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A Lesson for This Sunday

The growing idleness of summer grass

With its frail kites of furious butterflies

Analysis: The metaphor "frail kites of furious butterflies" transforms butterflies into delicate flying objects, 
emphasizing both beauty and fragility. The contrast between “frail” and “furious” hints at underlying tension 
within the calm scene.

Requests the lemonade of simple praise

Analysis: The metaphor "lemonade of simple praise" suggests a gentle, refreshing appreciation of nature, 
reinforcing the peaceful, indulgent mood of summer idleness.

In scansion gentler than my hammock swings

Analysis: The rhythm is compared to the motion of a hammock, reinforcing calmness and leisure.

And rituals no more upsetting than a

Black maid shaking linen as she sings

Analysis: The domestic image suggests order and routine, presenting a controlled and harmonious 
environment.

The plain notes of some Protestant hosanna—

Since I lie idling from the thought in things—

Analysis: The religious reference establishes a moral framework of peace and simplicity, but it can also 
suggest a subtle form of protest: the black maid’s singing becomes a quiet assertion of inner agency and 
dignity within a restrictive social order.

Or so they should, until I hear the cries

Of two small children hunting yellow wings,

Analysis: The shift introduces disruption. “Yellow wings” symbolizes innocence and beauty now being 
pursued.

Who break my Sabbath with the thought of sin.

Analysis: The metaphor "break my Sabbath" represents a violation of peace and moral order, signaling the 
intrusion of wrongdoing into innocence.

Brother and sister, with a common pin,

Frowning like serious lepidopterists.
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Analysis: The simile "like serious lepidopterists" compares the children to scientists, ironically emphasizing 
their focused cruelty disguised as curiosity.

The little surgeon pierces the thin eyes.

Analysis: The metaphor "little surgeon" presents the child as clinical and detached, suggesting how cruelty 
can be carried out methodically rather than emotionally.

Crouched on plump haunches, as a mantis prays

Analysis: The simile "as a mantis prays" likens the child to a predatory insect, reinforcing instinctive violence 
beneath innocence.

She shrieks to eviscerate its abdomen.

Analysis: The violent diction exposes the brutality of the act, shattering the earlier calm tone.

The lesson is the same. The maid removes

Both prodigies from their interest in science.

Analysis: “Interest in science” is ironic, masking cruelty as intellectual curiosity.

The girl, in lemon frock, begins to scream

Analysis: The symbolism "lemon frock" represents innocence and brightness, now disrupted by the 
consequences of violence.

As the maimed, teetering thing attempts its flight.

Analysis: The injured butterfly reflects the fragility of life and the irreversible damage caused by cruelty.

She is herself a thing of summery light,

Frail as a flower in this blue August air,

Analysis: The simile "frail as a flower" equates the girl with the butterfly, suggesting shared vulnerability and 
foreshadowing future suffering.

Not marked for some late grief that cannot speak.

Analysis: Hints at inevitable future pain, suggesting that innocence will eventually be lost.

The mind swings inward on itself in fear

Swayed towards nausea from each normal sign.

Analysis: The internal reaction reflects psychological disturbance, showing how witnessing cruelty alters 
perception.

Heredity of cruelty everywhere,

Analysis: Suggests cruelty is innate or passed down, not accidental.

And everywhere the frocks of summer torn,

Analysis: The symbolism "frocks of summer torn" represents the destruction of innocence and childhood 
purity.

The long look back to see where choice is born,
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Analysis: The speaker questions whether cruelty is chosen or inherent, introducing philosophical reflection.

As summer grass sways to the scythe's design.

Analysis: The personification "grass sways to the scythe's design" suggests inevitability and mortality, linking 
nature’s cycle to destruction and reinforcing the poem’s final pessimism.

About the poem

Author: Derek Walcott (1930–2017)

Context: Caribbean setting; reflects moral, philosophical, and existential observations about 
human nature

Core idea: Beneath apparent innocence and natural beauty lies an inherent capacity for cruelty, 
suggesting that suffering and moral conflict are inevitable parts of human existence.

•  Main themes

•  Innocence and loss of innocence
•  Human cruelty and violence
•  Beauty and fragility of nature
•  Moral awareness and guilt
•  Inevitability of suffering
•  Nature as reflection of human condition

•  Mood: Initially calm and serene, shifting to disturbed and reflective

•  Tone: Reflective, critical, and ultimately somber

  Remember
•  The poem moves from peace ’ disruption ’ philosophical reflection
•  Butterflies represent innocence; their destruction = loss of innocence
•  Children are not purely innocent. They carry latent cruelty
•  “Frail as a flower” links victim and perpetrator
•  Final line suggests cruelty and death are inevitable, not accidental


