolation, he finds, is simpler than the stress that accompanies conflict. 

Holden’s nostalgic love of the museum is rather tragic: it represents his hopeless fantasizing, his inability to deal 

with the real world, and his unwillingness to think about his own shortcomings. He mentions that every time he 

returns to the museum, he is disturbed because he has changed while the displays have not. But he is unwilling 

to probe further. He readily admits that he can’t explain what he means, and probably wouldn’t want to even if he 

could. Holden is unwilling to confront his own problems, protecting himself with a shell of cynical comments and 

outlandish behavior. 

 

Chapters 18–20 

Summary: Chapter 18 

After leaving the skating rink, Holden goes to a drugstore and has a Swiss cheese sandwich and a malted milk. 

Once again, he thinks about calling Jane, but his mind begins to wander. He remembers the time he saw her at a 

dance with a boy Holden thought was a show-off, but Jane argued that the boy had an inferiority complex. 

Holden decides that girls always say that as an excuse to date arrogant boys. Finally, he calls Jane, but no one 

answers. He then calls a boy named Carl Luce, whom he used to know at the Whooton School, and Luce agrees 

to meet him for drinks later that night. 
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To kill time, Holden goes to see a movie at Radio City Music Hall. He finds the Rockettes’ Christmas stage show 

ridiculous and superficial, but it makes him remember how he and Allie used to love the kettledrum player in the 

Radio City pit orchestra. The man was an unnoticed, minuscule part of the show, but he seemed to take joy and 

pride in what he did. After the show, the movie begins, which Holden claims to find boring as well. When it is 

over, he begins walking to the Wicker Bar, where he is supposed to meet Luce. The movie was about the war, so 

Holden thinks about the army. Based on what D. B. has told him, Holden decides that he could never be in the 

military. He would rather, he says, be shot by a firing squad or sit on top of an atom bomb. 

Summary: Chapter 19 

At the Wicker Bar, located in the posh Seton Hotel, Holden thinks about Luce. Luce is three years older than 

Holden and now a student at Columbia University. At the Whooton School, Luce used to tell the younger boys 

about sex. Holden says that he finds Luce amusing, even though he is effeminate and a phony. When Luce 

arrives, he treats Holden coolly, and Holden pesters him with questions about sex. Luce refuses to be drawn into 

the kind of sex discussion that they had had at Whooton, and he suggests that Holden needs psychoanalysis. 

Holden remembers that Luce’s father is a psychoanalyst, but Luce is evasive when Holden asks whether Luce’s 

father ever analyzed his own son. Annoyed by Holden’s juvenile comments and questions, Luce departs. 

Summary: Chapter 20 

After Luce leaves, Holden stays at the bar and gets very drunk. He stumbles to the phone booth and makes an 

incoherent late-night call to Sally Hayes, angering both her and her grandmother. He then tries to make a date 

with the lounge singer, an attractive woman named Valencia. When that fails, he tries, with no more success, to 

make a date with the hat-check girl. 

He decides to walk to the duck pond in Central Park to see if the ducks are still around. Along the way, he 

becomes quite upset when he drops and breaks the record he had bought for Phoebe. Because he had splashed 

water in his hair at the hotel in an attempt to sober up, his hair begins to freeze and fill with icicles. At the duck 

pond, he worries about catching pneumonia and imagines his funeral. He missed Allie’s funeral, he says, 

because he was in the hospital after breaking the garage windows with his bare hands. He remembers going to 

Allie’s grave with his parents. He becomes disgusted and sad, because the idea of placing flowers on the grass 

that covers the stomachs of the dead disturbs him. 

Holden wants to talk to Phoebe, and he is running low on money, so he decides to risk going home. He expects 

his parents to be asleep, which will allow him to sneak in, speak with Phoebe, and then leave without being 

heard. He leaves the park and begins the long walk home. 
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Analysis: Chapters 18–20 

Holden’s off-kilter ramblings in Chapter 18 about being killed by an atom bomb sound like the bravado of a 

frightened, threatened boy. We have seen Holden’s bravado throughout the novel—when he worries that he is a 

coward, when he screams at Maurice, when he imagines himself as a vengeful movie character seeking justice 

through extreme force. But bravado is most important in this section because Holden’s interaction with the 

effeminate Carl Luce causes him to exhibit a subtle vein of homophobia that will be important later in the novel. 

Like many adolescent boys, Holden is uncomfortable with sexuality and especially uncomfortable with the idea of 

homosexuality. Though Luce seems to prefer women, Holden finds him slightly “flitty,” and Luce brings out an 

unpleasant lewdness in Holden’s behavior. 

Holden aggressively questions Luce about sex and seems to feel titillated throughout their conversation. Holden 

clearly wants Luce to give him some kind of guidance and insight into adult sexuality, but his attempts to raise the 

subject are clumsy and immature, and Luce refuses to interact with Holden on the same footing that they had at 

Whooton. When Luce leaves, Holden feels depressed and uncomfortable, and we get the sense that he is 

disappointed in himself—that despite his protestations that Luce is a phony, he wanted to connect with him and 

failed. With each successive interaction, Holden loses more faith in himself. He withdraws deeper into his 

cynicism, while at the same time feeling more and more desperate to break out of his loneliness. After Luce 

departs, Holden gets extremely drunk and acts completely unhinged. He hits on Valencia and the hat-check girl 

and then senselessly breaks into tears before walking through the freezing cold to the duck pond. 

Though Holden does not acknowledge his imbalances, we again see how little control Holden has over both 

himself and his worsening situation. Holden’s lack of introspection deepens our sense of the danger in which he 

finds himself. His thoughts as he walks to the pond reveal what may lie at the root of his manic behavior: he is 

upset and miserable at the memory of Allie’s death. His memory of leaving flowers on Allie’s grave leads him to 

another one of his defensive understatements. He was obviously shaken by the trips to the cemetery, but all he 

says in his narration is that he used to go with his parents, but he stopped accompanying them because he 

“certainly didn’t enjoy seeing him in that crazy cemetery.” The conjunction of Allie’s memory with the image of the 

duck pond helps to explain Holden’s preoccupation with the pond and establishes it as one of The Catcher in the 

Rye’s key symbols. Allie is gone forever, and Holden does not believe in afterlife; his atheism was mentioned in 

Chapter 14. Now, Holden is troubled by unexplained disappearances. He is anxious to know where the ducks 

have gone, since he feels extremely threatened by the idea that people and things just vanish, as Allie did. The 

pond itself becomes a minor metaphor for the world as Holden sees it. It is “partly frozen and partly not frozen,” in 

a transitional state just like Holden himself and the world he inhabits. 

Holden’s curiosity about the ducks also demonstrates an appealingly childlike quality: his willingness (shared with 

his siblings) to pay attention to details that are conventionally ignored. Holden’s interest in the kettledrum player 

at Radio City is another of these details. Holden associates adulthood with an unwillingness to explore subtle and 

mysterious questions, but there are many difficult questions that he himself is unwilling to explore. He never 

ponders what the duck pond means to him, why memories of Allie’s death trouble him so much, or why he is 

having such difficulty dealing with the world around him. 

 

Chapters 21–23 

Summary: Chapter 21 

Holden takes the elevator up to his family’s apartment. Luckily for him, the regular elevator operator is gone, and 

he is able to convince the new one, who doesn’t recognize him, that he wants to visit the Dicksteins, who live 

across the hall from the Caulfields. 

Holden sneaks into his family’s apartment and looks for Phoebe, but she isn’t in her room. Holden tiptoes to D. 

B.’s room, because Phoebe likes to sleep there when D. B. is in Hollywood. He finds Phoebe sleeping peacefully, 
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and he remarks that children, unlike adults, always look peaceful when they are asleep. As he watches Phoebe 

sleep, he reads through her schoolbooks. She has signed her name “Phoebe Weatherfield Caulfield,” even 

though her middle name is Josephine. He enjoys reading the notes to friends, the curious questions, and the 

random imaginative jottings she has scribbled on the pages. 

He finally wakes Phoebe, and she is overjoyed to see him. Bursting with energy, she talks feverishly about one 

thing after another: her school play (in which she plays Benedict Arnold), a movie she has just seen, a movie D. 

B. is working on, a boy at school who bullies her, and the fact that their parents are at a party and won’t come 

home until later. But after her enthusiastic flurry of conversation, she realizes that Holden is home two days early 

and must have been kicked out of school. Over and over, she repeats that their father will “kill” him. Holden tries 

to justify his behavior, but she refuses to listen and covers her head with a pillow. Holden leaves the room to get 

some cigarettes. 

Summary: Chapter 22 

Holden returns to Phoebe’s room and eventually gets her to listen. He tries to explain why he fails his classes 

and tells her all the things he hates about school. She responds by accusing him of hating everything. He tries to 

refute her claim, and she challenges him to name one thing he likes. He becomes preoccupied, thinking about 

the nuns he met at breakfast. He also thinks about James Castle, a boy he knew at Elkton Hills School who 

jumped out of a window to his death while being tormented by other boys. 

He finally tells her that he likes Allie, and she reminds him angrily that Allie is dead. She asks what he wants to 

do with his life, and his only answer is to mention the lyric, “If a body catch a body comin’ through the rye.” 
Holden says that he imagines a gigantic field of rye on a cliff full of children playing. He wants to stand at the 

edge of the cliff and catch the children when they come too close to falling off—to be “the catcher in the rye.” 
Phoebe points out that Holden has misheard the words—the actual lyric, from the Robert Burns poem, “Coming 

Thro’ the Rye,” is “If a body meet a body coming through the rye.” 

Summary: Chapter 23 

Holden leaves Phoebe’s room for a moment to call Mr. Antolini, an English teacher he had at Elkton Hills. Mr. 

Antolini is shocked that Holden has been kicked out of another school and invites Holden to stay the night at his 

house. Holden mentions to us that Mr. Antolini was the only teacher who approached James Castle’s body after 

his death, the only one who demonstrated any courage or kindness in the situation. Holden goes back into 

Phoebe’s room and asks her to dance. After a few numbers, they hear the front door open—their parents have 

come home from their dinner party. Holden tries to fan away his lingering cigarette smoke and jumps in the 

closet. His mother comes in to tuck Phoebe in, and he hides until she leaves. He then tells Phoebe goodbye, 

letting her know of his plan to leave New York and move out west alone. She loans him the Christmas money 

she’d been saving, and he leaves for Mr. Antolini’s. On the way out, he gives Phoebe his red hunting hat. 

Analysis: Chapters 21–23 

The scene in which Holden watches Phoebe sleep and reads through her notebooks is one of the most famous in 

the book, one of the few moments of respite Holden finds from the brutality of the outside world. As he says, 

adults “look lousy” when sleeping, but kids “look all right.” After Phoebe wakes up, however, things become more 

difficult. Her insistence in Chapter 22 that Holden tell her something he likes sends his mind skittering away from 

the question, and he remembers the violent death of James Castle, who committed suicide in a turtleneck he 

borrowed from Holden. After remembering the death of this young boy, the only thing Holden can think to tell 

Phoebe he likes is “Allie.” His mind is increasingly preoccupied with childhood and childhood death; he thinks to 

call Mr. Antolini when he remembers the teacher picking up James Castle’s broken body in his coat. He grows 

increasingly emotional and unstable; Phoebe’s unaffected kindness when she loans him her Christmas money 

causes him to break into tears. 

And I’m standing on the edge of some crazy cliff. What I have to do, I have to catch everybody if they start to go 

over the cliff. . . . 
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(See Important Quotations Explained) 

One of the most important passages in the novel comes when Holden tells Phoebe he would like to be the 

catcher in the rye, saving little children from falling off the cliff. This passage elucidates the novel’s metaphoric 

title. The rye field is a symbol of childhood—the rye is so high that the children cannot see over it, just as children 

are unable to see beyond the borders of their childhood. Standing on the precipice that separates the rye field of 

childhood from the cliff of adulthood, Holden wants to protect childhood innocence from the fall into 

disillusionment that necessarily accompanies adulthood. Trapped between states, with his innocence in jeopardy, 

Holden wants to be a “catcher in the rye,” a savior of the innocence missing in the world around him, a world that 

has let him fall over the cliff into adulthood alone. 

Holden’s mistake about the line from the Robert Burns song—his substitution of “catch a body” for “meet a 

body”—is highly significant, as its placement in the novel’s title suggests. Burns’s song “Comin’ Thro’ the Rye” 
exists in several versions, each with somewhat different lyrics. In some versions, the song is about a woman who 

has gotten her clothes wet while she was out in a rye field, while in other versions the speaker of the song is a 

woman discussing being out in a rye field. All versions of the song ask the question: is it wrong to “kiss” and 

“greet” someone you are attracted to if you meet them out in the fields, even if you don’t tell the rest of the world 

about it and you aren’t committed to that person? Implicitly, the song asks if casual sex, in the sense of sex 

without a commitment, is always wrong. Thus, in Burns’s song, “meeting” means encountering a potential sex 

partner, and the word itself may even connote having sex with that person. Casual sex is precisely the kind of sex 

that Holden finds most upsetting throughout the novel. By “catching” children from falling off a cliff, he really 

wants to protect them from the fall out of innocence into the adult world. In Chapter 25, Holden is quite explicit 

that he specifically wants to protect children from knowledge of sex. He rubs the words “fuck you” off the school 

wall because he worries that someone will explain to the children what it means. Thus, what the lyric means to 

Holden is almost the exact opposite of what the song is about. 

 

Chapter 24 

Summary 

When Holden arrives at Mr. Antolini’s, Mr. Antolini and his wife have just wrapped up a dinner party in their 

upscale Sutton Place apartment. Glasses and dishes are everywhere, and Holden can tell that Mr. Antolini has 

been drinking. Holden takes a seat, and the two begin talking. As Mrs. Antolini prepares coffee, Mr. Antolini 

inquires about Holden’s expulsion from Pencey Prep. Holden reveals that he disliked the rules and regulations at 

Pencey Prep. As an example, he mentions his debate class in which students were penalized for digressing from 

their subject. Holden argues that digressions are more interesting. Instead of offering complete sympathy, Mr. 

Antolini gently challenges Holden, pointing out that digressions are often distracting, and that sometimes it is 

more interesting and appropriate to stick to the topic. Holden begins to see the weakness of his argument and 

becomes uncomfortable. But Mrs. Antolini cuts the tension, bringing coffee for Holden and Mr. Antolini before 

going to bed. 

“I have a feeling that you’re riding for some kind of terrible, terrible fall.” 
(See Important Quotations Explained) 

After this respite, Mr. Antolini resumes the discussion on a much more serious note. He tells Holden that he is 

worried about him because he seems primed for a major fall, a fall that will leave him frustrated and embittered 

against the rest of the world, particularly against the sort of boys he hated at school. At this suggestion Holden 

becomes defensive and argues that he actually, after a while, grows to semi-like guys like Ackley and Stradlater. 

After an awkward silence, Mr. Antolini further explains the “fall” he is envisioning, saying that it is experienced by 

men who cannot deal with the environment around them. But he tells Holden that if he applies himself in school, 

he will learn that many men and women have been similarly disturbed and troubled by the human condition, and 

he will also learn a great deal about his own mind. Holden seems interested in what Mr. Antolini has to say, but 
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he is exhausted. Finally, he is unable to suppress a yawn. Mr. Antolini chuckles, makes up the couch, and, after 

some small talk about girls, lets Holden go to sleep. 

Suddenly, Holden wakes up; he feels Mr. Antolini’s hand stroking his head. Mr. Antolini claims it was nothing, but 

Holden believes Mr. Antolini is making a homosexual advance and hurries out of the apartment. 

Analysis 

At first, Mr. Antolini seems to offer Holden his only chance of making a sympathetic connection with an adult. 

Holden respects his teacher’s intelligence and seems legitimately interested in Mr. Antolini’s lecture about finding 

“what size mind you have.” It is significant that Holden consistently refers to his former teacher as “Mr. Antolini,” 
whereas he refers to Mr. Spencer as “old Spencer” or “Spencer.” But a subtly menacing undercurrent runs 

through Holden’s description of his time at the Antolinis’: the unwashed glasses from the dinner party, Mrs. 

Antolini’s unattractive appearance without her makeup, and Mr. Antolini’s excessive drinking all contribute to a 

feeling of discomfort that Holden never explicitly acknowledges. When Holden wakes to find Mr. Antolini stroking 

his head, he snaps. The pressure of his surging sexual feelings, combined with the nervous homophobia he 

exhibited around Carl Luce, make Mr. Antolini’s gesture more than he can handle, and he leaves Mr. Antolini’s 

apartment awkwardly and hastily. 

The question of whether Mr. Antolini really made a homosexual advance on Holden is much more complicated 

than Holden implies. Holden might be right—Antolini’s inquiries about Holden’s girlfriends and the fact that he 

calls Holden “handsome” as he wishes him goodnight could be read as flirtatious advances. But it seems far 

more likely that Mr. Antolini’s gesture was simply a tipsy sign of affection for a student in obvious pain, a student 

in whom Mr. Antolini sensed something fragile and genuine. But, as with everything else, Holden is rash and 

uncompromising in his interpretation of his teacher’s behavior, and, with that rash interpretation, all of Holden’s 

trust and faith in Mr. Antolini vanish. Mr. Antolini is clearly a more complex and multidimensional character than 

Holden makes him out to be. But, as we have already seen, what little stability Holden has left depends on his 

maintaining an oversimplified worldview—he cannot tolerate motives that are at all ambiguous. Throughout the 

scene, we remain as puzzled as Holden is as to what is really going on, which allows us to empathize with 

Holden in the crisis he experiences as a result of the encounter. 

The fact that Mr. Antolini is trying to prevent Holden from “a fall” obviously parallels Holden’s image of the 

“catcher in the rye.” Yet, Mr. Antolini is a very different kind of catcher from the one Holden envisioned, and the 

type of fall he describes is different from the one Holden imagines. Holden fantasizes about protecting children 

from adulthood and sexuality (see Chapter 25), but Mr. Antolini describes the more frightening fall that will come 

if Holden himself refuses to grow up. Holden maintains an idealized view of childhood, and simplified view of 

adulthood, in order to justify his withdrawal from society. He resists intimacy because the complexities of real-

world relationships collapse his simplistic perspective. Mr. Antolini’s trenchant criticism forces Holden to see his 

own problems, while the ambiguity of his motives force him to encounter the complexity and ambiguity of the 

adult world. As such, he is beginning to see the trap of painful loneliness and isolation he has created for himself 

with his largely self-imposed alienation. 

 

Chapters 25–26 

Summary: Chapter 25 

After leaving Mr. Antolini’s, Holden goes to Grand Central Station and spends the night sleeping on a bench in 

the waiting room. The next day, he walks up and down Fifth Avenue, watching the children and feeling more and 

more nervous and overwhelmed. Every time he crosses a street, he feels like he will disappear, so each time he 

reaches a curb, he calls to Allie, pleading with his dead brother to let him make it to the other side. He decides to 

leave New York, hitchhike west, and never go home or to school again. He imagines living as a hermit, never 

talking to anybody, and marrying a deaf-mute girl. 
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He goes to Phoebe’s school and writes her a note telling her to meet him at the Museum of Art so he can return 

the money she lent him. As he wanders around his old school, he becomes even more depressed when he finds 

the words “fuck you” scrawled on the walls. 

While waiting at the museum, Holden shows two young kids where the mummies are. He leads them down the 

hallway to the tomb exhibit, but they get scared and run off, leaving Holden alone in the dark, cramped passage. 

Holden likes it at first, but then sees another “fuck you” written on the wall. Disgusted, he speculates that when he 

dies, somebody will probably write the words “fuck you” on his tombstone. He leaves the exhibit to wait for 

Phoebe. On the way to the bathroom, he passes out, but he downplays the incident. 

Phoebe arrives at the museum with a suitcase and begs Holden to take her with him. He feels dizzy and worries 

that he will pass out again. He tells her that she cannot possibly go with him and feels even closer to fainting. She 

gets angry, refuses to look at him, and gruffly returns his hunting hat. Holden tells her he won’t go away and asks 

her to go back to school. She angrily refuses, and he offers to take her to the zoo. 

They walk to the zoo, Holden on one side of the street, Phoebe following angrily on the other. After looking at 

some animals, they walk to the park, now on the same side of the street, although still not quite together. They 

come to the carousel, and Holden convinces Phoebe to ride it. He sits on a park bench, watching her go around 

and around. They have reconciled, he is wearing his red hunting hat, and suddenly he feels so happy he thinks 

he might cry. 

Summary: Chapter 26 

Holden concludes his story by refusing to discuss what happened after his day in the park with Phoebe, although 

he does say that he went home, got sick, and was sent to the rest home from which he now tells his story. He 

says he is supposed to go to a new school in the fall and thinks that he will apply himself there, but he doesn’t 
feel like talking about it. He wishes he hadn’t talked about his experiences so much in the first place, even to D. 

B., who often comes to visit him in the rest home. Talking about what happened to him makes him miss all the 

people in his story. 

Analysis: Chapters 25–26 

Holden’s breakdown reaches its climax in Chapter 25. As the chapter begins, Holden feels surrounded on all 

sides by ugliness and phoniness—the profanity on the walls, the vulgar Christmas-tree delivery men, the empty 

pomp of Christmas—and his recent interactions with Phoebe and Mr. Antolini have left him feeling completely 

lonely and alienated. As he wanders the streets of New York, he looks at children and prays to Allie to keep him 

from disappearing as the ducks disappeared and as Allie himself disappeared. It’s clear that Mr. Antolini was, at 

least in part, correct: Holden does not feel connected to his environment. He imagines that he is an ephemeral 

presence that will instantaneously vanish. Not only does he feel that he cannot relate to anybody, but he doesn’t 
know how to deal with adult encounters, because they don’t fit neatly into the worldview he has constructed for 

himself. As a result, he makes the only decision that seems logical in such a situation: he decides to run away. 

Unable to deal with the world around him, and realizing that his cynical view of the world is not grounded in 

reality, he decides to leave. 

Phoebe demands to go with Holden, but it is unclear whether she needs him or whether she worries that he 

needs her. Despite her young age, it’s safe to assume that she has a clearer perspective on the situation than 

Holden, so the latter explanation seems more likely. Nevertheless, Holden sees the effect his plans have on 

someone he cares about—a first sign of true maturity. He begins to come out of his shell, demonstrating concern 

for Phoebe and a willingness to love people around him. After Holden makes the decision to stay and Phoebe 

forgives him, she returns his hunting hat, reciprocating his gesture of kindness. It is the only moment of reciprocal 

interaction that Holden experiences in the book: from Stradlater to Sally Hayes, most characters just want to take 

things from him or use him for a specific purpose. The few characters who try to give Holden something, like Mr. 

Spencer or Mr. Antolini, find that Holden is unwilling to reciprocate. He remains suspicious of accepting their 

advice and unwilling to communicate. But here, he and Phoebe demonstrate true interaction, both selflessly 
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giving and humbly taking from each other. It is the kind of intimacy Holden has been longing for and sorely 

missing. 

When Holden watches Phoebe go around and around on the carousel, he finds himself deliriously happy as he 

participates in a scene of childhood joy and innocence. With Phoebe, he seems to have found the human contact 

he was looking for. The implication is that now, perhaps, he can begin the process of introspection and healing 

that he needs. 

In Chapter 26, despite his refusal to talk any more about his story, Holden nevertheless fills in some key missing 

details: he went home; he was sent to a rest home to recover from the breakdown; he’s in psychotherapy; and 

he’ll go to a new school in the fall. Holden’s defensively cynical tone continues throughout the chapter, which 

raises the question of whether the novel’s ending is tragic. He says he plans to apply himself in school next year 

and seems contemplative, but he is unable to express his feelings and says that he wishes he hadn’t told so 

many people his story. 

The novel’s ending is ambiguous. It is unclear whether Holden will fulfill the promise of recovery that is suggested 

as he watches the carousel. Holden’s final statement—“Don’t tell anybody anything. If you do, you start missing 

everybody”— suggests that he is still shackled by the same problems he has dealt with throughout the book. He 

still seems scared and alone, and he continues to dread communication. On the other hand, his final words 

suggest that he has begun to shed the impenetrable skin of cynicism that he had grown around himself. He has 

begun to value, rather than dismiss, the people around him. His nostalgia—“missing everybody”—reveals that he 

is not as bitter and repressed as he was earlier in the book. 

 

Important Quotations Explained 

1. “Life is a game, boy. Life is a game that one plays according to the rules.”  
“Yes, sir. I know it is. I know it.”  
Game, my ass. Some game. If you get on the side where all the hot-shots are, then it’s a game, all right—I’ll 
admit that. But if you get on the other side, where there aren’t any hot-shots, then what’s a game about it? 

Nothing. No game. 

Explanation for Quotation 1 >> 

 

 

2. [Ackley] took another look at my hat . . . “Up home we wear a hat like that to shoot deer in, for Chrissake,” he 

said. “That’s a deer shooting hat.”  
“Like hell it is.” I took it off and looked at it. I sort of closed one eye, like I was taking aim at it. “This is a people 

shooting hat,” I said. “I shoot people in this hat.” 
Explanation for Quotation 2 >> 

 

 

3. The best thing, though, in that museum was that everything always stayed right where it was. Nobody’d move. 

. . . Nobody’d be different. The only thing that would be different would be you. 

Explanation for Quotation 3 >> 

 

 

4. . . . I’m standing on the edge of some crazy cliff. What I have to do, I have to catch everybody if they start to go 

over the cliff—I mean if they’re running and they don’t look where they’re going I have to come out from 

somewhere and catch them. That’s all I’d do all day. I’d just be the catcher in the rye and all. 

Explanation for Quotation 4 >> 
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5. “I have a feeling that you’re riding for some kind of terrible, terrible fall. . . . The whole arrangement’s designed 

for men who, at some time or other in their lives, were looking for something their own environment couldn ’t 
supply them with. . . . So they gave up looking.” 
 

Key Facts 

FULL TITLE  ·  The Catcher in the Rye 

AUTHOR  · J. D. Salinger 

TYPE OF WORK  · Novel 

GENRE  · Bildungsroman (coming-of-age novel) 

LANGUAGE  · English 

TIME AND PLACE WRITTEN  · Late 1940s–early 1950s, New York 

DATE OF FIRST PUBLICATION  · July 1951; parts of the novel appeared as short stories in Collier’s, December 

1945, and in The New Yorker, December 1946 

PUBLISHER  · Little, Brown and Company 

NARRATOR  · Holden Caulfield, narrating from a psychiatric facility a few months after the events of the novel 

POINT OF VIEW  · Holden Caulfield narrates in the first person, describing what he himself sees and 

experiences, providing his own commentary on the events and people he describes. 

TONE  · Holden’s tone varies between disgust, cynicism, bitterness, and nostalgic longing, all expressed in a 

colloquial style. 

TENSE  · Past 

SETTING (TIME)  · A long weekend in the late 1940s or early 1950s 

SETTING (PLACE)  · Holden begins his story in Pennsylvania, at his former school, Pencey Prep. He then 

recounts his adventures in New York City. 

PROTAGONIST  · Holden Caulfield 

MAJOR CONFLICT · The major conflict is within Holden’s psyche. Part of him wants to connect with other people 

on an adult level (and, more specifically, to have a sexual encounter), while part of him wants to reject the adult 

world as “phony,” and to retreat into his own memories of childhood. 

RISING ACTION · Holden’s many attempts to connect with other people over the course of the novel bring his 

conflicting impulses—to interact with other people as an adult, or to retreat from them as a child—into direct 

conflict. 

CLIMAX  · Possible climaxes include Holden’s encounter with Sunny, when it becomes clear that he is unable to 

handle a sexual encounter; the end of his date with Sally, when he tries to get her to run away with him; and his 

departure from Mr. Antolini’s apartment, when he begins to question his characteristic mode of judging other 

people. 

FALLING ACTION  · Holden’s interactions with Phoebe, culminating in his tears of joy at watching Phoebe on the 

carousel (at the novel’s end he has retreated into childhood, away from the threats of adult intimacy and 

sexuality) 

THEMES  · Alienation as a form of self-protection; the painfulness of growing up; the phoniness of the adult world 

MOTIFS  · Relationships, intimacy, and sexuality; loneliness; lying and deception 

SYMBOLS  · The “catcher in the rye”; Holden’s red hunting hat; the Museum of Natural History; the ducks in the 

Central Park lagoon 

FORESHADOWING  · At the beginning of the novel, Holden hints that he has been hospitalized for a nervous 

breakdown, the story of which is revealed over the course of the novel. 

 

Study Questions & Essay Topics 
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Study Questions 

1. Holden narrates the story of The Catcher in the Rye while he is recovering from his breakdown. Do you think 

the promise of recovery that Holden experiences as he watches the carousel at the end of the novel has been 

fulfilled? Specifically, has Holden gained a more mature perspective on the events that he narrates? 

Answer for Study Question 1 >> 

 

 

2. What is the significance of the carousel in Chapter 25? 

Answer for Study Question 2 >> 

 

 

3. Though Holden never describes his psychological breakdown directly, it becomes clear as the novel 

progresses that he is growing increasingly unstable. How does Salinger indicate this instability to the reader while 

protecting his narrator’s reticence? 

Answer for Study Question 3 >> 

 

 

Suggested Essay Topics 

1. Think about Holden’s vision of the nature of childhood and adulthood. Are the two realms as separate as 

Holden believes them to be? Where does he fit in? 

2. The novel is structured around Holden’s encounters and interactions with other people. Does any pattern 

seem to emerge, or does anything change in his interactions as the novel progresses? How do Holden’s 

encounters with adults, children, women, and his peers evolve as the novel progresses? 

3. Throughout the book, Holden longs for intimacy with other human beings. Discuss the different types of 

relationships Holden attempts and the different types of intimacy in the book. What is the role of sexuality in The 

Catcher in the Rye? How do Holden’s sexual relationships differ from his nonsexual encounters? 

4. The most ambiguous encounter in the book is Holden’s night at Mr. Antolini’s apartment. What do you make of 

Mr. Antolini’s actions? Was he making a pass at Holden? What is the significance of his actions, and how do they 

relate to his role as someone trying to prevent Holden from “taking a fall”? 

5. Holden often behaves like a prophet or a saint, pointing out the phoniness and wickedness in the world around 

him. Is Holden as perfect as he wants to be? Are there instances where he is phony and full of hypocrisy? What 

do these moments reveal about his character and his psychological problems? 

 

Quiz 

1. When the novel begins, Holden describes 

(A) Watching a football game 

(B) Taking a train to New York 

(C) Recuperating in a tuberculosis rest home 

(D) Riding a carousel in Central Park 

2. What is the name of the school Holden is attending at the beginning of his story? 

(A) The Whooton School 
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(B) Pencey Prep 

(C) Don Bosco High 

(D) Elkton Hills 

3. Holden was forced to return early to school from New York because 

(A) His parents caught him in their apartment. 

(B) He lost the fencing team’s equipment. 

(C) He desperately wanted to see the final football game. 

(D) He needed to see Mr. Spencer. 

4. What item of clothing did Holden buy during the team’s trip to New York? 

(A) A hound’s-tooth jacket 

(B) A red hunting hat 

(C) A brown derby 

(D) A pink leisure suit 

5. Contrasting him with the annoying and sloppy Ackley, Holden describes Stradlater as a(n) 

(A) “Anal-retentive neat-freak” 

(B) “Guy whose mess you don’t mind” 

(C) “Clean and nice roommate” 

(D) “Secret slob” 
6. Holden tries to punch Stradlater immediately after 

(A) Stradlater refuses to answer Holden’s questions about his date. 

(B) Stradlater suddenly attacks him. 

(C) Stradlater brags about his sexual conquests. 

(D) Stradlater rips his hound’s-tooth jacket. 

7. Holden nostalgically remembers the way Jane Gallagher used to 

(A) Talk about the Museum of Natural History 

(B) Play checkers 

(C) Write stories 

(D) Ride her bike 

8. Once back in New York, the first person Holden tries to invite for a drink is 

(A) A cab driver 

(B) Faith Cavendish 

(C) Carl Luce 

(D) Sally Hayes 

9. Holden wonders about the fate of which animals in Central Park? 

(A) The squirrels in the Sheep Meadow 

(B) The goats in the Children’s Zoo 

(C) The feral dogs roaming the Nature Preserve 
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(D) The ducks in the lagoon 

10. After Holden checks into his room at the Edmont Hotel, what does he see out of his window? 

(A) A parade 

(B) A flock of ducks flying away from the Central Park lagoon 

(C) A variety of bizarre sex acts going on in other rooms of the hotel 

(D) Jane Gallagher fooling around with Stradlater 

11. According to Holden, he knew he was happy when he was 

(A) Holding hands with Jane 

(B) Writing essays for Mr. Spencer 

(C) Fooling “phonies” with elaborate lies 

(D) Listening to Ernie play piano 

12. The elevator operator at the Edmont offers to get Holden 

(A) Drugs 

(B) Complimentary breakfast 

(C) A prostitute 

(D) Movie tickets 

13. Holden claims he can’t sleep with Sunny because 

(A) He’s a virgin. 

(B) He loves her too much. 

(C) He’s mourning the death of his mother. 

(D) He’s just had an operation on his “clavichord.” 
14. After Maurice hits Holden in the crotch, what does Holden do? 

(A) He repeatedly insults Maurice, resulting in further physical punishment. 

(B) He punches Maurice in the face. 

(C) He collapses to the floor, cursing at Sunny. 

(D) He hops around the room, spewing profanities while smoke comes out of his ears. 

15. After his encounter with Maurice, Holden 

(A) Calls the police 

(B) Calls Jane Gallagher 

(C) Pretends he’s a movie character who has been shot 

(D) Realizes he’s in love with Sunny 

16. At breakfast, Holden is surprised that the nun 

(A) Eats fatty foods 

(B) Likes Romeo and Juliet 

(C) Shows no remorse over stealing the collection money 

(D) Spits water on her partner’s face 

17. What does Holden buy for Phoebe? 
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(A) A book titled Out of Africa 

(B) An autographed photograph of Robert Donat 

(C) A record titled “Little Shirley Beans” 

(D) A pair of yellow shoes 

18. According to Holden, what is “the best thing” about the Museum of Natural History? 

(A) “That everything always stayed right where it was” 

(B) “That no goddam phonies ever went there” 

(C) “That this one crazy Indian always reminds [him] of Allie” 

(D) “That the birds look exactly like the ducks in the lagoon” 
19. As Holden predicted, Sally is excited to 

(A) Talk about their futures 

(B) Openly discuss their problems and emotions 

(C) See the Lunts 

(D) Listen to “Little Shirley Beans” 
20. Although Phoebe’s real middle name is “Josephine,” she signs her name as 

(A) Phoebe Weatherfield Caulfield 

(B) Phoebe Allie Caulfield 

(C) Phoebe Benedict Arnold Caulfield 

(D) Phoebe “Mad Dog” Caulfield 

21. Phoebe chastises Holden because, in her mind, he 

(A) Smokes too many cigarettes 

(B) Dates terrible women 

(C) Is too nice 

(D) Doesn’t like anything 

22. What or who is the “catcher in the rye”? 

(A) Holden’s dream job 

(B) Phoebe’s favorite stuffed animal 

(C) An old college buddy of Holden’s father 

(D) A symbolically important drinking glass 

23. Just before he leaves her room, Phoebe gives Holden 

(A) A stern scolding 

(B) A record she had bought for him 

(C) Her Christmas money 

(D) His red hunting hat 
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24. Holden leaves Mr. Antolini’s apartment because 

(A) Mr. Antolini passes out drunk. 

(B) He feels sick. 

(C) He thinks Mr. Antolini made a pass at him. 

(D) Mr. Antolini throws him out. 

25. As he prepares to leave New York City, Holden repeatedly encounters 

(A) Mr. Antolini 

(B) Vulgarity scrawled on walls 

(C) His brother’s ghost 

(D) Ackley and Stradlater 
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When Rain Clouds Gather Summary

When Rain Clouds Gather

by Bessie Head

Bessie Head was born in Pietermaritzburg, South Africa, in 1937. Until she was 13

she was raised by a foster family in a poor section of the coloured community in the

Cape Province (that is, the community for South Africans of mixed descent). She

spent the next six years at St. Monica s Home, an Anglican mission school for

coloured girls, where she learned through a shocking revelation from the principal that

her white mother had lived and died in a mental asylum because she had sexual

relations with an African stable boy. She was made to understand that she herself was

being monitored for any sign of mental aberration. After her teacher training education

at St. Monica s, Head taught elementary school from 1956 to 1958 in Durban, and

then worked for several newspapers in Cape Town, Johannesburg, and Port Elizabeth.

Her political involvement as a member of the Pan Africanist Congress led to her brief

arrest after anti-pass-law demonstrations that climaxed with police shootings of

African protestors in Sharpeville in 1960. She attempted suicide shortly thereafter.

The traumatic impact of these experiences was evident in Head s troubled marriage,

her sense of alienation in Botswana  where she lived as a refugee from 1964 until she

was granted Botswana citizenship in 1979 and her intermittent mental breakdowns.

Almost all her writings are based on her personal experiences in these two countries.

Her first novel in exile, When Rain Clouds Gather examines her decision to live in

exile rather than stay and fight the apartheid system inside South Africa.

Events in History at the Time of the Novel

The geopolitics of 1960s Botswana. When Rain Clouds Gather is set in the fictional

village of Golema Mmidi, in a remote eastern section of Botswana. Golema Mmidi
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represents Serowe, the village in which Head settled after moving to Botswana in

1964. Known then as the Bechuanaland Protectorate, Botswana, a former British

colony, became independent in 1966. Geographically, the country is dominated by the

Kalahari sands, and is mostly unsuitable for permanent residence. Regular rainfall

may occur over a ten-year period, followed by ten years of below average rainfall,

often accompanied by severe drought. Apart from the peak years of the wet cycle, rain

is often highly localized, irregular in amounts, and otherwise unpredictable  (Ramsay,

p. 2). Consequently, only about 5 percent of the land is arable. Bessie Head uses the

nation s constant desire for water as a backdrop for the hopes and aspirations of the

people she describes in her novel. Despite the harshness of the land, people constantly

look with hopefulness for rain clouds. Pula,  meaning rain,  is the general term of

greeting among the Batswana. (Botswana refers to the country, Batswana to the

Tswana people who live in the country, and Motswana to an individual member of the

community.)

At the time the novel takes place, Botswana had recently gained its independence from

the British colonial administration (1966). The Bechuanaland Protectorate was often

referred to as an orphaned society to which the British had extended protection,
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mainly because of the appeals of prominent members of the London Missionary

Society and powerful Botswana chiefs, who wanted to prevent other European powers

in the surrounding countries the Dutch, the Germans, and the Afrikaners (or

descendents of European, mainly Dutch, settlers in South Africa) from swallowing

their territory. Administratively, the British Empire held Bechuanaland to be part of

South Africa, and the protectorate was administered from Mafeking, South Africa.

Few Europeans settled in the region because of the brutal Botswana climate, and,

beside the burdensome task of collecting taxes and maintaining law and order, Britain

itself did not see much to covet in the land. It consequently did little to improve the

country s infrastructure. Botswana s major usefulness was that it was mostly flat

land and thus served as a major transportation link between South Africa and the

central African nations.

Historians have argued that the colonial administration s indifference to the future of

Botswana led to social and economic underdevelopment, low agricultural

productivity, and a legacy of economic dependency on South Africa. This colonial

indifference to economic development was also responsible for the poor state of

Botswana education in the 1960s. Primary-level education was available to only a few,

and, in fact, many local teachers were insufficiently trained. Bessie Head was one of

the few expatriates from South Africa willing to work as a teacher in Botswana. To

obtain secondary-level education, a select number of native-born Batswana went to

South Africa. For a small minority higher education was available in Lesotho and

overseas. In 1963 only 45 Batswana were attending institutions of higher education

(Parson, p. 58). Thus, with an undeveloped rural economy and a negligible educational

system, many people (especially those with skills) sought employment in the more

developed nations surrounding Botswana. By 1964, out of a national population of

only half a million, the absentee population was estimated at 42,000 (Parson, p. 59).

Botswana s traditional economy is based on herding. Culturally, cattle herding is

done by men and boys, who spend a significant part of the year at cattle posts far from

home. The raising of crops (such as sorghum, millet, beans, and maize) is done mostly

When Rain Clouds Gather Summary
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by women, who also gather fruits and vegetables while the men hunt game.

Examining the traditional economy of the country in When Rain Clouds Gather, Head

focuses on agriculture and the need to resist the encroaching desert through

technological improvements in farming. The Botswana government also recognized

poor agricultural output as one of its major challenges, and initiated largescale dam

construction and irrigated farming projects to overcome cycles of drought (Ramsay, p.

4).

Independence. When the winds of political change blew across Africa in the 1960s,

Britain exercised unusual goodwill in the smooth transfer of power to the people of

Botswana. Sir Seretse Khama, the son of Sekgoma II of the BaNgwato people, became

the first president of the Republic of Botswana. He and his uncle, Tshekedi Khama,

former regent of Botswana (1925-50), initially fought to preserve the rights of the

traditional rulers of their class; however, in 1956, they both renounced their rights and

the rights of their offsprings to bogosi, or kingship. Thus, a decade before Botswana

achieved independence, they fostered a spirit of democracy in the nation. Botswana s

long history of democracy has since become a model for other African nations. Bessie

Head succinctly points out in When Rain Clouds Gather that some chiefs did not

appreciate the changes they were facing, and indeed, relinquishing power to a

democratically elected government proved difficult for many traditional rulers.

Nonetheless, Seretse and his Botswana Democratic Party (BDP) enjoyed

overwhelming support from the people. Seretse is credited with transforming

Botswana from a neglected protectorate and tragically impoverished nation to an

international model of human rights, stable democracy, and improved economic

development (Ramsay, p. 217).

It is generally believed that Britain would not have handed over power so readily to

the people of Botswana if the mineral resources for which many agencies had

desperately scoured the land had been discovered before 1966. Commercial deposits

of diamonds were discovered in 1967, making the mining industry (which in colonial

times had explored for copper, nickel, and salt) the most significant foreign exchange

earner for the country.
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Botswana, land of exiles. Almost entirely surrounded by the white-dominated

countries of South Africa, Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), and South West Africa (now

Namibia), in the 1960s Botswana became a natural refuge for many who were fleeing

white oppression. In fact, for the past 200 years warring ethnic groups and violent

encounters with Europeans in the more habitable regions of southern Africa led many

ethnic groups to take refuge in Botswana. Consequently, although the people of

Botswana are deeply traditional, they are at the same time generally tolerant of

foreigners.

Geographically and politically Botswana occupies a strategic position in southern

Africa. However, the country is completely landlocked and mostly dependent on

South Africa for road outlets for its goods and services. Also, migrant workers from

Botswana have found employment in South Africa, serving as a labor reserve in that

country s economy. Botswana s economic dependency on rich, powerful neighbors

placed it in a difficult position in the 1960s. While Botswana sympathized with and

welcomed traumatized refugees, it meanwhile remained intolerant of militant or

political expressions that could jeopardize its relations with its neighbors. Botswana

adopted the compromise position of staying neutral in the politics of the region. It can

be argued that the nation itself underwent a psychological and economic state of exile.

Apartheid in South Africa. The repressive policies of apartheid in South Africa

forced Bessie Head to flee into neighboring Botswana. As she saw it, her nightmarish

experience of racial segregation, the unfathomable logic of white hatred, and her own

inescapable involvement in South African politics created such tension that living in

the country became unbearable. Many of Head s own experiences found their way

into When Rain Clouds Gather, especially her questioning of political and social life

in South Africa.

Although racial segregation had been practiced since Europeans first dominated

southern Africa in the late eighteenth century, it was in the twentieth century that it

came to involve the exclusion of all non-Europeans from the privileges of citizenship

in South Africa. Apartheid, which means apartness  or its later modification,
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separate development,  promoted the exploitation of black Africans, coloureds,

Indians, and other non-Europeans. Basically, it rested on the white South African

notion that the country consisted of separate nations that ought to live in their own

distinct areas or homelands, with nonwhites entering the white homeland only

temporarily, to work. The term apartheid  came into common usage in 1948 when

the Afrikaner s National Party, led by H. F. Verwoerd, used it as a political platform

to win the national election. A revolutionary, totalitarian doctrine,  apartheid

trumpeted separation as the ideal to be applied as consistently and vigorously as

possible  (Saunders, p. 17). Economically, socially, and psychologically, apartheid

has meant untold suffering for nonwhites. Black South Africans and foreigners from

other African countries were put on the lowest social rung, and they were forced to

obey repressive legislation, such as the pass laws, which required nonwhites entering

white cities to carry papers explaining their purpose for being there. Further, the

practice of petty apartheid,  which was similar to the Jim Crow laws of the South in

the United States, enforced segregation in public buildings, on public transportation,

on beaches, in libraries, on sidewalks, and in social activities such as sporting events.

After her teacher training in 1956, Head entered a world of racial politics that was

increasingly tense and conflictual. The late 1950s and 60s witnessed extreme

violence on the part of the South African police, and numerous defiance campaigns

and strike actions on the part of black resistance movements. The white regime had

the full support of the legislative arm of government, which passed many laws further

restricting the rights of non-Europeans. In 1956 Parliament sanctioned the removal of

the coloured vote. In 1957 it amended the Native Laws Amendment Act, further

restricting contact now deemed inappropriate between blacks and whites, such as the

free association of persons with the same political or religious beliefs. (Blacks, for

example, could no longer attend church in nonblack areas.) Two years later, through

the University Education Act, apartheid was introduced to institutions of higher

learning. By 1960 political representation for Africans in Parliament was abolished;

the same policy was applied to coloured representation in 1968. Blacks and coloureds

employed numerous strategies to resist such oppressive laws. For instance, women

staged mass anti-pass demonstrations at the Union Buildings, Pretoria, in 1956.
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Groups organized stay-at-home strikes, in which workers refrained from reporting for

work. Passive resistance such as the stay-at-home strikes and protest journalism, along

with overt resistance such as riots, random attacks on whites, or organized

underground campaigns of violence, both played parts in the opposition to white

domination.

In response, the government unleashed a reign of terror that included arrests and

detentions, with or without trial. Police brutality led to many deaths in police custody,

rapes, unprovoked assaults and harassments, and the banning of political parties such

as the African National Congress (ANC) and the Pan Africanist Congress (PAC). On

March 21, 1960, during a PAC pass-law defiance campaign at Sharpeville that Head

helped organize, police shot into the crowd, killing 69 people. Around the world

people decried the actions of the South African police, and a few days later the PAC

enjoyed a small victory when the pass laws were suspended. However, this apparent

victory in fact worked to the advantage of the South African regime, because the

government s action made unnecessary an important pass-law campaign that the

ANC had scheduled for March 31, and thus defused the anger that had been growing

both in and outside South Africa. The government took the opportunity to place a
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banning order on the ANC and the PAC after arresting and jailing many of their

leaders, and, in April, quickly resurrected the pass laws. The government s

determination to continue its apartheid policies was evident in its decision to risk

international disrepute rather than share power with non-Europeans. In March 1961

South Africa withdrew its membership in the British Commonwealth and became a

Republic two months later. In November 1962 the United Nations voted to impose

economic and diplomatic sanctions on South Africa. These measures, however, did

not deter the South African government, which became even more repressive after the

assassination of H. F. Verwoerd and the election of John Vorster as prime minister in

1966. Formerly in charge of police security, Vorster enacted the Terrorism Act in

1967, advocating indefinite detention without trials, and later, the forced deportation

of black Africans to segregated homelands,  the Bantustans. The government also

established, among other infrastructures of apartheid, the Bureau of State Security,

well-known for its notorious treatment of political prisoners and for its covert attempts

to trap activists both inside and outside the country.

Throughout the 1960s many black intellectuals and political activists and white

liberals either went underground with their activism or fled the country. Those

arrested often spent many years in jail and suffered unspeakable torture. Head s

choice of exile over underground sabotage may have stemmed from the psychological

tension that came with life as a radical; she has claimed to have such a delicate

nervous balance that when faced with danger or secret activity I tremble violently. The

spies of the Boers [Afrikaners] would have long found me out and sent me the parcel

bomb  (Head in Eilersen, p. 49). The unhappy political situation in the country; the

crisis in her marriage; the nightmare of raising her son in the desperate poverty she

and her husband struggled through; and the impossibility of flourishing as a writer in a

climate of oppression all these factors encouraged her to start life over in a foreign

land. When Rain Clouds Gather captures these years of struggle in South Africa. The

main character in the novel epitomizes Head s attempt to abandon the past and to

embrace all that was new and free in Botswana.
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The Novel in Focus

Plot summary. When Rain Clouds Gather opens at the South African border fence

with Botswana. The protagonist, Makhaya Maseko, is in the process of disengaging

with the past. He feels certain about his desire to leave it behind but is uncertain about

the future he wishes to embrace. A young Zulu activist recently out of prison,

Makhaya has defied the South African government banning order against him by

fleeing the country. His one desire is to live in a free country, although he has no

illusions about the quality of freedom he will enjoy in a country as miserably poor as

Botswana. Rejecting his political activities a campaign of violence against the South

African government and his Zulu upbringing, which he holds partly responsible for

nurturing people who could allow themselves to be so brutally oppressed by whites,

Makhaya opts for a future that might grant him basic human rights. In South Africa he

had deliberately courted death by carrying on his person the plans for blowing up

buildings; his new goal as a refugee in Botswana is to seek life and nurture it.

However, his experience in South Africa, a land where a black man s identity

amounted to that of a black dog, has left Makhaya bitter and distrustful. His dreams

about changing the world are reduced to simply satisfying his own personal needs. As

he says to an old man who helps him cross the border into Botswana, I just want to

step on free ground. I don t care about people. I don t care about anything, not even

the white man. I want to feel what it is like to live in a free country and then maybe

some of the evils in my life will correct themselves  (Head, When Rain Clouds

Gather, p. 10). Makhaya s decision to flee is not based on any overt political

motive,  but rather on a strong desire to calm his jangled black sensibilities  and to

come to terms with his personal inner chaos (Heywood, p. 176). He meets an old

woman from whom he seeks shelter for the night. Her selfish attitude toward this

hapless refugee informs Makhaya that Botswana is no paradise, but a place that has its

vultures  (Rain Clouds, p. 14). After he registers as a refugee, Makhaya happens

upon Dinorego, a wise old man from Golema Mmidi, who helps him settle down into

a quiet search for peace.
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The village of Golema Mmidi is a unique refuge for Botswana and South African

people who are fleeing tragedies in their lives. Though dry and arid, the village is well

suited to Makhaya, who finds this rural community radically different from his urban

ghetto existence in South Africa. Dinorego best expresses this difference when he

describes Botswana as God s country : God is everywhere around here. People

can t steal a thing from you, not even a sixpence. People can t fight, not even to kill

an enemy  (Rain Clouds, p. 21). Dinorego and the villagers of Golema Mmidi have

no concept of the deep-seated hatred that people like Makhaya have felt directed at

them from whites and which they had internalized in their struggle to survive

apartheid.

After being ruthlessly divorced by her womanizing husband, the elderly Mma

Milipede sought refuge in Golema Mmidi. She, like Dinorego, exemplifies an

innocent embrace of life in Botswana. She combines ancient wisdom with the

Christian religion of the missionaries; so secure are the Batswana in their own identity

that foreigners and their new ideas are examined and courageously absorbed into the

Batswana way of life. An Englishman, Gilbert Balfour, for example, can afford to live

and dream in Golema Mmidi because of his belief that people are open to change and

to those things that promote progress. His study of agriculture is an attempt to

counteract his stifling middle-class upbringing with the life-giving force of growing

things. Gilbert has helped the villagers start a cooperative farming project that is

yielding a good return, and his dream is to see Golema Mmidi become an

internationally renowned agricultural community.

Gilbert s commitment to the land is evident in his marriage to Dinorego s daughter,

the quiet but unpredictable Maria. Makhaya s timely appearance in Golema Mmidi

further accelerates Gilbert s dream of a transformed economy for a people who are

dirt-poor. Makhaya s philosophical rejection of tribalism and even his disillusionment

with politics are appealing to Gilbert, who needs someone willing to invest his

energies in the agricultural development of the village. Makhaya s task is to help the

women of the village move beyond subsistence farming to cash-crop tobacco farming,

since their men are out of the village in faraway cattle posts at this time of year.
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Without the cooperation of the women, both Gilbert and Makhaya note, the

agricultural miracle they envision will die. With the help of Mma Milipede, they enlist

the young Motswana widow, Paulina Seboso, who persuades the women of the village

to join the new tobacco-growing scheme.

Makhaya s preoccupation with this absorbing world of innocence and growing things

is alternately disrupted by the harshness of the land, the often fatal drought conditions,

the painful poverty around him, and, worst of all, the African grade of evil personified

in the embittered subchief Matenge and the politician Joas Mtsepe. Matenge has been

appointed administrator over Golema Mmidi by his brother, Chief Sekoto, who is

trying to rid himself of the contentious and greedy subchief. Matenge is disliked by

the villagers, for he stands in the way of progress. Having been trained in the old

school of masters and slaves, oppressor and oppressed, this traditional ruler regards

the change sweeping the country as a disheartening development. Slowly he is losing

his grip on power and his privileged lifestyle, and he fails in his attempts to banish

Gilbert and Makhaya, whom he sees as encouraging rebellion through their zealous

advocacy of change. Matenge s chief supporter, Joas Mtsepe, who represents the new

breed of African nationalists, is also bitter; he is part of the opposition that has lost an

election and become a destructive force against all forms of national progress. Mtsepe

and Matenge become partners in criticism, connivance, and conspiracy. Matenge s

continual juridical onslaught against the villagers meets with successful appeals at the

higher court, where Chief Sekoto, who despises his brother, always sides with the

appellants. As the chief administrator of the region, Matenge holds power over the

villagers but his ruling is always subject to that of the chief.

Matenge s unyielding attachment to tradition finally leads to his self-destruction,

when he decides, against his better judgement, to humiliate Paulina for an unstated

crime. Paulina speculates that her crime might be that she failed to inform the subchief

of the funeral of her son, who died of tuberculosis at a cattle outpost. It is more likely

that Matenge is simply jealous of her immense influence over the women of the

village and is angry that the tobacco project has been initiated without his permission.

In any case, Paulina s tragic loss of her son, Isaac, and the loss of all her cattle to the
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severe drought do not deter the selfish Matenge. He has also not offered any help or

words of comfort to the grieving community of villagers who have suffered the loss of

most of their cattle and are now looking for ways to preserve the rest of their herd

through the remainder of the unpredictable drought season. His misjudgment in

summoning Paulina to court at such a critical time angers the villagers. Assembling in

front of Matenge s house, they quietly wait for the subchief to declare his case against

Paulina. But Matenge never makes his appearance. Barring the door to his house, he

promptly takes his own life. Makhaya is the first to discover Matenge s tragic

decision.

By this time in the story, Makhaya has become a welcome member of the community.

He remains, however, a security risk,  a former political prisoner who is allegedly

violent, and does not know how long he will be able to maintain his place in Golema

Mmidi, a village he now loves. From the many ironies and riddles he has witnessed in

this remote village, he comes to the conclusion that freedom lies not in rejecting

everything but in confronting life in all its contradictions: you had to concentrate the

mind on all that was still alive and treat it as the most precious treasure you had ever

been given. . . . Therefore, he Makhaya, could run so far in search of peace, but it was

contact with other living beings that a man needed most  (Rain Clouds, pp. 164- 66).

Makhaya s marriage proposal to Paulina, which she gladly accepts, marks his

realization that although life is harsh, its magic lies in creating a world fit to live in,

rather than in succumbing to the death wish of the oppressor. Golema Mmidi offers a

means of personal and economic independence and interdependence, where the

qualities that count are benign austerity, reverence for the lives of ordinary people . . .

and, above all, the ability to break out of the prison of selfhood without destroying

individual privacy and integrity  (Ravenscott in Heywood, p. 177). In the end,

Makhaya learns that a peaceful haven is not a retreat from responsibility but a place

one creates through hard work, risk-taking, and involvement in the lives of others.

Women and representation. In her work Bessie Head has always foregrounded the

problems of gender relations in Africa. She is one of very few male or female African

writers of her generation to not only focus on gender discrimination but also to proffer
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a solution to the problem of sexism. When Rain Clouds Gather highlights the

oppressive effects of centuries of male privilege. A woman was something to buy at

some stage, the way you bought a table you were going to keep in some back room

and not care very much about  (Rain Clouds, p. 124). Makhaya s pronounced

sensitivity to apartheid has made him intolerant of the discriminatory practice of

female subordination in his Zulu culture. His denunciation of racism is inextricably

linked to his rejection of tribalism, male chauvinism, and the sexual and cultural

exploitation of women.

Yet, when he crosses the border into Botswana, he is shaken by the reality that female

exploitation is not just a South African problem but an African problem. The old

woman he encounters while looking for shelter for the night is crude and emotionally

hardened from years of labor. Her shrill, discordant voice pierces the pastoral night as

she attempts to exact as much money as she can from Makhaya for the miserable

shelter she provides. Her hostile response to Makhaya is representative of her

bankrupt relationship with men in general. For a fee, she is even willing to offer her

underaged granddaughter to Makhaya for a night of sexual pleasure. The young girl,

well schooled in servicing men, promptly shows up in Makhaya s hut. Disgusted by

child prostitution and the greed of the old woman, Makhaya rejects the offer but

hastily gives the girl the money to get rid of her. The old woman exclaims in shocked

surprise to the child: You mean he gave you the money for nothing. . . . This is a

miracle! I have not yet known a man who did not regard a woman as a gift from God!

He must be mad. . . . Let us lock the door to protect ourselves from the madman!

(Rain Clouds, p. 15). Her response links sexual exploitation to the material survival of

women, and suggests that male sexual domination of the female body has led to the

widespread acceptance of such denigration by women themselves.

It is also important to note that, although South African racism always provides the

overarching thrust of this and other major novels written by Head in exile, a feminist

portrayal of gender relations seems to be her most expressive way of alluding to racial

discrimination. She tackles racism and sexism at once, for example, by having Gilbert

marry a black woman, whom he treats with respect. Through this relationship, Head
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counteracts the novel s scattered references to South African racism; in South Africa,

the marriage would have constituted a crime against the state. The almost angelic

Gilbert is neither racist nor race conscious; his love-match with Maria is Head s

response to myths of white supremacy. Likewise Makhaya s refusal to raise a family

in his home country is an indictment of a racist system that denies basic freedoms to

black people.

Thus, Head examines two major evils in When Rain Clouds Gather oppressive

traditional structures and white racism. Both culminate in the oppression of black

women, who traditionally bear an unfair share of family burdens. With the men away

at cattle posts most of the year, women must fend for themselves, maintain the

homestead, care for the children, and grow all the food necessary for their family s

survival. Even when the men return to the village, the women engage in petty jealousy

and rivalry because there are indeed too few men to go around. In the 1960s nearly

one-third of the Batswana male population had to seek employment outside the

country (Parson, p. 58). The labor reserve force that Botswana produced for the South

African economy, in particular, led to the breakdown of the family, and to

indescribable hardship for its womenfolk. The situation was hardly different in South

Africa, where most black women were restricted to designated rural homelands, while

their menfolk were employed in cities. Women in urban areas faced sexual

exploitation from black men deprived of their families, and from white men whose

rape of the nation was often literally enacted in the rape of black women. In this and

other ways, black women paid a high price for the oppressive racial and economic

policies created by the South African apartheid regime that dominated the region. The

moral breakdown has been measured in escalating crime rates, birth rates, prostitution,

alcoholism, and other forms of moral destitution in the black and coloured

communities.

For the widow Paulina, the burden of single parenting in such a harsh environment

takes its toll in the untimely death of her young son, who is forced to do the work of a

grown man. Fortunately for her, Makhaya chooses to become her husband and

protector during this tragic season in her life. Although to a large extent their
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reltionship is traditional, Makhaya encourages mutual respect and equality in their

dealings with each other. Moreover, Makhaya s attitude to the women in the tobacco

project is respectful and generous. He in fact sees generosity of spirit as the key to

eliminating gender inequality. Makhaya has one criterion for judging the world:

generosity, of soul and of mind. Many experiences had led him to the belief that the

peace of the world rested with that one word. Because of this, it had become a policy

with him to give immediately whatever was asked of him, and he really only felt

hatred towards people who consistently displayed selfish attitudes. (Rain Clouds, p.

124)

In essence, When Rain Clouds Gather is a romantic, optimistic story that reflects its

author s faith in humanity s essential goodness, and her belief that love between

individuals can overcome the universal problems of race, class, and gender

oppression.

Sources and literary context. South African literature in exile  has come to mean

the use of literature to expose the horrors of apartheid to the international community.

According to some critics in the 1970s and 80s, this definition does not include

Head. As James Garrett points out in Writing Community,  critics such as Lewis

Nkosi, Gillian Stead Eilersen, and Virginia Ola tend to categorize Head s writing as

personal rather than political, forgetting that such a separation is impossible in South

African thinking and writing:

Those who stress the personal and private odyssey of the soul  . . . to the exclusion

of the political and social world (and history) in which such odysseys take place are

doing Head a great disservice by perpetuating the false dichotomy between the public

and private which has been used to dismiss Head s work. (Garrett, p. 123)

For both black and white South African writers in exile during the apartheid regime,

the personal simply was political.
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This is particularly true of Head, whose short stories and novels have been

predominantly autobiographical in context that is, they reflect South African reality.

Although Head has stated that she modeled Makhaya after a young Zimbabwean

refugee who was disillusioned with the political future of Africa, Makhaya and

Paulina are, in a way, two sides of the author herself. Paulina s passionate personality

reflects Head s own strong desire to live a fulfilled life, and Makhaya s refugee

status, along with his responses to racism and sexism, reflect her attitudes and refugee

experience. Like Makhaya, who discovers and develops his potential to love, create,

and contribute positively to human society, Head was also able to find access to

self-development through her participation in the Bamangwato Development

Association, an agricultural project many miles from the village of Serowe. Her

soulful journey to define herself, which she explores in all her novels, appears to have

been impossible for her in the stifling political climate in South Africa. She wanted to

write about innocence and laughter, magical things that could displace the trauma of

the past. Indeed, Head found the stimulus for these positive elements in the real-life

village of Serowe, which throbbed with the echoes of an ancient Africa left almost

intact to dream along in its own way. . . . It was this peaceful world of black people

simply dreaming in their own skins that I began to slowly absorb into my own. It was

like finding black power and black personality in a simple and natural way. (Head,

Witchcraft,  p. 72)

The characters in the novel, according to Head, are representative rather than specific.

Thus, Joas Tsepe stands for corrupt politicians, Matenge for greedy chiefs, and Gilbert

for European expatriates all well-known types in Botswana. Gilbert, however, is

believed to be closely modeled after Vernon Gibberd, an agriculturist who was the

director of the farm project on which Bessie Head worked and who greatly impressed

her with his brilliance and energy (Eilersen, p. 100).

Head claims an affinity with Olive Schreiner s pioneering artistic spirit and social

critique of South Africa (see The Story of an African Farm, also covered in African

Literature and Its Times). Head, however, is unique in that her lack of identification

with an environment  with tradition, current customs, or parentage makes her
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fearless in her engagement of diverse issues of class, race, religion, feminism, and

sociopolitical philosophies (Mackenzie and Clayton, p. 15). Not feeling at home in

South Africa or Botswana gives her what some perceive to be an advantage. She lacks

the roots that could give her particular prejudices; this rootlessness also makes her

writing expansive in its attempt to embrace universal issues. Head s themes of exile

and social injustice also fit in with the uniquely South African body of literature that

was emerging in the 1960s and 70s on the international scene  works like Alan

Paton s Cry, the Beloved Country, Alex La Guma s A Walk in the Night, Peter

Abrahams s Mine Boy, and Nadine Gordimer s Burger s Daughter (all also

covered in African Literature and Its Times).

Reviews. When Rain Clouds Gather is the first book of a trilogy that also includes

Maru and A Question of Power. These texts not only demonstrate Head s increasing

artistic maturity but also affirm her strong moral idealism. Her first novel was

positively reviewed as an intelligent, passionate, and compelling analysis of the

African crisis of dispossession. Head s exploration of the place of women in Africa is

considered particularly moving and innovative. In her work, African women emerge

painfully from the chrysalis of tribalist attitudes into a new evaluation of their

relationship to men and their position in society  (Borg, p. 696). Although the novel is

considered didactic in places, Head s humorous yet ironic distance from the narrative

succeeds in blending the ideal and the actual, especially with regards to the issues of

power and identity, [which] has had the effect of making her novels the most

ambitious by an African woman  (Brown, p. 161). Iyunolu Osagie
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Exam question: What is symbolised by the cement sculptures of camels, wise men, owls and angels 

in Helen’s back yard and house in The Road to Mecca? 

 

Symbolised by: 

1. Camels: 

-Journey 

The journey that Helen had gone through making her sculptures 

The journey she has gone through in the play. Mecca is situated in a desert country, pilgrims on their 

way to the holy city would often ride on camels. The spiritual journey is the road to finding peace 

and self-actualisation, by making and doing something that helps her deal with the battle in her 

mind.  

Her journey is also on a road to a place of peace.  

 

 

Her procession of camels were travelling in a southerly direction, but she knew that the destination 

of such a spiritual quest should be in the east, so she wrote EAST OOS in the wire netting of the 

south fence bordering the yard. 

Helen thus created her own 'East': the place where the sun and moon rise, and the direction in 

which men turn in prayer to Mecca and Jerusalem. 

 

Without camels for transport the wise men could not have reached their destination; so they are a 

vital element in the whole pilgrimage, and Helen portrayed 49 of them in the Camel Yard. 

Camels are animals which can survive in scorching desert conditions which are hostile to man. The 

desert is also seen as 'the domain of the sun, not as the creator of energy upon earth but as pure, 

celestial radiance, blinding in its manifestation' (Cirlot, 1981: 79). Water (with its own complex 

symbolism which will be studied later) was essential to camels' survival, and yet they could go for 

long periods without it. These would all have been meaningful symbols for Helen, who had not only 

needed to survive in extremely difficult circumstances and an unsympathetic environment, but also 

required the courage to continue on her own pilgrimage. She had all the need, ideas, enthusiasm 

and burning energy to attain her goal, but she did not have the means - finances, independence, 

strength, courage, personality, social attributes or understanding ~o do so. She needed to know that 

there were means of achieving it notwithstanding, and camels could also have sustained her belief in 

survival and the value of perseverance. 

 

2. Wise men: 

This is appropriate as the wise men were on a pilgrimage which was not centred on worldly matters. 

Many of them have their arms outstretched or upraised in supplication and prayer and are reaching 

out towards their goal. The hooked staffs which many carry ascrjbe a pastoral role in the Church, and 

are a symbol of faith, divine power and communication (Cirlot 1981: 68). The symbolism of their 

gifts, of which Helen would have been aware from her religious upbringing, were: gold of obedience 

which was for kings, representing ultimate human authority; frankincense for priests, who act as 

bridge-builders bringing God and man together; and myrrh, an aromatic plant used for embalming 

the bodies of the dead. All of these are inevitable encounters with which one has to deal along the 

way of life. 

 

3. Owls: 

Owls are not afraid of the dark. 

This was Helen Martins’s personal totem animal (an animal that is a symbol of a particular quality). 

For her, the owl was a symbol of intuition, insight and wisdom (maybe because of its large eyes). 

Owls are obviously invested with great meaning in The Owl House. There have been more owls 

created than any other subject, and altogether there are approximately 80 owls outside and inside 
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the house. They dominate the exterior of the house: on the front stoep alone there are 10 owls, 

including one over the front door, while others watch from corners of the roof, on windowsills, and 

are positioned all over the yard. On top of the moon gate perches the two-faced owl (combining the 

two important symbols for Helen of owl and moon), which looks both inward and outward, and 

simultaneously into the past and the future. One wonders if Helen was aware of Janus, the Latin god 

of antiquity, who signified the 'door' or 'opening' and was usually depicted with two faces and 

looking in opposite directions. 

 

Owls have many symbolic meanings, reaching far back into ancient times, and many of the 

meanings, from different cultures, are conflicting. It seems to be one of the most ambivalent and 

complex of all the symbols which Helen chose - which is possibly appropriate for this very complex 

woman. And because she chose to name her whole body of work after the owl, and identified 

herself with it, it warrants more attention than any of the other subjects (with the moonJollowing a 

close second, as again, Helen personally identified with the moon). It would be enlightening to have 

known from Helen herself how she viewed owls. She used to venture forth under cover of darkness 

according to people who knew her; Mrs Norah van Niekerk compared her with an owl for this very 

reason (interview van Niekerk, N. 1993). When walking at night in Nieu Bethesda, one is very aware 

of owls swooping silently past or hooting invisibly from the shadows of trees. In all likelihood, Helen 

would also have gone for walks in the mountains and kloofs surrounding the village. 

 

At dusk it is a common occurrence for an owl to fly out unexpectedly, almost underfoot, from a rock 

or hole in the ground, so they would have been familiar creatures to her. In the culture in which she 

grew up, one of the common meanings for owls is that they are birds of wisdom. In the African 

culture it is known as a harbinger of death. In the Egyptian hieroglyphic system 'it symbolizes death, 

night, cold and passivity' (Cirlot, 1981: 247). It is also known as the bird of darkness: To the 

 

Chinese the owl represents 'evil, crime, death, horror and ungrateful children', and in Christianity: 

'Satan; the powers of darkness; solitude; mourning; desolation; bad news. The call of the owl is the 

"song of death'" (Cooper, 1990: 124). Those Jews who chose darkness instead of the light of the 

gospel were represented by the owl; to the Hindus it is the emblem of Yama, the god oJ-the dead; to 

the Japanese and Mexicans it also stands for death, but in the Greek and Roman traditions the owl 

was sacred to Athene and Minerva and sYIl1bolized wisdom (Cooper, 1990: 124). 

 

The owl is known as 'a ghost-bird because of its being a night-bird and its noiseless flight' (De Vries, 

1984: 353). The owl is also attributed to Christ, who went into the Darkness to save the souls in dark 

hell and returned as the Light ofthe World, says De Vries (De Vries, 1984: 353). The owl is described 

as epitomising loneliness in Psalm 102, v. 6. The King James version reads: 'I am like a pelican of the 

wilderness: I am like an owl of the desen'; which in the Good News version is translated as: 'I am like 

a wild bird in the des en, like an owl in abandoned ruins. ' The daughter of Lesbos, Nyctimene ('of 

the night'), had intercourse with her father, and was changed into an owl. 

 

She fled in despair and in her shame still fears daylight and seeks out dark crevices in which to hide 

(De Vries, 1984: 354). If it was the case that incest occurred with her father, then this is again a 

possible explanation for how Helen's life unfolded and why she identified so strongly with owls. 

'Identifying oneself with animals represents integration of the unconscious and sometimes – like 

Live birds were a central feature of the Camel Yard, and birds are a major focus in the iconography of 

the Camel Yard. Helen, in her very manner of being, has frequently been said to have been 'bird-

like'. The bird, being a creature of earth yet not entirely of eanh, since he can fly, is a symbol for that 

incomprehensible pan of man that is sometimes called "spirit'" (Singer, 1973: 169). Birds are 

frequently used to symbolize human souls, some of the earliest examples being found in the art of 

ancient Egypt. They are the messengers of the gods, and generally speaking, birds, like angels, are 
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symbols of thought, imagination and of the swiftness of spiritual processes and relationships. They 

also symbolize freedom. Most birds are solar - the yang principle – but particularly the crane, cock 

and peacock. All three of these birds were portrayed by Helen. Those birds which belong to the 

higher realms belong to the Element of air and denote loftiness of spirit. 

 

4. Angels 

 

Mecca signifies suffering and long road to freedom she had to take before this day (day she turned 

on all the lights). All facing east to where a mecca is as in muslin religeon. 

 

 

The work is all about mystery and fantasy, and not in the least about facts.  

There are 'two typical features of a symbol: its non-rational character, and its effectiveness' 

she did undergo such an experience~ 

The Bible was a major influence in her life, in her early years at least, and she would have been well 

aware of the creation passage in Genesis Chapter I verse 16: sun & moon symbolism is numinous - 

filled with a sense of the presence of divinity (sun) 

The East also symbolized a freedom which she couldn't have, but in her imaginatiun she could travel 

the universe. 

In other ways Helen also manipulated her reality: 'she also wanted to watch the sun rise and set 

above Spitsberg [Kompasbergj. So she made a Spitsberg on the opposite side of the real one, so she 

could have it both ways' The Camel Yard is essentially about a spiritual pilgrimage, with interludes, 

anecdotes and diversions along the way. The spirituality portrayed is eclectic, and although 

predominantly Christian, shows an openness to the worshipping of a higher being who might 

encompass all these different religious viewpoints. Buddhas sit impassively meditating in the yard, 

and the cross-legged figure of a man wearing a turban probably represents Hinduism. Islam is 

represented in the Meccas and also some Mecca, the epitome of a spiritual destination, would have 

represented a spiritual ideal to Helen, but she had no guidance in how to portray it accurately. So 

instead she created her own imaginative vision of Mecca: glowing domes of light constructed from 

bottles, insj4e JVhich lanterns could be hung at night, and through which the sun shone during the 

day. One of them is surmounted with i large inverted red brandy glass. It is interesting to note that 

this idealized spiritual goal was entirely translucent and filled with light, and was probably the 

ultimate to which she aspired. In her depiction of spiritual pilgrimage in the Camel Yard, she was 

enacting her own spiritual pilgrimage, and 'Mecca' was the one spiritual destination which she 

created more than any other. 

Symbolically, illumination comes from the East, and the East was Helen's symbolic  destination. It is 

in the east that the sun and the moon rise, to the east that the wise men followed the star that led 

them to the baby Jesus, to the east that Muslims turn to pray and to the east that they make a 

pilgrimage to Mecca. Radiance symbolizes new life emanating from the divinity: light was the first 

thing which was created and is also the power which dispels darkness and the forces of evil. 

Light symbolizes the life of the spirit as opposed to that of the emotions: 'Light and lust are deadly 

enemies'states De Vries (De Vries, 1984: 297). 'The experience of light is the encounter with ultimate 

reality' (Cooper, 1990: 96); a perception which is confirmed in all the great religions of the world. In 

Christianity, Christ is the 'Light of the World' and 'the Father of Lights with whom there is no 

variableness, neither shadow of turning' (James 1 v. 17). In the Islamic Qoran, 'Allah is the Light of 

the Heavens and of the earth'. Helen's entire house was devoted to light, but it was-light that she 

created or manipulated herself to dispel the darkness, whether it was internal or external. 

Light also symbolizes wisdom - which links it to the owl that is such an important symbol in The Owl 

House - intellect and direct knowledge. It is also the masculine principle - to which, through her 

choice of subject matter, Helen appeared to be reaching. It is ultimately the 'manifestation of 

nonbeing and unity. 
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Setting 

Botswana as ‘God’s Country’ 

As an aspect of the setting, we are introduced to different characters impressions of Botswan

a. The old man at the border of South Africa called Botswana the “worst tribal country in the

 world.” Gilbert refers to Botswana as ‘Utopia,’ while Dinorego calls Botswana “God’s countr

y.” Makhaya, while traveling further into the county, admits, “as far as the eye could see it 

was only a vast expanse of sand and scrub but somehow bewitchingly beautiful.” The landsc

ape of Botswana challenged Makhaya, it gave him a point of contrast and an attachment to t

he land so that he learned “to treasure every green shoot that sprung up in this dry place.” 

Gilbert’s assertion of Utopia is challenged but also made possible when Makhaya concedes, “

Ah, but happiness, anyway, was dirt cheap in Botswana” 

Golema Mmidi 

Geographically, Golema Mmidi is located in the ‘eastern part’ of Botswana. The eastern wat

ershed was ‘the most heavily overstocked and overgrazed and overpopulated part of the cou

ntry.’ The population of 400 people scraped out their existence through subsistence farming. 

The novel is almost entirely set in Golema Mmidi, a village clearly ‘a unique place’ in terms 

of other Botswana villages. The village is introduced through the residents and their occupat

ions, by their character and their personal histories. The name of the village literally means 

‘to grow crops.’ There is also a fantasy element introduced with Golema Mmidi, that of Gilbe

rt’s ‘Utopia’. This is truly bizarre belief held by Gilbert, as in reality, the village is also a poo

r, barren and isolated settlement with a tyrannical chief. 

The idea that Makhaya could make this place his home is quickly established in the way He

ad describes the village. She states: “Golema Mmidi consisted of individuals who had fled th

ere to escape the tragedies of life.” Makhaya settling here is further reinforced by the statem

ent: ‘it was one of the few areas in the country where people were permanently settled on th

e land.’ 

Makhaya, a refugee, has stumbled into a village full of refugees and outsiders. In this, Head 

reinforces her ideas about identity and community. Even those individuals who cannot live i

n their home country are able to feel a sense of belonging and community. 

CHARACTER SKETCHES 

Stuvia.com - The study-notes marketplace

Downloaded by: selissa | kleinbeginecd@gmail.com

Distribution of this document is illegal

Stuvia.com - The study-notes marketplace

Downloaded by: selissa | kleinbeginecd@gmail.com

Distribution of this document is illegal

https://www.stuvia.co.za
https://www.stuvia.co.za


Stuvia.com - The study-notes marketplaceStuvia.com - The study-notes marketplace

First impressions of Makhaya 

To fully understand the character of Makhaya, we must look closely at the way he is introdu

ced to us in the book. 

The first indicator of his personality comes on the first page of the book. In fact, the very firs

t way Head describes Makhaya is that he is, ‘too easily jangled by the irritations of living.’ T

herefore, from the outset of the novel, Makhaya can be understood as a character ill at ease. 

Head goes on to state that ‘the inner part of him was a jumble of chaotic discord.’ This feelin

g is further emphasised by the scenario in which he is introduced. He is literally at the borde

r of another country while metaphorically and mentally he occupies the border of sanity. 

Another important idea about Makhaya and our first instance of foreshadowing also occurs o

n the first page. Makhaya’s idiosyncrasy of avoiding others is demonstrated through avertin

g is face as he felt like ‘no man was his brother or worthy of trust.’ This belief is challenged l

ater on in the novel when we are introduced to Gilbert and as their friendship develops. 

Makhaya continued. Exploring the internal conflict 

As mentioned above, we learn from the outset of the novel that Makhaya is internally wrestl

ing with several very large issues. In fact, throughout the course of the book, we ride his tho

ughts as they turn back and forth on almost every single issue of the day and how they relat

e to him. Colonialism, racism, feminism, tribalism, pan-African issues, apartheid, family, ide

ntity and belonging, all come under close scrutiny. Because of the third person narrative poi

nt of view and Head’s articulation of Makhaya’s thoughts, we do not have to guess Makhaya

’s frustrations and desires. Instead of guessing, we are a spectator to watch Makhaya stumbl

e along and find a path out of the mental anguish he suffers. In this journey, Makhaya realis

es his primary desire is for a simple life. The first ten chapters of the book consist of Head ex

pressing this in countless different ways. It is made clear in the final chapters as the externa

l obstacles preventing this are removed, that in fact, the biggest barrier preventing his happi

ness and contentment is himself. 

As a refugee running from South Africa, we understand his desire to leave is mainly driven b

y the inhumanity of apartheid and his inability accept the racial inequalities. Makhaya state

s: “he could not marry and have children in a country where black men were called “boy” an

d “dog” and “kaffir.” This existence, coupled with his upbringing in “one of the most custom 

bound and conservative of tribes in the whole African continent,” illustrate his complete lack
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 of freedom and that the desires of his heart are unattainable. 

These extremes propel him to leave South Africa believing he needed a clean break from his 

past. However, after years of numbing hatred he has cut himself off from making real connec

tions with those around him. It is not that he is indifference to others, it is the “wall” he has 

put in place to protect himself. Therefore, while he desires companionship, he is his own wor

st enemy in not being able to achieve it. His hatred both nurtures and isolates him and keep

s him in his “lonely self-containment.” This is described by Head as “shut-away worlds were 

the sunlight never penetrated, haunted worlds, full of mistrust and hate.” To peal away and 

break down these layers of hate, we need a white man (the old object of his hate) and a new f

amily. 

Makhaya is captivated by human generosity. He believes deep in his soul that “everything in

 life depended on generosity.” This is why the characters of Golema Mmidi have such a profo

und impact on him. Upon meeting Dinorego, he calls him his ‘son’ and invites him to his hou

se and offers hospitality to a complete stranger. Again, when he decides to settle in Golema 

Mmidid, it is a white man, George Appleby-Smith, who goes out on a limb to offer him status

 as a refugee. On reflection, Makhaya realises, “there was anything he liked on earth it was 

human generosity. It made life seem whole and sane to him.” Another white man, Gilbert Ba

lfour offers him a job, with almost no knowledge of Makhaya’s past. And finally, Mma Millip

ede, a plump, motherly old woman, also familiar with the “tragedies of life” is his confidant, 

an ear for him to vent his hatred without judgment. 

While all of Makhaya’s internal conflicts are not resolved in the novel, he does comes to acce

pt himself and open up to those around him. It is not his powers of reasoning or the rationali

sing of his existence that gives “peace of mind” but instead, living within a community, and l

iving simply. While his thoughts are not silenced, they are quietened by purposeful work and

 companionship. 

Gilbert 

Gilbert is introduced to the reader in a romanticised way. He is larger than life, almost a my

thical or fairytale figure. Head portrays this by how he introduces himself to Seketo – “one d

ay, a strange, massively built, blue eyed young man walked into the paramount chief’s office

.” Dinorego, Gilberts confidant and sounding board had “no words to describe Gilbert,” while

 Makhaya reflects, “he was not big, he was a giant.” All these introductions of Gilbert give us

 an insight into how he is perceived by the other characters, but also how his energy and det
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ermination empowered him. 

As a white man in a small African village he clearly sticks out like a sore thumb, however, w

e learn that “he had not felt free in England either.” His own inability to feel a sense of belon

ging haunts him, yet not in the same sharp way that Makhaya feels it. Gilbert instead focus

es on work and progress and stomps around the village and farm with hurried purpose. He i

s not however perfect or iconic. Head gives Gilbert an acute self-awareness in realising that 

he needed Makhaya as “he lacked sympathy, patience and understanding.” 

While their relationship formed uncertainly, they quickly develop a reliance on each other. G

ilbert states: “I could do with a friend around here.” Theirs is a friendship of mutual interde

pendence, where they act as the ying to the other’s yang. Makhaya needs Gilbert’s passion t

o pull him out of the narrow confines of his thoughts and give his life a sense of direction, wh

ile Gilbert needs Makhaya to be his human voice in achieving his various projects. Gilbert, e

ven when being described by his wife is held above others, as if he “does not live in this worl

d.” 

It is important that Gilbert is white, we need him to befriend Makhaya, to challenge his assu

mptions of race. The pair become “ancient blood brothers,” held together in their need for co

mpanionship. Moreover, Gilbert becomes a source of stability to the villagers, where “everyt

hing Gilbert did seemed to be harmonious and acceptable like the sunrise and sunsets.” Gilb

ert is another character who exemplifies the simple life, a role model for Makhaya to follow. 

For Gilbert life “meant love and work.” 

Matenge 

Matenge is clearly the antagonist of the novel. Head’s characterisation of Matenge is almost 

comical. He is a overweight and egotistical meglomaniac. He lives off the poor and his inheri

ted unpaid slaves. He parades his wealth and strokes his own ego in his dress and through h

is actions. He wears a purple robe and sits in high-backed, throne-like chair. He is primarily 

concerned with bolstering his own image and nursing his ideas of his own self-importance.  

He believes that his status as sub-chief is an inherited and fixed position and therefore unab

le to be challenged by anyone he considers inferior. Therefore, when he is threatened by Mak

haya and Gilbert, he acts arrogantly and without consideration for the potential they offer to

 the community he is supposed to lead.  

Matenge is ultimately undone because of his despotism and ruthless disregard for his village
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rs. Even his own brother is relieved by his death. 

Dinorego and Human Genorosity. 

As a minor character of the book, Dinorego functions as a surrogate father for Makhaya. Rig

ht from the outset he also calls Makhaya his ‘son’. In this, he has his own motives, as he pla

ns to marry off his daughter. Throughout the book he is described as a ‘wise’ and ‘kind’ man

, and Makhaya is smitten by his generosity. Dinorego is a role model and reinforces the possi

bility of human generosity, one of the characteristics that Makhaya most aspires to possess. 

In their first meeting, he states; ‘a poor person like me can still be hospitable.’ In this, Makh

aya is shown the possibility of achieving his desires and ambitions without the prerequisites 

he thinks he needs. Makhaya is waiting for the ‘evils of his life to correct themselves’ but fai

ls to understand this will only be realised through his own selfless actions, as opposed to ina

ction. 

Maria 

Maria is a young, uneducated but intelligent and attractive Botswana woman. She is describ

ed as having a “quiet but humble personality” and an “almighty air of neatness and orderlin

ess about her.” We also learn from Maria that you do not need to be educated to be clever, w

hen one of the villager’s states: “you’ll never know with Maria, she’s too clever.” 

Maria separates herself from the rest of the woman in the village, which, like most of the ch

aracters of the novel makes her an outsider as well. In this distance, Mara is considered aloo

f by others, and that is verified in the she behaves in a group. Maria, like all the other major 

female characters of the novel is independent, but at the same time receptive to the advice a

nd guidance of those around her. 

Paulina 

Paulina is a lively, independent and proud character, who, like most of the characters of the 

novel have suffered tragedy. However, she is opposite of Makhaya, who internalises everythi

ng. Paulina instead, “was not by temperament given to brooding on the past, she soon recove

red from the tragedy in her life.” Head clearly uses the opposites attract principal here. Paul

ina is over-confidant while Makhaya is reserved, Paulina is impatient and passionate, while 

Makhaya is cool and composed. 

While Makhaya’s plans included a family, Paulina’s “included a man.” They find peace in ea
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ch other’s company and are comforted by each other’s presence. While in Paulina’s company

, Makhaya has a huge realisation that “it was only people who give love and happiness.” Ma

khaya is clearly different from the men she despises and with her character, she soon becom

es smitten by his personality. Makhaya, in turn accepts that “it was contact with other livin

g beings that a man needed the most.” Because of this, he proposes to Paulina and concedes 

he will “ find out what love is like as we go along together 

Mma-Millipede 

Like Dinorego as father, Mma-Millipede is quite deliberately given motherly characteristics. 

She functions as a surrogate mother for Makhaya, replacing the family he left behind. He is 

instantly attracted to her warmth and caring nature, however, he also finds it intimidating. 

Mma Millipede comes into her own in chapter nine, yet in the preceding chapters we are intr

oduced to her “habitual good humor and kindness,” and her “kindly motherly way.” 

As a victim of the harshness of tribalism, she represents that is possible to start over, to exp

and your world and love others, despite what may have happened in your past. Makhaya lea

rns from her not only in the emancipation of chapter nine, but also in the way she holds hers

elf around others. Like many of the other characters, it is her ‘generosity’ of spirit that is the

 key to her influence. 

Tribalism 

The idea of tribalism is addressed so often throughout the book that it is impossible not to ac

knowledge it as a central theme. There are a series of events in the novel that help us to gai

n an insight into the issues of tribalism. These are: 

1. The old woman near the border of SA. 

2. The villager’s refusal to grow millet. 

3. The aversion to fencing. 

4. Mma-Baloi and the accusations of witchcraft. 

5. Mma-Millipede and her forced marriage. 

6. Paulina Sebeso’s husband’s suicide. 
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7. Reporting the death of a child. Leading to Matenge’s death. 

For the purpose of our study we will look at three separate episodes. 1 / 2 / 6 

We understand that Makhaya was raised in a tribal society as he introduces himself by sayi

ng “It’s just a tribal name.” And we also learn that he grew up in a conservative and patriar

chal tribe as he resented the authority that his gender gave him over his sisters. Tribalism w

as the first system he had to escape, and thus it is ironic that his has to return to a “tribe” to

 find a sense of belonging. 

Through the eyes of Makhaya, we see Head critiquing the system of tribalism, the ignorance 

and the inequalities that it entrenches. It is a constant source of frustration to the character

s of the novel. None of the chiefs in the novel are admirable, while Matenge is constantly des

cribed with evil imagery. In fact, Matenge successfully used tribalism to keep the villagers in

 the darkness. Head describes – “It was he, Matenge, who understood tribalism, that it was e

ssentially the rule of the illiterate man who, when he was in the majority, feared and despise

d anything that was not a part of the abysmal darkness in which he lived.” The chiefs live in

 mansions, getting rich of slave labour while the poor struggle to survive on subsistence agric

ulture. 

The first example of the horrors of tribalism are witnessed as soon as Makhaya crosses the b

order. As discussed above Makhaya is offered a child for his sexual pleasure. He refused and 

fumes about the darkness and backwardness that has allowed man to be denigrated to nothi

ng more than a “grovelling sex organ.” 

The next example of tribalism that will be discussed is the villagers refusal to grow millet. G

ilbert, along with researchers, have found that millet is one of the few crops that will grow w

ell in the harsh conditions of Botswana. However, when this information is presented to the f

armers, they resist growing the crop even as a cash crop because the tribes who grow and eat

 millet are from the north and are “traditionally considered inferior.” Tribalism here is clearl

y shown as an irrational barrier to change and progress. In fact, early in the novel while on t

he border between South Africa and Botswana the old man noted, “it’s only education that t

urns a man away from his tribe.” 

The final point we will consider regarding tribalism is reference to Paulina Sebeso’s husban

d’s suicide. He was set up in allegations of stealing from his company. His superior was guilt

y but it was Paulina’s husband’s “tribal tradition it was to commit suicide when his honor w
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as at stake.” This act was misconstrued as a sign of guilt and the company confiscated all th

eir possessions. This again is a clear indicator how tribalism can be held accountable for hold

ing Africa back. Where truth is obscured by tradition. 

NB: The irony is of course that it is in Botswana, “the worst tribal country in the world,” tha

t Makhaya can finally establish himself. Perhaps the positive aspects of tribalism are the si

mplicity and community that it creates, while the negatives are clearly visible throughout th

e novel.  

1. Our first description of Makhaya reveals a lot about his character. Head states: 

He is ‘too easily _______________________________________________________________________ of living.’ 
‘The inner part of him was a ___________________________________________________ discord.’ 
The outside however was a sense of ‘calm _________________________________________ __contain

ment.’ 
2. Give three examples that show that Makhaya is on edge in the first two pages (1‐ 2) 

a. 

b. 

c. 

3. ‘That tribal name is the wrong one for me. It is for one who stays home, yet they gave 

it to me and 

I ____________________________________________________________________________________________________

___’ 
4. ‘It’s only education that ______________________________________________________________________

_________’ 
5. ‘You are running away from tribalism. But _________________________________________________

_________’ 
6. At this stage of the book, why do you think Makhaya would be concerned with ‘tribali

sm’? 

7. ‘I want to feel what it is like to live in a free country and maybe _________________________

________ 

____________________________________’ 
8. What does this quote suggest to us about the ideas / themes of the story? 

9. What do we learn about Makhaya from the episode with the old woman and the girl? 

10. The belief is described as ‘a clinging, ancestral, tribal belief _____________________________

_______ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________

__ child’ 
11. What was his simple reason for leaving South Africa? 

12. In the morning we have a description of the sunrise and how the light moved and ref

lected off 

the land. Why is this symbolic? Does this give us any clues as to whether Makhaya will fi

nd peace 

in Botswana? Explain your answer. 

13. ‘He simply and silently decided ____________________________________________________________

__________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________

 journey? 
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14. From the clues in page 14 and the ‘Botswana History’ handout – name the year the n

ovel is set? 

Homework 

15. Who is Kwame Nkrumah? Why would he be important in this context. 

16. What ‘road’ is Makhaya seeking? Why? 

17. How does the old man describe South Africa? How does he describe Botswana? 

South Africa Botswana 

18. The last word in chapter one is ‘light’. Why might this be important? (bearing in min

d Q. 12) 

1. Find the sentence in the first paragraph of chapter two that illustrates that Golema M

midi 

could be the perfect home for Makhaya? 

‘____________________________________________________________________________________________________

_____ life’ 
2. Golema Mmidi _________________________________________________________________________________

________ 

were permanently settled on the land’ 
3. Name the Paramount Chief of the area ________________________________ 

4. Name his brother / the Chief of Golema Mmidi ____________________________ 

5. Who is the ‘strange, massively built, blue eyed young man’? _____________________________ 

6. What were his intentions in coming to Botswana? 

7. Why was Sekoto threatened by these ideas? Provide two quotes to justify your answe

r. 

a. 

b. 

8. ‘One thing was sure of – either the young man would be completely destroyed, or he 

would 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________

________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ ins

tigated’ 
9. How much land was provided to Gilbert Balfour? 

10. ‘Botswana is a country where people _________________________________________________ live
’ 
11. Comment on the allegory* that Dinorego relates to Makhaya. What do we learn abou

t the 

Botswanian people? 

12. Chapter two deals a lot with the uneducated coming into contact with the educated. 

At this 

stage of the novel, what do you think the author is trying to do with this concept? 

13. Why do you think it may be important that Dinorego see’s the world in black and wh

ite – 

‘good and evil’? If your not sure, just take a stab in the dark. 

14. ‘This country appeals to few people … there is too much _______________________________

____’ 
15. What does Golema Mmidi mean? 

16. ‘He was not big, he was a _________________________’ 

Stuvia.com - The study-notes marketplace

Downloaded by: selissa | kleinbeginecd@gmail.com

Distribution of this document is illegal

Stuvia.com - The study-notes marketplace

Downloaded by: selissa | kleinbeginecd@gmail.com

Distribution of this document is illegal

https://www.stuvia.co.za
https://www.stuvia.co.za


Stuvia.com - The study-notes marketplaceStuvia.com - The study-notes marketplace

17. In his own understanding Gilbert was struggling in Golema Mmidi because he lacked

 three 

characteristics. These are: 

a. 

b. 

c. 

Homework 

18. ‘This is Utopia Mack. I’ve had the greatest dreams about it.’ 
a. define utopia 

b. This comment sounds sarcastic / ironic but it is not said in jest. What do we learn 

about Gilbert from this statement. 

19. Are there any hints / ideas about gender roles in this chapter? What was the role of t

he 

woman in Botswana society? 

20. Who will win the heart of Maria – Makhaya or Gilbert ? 

* Allegory ‐  a story in which the people, places, and things represent general concepts or moral qualities. 

This chapter is primarily about context and setting. In the first two chapters we are intr

oduced to 

the characters and get an understanding of their concerns and personalities. In the third

 chapter 

we are taken through a course in agriculture and politics. 

1. Where is Golema Mmidi located in Botswana? 

2. ‘The ____________________________ was also the most heavily __________________________________

________ 

__________________________________________________________________ part of the country’. 
3. Why do we get such an in depth look at carrot grass? 

4. ‘it was his enthusiasm for____________________ and his _________________________ of the tribal 

land 

tenure system that first brought him to a head‐ on class with ______________________________

_____ ‘ 
5. How does Gilbert explain the cooperative system to the village? 

6. ‘The old men were _____________________________________________________’ 
7. How does Gilbert win the hearts of the village? 

8. ‘At times a whole year’s rain might fall in __________________________________________________

_ hour.’ 
9. Explain the situation with Millet. Try to summarise the information into one paragrap

h? 

10. Explain the effect of the rhetorical questions on the bottom of page 40. 

11. ‘The chiefs had always lived in the __________________ while the people had lived in the 

_______’ 
12. ‘Change’ has been mentioned about this village more than once. Find the example at

 the 

end of chapter one and explain the impression Bessie Head may be trying to make on th

e 

reader. 

13. Chief Matenge transferred ‘________________’ from one object to another. It is described 

metaphorically as a ‘______________________________’ 
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14. The traders had ______________________________________________________________________________

______ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ cat

tle’ 
15. Who is Joas Tsepe? What kind of person is he? ‘ 
Homework 

16. What is the Pan‐ African movement? Discuss the author’s thoughts on Pan‐ Africani

sm. 

17. Find the personification in page 46. Explain the meaning and comment on its effectiv

eness. 

18. What is a refugee? (define) Explain the different ways Makhaya can be considered a 

refugee. 

19. Early Monday morning, _____________________________________________________________________

_______ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____’ 

1. ‘Paramount Chief Sekoto was a_______________________________________________________________

_______’ 
2. ‘ It was his belief that a _______________________________________________________________________ 

wrath’ 
3. Chief Sekoto had three great loves: 

a. 

b. 

c. 

4. a. What kind of impression do you have of Chief Sekoto? 

b. Is he someone you would like to meet? Why? 

5. Another episode in tribalism follows. What are we starting to learning about Botswan

a 

society? 

6. ‘The crowd ________________________________ in fury’ 
7. Do you think the Chiefs ruling is fair and wise? What further information do we learn 

about 

his character in this trial? 

8. ‘The world is _________________________________________________________ refugees’ 
9. Finish this quote: ‘He was literally suffocating _____________________________________________

________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________ 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

woman’ 
10. George Appleby‐ Smith also leaves an impression on the reader. Why is this? 

11. ‘What I want is for Gilbert to carry on with his work because ___________________________

_________ 

______________________________ around’ 
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Homework 

12. In the process of becoming independent, Botswana is developing their government. 

We 

have seen ‘change’ and a ‘new beginnings ’ as possibly being important to Makhaya. Ho

w is 

this idea developed in the political environment of the novel? 

13. George is described as having ‘one foot in the past and his youthfulness in the prese

nt.’ 
Could you explain why? 

14. George and Makhaya engage again in a frustrating exchange where no man seems sa

tisfied 

with the outcome. Why? 

15. ‘I’ll do whatever I think _____________________________________________________________________

 to do’ 

16. ‘If there was anything he liked on earth, it was _________________________________________’ 

1. Chief Matenge owned two things that bolstered his image of being royal. These are: 

a. 

b. 
2. As a character, Joas Tsepe is a cliché, a small, over‐ zealous politician. What is his role in the n

ovel? 

3. African nationalism again pops up in this chapter. What are we learning about it and its suppo

rters? 
Why did it ‘falter at the northern borders of Botswana? Write a paragraph response. 

4. Why were the ‘sons of chiefs’ successful? 

5. a. Correct the spelling mistakes in this extract. 
“you will get psudo‐ independence if you do not vote for us,” the pamphlets stated. “Do not sta

mble. We are 
people in the clear who know the line. We will eleminate ignorant disease.” 
b. Why is this anecdote a good example of irony? 
6. What reason does Head give for Matenge casting aside Pan‐ Africanism? 

7. Matenge mistook Makhaya for what kind of man? 
8. “You know what a South African _____________________________ is?” he said. “He is a man like you. 

He 
always needs___________________________________________________________________ , the white man.” 
9. Matenge very deliberately tries to belittle and offend Makhaya and, in doing so, creates seriou

s 

conflict. Explain why these two characters are irreconcilably incompatible. 
10. Makhaya thinks of Joas Tsepe as a “ _____________________________________________________ politician

” 
Homework 

11. On page 69, we learn once more about a ‘type’ of African man. This African man has been hi

nted at 

throughout the book and again we see an example of a womanizing, self‐ important man, in the 

form 

of Ramogodi. What do you think Head is trying to communicate to the audience by doing this? 
12. With the introduction of Mma‐ Millipede we see a pattern emerging. A lot of Head’s characte

rs in the 

book so far seem to be either captivating or repulsive. Do you agree? Provide evidence for your 

reasoning. 
13. What did Makhaya ‘want’ from Mma‐ Millipede? Quote in full. ‘_________________________________
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__________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

__ long’ 

14. At the end of the chapter, Matenge is removed from the story for a time because of hi

s… 

1. In When Rain Clouds Gather Bessie Head creates several characters who are magnetic, whose 

sense 

of conviction and presence makes them stand out from the crowd. Do you know anyone who yo

u 

could describe as having a captivating personality? Explain what makes that person stand out. 

2. Another episode where Head is critical of tribalism again rears its head at the start of chapter 

six. 
The Rhodesian man, Paulina’s husband takes his life because …. 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________ 

3. Paulina is described as ‘Perhaps ___________________________________________________________________w

oman?’ 
4. What is the intended effect of the word ‘perhaps’? 

5. Paulina considers Maria to be her only competition in gaining Makhaya’s attention. Find the q

uote 

that supports this statement. 

6. There was much more than South Africa that he was running from, and it included _____________

________ 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ st

andstill” 
7. Makhaya’s personal philosophy, ideals and his views on Africa are raised again throughout pa

ge 82. 

Explain in bullet points what these are. 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 
8. Makhaya considers Gilberts views on African and world politics to be “extremely ______________

_________ 
______________________” 
9. Gilbert thinks _______________________________ is the temporary solution to Africa’s political proble

ms. 

Whereas Makhaya thinks that Africa should be left to “___________________ and _______________________

” but 

would prefer ________________________________. 

10. Homework (thoroughly please, Due Monday) 

A. What did happen in Africa politics? 

B. What did happen to Botswana politically? 
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C. Find an example of Gilbert’s political ideal in action in Africa and find an example of Makhaya’
s. 

D. With the benefit of history whose position would you prefer? 

Here is a place to start your research http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_Africa (Postcolon

ial Era) 

11. Maria was aloof to everyone but ____________________________ 

12. Gilbert’s life was _____________________________________________________________. ________________________

_________ 

__________________________________________________ work” 
13. Gilbert and Makhaya are called “ancient blood brothers” in this chapter. In light of this, expla

in the 
reference to Kipling’s ‘Thousandth Man’ 
14. Mma Millipede both scolds and comforts Maria – Why 

15. The name of Gilberts lizard is _______________ 

16. Did you foresee the proposal and upcoming marriage? Thinking back to the chapter two que

stions 
(20) – What was your answer? 

17. Why does the chapter six finish with Paulina? As an African woman, why does she st

and out? 

1. What do the Botswana women do? 

2. In what way is Paulin Sebeso rude? 

3. They followed the leadership of _______________________________________________________________________

______ 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______with” 
4. It was as though ________________________________________________________________________________________

_______ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ i

ndividuals” 
5. In relation to question four and the rest of novel thus far, how can we understand Bessie Head

 as 

promoting feminism*? 
· The belief that women and men should have equal social, economic, sexual, and political rights. 

6. “In When Rain Clouds Gather Head tried to show us the injustice done to women by the society. W

omen 

were not supposed to utter a word in a meeting of both men and women. When Makhaya addressed 

them as his equals the women were amazed because it was unheard of. Mma Millipede is represente

d 

as a strong person who helped younger people to lead better lives. She helped Makhaya to have faith 

and live a new life. This positive image of females shows us that Head wanted women to be courageo

us 

and helpful.” 

(extract from http:// 

www.thuto.org/englishold/ 

bessiehead/eng45303/ 

bhfmnsm.htm) 

How does Paulina fit into this spectrum as an independent woman? 
7. “Paulina was not like the women of Golema Mmidi, although she had been born into their kin
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d of 

world and fed on _____________________________________________________________________________________ mot

her” 
8. George thought that everything Gilbert did “seemed __________________________________________ acce

ptable” 
9. Discuss why you think Paulina found Makhaya so fascinating? 

10. Gilbert and Mma‐ Millipede shared a _______________________________________________________________

________ 

11. Explain the two types of relationships as identified by Mma‐ Millipede 

a. 

b. 

12. With reference to your growing understanding of tribalism, explain this quote and what it en

tails: 
“Am I exactly the same as my neighbour?” 
13. Maria is understood as two types of women: 
14. “You’re not Dinorego’s daughter any more,” Explain why this quote is out of character for Gi

lbert 

15. In this chapter we begin to gain an insight into Botswana from a woman’s perspective. We le

ave 

Makhaya for a chapter in order to tackle different issues. Are any of the issues raised res

olved? 

While we have developed a sound understanding of Makhaya throughout the book, it is i

n chapter 

nine that he is fully revealed. Chapter Nine deals with Makhaya’s perceptions of a lot of t

he “ism’s” 
of the book: tribalism, racism, feminism, colonialism, argriculturalism etc. He is, in this c

hapter, 

made fully transparent, both through the narrative point of view and through the conve

rsations he 

engages in. If we were to accept Makhaya as the voice of Head, chapter nine is crucial for

 us doing 

so. 

1. Identify the alliteration in the first page 

2. Explain why July is so beautiful in Botswana 

3. Chapter Nine finds Makhaya becoming more and more comfortable in Golema Mmidi. 

This is 

shown through his readdressing the internal conflict he faces, as his external conflicts ar

e solved. 

Elaborate and explain the above statements. 

4. “Gilbert felt that you __________________________________________________________________________

___ that had 

lived off ___________________________________________________ for generations _____________________

____________ 

___________________________________ overnight” 
5. The way the people of Golema Mmidi lived off subsidence farming is compared to the 

way the 

“idle rich” live. Explain how this image does / doesn’t make sense. 

6. “Voices had to be raised in Africa too, and they had to come from men like Makhaya w
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ho deeply 

craved a better life, not only for themselves but for all thousands of people who walked 

around 

with no shoes.” Do you think Head may also be talking about herself and her ‘purpose’ f
or writing 

When Rain Clouds Gather here: Explain. 

7. Here are some great character quotes for Makhaya: 

“His inner life ____________________________________________________________________________________

_ conflict” 
“this inner __________________________________________________________________________________ all b

y himself” 
“he had been born _______________________________________________________________________________

___________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ continent” 
8. Bessie Head wrote this in 1967: 

“He had seen it in the slums of all the cities of South Africa where black men had to live and 

how a man 

walked out of his home to buy a packet of cigarettes and never returned and how his seemin

gly 

senseless murder gave a brief feeling of manhood to a man who had none. Thousands of me

n died this 

way to boost up the manhood of a manless man.” 

Someone famous wrote this in 2004: 

“I have seen, the desperation and disorder of the powerless: how it twists the lives of childre

n on the 

streets of Jakarta or Nairobi in much the same way as it does the lives of children on Chicago

’s South 

Side, how narrow the path is for them between humiliation and untrammeled fury, how easil

y they slip 

into violence and despair.” 

Explain, in detail, what ideas these quotes have in common. 

9. “_____________________ told that dead thing that man was only his sex organs and functio

ned as such” 
When Rain Clouds Gather 

Chapter Nine Questions continued 

10. “ It was to amaze Makhaya after all this that an old woman in the village of Goema M

midi, 

named Mma‐ Millipede, was to relieve his ____________________________________________________

_____________” 
11. What is the significance of the biblical reference in chapter nine? 

12. “I am Makhaya, the ____________________________________” 
13. Homework ‐  In our culture, what does “the black dog” refer to? 

14. “she was _________________________________ , but she had lived all her life inside this black 

skin with a 

________________________________________________________________” 
15. What is the one thing Mma‐ Millipede thinks Makhaya must learn? Why is this so dif

ficult for 

him. 
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16. Makhaya calls Matenge four things, these are: ____________, _____________, ____________ & __

__________. 

17. “He hadn’t expected anyone to tell him that generosity _________________________________

________ real” 
18. Makhaya hated the white man with a “powerful __________________________________________

_____________ 

_________________________________________________________________” 
19. In Makhaya’s opinion Christianity enabled the white man to do what and why… 

20. What was ironic about Makhaya using dynamite in Golema Mmidi? 

21. Makhaya confronted Paulina’s gender expectations by doing and saying what? 

22. “happiness was ______________________________________________________” 
23. What is Makhaya implying with the following statement: “We’ll talk about relatives 

some 

other day,” 
24. How / why is this statement surprising – “he was forcing friendship and understand

ing on her 

because he needed this in a woman more than he needed anything else.” 

25. “poverty is like_______________” 

1. Find the simile in the first paragraph. 

2. ‘the tragedies of life had ______________________________________________________________________

_____________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ tri

be. ________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________

_ the land.” 
3. Chief Sekoto felt no need to ______________________________ a man’s soul? 

4. We have previously talked about the characteristics of Matenge in our word descripti

ons of him. 

On the second page of chapter ten Head makes some of these traits even clearer. 

State a personality trait and find a quote to back it up. 

Personality trait A: 

Quote A: 

Personality trait B: 

Quote B: 

5. ‘this was a country of two years good rain and _____________________________________________

__________, 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ S

eptember” 
6. “The Tswana cow was a __________________________________________” 
7. Why were the cattle herders so slow to act? 

a. 

b. 

c. 

8. Explain how the men feel about Dinorego? 

9. Paulina’s son has ________________________________ 

10. In Paulina’s opinion what did Makhaya ignore? Find the quote: 

11. An uneducated man’s mind does two things. These are _______________________ & _______
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_____________ 

12. Who is this point illustrated by Dinorego? Explain in full. 

13. Why is this aspect of the uneducated man encouraging in the situation they find the

mselves in? 

14. “What he __________________________________ believes” 
15. Aside from being an insufferable optimist, why is Gilbert “hoping” the cattle would d

ie and the 

men return home? This requires reading over and summarising several pages. 

16. What is irrigation? What does it mean for Botswana agriculture. 

17. To “compensate for all the __________________________________________________________________

_____________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ Af

rican man” 
18. How could poverty and tribalism be a blessing? 

19. Why does Makhaya question his growing love for Paulina? 

20. “Perhaps I’ll __________________________________________________________________________________

_ together” 

1. “The sun _____________________________________________________ in pulsating waves from dawn to dus

k.” 
2. “In this desolation the vultures _____________________________________________________” 
3. Find four examples of personification of vultures in chapter XI 

a. 

b. 

c. 

d. 
4. “Coming from a _________________________________________________________________________________________

____________, 

he was from that day to treasure _____________________________________________________that sprang up in

 this dry 

place, and he _______________________________________________________________________________________________

_of water.” 
5. “He pushed ______________________________________________________________________________________________

____________. 

There was only a heap of clean, white bones lying on the floor. They lay in a curled, cramped pos

ition with 
the bones of the hands curved inward.” 
6. “Could you please _____________________________________________________ and notify the police at the s

ame time? 
I’ll remain behind.” 
7. “All these ________________________________________________________________________________________________

________us.” 
8. In a paragraph (“These few simple words…) in chapter eleven we gain some resolution, some

 peace 

regarding Makhaya‘s inner torment. 

a. “In retrospect ___________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________ 
b . “All his life he had wanted some _____________________________________________________, and he had re
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jected in his 
_____________________________________________________a world full of ailments and faults.” 
c. “it was only people who could _________________________________________________________________________

______________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________ 

9. “Even ordinary _________________________________________ and houses were a pleasure from him to c

ontemplate” 
10. Makhaya describes the life of a cattle herder as: ‘unrelieved, _____________________________________

_________” 
11. “thousands of people lived like this, like trees, _____________________________________________________

______________, 

cut off even from _____________________________________________________ with their own selves.” 
12. Explain this quote. A paragraph please. “Sometimes we see the rain clouds gather even thou

gh not a 

cloud appears in the sky. It is all in our heart” 
13. What accompanied a man’s lonely footsteps? _____________________________________________________ 

14. How does the following quote resolve some of the internal conflict Makhaya has faced in the 
novel. “He 

was just an ordinary man and he wanted to stay that way all his life” 
15. Botswana and Golema Mmidi became a place of refuge for Makhaya. Head states: “He would 

always be 
there, but not any longer as the white man’s joke, or his “mundt” or his “kaffir” or his “boy.” Ho

w does this 

quote relate to the ideas of self‐ determination that we have discussed recently? A para

graph response. 

1. Paulina could not reconcile what? 

2. For a man so opposed to the ways of tribalism, what does Makhaya do in courting Pau

lina? 

3. The men who returned home “__________________________________________________” when the

y saw 

what their wives and sweethearts had been up to. 

4. What kind of agriculture is the tobacco project? 

5. “all she could think of was that he had ______________________________________________________

_______ 

of her son ________________________________. It was a ______________________________________________

___ a 

court case could not be made out of __________________________________________. 

6. “He had ________________________________________________________________________________________

________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ tortur

e” 
7. How the Head describe the interaction between the villagers and Matenge? 

8. There is a clever use of repetition in a paragraph which starts with “They had”, explai

n what 

the effect of this repetition is. 

9. “This was the end _____________________________________________________________________________
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_____ “ 
10. “It cost them nothing to say, yes, yes, yes, build your dam because we have no water 

in this 

country. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

___ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________

 no” 
11. Why are the flock of vultures gathering overhead an example of foreshadowing? 

12. When you read the chapter initially, whose death do you think these vultures where 

preparing for? 

13. Instead of feeling grief for the loss of his brother, what does Sekoto feel? 

14. We have a general impression that Sekoto is a compassionate man who is a good lea

der. In 

this chapter, find a quote, which illustrates his lack of empathy for his people. 

15. “Matenge made you _________________________________________________________________________

________” 
16. Explain what Head means by the Solomons and the Bare Foot Good God? 

17. The last lines of the story illustrate both a completion and a new beginning. Explain 

how 

this links to the story in terms of a journey or a road? 

USEFUL QUOTES 

•“This country appeals to few people,” said Dinorego. “There is too much loneliness.”
•“This is Utopia Mack. I’ve had the greatest dreams about it.”
•“It’s the road to peace of mind I am seeking”
•“we Batswana live in the wilderness and loneliness”
•“This is God’s country”
•“A well educated man like you can bring a little light.”
•“a country where people ought not to live”
•“I have not known a day’s peace and contentment in my life.”
•“It’s only education that turns a man away from his tribe.”
•“You are running away from tribalism. But just ahead of you is the worst tribal country in the 

world.”
•“I want to feel what it is like to live in a free country and maybe some of the evils in my life will

 correct
themselves.” 
•“It was the mentality of the old hag that ruined a whole continent”
•“His reasons for leaving the country were simple; he could not marry and have children in a co

untry where
black men were called “boy” and “dog” and “kaffir.” 
•“If there was anything he liked on earth it was human generosity. It made life seem whole and 

sane to
him.” “He wanted a few simple answers on how to live well and sanely” 
•“He wanted to undo the complexity of hatred and humiliation that had dominated his life for s

o long.”
•“There was much more than South Africa that he was running away from, and it included ever

ything that
he felt was keeping the continent of Africa at a standstill.” 
•“there were shut‐ away worlds were the sunlight never penetrated, haunted worlds, full of mi

strust and
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hate, and it was this side of life that Makhaya was particularly well informed.” 
•“Life to him meant love and work”
•“ancient blood brothers”
•“he was trying to flee this horror and replace it with innocence, trust, and respect.”
•“thousands of men had died this way to boost up the manhood of a manless man”
•“It wasn’t a new freedom that he silently worked toward but a putting together of the scattere

d fragments
of his life into a coherent and disciplined whole.” 
•“He makes us feel at ease, because he has no feeling.”
•“It wasn’t a new freedom that he silently worked toward but a putting together of the scattere

d fragments
of his life into a coherent and disciplined whole.” 
•“In the end Makhaya reduced it all to his one criterion for judging all mankind – generosity”
•“Makhaya turned the world upside down everyday.”
•“all good things and all good people are called rain. Sometimes we see the rain clouds gather e

ven though
not a cloud appears in the sky. It is all in our heart.” 
•“he would so much entangle this stupid young man with marriage and babies and children”

•“as though everything was uncertain, new and strange, and was beginning from scratc

h”

ESSAY QUESTIONS WITH INTRODUCTIONS 

“I have not known a days peace and contentment in my life.” Discuss this stateme

nt in light of the various internal conflicts faced by Makhaya in the novel. Support

 your ideas with details from the novel. 

In the novel When Rain Clouds Gather by Bessie Head, we are a spectator to trials and tribu

lations of Makhaya, the protagonist. While many of these trials are external, they also impac

t on his state of mind and on his emotional detachment. As an individual, Makhaya is intern

ally tormented. He is tormented due to his antisocial tendencies, his inability to feel a sense 

of belonging, and the weight of external conflict which he constantly broods over. By using s

uch a broken and fractured man as the protagonist, we are able to more easily understand t

he themes of the novel. 

“When Rain Clouds Gather”[1968] is an attempt to suggest an alternative to desire 

for power.” Discuss this statement with reference to the thematic concerns of the 

novel. Support your ideas with details from the novel. 

Bessie Head, by setting her novel When Rain Clouds Gather in a small refugee village in Bot

swana, challenges her readers to question their assumptions of power. The village of Golema

 Mmidi, barren and breathing poverty is described as a “utopia”. This twist in the portrayal 
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of power, follows throughout the novel where we come to question all authority. In this, we u

ndertake a thematic journey to discover an ‘alternative’ to the desire for power. This alterna

tive is illustrated through addressing the themes of self determination, feminism and tribali

sm. Through the characters we come to understand that most power is irrelevant in the pers

onal journey of self discovery. 

Sample Essays 

 

Question. “I have not known a day’s peace and contentment in my life.” Discuss this statem

ent in light of the various internal conflicts faced by Makhaya in the novel. Support your idea

s with details from the novel. 

ESSAY 1 

In the novel When Rain Clouds Gather, by Bessie Head, the protagonist, Makhaya, is riddled

 with many afflictions. Throughout the book, he attempts to reconcile his conflicts and forge 

a new future for himself. He never achieves total closure, but he does realise some sense of p

eace though belonging to a community and improving the standard of life in Botswana. 

At the start of the novel Makhaya is shown as a desperate, hopeless man escaping from a pla

ce where he is not regarded as human; apartheid South Africa. Makhaya says; “I want to fee

l what it is like to live in a free country and maybe some of the evils in my life will correct th

emselves.” We can acknowledge the fact that he is weak and unstable at this time and Head 

describes his inner self as “a jumble of chaotic discord.” In this, he borders on the line betwe

en sanity and insanity as he crosses into Botswana. 

Throughout most of the book, Makhaya struggles with many major issues. Racism, sexism, d

epression and the search for identity are all tackled by Head as she attempts to liberate hers

elf from the shackles of what she has experienced herself in South Africa. Makhaya in When 

Rain Clouds Gather is the voice of Head, and this makes his character and his struggles mor

e genuine. Like Head, Makhaya, “was trying to flee [this] horror and replace it with innocenc

e, trust, and respect.” We learn that the thing he craves the most is to settle down and to be 

uninhibited by the social indecencies of a racist state. 

It is the move to Botswana that is the catalyst for change for both Head and Makhaya; Head

 says that “happiness is dirt cheap in Botswana.” Makhaya attains deliverance as he dischar

ges his anguish and despair to the kind, motherly character of Mma Millipede and he finds a

 way around the metaphorical ‘wall’ that he had built up to keep himself lonely and isolated.
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 He also gains a new found hope in humanity as the village of Golema Mmidi welcomes him i

n with open arms. He is given refugee status, a home, a job and a family here and in a sense,

 he completes his search for identity in the village. With the death of Matenge, Makhaya’s fi

nal source of oppression is removed and he is free to live the rest of his life in contentment. 

Although Makhaya does not completely escape his internal conflicts, he still finds a way to li

ve with them. These conflicts are diluted significantly by the sense of belonging he achieves 

and the satisfaction of doing something meaningful with his life – creating ‘Utopia’. With his

 new found hope in humanity, Makhaya has found a way to conquer the things that had dom

inated his life for so long. 

ESSAY 2 

In the novel, When Rain Clouds Gather by Bessie Head, we are a spectator to the trials and 

tribulations of Makhaya the protagonist. While many of these trials are external, they also i

mpact on his state of mind and on his emotional detachment. As an individual, Makhaya is i

nternally tormented. He is tormented due to his antisocial tendencies, his inability to feel a s

ense of belonging and the weight of external conflict which is constantly broods over. By usin

g such a broken and fractured man as the protagonist, we are able to more easily understan

d the themes of the novel. 

Makhaya is internally tormented due to his antisocial tendencies. The way he acted as if no 

one understands him and little by little, conflict forms from these thought. As in the beginni

ng of the novel, Makhaya mention that his family has given him this name ‘Makhaya’ the tr

ibal man which he doesn’t want and say how the name doesn’t belong to him. He is literally 

saying that no one understand what he wants and what he doesn’t wants. The ways he thin

ks also differ from every people in Botswana. His ‘educated’ thoughts differ from the tribal 

ways of thinking which would make him an individual. As an individual his antisocial tende

ncies creates internal conflicts which constantly comes up and mess up his mind. 

Makhaya is also internally tormented due to his inability to feel a sense of belonging. As he s

tarted living in Botswana, due to his individuality, he is unable to feel that he is part of the 

village. According to the novel, Makhaya feel and act very insecure toward the village becaus

e he feels that he don’t belong to the place. These feeling of insecure will invade his mind an

d make him think. As his think, his peace of mind will be invaded and would create a storm 

of internal problem which then interfere with his peace life and turn his into a man who has 

“not known a day’s peace and contentment in his life.” 
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Makhaya is also internally tormented due to the weight of his external conflicts which is con

stantly broods over. Throughout the novel, conflicts that constant comes up are external conf

licts. Makhaya encountered so many external conflicts that it starting to affect his state of m

ind. In the novel, Makhaya experiences “hell” in his background when he took parts in Apart

heid. He experiences death and many cruel things. That itself has already turn him into a br

oken and fractured man. He then moved to Botswana where he feels like he has becomes an 

outsider to that place and starts living antisocially and without a sense of belonging. These f

eelings of being isolated and an act of antisocial have reinforced his thought of loneliness an

d constantly creates a storm in his mind, questioning his reasons of living. 

In conclusion, Makhaya is constantly attacked by various conflicts throughout the story. Bot

h of his external and internal conflicts create an effect against his mind. And that effect is re

inforced by the fact that he is a broken and fractured man. These facts turned Makhaya, the 

individual, into a man who has “not known a day’s peace and contentment in his life”. 

ESSAY 3 

In the novel When Rain Clouds Gather by Bessie Head, the theme of power is the most domi

nant theme in the book. Power is for the most part seen as a corrupting and cruel influence i

n this novel, but Head also addresses an alternative to the drive for power. This alternative i

s conveyed through the actions and beliefs of characters in the story who actively search for f

reedom. 

In the novel, power purposely is shown as dominating and corruptive but this is used to high

light actions of those characters not driven by power. A character like Gilbert is a great exa

mple to show the alternative to the need for power. Gilbert is a captivating, kind and sympat

hetic Englishman who studied agriculture at university and came all the way from England 

to help the people of Botswana to farm more effectively. The people of the village Golema M

midi, where he settles and develops an experimental farm, do not feel a sense of awe for the l

and they are farming on, but Gilbert feels differently and, while talking to Makhaya about t

he land, says ‘This is Utopia, Mack’. Gilbert’s generosity and sense of community helps to co

nvey an alternative to the need for power in other character such as Matenge. 

Head conveys the idea of an alternative to the need for power through the beliefs and actions

 of the main character Makhaya. Throughout the novel Makhaya’s beliefs and thoughts abo

ut power in anyway are explained in large depth. Makhaya has had confrontations from ma

ny types of power throughout his life so far, for example feminism, racial or class power. The
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se types of power in Makhaya’s view are seen as unbalanced. Makhaya wishes for a live wit

h a balance of power where the black man was not ‘…called boy, dog or Kaffir.’ and a life wh

ere the chiefs did not ‘live in mansions and the villagers always lived in the huts.’ and a life 

where an average tribal man would ‘hesitate to jump on a young girl.’. Makhaya does not w

ant a world of unbalance but a world of freedom and a world without boundaries. 

In the novel When Rain Clouds Gather by Bessie Head, the alternative to the desire for pow

er is shown through the actions and views of characters in the novel. The corrupting and cru

el influence of power is used in the story conveniently to highlight the alternative of power. 

EXTRACT 

‘Where is all this talk of democracy going to get us, Mack?’ he said one day, glumly. ‘Only a r

easonably developed country can afford the time to debate these pros and cons. What we need 

here is a dictatorship that will feed, clothe and educate a people. I could work well with a dict

atorship which says, “Look here, Gilbert, fill in this poverty programme.”’ 

He looked at Makhaya, half laughing, half in deep earnest. Makhaya returned an almost host

ile look. Not any politics in the world meant anything to him as a stateless person, and every 

political discussion was a mockery, he felt, of his own helplessness. Since he kept so silent, it f

orced Gilbert to add apologetically: 

“I’m not saying that the dictator should stay there, forever, Mack. He must eventually give wa

y to the democracy. But in my opinion a dictatorship is the best method for governing a countr

y like this. What do you think?’ 

Makhaya nearly laughed out loud. Gilbert’s statements were an explanation of his own perso

nality. He was a man only impressed by results, and he had been unable to produce these in B

otswana the way agricultural experts had produced them in Russia and China. Makhaya wa

nted to put forward the idea that certain types of socialism might not be suited to African dev

elopment. Africa had a small population, and it might well be that socialism of every kind wa

s an expedient to solve unwieldy population problems. But his mind swerved away from even 

this. If a man talked about governments and political systems, he’d soon want to be a part of t

he whole rotten crew. He preferred to live in the bush. 

‘Why not leave this country, even Africa, to trial and error?’ He said slowly, uncomfortably. ‘

This is only my opinion. I don’t think I approve of dictatorships in any form, whether for the 

good of mankind or not. Even if it is painstakingly slow, I prefer a democracy for Africa, come
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 what may.’ 

Question 13: How does this extract reveal Makhaya and Gilbert’s differences in perspective 

and personality? 

Bessie Head’s novel When Rain Clouds Gather is a novel about difference. Makhaya and Gil

bert are two men who are worlds apart. They come from very different backgrounds and hav

e a different perspective on almost everything. Makhaya wants to live in a country that com

pared to his homeland of South Africa is free from apartheid, racial oppression and conflict b

etween rich and poor, black and white. Gilbert on the other hand has lived in a democratic, li

beral society for too long, and craves the certainties and formality of a dictatorship, formaliti

es which give a sense of direction and purpose. The different views of politics held by Makha

ya and Gilbert also reveal some of their other personality traits. 

Makhaya spent his whole life under the system of apartheid and attempts to escape by cross

ing into Botswana. His exposure to the strict racial separation, travel rules and heavy police 

jurisdiction in South Africa lead him to cross the border, therefore, when his best friend in B

otswana, Gilbert, whom Makhaya even regards as a brother, says, “I could work well with a 

dictator which says ‘look here, Gilbert, fill in this poverty programme,’” Makhaya challenges

 him: “Why not leave this country (Botswana), even Africa, to trial and error?” Makhaya, aft

er his experience in South Africa “does not approve of a dictatorship in any form.” He prefers

 the freedom of democracy, even if that means solving problems by “trail and error”. The gre

ater efficiency of a dictatorship would put an end to freedom in Botswana, and thus obliterat

e Makhaya’s purpose in crossing the border. 

Makhaya left South Africa for many reasons, one being that if he lived in a free country he t

hought that “maybe some of the evils in his life will correct themselves.” Makhaya has not h

ad an easy life. His life was a “jumble of chaotic discord”, and he put up a mental wall to kee

p people and conflict out of his life. He did not want people to hurt for him, so he completely 

blocked them out. In his solitary confinement, his past could not haunt him directly, but he k

new that his problems were there and that if he did not deal with them, they would destroy 

his life and he would never find the peace that he craved. 

Gilbert is not entirely opposed to a democratic government. What he is offended by is debati

ng “the pros and cons” of various governmental systems, “all this talk of democracy” in a cou

ntry which is too poor to afford the luxury of discussion when urgent action is needed “to fee

d, clothe and educate a people.” Gilbert thinks that a dictatorship is the “best method for gov
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erning a country like this,” but once the urgent problems are solved he envisages democracy 

taking over. “I’m not saying that the dictator should stay there forever, Mack.” At the same 

time as he rejects debate, Gilbert’s nature is such that he clearly enjoys this one. He looks at

 Makhaya “half laughing, half in deep earnest.” 

Similarly Makhaya’s response is two sided and ambivalent. On the one hand he is hurt, as h

e is a “stateless person” and Gilbert’s discussion of politics seems to “make a mockery” of his

 helplessness. On the other hand Makhaya is “amused” by Gilbert’s unconscious hypocrisy. 

He can see that Gilbert is a practical man impressed only “by results,” but Gilbert has not be

en able to produce agricultural improvement in Botswana the way experts produced them in 

Russia and China. Socialism clearly worked in those populous countries, but state control mi

ght not be suited to a small country like Botswana. 

Makhaya fails to put this idea forward however, as he does not wish to think in terms of the 

politics of the developed world. He would prefer to “live in the bush” in the same way as the 

chiefs resist Gilbert and change and cling onto old traditional ways. In addition, Gilbert clea

rly sees a dictator giving him the freedom to carry out his agricultural programmes in his ow

n way, but the wrong dictator might second-guess Gilbert or even oppose him entirely. 

Gilbert too, like Makhaya is in a self-imposed exile. He left England because of its allegiance

 to the past. England lacks excitement, vision and direction. “It’s full of nice orderly queues 

and everybody lines up in these queues for a place and position in the world.” Gilbert likes to

 work and finds meaning and peace of mind in the work itself, rather than in work as a caree

r step and as a social and class advancement. Botswana is therefore, for him, a Utopia in tha

t there is real work to be done and if successful visible results in the amelioration of the peop

le’s lives. For example, when Gilbert fenced off the land he was given, within a few weeks th

e native sweet grass that was over grazed by the cow returned. He attains satisfaction by bei

ng proven right in such a case. Makhaya on the other hand has a more open mind and is will

ing to learn. 

It is their difference in personality that helps account for the different political positions that

 each holds. For instance Makhaya’s toleration of the “trial and error” of a democratic gover

nment is explained by the fact that such a process of discovery would help Africans to learn 

what is best for the continent. 

Makhaya and Gilbert are very different people united by a similar quest. Each wants to leav

e the problems and restrictions of the past behind, and each envisages that a stay in Botswa
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na will help redirect their lives. Makhaya is looking for peace and resolution, whereas Gilber

t is searching for a life of meaningful action as opposed to the drifting and posturing back ho

me. Ironically their quest for a new life brings these two very different people into close asso

ciation 
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Helen Martins : Protagonist 

• Reclusive widow 

• Late 60’s 

• Was a sculptor in New Bethesda 

• Regarded as crazy by the locals 

• Comes across as weak and passive to the 
audience. 

• Has typical problems of an older woman: bad 
eye sight, arthritis, depression  

• Comes across as unsure 
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Elsa Barlow 

• Schoolteacher 

• 40 years younger than Helen 

• Views Helen as an inspiration 

• Carries a secret that she only shares with 

Helen towards the end of the play 

• Stands her ground against Marius 

• Doesn’t always defend Helen 
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Similarities  

Helen/ Elsa 

• Exotic artwork defies traditional pieties of Afrikaaner 

life 

• Teaches students ‘radical material’ to her black 
students 

• Seek self-fulfillment outside of conventional 

motherhood 

• Childless 

• Both have black friends  

• Both sympathize with Patience 
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Marius Byleveld: Antagonist 

• Enters at the end of Act One 

• Is a minister and a friend of Helen’s  
• Tries to persuade Helen to retire to the 

home of the elderly 

• Jealous of Elsa’s intimacy with Helen 

• Questions Helen about her friendship with 

Elsa 

• Been in the Karoo for 20 years  
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Plot:  Act One 

• Helen summoned Elsa 

• Helen needs Elsa to reenergize her spirit 

and faith in herself.  

• Marius Byleveld enters towards the end of 

Act One 

• Helen comes across as weak, passive and 

unsure of herself and allows Elsa and 

Marius to patronize her.  
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Plot:  Act One 

• Both women catch up on each other’s lives 
and talk about their troubles.  

• Elsa tells Helen about the end of the affair 

that she had with a married man 

• They both withhold important information 

from one another 
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Plot:  Act Two 

• Marius questions Helen about her friendship 

with Elsa 

• Marius deliberately tries to make Elsa feel 

like an Outsider. (43,51) 

• Elsa fights back (43) 

• Marius verbally bullies Helen but Helen 

subtly reprimands him (51) 
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Plot:  Act Two 

• Elsa explains to Marius the importance of 
Helen’s work  (61) 

• Helen gains confidence from Elsa’s testimonial 
(61) she then explains her Mecca to Marius 

• Informs him that she “cannot reduce my 
world” (68) 

• Marius leaves unsuccessful in his attempt to 
disrupt the women’s friendship or to win 
power over Helen. 
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Plot: Act Two 

• Marius’s harassment of the women had the 
opposite effect he was hoping for.  

• Elsa admits that she is depressed about 

having an abortion 

• Helen understands Elsa’s pain and the 
ambivalence she has about her decision. 

• Elsa realizes the importance of all 

sisterhood and the special role Helen has in 

her life  
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Plot: Act Two 

• Helen seems spiritually stronger than Elsa 

and Marius toward the end of the Act. 

• Both Helen and Elsa have confronted their 

problems and have emerged from a period 

of suffering. 

• Reaching out to one another allows them to 

achieve a deeper insight into their own lives  
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Plot: Act Two 

• Helen seems spiritually stronger than Elsa 

and Marius toward the end of the Act.  
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Themes 

• Light and darkness 

• Nurturing of friendship 

• Isolation of the artist 

• Mirrors that Helen wake up to (symbolism) 
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Mirrors 

• Mirrors reflect our own image, we therefore get the exact 

image without any difference when we look into a mirror. 

• However , what we see in a mirror is not necessarily what 

the outside world sees.  

• The mirrors that Helen wakes up to leads to a view of the 

outdoors. This could be symbolic of Helen’s conflict or 
darkness that she experiences in terms of her identity – 

who see is and how the rest of the community sees her.  

• She connects with the outside world through the mirrors in 

hope that the outside world could see her the way she sees 

herself.  
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My mistress' eyes are nothing like the sun
(Sonnet 130)
  by William Shakespeare

My mistress' eyes are nothing like the sun;
Coral is far more red than her lips' red;
If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun;
If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head.
I have seen roses damasked, red and white,
But no such roses see I in her cheeks;
And in some perfumes is there more delight
Than in the breath that from my mistress reeks.
I love to hear her speak, yet well I know
That music hath a far more pleasing sound;
I grant I never saw a goddess go;
My mistress when she walks treads on the ground.
     And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare
     As any she belied with false compare.

Words
Pay exceedingly close attention to what individual words mean—and especially to
what you think might be keywords, since this is where meaning can be
concentrated.

● Which words stand out, and why?
Consider how words may carry more than one meaning. A dictionary is obviously
useful, especially one based on historical principles, since it will point to how the
meanings of words may have changed over time. “Silly” once meant “helpless.”

● Do any words carry non-contemporary or unfamiliar meanings?
● Do any words likely carry multiple and/or ambiguous meanings?  
● Do repeated words carry the same meaning when repeated, or do they

change? Words often gather or evolve in meaning when repeated.  
● Do particular words or phrases seem drawn to or connected with each

other? These often add up so that a clearer sense of the poem emerges.
● Do you notice lots of material or immaterial things (nouns) or lots of

action (verbs)? Is the poem concrete, about specific things and places, or
is the poem more abstract, about concepts or ideas? Is the poem full of
movement, or does it seem to stay still and look at one thing?

● Do certain words seem to clash with each other, and what effect does this
have? Think in terms of oppositions, tensions, conflicts, and binaries.

Diction
● Is the word choice distinctive? Does it add up to a kind of style—for

example, is it elaborate, dense, simple, archaic, formal, conversational,
descriptive, abstract, and so on?

● How would you describe the level of language and vocabulary (register):
informal, formal, common, casual, neutral, mixed?

Tone
Address the tone of the speaker or narrator, which is the attitude taken by the
poem’s voice toward the subject or subjects in the poem:
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● What is the attitude taken by the “voice” of the poem toward the subjects
of the poem? Is the tone serious, ironic, amorous, argumentative, distant,
intimate, somber, abrupt, playful, cheerful, despondent, conversational,
yearning, etc.—or is it mixed, changing, ambiguous, or unclear?

Word Order
Focus on how the words are ordered. Look for patterns; in drawing attention to
themselves, they require your attention:

● Is the word order or sentence structure (syntax) unusual in any way, and
what is the effect of this?

● Are there any noticeable patterns in the ordering of words? If so, how do
the patterns contribute to meaning?

● Do the lines have strong end-stops, or do they break across lines
(enjamb)? Do the lines end with a final stress or rhyme? Does each line
tend to be a self-contained, grammatical unit, or does it vary? What effect
does this have?

● Are there lots of long, complete sentences (simple or complex?), or are
there many sentence fragments and phrases? Does the poem stop and
start, or does it move or flow continuously? What is the effect of this?

Punctuation
Punctuation organizes and creates relationship between words, phrases, clauses,
and sentences. In poetry, where lines are often seen as units of meaning, the
importance of punctuation is sometimes magnified, though often overlooked.
Punctuation can create or reinforce rhythm. It can also control meaning or make
meaning uncertain by its placement and usage, especially if it is used minimally, or
in some cases, not at all.

● What role does punctuation have in the poem?
● Does it follow accepted rules and conventions, or is it used in unusual

ways?

Figurative Language
Related to word meaning is figurative language, which often plays a crucial role
in both condensing language yet expanding meaning. Most generally, figurative
language refers to language that is not literal. The phrase “fierce tears” (the
personification of tears) is not literal, but it is both precise and suggestive in
carrying meaning.

● Are certain words used in unusual, non-literal, non-standard, exaggerated,
or metaphorical ways? What effect do these figures of speech have?

● Which words or phrases are used literally (they denote something literal)
and which are used figuratively (they connote something figurative)? 

Much of what we read is literal: The evening sky was dark; he looked up; he felt
sick.  Figurative language refers to language not used literally—it is used
abstractly, indirectly, and often evocatively. The evening is spread out against
the sky like a patient etherized upon a table. Here we have an evening (a thing),
spreading (an action), a patient (thing), etherizing (an action), and a table
(thing). But an evening cannot be a drugged patient spread out upon a table,
perhaps ready to be operated upon; this description cannot be literally true (there
is no patient, no etherizing, no table, and evenings don’t literally spread out
against skies); this language is used figuratively.

● How does non-literal or figurative language suggest a certain meaning?
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● What mood or feeling is evoked via this figurative, non-literal language?

Imagery
When figurative language (like metaphor or simile) provides a picture that
evokes any of the senses, we call this imagery. “She is the sun” (a simile)
contains imagery of light and warmth (the senses of sight and touch). 

● What imagery—pictures or senses that are evoked in words—is present in
the poem? What imagery, if any, is most striking, frequent, or patterned?

● What images seem related or connected to each other?
● What mood or atmosphere is created by the imagery?
● Which details stand out? Why?
● What sense (if any) seems to dominate the poem: sight, sound, taste,

touch, smell?

Allusion
Poetry sometimes contains brief references to things outside itself—a person,
place, or thing—that will expand, clarify, or complicate its meaning. Sometimes
they are obvious and direct, and sometimes they are subtle, indirect, and
debatable. Allusions are frequently references made to other texts (for example,
to the Bible, or to another poem).

● What allusions, if any, can you detect?
● What effect do the allusions have upon the poem?
● If it is a literary allusion, how does it relate to or connect with the original

text?

Sound
You probably first read a poem to yourself, silently, but most poems also create
sense though sounds, unlike concrete poetry, which operates visually. Try
reading the poem aloud. Sound brings attention to both individual words that are
drawn together through their sound as well as to the overall “feeling” or
experience. For example, repetition of sounds like “s,” “m,” “l,” and “f” might
encourage a soft or sensuous feeling: “Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness . .
.”

● What words are drawn to each other because of sound, and how does this
influence meaning? What tone do these sounds create (quiet, loud,
sensual, aggressive, etc.)?

Also, think about whether the poem “moves” slowly or quickly, jerkily or fluidly.
● Does the poem move differently at different places in the poem? What

effect does this have?
● How do the poem’s sounds contribute to its meaning? Does a particular

sound or sounds dominate the poem? What is the effect of this?

Rhythm
A poem’s rhythm can be regular or irregular. When it has regular rhythmical sound
patterns, we say the poem has a certain meter. The type of meter is based on
the number of syllables per line and how many unstressed (x) or stressed (/)
syllables there are. (“I WAN-dered LONE-ly AS a CLOUD“; x /  x /  x /  x / ). A
small, distinct group of accented words is called a foot (“a CLOUD”; x /). The
various meters—tetrameter, pentameter, etc.—are based on the number of feet
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per line. (The meter in the above example has four regular feet, and is therefore
tetrameter; because each foot has an unstressed syllable [x] followed by a
stressed one [/], this is called an iamb. We would then say that the line is in
iambic tetrameter; if it had an extra foot—that is, five feet—we would call it
iambic pentameter.)

● When you count out (scan) the syllables of a line, do they follow a
rhythm? Is there a name for it?

● How prominent is the poem’s rhythm? Does the rhythm have any influence
on the poem’s meaning? If so, in what way or ways?

Melody
Melody refers to sound effects, such as rhyme, alliteration, assonance, and
consonance, with each producing a unique melodic effect. Rhyme is a type of
melody, and rhymes can be perfect with identical vowel sounds (“guy” and “high”)
or slant, when the sound of the final consonants is identical, but not the vowels
(“shell” and “pill,” “cement” and “ant”).

● Do words at the end of lines rhyme? Why kind of rhymes are they? Do
they form a pattern (a rhyme scheme) that is regular or irregular?

● Do the rhyming words have any relationship with each other? Does the
rhyme concentrate meaning in any way?

Speaker
All poems have a voice, which can be called a speaker (or in some case speakers,
if there is more than one person “speaking” the poem).

● Who “tells” the poem? Are there things you can say about the speaker’s
personality, point of view, tone, society, age, or gender?

● Does the speaker assume a persona at any point in the poem, and speak
“as” a particular person (e.g., “I am Lazarus, come from the dead . . . I
shall tell you all”)?

● Does the speaker seem attached or detached from what is said?
● What effect do the speaker’s characteristics have on the poem?

Likewise, all poems have a silent or implied listener/reader, an addressee.
● Is it possible to figure out to whom the poem is addressed? Is there an

ideal listener or reader?
● Does the speaker seek anything from the listener/reader (sympathy,

support, agreement, etc.)?

Narrative/Narrator
Poems capture thoughts, ideas, feelings, impressions, experiences, and incidents,
but sometimes poems also tell a story. Ask yourself:

● What is happening in the poem? What action, drama, or conflict is
present? Is there more than one event in the poem? Does anything
change in the poem (is an action completed, does an attempted action
fail, or does someone change in an important way)?

● Who tells the story, and what relationship does the narrator have to the
story?

Time
● What is the temporal structure of the poem? Does it take place in one
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time (the present, the past, the future) or does it move back and forth
between times?

● Does it present single actions in time or continuing actions? Does it bring
different times together or set them apart (e.g., “then” vs. “now”)?

● Is there a particular occasion for the poem (an incident, an event, a
realization)?

● Does it focus on indicative states (“I am, I will be”) or conditional states
(“I could be, I would be”)?

● Are different parts of the poem located in different times?
● Does time move smoothly? Are different states of being, or different ways

of thinking, associated with different times? (“I used to think ‘X’, but now I
think  ‘Y’”)?

Setting answers the questions “Where?” and “When?” in the poem, though often
poems are not set in a specific location or time.

● Is a sense of place clear (urban, pastoral, forest, desert, beach, etc.), or
does the poem seem to occupy an abstract time and place (such as
mental or emotional state)?

For some poems, a difficult but key question may be this:
● Where are we?

Symbol
A symbol represents or stands for something other than the image itself. A symbol,
then, is often something concrete—a word, a thing, a place, a person (real of
fictitious), an action, an event, a creation, etc.—that represents something larger,
abstract, or complex—an idea, a value, a belief, an emotion. A river (a thing) can
be symbol for life; Gomorrah (a place) can be a symbol of shameless sin; Homer
Simpson (a fictitious person) can be a symbol of innocent stupidity; a strawberry
(a thing) can be a symbol of sensual love.

● Does the poem have any clear or central symbols? What meaning do they
bring to the poem?

Form
Poetic form usually refers to the structure that “holds” or gives “shape” to the
poem—in a way, what it looks like to you on the page. This will include groupings
or sets of lines, called stanzas. Another, more interesting way to consider form is
to say that it necessarily determines the content of the poem, especially in the
case of a particular genre, like a ballad, epic, or sonnet; these specific forms
(sometimes called “closed forms”) often have structures and stylistic conventions
that are both structural and that convey units of meaning or conventions of
rhyme, meter, or expression. If the poem you are reading has a particular form or
structure determined by genre, learn something about the conventions of that
genre, since this can direct your attention to certain expectations of content.

● Is the poem of a particular genre? What are its conventions?
● If it doesn’t fit particular genre, how would you describe its form?
● What is the relationship between form and meaning in the poem?
● Are there clear parts to the poem, and if so, how are they

similar/different?
Poems that do not follow determined, formal conventions or genre have an “open
form.”
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Ideas
● Are the ideas of the poem simple or complex, small or large?
● Is there one main problem in the poem? How does the poem think through

that problem?
● What are the ideas that the poem seeks to embody in images?
● What is the poem’s process of thinking? Does it change its “mind” as it

proceeds?
● Does the poem proceed logically or illogically? Can you tell the way it is

thinking, or is it unclear, opaque, and confusing?
● How do the ideas change from line to line, stanza to stanza?
● Does the poem offer an argument?
● Does the poem reflect a particular experience, feeling, or concept?

Theme
“Purity” is a subject, not a theme; “purity is vulnerability” is a theme. “Theme”
refers to a larger, more general, or universal message—a big idea—as well as to
something that you could take away from the work and perhaps apply to life. One
way to determine a theme is to
1) ask yourself what the poem is about;
2) come up with some one-word answers to that question (subjects of the
poem); and
3) ask what general attitude (tone) is taken towards those subjects in the poem.
You might conclude that, for example, “love,” “trust,” or “loss” are subjects. Now,
try to figure out what the attitude in the poem is toward that one-word subject
and you have theme—for example, “love is dangerous,” “you cannot trust people
close to you,” “loss makes you stronger.” But don’t think this is always easy or
straightforward: many poems resist reduction to simple themes or even subjects,
and such resistance—sometimes in the form of ambiguity, paradox, abstraction,
or complexity—strengthens our interest in and engagement with the poem. Poems
are not necessarily answers, but they may be problems or questions.
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The bustle in a house 
 
Poem Summary 
Lines 1-2 
On the morning after a loved one has died, the house of the deceased is full of so much 
activity that it forms a surprising contrast to the lifeless corpse that would have been laid 
out in the parlor or elsewhere in the home in Dickinson’s day. The word “bustle” is used 
brilliantly here, for it can mean an excited activity or a violent commotion. Indeed, the 
aftermath, or consequences, of death are almost always harsh and violent. In line 2, it is no 
accident that Dickinson used a homonym for “mourning.” Mourning is the outward, 
customary expression of grief which Dickinson will elaborate upon in the poem. 

Lines 3-4 
This “bustle” mentioned in the first line of the poem is “solemn.” “Solemn,” too, has several 
meanings. It can mean serious, or it can mean sacred and ceremonial. There is reason to 
believe that Dickinson intended both meanings, for she uses it to describe “industries,” a 
word with the archaic meaning of “diligence.” “Diligence,” in turn, can also mean “assiduity,” 
or pious devotion. In these lines, the spiritual and the practical are intertwined 

Media Adaptations 
 Poems and Letters of Emily Dickinson: Unabridged, Caedmon Audio, 1992. 

because the sacred rituals and ceremonies performed for the dead are the closest that 
most people “upon Earth” will ever get to the mystery of immortality before passing away 
themselves. 

Lines 5-6 
In these lovely lines, Dickinson uses housekeeping as a metaphor for the process of letting 
go of the dead. The heart, broken to pieces by grief, must be swept up and hidden from 
sight. Love, like memory, must be stored in a safe place. Order must be created to 
counteract the chaos of death. On a more literal level, it is true that many people, when 
they are in crisis, turn to thoughtless tasks like housework in order to maintain control of the 
situation. In fact, Dickinson plays with language by using the “heart,” a word similar to 
“hearth,” or fireplace, which would have needed to be swept out before the mourners 
arrived. The house must be straightened up in order for the family of the deceased to 
receive visitors, but every home is full of evidence left behind by the person who has died. 

Lines 7-8 
These final lines escape being melodramatic because of Dickinson’s use of the verb 
phrase, “shall not want to use.” After great loss, many grief-stricken human beings react by 
vowing that they will not love again if love is inevitably lost, and loss brings such great 
suffering. Others hide their love away out of a profound sense of loyalty to the deceased, 
swearing that they live only with the memory of their lost love until the grave. Both of these 
reactions, though somewhat irrational, are an important part of the process of grief for 
many people. Finally, the idea that we will all be reunited with our deceased loved ones in 
the afterlife (“Eternity”) has been a comfort to the bereaved since the beginning of time. 
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Theme 
Death 
Readers with just a passing familiarity with the Dickinson’s work, including “The Bustle in a 
House” often come to the conclusion that the poet was “obsessed with death.” Certainly 
death and dying are frequent subjects in Dickinson’s more than 1,750 poems, but to accuse 
her of such a fixation is to underestimate her contributions to American literature. Many of 
her male poetic contemporaries are … 
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She is saying that although when a loved one dies we go through the emotions and grieve but you have 

to pick up the pieces and save that love for that person so when she dies she can spend eternity with 

her love one and when eternity comes then she can allow those feelings of love and devotion come 

back 

 

Emily is saying that coping with the emotions associated with loss of a loved one is analogous to the 

preparation for the funeral. In her day, the house had to be cleaned and the sick room cleared of 

nursing items. She says we do the same with our love for the person - we pick it up, bundled it up, and 

save it until we meet the person again after death. It doesn't go away; it just gets packed up until later. 

 

Emily Dickinson wrote “ The Bustle in a House”  in 1866. It is a ballad with two stanzas of 
four lines each, or two quatrains. There is no set rhyme scheme, because each of the lines 
is enjambled. The meter of the poem is trimeter, with every third line of each stanza being 
tetrameter. 

The theme of The Bustle In the House is about how losing a loved one, while it is 
depressing in many ways, must not affect how we live our lives. Having to deal with many 
deaths herself, Emily Dickinson wrote this poem depicting the grievances she went through 
after losing her family members. The poem is written in a serious, yet calm tone, not 
despairing over the losses; the death was merely a “ Bustle in a House” . People would 
generally consider death to be the worst disaster that a loved one can endure, but 
Dickinson downplays death and reduces it to a “ bustle” , a mere stir in a household. 

Dickinson’ s word usage and capitalization are also subjects of criticism in this work. The 
capitalization of the word “ Morning”  shows that the word denotes something else. As 
previously stated, she physically demonstrates that man should not mourn over the loss 
with an absence of the word “ mourning”  and instead is replaced by “ Morning” . 
“ House”  represents a place where life starts and where life ends. However, it is also a 
place that is unchanging and remains the same for eternity. Dickinson shows the 
importance of man moving on and how man should be like the house, where it continues to 
function in society. Society does not wait until man recovers from his loss, but rather carries 
on its tasks. 

Dickinson also has heavy use of symbolism to show that man must accept deaths as they 
come and not mourn... 
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"The Bustle in a House", is focusing on the death leading to insight found in Emily 

Dickinson's poem. In another word the poem is about death of someone close and dear. 

The references to grief after the death of a loved one show that death is obviously a 

central theme. Also, it's about house cleaning which is being compared to coming terms 

with reality of death, by sweeping up the broken heart, and keeping the love of that person 

in memory, "And putting Love away". 

 

It is very obvious that the poem is about death from the first stanza indicates that the 

people move about the house to get their minds off the grief of the loss of a loved one. 

However, in line 6 the difference between cleaning and bringing oneself back together is 

that the person does not discard anything; they keep the memory with them. This is a 

brilliant way of Dickinson to use those to themes in a metaphor because of the fact that 

over coming grief of a deceased love one is somewhat similar to cleaning: people pick 

themselves up after being down. When closely, last two lines of the poem suggest how 

Dickinson feels about immortality. It seems that she believes that once we die that it will 

not end. Also, she feels that people should keep memories with them because once they 

go to heaven, or eternity, they will use them. 

 

In conclusion the theme in this poem is concerned with death. In My opinion that all the 

commotion that goes in a house when someone dies makes you forget about everything... 

 

 

This is yet another poem by Dickinson about death. Her focus is not on ones personal 

death, but the death of a loved one. Again in this poem, she capitalizes certain words to give 

them emphasis on the overall meaning. In the first line, the word Bustle is capitalized to 

really show the high energy in people after the death of a close loved one. She also 

capitalizes House to represent the connection of the people involved. In the second line, she 

capitalizes two words; Morning and Death. Morning can have a double meaning in this 

particular poem. One is the actual words meaning, the beginning of the day, and the other 

is the word Mourning, which is lamenting over the loss of someone. Dickinson's 

recognizable diction in the third line sets the mood of the poem by detailing to the reader 

the solemness of the death and even compares it to an industry, which gives the situation a 

distinct ritual that needs to be followed. In the second stanza of the poem Dickinson begins 

with saying, "The Sweeping up the Heart." This is a powerful line by the poet, because it 

forms a connection between anyone who has felt a pain like this and the poet. Dickinson 

realizes how important love is and doesn't neglect it in this second stanza. In the second 

through fourth line, she continues on with the sweeping of the heart to putting the love 

away, and having no need with it again until eternity. Dickinson is relaying that even 
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though death may come with a very deep impact, we shouldn't mourn over a death for a 

long time, and just sweep up the broken pieces and save our love and emotions for that 

person until our eternity, death. Dickinson uses the pause between the first and second 

stanza as a shift, turning from the shock of death, to the emotion of lost love. 
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When Rain Clouds Gather – Notes & Study Guide Exercises 

 

Portrayal of the writer's personalexperiences. When clouds gather there is an illusionof freedom and 

better. The gathering of clouds allowsone to see beyond the present circumstances andassociated 

hostilities. It marks hope and an end ofcurrent happenings and experiences. 

 

Bessie Head 

Born in KZN's Pietermaritzburg in the late 30s.  

Coloured, illegitimate and unwanted child whoconfronted emotional torture and bruises and 

alsopsychological violence.  

Writings uncovered the trauma and torture of beingan unwanted child, a child lacking identity 

andbelongingness. Search for a self and freedom, wants freedom from all theoppressive and hostile 

social structures thatmarginalized and disadvantaged the poor Blacks inSouth Africa.  

Presents issues suchsocial marginalization, social exclusion and socialdisadvantage.  

Challenges social systems thatperpetuated processes such social stratification anddifferentiation. The 

structures that she challenges areproducts of Apartheid policies, policies that entrenchedhostility 

amongst different racial and ethnic groups inSouth Africa. The policies divided the population of 

thecountry according to race and language. 

 

Decision to move is a result of the search for the self-identity personal freedom.It is symbolic in the 

sense that italso refers to the move away from autocracy todemocracy and human freedom.  

The differentcharacters come from different socialbackgrounds, a true reflection of South Africa's 

rainbownation / diversified / multiracial / multicultural /multilingual nation. Different 

experiencesrepresent the different social settings and associatedevents as they were manufactured 

by Apartheid. 

 

Makhaya left the country for GolemaMmidi because of involvement in the so-called 

terroristactivities. He is searching for life that is notfragmented and also calmness. He does notenjoy 

life and all associated privileges in South Africa,consequently he escapes to Botswana. He 

foreseesfreedom and peace of mind in that country. SA issupposed to be his home (ikhaya), but it 

ishomely at all! He wonders about because being ill-treatedand disadvantaged in his place of birth, 

placethat is supposed to be good to him.  

 

The literary devicethat Bessie has used here is known a naming;Makhaya has no proper ikhaya (he 

homeless yet is in acountry of birth). 
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Page 96 

-Notes 

In 1964 Bessie Head ͞left South Africa for Botswana to take up a teachingpost there. She was 

refused a passport and had to leave South Africa on an exit permit,which prohibited re-entry into 

the country. She remained for a long time whatshe called ͚a stateless person͛, and was only granted 

Botswana citizenship in 1979͟ 

 

Novel: ͞an extended narrative ... distinguished froma short story͟, made up or invented, points 

ofsimilarity between life of author and main character,events are not factually or historically true. 

 

Autobiography: writing about theself, derived from Latin, auto (self), bio (life), graph (scribe or 

write). 

 

Novel as genre: 

Genre: art form or literary type ofwriting. 

Three main categories: poetry, dramaand narrative (short story or novel) 

It defines core/ essence of novel as narrative (mode of story-telling involving series of 

episodes/incidents/events/happenings which are held together by one main character, knownas the 

protagonist). 

 

Setting: time and place in which the action of storytakes place.  

Setting of a novel would require us to thinkabout social, historical and political backgroundin which 

the story is placed.  

The setting of When Rain CloudsGather is the village of Serowe in Botswana. 

 

Plot: sequence or series of events as arranged andnarrated by the author.  

Be on the lookout for thetension or conflict which often lies at the core of the story. Thisconflict is 

the force against which the main character is opposed,and which provides the starting point for the 

action. Conflict in a story is what galvanises the main character into action. 
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-Notes 

Character: 

-People or animals in story. 

-Nature, qualities, or characteristicsof the people (fictional characters). 

For any story to be credible, authors invest their characterswith human qualities. Eitheridentify 

orempathise with the characters, dislike or even loathe them. 

 

Theme: main idea or message. Novel͛s theme can be stated directly (explicitly) or indirectly 

(throughsymbolism). 

 

-Exercise 

1. Briefly describe the setting of the novel.Botswana, GolemaMmidi village. 

2. In three sentences, summarise its plot. 

3. List at least seven characters in the novel.Makhaya, Dinorego, Sekoto, Matenge, Gilbert, George 

Applyby-Smith, JoasTsepe, Maria, MmaMilipede, Paulina 

4. Choose one of the characters and describe his/her characteristics– both positive and negative. 

5. Write two to three sentences describing the main theme (or idea) of the novel. 
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Plot summary. 

When Rain Clouds Gather opens at the South African border fence with Botswana. 

 

The protagonist, Makhaya Maseko, is in the process of disengaging with the past. He feels certain 

about his desire to leave it behind but is uncertain about the future he wishes to embrace.  

 

A young Zulu activist recently out of prison, Makhaya has defied the South African government 

banning order against him by fleeing the country. His one desire is to live in a free country, although 

he has no illusions about the quality of freedom he will enjoy in a country as miserably poor as 

Botswana. Rejecting his political activities a campaign of violence against the South African 

government and his Zulu upbringing, which he holds partly responsible for nurturing people who 

could allow them to be so brutally oppressed by whites, Makhaya opts for a future that might grant 

him basic human rights.  

 

In South Africa he had deliberately courted death by carrying on his person the plans for blowing up 

buildings; his new goal as a refugee in Botswana is to seek life and nurture it. However, his 

experience in South Africa, a land where a black man͛s identity amounted to that of a black dog, has 

left Makhaya bitter and distrustful. His dreams about changing the world are reduced to simply 

satisfying his own personal needs. As he says to an old man who helps him cross the border into 

Botswana, ͞I just want to step on free ground. I don͛t care about people. I don͛t care about anything, 

not even the white man. I want to feel what it is like to live in a free country and then maybe some 

of the evils in my life will correct themselves͟ (Head, When Rain Clouds Gather, p. 10).  

 

Makhaya͛s decision to flee is not based on any overt political motive, but rather on a strong desire to 

calm his jangled black sensibilities and to come to terms with his personal inner chaos.  

 

He meets an old woman from whom he seeks shelter for the night. Her selfish attitude toward this 

hapless refugee informs Makhaya that Botswana is no paradise, but a place that has itsvultures (Rain 

Clouds, p. 14).  

 

After he registers as a refugee, Makhaya happens upon Dinorego, a wise old man from 

GolemaMmidi, who helps him settle down intoa quiet search for peace. 

 

The village of GolemaMmidi is a unique refuge for Botswana and South Africanpeople who are 

fleeing tragedies in their lives. Though dry and arid, the village is wellsuited to Makhaya, who finds 

this rural community radically different from his urbanghetto existence in South Africa. Dinorego 

best expresses this difference when hedescribes Botswana as God͛s country: ͞God is everywhere 

around here. Peoplecan͛t steal a thing from you, not even a sixpence. People can͛t fight, not even to 

killan enemy͟ (Rain Clouds, p. 21).  

 

Dinorego and the villagers of GolemaMmidi haveno concept of the deep-seated hatred that people 

like Makhaya have felt directed atthem from whites and which they had internalized in their struggle 

to surviveapartheid. 

 

After being ruthlessly divorced by her womanizing husband, the elderly MmaMilipede sought refuge 

in GolemaMmidi. She, like Dinorego, exemplifies aninnocent embrace of life in Botswana. She 

combines ancient wisdom with theChristian religion of the missionaries; so secure are the Batswana 

in their own identitythat foreigners and their new ideas are examined and courageously absorbed 

into theBatswana way of life.  
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An Englishman, Gilbert Balfour, for example, can afford to liveand dream in GolemaMmidi because 

of his belief that people are open to change andto those things that promote progress. His study of 

agriculture is an attempt tocounteract his stifling middle-class upbringing with the life-giving force of 

growingthings. Gilbert has helped the villagers start a cooperative farming project that isyielding a 

good return, and his dream is to see GolemaMmidi become aninternationally renowned agricultural 

community.Gilbert͛s commitment to the land is evident in his marriage to Dinorego͛s daughter,the 

quiet but unpredictable Maria.  

 

Makhaya͛s timely appearance in GolemaMmidifurther accelerates Gilbert͛s dream of a transformed 

economy for a people who aredirt-poor. Makhaya͛s philosophical rejection of tribalism and even his 

disillusionmentwith politics are appealing to Gilbert, who needs someone willing to invest 

hisenergies in the agricultural development of the village. Makhaya͛s task is to help thewomen of 

the village move beyond subsistence farming to cash-crop tobacco farming,since their men are out 

of the village in faraway cattle posts at this time of year. 

 

Without the cooperation of the women, both Gilbert and Makhaya note, theagricultural miracle they 

envision will die. With the help of MmaMilipede, they enlistthe young Motswana widow, Paulina 

Seboso, who persuades the women of the villageto join the new tobacco-growing scheme. 

Makhaya͛s preoccupation with this absorbing world of innocence and growing thingsis alternately 

disrupted by the harshness of the land, the often fatal drought conditions,the painful poverty 

around him, and, worst of all, the African grade of evil personifiedin the embittered 

subchiefMatenge and the politician JoasMtsepe.  

 

Matenge has beenappointed administrator over GolemaMmidi by his brother, Chief Sekoto, who 

istrying to rid himself of the contentious and greedy subchief. Matenge is disliked bythe villagers, for 

he stands in the way of progress. Having been trained in the oldschool of masters and slaves, 

oppressor and oppressed, this traditional ruler regardsthe change sweeping the country as a 

disheartening development. Slowly he is losinghis grip on power and his privileged lifestyle, and he 

fails in his attempts to banishGilbert and Makhaya, whom he sees as encouraging rebellion through 

their zealousadvocacy of change.  

 

Matenge͛s chief supporter, JoasMtsepe, who represents the newbreed of African nationalists, is also 

bitter; he is part of the opposition that has lost anelection and become a destructive force against all 

forms of national progress. Mtsepeand Matenge become partners in criticism, connivance, and 

conspiracy. Matenge͛scontinual juridical onslaught against the villagers meets with successful 

appeals at thehigher court, where Chief Sekoto, who despises his brother, always sides with 

theappellants.  

 

As the chief administrator of the region, Matenge holds power over thevillagers but his ruling is 

always subject to that of the chief.Matenge͛s unyielding attachment to tradition finally leads to his 

self-destruction,when he decides, against his better judgement, to humiliate Paulina for an 

unstatedcrime. Paulina speculates that her crime might be that she failed to inform the subchief of 

the funeral of her son, who died of tuberculosis at a cattle outpost. It is more likelythat Matenge is 

simply jealous of her immense influence over the women of thevillage and is angry that the tobacco 

project has been initiated without his permission. 

 

In any case, Paulina͛s tragic loss of her son, Isaac, and the loss of all her cattle to the severe drought 

do not deter the selfish Matenge. He has also not offered any help orwords of comfort to the 

grieving community of villagers who have suffered the loss ofmost of their cattle and are now 

looking for ways to preserve the rest of their herdthrough the remainder of the unpredictable 
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drought season. His misjudgement insummoning Paulina to court at such a critical time angers the 

villagers.  

 

Assembling infront of Matenge͛s house, they quietly wait for the subchief to declare his case 

againstPaulina. But Matenge never makes his appearance. Barring the door to his house, hepromptly 

takes his own life. Makhaya is the first to discover Matenge͛s tragicdecision. 

 

By this time in the story, Makhaya has become a welcome member of the community.He remains, 

however, a security risk, a former political prisoner who is allegedlyviolent, and does not know how 

long he will be able to maintain his place in GolemaMmidi, a village he now loves. From the many 

ironies and riddles he has witnessed inthis remote village, he comes to the conclusion that freedom 

lies not in rejectingeverything but in confronting life in all its contradictions: you had to concentrate 

themind on all that was still alive and treat it as the most precious treasure you had everbeen given. 

. . . Therefore, he Makhaya, could run so far in search of peace, but it wascontact with other living 

beings that a man needed most (Rain Clouds, pp. 164- 66). 

 

Makhaya͛s marriage proposal to Paulina, which she gladly accepts, marks hisrealization that 

although life is harsh, its magic lies in creating a world fit to live in,rather than in succumbing to the 

death wish of the oppressor.  

 

GolemaMmidi offers ameans of personal and economic independence and interdependence, where 

thequalities that count are benign austerity, reverence for the lives of ordinary people . . .and, above 

all, the ability to break out of the prison of selfhood without destroyingindividual privacy and 

integrity.  

 

In the end,Makhaya learns that a peaceful haven is not a retreat from responsibility but a placeone 

creates through hard work, risk-taking, and involvement in the lives of others.  

Stuvia.com - The study-notes marketplace

Downloaded by: selissa | kleinbeginecd@gmail.com

Distribution of this document is illegal

Stuvia.com - The study-notes marketplace

Downloaded by: selissa | kleinbeginecd@gmail.com

Distribution of this document is illegal

https://www.stuvia.co.za
https://www.stuvia.co.za


Stuvia.com - The study-notes marketplaceStuvia.com - The study-notes marketplace

Page 98 

-Notes 

When Rain Clouds Gather is the story of a young South African Zulu man and politicalprisoner called 

Makhaya, meaning ͞one who stays home͟, but in this case he doesnot live up to his name. He is 

frustrated with the unbearable conditions of apartheidand leaves South Africa for Botswana.  

 

After fleeing South Africa, Makhaya takesrefuge in the community or village of Golema Mmidi. There 

he joins a group ofrefugees and exiles and becomes actively involved in the activities of an 

agriculturalcooperative which is run by the local people and the refugees, the most influentialone 

being Gilbert Balfour, who becomes Makhaya͛s close friend.  

 

It is in this villageof Golema Mmidi (which becomes his ͞home͟) that Makhaya begins to get a 

senseof perspective and to achieve a measure of clarity on a range of issues, includingpower, race 

and oppression, which are the source of his inner turmoil and isolation. 

 

Bessie Head portrays Makhaya as finding joy and fulfilment in the friendship withGilbert, in his 

relationship with Paulina, to whom he proposes marriage at the endof the novel, as well as in the 

success of the cooperative͛s farming activities, whichtransform the lives of both the refugees and 

the local people. In a sense, this successprovides the healing process that Makhaya needs in order to 

forget the pain andinner turmoil engendered by apartheid. 
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-Notes 

His readiness to teach the women tobacco farming for a higher quality oflife in the semi-desert 

conditions, but also in his lasting relationship with Paulina. 

 

We can see something of Bessie Head͛s lifein the complex character of Makhaya, who, on arriving in 

Botswana seething withturmoil, settles down to a life of healing and reflection. In other words, the 

novelmay be read as an autobiography, because Bessie Head herself had a terrible relationshipwith 

South Africa, leaving the country in the 1960s to escape the constrictionsand injustices of the 

apartheid system, and settling among refugees and exiles inthe Botswana city of Francistown, where 

she seemed to have found a semblance ofhealing through the various personal relationships she 

cultivated within the refugeecommunity. In this way it is easy to identify Makhaya with Bessie Head. 

 

-Exercise 

How are Bessie Head and Makhaya similar? Fill in the points of similarity. 

The author Bessie Head was borninSouth Africa. 

 

In the novel, Makhaya is born in SouthAfrica. 

 

Bessie Head left South Africa forBotswana. 

 

Makhaya leaves South Africa forBotswana. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

-Notes 

While most autobiographiesuse the writer as the protagonist directly, this one is indirect. 
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The following reflections by the main character about his personal turmoil and adeep sense of 

loneliness point to the connection between Makhaya and Bessie Head: 

(1) ͞...he could not marry and have children in a country where black men werecalled ͚boy͛ and ͚dog͛ 
and ͚kaffir͛ ͟(p. 16). 

(2)... ͞he simply wanted a country to love and chose the first thing at hand...͟ (p. 17). 

(3) ͞... One road might lead to fame and importance, and another might lead topeace of mind. It͛s 

the road of peace of mind that that I͛m seeking͟ (p. 20). 

(4) ͞I am Makhaya, the Black Dog ...͟ (p. 128), he tells Mma Millipede, reflectingon his life in South 

Africa. 

(5) What he has known is ͞torture and torment ... and abysmal betrayal, a howlinginferno where 

every gesture of love and respect was repaid with the vicioussnapping jaws of the inmates of this 

inferno͟ (p. 133), hence his ͞hatred ofthe whiteman͟ (p. 133). 

 

Makhaya͛s pent-up anger and violence begins to change over time, being replaced with an overlay of 

feelings of kindness. 

 

Page 100 

-Notes 

His emotional turmoil, which leaves him susceptible to violence: 

(1) Mma Millipede reminds Makhaya that ͞generosity of mind and soul͟ aregenuine and something 

to strife for in life. 

(2) He arrives at the conclusion that ͞the hatred might fall away from him likeold scabs͟ (p. 132). 

(3) Following his altercation with Chief Matenge in which he vows to kill him,Makhaya changes his 

mind completely because ͞Murder is small-mindedbusiness͟ (p. 178). 

(4) Makhaya expresses an aversion to ͞hate-making political ideologies͟ (p. 80)(apartheid would 

definitely be one of these). 

 

Gilbert Balfouris portrayed as ͞a practical and down-to-earthkind of man͟ (p. 81), who is prepared to 

be of service to his fellow human beings.Fully aware of the needs of Golema Mmidi village, he seeks 

to initiate cooperativefarming methods in the village, and the methods show immense potential for 

success.A committed optimist, he lives just like local people and ensures that, in thiscooperative 

farming project, emphasis is placed on growing cash crops and sinking  boreholes (to cope with the 

inevitable water shortages during spells of drought). Heeven marries a local woman by the name of 

Maria, Dinorego͛s daughter. 

 

Chief Matenge,who represents ͞Old Africa͟ at its worst – moral degeneration. 

Compare ChiefMatenge with Paramount Chief Sekoto in the novel.  

Bessie Head presents ChiefMatenge as a villain, a bad person, as he is openly corrupt and has a 

tendency totribalism – characteristics which disrupt the harmony of the otherwise peaceful 

community. 

 

Tribalism- the practice of advancing one͛s own tribe aboveothers, or judging other people on the 

basis of their tribal origins. 

Explore WhenRain Clouds Gather and find two examples of tribalism. Is this presented inthe novel as 

good? 

 

GeorgeAppleby-Smith – a white police officer (a special immigration officer) who securespermanent 

residence for Makhaya in Botswana. Like Gilbert and Makhaya, Georgeis also an exile who is 

convinced about the certainty of self-government, and so heis always on the side of the oppressed. 
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Finally, there are other characters of note, such as old man Dinorego and old womanMillipede. 

Almost a godfather and spiritual leader of the community of GolemaMmidi, Dinorego leads Makhaya 

to his tiny village, while Millipede is a graciouswoman (Dinorego͛s counterfoil) who gives peace to 

Makhaya͛s tortured and troubledsoul and ensures that Paulina does not give him trouble. 

 

Summary 

When 'the rain clouds gather', there will always be an illusion of freedom and batter life ahead. There 

is light of at the end of the tunnel, change and social transformation are possible. Today South Africa 

is free and/or better because of people who risked their lives and fought against the social ills with 

great determination, patience, vigour, etc. ultimately cloud hanging over South Africa got cleared. 

Literature (novels and other forms of writing) was also used quite immensely to raise consciousness, 

to mobilize, to educate, to influence, etc. South Africans. Literature was (is) a tool for advancing 

social transformation agenda is such a genre, it is a deeply political and polemical piece of writing. 

 

Symbolism in When Rain Clouds Gather 

The words ͞When rain clouds gather͟ (the title of the novel), which appear in Chapter11, on page 

168, are used in a most symbolic fashion. The words are spoken (asa metaphor) during a vigil at 

Makhaya and Paulina͛s home marking the passing ofPaulina͛s child (Isaac) who died from 

malnutrition alone at the cattle post. The oldman rues the gravity of the drought, which has left 

almost everything lifeless, butMaria says: ͞You may see no rivers on the ground but we keep the 

rivers inside us. Thatis why all good things and all good people are called rain. Sometimes we seethe 

rain clouds gather even though not a cloud appears in the sky. It is all inour heart.͟ (p. 168) 

 

The title When Rain Clouds Gather thus represents the basic goodness and graciousnessof 

humankind which, in this novel, is reflected in the spirit of characters such asGeorge, Gilbert, 

Dinorego and Millipede – all of whom have contributed immenselytowards the common good in 

Golema Mmidi (through bringing about, for example,the healing of Makhaya͛s troubled soul; the 

healing at the funeral of Paulina͛s son;and working on cooperative farming projects to help the 

community achieve self-sufficiencyin food supply, thereby remedying poverty and suffering). The 

title mayalso be seen to mean that, even when things look bleak and hopeless, there may stillbe 

hope if people continue with positive actions and relationships. 

 

The End of the Novel 

The novel ends with the death of an oppressor, but the cooperative farm is stillprospering. At one 

level, it would seem that the book ends with optimism in that thevillage does overcome forces of 

evil (represented by Chief Matenge), and embracesthe idealism or utopia that Gilbert and Makhaya 

represent, which is probably closeto Bessie Head͛s vision for many villages in Botswana. At another 

level, it is vitallyimportant to ask ourselves whether or not the vision of a social order that Bessie 

Head is promoting here is innocent, naive, too simplistic, too abstract, and therefore unworkable. 

 

What do you think? Could a village such as Golema Mmidi use cooperative farmingto escape from 

poverty and drought? Or is Bessie Head being too optimistic here? 
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A Summary of the Themes 

(1) The denunciation of oppression of all kinds. For example, Makhaya fleesSouth Africa to escape 

white-on-black oppression. But then the situation heencounters in Golema Mmidi involves a black-

on-black kind of oppression(brought about by Chief Matenge); lack of responsibility (Chief Sekoto); 

andcorruption (Tsepe). When Rain Clouds Gather shows all these kinds of oppressionas negative and 

to be avoided. 

 

(2) When we first encounter Makhaya in Chapter 1, his soul is tortured and inturmoil. But this state 

of affairs is gradually replaced by his attempt to achievea sense of mental balance in the course of 

the novel, thanks to his meaningful friendships with people like Dinorego, Mma Millipede, George, 

Gilbert,Paulina and Maria. We learn that the process of healing involves Makhayaworking through 

his suffering by learning to trust and believe in the characterslisted above. 

 

(3) Having known poverty most of her life, and seeing it as a social problem,Head seems to have 

developed wide-ranging views about how this problemcould be tackled, including her belief in a 

system of land ownership bythe community, where communities can work together to improve their 

lives.Thus Bessie͛s Head͛s use of the farm cooperative, for example, points to hervision of how to 

resolve social problems for the greater good and prosperityof the community. 

 

(4) Apart from Chief Matenge, Chief Sokoto and Joas Tsepe (all of whom, in variousways, represent 

power, oppression and corruption), the novel demonstrateshow humanity can live in perfect 

harmony only if issues of skin colour,gender or place of origin do not blind one to human values such 

as compassionand working together.  

 

Thus there are good characters in the novel, who providehealing to Makhaya. Take note of the 

following productive relationships: 

 

(i) George (a white man) is prepared to stick out his neck for Makhaya (whois a black exile) from 

beginning to end. 

(ii) Gilbert (the white English agronomist) befriends Makhaya. Thus Makhayawants to ͞combine ... 

the good in Gilbert with the good in his own society͟(p. 135). 

(iii) Dinorego becomes Makhaya͛s surrogate father. 

(iv) Mma Millipede becomes Makhaya͛s surrogate mother. 

(v) Gilbert marries Maria (a black Motswana woman, Dinorego͛s daughter). 

(vi) Makhaya has a lasting and fulfilling relationship with Paulina (a blackMotswana woman), to 

whom he eventually proposes marriage. 

 

All the above characters (and the entire community of Golema Mmidi) show theirwillingness to cross 

the border between fixed tribal or cultural identities and toembrace a wider human identity. This 

kind of identity, defined by the brotherhood/sisterhood of humankind, remains Bessie Head͛s vision 

in most of her fiction. 

  

Stuvia.com - The study-notes marketplace

Downloaded by: selissa | kleinbeginecd@gmail.com

Distribution of this document is illegal

Stuvia.com - The study-notes marketplace

Downloaded by: selissa | kleinbeginecd@gmail.com

Distribution of this document is illegal

https://www.stuvia.co.za
https://www.stuvia.co.za


Stuvia.com - The study-notes marketplaceStuvia.com - The study-notes marketplace

Chapter 1  

 

Introduction to main character, young man (Makhaya) who is, ͞just out of jail͟ (p. 9) in South Africa, 

fleeing the country for Botswana. He is on the South African side of the border, where an old man is 

hiding him in a circular hut so that once darkness has set in Makhaya can sneak across the fence into 

neighbouring Botswana. After dusk, Makhaya successfully sprints across the border into Botswana 

and arrives at an old woman͛s house, where he stays the night. The following day he hitches a lift 

and arrives in the village of Golema Mmidi, which will be his new home for the foreseeable future. 

 

Makhaya, a young man stands fearfully in a hut just beside the border fence, the border between 

South Africa and Botswana. He wants to illegally immigrate to Botswana in search for better political 

life. He is fears being caught by the police whose wailing siren keeps him on his toes. Ikhaya come 

from IsiZulu, and it means home. This is ironical because Makhaya does not have home in the true 

sense of the word home. So, the name Makhaya is wrong and irrelevant to this young man. He never 

liked tribalism and all associated illnesses. It is such social illnesses that compelled and propelled him 

to move away /escape South Africa in favour of Botswana. He was a very brave man who was very 

much prepared to articulate and express his views and opinions about the country. His main problem 

with South Africa is that he has never found any contentment and peace. For instance, he detested 

the use of derogatory terms (insults) such as͞boy, dog and kaffir͟as when referring to the Blacks. To 

him this marked the dehumanization and objectification of the Blacks. He cleverly escaped, walked a 

very long distance and ultimately got a lift from a truck driver, whom he told that he belonged to the 

Ndebele tribal group so as he thought that they dominated the area. When he came to the police 

that he was an illegal alien, he strikingly found his picture on the front page. He had been declared a 

dangerous saboteur, of which he protested with success. Eventually he squats in an old man's 

(Dinorego) residence since his village required educated man. The name of the village is Golema 

Mmidi. 

 

1.1 Explain what led up to Makhaya͛s flight from South Africa. You may make alist of phrases or 

quotations.He just came out of jail, where he was held prisoner because he was caught with pieces of 

paper describing how he was going to blow everything up. 

 

1.2 Why does he cross the border into Botswana by jumping over the borderfence?He has become a 

fugitive. He is fleeing the country because he is seen as a dangerous saboteur who is running away 

from a banning order. 

 

1.3 Name the village he arrives and takes refuge in.Golema Mmidi 

 

1.4 Name the person who grants him asylum (a safe place to stay). What procedureis followed 

before he is granted asylum?The station commander (George Applyby-Smith), a British colonial 

police officer, grants him asylum. He has entered the country illegally, therefor he has to report to the 

police, register himself as a refugee and apply for political asylum. 
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Chapter 2 

 

Old Dinorego is Makhaya͛s͞new-found companion͟ (pp. 22–3), who is prepared to keep Makhaya in 

his housefor some time. Paramount Chief Sekoto, who has appointedhis brother, Chief Matenge, as 

the sub-chief and administrator of GolemaMmidi ward or village. Gilbert Balfour is a British 

agronomist who is in the village ͞to assist in agriculturaldevelopment and improved techniques of 

food production͟ (p. 23). Also Maria – Dinorego͛s daughter ― aŶd Mŵa-Millipede. 

 

Golema Mmidi village was one of the migratory villagesprior the arrival of a White commercial 

farmer by the nameof Gilbert Balfour. The native subsistence farmers stayedon the land as long as it 

was productive, once it has lost itsfertility people migrated to other productive lands.Makhaya 

clicked with and cling on Dinorego's back. Hewas an old man very much talented in craftwork such 

asmaking blankets from wild animals' skin. Dinoregonarrated many stories to Makhaya about life 

before andafter the arrival of the Whites in the village. Dinorego had adaughter by the name of 

Maria, for whom he wanted ahusband. Makhaya taught her English. Makhaya metGilbert, who 

because of finding it difficult to pronounce hisname properly settled for ͞Mack͟, in their discussion 

itemerged that Makhaya had worked as a journalist,and as a member of underground sabotage 

movement. 

 

2.1 What is Mr. Matenge, the village administrator, notorious (infamous/ dishonourable) for?His 

͞avariciousness (greed/ materialism) and unpleasant personality͟ (18:2). 

 

2.2 How does Paramount Chief Sekoto help the cause for which Gilbert finds himself in the village of 

Golema Mmidi?He lived of the slave labour of the poor. Wanted his brother’s life destroyed he 

allocates 2540 acre plot for an experimental farm and a 7000 acre plot for a cattle ranch (20:1). 

 

2.3 Who introduces Makhaya to Gilbert?Dinorego. 

 

2.4 ͞This is Utopia Mack ...͟ (p. 31). Who says these words? Explain why he says them (you will need 

to include the meaning of ͞utopia͟ in your answer).Gilbert says these words. It is the ideal/ dream 

country to live in. he has the greatest dreams about it. 
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Chapter 3 

 

At the end of Chapter 2, Makhaya agrees to join Gilbert on the corporative projectand in Chapter 3 

we see him settling in to his new employment. We learn aboutGilbert͛s grand idea of agricultural 

cooperatives. This would involve changing theland tenure system in the village into a cooperative 

that would be similar to communalownership of land. 

 

Land tenure: This idea is central to When Rain Clouds Gather. It means the system ofownership of 

land: whether it is owned by an individual or by more than oneperson, for example by a family or a 

co-operative group of farmers. The questionof land ownership is central to African history and 

politics, especially asland was taken away from its rightful black owners by European colonisers. 

 

Gilbert learns more about Golema Mmidi village fromDinorego, he narrates all stories about the 

place prior hisarrival-this includes talking about plant and animal speciesthat were in the area, the 

type of soil, etc. Gilbert's fencingof the 250 acres he owned aroused dissatisfactionamongst the 

village leadership, particularly Chief Matenge(he had a politician friend by the name of Joas Tsepe) 

whobelieved in communal (common) land ownership. Gilbert,being a commercial farmer went 

private land control,something strange in the area. He enslaved and exploitedthe Blacks. There were 

gross and vast dissimilaritiesbetween Gilbert's approach to farming and the villagers'. 

The village has too many chiefs. Chief Matenge wanted topreserve his authority and hegemony, the 

presence ofGilbert and pro-reforms brother threatened him greatly.He had an inferiority complex 

problem, such that he plottedthe assassination of his brother. The chief like Gilbertexploited the poor 

villagers. The village becamepoliticized, with the Liberation Party and the Pan-Africanmovement 

contesting votes from the villagers. Matengeis in conflict with Makhaya whom he associates with 

Gilbert. 

 

3.1 Both Gilbert and Makhaya are educated young men. What makes them uniqueindividuals, living 

in a village that is full of poor people? 

3.2 Describe the major projects that the two men get involved in and how thelocal people respond 

to their involvement. 

3.3 Explain why Chief Matenge wants Makhaya thrown out of the village. 

3.4 According to Gilbert and Makhaya, how would the people of the village benefitfrom the 

cooperatives?  
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Chapter 4 

 

This chapter gives an insight into the life of Paramount Chief Sekoto, a man describedas having 

͞three great loves: fast cars, good food, and pretty girls͟ (p. 49). But, despitehis flaws (and unlike his 

brother, Chief Matenge), Chief Sekoto is shown to bea man of great wisdom (as we see when Mma 

Baloi͛s case is brought before him). 

 

Chief Sekoto, a well-mannered man, a very diligent chiefwho attended to all villagers' cases with 

carefulness anddedication, is always having cases to address and solve.Makhaya's case of living with 

Gilbert (keeping refugees inhis compound), Mma-Baloi's case of practicing witchcraft, 

and many others were treated meticulously. Amongst hisadmirers is George Appleby-Smith, a shrewd 

judge whostood for justice, peace and transformation in the land. 

 

4.1 How does Chief Matenge plot to get rid of Makhaya? What is ParamountChief Sekoto͛s 

response? 

4.2 How does George Appleby-Smith help Makhaya in view of Chief Matenge͛sscheming? 
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Chapter 5 

 

In this chapter, we learn about the turbulence that is the inner life of Chief Matenge,and in 

particular the reasons for his hatred of Makhaya. Although he is a rich and educatedman, with a 

number of possessions to enhance his image, Matenge is at hearta deeply evil man. His extreme 

dislike of Makhaya prompts him to plot against himby reporting him to George so he can be 

deported. But, knowing Matenge, Georgearranges for Makhaya͛s permanent residence instead. 

 

Botswana people depended very much on agriculture. Toomuch of politics distract the Botswana 

people whosepriority was subsistence farming. The population isdivided according to class and 

political affiliation. Thelanguage politicians spoke did not communicate clear andunderstandable 

messages to the people. Chief Matengeis embarking on a self-upliftment project, he is utilizingprops 

to improve his image, character and status in thecommunity. Makhaya suffers loneliness as a 

refugee,particularly because Matenge constantly made seriousallegations such as that the refugees 

murder people atnight. He is insulted, but all in vain as he stood firm andunvexed. He quarrels with 

Joas Tsepe and his surrogates.Dinorego introduces Mma-Millipede to Makhaya, she wasa poor and a 

kind Christian who was chased even by chief'ssons (such as Ramagodi, a drunkard and an 

arrogantwomanizer), something very much uncommon. Althoughshe never had great interest to 

Ramagodi she married himand later got dumped in favour of a string of other women,this included 

marrying his late brother's wife. The villagersdisapproved of his deeds in vain. Chaos 

erupted,Ramagodi's son is exiled away after having tried to kill him,Mma-Milllipede is unhappy, 

ultimately she stays with 

Dinorego at Golema Mmidi. Makhaya seeks residencepermit entangles between two opposing 

forces, a groupled by Matenge that never liked him and Apple-Smith whoadored him. Luckily for him 

Matenge is attacked bysickness, and Joas is sent on a six-month mission duty. 

 

5.1 Describe the events leading to the confrontation between Matenge andMakhaya. 

5.2 What ill fate befalls Makhaya?  
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Chapter 6 

 

The chapter starts with a description of Paulina͛s background and her true nature. Italso details 

Makhaya͛s views on oppression in Southern Africa, as well as Gilbert͛sideas about progress. 

 

Romantic advances on the cards. Paulina and Mariarequire Makhaya in their lives, with Paulina the 

mostserious candidate. She is clearly in love with Makhaya, who seem too happy to be having break 

from politics.Maria is eyeing Gilbert now although his culture seems tobe strange to her, for example 

he kept pets at home. 

 

6.1 Describe the character of Dinorego 

6.2 Describe Makhaya͛s thoughts about Southern Africa and oppression. Quotefrom the text (pp. 

80–90) to support your answer. 

6.3 Describe Gilbert͛s ideas about progress (these are described on p. 82). 

6.4 Whom does Gilbert marry and why? 

6.5 Explain the significance of Gilbert͛s quote from Kipling, especially withreference to Makhaya. 
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Chapter 7 

 

In this chapter, we are introduced to the character of Paulina Sebeso. She is tryingto recover from 

her own trauma. For example, her husband committed suicide afterbeing (falsely) accused of theft 

by his company. When Makhaya meets Paulina, sheand her young daughter live in the village, while 

Isaac, her son, lives alone at thecattle post, looking after his mother͛s herd of cattle. But the most 

interesting eventsin this chapter are as follows: Mma-Millipede arranges a wedding party for 

Gilbertand Maria; Gilbert appoints Makhaya to give women instruction on the farm; andMma-

Millipede ďegiŶs to thiŶk aďout PauliŶa ― the oŶly ǁoŵaŶ ǁho Đould persuadeother ǁoŵeŶ to 
atteŶd lessoŶs at the farŵ ― as Makhaya͛s possible soul mate, andeventually his wife. 

 

Gilbert is getting married to Maria, he appears not verymuch overwhelmed by the occasion. Despite 

that thatwas a big day, he still wanted to address issues pertainingto the cultivation for self-

sufficiency. Paulina's still madlyin love with Makhaya who seem to be relaxed. 

 

7.1 What characteristics does Paulina possess that make her suitable (in Mma-Millipede͛sopinion) to 

be Makhaya͛s future partner? 
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Chapter 8 

 

Makhaya organises the women into a tobacco-growing cooperative. As a result ofworking together 

on the farm, Paulina is drawn to Makhaya. Eventually the twostrike up a friendly relationship. 

 

Makhaya and Paulina are married after having been setup via getting them to work together. 

Makhaya is happyand humorous to all villagers, but his wife seems to benoticing something deep 

down his heart. This is becauseof insecurity. 

 

8.1 Describe the kind of activities the women are involved in on the Turkishtobacco project. 

8.2 Describe how the community of Golema Mmidi benefits from the activitiesthat Makhaya 

spearheads (pp. 112–3). 
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Chapter 9 

 

In this chapter (as elsewhere in the novel), Makhaya is thinking about his owntransformation. Thus, 

in his reflections, he tries to resolve the pain and grief he hasendured from the days of living in 

South Africa, as follows: he is prepared to ͞slipinto this new life͟ (p. 122); for him, ͞agriculture was 

something he grasped at tosave his own life͟ (p. 123); aware that his inner life has been 

͞battleground of strifeand conflict͟ (p. 124), he arrives at the conclusion that humankind needs 

generosity;he realises that saintly Mma-Millipede will ͞relieve his heart of much of its 

ashes,frustration, and grief͟ (p. 126), and she does. 

 

Makhaya is amazed by his close relationship with Gilbert,a White person-something he never saw in 

South Africa.They live in peace and unity. His life is free of hatred andfear for another human being. 

There is equality, as aBlack man he's nobody's slave. He's regained a sense ofmanhood and personal 

dignity. The community valuescattle ownership, sometimes at the expense of education,this worries 

Makhaya. 

 

9.1 What aspects of life are covered in Makhaya͛s reflections on pp. 133–135? 

9.2 Give the reasons for his admiration for Gilbert 

9.3 Explain how Makhaya͛s conversation with Mma-Millipede contributes to hishealing. 

9.4 Explain why, for Makhaya, Golema Mmidi becomes ͞a dream he had evoked͟. 
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Chapter 10 

 

Chapter 10 describes the positive developments taking place in the village of GolemaMmidi and the 

wrath this evokes from Chief Matenge. The chapter goes on to describethe crippling drought that 

has afflicted the land, leaving the soil bone-dry, thelivestock dying off. The people too have suffered 

terribly. 

 

Agricultural changes, from a hand to-mouth life style to aprofit making farming method. Farming as 

an economicactivity blossoms in the village. Commercial farmingseems to be overtaking communal/ 

subsistence farming.Isaac's fatal illness and death brought Makhaya andPaulina together, although 

not married. Chief Matenge'sreign has vanished, the place is too advanced for adictator. 
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Chapter 11 

 

As Paulina, Makhaya and Gilbert arrive at her cattle post to check on Isaac (Paulina͛sson), ͞they 

could see that not a living thing moved on the ground͟ (p. 161). Paulina͛sherd of cattle has been 

wiped out, and, what is more, Isaac is ͞a heap of clean whitebones lying on the floor͟ (p. 162). 

Paulina͛s child has died from malnutrition. Fromthis point onwards, Makhaya decides to have a close 

romantic relationship withPaulina: ͞All his life he had wanted some kind of Utopia, and he had 

rejected in hismind and heart a world full of ailments and faults. He had run and run away from 

it,but now the time had come when he could run and hide no longer and would haveto turn round 

and face all he had run away from. Loving one woman had broughthim to this realisation: that it was 

only people who could bring the real rewards ofliving, that it was only people who give love and 

happiness͟ (p. 163). 

 

Adverse climatic changes destroy life. Droughts killpeople and their crops. Makhaya finds himself 

homeaway from home. He fully identifies with Batswanapeople. He desires to be a millionaire via 

feeding theBatswana people. He sees himself as having aresponsibility of determining his destiny. He 

believes thatBlacks can take control of their lives. 

 

11.1 How do the developments in Golema Mmidi village affect Chief Matenge? 

11.2 Describe the consequences of the severe drought on the community of GolemaMmidi. 

11.3 What does Makhaya do to the ͞heap of bones͟ (p. 167)? What do his actionsshow about his 

character? 

11.4 Comment on what you think Bessie Head means by the title of this novel:͞When Rain Clouds 

Gather͟, as suggested on p. 168? 
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Chapter 12 

 

We learn about two important developments in this chapter. The one is that thecooperative exercise 

is a success. For example, the experimental plot of tobacco isthriving, and Gilbert is now suggesting 

that the community should erect a twenty milefence to enclose a ranch or cattle holding ground. 

The other is the death of ChiefMatenge, whose ͞still body (is found in his house) hanging from a 

rafter͟ (p. 178). 

 

Matenge's life and reign come to an end. He takes hisown life, (commits suicide) a sign of being 

mentally weakand challenged. This marks complete end of autocracy ordictatorship. He is given a 

cold shoulder by all villagers,including Joas Tsepe. Gilbert's co-operatives haveunified the villagers in 

farming and economic production.Paulina is a leader of women in the village. Makhaya isnot 

prepared to escape from the Batswana people, thatwould be an escape from freedom and all 

associatedresponsibilities. MAKHAYA has a home now, the home isBotswana's Golema Mmidi 

village. In IsiZulu MaKHAYahas ikhaya 'found' himself, he belongs somewhere and ishappy to be 

treated as a human being. He has dignity,peace and freedom. He can now sit, relax and enjoy lifelike 

everyone else. He has identified with the villagers, hisself-concept and image are changing for the 

better. Hehas a sense of identity and belongingness, has a positiveoutlook on life. From hostile SA 

village to a warmBotswana one. Makhaya belongs here now! 

 

12.1 How does Chief Matenge die? 

12.2 At the end of this novel, Chief Matenge is dead and yet the agricultural experimentseems a 

great success. What do you think Bessie Head is suggestingabout the running of agricultural projects 

and villages in Botswana? 
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Writing Exercise: Character Sketches 

Write charactersketches for the important characters in the novel. You will find the quotes in 

threeways: by following the author͛s description of the character; through what the characterdoes 

and thinks; and through what other characters in the novel say or thinkabout the character. 

 

A sketch is something like this: 

Paramount Chief Sokoto 

•• EǀeryoŶe kŶoǁs hiŵ as ͞a very charming man͟ (p. 49) 

•• He looks at ͞the sunny side of life ...͟ (p. 49). 

•• Has ͞three loves: fast cars, good food and pretty girls͟ (p. 49) 

•• Keeps ͞concubines͟ (p. 49). 

•• Despises his ďrother suď-Chief Matenge (p. 50) 

•• He is iŶ ŵaŶy ǁays a ǀery seŶsiďle aŶd ǁise Đhief (pp. 51–3 – refer to Baloi͛s case). 

Now do the same for the following cast of characters that we meet in When RainClouds Gather: 

(1) Makhaya 

(2) Dinorego 

(3) Mma Millipede 

(4) George Appleby-Smith 

(5) Gilbert Balfour 

(6) Paulina Sebeso 

(7) Chief Matenge 

(8) Joas Tsepe  
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ASSIGNMENT 

Write a character sketch of Chief Matenge and comment on how he is anexample of corrupt 

leadership. 

Your essay would have benefitted from outlining the character of Chief Matenge byshowing how he 

embodies the main concerns of the novel. This should be done inspite of the fact that the topic did 

not explicitly instruct you to do so.What are the concerns that your character sketch of Matenge 

should have focusedupon? 

 

Set in Botswana, and featuring a main character who has fled fromapartheid South Africa, the novel 

shows how life may be experiencedoutside of the formal institution of white racism. In the character 

ofMatenge, we see the presence of corruption and forms of evil. 

 

Also, in the character of Matenge, the future is allegedly threatenedthrough his friendship with Joas 

Tsepe, who belongs to the Pan Africanpolitical movement. (As shown at the beginning of Chapter V, 

a closer lookat the novel͛s development of this idea reveals that Bessie Head focuseson the 

corruption in this movement. Is tribalism one example?) 

 

Again, in Matenge, the future is threatened by those who manipulate theinstitution of royalty to 

further the system of slavery, to flaunt wealth and tounfairly discriminate against other people on 

the basis of being͚foreigners͛. 
 

Notice that I began by stressing that a good essay would have presented Matengethrough a 

demonstration of familiarity with the novel͛s focus on what post-colonialcountry should be like. 

Below are some points that should have guided you inelaborating your character sketch of Matenge 

in the context of the whole novel. 

 

The novel introduces Matenge as an antagonist to his brother, ChiefSekoto, who is one of the 

heroes. This contrast shows that these brothersbelong to royalty. You should have developed your 

argument aboutMatenge by carefully examining the tensions between these brothers,especially on 

matters of the law. Almost without exception, these tensionsdepict royalty as a site of power and 

control over the people. In short, doesMatenge relate better to the people than to Sekoto? In your 

view, whowould you associate with as far as your ideal of royalty is concerned andwhy 

 

Other incidents that you could have cited in order to develop your ideasabout Matenge, relate to his 

obsession with Gilbert and Makhaya as͚refugees͛ and ͚foreigners͛. In your opinion, is Matenge͛s 

fixation with theseindividuals a display of xenophobia? To what extent would you considersuch 

behaviour as signifying the corruption of the human spirit? Is it, inyour opinion, a blight that should 

not taint leadership? 

 

Why do you think the novel associates Matenge with Joas Tsepe, and hispolitical association with a 

questionable form of nationalism? Mysuggestion is that, through the embodiment of Matenge, the 

novel not onlyintroduces another version of corruption, which is directly linked withroyalty, but also 

insinuates and mirrors the apartheid South Africa of thetime. You need to pay special attention to 

Makhaya͛s reasons for goinginto exile in order to find my proposal convincing. 

For instance, one wonders why (in Chapter IX) Makhaya expresses thesentiment that Matenge takes 

advantage of the poor, precisely because,like white racists (in South Africa), he sees himself as a 

͚god͛.We urge you to think about characters in relation to the key themes a novel, or anywork of art, 

pursues. 
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Possible Essay Questions 

Test your knowledge of When Rain Clouds Gather by writing an essay on one of thetopics below. 

These are included to give you an idea of what kinds of questionsyour lecturers may ask you to 

answer on this book. Remember to answer thesequestions, like any essay questions, in well-

constructed arguments writtenin paragraphs, and by referring closely to the novel to support your 

views. 

(1) Choose one of the memorable characters in the novel and discuss the reasonswhy you find 

him/her unforgettable. (You may choose Makhaya, Gilbert,Matenge, Dinorego or Mma Millipede.) 

(2) Although it is Makhaya͛s suffering, trauma and healing that form the coreof the novel, Bessie 

Head also brings to the fore other problems to do withcolonial authorities, tribalism, greed and hate. 

Discuss. 

(3) Discuss the reasons for Makhaya͛s inner turmoil and sense of anger in thefirst part of the novel 

and how his arrival in Golema Mmidi provides thebasis for healing. 

(4) Discuss the reasons why the people of Golema Mmidi stand up to ChiefMatenge. What are the 

implications of Chief Matenge͛s death with regard totradition and oppression? 

(5) Describe the ending of this novel. How does it provide a suitable conclusionto the action of the 

book? 

(6) How does When Rain Clouds Gather demonstrate Bessie Head͛s vision of thepossibility of how 

races might exist in harmony? 

(7) Discuss Bessie Head͛s representation of white people in the novel (GeorgeAppleby-Smith and 

Gilbert Balfour), contrasting this with the white peoplein South Africa, from where Makhaya has 

fled. 

(8) Writing in A Woman Alone: Autobiographical Writings,ead has this to say abouther fiction: 

 

My work was always tentative because it was so completely new: it created new worldsout of 

nothing; it battled with problems of food production in a tough semi-desertland; it brought all kinds 

of people, both literate and semi-literate together, and itdid not really qualify who was who – 

everyone had a place in my world. (1980:28) 

 

How do these statements apply to When Rain Clouds Gather? 
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The themes for WRCG that are listed in the additional study got are: 'tribalism', "Rule of Chiefs', 

'Agriculture', 'Farming' and 'Relations between men and women' 
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