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AnElementaryschoolclassroom inaslum

By-StephenSpender

Summary

Thispoem byStephenSpendergivesavividdescriptionofaschoolclassroom inaslum andthechildren
intheclass.

Thefacesofthechildrenaredull.Theirappearanceshowsthattheyareunwanted.Thechildrenhave
gloomyfaces.Theirheadshanginglowinsadnessduetobeingpoor.Theyhavediseasedbodies
inheritedfrom theirparentsandarevictimsofpoverty.Atthedim endoftheroom,sitsonechildwhohas
brighteyeswhichseem todream -ofplayingoutsidewithsquirrels.Heisdifferentfrom theothersinthe
dim,darkroom.

Thewallsoftheclassroom aredirty.Peoplehavedonateddifferentchartsandimageswhichhavebeen
putuponthem.Oneofthem isapictureOfthegreatplaywrightShakespeare.Hisheadisbaldand
resemblestherisingSun.ThenextposterisoftheTyrolesevalley,fullofchurchesandflowerswhich
symbolizesthebeautifulcreationsofnature.AnotheroneisamapoftheWorld.Tothesechildrenthe
worldisnottheoneshowninthesepictures,butitistheonetheyseeoutoftheclassroom window.They
aretrappedintheslums.Theirfutureisdim andhopeless.Theyhaveadarkfutureastheiroptionsinlife
arelimitedandarecoveredwithdismay.Theyarefarawayfrom thebrightlightofknowledge.

Comprehendingthesepicturesisbeyondtheirabilities.Theyhateeveryoneandforthem,Shakespeareis
awickedman.Asnoonelovesthem,theydislikeeveryone.thedesireforloveandacceptanceforces
them todocrimeslikestealing.Thechildrenaresoskinnythattheirclothesarelikeaskinandtheir
skeletonisvisiblethroughthem.Thisisduetolackofnutrition.Theyhavewornlookingglassesmadeof
steelwhicharecheap,heavyanduncomfortable.Theirchancesoffulfillingtheirdreamsandmovingout
havebeenfurtherreducedbybuildingbiggerslums.Untiltheycomeoutoftheslums,theywillneverknow
whattheworldlookslike.
TheGovernmentsystem whichmakestheseslumsisthecauseforthesepeopletoliveinthem.The
educationsystem issuchthatitforcesthem toliveintheseslums.Theyarenotgiventherighttodream
beyondtheseslums.Theyhavebeenrestrictedtotheslums.

Thepoetrequeststheauthoritiestoallowthesechildrentogooutoftheseslumssothatthemapsonthe
wallsoftheclassroom becomearealityforthem. Theyshouldbetakentothegreenfieldsratherthan
thedim slums.Thesunny,warm sandofthebeachesandthebrightblueskywillinstillahungerfor
knowledgeintheirminds.Thentheywillabsorballofit.Thenthesechildrenwillbecomeeconomically
empowered.Thepoem endswithapowerfulline-thosewhomakehistoryaretheoneswhoshinelikethe
Sun.

Readthestanzasgivenbelowandanswerthequestionsthatfollow:
1.Farfarfrom gustywavesthesechildren’sfaces.
Likerootlessweeds,thehairtornaroundtheirpallor:
Thetallgirlwithherweighed-downhead.Thepaper-
seemingboy,withrat’seyes.
Questions
(a)Where,doyouthink,arethesechildrensitting?
(b)Howdothefacesandhairofthesechildrenlook?
(c)Whyistheheadofthetallgirl‘weigheddown’?
(d)Whatdoyouunderstandby‘Thepaper-seemingboy,withrateyes’?



Answers:
(a)Thesechildrenaresittingintheschoolclassroom inaslum whichisfarfarawayfrom thewinds
orwavesblowingstrongly.
(b)Thefacesofthesechildrenlookpale.Theiruncombedandunkempthairlooklikerootlesswild
plants.
(c)Theheadofthetallgirlis‘weigheddown’bytheburdensoftheworld.Shefeelsdepressed,illand
exhausted.
(d)Itmeansthattheboyisexceptionallythin,weakandhungry.

2.…………Thestunted,unluckyheir
Oftwistedbones,recitingafather’sgnarleddisease,
Hislessonfrom hisdesk.Atbackofthedim classOneunnoted,sweetandyoung.Hiseyesliveina
dream,
Ofsquirrel’sgame,inthetreeroom,otherthanthis.
Questions
(a)Whoisthe‘unluckyheir’andwhatwillheinherit?
(b)Whatisthestuntedboyreciting?
(c)Whoissittingatthe‘backofthedim class’?
(d)‘Hiseyesliveinadream’—whatdream doeshehave?
Answers:
(a)Theleanandthinboyhavingrat’seyesandastuntedgrowthisthe‘unluckyheir’.Hewillinherit
twistedbonesfrom hisfather.
(b)Heisrecitingalessonfrom hisdesk.Heisenumeratingsystematicallyhowhisfatherdeveloped
theknottydisease.
(c)Asweetyoungboysitsatbackofthisdim class.Hesitsthereunnoticed.
(d)Theboyseemshopeful.Hedreamsofabettertime—outdoorgames,ofasquirrel’sgame,ofa
room madeinsidethestem ofatree.Hedreamsofmanythingsotherthanthisdim andunpleasant
classroom.

3.Onsourcream walls,donations.Shakespeare’shead,
Cloudlessatdawn,civilizeddomeridingallcities.
Belled,flowery,Tyrolesevalley.Open-handedmap
Awardingtheworlditsworld.
Questions
(a)Whatisthecolouroftheclassroom walls?Whatdoesthiscoloursuggest?
(b)Whatdotheseclassroom wallshave?
(c)Explain:(i)‘Open-handedmap’
(ii)‘Awardingtheworlditsworld’.
Answers:
(a)Thecolouroftheclassroom wallsis‘sourcream’oroffwhite.Thiscoloursuggeststhedecaying
aspectandpatheticconditionofthelivesofthechildreninaslum-school.
(b)Thewallsoftheclassroom havepicturesofShakespeare,buildingswithdomes,worldmapsand
beautifulvalleys.
(c)(i)‘Openhanded-map’suggeststhemapoftheworlddrawnatwillbypowerfulpeople/dictators.
(ii)‘Awardingtheworlditsworld’suggestshowtheconquerorsanddictatorsawardanddividethe
worldaccordingtotheirwhims.Thisworldistheworldoftherichandimportantpeople.

4.…………Andyet,forthese
Children,thesewindows,notthismap,theirworld,
Wherealltheirfuture’spaintedwithafog,
Anarrowstreetsealedwithaleadsky
Farfarfrom rivers,capes,andstarsofwords.
Questions
(a)Whatarethe‘children’referredtohere?
(b)Whichistheirworld?



(c)Howistheirlifedifferentfrom thatofotherchildren?
Answers:
(a)Thosechildrenarereferredtoherewhostudyinanelementaryschoolclassroom.
(b)Theirworldislimitedtothewindowoftheclassroom.Theyareconfinedonlywithinthenarrow
streetsoftheslum,i.e.,farawayfrom theopenskyandrivers.
(c)“Theslum childrenspendtheirlifeonlyinthenarrowstreetsoftheland.Theydonotgetthebasic
necessitiesoflife.Theyaredeprivedoffood,clothingandshelter.Butthemainthingthattheydiffer
from otherchildrenisfreedom.Theydonotenjoythefreedom oflife.

5. Surely,Shakespeareiswicked,themapabadexample,
Withshipsandsunandlovetemptingthem tosteal
Forlivesthatslylyturnintheircrampedholes
From fogtoendlessnight?

Questions
(a)Whoare‘them’referredtointhefirstline?
(b)Whattemptsthem?
(c)Whatdoesthepoetsayabout‘their’lives?
(d)Explain:‘From fogtoendlessnight’.
Answers:
(а)Here‘them’referstothechildrenstudyinginaslum school.
(b)Allbeautifulthingslikeships,sunandlovetemptthechildrenofslum school.
(c)Thepoetsaysthatthechildrenspendtheirlivesconfinedintheircrampedholes.Theirbodieslook
likeskeletonsbecausetheyarethevictimsofmalnutrition.(d)Theirfutureisfoggyoruncertain.The
onlycertaintyintheirlivesistheendlessnightoftheirdeath.Inothertheirlifeiswrappedindarkness.

6.………Ontheirslagheap,thesechildren
WearskinspeepedthroughbybonesandspectaclesofsteelWithmendedglass,likebottlebitson
stones.
AIIoftheirtimeandspacearefoggyslum.
Soblottheirmapswithslumsasbigasdoom.
Questions
(a)Whatarethetwoimagesusedtodescribetheseslums?
(b)Whatsortoflifedosuchchildrenlead?
(c)Whatblot’theirmaps?Whosemaps?
(d)Whatdoesthepoetconveythrough‘Soblottheirmapswithslumsasbigasdoom’?
Answers:
(а)Theimagesusedtodescribetheslumsare:
(i)slagheap
(ii)bottlebitsonstones
(b)Inthedirtyandunhygienicsurroundingstheslum childrenleadverypatheticandmiserablelives
fullofwoes,wantsanduncertainty.
(c)Thesedirtyslumsblottheirmaps.Thesearethemapsofthecivilizedworld—theworldoftherich
andgreat.
(d)Thepoetconveyshisprotestagainstsocialinjusticeandclassinequalities.Hewantstheislands
ofprosperitytobefloodedwiththedirtandstinkoftheslums.

7. Unless,governor,inspector,visitor,
ThismapbecomestheirWindowandthesewindows
Thatshutupontheirliveslikecatacombs.
Questions
(a)Whydoesthepoetinvoke‘governor’,‘inspector’,‘visitor’?Whatfunctionaretheyexpectedto
perform?
(b)Howcan‘thismap’become‘theirwindow*?
(c)Whatdoyouunderstandby‘catacombs’?



Answers:
(a)Governor,inspectorandvisitorareimportantandpowerfulpersonsinthemodem times.Thepoet
invokesthem tohelpthemiserableslum children.Theyareexpectedtoperform animportantrolein
removingsocialinjusticeandclassinequalities.Theycanabridgethegapbetweenthetwo
worlds—thebeautifulworldofthegreatandrichandtheuglyworldofslums.
(b)Twoworldsexist.Thismap’referstothebeautifulworldofprosperityandwellbeinginhabitedby
therichandgreat.Theirwindows’refertothelairs,holesorhovelsofthedirty,stinkingslumswhere
thepoorandunfortunatechildrenofslumslive.Theslum childrenwillbeabletopeepthrough
windowsonlywhenthedifferencebetweenthetwoworldsisabridged.
(c)‘Catacombs’meansalongundergroundgallerywithexcavationsinitssidesfortombs.

8. BreakObreakopentilltheybreakthetown
Andshowthechildrentogreenfields,andmaketheirworld
Runazureongoldsands,andlettheirtongues
Runnakedintobooksthewhiteandgreenleavesopen
Historytheirswhoselanguageisthesun.
Questions
(a)‘BreakObreakopen’.Whatshouldthey‘break*?
(b)Explain:‘.tilltheybreakthetown’.
(c)Wherewill‘theirworld’extenduptothen?
(d)Whatotherfreedom shouldtheyenjoy?
Answers:
(a)Theyshouldbreakallthebarriersandobstaclesthatbindthesechildrenandconfine
them touglyanddirtysurroundings.
(b)Tilltheycomeoutofthedirtysurroundingsandslumsofthetownandcomeouttothegreenfield
andbreatheintheopenair.
(c)Thentheirworldwillbeextendedtothegoldsandsandazurewavesaswellastothegreenfields.
(d)Theyshouldenjoyfreedom ofacquiringknowledgeaswellasfreedom ofexpression.Letthe
pagesofwisdom beopenedtothem andlettheirtonguesrunfreelywithoutanycheckorfear.

QUESTIONSFROM TEXTBOOK

Q1.Whatdoyouthinkisthecolourof‘sourcream’?Whydoyouthinkthepoethasusedthis
expressiontodescribetheclassroom walls?
Ans: Thecolourof‘sourcream’isoffwhite.Thepoethasusedthisexpressiontosuggestthe
decayingaspect.Thedeteriorationinthecolouroftheclassroom wallssymbolisesthepathetic
conditionofthelivesofthescholars—thechildrenofthisslum school.

Q2.Thewallsoftheclassroom aredecoratedwiththepicturesof‘Shakespeare’‘buildingswith
domes’,‘worldmaps’andbeautifulvalleys.Howdothesecontrastwiththeworldofthesechildren?
Ans: Thepicturesthatdecoratethewallsholdastarkcontrastwiththeworldoftheseunderfed,
poverty-stricken,slum childrenlivingincrampeddarkholes.Obstacleshampertheirphysicaland
mentalgrowth.Thepicturesonthewallsuggestbeauty,well-being,progressandprosperity—aworld
ofsunshineandwarmthoflove.Buttheworldoftheslum childrenisuglyandlackprosperity.

Q3.Whatdoesthepoetwantforthechildrenoftheslums?Howcantheirlivesbemadetochange?
Ans: Thepoetwantsthepeopleinauthoritytorealisetheirresponsibilitytowardsthechildrenofthe
slums.Allsortofsocialinjusticeandclassinequalitiesbeendedbyeliminatingtheobstaclesthat
confinetheslum childrentotheiruglyandfilthysurroundings.Letthem studyandlearntoexpress
themselvesfreely.Thentheywillsharethefruitofprogressandprosperityandtheirfiveswillchange
forthebetter.


