 Ruins Of A Great House by Derek Walcott, discussed by Wanda Freeman

In order to understand this poem, I feel one is best of getting to know the author. Derek Walcott was a saint Lucian poet and playwright of English, Dutch and African decent, as he was born and raised in st Lucia he tells the story of this great house from his perspective, the perspective of a slave descendant. 
The poem talks of a great crumbling house in ruins, moths, candle dust, death, and crows fleeing for the eucalyptus trees. As soon as you read the first scene you have a feeling of decay and misery from Walcott's carefully chosen words. The house of which he speaks is a grand old estate from the days of British colonisation of the Caribbean in the 19th century. Once a great sugar estate with a rich history, Walcott makes it clear that all he can see is the crumbling remains of a home of slavery and brutality. This poem describes his visit to this great ruin, and what he sees as he walks around. He talks of climbing a wall built by exiled craftsmen to protect the great house from guilt, and of the smell of limes that grew in the silt along the river and likens it to the smell of death. As he looks around instead of seeing the remains of a beautiful house he notices places where dead enslaved man may lie buried. This place brings to his mind all the pain of the Caribbean colonisation and leads to him contemplating the slave trade, slave owners and their place in history and art.  A line that stands out to me is” but where the lawn breaks in a rash of trees A spade below dead leaves will ring the bone of some dead animal or human thing Fallen from evil days, from evil times.” I find this line speaks volumes with regards to his feelings of disgust and sadness of the way in which the African slaves where used, suffered and died on the property and around the world. 
As the words move on Walcott speaks of “the death of a great empire, the abuse of ignorance by bible or by sword”. I feel this touches on the issues of the British empire and how brutality in the name of the bible was an ignorant yet overpowering reality driving colonisation. Ignorance in belief of righteousness and belief in superiority, a convenient ignorance. Walcott also seems to compare the deterioration of the house with the decline of the British empire. Everything seems to be dying in this poem. 
As a poet and a man driven by his passion for the arts from a young age Walcott had a great love of the English language which he mastered. This mastery of vocabulary shines through with his ability to create strong imagery throughout this poem. As the reader I am transported to that grim graveyard of slaves, men, humans treated as animals without rights and I feel “the leprosy of the empire”. 
When Walcott speaks of “men like Hawkins, Walter Raleigh, Drake, Ancestral murderers and poets” you can see his despair in the reality of these "great men”, in the reality of their history as slave owners, the distain that he feels towards them and how that contradicts with his admiration for their craft, his craft. And I can't help but wonder if he thinks of the possibilities of some of his own ancestors being slave owners, due to his mixed heritage? Are these mixed feelings that he has for these poets, also feelings he battles within himself?
This poem is a great translation of British colonisation from the perspective of the wronged around the world and throughout colonial history. It is the story of one great house and one plantation that echoes endless stories of “great houses” built by owned humans, driven by greed, cruelty and ignorance. As the British empire grew and flourished it was spread by white men who believed their cause was righteous, that free trade was a human right and opposers where wrong. Although there is another story to be told of this great house, perhaps that of the of the slave owners? A story of brave explorers, sugar traders, ancestors who brought about the family's wealth. This poem highlights the gruesome reality of the lives of the many slaves that enabled colonisation and the British empire. It also shows the bleak contrast of those being lifted by the income and the status of colonisation and trade and those being used, tortured and murdered in order to make it possible. 

