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John Agard

Stereotype

(from Mangoes and Bullets)

	I’m a fullblooded

West Indian stereotype

See me straw hat?

Watch it good

I’m a fullblooded

West Indian stereotype

You ask

if I got riddum

in me blood

You going ask!

Man just beat de drum

and don’t forget

to pour de rum

I’m a fullblooded

West Indian stereotype

You say

I suppose you can show

us the limbo, can’t you?

How you know!

How you know!

You sure

you don’t want me

sing you a calypso too

How about that

I’m a fullblooded

West Indian stereotype

You call me

happy-go-lucky

Yes that’s me

dressing fancy


	and chasing woman

if you think ah lie

bring yuh sister

I’m a fullblooded

West Indian stereotype

You wonder

where do you people

get such riddum

could it be the sunshine

My goodness

just listen to that steelband

Isn’t there one thing

you forgot to ask

This native will answer anything

How about cricket?

I suppose you’re good at it?

Hear this man

good at it!

Put de willow

in me hand

and watch me stripe

de boundary

Yes I’m a fullblooded

West Indian stereotype

that’s why I

graduated from Oxford University

with a degree

in anthropology


De én magyar vagyok

csendes, türelmes, hallgató
ezért én az ELTÉn leszek

angol szakos oktató 

John Agard

Rationalization Does not reach the

Ecstasy of Things

(something John said back in ‘95)

I remember

you told me

rationalization

does not reach

the ecstasy of

things

and my brain

stammered

as I sat

in my chair’s

hold

and my ideas

limped deeper

into the skull

and my logic

shriveled

in your greatness

and my mind

agonized

to comprehend

the art of

menstruated

endless

abstractions

not realizing

the artistic use

of separating sentences

and my thoughts diverted

in your abstruse

presence

and my senses

became soft enough

to keep out

the world’s clamor

and I love you

man

for your poetry and

moving

myself

to sleep
John Agard: English Girl Eats Her First Mango

(a kind of love poem)

If I did tell she

hold this gold

of sundizzy

tonguelicking juicy

mouthwater flow

ripe with love

from the tropics

she woulda tell me

trust you to be

melodramatic

so I just say

taste this mango

and I watch she hold

the smooth cheeks

of the mango

blushing yellow

and a glow

rush to she own cheeks

and she ask me

what do I know

just bite into it?

and I was tempted

to tell she

why not be a devil

and eat of the skin

of the original sin

but she woulda tell me

trust you to be

mysterious

so I would just say

it’s up to you

if you want to peel it

and I watch she feels it

as something precious

then she smile and say

looks delicious

and I tell she

don’t waste sweet words

when she sweetness

in your hand

just bite it man

peel it with the teeth

that God gave you

or better yet

do like me mother

used to do

and squeeze 

till the flesh

turns syrup

nibble a hole

then suck the gold

like bubby

in child mouth

squeeze and tease out

every drop of spice

sounds nice

me friend tell me

snd I remind she that ain’t

apple core

so don’t forget

the seed

suck that too

the sweetest part 

the juice does run

down to your heart

man if you see

the English rose

she face was bliss

down to the pink

of she toes

and when she finish

she smile

and turn to me

lend me your hanky

my fingers are all sticky

with mango juice

and I had to tell she

what hanky

you talking about

you don’t know

when you eat mango

you hanky

is you tongue

man just lick

your finger

you call that

culture

like your finger

you call that

culture

unless you prefer

to call it

colonization

in reverse

Interpretation:

John Agard
English Girl Eats Her First Mango

(a kind of love poem)

     Having to understand modern poetry is a rather arduous job, not to speak about the task of learning to appreciate it. This is especially so in the case of modern poetry which relates to a specific kind of culture, in John Agard’s case - the afro-Caribbean, which one has to be aware of in order to be able to esteem the poetry. Moreover in Agard’s art, there are more than one cultures presented; the English and the West Indian, which are constantly contrasted and wrestled against each other, and which the reader has to know to some extent beforehand.

This poem too, is a contrariety between the two national cultures, incorporated in a kind of love song, ending with the glorification of one: the West Indian. The West Indian culture is embodied in the qualities of the man “courting” the girl, who personifies the English culture, allowing us an observation of the dominating West Indian culture posing over the shy English one. 

The meaning of the verse is quite obvious, although very much ambiguous in nature, carrying several levels of interpretation: On one level it is a simple plot of a black boy showing an English girl how to eat the mango, teasing her with dubious remarks. On the other level it is a story of talking the girl into having sex, which resides in the equivocal nature of certain stanzas. On a third level it is a criticism of values contrasted against each other, well reflected by the conversation between the boy and the girl. 

Structurally speaking it is lenient to follow this argument: At the very beginning of the poem we are overthrown with a spectaculous, self-praising description of the West Indian attributes, but restrained from expression due to English discouragement. Instead, there is only a light encouragement, perhaps even uncertainty, very clearly in total opposition to what we have at the end of the poem - a total cultural defeat of the English; a colonization in reverse. As the girl starts moving along with what the boy tells her, experiencing the same features and following the instructions, - going through the learning process - the boy becomes more and more confident to say things out loud. Although he still restricts himself of free expression in the next answer, after seeing that the girl got something of the idea, he bursts out. Explaining how they eat the mango is full of passion, and love - there is a clear reference to a sexual act. The devouring of the mango being the clear metaphor for sexual action. Eating the mango becomes the metaphor of free action of lust, sexual desire, and experience. As the girl responds, catching on slowly, he elaborates making his argument as straightforward as possible, making her finally understand. Making her lick her hands is a final triumph over culture, making the West Indian values victorious.

     Due to the poem’s rich picturesque style, with long, overwhelming expressions, it is quite easy to create a list of values in opposition:

	West Indian
	English


	gold

sundizzy

toungelicking

juicy

mouthwater flow

ripe with love

glow

smg. precious

sweetness

syrup

gold

spice
	devil

eat

peel

peel it with teeth

bite

squeeze

nibble

suck

tease

sticky

lick with tongue


	melodramatic

blushing

mysterious

bliss face

pink to the toes


	trust

smile

sounds nice

hanky


Accordingly it is quite easy to observe, what is exactly opposed: experience against inexperience embodying all those qualities listed. The West Indian values are presented as superior to the English ones. The use of words reflect the philosophy of the West Indian being equal with the bright, natural, feral, dominator culture in opposition to the English being the shy, tamed dominated culture.

    There is one more feature of the poem to point out, which is probably the most important one; the very strong irony both in tone and meaning, so typical of most of Agard’s poems. To recognize this is to find new freedom and scope, if also more problems. Which parts are ironical and which are not, or is the poem ironical from start to finish?

     Whichever is the case, I feel the poem to be a ridicule of both race’s culture, even though a solid settlement on the West Indian values and national culture is exposed. The specialty of Agard’s poetry is that he can confer his criticism with a intensely convincing sarcasm, but pointing out the weaknesses of the dominated culture, and making the ruling one appear as the ideal and majestic.

