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SECTION A: ANALYSIS OF THE POEM 

 

 AN AFRICAN ELEGY        Ben Okri 

1 We are the miracles that God made 

2 To taste the bitter fruit of Time. 

3 We are precious. 

4 And one day our suffering  

5 Will turn into the wonders of the earth.       
 

6 There are things that burn me now 

7 Which turn golden when I am happy. 

8 Do you see the mystery of our pain? 

9 That we bear poverty 

10 And are able to sing and dream sweet things       
 

11 And that we never curse the air when it is warm 

12 Or the fruit when it tastes so good 

13 Or the lights that bounce gently on the waters? 

14 We bless things even in our pain. 

15 We bless them in silence.         
 

16 That is why our music is so sweet. 

17 It makes the air remember. 

18 There are secret miracles at work 

19 That only Time will bring forth. 

20 I too have heard the dead singing.        

 

21 And they tell me that 

22 This life is good 

23 They tell me to live it gently 

24 With fire, and always with hope. 

25 There is wonder here.          
 

26 And here is surprise 

27 In everything the unseen moves. 

28 The ocean is full of songs. 

29 The sky is not an enemy. 

30 Destiny is our friend. 
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DICTION 

WORD MEANING 

Title: Elegy mournful poem 

Line 1 – miracles acts of God – chosen by God 

Line 2 – taste  to experience 

Line 2 – bitter fruit Sad times and happy times 

Line 2 – Time life 

Line 3 – precious African people are rare, valuable, special and unique  

Line 4 – suffering hardship and poverty 

Line 5 – wonders happiness 

Line 6 – burn me hurt me / suffering, pain 

Line 7 – golden  rare, worthy, precious and meaningful moments 

Line 8 – pain  suffering and poverty 

Line 9 – bear  to support or to carry the weight of something (i.e. poverty) 

Line 9 – poverty  a state of being poor 

Line 11 – curse  an utterance to invoke a supernatural power to inflict harm on someone  

Line 12 – fruit  something sweet or happy 

Line 13 – lights bounce  conveys the people's sense of hope, optimism and forgiveness 

Line 14 – bless ask God to look favourably on 

Line 15 – in silence peacefully 

Line 16 – music sweet music that is pleasurable 

Line 18 – secret miracles miracles connected to God as well as to supernatural elements 

Line 19 – bring forth reveal 

Line 20 – the dead African ancestors 

Line 24 – with fire live life with passion, warmth and hope, even during the bad times 

Line 25 – wonder a feeling of amazement and admiration, caused by something beautiful 

Line 27 – unseen moves the hidden miracles at work 

Line 28 – ocean…songs world …life 

Line 29 – sky the future 

Line 30 – Destiny the events that will happen in the future 

 

BACKGROUND ON POET 
Ben Okri was born in a small town in Nigeria, in 1959.  He studied in Nigeria and the United Kingdom, and 
has worked for the British Broadcasting Corporation as well as being a poetry editor and a poet. His short 
story collection, Incidents at the Shrine, was awarded the Commonwealth Writer’s Prize for Africa, and his 
third novel, The Famished Road, won the Booker Prize for Africa, the United Kingdom’s top award for 
fiction.  Much of his work looks at the relationship between African mysticism and modern Western culture. 
 
TITLE OF THE POEM  

• Traditionally, an elegy is a mournful poem usually written in response to death.       

• Okri’s elegy, however, is not mournful; rather it is reflective and thoughtful. 

• The poet is speaking about his African culture – ‘we’ and ‘our’ – the people of Africa. 

• He explores the miracle of what being African means to him as Africans have a unique way of dealing 
with grief and pain: the endurance for suffering and poverty; the ability to find joy and beauty in the 
small pleasures of life and have hope for the future in the midst of pain and a spiritual union with 
nature’s bounty. 

 
THEME  

• The African people’s ability to find joy and wonder in life in spite of their difficult circumstances. 

• To celebrate life’s possibilities and mysteries. 

• It is of hope, miracles, poverty, pain, destiny, time, and suffering.  

• One who forgets their suffering no longer suffers.  
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TYPE AND FORM  

• The poem is written in free verse, with no regular metre or rhyme scheme.  

• There are six stanzas of five lines each.  

• There are many examples of ENJAMBMENT (run-on lines) in the poem, contrasted with shorter 
sentences that stop at the end of the line. For example, in the first stanza, lines 1 and 2 are enjambed, 
while line 3 is short, and lines 4 and 5 are enjambed. This creates changes in the pace of the poem.  

 

ANALYSES OF EACH STANZA – diction, imagery, literary devices & tone 
 

IMAGERY & DICTION 

• The poet’s diction reflects his interest in African mysticism.   

• He uses words that have religious undertones, such as ‘miracles’, ‘mystery’ and ‘bless’.  

• In stanzas 1, 2 and 3 the speaker uses several WORDS to indicate the painful circumstances that 
many Africans live with. 

• Repetition of the word, 'And' throughout the poem: Conveys the never-ending suffering – one problem 
is compounded and followed by another. There is no respite (rest) for the people. The repetition also 
conveys the people's resilience. They remain optimistic and never become despondent. The word also 
suggests that when the people are released from their suffering, there will be multiple rewards.   

 

TONE  
Even though the poem is called an ‘elegy’ and deals with the suffering of the African people, the tone of 
the poem is optimistic, positive and full of wonder.  

 
STANZA 1 

Lines 1-5: We are the miracles that God made / To taste the bitter fruit of Time. / We are precious. / And 

one day our suffering / Will turn into the wonders of the earth. 

 

God created humans so that we could face good and bad times 

• ‘We’ & ‘our’ – The poet used the pronouns to depict his African culture and African people. 

•  He says that we are innocent people whose sufferings will one day change our lives for something 
good. 

 

• METAPHOR: ‘We are the miracles of God / To taste the bitter fruit of Time… Will turn into the wonders 

of the earth.’  

Africans can bear poverty and hardship because they ‘are the miracles that God made’. Africans are 

chosen by God to bear suffering and then to be celebrated as ‘the wonders of the earth’. 
 

• ‘We are precious.’ 
‘Precious’ conveys how valuable, special and unique the African people are. They endure hardship 
without complaint and remain hopeful. The poet praises and motivates the people to remain optimistic. 

 

• PERSONIFICATION & OXYMORN: ‘To taste the bitter fruit of Time’:  

• PERSONIFICATION: Time (meaning life)  
 

• OXYMORON (two opposite ideas next to each other): bitter fruit – bitter but optimistic ‘bitter’ – 
something bad; ‘fruit’: something sweet or happy. He is saying to his people that as time / life goes by 
them, they will face some sad times but also happy times.  

 

• PERSONIFICATION ‘And one day our suffering, Will turn into the wonders of the earth’.  
The poet compares the sufferings of his people with the wonders of earth. Comparing suffering to the 
wonders of earth: giving wonder of earth a human quality of happiness.  

 

• TONE: bitter but optimistic (‘miracles that God made’ who are ‘precious’ and will be ‘wonders of the 
earth’.) 

 
 
 

STANZA 2 
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Lines 6-10: There are things that burn me now / Which turn golden when I am happy. / Do you see the 
mystery of our pain? / That we bear poverty / And are able to sing and dream sweet things 
 

There are hardships that we all face but no matter how hard they are, we will manage to overcome them 
and then we will feel good.  
There is always a mystery to the pain we experience as humans but as humans we sometimes cannot 
answer the mysteries to our pain. We may not all bear poverty, but we bear different burdens. 
Despite the burdens, we still have a lot to be thankful for and we can have the sweet dreams of the future. 

 

• METAPHOR: ‘There are things that burn me now’.  
‘Burn’ – unpleasant feelings – the poet is experiencing suffering and pain in his life. 

 

• METAPHOR: ‘Which turn golden when I am happy’.  
‘Golden’ – Things do not literally ‘turn golden’. This imagery is associated with something worthy / 
meaningful / rare / precious / memorable.  
The poet’s pain will be worthy after his hardships / it will bring about rare and precious moments 

 

• RHETORICAL QUESTION: ‘Do you see the mystery of our pain?’ 
The mystery is that Africans can endure poverty and hardships but still find joy in life. 
This emphasises the inexplicable nature of the people's reaction to their suffering. The mystery lies in 
their ability to 'sing and dream sweet things' despite their hardship. The speaker is puzzled by their 
magnanimous reaction. 

 

• ‘That we bear poverty’:  
‘bear’ – to support or to carry the weight of something.  
The narrator is carrying the weight of poverty.   

 

• ‘And are able to sing and dream sweet things.’ 
There is still hope through all the pain and suffering. 
People are having sweet dreams and singing sweet songs. They are singing because they are thankful 
for life. 

 

• ASSONANCE: ‘sing … things’: the i-sound’ brings out a positive and joyful tone. 
 

• TONE: joy and amazement (‘mystery of our pain’ allows people to ‘sing’ and ‘dream’ in their suffering)  
 

STANZA 3 

Lines 11-15: And that we never curse the air when it is warm / Or the fruit when it tastes so good / Or the 

lights that bounce gently on the waters? / We bless things even in our pain. / We bless them in silence. 

 

Suffering has not caused Africans to become bitter – they are still able to appreciate life’s pleasures. 
They do not take things for granted.  
They cherish all the things they have. 
They never even curse the negative factors which harm them.  
Instead of cursing pleasant things like warm air and tasty fruit, they bless them. 

• SENSORY IMAGERY: ‘never curse the air when it is warm / Or the fruit when it tastes so good’ 

• ‘Warm air’:  symbol of sufferings  

• ‘We bless them in silence.’: ‘silence’ – symbol of their dedication because they silently seek freedom.  

• ‘Or the lights that bounce gently on the waters? 

The lights and gentleness of the image convey the people's sense of hope, optimism and forgiveness. 

Despite their hardships, the people see and appreciate the beauty around them. They remain tolerant 

and are not bitter.  

• 'bounce' – conveys lightness. The people can set their burdens and suffering aside and appreciate 

nature and the goodness in their lives. 

• ‘never curse the air when it is warm … We bless things even in our pain.’ 

• CONTRAST: ‘curse’, ‘bless’ and ‘pain’ – it shows their dedication towards their belief that they would 
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get rid from their sufferings and pains one day. 
 

• REPETITION: ‘bless’ – despite suffering, the people continue to appreciate life’s pleasures 
 

• TONE: optimistic and positive (they ‘never curse’ but rather ‘bless’ ‘even in our pain’)  
 

STANZA 4 

Lines 16-20: That is why our music is so sweet. / It makes the air remember. / There are secret miracles 

at work / That only Time will bring forth. / I too have heard the dead singing. 

 

Speaker shows a mystical understanding of the world. 

The poet is talking about the fruits of their sufferings – their sighs of pain will prove fruitful one day.  

There are elements of hope that they would get reward. The poet is talking about miracles. He wants to 

say that at every moment something is happening in Africa and this happening is not worthless. 
 

• PERSONIFICATION: ‘That is why our music is so sweet. / It makes the air remember. 

‘music…sweet’ – African music / sweet, African music makes the air remember 

‘makes the air remember’ – personifies air 

The sweet music is gratifying / rewarding / pleasurable / harmonious. It is an expression of the people's 

optimistic attitude to life. The air 'remembers' because people are aware of the music even after it has 

ended. Its impact on the surroundings resonates and the feeling of upliftment endures. 
 

• PERSONIFICATION: ‘That only Time will bring forth’: 

Time will eventually reveal the ‘secret miracles’ that are ‘at work’. This emphasises the important role 

that time plays in the speaker’s philosophy: over time, the bad experiences are offset by the good ones. 

• ‘I too have heard the dead singing. 

The dead is the symbol of deceased Africans, the ancestors/forefathers of the speaker. Their spirit lives 

on and influences the African people. 
 

• MYTHICAL IMAGERY: ‘There are secret miracles at work’ 

Miracles are usually connected to God as well as to supernatural elements. This shows that Africans 

are very dear and close to God. These lines also portray how Africans believe that time brings them 

secret miracles.  
 

• MYSTICAL UNDERSTANDING: ‘secret miracles’ and ‘the dead singing’ 
Referring to the supernatural: the dead are the African ancestors 

 

• TONE: Joy and mystery (‘There are secret miracles ... forth’; he has ‘heard the dead singing’) 
 

STANZA 5 

Lines 21-25: And they tell me that / This life is good / They tell me to live it gently / With fire, and always 

with hope. / There is wonder here 

The ancestors are speaking to the poet telling him to live life happily, to be thankful and hopeful regardless 
of the situations he encounters. There will always be something to look forward to in the future – he is still 
living and has control in what direction his life will go; this is not the end for him. 
 

• IRONY: ‘This life is good’ 
He talks about the pain and suffering people go through in their lives and it is ironic how he says this 

life is good because technically life should not be good if someone is suffering.  

The poet wants to say that the people of Africa should live life happily, despite the situation and there is 

always something for them to look forward to in the future. 

• CONTRADICTION: ‘This life is good / They tell me to live it gently / With fire, and always with hope.  

The advice given to the poet by the ancestors s contradictory. 



6 | P a g e  COMPILED BY MRS STEVENS 

 

 
 

The poet is advised to live life 'gently'. He should be kind, have compassion and show sensitivity and 

understanding. Yet, he is also urged to live life with 'fire'. He should be spirited / passionate, never 

surrender and stand up to oppression. This advice is uplifting and inspiring because it encourages 

people to live life to the full while not allowing their animosities to overpower their humanity. 

The poet compares his beliefs to a message from his dead ancestors. 
 

• TONE: satisfying, friendly, hopeful and optimistic (The singing dead bring a message that is not 

gloomy, but of hope – ‘life is good’ and we should enjoy it and be both kind and passionate, ‘live ... fire’, 

and never forget our sense of ‘wonder’.) 
 

STANZA 6 

Lines 26-30: And there is surprise / In everything the unseen moves. / The ocean is full of songs.  The sky 

is not an enemy. Destiny is our friend. 

The poet says that they are full of hope and that their sufferings are not ever lasting. Their suffering will 

come to an end one day.  
 

• METAPHOR: ‘In everything the unseen moves. / The ocean is full of songs. / The sky is not an enemy’. 

‘unseen moves’ – the hidden miracles at work  

‘ocean’ – the world  

‘songs’ – life  

‘sky’ – refers to the future; there are endless possibilities of what lies beyond the unknown much like 

the sky.  
 

• BIBLICAL ALLUSION: ‘The sky is not our enemy.’ 

  ‘sky’ – refers to God and heaven 

When bad things are happening to us, we should not blame God or to make him our enemy. 
 

• PERSONIFICATION: ‘Destiny is our friend.’ 

‘Destiny’ is personified as a friend – this suggests that ‘fate’ is on the side of the African people; they 

should trust that their predetermined future will not cause suffering or harm. 
 

This image sums up the MESSAGE of the poem: Africans are eternally hopeful in spite of hardship. 

They are able to find positives even in difficult situations. 
 

• TONE: optimistic / contemplative / meditative / thoughtful / celebration of triumph (‘surprise’ and that ‘In 

everything the unseen moves’ or directs human existence. Despite our difficulties, the natural world is 

‘full of songs’ and ‘not an enemy’. In fact, far from being hostile, our fate and our future, ‘Destiny’ are 

‘our friend’.)  

Reflects poet’s amazement at the people's faith and endurance.  
 

SECTION B: QUESTIONS & SUGGESTED ANSWERS FROM PAST EXAM PAPERS 

QUESTION 1 

1.1 Refer to stanza 1. 
 Account for the speaker’s use of the words ‘We’ and ‘our.’ (2) 

•   He uses the pronouns ‘We’ and ‘our’ to delineate his African culture.  

•   These pronouns indicate that he is not only speaking for himself but also for the people of Africa.  

•   By using ‘We’, the speaker personalizes his message and creates an association with his readers.  

[Award 2 marks for any two relevant and distinct points]   
 
1.2 Refer to line 2: ‘To taste the bitter fruit of Time.’ 
 Explain the significance of the above.                  (2) 



7 | P a g e  COMPILED BY MRS STEVENS 

 

 
 

• Bitter fruit’ refer to the trials and hardships of life that all Africans experience  

(‘taste’).  

• This implies that in time, their suffering could possibly diminish.  

• This reinforces the idea of African people’s eternal optimism that there is always  

hope/wonder regardless of suffering.  

[Award 2 marks for any two relevant and distinct points]   
 

1.3 Refer to the title: ‘An African Elegy’. 

 Comment on the appropriateness of the title in the context of the poem.              (3) 

• Despite the fact that the poem is not a traditional elegy, it can be regarded as  

an elegy because it is a thoughtful poem about serious matters such as suffering and pain. 

• It does not only refer to the ‘suffering’ and ‘pain’ of the African people but also to their ability to 

enjoy life regardless of their troubles and to remain optimistic about life’s possibilities.  

• The poet finds consolation in the contemplation of the principle that there is hope in the mystery of 

the indomitable spirit of the African people, and therefore the title is appropriate. 

[Award 3 marks for two ideas well discussed or three ideas.]  

 

1.4 Refer to the last stanza. 
African people have the ability to remain hopeful in spite of hardships. 
By using diction and or imagery, comment on the validity of this statement in the context of the poem. 
                       (3) 

VALID 

• The final stanza of the poem emphasises the miracle of what being an African  

means: despite poverty and other hardships, African people remain cheerful,  

hopeful and convinced that a better life lies ahead (‘things that burn me now’  

but ‘turn golden when I am happy’).  

• They live close to nature and see music, beauty and possibility in their natural surroundings: ‘the 

ocean is full of songs’ and ‘sky is not an enemy’.  

• These two images emphasise the ideas of mystery, surprise and joy.  

• The ocean and the sky are both unknown and what happens there are mostly unseen, but there are 

endless possibilities beyond the unknown; therefore, ‘Destiny is our friend’ which suggests that the 

future is something to look forward to and embrace.  

[Award 3 marks for three points well discussed.] 
 

                       [10] 

QUESTION 2 

2.1 Refer to line 8: 'Do you see the mystery of our pain?' 

Suggest a reason for the inclusion of the rhetorical question.                (2) 

➢ Emphasises the inexplicable nature of the people's reaction to their suffering. 

➢ The mystery lies in their ability to 'sing and dream sweet things' despite their hardship. 

➢ The speaker is puzzled by their magnanimous reaction. 

➢ The reaction of the people's being paradoxical as they express joy despite their pain. 

[Award 2 marks for any one point well discussed.] 
 

2.2 Refer to line 9: 'That we bear poverty'. 

Explain what the word, 'bear' implies about the local people.                (2) 

• The local people's problems are a burden which they put up with without anger.  

• They endure and tolerate their hardship without distress or annoyance.  

• They are accepting of their suffering and are prepared to live with it.  

• The word conveys the extent and relentlessness of their suffering. 

[Award 2 marks for any two relevant and distinct points.] 

 

2.3 Refer to lines 16–17: 'That is why … the air remember.' 

Comment on the significance of the music's being 'so sweet' that it 'makes the air remember'.     (3) 
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• The music is gratifying / rewarding / pleasurable / harmonious. 

• It is significant because it is an expression of the people's optimistic attitude to life.  

• The air 'remembers' because people are aware of the music even after it has ended.  

• Its impact on the surroundings resonates and the feeling of upliftment endures. 

[Award 3 marks for any two ideas well discussed OR three ideas.]  

 

2.4 Refer to the final stanza. 

Critically comment on how the speaker's tone conveys the central idea of the poem.            (3) 

• The tone is optimistic / contemplative / meditative / thoughtful.  

• The speaker is in awe of the magical quality of nature and life. 

•  He focuses on the promise of a better life and the need to be in harmony with our world.  

• The speaker's tone reflects his amazement at the people's faith and endurance.  

• The message of the poem is that Africans are eternally hopeful regardless of hardship.  

• They find positives even in difficult situations. 

[Award 3 marks only if the tone and central idea are fully discussed.] 

[10] 

SECTION C: EXAMPLE OF AN ESSAY QUESTION 
‘An African Elegy’ is not a traditional elegy as it explores the African people’s mystical ability to find joy and hope in 
the midst of suffering. By close reference to the diction, imagery and tone used in this poem, critically discuss the 
above-mentioned statement in an essay of 250 - 300 words.           [10] 

 

An elegy is a mournful poem written in memory of a death. This poem, while alluding to the ‘suffering’ 
and the ‘pain’ of the African people, also describes their unique ability to enjoy life despite their troubles.  
The speaker’s diction emphasises painful circumstances. They experience ‘bitter fruit’ and ‘suffering’. 
People ‘bear poverty’ and there are ‘things that burn’ him. He uses the word ‘curse’ which refers to their 
‘pain’. Despite their pain, they still find joy and hope. This ability is almost mystical and is supported by the 
speaker’s words that they are ‘miracles’ and ‘precious’.  
 
The speaker says he can turn things that ‘burn’ him into things that are ‘golden’ when he is happy. In spite 
of poverty, they can still ‘sing and dream sweet things’. In stanza 3, the speaker says they cherish all the 
small pleasures of life: ‘the fruit … tastes so good’, the ‘lights that bounce’, the ‘air when it is warm’. They 
are still able to ‘bless’ them.  
In stanza 4, the speaker refers to ‘sweet’ music and that there are ‘secret miracles at work’. This idea is 
reinforced in stanza 5. There is ‘wonder’ in the world and ‘life is good’. Therefore, it should be lived with 
‘fire’ and ‘hope’.  
‘We are the miracles that God made’ suggests that Africans have been made to endure suffering but that 
they will ultimately be rewarded. It ‘will turn into the wonders of the earth’. This metaphor introduces the 
idea that African people have a unique way of dealing with hardship and experiencing life.  
 
In stanza 3, the speaker reinforces the image of rejoicing regardless of hardship when he says that 
African people do not ‘curse the air when it is warm’; they ‘bless things even in their pain’.  
In stanza 6, two images emphasise the ideas of mystery, surprise and joy: ‘The ocean is full of songs.’ 
and ‘The sky is not an enemy.’ The ocean and the sky are both unknown and what happens there are 
mostly unseen, but there are endless possibilities beyond the unknown; therefore, ‘Destiny is our friend’.  
 
The tone of the poem is positive, joyful, optimistic, and full of wonder.  
The idea of wonder / mystery is clear in stanza 1 and 4. The African people are ‘miracles that God made’ 
and ‘wonders of the earth’. The speaker refers to ‘secret miracles at work’. At the end of the poem, the 
tone is celebratory. The world is not a hostile place (‘an enemy’) but a place filled with endless possibilities 
and hope (‘Destiny is our friend.’).  
In stanza 5, the singing dead brings a message of hope – ‘life is good’ and should be lived gently and with 
passion (‘… live it gently / With fire’). 


