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PREFACE
As & conference on Commonwealth Literature was
beginning at the University of Leeds in September, 1964,
Professor A. N. Jeffares, the director of the conference,
wrote an article for the Yorkshire Post and in 1t made
the following regarks:

This conference . . . concentrates upon a vast
regservoir of human knowledge, ideas, aspirations
and experience; upon & source of energy as well
e 8 of dreams, literature shapes dreams, but it
also shapes education, it stimulates thinking.
How an African thinks tomorrow, for example, may
well be the result of what he reads today . . .
An African finds himself by resding what his own
authors say about Africa, His situation is, in
part, reflected or interpreted by his author . .
The new writer can bring te his wverseas readers,
wherever they may be in the Commonwealth, in the
centre or on the perimeter, his own interpretation
of life, his new development of the English lan-
guege + o o his new nuances, his new style, And

he needs, }nevitably, new and sympathetic under-
standing, ° A

There i: & good deal of wisdom in these remarks, particularly
when Professor Jeffares observes that an African "finds
himself by reading what his own author says about Africa."
VWhen, for instance, classes of young Nigerian students

heard for the first time readings from Chinua Achebe's

I

The Yorkshire Post, Sepiember IOth,,I964. Quoted
in the Newsletter o e Cenference on British Commonwealth
Iiterature, (Texas, Nov, 1964), p.3.
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No lLonger at Ease, they responded with immediate and noisy
enthusiasm. The discovery was marked alternmately by loud

cries of astonishment and deep sighs of approval. It was
hard for them to believe that a writer could know them so
well, quote their proverbs or make the same jokes about the
white man, They had, of course, responded warmly to the
wisdom of Shakespeare and George Orwell, authors on their
literature syllabus; but the impact of nefther author had
been nesarly so great as that of Nigeria's own Chinua Achebe.
It is, surely,also true to say that the new writer
can bring to his overseas readers his own special interpre-
tation of life, particularly the life of his own people.
Thus, Camara Layet's African Child or Cyprian Ekwensits
Burning Grass can give us a more authentic account of African

life, can speak more eloquently of its dignity and beauty,
2

than a dozen Mungo Parks, Robert Browns or Graham Greenes.

Hitherto, for the western world, Africa and its people have

only been reported; always the white author, sympathetic or

1
This was the writer's personal experience with groups
ggégtudents in a Nigerian Training College for Teachers, 1961

2

The nineteenth century anthropoloegist, author of a
monumental study, Races of Mankind.

Graham Greene's understand of Africa is, of course,
very deep. His Heart of the Matter, for instance, set in

Sierra Leone, is described by the hero of No Longer at Ease
as the most sensible novel on West Africa yet writtem by a
European.

(1i1)



hostile, learned or ignorant, has stood between the reader
and his subjects. Now the subjects themselves are coming
to the front of the stage and speaking about themselves. In
the interests of justice alone, they deserve a sympathetic
hearing; indeed, it may even be to our advantage to give
them this, for when a vast continent suddenly finds its
voice, the chances are that eventually some rare and impor-
tant things will be heard.

(iv)
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INTRODUCTION

The corpus of African literature is already very
large and growing repidly. It includes works written in
English, French, Portuguese and Spanish as well as in an
untold nurber of vernaculars, This dissertation, however,
hopes to do justice to only 2 small but important fraction
of the whole, namely the literature in English that has so
far appeared in the Republic of Nigeria. And even here,
there is so much literary activity that only a limited
survey can be attempted. It seemed prudent, therefore, to
introduce but two novelists, Amos Tutuola snd Chinua Achebe,
and three poets, Mabel Segun, Wole Soyinka and Gabriel Okara,
These authors have not been chosen strictly on the basis of
merit or output, With the exception of Chinua Achebe (who is
certainly the finest novelist to emerge so far), they have been
included because they happen to conveniewucly illustrate a feat-
ure common to the whole group or because, like Tutuola, they
are significant in some>special way.

A note on ﬂégritude has been included, partly because
its importance on the West African literary scene seems to
demand it and more especially because it is a way of illustra-
ting one direction in which the Nigerian writers have definitely

deceided not to move, Finally, a chapter on the nmarket writings
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of Onitsha is offered for it is often illuminating to explore
that narrow strip of territory where literature meets sociology
and it is also important, surely, to know what the average
Nigerian is doing with his newly-acquired lteracy. The
writings, in any case,have an importance beyond this, for in
their crude way they are forcing on talent and creating an
audience for the republict'!s more reputable literature.

When approaching African literature the reader should
take care to avoid the pitfall revealed by Robie Macauley,
editor of the Kenyon Review, when he said that Europeans
invariably enter on the subject of African writing "with
such diffes#tence and charity that even the most inept African
writer can be made out as an interesting example of some-
thing-or-other."” This attitude, of course, with its concern
for polite deceit, just will not do. It is, in any case,
just as quickly detected by contemporary Africans as it was
by that curious eighteenth century poet Stephen Duckl who,
upon receiving fulsome praise for his poems from a group of
benefactors, is quoted by Spence as retorting, "Gentlemen
indeed . . . might like tem because they were made by a poor
Fellow in a Barn; but he knew, as well as anybody, that they
were not really good in themselves.“l African literature

needs, therefore - and its authors repeatedly demand - a

1

*Stephen Duck, Poems on Several Occasions. Introductory
letter by Joseph Spencev T T T T
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criticism that is honest; but in these early days, surely,
it deserves a species of criticism which, while remaining
honest, seeks to promote growth and direction; for youngest

flovers are those most easily trampled and destrcyed.



/
BEGINNINGS: NEGRITUDE AND INTERNAL INFLUENCES

Some of the reasons why there has been a remarkable
upsurge of creative writing in Nigeria during the past decade
are not hard to discover. In the mid-fifties the tide of
naticnalism wes beginning to flow very strongly. It pulled
together a nation of bewildering tribal groupings and began
to search for tokens of national pride and dignity. The
movement quickly found its voice for, by this time, educa~
tion was already sufficiently widespread to enable many of
its young supporters to eloquently express themselves., In-
dependence frou Britain was finally achieved in 196C, and
since then heady draughts of freedom have given way to a
self-confidence that is both mature and realisftic. Cultural
enancipation, it seems, has gone hand in hand with political
euiancipation. llence the present situation, where, in a
country whose oral traditions and vernaculars are still
firnly entrenched, educated writers are producing a growiig
body of literature in English and aiming it at a world-wide
audience,

Although serious writing began in Nigeria only ten
years ago, further along the coast of West Africa, in Guinea
and Senegal, French-speaking poets had been active since 1937.
These poets, men like Léopold Sédar Senghor, David Diop and
Léon Damas, were fervent disciples of Kégritude. Created in

AR
N
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its present form largely by Senghor and Aime Cesaire of
Martinique, Négritude developed as a violently emotional
reaction againat Luropean cu}tura by those negroes whon
French colonialism had assimilated into it. The poets
loudly vaunt their blackness, heap praise upon everything
that is African, their ancestore, ritual and the traditional
way of life. Aime Cesaire shouts:

Hurray for those who never invented anything
for those whe never explored anythning

for thcse who never conquered anything
hurray for joy 1

hurray for loves,

and then

/

My negritude is no deaf stone that reflects
the noise of the day

Iy negritude is no spot on the dead eye of
the earth

Iy négritude is no tower and no cathedral

- It dives into the red flesh of the soil

It dives into the glowing flesh of the sky

Piercing the weight of oppression with its
erect patience. '

While celebrating their negro-ness, the poets pour scorn on
western civilisation, on its artifieciality and its lack of
warm human values. Writing of New York, Senghor says:

Nights of insomnia or nights of Manhattan}l

So agitated b{gg;ickering lights, while motor
car horns 1 of empty hours

And while dark waters carry away hygienic
loves like rivers ‘

1 ;
Aimévcééaire, "Cahier d*un Retour au Pays Natal,™
gquoted by Gerald Moore, Seven African Writers (London),

“Ibid., p. viii.

"Senghor!s "New York," quoted by Ezekiel Mphahlele,
The African Image, (New Yorks, 1962, p. 26.
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flooded with the corpses of children, 1
Césaire, for his part, asks us to:

Iisten to the white world
how their defeats sound in their victories,

I4
and Ieon Damas confesses:

2

I feel ridiculous

in their shoes in their dinner jackets,

in their stiff shirts, their paper collars,
with their monocles'gnd thei® bowler hats
I feel ridiculous.

Though Negritude has often led to a hysterical kind of
romanticiasm, it has had a profound effect on the negro
world at large and particularly on the writers of the
former French African colonies. The German critic
Janheinz Jahn has stressed its importance in his pamphlet
"Approaches to African Literature.,”

Négritude was liberationi it freed African

authors from Furopean patterns of writing.

Negritude becane s confession of Africa, of

African thinking, African way of life, Africa

often despised as inferior, got its value

back and its honour, adopting and praising

the ways of traditional African thinking, 4

By Negritude Africa was intellectually freed.

What is significant fer our survey, however, is that

1l
2

Ezekiel lMphahlele, The African Image, (New York,I962),p.26.
Gerald Moore, Seven African Writers,(Ilondon,I962),p.xv.

5 Ezekiel liphahlele, The African Image, p.27.

¢ Janheinz Jahn and John Ramsaran, Approaches to African
litersa Eg L9 (Ibadan’ 1959) .
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the writers of English-spealking Vest Africa have reacted
strongly against the spirit of Hégritude. Far from being
characterised by unrestrained emotionalism, their writing
is marked by a curious lack of passion, an evenness of tone
and a mature cool-headedness. The young Nigerian author
Wole Soyinka feels that the apostles of Negritude are too
self-coasciously African. "The duiker," he says, "will not
paint *duiker® on his beautiful back to proclaim his duiker-
itude; you'll know him by his elegant leap. The less self-
conscious the African is, and the more innately his individual
qualities appear in his writings, the more seriously he will
be taken as an artist of exciting dignity.," "Emphasising his
point more firmly, Soyinka even dares to assert that Senghor
seems artistically expatriate aznd goes on to say that he and
poets like him" are a definite rétrogressive, psaudo—romaatie
influence on a healthy development of West African writing.
The African Renaissance is not an easy refuge in literary
nationalism, which anyway, is self-indulgence and no subs-
titute for art.ml

| It is not easy to determine why the English-speaking
states should be stirred into literary activity so long
after the French territories. -Educational opportunities
were certainly not inferior nor wos there an unequal re-

servoir of talent. Oue might bégin, perhaps, by observing

Lo61 lpzekiel Mphahlele, “legritude”, Encounter, March,
96l.
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that French Vest Africe was fortunate to have in Senghor a
man distinguished both as statesman and poet. Literary
endeavour, therefore, was quickly given a stamp of respecta-
bility nnd appeared as a couse werth espousing. In British
Vest Africa, on the other hand, politicians tended to he
politicians and, as a result, crentive writing could not be
ezsily 1dentified with political eminence wnid high government
office.

Sore nay be tempted to speculate that there was
perhaps a hidden element in Gallic colonialisrm, and absent from
the English, that fostered a flowering of the arts; after all,
it Zsg not wausual to hear people observing that the French are
infinitely more cultured than the British., The chief argument
against this seems to be that if Senghorts embracing of
Négriaude vas responsible for the quickening of literary activity
in French Vest Africe - and this seems to be valid asgc mption -
ther it must be pointed out that although he encountered the idecx
of ﬁégritﬁde in PFrance, it had been imported there by Aimé Cesaire
from the Caribbeon.

There were, of course, narked differences between the
two brands of colonialism and one of the more important of
them was the determination on the part of France to produce
in her African territories black Fienchmen - people whose cast
of mind, language and attitudes would be identical with those
found in the mother country. A splendid intellectual empire

was envisaged whose shining hub was
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Paris and the Académie.l Though the process of assimilation
was progsecuted with zeal and efficiency, a suspicion took
root among French Africans that their colour was only tolerated
because they had assumed the trappings and language of French
givilisation. Hence the sudden gesture of defiance and the
heartfelt yearning for roots from which assimilation had
effectively cut thiew off:

Do they really dare to treat me as white

while I aspire to be nothing but ne

and while they are looting my Africa?

Meanwhile, in British West Africa, there was no such
cultural domination to react against. The British concept
of empire was certainly not an intellectual one, so that,
under a fairly permissive rule, Africans were left as Africans,
secure in their own cultural habitat, Ulior did the French
writers make any significant impression on their English-
speaking neighbours, for translations were not available
and a knowledge of Prench, as a third language, could hardly
be widespread in countries where even now coumplete fluency
in two languages is very rare. In any case, acfhe above rerari-«
inmply, it is extremely doubtful if ﬁééritude would have made

much impact on Nigerian writers - and thus perhaps

loalvador De ladariaga has written an excellent essay
on this subject, entitled "Inglaterra, Francia, Espana,”
Antologia De anaxgs Lgpanoles, (Boston), 1936, p. 168. "In it
he writes: "la historia de la polatica extrangera de Francia
manifieste una tendecia a organizar el mundo en forma de
sistema solar con Paris por centro y sol."

§even African VWriters, p. xiv.
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hastened a literary upsurge - since cultural gonditions were
so utterly different.

Matthew Arnold frequently eumplaiﬁad that the "atmosphere"
of his own period was not éanducive to the creation of great
works of literature and he looked back with nostalgia to the
era of Eligzabeth when, it seemed, the atmosphere was ideally
the right one. DPeriaps we too easily blame the spirit of an
2ge in this way, thus lifting the blame from individuals and
places of learning, Perhaps indeed Arnold was seeking to excuse
his own curious lack of vigour, which prevented him from
reaching really great literary heights. Conversely, we are
sometimes too willing to ascribe an author's greatness to the
age in which he lived and reluctant to glve credit to the
- influence of people and places. These thoughts are offered
because in the case of Nigerian literature it seems abundantly
clear that the‘ﬁpuri of literary activity that has marked the
past decade can be traced almost entirely to the University of
Ibadan and a group of dedicated scholars attached to it. The
Ibadan writers include the novelistc Zchebe and Hwankwo, the
dramatist Soyinka and the poets Segun, Echeruo, Imoukhuede,
Pepper Clark and Okigbo. The Department of English seems to
have given its students strong encouragement, yet without
offering formal courses in creative writing;
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writing; Nkem Nwankwo, whose novel Danda has just been
published by André Deutsch, remarks that he spent his time
therewriting voraciously.” Unlike the Negritude writers who
received their university training in Paris, the Ibadan writers
were able to get their training in an assentiélly African
milieu. While studying the literary traditions of England and
improving their £hility to make the language wofk, they were
not cut off from the source of their experience and inspiration.
Had their training taken place overseas, the whole tone and pace
of "igerian literature would be different: as it is, their
African education seems to be responsible for what Egzekiel
Mphahlele calls this writing's "overall steady pace and sedate
mood,"l go gifferent from the wild clamour of Négritude and the
panting rythms of South Africa.

Since the mid-fifties, Ibadan has become increasingly
a centre of literary activity, The Department of English has
drawn up a strong syllabus in African literature under the
direction of the West Indian novelist and critic O. R. Dathorne.?
The University itself publishes a journal of general cultural
interest and the student body is responsible for Horn . a
thriving poetry magazine established in his undergraduate days

1z, lphahlele, The African Tmage, (New York, 1962),
p. 193.

2Mr. Dathorne writes prolifically on African
literature, has published two novels and a number cf poems.
At present he is Reviews Editor for Black Orphsus.
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by the poet and dramatist John Pepper Clark., The founder
members of the Ibadan group have since spent periods
overseas, in Lurope, America and the Vest Indies; and they
have returned, with their stock of experience broadened
and deepened, to carry forth a process of valuable enrichment
in and around Ibadan, the city one of them describes as a

runnine gplagh of rust

ane gord-flung and scattered

among seven hills llka broken

china in the sun.?
Pepper Clark spent a year at Princeten, and on his return,
wiil. a sensibility undoubtedly modified, published America,
Their America.® yole Soyinka studied at Leeds and then
worked at the Royal Court Theatre, London, where one of his
own plays was produced. He took back to Ibadan a markedly
developed gift of irony, a écphisticated prose style and many
- new ideas for stimulating Nigerian drama,

An important deveiopmsnt at Ibadan has been the
establishing of Mbari Writers and Artists Club. An imaginitive
venture, praise for this must go to the German Scholar Ulli
Beier, who has worked unsparingly in the cause of African

culture for the past fifteen years. It was largely at his

lUlll Beier and Gerald Moore, lModern Poetry from
Afriga, (Penguln, 1963) p. 89.

John P. CGlark, America.Thgir America, (London, 196h)
Clark was not happy in America. 0. R. Dathorne, in the

Bulletin of the Association for African Literature, frtean i), o
dismisses this work as "a long moan with bits of 'verse’
thrown in.”
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instigation also that the magagine Black Orphew was first
produced, in 1957, and which, along with “Presence Africaine"
 (Paris 1947), has rapidly established itself as the world's
most influential jourmal of African and Afro-Averican literature.

In the pages of Black Orpheua,*'ﬁigerian writers and, of course,

writers from across the centinent,fihd‘an'ideal outlet for their
poetry, short stories, book reviews and literary experiments.
In addition to Black Orpheus, Mvari now has its own publish-
ing house, thus helping to fulfil an important and long-felt
need.l Already Mvari has published the poetry of Christopher
Okigbo and J. P. Clark, the plays of Soyinka, the fiction of
the South African Alex La Guma and a variety of books on
African artists and sculptors. Ibadan, then, is alive with
activity. As the largest city of black Africa, it seems
appropriate that it should be rapidly developing into the
literary capital of the continent.

— .

1The problems of the African writer trying to publish
abroad were widely discussed at an African Writers'! Conference
held at Makerere University College, Uranda, in 1962. Extracts
from the discussion appeared in the iirican Journal Transition
for 30th. July, 1962, published in Kampala. :



SOME NIGERIAN POEYS

here are at present sufficient poets working in

Nigeria for the editors of lodern Poetry from Africe to

w?ite, “the centre of poetic activity seems to have
shifted from Senegal-Paris to Nigeria, where the last five
years have seen a remarkable upsurge.”l The truth of this
is underlined in the anthology itself where, of thirty-one
poets representing every major linguistic division of the
continent, no less than eight azre Niperian. The same
editors alsc offer some fauiliar opservations on the poets
and the quality of their works:

"having grown up and been educated in a purely

African environment, their work is extraordin-

arily free from slogans or sterectypes . . .

each has compounded a strongly individual voice."?
The slogans referred to here, so noticeably absent fiu
Nigerian verse, are those daubed on the proud banmners of
Négritude* Certainly, the voice of racial protest is
raised from time to time, so too a certain bitterness at
past grievances; but among Nigerian writers there is no
typical group response on these or any other issues, for

to a man they are fiercely independent,

lGerald Moore and Ulli Beler, Modern Poetry firom
Africa (Penguin, 1963,) p. 24.

2Ibid., p. 20.
(1)
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each anxious to record his own experience and solve his own
artistic prcblama.l Compare, for exanmple, a stock outburst
from a Négritude poet with a sample of the more personal poetry
of Nigeria. %The first{ plece is taken from "Pigments" by Léon
Damas, and the second is called "Streamside Exchange” by John

Pepper Clark.

(1) My hatred thrived on the margin of culture
the margin of theories the margin of idle talk
with which they stuffed me since birth
even though all in me aspired to be Negro
while they ransack my Africe

(2)

Child: Iiver bird, river bird,
Sitting a1l day long
On hock over grass,
River bird, »iver bird,
Sing to me a song
Of all that pass
And say,
Will mother come back today?

Bird: 7You cannot know
And should not bother;
Tide and market come and §o
And so shall your mother
Admittedly, for purposes of comparison, the poems are at
extremes; but the juxtapositlon is not entirely worthless,
for the Clark poem displaysa typical freedom from bitterness

and spite. The poet can concentrate on his subject without

Mphahlele argues that Gabriel Okara has written some
verse in the spirit of Négritude, citing the poes "You Laughed
and Laughed” as an example.(See the African e, p. 194)
This dissertation, however, discusses poems of Okara which
place the poet at a good distance from the main trends of
Hégritude.

2
J. P. Clark, Poems, (Mbari, Ibadan), 1962, p. 31l.
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striking a racial pose or even feeling it necessary to say
the scene is set in Africa. What is more, Clark's delicate
imaging of this rural incident is a useful example of a con-
tentment among most Higerion poets to devote themselves to
rendering, as beautifully as possible, their private response
to the world around them. They are able, thus, to listen
more intently tec it IMphahlele has called the "pastoral
symphonies” of the eartih.l Elsewhere, for instance, Clark
celebrates with passion the arrival of the first rains of

viie season after long months of drought:

Rain comes . .

After long surcease in desert

Rain comes,

Hot-breathing, alert

and swift to thunder-rolls and claps
With-kestrel~together-leaf flaps.

And earth all the while waiting, walting inert,
Fallow and burdened with stone,

Shudders to her rump,

Tingles to the trump

Cf the long-missed one.

Hlow with more than tongue can tell

Thrusts he strokes her, swarps her,

Enters all of him beyond her fell,

Till in the calwm and cool after

All alone, earth yawns, liflbers her stay, 2
Swollen already with the life to break at day.

This is a carefully organised pilece, at times unfortunate in
its rhynes, but moving fairly smoothly through the various

phases of a tropical storm; the desert dryness is followed

lrrances Ademola, Reflections, (Lagos, 1962) p. 10.

2”The Yearts First Rain," Poems p. 29.



(17)

by ingnfferable hvridity, mighty winds, the deluge, and
finally a world of coolness and recstored calm. There seens
to be some xind of attempt also to gradually £ill out the
lines - just as the downpour will fill the earth - until the
last, and longest, line is reached, where the earth, drench-
ed with rain and full with a new season's growth, lies
"Swollen already with the life to break at day." That the
poet should choose to figuratively render the meeting of
storm and earth as a kind of elemental sexual union seems
especially appropriate for o poem celebrating the retuwrn of
life and growth to a dry and barren world,
~len themes akin vo ﬁégritude appear, Higerian poets

are apt to react in a most unorthodox manner. For label
Segun, ligeria's problem is not one of racial conflict ot
all; rather it is the agonising clwice that must soon be
made between two cultures - the traditional African or the
modern western. She outlines her problem in a splendidly
blunt poetic statement called "Conflict.”

Here we stand

infants overblown,

poised between two civilisations,

finding the balance irksome,

itching for something to happen,

to tip us one way or the other,

groping in the dark for a helping hand

and finding none.

I'm tired, O my God, I'm tired,

I%n tired of henging in the middle way -

/ but where can I go??

Ingpite of a slight strain of hysteria here, a real situation

Irrances Ademola, peflections, (Lagos) 1962, p. 65
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is dronotised with sincerity and force. Having swept away
the evils of colonialism, the tide of mationrl feeling

has largely spent itself. In its wake we find a post-
independence era marked, nct surprisingly, by feelings of
confugion end doubt. Euphoria has given way to disappoint-
nent, a sense of anti-climax and what can only be described
as a type of culturois schizophrenia. Freedom was not
expected to present a clwice so painful that the nation
would be Ypoised between two civilisations.” And the poet
buiseves the people are as yet nerely "infants overblown,™
insufficiently mature to make a decision of such magnitude;
and vet o choice rust be made., This, then, is the dilemma
that lies at the heart of Higeria's social and cultural life.
Frorm it sters a number of problems, including the complex

struggle between old and new which, as we shall see, the

novelist Chinuz Achebe explores more fully in No longer at
Ease. ﬁiss‘Segun's closing, "But when can I go?" underlines
the urgency of the problem, its existence here and now; it
ie é questicn, however, which no Nigerian writer has so far
felt confident encugh to answer.l

11The prbcess of realistically portraying the contem-
.porary African scene is continued in IMiss Segunts poem,

#Corruption.” In this piece, however, she advances & step

lAt the political level, and outside Nigeria, Dr.
Nikrumah of Ghana believes in the possibility of a modern
industrialised African state that preserves the tradional
culture of the people.
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. s oy .
further frorm the convemtional position of Negritude by
fiercely rebuking not the white cclonialists but her own
pecople who, with their selfish greed, have blighted the fair
promise of independence.

The land was flowing with milk and honey

And bathed in the light of Godts good CGrace;

The itching palm, the greedy heart,

The meontne look that demsnds in secret,

Hove curled the milk and saddened the honey

And turned the land to desolation
The preacher's voice is here, indignant, magisterial and
at times bitterly cynical; ths style, appropriately, is
vigorous, rich in Biblical allusion and images of decay.

The leaves are blowing about on the land

And the air is filled with & sumell of rotb,

ind wriggling forms are dancing about

On this dunghill that wes our land.

Ccme join our merry dancing throng

It is the feast of maggotso:

There's plenty to eat and plenty to drink

Out of the filth of greed.
The notion is suffering from o spiritual sickness. “There's
plenty to eat and plenty to drink" for those in positions of
power who ore prepared to cheat, bribe and indulge themselves,
lMeonwhiile the poor remain poor. According to the poet, the
future offers little hope of a cure and her despair is
vppernost in whet is the central, and most brutal, imoge of
the poem - & house smitten by plague, its occupants dead or
dying and a2 lonely child sitting weeping at the door, puszzled

lprances Ademola, Reflections, (Lagos, 1952,) p. 66.

2John Ekwere also faces up to the reality of this
situation in his brief poem, "Rejoinder,” Reflections, p. 68

No more now the foreign hawks
On alien chickens prey
But we on ust

2
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by the onset of disaster and powerless to begin to tackle it:

I see a household stricken by sin--

Five nen are dead another dying.

A little child ~its by the door,
lone and forloen

Vieeping at a desolation he cannot
understand,

Faced with a situation he cannot
resolve.

And who shall bury the stricken
dead?

Are there not five good men in Sodom,

Are there not five in Gegmorrah

To bury the swollen dead?

The yellow leaves are gamoolling
around~-

It is the dance of death

And who shall clear the land of
£ilth?

Can the little child use the rake yet?

Where could he bury the stricken dead?

Under the dead leaves, under the dead
leaves!

In keeping with the revivalist pose she has struck, Miss
Segun brings the poem to a climax with a deliberate
adaptation of a Biblical quotation and an image of the
"darkling plain” variety:

The leaves are rotting, the bodies are

Filggtgin%ilth, triumphant putrefaction

Under a black, unsmiling sky. .

S 6 s 6 s 6 b e s s s s e s s u

Perhaps the most sophisticated writer of the Ibadan
group, Wole Soyinka is a good craftsman in both prose and
#erse; though in both forms his style suffers too frequently
from excercises in verbal acrobaticg, as though he is anxious

the reader should not miss his, admittedly high, degree of

sophistication. In one sense, however, he must be set aside

from his fellow writers for, as Mphahlele says, Soyinka can
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lauvgh in & way no other Vest Aftican of British influence
can - with the written word."l An acutely sensitive person,
Séyinka might well have become a disciple of Négritude, a
Nigerian Leon Damas perhaps, if he had spent his undergrad-
vate days overseas. In the event, when he did proceed to
England and gain first hand experience of the nsgro's
problems in a white socliety, he was able to respond to then
in a mature way, using as his weapons gentle sarcasmn,
delicate irony and rumbustious laughter, At least this ‘what
one gathers from 'Telephone Conversstion?®, his humorous
account i verse of an incident in London:

The price seemed reasonablie, location

Indifferent. The landlady wwore she lived

Off premises. Nothing remained

But self-confession., *Madam,!' I warned,

¥I hate a wasted Jjourney--I am Africant

Silence. Silenced transmission of

Pressurised good breeding. Voice, when it
cameé,

Lipstick--coated, long gold-rolled

Cigarette-holder pipped. Caught I was,
foully.

*HOW DARK®* . ., . I had not misheard . . .

ARE YOU LIGHT
*OR VERY DARK?* Button B. DButton A. Stench
Of rancid breath of public hide-and-speak.
Red booth. Red pillar-box. Red double-tiered
Omnibus squelching tar. It was reall OShamed
By ill-mannered silence, surrender
Pushed dumbfoundmént to beg simplification.
fonsiderate she was, varying the emphasig--

*ARE YOU DARK? OR VERY LIGHT?* Revelation
C&mﬁ [ B
*You mean - like plain or milk chocolate??
Her assent was clinical, crushing in its light
Impersonality. Rapidly, wave--length adjusted,
I chose, %est African seplat---and as an after-
thought,

lEzekiel Mphahlele, The African Image, (New York,
1962,) p. 197.
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*Down in my passport.?! Silence for Sgectroscopic
Flight of fancy, till truthfulness clanged her
accent
Hard on the mouthpiece 'WHAT'S THAT??!, conceding,
*DON'T KNOW WHAT THAT IS.' ftLike brunette,?
*THAT*S DARK, ISN'T IT?* tHot altogether.
Faclally, I am brunette, but madam, you
should see
Thg rest of me. Palm of my hand, soles of my
eet
Are a peroxide bilonde,. Friction, caused--
Foolishly madam--by sitting down, has turned
Ity bottom raven black--One roment madamit--

sensing
Her receiver rearing on the thunderclap
About my ears--'Madam,* I pleaded, 'Wouldn't
you rather
See for yourself?l
This is clearly light satire, but it illustrates some of the
main features of Soyinka's style. It is incisive and clipped
in the modern menner, emcompassing a fine range of tones and
displaying contempt for such minutiase of language as definite
or indefinite articles and possessive pronouns. A good deal
of Soyinkats latest work is not yet available, but reports
from Ibadansuggest that his writing has entered upon a new and

darker phase.

The Ibadan group by no means completely dominate the
literary scene in Nigeria, for the most promising poet,
Gabriel Okara, is not a member of their ranks. Okara belongs
to the Ijew tribe of the Niger Delta and at 45 he is,after
Tutuola, the oldest of the Nigerian writers. He did not

receive a University education but trained as a book-binder

ljohn Reed and Clive Wake, A Book of African Verse,
(London, 1964,) p. 81
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prior to taking up a post with the Governmert of hastern
Nigeria, Mbari has been slow to publish a collection of

his versej but several poems have appeared in Black (rpheus,

in a variety oi recent African anthologies and in journals
i Pritain, Sweden, Yest Germany, ITtaly and the United States.
The superior guality ¢f Okara's work seems to lie partly
in its overall irtensity of mood. Lere is a committed poet,
vitterly sincere ir. all he brings to the poet's task znd znxious
to persist in cultivating his poetic sensibility. In sophisg=-
tication he mey well be surpassed by Soyinlaj in the art of blunt
rhetoric he would willingly yield place to Ilss begunj; eand in
ocutput he is certsinly surpassed by Fepper “lark and Ckigbo.
Yet in none of these roets' work can there be found so much
richness oi soul, so much evidence of an iuvver life and so
constant a preoccoupation wit: the vesic themes of life and
death., Ckara gives us no gesture of historical protest, ro
homilies, no advice, but simply a faithful a 4 beautifully
controlled account of his individual experience. less
contfident than his fellow poets, & fear of failure seems to
haunt himj and he is afflicted by a deep-going melancholis,
which, however, the sincerity of his verse suggcsts as being
genuine and not merely some borrowing from ninetecnth-century
romanticism., It is no coincidence that Dylan Thomas has, to
some extent, influenced him, for in a way Le sharcs with
Thomas the eltic colour of soul, the fine sensitivity and

large resources of sadness, yet without the celtic sense
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of humour.* The poem "To Paveba® charts a fairly character-
istic movement in Okara's verse from hope through partial
joy to sober reality and ultimate disillusionment,

When young fingers stir

the fire smouldering in my inside

the dead weight of dead years roll
crashing to the ground ‘

and the fire begins to flame anew

The fire begins to flame anew
devouring the debris of yearg-—-

the dry harmattan-sucked trees,

the dry tearless faces

smiling weightless smiles like breath
that do neot touch the ground.

The fire begins to flame. anew

and I laugh and shout -to thg.eye

of the sky on the back of a fish

and I stand on the wayside

smiling the smile of budding trees

at men and women whose insides

are filled with ashes who

tell me, “We once had our Xlaming fire.”

Then I remember ny vow.

I remember my vow not to lst

my fire flame any more. And the dead
- years rise creaking from the ground

and file slowly into inside

and shylgepush aside the young fingers

and smother the devouring flame.

And as before the fire smoulders in water,
continually smouldering beneath

the ashes with things I dare not tell
erupting from the hackneyed lore

ISeeking out influences in any detailed way is
beyond the scope of this dissertation., Suffice it
to say that there seem to be strong peints of
similarity hetween Thouas's %Before I knocked®™ and
Okarats "Were I to Choose.”
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of the beginning For they die in the
telling.
So let them be. ILet them smculder.
Let them smoulder in the living fire
beneath the ashes.

The occasicnal strangeness of the diction here owes its
presence to Okara's habit of writing his work first in
his native Ijaw and then translating it into English;
such expressions as "the eye of the sky." "weightless
smiles,"” and the frequent references to "inside™ stem
from this. The poet is keen for fresh exploration of
1anguaga; keen alsé, perhaps, to refute a chafge heard
occasionally that Nigerian writing is only a “minor
appendage in the mazin stream of European literature."

Okara likes to work with symbols, whicl: he uses as
signposts to the basic ideas his poem is investigating.
Hence in "To Pavabe™ the symbol of fire: "young fingers
stir the fire smouldering in my inside,® "the fire begins
to flame anew” "the fire smoulders in water.™ Clearly
this represents warmth, vit.lity, growth, expectancy
and eletion. When the fire is stirred up it leads to
the sudden gushing abandon of the third stanza:

and I laugh and shout to the eye
gé.the sky on the back of a fish

Irhe charge was made specifically against Pepper
Clarlk, Okigbo and Wole Soyinka by the Nigerian Obiajunwa
Wali writing in Transition (Kampala) vol. 2, No. 5.
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and I stand on the wayside
smiling the smile of budding trees.

Sharply opposed to this is the symbol of the ashes, repre-
senting death, despair, decay: "men and woften whoié insides
are filled with ashes," “"fire . . . continually smouldering
beneath the ashes.™ Strongly associated with this symbol
is the notion of dryness, the dryness of infertility,

and of death., Hence "the dry harmattan-sucked trees."

"the debris of years," "the dry tearless faces,” "the dead
weight of years roll crashing to the ground." The symbols
neatly balance each other, satisfying an almost Augustan
desire in Okara to achieve symmetry by a balance of opposing
forces.

Presumably, the poet momentarily warns to professions
of love from a young lady--or allows himself to watch
enthusiastically the affection shown each other by a pair
of young lovers--and then must remind himself that human love
is, after all, finite, Jjust like human life; it will .ead in-
evitable to the coldness of the grave. The situation is
rendered most imaginatively by Okara's choice of an important
parodex; for while it is in the nature of fire to give warmth
and for its warmth to promote growth, so too is it in the
nature of fire to consume, to kill and destroy, a revelation
that comes speedily to the poet after the old men and women
have warned, "We once had our flaming fire.®

The final couplet contains an unsatisfactory solution
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and the poet offers it in a mood of broeding resignation:

So let them be., let them smoulder.

Let them smoulder in the living fire

beneath the ashes.

It is thematically, and therefore artistically, appropriate
that the final line should bring the two symbols together
since there is, after all, the closest possible relatione
ship between fire and asshes. So too in life, Okara seems
to say, periods of happiness, no matter how intense, can
only lead to death.

A visit to America added a further dimension to
Okara's work because it allowed him to respond to an entirely
new environment and set of experiences. Indeed in "The
Snow Flakes Sail Gently Down," (the poetts reaction to a
snow scene) there is to be found some of Okarats most
beautiful writing. Constructed around a picture of falling
smow that is balanced by a dream of home, the poem is a
strange mixture of elements tropical and northern. Its
diction captures the quiet gentleness of falling snow,
sibilants and controlled alliteration combining to create
an effect of great smoothness:

The snow flakes sail gently

down from the misty eye of the sky

and fall lightly lightly on the

winter-weary elms. And the branches.

winter~stripped and nude, slowly

with the weight of weightless snow

bow like ef-stricken mourners

as white eral cloth is slowly

unrolled over deathless earth.
And dead sleep stealthily from the
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heater rose and closed my eyes with T
the touch of silk cotton or water falling.

As in "To Paveba" (kara's success in this poem owes much

to a balance of oprosing elementsy there is here, once again,

a concern with the ideas of life and death - ideas providing the
inire-structure for what is, on the surface, a poem dealing
with llatuvre., Thus, in th¢ first starza, the landscape is
rictured as a funeral scerne of cdelicate ard hushed beauty. The
icy hand of winter has, for the momert, killed the esrth and

8 row srreading over the corpse a vast "funeral cloth" of

[N

snows mearvhile, trne brarches of the "winter-weary elms" bend
slowly and reverently urder their white mantles, like so many

g dutiful homage to the earth,

ot

rourners payin
In the seccnd stanza, however, the theme of death is

forgotten. “he poet drezms of Africa, fertile Africa, basking

in the warm sunshine. His theme changes tc¢ birth and growth:

Then I dreamed a dream

in my dead sleep, But 1 dreamed

not of earth dying and elms a vigil

keepirse, 1 dreamed of virds, black

virds flyirg in my inside, nesting

and hatering on oil palms bearing suns

for £ vits ard with roots acnting the

uprooters' srades, And I dreamed the

uproocters tired and limp, leaning on
roots ~

their acandoncd vroots

end the oil ralims gave them each a sun,.

Fe dreams of birds wvvilding nests ard bhatching their cgos,.

(i)

IFrances Ademola, leflections, +Iagos), 1962, D56,
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Instead of bent "winter-weary elms," he sees tall, uprisht
yalm trees "bearing suns for f:1.its" and with roots tough
enough to dent spades., The contrast is carefully planned.
‘here is even a contrast in colour, for the nesting birds,
symbolically black for the homeland, stand out starkly
against the poem's prevailing backcloth of white, which the
first stanza establishes and the last re-emphasises,

The poem reveals a typical Ckara progression from
sad reality to an upsurge of joy and a return to reality
once more, Thus, after dreaming of Africa with its
fruitfulness and life, the poet awakens to the silently
falling snow and, as it were, the triumph of the death
symbols:

Then I awokej; 1 awoke

to the silently falling snow

and bent-backed elms bhowing and

swaying to the winter wind like

white-robed | oslems salaaming at evening

prayer, and the earth lying inscrutable

like the face of a god in a shrine,

The image of the elms is the outstanding feature of the poem.
Aware of this and conscious of the need for artistic

unity, Ckara_uses it on two occasions - at the beginning

and the end, the key points in the poem., But the

poet's skill and sensibility go further; when the image

is repeated Ckara seizes an opportunity to enrich his work
by subtly changing the image's accompanying simile., In the
first stanza the elm's branches, "winter stripped and

nude," were said to "bow like grief-stricken mourners;"
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in the last, however, it is not the branches but the "bent-
backed elms" themselves that sway to "the winter wind like
white~robed loslems salaaming at evening prayer." The image
has been slightly modified and expanded and in the process
has, indeed, been improved, for the hauntingly resonant
"salaaming"--surely a splendidly poetic word--adds a fine
touch of the aural to an image essentially visual in nature.
Finally, though in one sense the expanded image is used to
restate the main elements of its original {the Moslems,
like the mourning elm trees, are "white-robed®”) it also
helps Okara's aim of symmetry through balance; for while
the "grief-stricken mourners®™ of the first stanza are
decidedly part of a wintry morthern scene, the salaaming
Moslems of the last just as surely belong in the warm Tropics.
And,while the mourners grieve over the death of the earth,
the Moslems' evening prayer is no doubt one of Thanksgiving
for life.

This, then, is the poetry of Okara-~rich in its
symbolism, serious in its themes and structured with
care. Recording with scrupulous honesty his personal response
to life, he can take his place alongside those other Nigerian
poets whose work stands as a silent refutation of Janheinz .
Jdahn's assertion that the African poet‘is never "concerned
with his own nature, with his individuality." } Wwith Okara

lyenheinz Jahn, Muntu (London 1961), p. 148 and
quoted by lMoore and Beier, Modern Postry from Africa, p. 21.
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. . . . £
however, the promise is more important than the achiewaent,
for the overall quality of his work suggests that he is
strugzling hard to rench beyond mere style and catch at

what Bpictetus calls ®the hest and master thing,® that

2The idea of course comes from Arnold?'s Essay

on VWordsworth.



A USE FOR LITERACY: NIGERIAN POPULAR LITERATURE

A curious by-product of the gradual spread of
literacy in Nigeria has been the genesis of not one but
two literatures. For alongside the verse of Okara or the
prose fiction of Achebe, work that is (whieh-ia aimed at
a world audience, there has grown up a rare species of
sub-litarature, remarkably vigorous in its way yet modestly
intended only for an audience of semi-literate Africans.

As far as one can tell, this new growth is confined
almost entirely wo-the big market town of Onitsha in Eastern
Nigeria. With a population of 88,000, Onitsha is an old
town that sprawls aleng the east bank of the Niger offering
farmers and river folk from a wide area the biggest open
wmarket in West Africa. Here will congregate fisherman
from the Niger Delta, Fulani cattlemen from the North and
Yoruba cocoa merchants from the West. Among the vendors of
garri and bananas there are bookstalls, tco, whose stocks
hitherto rarely went beyond exercise books, writing materials
and simplified versions of Oliver Twist, or whatever other
text the Examination Council was currently prescribing. A
recent feature of the stalls, however, has been the appear-
ance of a motley array of cheap ephemeral literature.

The books are of pamphlets size, badly printed and
seldom more than fifty pages long. Prices range from 1/6 to

(32)
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3/~ and often one man will be both printer and publisher.
Despite their crudely amateurish production, circulation
figures can apparently reach 5000, though a thousand copiles
per edition seems to be the general rule.l According to
Fr. Ulli Beier, there were over a hundred different titles
on display when last he visited Onitsha,

The subject matter is fairly broad--books of
advice and warning rub shoulders with noveletter, romantic
tragedies, guides to prosperity and political pamphlets.
The follcwing titles are typical enough for illustration:

Beware of Harlots and Many Friends

About the Husband and Wife Who Hate Themselves

Beauty is a Trouble

Why Boys Neve:r Trust Noney-Monger Girls

How Tshombe and Mobutu Regretted After the Death

of Lumumba

Drunkards Belleve Bar as Heaven

Boys and Girls of Nowadays

"~ What is Life? (Dedicated to Moral Regeneration)

How to Write Good English, Letters, Compositions

and Welcome Address

Rosemary and the Taxi Driver

How John Kemnedy Suffered in Life and Death
Suddenly 2

Authors, it geems, can earn up to ten guineas for a good
manuscript. In general they are as poorly educated as
their readers, despite the patronising tone of a writer

like O, Olisa, whose drama About the Husband and Wife,

Lrhese figures are suggested by Ulli Beler in an
article "Public Opinion on Lovers,™ published in Black

Orpheus, February 1964.

The Mills Memorial Library, NcMaster University,
has recently acquired seventeen Onitsha pamphlets.
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dedicated to "The Youths of Nigeria and Writers of Literatures,®
contains the following prefatory remarks:

This book is written in simple English to en-

able many readers who are only semi-illiterates

to read it and understand. Very high words are

avoided. You enjoy the interest i the book,

that is all. All the dramatist personal are

imaginary human beings. Any body claiming any

name in this book does so at his own foolishness.l
As a rule, real names are used, though several authors
have adopted racy noms-de-plume. One, for instance, calls
himsell Speedy Eric and another Highbred Maxwell, while
probably the most facetious is lHaster of Life Who Obtained
The Title M, L. at the Commensense College. Some will be
obscure provincial newspapermen, others taxi drivers or
"low grade clerks. One, Cletus Gibson Nwosu, author of
Misgs Cordelia, we know to be a schoolboy, for the writer
of his Foreword says so;

"Cletus as I know him is one of ths Nigerian

School boys who delights in the atcempt of

things that are bold. When he asked me to

write a foreword to his book, I was surprised

because I never expected he could held his

studies in one hand and use the other in

compiling a book sc wonderfully exciting.™?

With a training in English scarcely beyond the

primary level, the style of these authors is, necessarily,

10. Olisa, About the Husband end Wife (Onitsha),
The Preface. No date or paginatimn available.

2No date or pagination available.
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a gay patchwork of mangled syntax, ill-digested idioms,
misapplied rules and startling neologisms. The following
brief sample is taken from Little John in the love Adventure

by Charles H. Ezes;

Evidently, the girl tried all her possible best

to send a telegram to her parents telling them,

boldly anyway, that her boy friend was between

gﬁiefiighaﬁgrfhg deep sea because he fell in
Strenucus attempts to appear scholarly are, however,
tempered in some cases by lmpressive displays of humility,
The author of & pamphlet on Ogbuefi Azikiwe, the President
of Nigeria, admits he ™will be very grateful to receive
constructive criticisms, "while the self-styled "dramatist
and novelist™ Okenwa Olisa confesses, "I cannot claim that
I an a good Dramatist, but I believe that praciice mnakes
perfect.” Most touching of all is the anxiety of one
author over his book that "readers should nind very little
the poor English it contains, which is hoped to be amended
when this book will celebrate her publication,™

Oddities of style fall into several categories.
Frequently an attempt is made to use words the writer has

probably never seen written or has only imperfectly heard:

1 C. N. Eze, Little John in the lovg Adventure
{énitsha), p. 34.
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another incidence occured
two men leaving together in one room
with a potmantea in hand, vou move into a hotel,

Ry

in Chief Jombo's Palour 1

Then there are the half-remembered idioms that crop up time
after tine, as fitting renminders that the ren of Onitsha

are using English not as their mother tongue but as a

second language,badly taught and only iumperfectly understood:

Whether a man is poorer than a
church rat, he is liable to tax.

Pressure was brought and bear on ne

People will look you very down

Cleanliness is holiness

Let us get the village priest who will
get us intolholy wedlock

I hope one and sundry will enjoy this
story

She had developed her crime waves in
Lagos

More probably from ignorance than from boredom with gounven~
tional IEnglish, the Onitsha writers havé a habit of effecting
rapid linguistic innovations, forcing words into new and
sometimes startling usaeges:

lHer father messaged me

He is a lovely someone

Bystanders Jjealoused me .

Further endurance would only tantamount to...foolishness

I would accept them and be accessed to the lady of my

choice

It was headaching

He tried to show his Bigmanity
At a2 time when English prose style has been refined to ever

greater degrees of sophistication it is refreshing to encounter

1rhe exanples of style quoted here can be found in
§§208t all of the Onitsha pamphlets in the Mills Memorial
ibrary. -
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the gawky efforts of Onitsha. If semantic violence is done
to our language, it nevertheless seems to come to little
harm. Indeed the Onitsha style often achieves a crude life
all its own, expecially when it presses into service some
particularly striking piece of imagery. Ulli Beler, for
instance, cites the extraordinerily effective description
o7 drunkards who "swilled all round, extending the waist-
bands of their pants"™ and also what is surely a stroke
of sheer genius from an author who, in an attempt to express
corplete and utter failure inrlife, writes," my name is
written in white ink on white paper.® 2

Considerations of style apart, the Onitsha
writings should not be too lightly dismissed, for in their
uncouth fashion they are reflecting and recording one of the
most profound changes taking place in Africa today. The
notion of romentic love, so much in evidence among the
pamphlet titles, is a recent importation into West Africe
from the western world and seems to be at the heart of
a whole new way of life that is emerging. The new mode has b
been dubbed "Highlife" and embodies 2 modern brand of
hedcnisn, choosing as life's most important goals unlimited
pleasure, drinking

lo11s Beier, "Popular Opinion on Lovers," Black
Orpheug No. 14, p. 6.

2&1@19 Pe 7
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big cars, western dress and indiscriminate sexual poaching.l
Oddly enough, acadenic prowess also ranks high on the list of
priormties, undoubtedly vecause it is identified with financial
gain and the white man' prestige. The many love lettersin the
pamphlets are sent from important-sounding grammar school addre-
sses, while characters in the plays are frequently young
teachers or undergraduates. The style is a useful guide here,
especinlly vhen we encounter such é%ﬁéfgéions as "the round

face that nature has awarded her as a scholarship' aid "she was

o
C‘J

esutiful certificated lady.!

In a country where the ideally beautiful wonen has
long been rather plump, the Ilighlife generation, following
at a distance the tastes of Turope and America, now prefers
more slender lines: the modest :.aiden from the country-
side has been replaced by the meretricious nymphs ¢f the town.

'This is the socecial group who provide both authors
and audience for the Onitsha writings and, broadly speaking,
this is the first group to have rejected the traditicnal
pattern of African life. Rarely educated above the most
elementary level, they have not gone very far in being
Hyesternised,” but already find theumselves in strong oppos~

ition to the old order with its strict code of conduct,

lMany of the pamphlets, of course, passionately
dengﬁgce Highlife and its values and support traditional
noratlitye.
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heavy demends on family and clan loyalty and its tight

rein on freedon, These are the young people at whom

an advertisement inside the cover of Eze's Little John

in love screams, "HELLCl. GAY BOYS!  REMEMBER OSAJI

TATLORS, MAKGRS OF YOUR FAVOURITE SUITS, JEANS, AIERICAN
ACKETS AlUD IIODERN PLENS TROUSERS," and whon another addresses

with, "NODDRN FASHIONABLE GENITLEMEN, Ggf%ITH WOOLLEN TROUSERS,

SITART SUIRTS, JACKET, TERYLEHE, BOTH STRIPES AND PLAIN OF ALL

KINDS."

As Chinua AchebDe recently suggested in the "liew
Statesman," these young Africans are ashamed of their
heritage and want to destroy all vestiges of it as soon as
possibla.l “hey ore, to understate the matter,‘NégritudeE
least enthusiastic admirers, and would probably prefer to
be white. Certainly, the pictures gracing the covers of
the Onitsha pamphlets are,almost without exception, of
white people--pretity filnm start of the fortlies in romantic:
situations or young ladies sharing a drink with their
escorts. '

Wheré modern ways are extolled, the values of another
age are trampled under foot. Significantly, then, when tra-
ditlonal people appear, they are always the fools, the boors,

bhlnua Achebe, "The Novelist as Teacher," lew
State , Jan. 2%th., 1965, pe 161,
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the ignorant, to be despised or laughed to scorn, Time
and again the Onitsha writers use the stock situation

of an illiterate father trying to marry off his daughter
to a wealthy acquaintance. The "enlightened® deughter,
cf ccocurse, rebels and usually manages to merry the maun
she loves.

A typical specimen is Veronica liy Daughter, a play

-’

v Cgali A. Ogeli (Snre). Veronica is a modern young lady
(who, thereforc, does not use her African name) being
forced into an arranged marriage by her father, _hief Jombo,
The fiance is Chief Bassey, a man of substance and respected
under the old order, but an impossible match for Veronica.
ohe has eyes only for Kike, a smart young journalist who can
recadily quote Goethe and Bishop latimer and who already has
earned hinmself a sparkling Intermediate Bl.i,

Ogali rushes to attack traditional society soon after
the play has begun, in a speech where Veronica outlines her
rroblems:

That is where I have disagreed with my old
illiterate father who wants me to marry a
perscn of Lis choice, f my father ‘hief

Jombo had ettended even infant school as

to be able to write and read simple nglish,
an sure he would have *nown that girls of
nowadays choose their own husbands themseclves,
I am in love with a young hoy by name Michael
popularly luown as kile, Ie is the only person
I can marry. But father wants me to marry

one old money-monger of the first order wiosc.
name is Chief Rassey a grade one illiterate.

I 0. A, Ogali, Veronica My Dasughter, (Onitsha), p.5.
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Writing a conedy, Ogali finds it convenient to poke fun
at Chief Jombo, portraying him as an ignorant fool whose
Dnglish never rises above pidgin. On Jombo's first entry,
for example, he is heard shoutinm:

What kind trouble be dis. My daughter get

strong ear too muche. I flogganm tire, no change,

talk tire, no change. Dis boy lidkere go killi

my daughter . . « I tell Veronica leave lMikere,

Veronica say no. I tell ilikere leave Veronica.

liikere say no. Vetten you say make I do?l
The end is predictable enough; true love rmst inevitably
triuph over such bucolic harshness and ignorance. Veronica
wins the man she seeks and Chief Bassey is left disappoint-
ed. DExulting in the rightecusness of his cause, Ogali
Lrings the play to a grandiose finish with an impressive
build-up of euphoria, the conversion of the traditionalists
and an authoritapive if mutilated quotation from Confucius
{spelt Confusion).

TCr great test glory is =ot in never be falling
but in rising every time we fall.8

The studious young couple sare triumphently united in a
nerriage service at the Cathedral and, as theé curtain goes
dovm, there is 2 strong fefling that one more nail has
been driven into the coffin of Cld Africa.

In case readers should miss the playt!s rather

obvious message, it is elucidated in the following lines

1

Ibid», Pe Oe

2Tbid., pe 40,
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from the foreword:
Chief Jombo must have learnt his lesson: in
this modern age and indeed at all times, it is
vnfair and improper to impose a husband on a
girl., Veronica deserves praise for denouncing

the wealthy Chief Bassey in pref?rence to poor
iike, the man dear to her heart.

¥or those who choose to read our literary history
as the history of the emancipation of women, this basic
concern in the Cnitsha writings must sound like a strange
echo from the past; from the eighteenth century, for
instance, when the social position of women, dramatised so
often as the lonely heart pitting itself ageinst
tyrannical convention, was & major theme with writers such

as Richardson and Fielding.2
Finslly, the impertance of the Onitsha writing for

the future of Nigerian literature must belﬁhat there exists
here a large pool of untrained, and virtually untapped,
talent, There are men of imagination here, sure of their
new werld and eager tc give their views on ity men with a

desire to instruct, entertain, and indulge a healthy interest

Ibid., Foreword; no pagination,

2 Ls a magistrate, Flelding was particularly
concerned with the unjust position of women under the
law, Indeed, lady Bellaston in Tom Jones can he seen as
a kind of eighteenth century suffragette, refusing
narriage at 2ll costs, partly from a fear of male tyran.y
and principally because she would have to surrerder all
her property.
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in people and personal relationships. In its way, Onitsha
mariet is 2 useful literary training ground and it is worth
noting that already the majority of Nigerian novelists

hail from this area of the Repuvbliec., Nkem Nwankwo, whose
novel Danda has recently been published by Andre Deutsch,
was born here; so too was Onuora Nzekwa, author of the

novels Wand of Noble Wood and Blade Among the Boys .

Indeed, Nigeria's most prolific novelist, Cyprian Ekwensi,
an author who has published ir iany parts of the world, began
his career with 2 pamphlet entitled "When Love Whispers"

written empecially for the market vendors of Onitsha.?

i
6. Nzekwu, liand of Noble Wood, (London), 1961

2

0. Nzekwu, Blade Among the Boys, (London), 1962




AMOS TUTUOLA: PALM WINE DRINKARD

Perhaps because he can bDe too easily classified
with the Onitsha writers, Anos Tutuola remains the
loneliest figure among Nigeria's more reputable authors.
lie has never been forgiven for being the first Nigerian
to reach a truly world audience. His Palm Wine Drinkard

was published by Fabers in 1952 (to the acute embarrass-
ment of educated Nigerians) and has since been translated
into eleven longuages. On its appesarance, Dylan Thomas
is reported to have described it as "brief, thronged, grisly
and bewitching,” adding that "nothing is too prodigious or
too trivial to put down in this tall, devilish story.”

To the Englishman, perhaps bored with the kind
of prose Orwell described as Yphrases tacked together
like the sections of a prefabricated hen-house," the
semi-literate style of Tutuola must have provided
delightful titillation,! To Nigerians trying to show the
world a civilised image of their country, however, it
suggested the obvious risk that foreign readers would
believe all Nigerians wrote like that. And dark mutterings

u 'lGeorga Orwell, Inside the Whale (London), 1962.
P 5.
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have been heard ever since, A reporter on the African
Writers' Conference of 1962 wrote in the East African
journal Transition:

African writers protested against the
publishing of bad African literature
with broad -~ and wnfortunate - hints
that Amos Tutuola would probably not
have been published if his manuscript T
had been read by an African reader,

The fable of Tutuola's first book is a simple one.
Drinkard‘'s palm-wine tapster dies and Drinkard gees into
the land of the dead to find himj he does so but cannot
bring him back and so returns without him, Tutuela opens
his narrative at a rapid pace, westing little time on

preliminaries:

I was a palm-wine drinkard since I was & boy

of ten years of age. I had no other work more

than to drink palme-wine in my life, In those

deys we did not know other money, except COWRIES,
that everything was very cheap, and my father

was the richest man in our town.

My father got eight children and I was the eldest

among them, all the rest were hard werkers, but

I nyself was an expert palm-wine drinkard.

I was drinking palm-wine from morning teo night

and from night to merning. By this time I

could not drink ordinary water at all except

yalm-wine,

But when my father noticed that I could not do

any work more than to drink, he engaged an ex-

vert palm-wine tapster for mej; he had no other

work more than to tap palm~wine every day,

S50 my father gave me a palm-tree farm which

was nine miles square and it contained 560,

000 palm trees, and this palm-wine tapster was

tapping one hundred and fifty kegs of palm-

wine every morning, but before % o'clock P.l.,

I would have drunk all of it.

I piocke Modisane, 'African Vriters' Summit,' Transition, II,v,

(Au\go 1962), 5
2 Amos Tutuola, Palm VWine Drinkard, (ILondon, I962),p.7.
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This opening passage, with its ravished logic and its un-
selfconscious manner of assuming the reader will accept
without question the most outlandish details, is a typical
sample of Tutuola's style. Shortly after the death of
Drinkard's father, Tapster falls down a tree and dies, On
finding the body, Drinkard displays touching sympathy by
immediately climbing a tree, tepping some mere wine and
drinking his fil1, When the wine supplies run dry
(Drinkard, presumably, is now too lazy te tap for himself)
Drinkard's friends desert him, a circumstance that gives
rise to some secrious meral reflection:
When I saw that there was no palm wine for me
again, and nobedy could tap it for me, then I
thought within myself that old people were say~
ing that the whole people who had died in this
world, did not go to heaven directly, but were
living in one place somewhere in this world,
So that I said that I would find out where ny
palm-wine tapster who had died was,
His concern to find Tapster, however, seems to stem from
desperate thirst rather than from humanitarian feelings,
an opinion shared by Wole Soyinka in his humorous essay

*Salutations to the Gut.® 2

2I Tbids, Pe 9s
Frances Ademola, Reflections, (lages, 1962), p.II7.
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There is no diffidence with Tutuola, only an enorme-
ous creative confidence that proclaims him to be absolutely
sure of his spirit world and of his place in it. There is
no gap between his real and his deciared self; hence his
- conplete imaginative participation in what he is narrating;
~hence also the rough and tumble spontaneity, the wonderfully
ingenuous unve:.iiny of the private world of his imagination
and the crude but vigorous prose style.

Once Drinkard stts off on his quest the familiar
geod and evil figures of heteic myth appear, sometimes
blocking i peth 2nd occasionally helping him with advice
or nagical protection. At times they make him undertake
tasks in exchange for news of Tapsterts whereabonts. Ilis
journey can be seen either as a descent into the Underworld
(an African version of tie Orpheus legend perhaps) or simply
as a fantastic quest into the "heart of darkness,"l As
narrator, Tutuola is Drinkard and therefore the herc of the
tale: |

One fine morning, I took all my native juju and also
my father's juju with me and I leftv my fatherts hometown to
find out whereabouts was ny tapster who had died . . . towns

and villages were not near each other as nowadays, and as I was
travelling from bushes to bushes and from forests to forests

lThat Tutuclats story can be seen as a descent into
the Underworld is a widely held opinion and certainly Gerald
Moore expresses it. At no goint in the narrative, however,
is there any suggestion of Drinkard descending beneath the
earth. Drinkardts belief that dead people before going to
heaven "were living in one place somewhere in this world"
seems to suggest a location remote in the mighty forests
rather than some subterranean area.
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and sleeping inside it for many days and months, I was
sleeping on the branches of trees, because spirits etc.
were just like partners, and to save my life from them;
and again I could spend two or three months before reaching
& town or village. Vhenever I would reach a town or a
village, I would spend almost four months there, to find
out my palm-wine tapster from the inhabitants of that
town or village and if he did not reach there, then 7
would leave there and continue my journey to another
town or village,
For all its crudity, this passage shows how curiously
effective Tutucla'’s style can be, The very absence of
precise details of time or direction gives the impression
that Drinkard has already travelled far and long into the
unknown. There is no fixed direction, no paths, no time
schedule; all is darkness and mystery.

lonths after leaving home, Drinkard arrives at a
town and there ecalls on an old man, in reality a god.
For information on Tapster, Drinkard must perform two tasks
for the o0ld man, When the first is completed, Tutuocla
tells us, without the slightest suggestion of shock, that
the o0ld man wakes Drinkard up at 6330 in the morning,
gives him a big strong net and tells him to go and bring
Death from his house, The significance of this is plain:
to cross the border into the land of the "deads" and remain
an "alive", Drinkard must conquer Death who guards the
frontier post. Confident in his powers as "father of the
gods who can do anything in this world," Drinkard blithely
sets forth to look for Death's house., More convincingly

2
than a mediaeval writer, Tutuola really does personify

! Palm Wine Drinkerd, p., 9.

2 liore convincing, certainly, than C
) ; » Chaucer's portrs,
of Death in the Pardoner's Tale.y’ portreyd
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Death. He is here as much a human being as the author himself.
He hag a nice tropical house in the forest, with a
verandah, European style, and a yam garden. With the kind
of touch that makes Tutuola's narrative so convincing, he
says that Death happened to be working in tle garden when
Drinkard arrives--as any man might well be doing. Death
calls out from the garden, "Ig that non still alive or dead?
and, with impressive logic, Drinkard replies, "I am still
alive and I am not a dead man." Vexed at this, Death commands
a rolling drum to throw its strings rouvnd Drinkard and
bind hin tightly; "as a matter of fact," says Drinkard,
Uthe strings of the drum tighted me so that I was hardly
breathing.”l DBut Drinkard also knows a trick or two and
is easily a match for Death. His answer to virtual strangulation
is a severe beating--meted out to Desth by the yam stakes
in his own garden, on orders fron Drinkard. Death calls a
truce ot this point and, in perfectly normal African manner,
takes his enemy to the verandah, shakes nands with him and
ushers him into the house.

Tutuela uwow trings into play his torrential

imagination:

lpalm Wine Drinkard, p. 12.
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He took me around his house and his yam garden
too, he showed me the skeleton bones of human=-
beings which he had killed since a century age
and showed me many eother things also, but there

I saw that he was using skeleton bones of human
beings as fuel woods and skull heads of human- 1
beings as his basins, plates and tumblers etc.

Such macabre details do not seriously weorry Drinkard,
though when darkness falls the prospect of spending the
night in Death's house evoke's some minor feelings of
apprehension:

So when I wanted to sleep at night, he gave me

a wide black cover cloth and then gave nme a

separate room to sleep inside, but when I entered

the room, I met a bed which was made with bones of

human-beings; but as this bed was terrible to

look at or to sleep on it, I slept under it in-

stead, because I knew his trick already. bEven

ag this bed was very terrible, I was unable to

sleep under as 1 lied down there because of fear

of the bones of human-beings, but I lied down

there awoke,
At "two o'clock in the midnight,"” Death creeps in, violertly
clubs the bed three times and withdraws, confident that
his guest is now slain. Thus, when morning comes, Drinkard
badly shocks Death by going to his room and waking him up.
Then later, spurred on by this success, he digs a hole in
the road nearby, spreads his net{ and soon has Death
trapped. Without more ado, he rodls up the net, puts the

load on his head and strides away, for all the world as

I
2

Tbide, Pel3.
Tbide, p.I3.
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though he is carrying e troy of benosasto narket. The
siglhit of Drinkord stag ering into town with Death ensnared
on his head terriflies tlr ¢ld nan who orders Drinkard to
teke Dealli back ot once. However, doubtless tired after a
rother exhousting trip, Drintard flings down his load, Death
prompilly escupes and "the whole people in that town ran awvay
or their lives and leit their properties there,"+ This
brings the book's first major episcde to a close and
Drinkard, casually pushing his story back into the nists
of tire, curs it up as follows:
sc¢ that gince the day that I had brought Death
out from his house, he has no pernanent place
to dwoll or stay and we are hearing his nane
"about in the worid
Lotice how lightly Tutuvola makes this enormous claim, that
he, alone, of all mankind, was responsible for ollouing
Death to roam abroad in the worlde. There ic no polite
request to the reader to suspend belief for a moment, no
knowing wink or tongue in the cheek. Tutuolats narrative
is, quite sinmply, offered as solid bedrock fact. In a way,
t is rather reminiscent of Defoe; there is the same wealth
of circumstantial detail, whose only Jjustification would
seer to be that events actually happened in just thal way.

The abrupt dislocations of rhythm and syntax and the

-
i

" Ibid., pe 15

2Ibid., p. 16
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constant repetition of salient details seem to suggest
that the narrator is constantly struggling to make the
situation clear to himself as well as to us., It is an
indication of how firmly Tutuocla beleongs in the African
oral tradition, |

If Tutuola vaguely resembles Defoe, the comparison
with Bunyan is perhaps much closer. The critic Gerald
Moore points out that both writers are men of little formsal
education, visionaries almost, who seize on images of the
popular imagination and use them for their own purposes.
He cites Bunyan's Appolyon, who was:

Hideous to behold, he was clothed with scales

like a Fish (and they are his pride), he had

wings like a Dragon, out of his belly came Fire

and Smoke, an? his mouth was as the mouth of

a 1ion « o «

and compares it with the Red Fish in Palm Vine Drinkard, whose:

head was just like a tortoise's head, but it was
as big as an elephant's head and it had over

30 horns and large eyes which surrounded the
head. All these horns were spread out like

an umbrella, It could not walk but weas

only gliding on the ground like a snake 2

and its body was just like a bat's body.

One of the more interesating stages of Drinkard’s journey

to Deads'® Town is his sojourn with the 'FAITHFUL MOTHER.'
Travelling thréugh the bush, Drinkerd and his newly-wedded
wife find a white tree, one thousand and fifty feet long and
two hundred feet broad. Hands appear and pull them through

I gerald lMoore, Seven African VWriters, (Iondon,I962),p.43.

Amos Tutuola, Palm Wine Drinkard,(Iondon,I962), p. 79.
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2 door that opens in the trunk, The narrative continues:

When we entered inside the white tree,

there we found ourselves inside a big house
which was in the centre of a big and
beautiful town, then the hands directed us to
an old woman, and after the hands disappeared.
So we met the old woman sat on a chair in a
big parlour which was decorated with costly
things, then she teld us to sit down before
her and we did so + . . she said that her name
was called 'FAITHFUI-MOTHER' and she told us
that she was only helping those who were in
difficulties and enduring punishments but

not killing anybody.

Faithful Mother provides a kind of rest house on Drinkard's
long dangerous journey, Here, he and his wife are secure from
the horrors of the bush and enjoy what might well be an African
paradise: lavish supplies of free food and drink, a dance
hall where they can dance all day and all night beneath
swirling coloured lights and alongside uncountable orchestras,
musicians, dancers and tappers. There is even a hospital
where the couple are given medicine to restore their hair,
"which the people of the "Unreturnable-leaven's town"
had cleared with broken bottles by force." 2

It is hard to determine Faithful Mother's precise

significance, Gerald Moore believes that she is the "Mother

I 1vig., p. 67.

Ibid., P. 69
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Goddess; while the White Tree may be identified as the usual
symbol for the World Navel (Ygddrasil, the Do Tree, the
golden apple-tree in the Garden of llesperides, the Tree of
Knowledre in the Garden of Eden).t This might well he
accurate commentsry and no doubt the archelypal schocl of
eriticc would find the whole of Tutuold!s work 2 richly
revarding field. A more homely explanation might be that
FPaichil Ié her is quite simply every African's mother,

In African society, and particularly asong the Yoruba,
wmothers have a high place of importance, especially agecd
nothers wvhoe are revered because they are kesponsible for
giving constant succour and protection to the yoﬁnger
nemvers of the family. Carried on his mother's back, the
Africon child has an extrenely close bond with her both
phycically and psychologically; and this woul Ld be eriphag-~
igsed in 2 polygamous household where the father is &

distont figure and not easily approached. ot surprisingly,
there is rmmning through all West African literature a very
stoong vein of mother-worship. The poweriul invocation that
opens Camara Laye's Afrdcan child (“3lack woman, woman of
Africz, O my mother, I am thinking of you « « . ") marks

the beginning of an autobiography whose constantly recurring

theme is the mother-son relatlonshlp. A similarly strong

lCe"cﬂ African Writers, p. 46-47

RCamara Laye, Alrican Child, {(london), 1960 p. 5
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svtachuent is Ifouwnd in Lkkwensi's leople of the Citvy, in

Achebe's zadngs Fall Apart and aisco in his [Ho Longer av

Lase, where Ubi's leelings for iis mother are conveyed in such
touching expressions as "he wore her sadness round iis neck
like a neciilace of stone.” That Faitnful ilother represents,
or is intended to recall, the typical African mother and
tiet she embodies all the protective'warmth and kindness
every Airican associates with Lis wmether, seems as useful
an intverpretation as Gerald lioore's, Uccasionally, literary
interpretation works best at levels very close to those of
everyoay ~ile.

£s for the VWiite Treé, there seems to be no strong
reason wiy Tutuola shiould be thinking of the 1ree of Know-
ledge or the golden apple-tree, let alone of some kind of
World llavel. Giant coiton silk trees ore considered sacred
and m&agicadl in Western ligeria because of thelir enormous
size. 4 Nigerian audience ould thus think imwedialely of
%his.kind of tree when Tutuola reaches the appropriate
part of his story. The contents of tne vree uight explain
its white colour:

She took us o the largest dancing ahll which

was in the cenwwe of the house . . . The hall

was decorated with about one million pounds

and there were many images and our own

toc were in the centre of the hall. DBut our

owvn images that we saw there resembled us too
much and were alsc white colour . . . perhaps
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soneboly wio was focusing us as a photographer
at the first time before the hands drew us in-
side Lune whlte tree nad wade then, we could not
827 « « « There we sawall the lights in this
naldl were in oGChu*ba~O¢rb and thoy uere chang
ing colours at five minute interv . e s

-

...L.Lell u...’\e uOOh. WS Lo b‘bl‘ &l‘.}ui}.l-tau.l s & & <

Thencing 1ladl,” Yone million pounds,” Mdiite colour,™

1

Uplicvographer,” Ttwenly stages," "lechnicolours,” Yhospital®

--=ull these leave uws in little doubt of what Tutuola is

2 If this is en African puradise, it looks susp-
iciousliy western in conceptione we night suggest, then,
that the Viille Uree and its luxurdes are loosely associated
in Teewclets ndnd vith Lhe whidle man vecause these, 11
nothing elge,ure wiab tie white man has brought to Africa.

when OJrinkarc eventually reaches the Deads®

tovm, Lie Jinds it is impossible to take hidls dead tapster
back home with hinme. Tepster explains that "deads™ cannot
go vack with "adilves! nor can they live alongside one
anotliers. There is, in any case, @i awkward nabit the "deads"
have of wailing J“c“dards; which would certainly prove
ratiher hosardous oubside The realus ol Deadst toun. 7o
eace ils wisappointment, Drinkerd is allowed 1O return with
a nagic egg wiich,like Aladdintc lLuup, offers him virtual
ornipotences After a hasardous return journey, during which

Tutuwola conjures up for the appalling image of endless lines

Ypaln Wine Drinkard, p. 68
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of agpressive 'desd! infontg, Drinkaord arrives hiome in tine to

find his village in the orips of an acute famine. The egg

-

obveys hip command to produce food and drink but the people,

*

R RN SN TS VUL B SN FUVIR ) Ty gy e an s
overloved ,nocldentully srash the egg. Drinkerd gums it

b

borether opoln bul thls vime it produces whips, punishes the

pecoia cna fnnlly disappeers.  Thus tne Lfanine continues

ana cither renedlics ore deviseas

o uede o sacrifice of twe fowls, 6 kolas, one
bettle of palm oil, and 6 bitter kolas. Then
e llied the fovls and put them in a broken
pot, alter that we put tlie holas and poured the
cil in Liie pob. 4

PR

The forine, it seeus, is being caused by a dispute bebtueen

-t

Heoven (nd Darihe. Wrying to prove his senlority, leaven

ic meing svre that the earth is starved of rain. Soneone
must therelvre corry the oiferings up to lleaven t0 pacily
hir and this means lhumen sacrifice. Tutuola innocently
observes:

‘irst we chose one ol the king's attendants,
but that one refused to go, then we chose one
o. the poorest men in the town and he relused
also, at last we chose one of the king's sloves
whe took the sacrifice to heaven for lleaven who
was senior to Land and Heaven received the sace

e}

rilice with gladness.™

4 1nq

There is ittle consolation in all this for the poor wreitch

chosen to go up to heaven, ior on his way back to earth,

leaven decides to show his appeassment by sending down 2

“Ebid., p. 124
2Ibid.. p. 124-125
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torrential shower of rain that beats him cruelly. UVhen at
last he is washed down to his village and wants to take
shelter, the villagers slam their doors in his face, feare-
ing, quiite rightly, khat he has returned to collect another
gift for Heavenlt His fate, however, is of no importance
to Tutuocla, who is more concerned with the ending of the
famine: he closes his "hrief, thronged, grisly story™ on
a touchingly gentle note:

But when fér three months the rain had been
falling regularly, there was no famine again.l

Outside Higeria Tutuola continues to enjoy fairly

wide recogznivion; since Palm Wind Drinkard appeared in 1952,

Fabers have alsc published My Life in the Bush of Ghosts

(1954), Simbi and the Satyr of the Dark Jungle (1955} and

The Lrave Airican Huntress ( 195¢). At home he is still re-

garded as a kind of national embarrassment. In a letter
from Ibadan recently, the writer O. R. Dathorne (who
believes Tutucla and Soyinka are the best Nigerian Writers
~yet to emerge) writes: "I am alraid it is true that he
{(Tutuola) is still having a tough time . . » and he is still

with the N. B, C. in Ibadan as a storekeeper.m™ He adds that
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he will be publishing a short story of Tutuola's inyﬁext

issue of "Black Orpheus.®™ Perhaps in twenty or thirty years,

when Nigerians can make a less emotional evaluation of
Tutuolats work, this strange writer_will be appreciated.
Meanwhile, it is not easy to answer a purely literary charge
that Trtuola's work represents no more than a fascinating
cul-de~sac. He must be given the praise due to innovators,
but, unlike innovators such as Kyd and Fielding, he is not
creating a form that can be handed on.

Tutuolats position, then, is one of isolation. As
Nigeriat's first successful writer, he holds the exalted post
of storekeeper with Radio Nigeria. With the youngder generation
of authors, men like Achebe, Clark, Ekwensi and Soyinka, he
appears to have no contact; for unlike him they are University
men and members of Nigeria's new élite. In the national press
he is rarely mentioned. In his home town of Abeckuta, the
elders will speak proudly of their town's achievements-~its
fame as capital of Yorubaland, its great victory over the in-
vading Amagon armies of Dahomey in 1851, its sons who have become
bishops and government ministers; but of humble Tutuola scarcely

a word is heard.



CHINUA ACHEBE

Chinua Achebe was born at Ogidi, a village near
the River Niger, in 1930. His father was one of the
first Ibos from the interior to work for the Church
Missionary Soclety and his grandfather could recall the
arrival of the first Christian lMissionaries, whom he
welcomed with great hospitality. The far-reaching effects
of this early encounter on Lribal life are the subject of
Achebe's first novel, Things Fall Apart. Achebe was able
to attend a good Govermment Grammar School at Umuahia and
from there went up to University College, Ibadan, where
he was a member of the first group of undergraduates to
follow a full degree course.

At present Achebe is Director of External Broad-
casting for the Nigerian Broadcasting Company and this post
he combines with his vocation as the nation's most respected

novelist. His first two books, Things Fall Apart (1953)

and No longer At Ease (1960) have already been translated
into German, Italian and Spanish. A third novel, Arrow of
God, was published by Heinemann in 1964,

In the New Statesman of January 29th, 1965, Achebe
writes that he finds himself emerging as a teacher of HNigeriats

youth and dismisses an allegation that African writers have

(59)
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to write only for European or American readers. As
evidence he quotes the 1964 sales for a paperback

edition of Things Fall Apart, which were as follows:
"about 800 copies in Britéin; 20,000 in Nigeria; A
and about 2500 in all other places.” The same pattern

was also true for No longer at Eage. He feels that most

of his readers are either in school or college or have
recently left, and cités a typical letter from one who
writes, “Your novels serve as advice to us young."

To explain the kind of teaching he can do, Achebe
talks about the Nigerian acceptance of racial inferiority,
suggesting that his compatriots should re-examine the past
to see where they went wrong. He uses the example of his
own childhood, when he carried to the stream not a locally
made water pot but a cylindrical bLiscuit tin while the other
members of his family carried a four gallon kerosene contal-
ner. A present day example appeared in the boys' school at
which his wife teaches, where a boy said he wrote about
winter instead of the harmatten because if he didn't "the
other boys would call him a bushman,"

Achebe continues:
Here then is an adequate revolution for me to
espause~~to help my society regain belief in
itself and put away the complexes of the years
of denigration and self-abasement. And it is
essentially a question of education, in the
best sense of the word. Here, I think, my

aims and the deepest aspirations of my society
meet. For no thinking African can esScape the
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pain of the wound in our souls, You have all
heard of the African way to Socialism, of
«egritude, and 8o on. They are all props we
have Tashioned at different times to help us
get on ocur feet again. Cnce we are up we
shen't need any of them any more . . . The
writer cannot expect to be excused from the
task of re-education and rcgeneration that
must be done, In fact he should march right
in front . « « I for one would not wish to

be excused, I would be quite satisfied if m
novels (especially the ones set in the pastg
did no more than teach my readers that their
past - with all its iumperfections - was not
one long nright of savagery from which the first
Buropeans acting on God's behalf delivered
them, Ferhaps what I write is applied art

as distinct from pure. But who cares? Art

is important but sc is education of the kind
I have ir mind. And I don't see that the
two e mutually exclusive., In a recent
anthology a dausa folk-tale, having recounted
the usual fabulous inciderts, ends with these
words:

Ee had several sons and gaughters who grew up
end helped in raising the standards of education
in <ne country.

As . said elsewhere, if you consider this ending
& naive anti-climax thern you carnot know very mwuch
gbout Africas ~

Achebe's remarks are quoted at length because it is valu=-

ableuto learn precisely what a novelist is trying to do in

his work and becausc they throw light on what will become an

increasingly important element in the new literature from

Higeria.

Achebe chose the title for his first novel from

Yeats's "The Second Comings"

Turﬁing and turning in the widening gyre
The falcon carmot hear the falconer

I

v

New Statesman, January 29th., I965, p.I62.
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Things fall apart: the centre cannot hold;
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world.

It recounts the rise and fall of Okonkwo, a virile, prod
and dignified Ibo, famous as a wrestler, skilled in farming
and generally successful in the affairs of clan 1ife. He
was "a wealthy farmer and had two barns full of yams, and
had just married his third wife. To crown it all he had
taken two titles and had shown incredible prowess in two
inter-tribal wars¥.? As the title suggests, Things Fall
Apart also records the disintegration of thd traditional
Ibo way of life with the approach of the white man and
Christianity. Misgivings about the darker side of Christian
enlightennent and missionary endeavour are for the first
time given artistic shape and with a quiet restraint that
makes us listen sympathetically.

Okonkwo, the grandfather of Obi, the central figure

of No longer at Ease, is harsh to inferiors and members of

his family, because he is anxious to avoid the bad repgutation
his father had among the clan; he had been a "flute-playing
idler who even made a mess of dying, having to be thrown into
the bad bush to perish of the dreaded swelling disease."
Okonkwo's downfall, meant to be seen as a kind of tragedy,
stems from a certiin reckless belligerence in his character
(his tragic flaw,no doubt) and from two misfortunes: for

accidentally killing a man at a funeral he is exiled for seven

1Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart,(London), 1962, p.7.

235even African Writers, p. 60




(63)

years and then after his return, duriﬂg a dispute between
his villagers and a white district officer, he murders a
nessenger sent to forbid a village meeting., Rather than
surrender to the legal processes of a world in which his
values are no longer respacted, he commits suicide., This
is strongly ironic for by suicide ' is committing the
grossest viclation of the law observed under his cherished
traditional dispensation.

Achebe recounts the Ibo past with much care and
affecticen. It is certainly not just an anthropological
novel, but there is, nevertheless, a wealth oi anthropol-
ogical detail which helps to recreate for us the completeness
and dignity of the old tribal way of life. There are
wrestling matches, recitals of folk tales, bride-price
discussions, a consultation of the Agba Oracle, the Week of
Peace, the surrendering of a hostage for bleod guilt, the
festival of the new yam and an Ibo prayer neeting.

But Achebe takes an abjective view of the dispute
between the old and the new; as the relaxed and economical
style suggests, he is not anxious to rush to the defence of
the old order or te condemn it either, A carefully detailed
picture is offered and judgements are léft tc the reader.
This however does not prevent him from recounting incidents

from tribal life with a good deal of nostalgia., Indeed
\ he has been quoted as saying, "I am Hasically an: ancestor-

worshipper, if you like. Not in the sese sense as ny
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grandfather would do it . . . pouring palm-wine on the floor
for the ancestors . . . with me it takes the form of a cele-
bration and I feel, certain compulsion to do this",?

Seen through the byes of an honest, pious Ibo sush
as Okonkwo, the arrival of European civilisation is nothing
short of an unmitigated disaster. The tribe no longer speaks
with one voice; its centre has gone to pieces. Christian
and traditional factions develop which immediately breed
conflict, White justice is dispensed ignorantly because
the district officer knows neither the Ibo language nor its
customary law; his native subordinated are dishonest bullies
and, as strangers, are totally unsympathetic to Okankwo's
villagers.

In the beginning the Christian converts are the out-

casts of Ibo society, osu cult-slaves and the parents of twins

thrown out into the bush. But eventually even Nwoye, Okonkwo's

own son, is converted, to the bitter disappointment of his
father. Towards the end of the book, when clan unity has
been irreparably damaged, there is a meeting of the people
of Umuofia, addressed by an alder; his speech, tinged with
pathos, registers the extent of the damage already inflicted
by the Turopean presence:

Are all the sons of Umuofia here? . . . They are

not. They have brocken the clan and gone their

several ways. We who are here this morning have

rerained true to our fathers, but our brothers

have deserted us and joined a stranger to soil

their fatherland. If we [ight the strangers
we shall hit our brothers and perhaps shed the

lsee Cyprian Ekwensit's article, "African Literature,”
in Nigeria Magazine, No, 83, December 1964, p.29k



(65)

blood of a clansman. Bubt we npust do it. Our

fathers never deeamed of such a thing, they

never killed their brothers. 3But a white man

never came to them . . . We must root out this

evil, 1
This proud (but vain) gesture of defiznce inflames the
agaressive spirit of Okonkwe and when the District
Officer's messengers suddenly arrive with orders to break
up the neeting, he savagely beheads one of them, cnly to
realise that it is a hopeless gesture:

Okonkwo stcod looking at the dead man, He

Inew that Umvofia would not go to war. He

knew because they had let the other nessen-

gers escape. They had broken into tumult

instead of action. Ie discovered fright in

that. He heard voices asking: "Why did he

do it?
He wiped his matchet in the sand and went away.?

Ingloriously, then, Okonkwo hangs himself. It
is as though a2 whole way of life dies at the same time; and
it is hard to resist a suspicion that Achebe is saying that
the old order has allowed itself to die, has, indeed
cormitted suicide. Okonkwc, the man who in 1ife championed
the old order and all it stood for, is deserted in death
by his clansman who refuse to cut down his body:

tIt is against our custom, said one of the
men.?' It is an abomination for a man to take

lchinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart, (London) 1958,

“Ibid.,p. 182
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his own life. It is an offence against the
Earth, and a man who commits it will not be
buried by his clansmen., His body is evil,
and only strangers may touch it. That is
why we ask vour people to bring him down,
because you are strangers « « »

Obierika, who had been gazing steadily at his
friend's dangling body, turned suddenly to the
Distriect Commissioner and said ferociously:
*That man was one of the greatest men in
Umuofia. You drove him to kill himself; and
now he will be buried like a dog."1

For his second novel, in which a yowng ligerian returns
from four impressionable years in England to find himrelf comple
etely out of step with Nigerian society, Achebe chooses a title
from Eliot's account of the Hagi story:

We returned to our place, these Kingdcns

But no longer at ease here, in the old dispensation.

With an alien people rxlutching their Gods.

I should be glad of another death.

Because it is essentially a modern novel, whose action

takes place in contemporary Nigeria, No longer st Ease is more

satisfying than Things Fall Apart. African readers must especially
find this so since it deals so thoroughly with their present social

situation.

Obi Okonkwo, son of Nwoye Okonkwo who appeared in Things Fall

Apart, is the clever boy of his village, gaining the Cambridge
School Certificate with distinction in all eight subjacts. Keen

Itpid., pe 1€4-185
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to send one of their bright youths to study in England, "the

place where learning f{inally came toc an end,®™ the Umuofia
Progressive Union (Lagos Branch) find Obi a natural choice.

Obi seizes this opportunity with enthusiasm, for a university
degree was the philosopher's toichstone. "It transmuted a third-
class clerk on one hundred and fifly a year into a senior Civil
Servant on five hundred and seventy, with car and lwiuriously
furnished quarters at nominal rent." It would enable him on his r
return to occupy 2 "European peost™ and to occupy a ®Zuropean

post! was second only to actually béing a European. "It ralsed

a man froﬁ the mmsses to the elite . . . &

Obi duly proceeds to the Univdrsity of London where
he reads for an honours degree in English, though the elders
of the Union want him to qualify in law and return to fight
their intdrminable land cases. We are given few detalls of
Okonkwots life in London except a passing reference to a
poer: or two and a growing desire he feels to reform Nigerian
society when he goes héme. His return voyage is uneventful
apart from his important meeting with Clara, an Iboc nurse
with whom he falls in love.

Back in Lagos Obi is given a splendid recepticn by
the Unuofia Progressive Union, who are deeply impressed by
their kinsman's academic prowess. Their simple pride and
admiration shine through in the humorous and absurdly over--
formal VWelcome Address intoned by the Union's SecPfetary:

"ielcome address presented to Michael Obi

lchinua Achebe, No Longer at Ease, (London), 1960
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Okonkwo, B.A. (Hons.), london, by the officers

and members of the Umuofia Progressive Union

on the occasion of his return from the United

Kingdom in quest of the Golden Fleece. Sir,

we the officers and members of the above

named Union present with humility and grati-

tude this token of our appreciation of your

unprecedented academic brilliance . . .%

He spoke of the great honour Obi had brought to

the encient town of Umuofia which could now join

the comity of other towns in their march towards

pelitical irredentism, soci=l equality and eco-

nomic emancipation,

*The importance of having one of our sons in

the vanguard of this march of progress is

nothing short of axiomatic.' 1
They are proud when Obi is given the expected "European
Post®, as Scholarship Secretary in the Ministry of Education,
and mean no harm when they gently remind him that the eight
hundred pounds scholarship lpen should be repaid at the rate
of twenty pounds per month

This amount at first appears very small, but with
the status of a European come inevitably European sxpenses;
and the Union are anxious he should keep up appearances as
an exenplary representative of Umuofia in the upper circles
of Niperian society. Thus, Obl buyz a car, hires a chauffeur
and moves into a flat at Tkoyi, the select European reservation
of colonial days. But the cer losn must be repaid, there is the
question of insurance, and new tires to be bought from time to
time. There is, too, the electricity in his apartment and the
steward who looks after his geals. No doubt with great care he could
live the Buropean life and gradually clear off his debts. The
point Achebe wants to stress, however, is that Obi is trying to

live as a European--as the clan want him to--and at the same time
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live according to the rules and obligations of tribal life.
Thus his parents and family, still living the tradizional life
in Eastern Nigeria, have a strong eoononic hold on him. Medical
bills for an ageing and sickly wmother nust be sbttled and fees
paid so that a younger brother can stay at a grammar school. Nor
can he refuse a request for money from a fellow Ibo who has fallen
upon hard times. A crisis inevitably develops at the height of
which Obi is seen quarreling with his servant, cutting sown his
food money, taking out bulbs that are wasteful, ordering cold baths
instead of hot, and demanding that the f{ridge be switched off at
seven ofclock gach evening.
As economic difficulties multiply, they are aggravated
by Obits relationship with Clara, the nurse he plans to narry,
who is am ggy, or a member of a familyrset aside to serve a god
and thus #orbidden caste to the end of time.™ Ay this point,
liberal ideas absorbed during four years in London come into head-
on collision with the rules and prejudices of traditional soclety.
Obi reflects alter amn argument on the subject with his friend
Joseph: |
It was scandalous that in the ndddle of the
twentieth century & man could be barred fronm
narrying a girl simply because her great-great
great-great-grandfather had been dedicated to
serve a god « « o Quite unbelievable. And here

was an educated man telling Obi he did not un-
derstand.

-

1 An M.P. in the British House of Commons suggested
in 1954 that there were some 90,00C Osus in Eastern Nigeria.
The system was officially abolished in 1956. See "Emancipation
in Nigeria,”® an article by T.N. Tamuno in Nigeria Magazine,
No. 82, Sppt. 1964, p. 212 ‘

2 No longer at Fase, p. 72
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Even Obits father, a devout Chyistian, is tnable to see the
@su taveo as rpexe superstitlion and will not give his blessing
toc Obits propoced narriage.

gy is like leprosy in the ninds of our people

TMSég ai you, my son nob to bring the mark of

share and of lepresy into your family. I you

do, your children and your children®s children

wﬁhﬂ the third and fourth generations will curse

YOUY menoTy."l
OLA i in his parents?'! house when his father arpues this
point; and the odd thing is that hers, in a traditional
setting, amay I{rou the heady whirl of Lagos, Obl finds that
the nodern netions pichked uwp sLroad have not gone very
deep; the traditional tesshing is nere firmly emhedded than
he suspected:

His mind was troubled not only by what had

hoppene:. ot also by the discovery that there wos

not ing in hin with which to challenge it henastly.

ALl dey he hod striven to raise his anger and his

coun 1@uxan, but he was honest encuph with himself

to recdise that toe regponse we Zot, no matter

how vielent it sometimes appesred, was nt genuine,

It caze from the periphery and not the centre « « . 2
The situstion roves towards catastropbe with classis direct-
ness. There is «n wwanted pregnancy and a sordid abortion
for Ciara, on operience thiat utterly destroys her dignity
and drives her awsy iros Obi, never ogain to return. Finally,
hemmed in Ly wn insupersole wall ol expenses, conmitments and
unpald dedts, and yet scarcely before the freshmness of 2

prouicing coresr has begun to fode, bl is forced to tarnish

A

11vid., p. 133

21bid., pe 137
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the standards he had brought so optimistically from London,

He begins to take bribes. Eventually, with his debts almost
settled he is ca:ght doing so, is brought to trial and sent

to prison -~ his career and prospects in ruins.,

By making the problem of corruption one of his
central themes, Achebe is faithfully reflecting the stresses
and strains of society round about him; he is also fulfilling
his promise to help in the regeneration of his country.

How to cure their country of its endemic bribery
and corruption had been one of the main topice of discussion
among Nigerian undergraduates during Obits four years in
London; and, ironically, Obi himself had tackled the problem
with vigour:

Obi's theory that the public service of Nigeria

would remain corrupt until the old Africans at

the top were replaced by young men from the

Universisies was first formulated in a paper

read to the Nigerian Students' Union in London.

But unlike most theorles formed by students in

London, this one survived the first impact of

homecoming.l
Achebe deliberately orzoiifes~ the plot so that Obi meets
this type of dishonesty as soon as he arrives home. When
the cargo vesses Sasa docks at Lagos, customs officials come
aboard and desl with the handful of passengers in the comfort
of their cabins. A young official, "almost a boy in fact,®

inspects Obi's baggage and declares that the duty on his

11pid, p. 38
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English radiogram will be five pounds.. Obi's reply is
impressively swift: "Right," said Obi, feeling his hip-
pockets. "Write a receipt for me." Expecting his compat-
riot to appreciate the situation and make the time-hououred
gesture to an itching palm, the youth becomeés confused.
Then after scrutinising Obi for a few seconds, presumably
unable to understand his ignorance, he says in pidgin
English, "I can be able to reduce it to two pounds for you,"
When asked how, he repdies, "I fit do it, but you no go get
Government receipt.“l Achebe wants to convince us that young

| Okonkwo, freshly arrived from England, is a man of the highest
moral principles, for the tragedy of this book is the gradual
collapse of these principles under the onslaught of Lagos
corruption and personal adversity. Hence the emphasis on
Obits stern reaction to this first temptation to bribe
as he arrives from England:

For a few seconds Obi was speechless. Then

he merely said: 'Don't be silly. If there

was a policeman here I would hand you over to

him,? The bog fled from his cabin without

another word.

"Dear Old Nigeria," Obi muses, meaning that after four

years his country has not altered. He waits for another

11pid., p. 30

21bid., pe 30
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official to come, but none arrives until all the other
passengers have been attended to. Such is the reward,
Achebe seems to say, for those unwilling to abandon their prin-
ciples.
Obi debates the problem of corruption whenever he
meets his friend Christopher, a graduate from the London
School of Economics. Over lunch one day he argues his belief
That the Civil Service is corrupt because of the "so-called
experienced" men at the top. Because they have no academic
training to support their experience, they should be replaced,
he feels, by the new generation of university men. To illus-
trate he chooses an example:
Take one of these old men. He probably left
school thirty years ago in Standard Six. He
has worked steadily to the top through bribery
-~an ordeal by bribery. To him the bribe is
naturzl, He gave it and he expects it. Our
people say that if you pay homage to the man
on top, others will pay homage to you when it
is your turn to ?e on top. Well, that is what
the old men say. : ,

As for the younger gﬁneratién, Obi remarks, with much innocence

and not a little irony:
To most of them bribery is nc problem. They
come straight to the top without bribing any
one., It's not that they're necessarily better
than others; it's simply that they can afford

to be virtuous. But even that kind of virtue
can become a habit.z2

11bide, p. 21.

2Tbid., p. 21.
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As the narrative unfolds we are gradually shown that
Nigerian eociety, or at least Lagos society (though the
capital is probably intended as an image of the whole -
country) is suffering from corruption at almost every level.
We have already encountered it in both the young custons
official and in the typical "old African®™ civil servant Obi
speaks about. As Achebe unobtrusively sketches in background
details for the main thread of the narrative, the instances
begin to multiply.l The Vice-President of the umuofia Pro-
gressive Union, for example, observes that if Obi had not
been educated or, as he puts it, had not "known book," he
would have sugpgested "seeing some of the men on the selection
panel before Obi went for his interview. And when it is
announced that Joshua Udo, a member of the Union, has been
dismissed from the Post Office for sleeping while on duty,
the Union approves a lepan of ten pouﬁhs to hinm "for the . .

« ©r . .+ o er the explicit purpose of seeking reangagement."z
As proud representatives of their clan back home, the Union
seams to accept 2ll too easily the pravdlent mode of behaviour
in Lagos. An Ibo commentator has suggested that relaxation of

lichebe does not exaggerate the urgency of this
problem, Writing in the Lagos Daily Times for June 27th,,1963
Mr. Tai Solarin, a headmaster and journalist, claimed that
during 1959-60 in the Western Region alone 970,000 pounds
in education grants disappeared in bribes and thefts.

No longer at Ease. p. 79.
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the moral discipline practised at home stems from the clansman's
belief that he is in a strange land, the local gods of which are
not interested in him and therefore will not watch his ways;
since local deities only know their own people, the clansmen
is not in constant fear of divine reprisais.l h
Obits moral indignation is most strongly aroused by

the extent bo which his country?'s police force is corrupt. The
form this corruption takes is illustrated in the kind of brief
episode that Achebe handles so well. Shortly after his govern-
ment interview, Obi travels home by passenger lorry to Umuofia
in the Eastern Region. North of Ibadan #wwo policeman stop the
lorry to check the driver's papers. Evidently they are out
of order for the driver's asgistant approaches one of the
poiicemen with an offer of two shillings. Obit's respectable
dress and inquisitive gaze, however, make the offer unacceptable
and the man is driven away with an indignant "What you want here? go
Go wayl" With the driver's particulars noted, the lorry moves
off but stops again abvut'a quarter of a mile further on. The
driver remonstrates with Obi:

*Na him make I no de want carry you book people,?

he complained . . « Why you put your nose for

natter way no concern you? Now that policeman

go charge me like ten chillinge¥®?

It was only some minutes later that Obi realised

why he had stopped. The driverts mate had run

back to the policemen, knowing that they would be

more amenable when there were no embarrassing
strangers gazing at them. The man soon returned

panting from much running.

1 See Two Disrensationi, an M. A. thesis submitted to
Queents University by A. Uhiara, in 1964.
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fHow much they take?' asked the driver.

tTen shillings,? gasped his assistant.

t¥ou see now" he said to Obi,who was already

Zifinning to feel a little guilty, especially as
the traders behind, having learnt what was

happening, had switched their ?ttacks from career

girls to 'too know'! young men.

The incident deeply affects Obi:

What an Augean stable! he muttered to himself,
Where does one hegin? With the masses. Educate
the masses? He shook his head. Not a chance
there., It would take centuries. A handful of
men at the top. Or even one man with vision--
an enlightened dictator. People are scared of
the word nowadays. But what kind of democracy
can exist clde b% side with so much corruption
and ignerance? Perhaps a half-way house--a
sort of compromise.<

The problem, then, has very deep roots and its solution, the
author suggests, is vital for the social and political health
of his country. Corruption here is like a disease and Achebe
emphasises its virulence by showing that even a man like Obi,
with the highest ideals and the best intentions, can becore
its victim,

Directly linked with this, of course, is the whole
network of difficulties an African hovering between the two
dispensations must face. Achebe wants us to understand this,
for apart from calling the attention of his own people to the
ills of Nigerian society, he seems anxious that outsiders - -~ -°
realise just how complex his country's problems are. Mr. Green's
diagnosis (that the Aftican is corrupt through and through
because over countless centuries the worst climate in the world

has sapped him mentally and physically) is a pathetic over

17bid.. pe 43.
2Ibid.. p. 43.
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simplification which the whole book seenms designed to show
up. Hence Achebe's closing remarks on the downfall and
imprisonment of Obi Okonkwo, which suggest that enlightment
has been intended for compatriots and outsiders alike:

Everybody wondered why. The learned judge, as

we have seen, could not comprehend how and edu-

cated young men and so on and so forth. The

British Council man, even the men of Umuofia,

did not know. And we must presume that, inspite

of his certitude, Mr. Green did not know either.l ....

One of the most attractive features of Achebe's

style is its rich vein of proverbs and proverbial wisdon.
Examine a literature's proverbs and a soclety's complete
range of cultural attitudes and values can be revealed.
For proverbs are like grains of wisdom containing the
experience of countless generaticns and handed down as
guidelines to lirfe, sanctions for authority and guarantees
of cultural homogerity. Through them tradition is both seen
and perpetuate&; and when they fall into disuse it is a sign
that a tradition, or indeed a way of life, is passing away.
Industrial western society has little use now for the proverbs
of an agricultural past; our signposts to conduct are to be

found morgﬁn scientific laws or a sociologists surveye. 7The

same, too, night happen in Africa as western influence increases

11bid., p. 170
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and it could well bhe an awareness of this that has encouraged
Chinua Achebe to include in his novels so much of the wise
thinking of his people~-often in the form of popular proverbs
and occasionally in the form of sage observations that have
all the weight and tone of regular proverbs.

Viest Africa loves its proverbs; indeed it is a part
of the world where nments lives still seem to be a movenment
from one proverb to the next. Auong the Yoruba people alone
it has been estimated there are 10,000 proverbs still in use.
They are pointers to conduct, the weapons of debate and the
neans of sppealing to tribal solidarity. Among the Ibos,

a conversation might consisﬁféﬁtirely of proverbs, as Achebe
himsell testifies:

Having spolken plainly so far, Okoye said the

next hall a dozen sentences in proverbs.

among the Ibo the art of conversation is

regarded very highly, and proverbs are the

pali~oil with which words are eaten.i

The elders particularly like to quote proverbs;
having lived longer than the young, they possess a greater
store of wisdom and see themselves as the natural guardians
of the trive's heritage. In modern Africa, however, they find~
it necessary to draw a useful distinction bewween knowledge and
wisdom. Thus, in He longer at Ease, after Obi has returned
from England with his Honours degree, an elder (obviously

illiterate) explains why he still feels competent to give

lChinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart, p. ke
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him advice:

You are very young,a child of yesterday.

You know book. But book stands by itself

and experience stands by itself. So I am

not afraid to talk to you. 1
In much the same vein, an elderly member ot the Umuofia
Preogressive Union addresses the younger members: "You
young men here, I want you to listen because it is from
listening to old men that you learnwiddom," He goes on to
offer the Union hereditary reasons for Obi's apparent
callousness over his motherts death, observing that the father
years before had been no better. The President of the Union
is lmpressed with this and immediately sanctions it for the
audience with some heavily proverbilal observations:

*You see that,' said the President. ®*A man

may go to Engiand « o« » but it does not change

his blood., It is like a bird that flies off

the earth and lands on an ant-hill. It is still

on the ground.'?2
Before going to Ingland an elder had felt it necessary to
warn Obi not to rush into the pleasuses of the world "like
the young antelope who danced herself lame when the main
dance was vdt to come," an allusion Obl perfectly understaonds.
Finally, the old men see themselves as guardians of the peace

and in Arrow of God when the younger element is keen to fight

and risk smashing the clan, the elders are a strong restraining
influence, one of them observing, With powerful directness:

1 lia Longer at Fase, p. 82
2 Ibid.,p. 160
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"The language of young men is always pull down and destroy;
but an old man speaits of conciliation."

Proverbs in Achebe often function like images in
other literature, to point up themes the writer nappens
to be exploring. Indeed they are more useful than uere
images, for proverbs here are frequently imsges with a
message. In Achebe they can point up themes and teach
widdom at the same time. The matter of clan solidarity is

a case'point. In all three novels this is a major concern,

even, as in lNo Longer at Ease, when clan members are in
strange territory. In unity there is security, and assis-
tance during times of need, for the clansmen know that
"He who has people is risher than he who has money.' Even
Obi. who has good reason to complain about the heavy demands
of tribal loyalty, can preach eloquently on the need for
solidarity to his fellow members of the Union, using a
forceful combination of proverbial wisdom and familiar
allusions:

tdid not the psalmist say that it was good

for brethren to meet together in harmony?

Qur fathers also have a saying about the

danger of living apart. They say it is the

curse of the smake. If all smakes lived

together in one Elace, who would approach

them? But they live every one_unto himself

and so f2ll easy prey to man,'l

Similarly, the closing lines of Arrow of God, while offering

11pid., p. 81
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an explanation for the tragedy of Ezeulu, touch on this
very subject of c¢lan loyalty, and in doing so recall
prevervial sayings handed down from the clan's forefathers:

Their god had taken sides with them against

his headstrong and ambitious priest and thus

upheld the widdom of their ancestors--that

no man however great was greater than his

pecple; that no man ever won judgement against

his clan,

There is a strong tragic element in Achebe's writing

for all three novels recount the downfall of their central
character; Okonkwo in Things Fall Apart, Cbi in Mo Longer

at Fase and Dzeulu in Arrow of God. To illustrate this

and the general pathos of rants situation in the world, the
author employs proverbial sayings of strange power and heauty.
Ezeulu, for instance, crushed under the blow of his son's

death, reaches for a saying that will help to explain away

- or mitigate his sorrow:

They say a man is like o funeral ram which
gt talie whatever bheating comes to it without

Fa)

opening its mouth; only the silent tremor Qi
pain dowm its body tells of its suffering.

Similarly, faced with the death of his mother, for whon he
has the tenderest love, 0bi realises that no matter how deeply
affected he is, life must go on. Ilis people say that "the

start of weeping is always hard® and yet, he sadly reflects,

lchinua Achebe, Arrow of God,(london), 1964, p. 287

2No Longer at fase, P. 167
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“the most iwrrible sight in the world cannot put out the eye."
And then, violating a proverb of his clan, he stoically
observes, "The death of & mother is not like a palm tree
bearing fruit at the end of its leafl, no matter how nuch we
want to meke it so."l (Obits brave efforts to bear up under
mnisfortune run counter to a strong vein of fatalism in the
novels that drives home time and again tlhe inevitaebility

of suffering, whether men accept it or not. In a picturesque

iilustration, Hoses in Arrow of God tells his {riends:

When suffering imocks at your door and you

say there is no seat left for him, he tells

you not te_worry because he has brought his

own stool.”<
lior does one calamity provide immunity from others to follow.
Life, Achebe's peuple suy, is not like taat, for "Even while
people ave still talking about the wmen Rat bit to death
Lizord takes money to have his teeth filed."2 The nost
striking example of this fatalisui, however, occurs in lio longdr

4

at_liage, where 0ObLi, arguing with the Chairman of khe Coummission

over the suicide at the end of Greends The lieart of the liatter,

falls back on the proverbial wisdou of a village elder to

T

1o Longer at Lase, D. 167

describe the coming of the white nan, but to loses' audience
it is obviously a fomiliar way of looking at sulfering.

2Ibid.,p. 104, The illustretion is actually used to

31bid., P. 202
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Arrow of God, Achebe's third, and in meny ways his most ambitious,

novel, wus published by Heinemann in 190%. Like Things Fall Apert, it

reflecte the 1life of an Ibo community in Bustern Nigeria, but it is set
in the early twenties rather than the lite nineteenth century. Achebe's
decision to writc & further novel about the pust is quite deliberate, for
we may recall thot he his seld he beliuves his art cun contribute power-
fully to Nigeria's "re-education anc regenerition" and he particul.rly
hopes that his historical rovels will teach his readers that '"their pust -
with all its imperfections -- wus not oue long night of savegery from
which the luropeans zcting on Ged's behalf veliversd tuem.'' In the light
of these remorks, it is also fair to assume thoet in Arrow of God Achebe is
more concerned than evor before with adurcssing his african sudience, and
there is plenty of uvidence to show that fewer allowances are made for the
foreign reader, It is, therefore, a correspondiugly more difficult book
for the non-African rcader to arproach, tuough the cbstacles zro certeinly
not insurmountsble.

At the newrt of the narrative is bzeulu, the picus anue stroigly
independent Chief Pricst of the villages of Umuaro. He is the riest of
Ulu, a deity installed by the villages after their delivery from long
persecution, wnd rinving above 8l other gods. Ulu is a powerful god &s
well as a protector und "destroys & man when his life is sweetist to him.”1

It falls to dzeulu to scrve him and ask .im for favours:

1Chinua schebe, Arrow of God, pe %2.




A2

Ulu, I thank you for making me see another new moon.

May I see it aguin and again. May this household be

healthy and prosperous. As this is the moon of planting

may the six villagesplant with profit.1
Since Ulu is allepowerful his wishes are sought in all clan activities,
and when a group of clansmen led by Nwaka decide to make war onrearby
Okperi, Ezeulu strives hard to forbid it precisely because he feels Ulu is
not in favour of it. Indeed, Ezeulu has sense of justice enough to strongly
assert his belief that the piece of land causing the dispute does not
belong to Umuaro anyway:

It was Okperi who gave us a piece of their land

to live in ... This is the story as I heard it from

my father. If you choose to fight a man for « piece

of farmland thet belongs to him I shall have no hand

in it.

The dispute is finally resolved by Captain Winterbottom, the

British District Officer, who is so impressed when Ezeulu speaks the
truth at an enquiry into the affair that he decides to make him a
Paramount Chief. ZXzeulu's h:nesty, however, along with his opposition to
the wir and his decision to let his son Oduche be brought up as a Christian,
causes a deep rift in the clan and Ylu's priest can only cling to his
office with difficulty. Especially is he the target of abuse for Nwaka, a
member of Idemili or the cult of the sacred python, a reptile which

Ezeulu's Christian son has tried to kill.

When Ezeulu refuses to accept Winterbottom's offer, which is

TIbid, p. 7.

°Ibid, p. 18.
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made with barbaric indelicacy, he is thrown into gaol and apehds almost

four weoks there. During his confinement he broods on the bitterness

shown him by his enemies wnd dreams thot his people are rejecting Ulu

becauce he seems to be powerless aguinst ithe white man. He sees hi: self

s the Chief Priest whom the crowd begin "to push ... fror one group to

another. Some spat on his face and culled him the priest of a dead god."1

On his release he coldly plots to revenge himself on Umuero; it will be

a carefully prepupred punishment and devastating in its effectiveness.

lle will be like an adder which "would sufler every provocition, it would

even let its enemy step on its trunk; 1t must weit and unlock its seven

fanirs ons ufter the other. Then it would be death to its tormentors."a
Convendently, bzeulu also coma to belicve that Ulu himseif wants

tc punish the people so that, as his priest, he is merely "an arrow in

the bow of his god.™ Revenge finally cowmes with the Feast of the New

Yam, marking the end of the old year and the begimning of the new. Four

duys after the appecrance of the new moon which marks the apypropri-te dute,

Ezeulg has still not annocunced the Feast and no yams cen be harvested until

he does so. The ¢ is a grave denger of famine wg the ripe yams lie

unhaxrvested in the earth but Ezeulu merely shrugs this off, calmly remarking,

"0

"The gods suretimes use us a whip It seems , however, that Ulu is a

1Ibid-' De 19?.

2Ypid., pe 227.

“Ibide, ps 201l.
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most inscrutable god, for shortly after Bzeulu decides to announce

the FPeast and bring the crisis to an end, his favourite son, Obikx, is
cruelly taken from him. This crushes Ezeulu who caunot understand why
Ulu has let it happen; he becomes insane and spends his lact days in
“the haughty splendour of a demented high priest."1 But if this is

Ulu's way of punishing his priest, the victory is only a pyrrhic one, for
he is dismissed as Umuaro'§ deity and tho clan falls into the welcome
embrace of Mr. Goodcountry, a local Christian missionary.

Arrow of God is clearly intended to be a major development from

No longer at Buse and Things Fall Apuzrt. There are signs in the book of

an overall advance in boldness and confidence; Achebe feels confident
enough to risk fairly long digressions, for example, to give a minute
account of a long debate or the festive apparel of a young bride. The
novel is physically bigger also, running to &lmost twice the len,th of its
predecessors. Its scale is lurger and it carrics more abunduntly the rich
material of character, theme and background with which Achehbe wants to
impress his readers.

Ezeulu, though often a rather dull and priggish character, is
intended as a more powerfully conceived figure than the protagonists of the
previous novels. There is more attention paid to lLim because he is at the
centre of clan life and his cureer sug;ests that Achebe has tii:d to create
him on the lines of a trugic hero. And yet his domination of the scene is

by no means complete, for Arrow of God is notable for the increased number

MIbid., p. 287.
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of minor characters it portruys, & group who, rore strongly than before,
give the impression of a real society.

There is, too, fAchebe's bigmes. atte-pt so far to porirsy the
characte: s of white men, us though lhie is respondirg to a sug-estion muade

at the 1901 African Yriters Conference that white people can be a it

sul ject for African litorature! Mr. Green in No longer at base was a

success mainly because he was an easily recopgnised cousstal ty e. There

are seversl Huropean chorscters in Arrow of God, however, all differing

sl.ghtly in ran: and characters With Winterbottorm and Clurke, Achebe makes
an inpressive effort to record the varisty of attitudes possible for

the white raler in fice of & largel; unknown body of subjects. He shows,
vy that he appreciates the climatic problems Buropeans foce -- the
inability to sleep, the Louts of Tever, tie guffocation of wosquils nets.
And yet, while genuinely sappreciciing the colenialists' haerdships, Achebe
repeatedly pokass fun at their Xliosyncracies: at their concern, for
exarple, not to lower themsolves Yin the eyes of the natives," at the
threats to bar offenders from the club and at tue odd but prevalent

belief thut dressing for dinner, although insuflerably irkscse, is a kind
of “"goneral tonic w .ich ore must tuke if e (is) to survive in this
demoralising cuuntry.”1 Winterbot.om especially ie ridicul.d. lie describes
the fairly ordi:ary dispute between Umusre and Ckperi as a "big savuge
wor' and he then goes on te give a wildly inaccur. te acc uut of iue events

of tue strug le. Jde see nim ugs au uninformed o’ficia’, faintly cbsurd in

1Ibido s P 59-
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his ipnorcnce. Significently, tooy tihoe only wiite woman in the book is a
Ugevere ond unferinine migciovnery doctor in cherge of the hospital,"
whose collap:e inte papic znd tcars -hen W.nterbotton becones ill makes
her look both ridiculous and, it is implied, immoral. Though interesting
enough, the wuite portraits in the book are unsatisfactory, for by them
Achebe loses nmuci: of uis reputation for unbiased roporting and impressive
fre dom from bitterneass.

Arrow of God, as a rore ambiticus venture than Achebe's previous
novels, is l.rgcly & success; but the aut. or's advence in confidence
often brings bim perilously close to failure; for while long digrescions
and set debates might have been acceptable fror, say, Fielding, Achebe's
strength o far has been his almost classical sense of balunce,
proportion and ccoromye. The long debates over the war, however, the
tedious coming: and geings from the prison at Okperi, an incr ased uge of
proverbs that borders on sententiocusness and the rather uns tisfuctory
sutire against the Buropeans -- all these go some way tovards undermining

the qua’ities on which Achebe's astature as a novelist largely depends.



Conclusion

This dissertation has attempted to offer an introductory
survey of the new literature in English that is appearing in
the Republic of Nigeria. The spurt of literary activity here
that has marked the past decade has been helped on by such
factors as increasing literacy, nationalism and political
independence, More tangible influences have been the University
of Ibadan, Mbari Writers Club, the journ#l Black Orpheus, African
Univergities Press and the germinal association with all these
of several dedicated scholars, chief among whom is probably
Nr, Ulli Beier., |

Because a policy of eultural assimilation was not pursued
in Britain's colonial territories, the chief characteristics
of Nigerian writing differ sharply from those distinguishing
the literature of French West Africa., Nigerian literature tends
to be personal and reflective rather than public and stiident in
the manner of Négritude. The pace is steady, the thinking calm,
the viewpoint realistic.

In a country where social change is deep-going and painful
the writer is at an advantage, for there is so much to reflect,
to say, to urge. Accordingly, poets, novelists and dramatists
are revealing Nigeria to herself as only a writer can. Social
stresses are recorded in both prose and verse with frankness and,
at times, a good deal of moral indignation, though some writers
(especially the poets) prefer to loock inward and describe their
own private world with its joys and tribulationas.
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Among the prose writers there is the strange position of
Amos Tutuola, beloved abroad, neglected &t home, His achievement
is unique and will probably continue to be so,for national pride
will almost certainly ensure that a world audience will never
again be entertained by this kind of art. After Zutuola a
window on the spirit world of Africa will be slammed shut for
ever, It remains to be seen whether in his lifetime this strangely
powerful writer will create a more conventional kind of prose
form that can be handed on to Nigeria's second generation of
writers,

At a time when tf is unfashionable to preach anything,
beyond weird doctrines of despair and gloom, Chinua Achebe
is preaching enthusiaatically about the novel and its use as
an instrument with which to reform Nigerian society, restore self-
esteem and cure its absurd sense of inferiority. He uses the novel
to reconstruct a picture of a healthy traditional culture, a way
of life that Africans can look back on with pride, He also
crystallises for his African audience many of the problems
which the eurrent meeting of the two cultures has engendered,
no doubt in the belief that a problem once isolated is a problem
quickest solved, There are strong indications that Achede with
his measured lyricism is attempting to give English prose style
a new kind of texture, wherein traditional wisdom and warm humanity
can be readily woven. His maturity of vision, sense of vocation
and obvious belief in labor limae suggest that Achebe could well
become a writer of considerable stature.
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The present survey has some obvioué limitations, Ne discussion
has been offered on drama,for example, a field in which Nigeria
is very rich and in which Soyinka and Pepper Clark are doing a
good deal of important work. Room has not been found for Cyprian
Ekwengi either, a reluctant emils;an since he is his country's most
prolific novelist. Nor has it been possible to examine in detail
the experiments that are going forward in prose and verse - the
Ijaw-based prose style of Okara's The Voice, for example, or the
pidgin English poetry of Imoukhuede, It is hoped, nevertheless,
that sufficient material has been offered to show that the
Republic of Nigeria has young men who, in Gibbonian phrase, have
read with taste, who think with freedom, and who write in a foreign
language with spirit and elegance.
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