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VMYTHOLOCY AND THE AFRICAN NOVEL

This thesis is essentially a %second reading¥ of a selection of
contemporary African novels of which mythology forms a significant but,
in criticism, largely neglected feature. This negligence owes a great
deal to the prevailing attitude that modern African fiction is more
concerned with the depiction of and commentary on contemporary socio—
political realities than with making aesthetic impacts; and that the
presernce of mythological materials is either ornsmental (providing
Yatmozphere?) or sympiomaiic of atavistic indulgence.

Conversely, the present study secks to show how certain African
novelists have approached the myths and mythopoeic traditions in (as
well as outside) their societies in ferms of a mythic imagination,
thereby sustaining the 3ccial and aesthetic concerns of the novel in a
particularly African sense and milieu. The study is in five "Parts",
the first of which lcoks at the general problem of *myth-criticism¥,
and of myths in African fictions; as well as definincg itve own objectives.
Bach of the remaining four parts looks at two novels +>“f “llustrate
particular perspectives on the sfructural and aesthetic functions cf
myths, as well as the creative engagement of the mythic and historical
cons CLOu snmess within the corntext of the contemporary experience in
Africa.

o

Thus, "Part twe" sees Awoonorfs Thig Farth, My Prother and Soyiukats
The Ln[c“01c+cr from the perspdﬂtlva of The fSearch for a form?®, while
"part three" focusce on the tsearch for community? in Soyinkat®s &eubnn of

L e ]

Anomy and Armah®s F”*wmﬁpts. The fourth and fifth parts uoroﬂn.rate on
PCL&LLOH hips between HJLL, history and ideology in Aimah¥s Two Thousornd

s ot

Seasons and Ouloguem?ts Bound to Violence on the one hand, and Ngrgiis

B e

A Grain of Wheat and Petals of Blood on the other.

In conciusion therefore, we observe that thesec works, especially,
have been largely misrepresented by the exclusivisy tendencies of
*formalism? and socialist realism! as critical approaches to the
contemporary African fictions.
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PART ONE

INTRODUCTION




['A 7n interest in the creative literature
or our century forces upon us an interest
in myth.

(Richard Chase)




I,(i) Myth, Meanings and literary Criticism _

Perhaps the most daunting and elusive challenge to savants
of culbtural philosophies, is one of the primal kinds of cultural expression
that has for ages passed as '"myth'". To the Classical mind, myth was a
term applicable only to the Greek traditional tales about the geds, heroes

- :

and (unproven but popularly oelieved) events that counstitute the foundaticn
and expression of Hellenism. But, in time and with the broadening spectrun
of intellectual interests, there have cccurred corresponding diversifications
ih the  concept and interpretation of mythlfavoured by the classicists. The .
progressive release of the idea of myth (in modern times) from the
restricvions of classicism, however, results in a »lurality that is no
less baffling than when the philosophers of the Greek Enlightenment sought
to explain what the "ftraditional tales" were about-

Modern studies, especially in anthropology, psychology and comparative
religion, have consistently sought to demonstrate thei:' icepective stakes
in myth. Thus,we have a bewilidering array of disparate and often contenticus
meanings of it. The word "myth" becomes so loaded with conrotetions that

it could "mean" anything from a marrative associated with rite

(=
o

(7.B.Harrison, & the "Cambridge School"), an autonomous - purely

fictive - form of consciousness (Thomas Cassirer); or, from primitive
man's crude attempnt at a scientific or philosophkic explanabtion of ratural
phenomena and the recurrent cycie of life (J.G.Frazer), to a symbolic
escape-hatch for the jelly-hearted from the harsh realities of psychological
stress forced upcn modern man by the giddy pace of change (Philip Rahv)-z
Between thece poles lie further gradastions, each expertly applied to suit
the morel -- ideological persuasion, convenience or scholastic commiiuent

&

of which ever party is dealing with myth. In that case, it is possible +to




spesk of, say, anthropological, psychological, anagogical or poetic-~
literary meanings without, of course, pretending that any single '"meaning"
is itself free of eclecticism.

Through the inevitable dynamics of cultural forms, characteristics
of imaginative literatures have not only been identified in the myth
category, but literature - as a fdrm in its own right -~ has continually
asserted an awareness and vigorous 'interest' in mytholcgy. This much is,
at least, certain. But, whether literature is or is like myth, or vice-
Versa, is a question that has haunted liferary scholarship since Aristotle
first used the word "mythos" to mean "Plot" - imitation of an actior -
the essence of Tragedy. Nevertheless, the truism ¢f the following assertion
by Richard Chase will abide in the foreseeable future: "...an interest in
the creative literaturc of our century forces upon us an interest in
myth."3 And, in concluding his study on the uses of mytholcgy as
structural and prefigurative techniques in certain moderi: Turopean novels,
Jonn J.White observes that:

Attitudes to myths, inside and outside literature

may have changed in recent times, wiih a certain

anti-myth reaction setting in. Yet this change in

attitude has not led to the disappeararnce of
mythological motifs frem contemporary fiction. 4

This statement is equally true of both creative and critical "attitudes'.
Indeed, whether or not a critic subscribes to onc or any combinations of

the plethora of theoretical staﬁdpoints on the ianterpretation of the
"anthropological™ myth and/or its relationship to imaginative literature,
the continued embodiment of mythological materials in poetry, drama and
Tiction is assured. At least, the vefy naturc of the creative act's reliance

upon a system of imagery, metaphor and

DY :
LY

mbol links it, apperently, with

the structurel languzge of myth-making. But we can distinguish a literary
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interest in the subject of myth from that of other specializations. Fer,
& Francis Perguson warns:
/ Because the literary student /...lacks the knowledge
and training to join the debates cf specialists on their
own terms, / what / he needs...is a renewed sense of his
own stake in Myth, plus a firmer reliance on the evidences
in literature and on the methods and the criteria of literary
analysis. For the point at which Myth concerns the student
of literature is the point at which it is brought to life
again in poetry, drama or fiction. 5

It is, perhaps, in the context of creative literature that myth is
ehcountered in its least ambiguous forms.

If, for our purpose, we define.a my th (provisionally) as a culture ~
specific narrative or story - usually an imaginative composition of
unascribed suthorship e then, the novelist whc uses mythe could be seen to do
so in any one of three possible ways. He cculd be reproducing a known
myth. In that case, because the writer often re-tells it in toto, - the
myth remains only at the level of content in relation tc hie adopted form.
Alternatively, the novelist could borrow the outlines cf a myth wiile
telling a different 'modern' story which, nornetheless, literally insists
upon our seeing its own meaning through the mythological parallel. The

writer, thus, approaches the myth as a structuring device. Otherwise, he

could be telling a story which makes allusions to a cowmpedium of mythological
themes and symbols as were appropriate to a contemporary theme. TUsually,
Wudfnovelist menipuiates the materisls in such a Way that they Pecome,
not extraneous but, complementary or integral to a new, mythic, imaginative
activity whereby they acquire new existence and a new significance.

Although predominantly evident in drama and‘poefry, mythology also

appeared in pre-twentieth century European fictions. And, as an

illustration of works in which myths exist merelv as conhent, John J. White
Y 43 . s

remarks that:




The Titanic gods are often espoused by the
Romantics (?ven, Tor example, in the mytho--
logical Gothic of Mrs.Shelley's Frankenstein
or The Modern Promotheus ), but such figures
are largely ief't as unexploited, heroic
embodiments of a vague spirit of vitalism. 6

On the African scene, & corresponding attitude may be found in Mcfolo's

Chaka (1925; trans. 1931), Isye's recent work, The Guardian of the Word

7 a’
(1978; trans. 1980) and Fagunwa's The Forest of a Thousand Demons
™

(1950; trans. 1968).

The creative services into which ertists press particuler kinds of
anthropological myths may have become more or less complex threough the
years, in tune with, say, the individual writer's creative temperament,
skill, &s well as the ethos of his time and society. European writers

of the period spanning, roughly, 1850-~1950 (Symbolists, Romentics and

Modernists) for example, are known to have especislly fallen under the
spell of certain types of Classical and FPar-Eastern mythology. In

y for their

>

various ways, they incorporate such myths in fiction wrliiny
poetic vitality or the semblance of (moral-spiritual) "order'" which they
seem to represent. It is, indeed, a special Teature of wrowanticisn
and, more so, of modernism not only to revive, but to scek moral and
literary ideology in mythology. As T.S.Eliot remarks in his essay on
Joyce's Ulysses:

In using myth, in menipulating a continucus parallel
between contemporaneity and antiquity, Mr.Joyce is
pursuing a method which others must pursue after him...
It is simply a way of controlling, of ordering, of

giving shape and significance to the immense panorama

of futility and anarchy which is contemporary history....
It is, 1 seriously believe, a step towdrd making the
modern world possible for art...toward oréder and form. 7

—

For writers like Joyce, therefore, myths exist as a body of mabexrial,

allusioxn to which becomes a structural device. And this brings to wind,

for example, Awogonor's T = Inserpre

and Season of Anony.

hi.s Earth,My Brother, or Soyinka's The Interpreiers



If embiguity and complexity -~ due to fﬁe influences of studies in
anthropology and depth-psychology which popularize many more ersitwhile
recondite mythology - become noticeable, a5 in the works of certain
European modernist (as well as some African) writers, these cculd almost
always bte attributable to the moral-aesthetic effects that the writers
wish to procure. The works of certain novelists (say, Faulkner or Kafka,
Armah or Ngugi), while not myths in the anthropological sense, nonetheless
produce mythic effects. This is, for example, a feature cf the significant

form of Faulkmer's "The Bear", Kafka's The Castle, Armah's Two Thousand

Seasons or Ngugi's Petals of Blood. Thus, it may be argued that the

creative writer (poet, dramatist or novelist) has never really had a
'problem' of myth. Generally,'he is not 6ften troubled by the.obtuscness
which characterizes "myth interpretation" or, by any sense of irresoluteness
about whether the mythciogical themes and figures he employs were,
originaily, thought to bc retigious or historical, gods or culture heroes.

As the great variety of critical essays on the subject of "myth and
literature" shows, the obvious conclusion we might draw is that it is
literary critics, and not writers, who have always laboured under +the
incubus of semantics and taxonomy.8 Interpretations of the myth concept
in itself and, vis-a-vis creative literature (especially fiction) have
become so ridden with idiosyncrasies and period dialectics, tinged with
a large dosage of mutual vilification, that the literary focus of the
argunent often getsobscured rather than clarified.

In a general sort of way, however, critical interdsts in "myth"
(whether as a quasi-literary form, cosmogony or souething which literatire

itself strives to become) converge on the idea that the mythic percepticn

oy

is superior or, at least, more inclusive then mimetic realism - in the sense

that it shoots through theenpirical to a . But, when
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certain critics, in the manner of Hérman Broch, describe the twentieth
century as the "mythical age'" and urge a "return to my’uh",9 they are making
value judgments which (rore ethical-historical than 1iterary) represent
a spill-over from the romantic reaction against the obsessive rationalism
of the eighteenth century Enlightemment. TYor the Romantics, therefore,
the "return to myth" is as much an act of ideological resistance to a
nascent scientificism which is vigorously mythophobic, as it is a
moral protest, expressing the continuing cynicism about the redemption
of the world through science and technology. Even Richard Chase who
considers that "myth" is literature - albeit a special, "magical" kind
of literature - expresses a vision of art which, like the magician's:

«esls to summon the magical powers of the universe

into his own control...to enforce reality and

significance upon a chaotic and meaningless world

and, by opposing the magical mena to forces which

threaten him or his vision of things, to promote 2

dramatic clash the upshot of which is a resolution

of forces into new hermony. 19 (original italics)
Predictably, the opponents of the "present-day mythomania" (presumably
among writers as well) decry the practice whereby the "mythomeniac puts
himgelf in the position of speaking freely in the name of both poetry and
religion without, however, making him=elf responsible to either.11 Thus,
among myth critics, the bone of contention hés always been that the
literary scholar must commit himself to making tbe‘necessary discrimination
between the anthropological or metaphysical myth (what Northrop Frye calls
"undiéplaced myth"lZ), and poetic myths - between, that is, magico-
religious and aesthetic mcdes of expression. It is particularly in

this respect that one might see Northrop Frye's Anatomy of Criticism

(upmdated and bulstered by Fables of Idecti@x) as one of the most

important contemporary studies that is substantially geared towards an




investigation of the potentials of myth as a scurce of symbols and

imagery for the literary imagination. But, because of its mecroscoric

n

ambitions, Frye's critical method lays itself open to abuse by its

[¢

disciples and opponents alike.

Spurred as much by insights derived Tfrom pivotal studies in
anthropology and depth-~psychology, as by a felt need for an alternative
method in literary criticism, FPrye seeks to apprehend the imaginative
and universal qualities of myth which may be used as a basis for a more
systematic or "scientific" discussion of literature. Already (enhanced
by the works of J.G.Frazer énd Sigmund ETeud), Jungian psychology postulates

“that some basically universal characteristics of the human mind, revealed
in dreams and the "collective unconscious", constantly recur in myths.
From this rediscovery of mythology as a repertoire of psychological types,
springs Frye's archetypal theory of literature - especially when the use
of myths seems to be a recurrent feature of creative writings. And,
convinced that "literature is a reconstructed Zfor 'displaced‘;7 mythclogy
with its structural principles derived from those of myth"}3 he proceeds
to discover a unity which inheres in literature but has remained virtually
unexpleited. Thus, he posits the quest-motif as the central and "co-
ordinating principle"14 of literature, which not only confers a pattern
of meaning upon a particuiar work, but also relates it to cther conventions
and genres of literature in genéral. Accordingly, he asserts that:

"It is part of the critic's business to show how all literary genres

are derived from the quest-myth."15

It is the one basic and inclusive
myth which, leavened with the psychoanalytlical theories of dream and the
unconscious, is also expected {o contain the essence and eguivaleant of the
Jungian archetype in literature. Therefore, the "archetype" is what all

great works of art aspire towards, and gives a2 sense of order to their

interpretation.




Naturally, "archetypal' myth criticism has attracted a host
of emul”ators, guite a few of whom have gone far beyond what Frye
envisaged. Thus, when it is claimed thet%, in myth criticism "we have
the possibility of infinitely diverse reactions to a work of art",16
one .readily senses the risk of libertine fluidity. Yet, when Frye
restates his position - obviously for the edification of those who see
"myth criticism" as an open-ended system or, exclusively in terms of
"ritual" -- he merely confirms an eclecticism that offers little consolation

to his opponents. IHe writes in Fables of Identity:

Again, myths are often used as allegories of science or
religion or morality: +they may arise in the first place
to account for a ritual or a law, or they may be exempla
or parables which illustrate a particular situaticn or
argument, like the myths in Plato or Achilles' myt

of the two Jars of Zeus at the end of the Iliad. Once
established in their own right, they may then be
interpreted dogmatically or allegorically, as all the
standard myths have been for centuries, in innwaerable
ways. But because myths are stories, what they '"mean"
is inside them, in the implications of their incidents.
No rendering ct cony myth into conceptual language can
serve as a full equivalent of its meaning. A myth may
be told and retold: it may be modified or elaborated,
or different patterns may be discovered in it; and its
life is always the poetic life of a story, not the homiletic
life of some illustrated truism. 17

However, he makes no apology for the tempting open—-endedness of the systen;
nor does he deny that a myth could function as a symbolic mcdel for the
interpretation of a literary creation. Perhaps, the greatest source of
unease about Frye's "archetypal" theory and criticism of literature is

not so much that it is pronounced on the authority of "extra-literary!
disciplines (the works of the best writers often evidence awareness of
such possibilities). It is the fact that, ultimately, the "archetype"
becomes an instrument that exists in extrancous relationship to the works
which it seeks to interpret. Thus, paradcxically, the Fryean "mytn

n

criticism" not only bears the stiffest brunt of the modern anii-wmyth




reaction, but falls foul of certsin myth critics. For, as K.K.Ruthven
argues:

It is characteristic of myth-~criticism to turn
attention away from the local specificities of

a particular book towards some myth which is

held to be older and grander and therefore better
than the book one is actually talking about...
This raises the question as to whet value there
can be in a method of literary analysis which, in
reaching towards some indistinct archetype, turns
aside from those ectypal particularities which
make a novel uniquely what it is. 18

These, among other considerations, have led another prominent 'myth
critic', William Righter, to contest even the basic assumptions that

Prye (in Anatomy of Criticism) makes about literature and, criticism, as

an organized discipline.19 Righter disputes that literature is an
organized body of kmowledge or, that criticiem is or could be & systematic
study like Science. As for Frye's use of the seasonal cycle myths as
defining characteristics of the main literary modes (Spring = Romance,
Summer = Comedy, Autumn = Tragedy, and Winter = Satire), Righter does not
see how a resort to rigid, mystical or psychological expianations could
make it preferable to, say, Gaston Bachelard's effective use of the four
~elements "to provide a phenomenology of the poetic imagination through

the way in which poetic imagery coalesces around the poles of earth, air,
Tire, water.”zo What Righter argues in favour of -‘especially in his

own recent book, Myth and Titerature — is an alternative look at myth and,

. o : g 21
particularly, the mythic imagination.

In making these observations, the present state of the criticism of
the African fiction is very much in the forefront of our concern. For,

A
[}

much of the more ‘serious!' critical effort

5

s that address themselves 1o
the presence of mytns in certain African novels, set out from one 'myth-—

perspeetive! or another. The preseat study focuses on a selection of
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novels (based on a criterion worked out in Hhe next sub-gection) that
have used myths in particular ways. The aim is to demonstrate - borrowing
Righter's expression in a comparable context - "/ a 7mong the possibilities
that arise here.../ , / that the creative power of the particular poet as
'mythmaker' is equal to whatever traditional material he may assimilate

x 22 v N ;
and use. Our concern is not with the mythological process; but the

ways in which our chosen novelists use, and find liberating outlets in

mythology for their own imaginative energies.
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I,(ii) Mythology in the African Novel: Critical Approaches,
Terms and Distinctions

Besides "mythological', other derivatives of the word "myth'
often used in critical discussions of a great deal of African fictions
include: "mythology", "mythical, "mythic", and "mythopoeic". With
the clear exception of Isidore Okpewho, Abiola Irele, Wole Soyinka

: e ]
and, perhaps, Stanley Macebuh, Richard Pr%?e and Kofi Awconor, critics
of African fictions . do not, in general, make adequate terminological
distinctions. Besides, a few anthropologically or folkoristic oriented
ones often emphasize distinctions between "myth" and, for example, "legend"

and "folklore" or "proverbs". Indeed, Oyekan Owomoyela's recent book,

1.
African Titeratures: An Introduction,” is.not only constructed upon such

distinctions but also classifies "myth" as one of the "procaic componen 3"2
of the "folklore". We do not make any 'distinction' between "myth', "legend"
or "folklore" in the present study. This fact might run foul of the
'anthropologist's' or 'folklorist's' expectations; but the difference

need not degeneraté into any great obstacle - provided, and so far as

the literary character of the discussions is properly kept in view.

Although it could be rather pedantic to insist upon 2 strict definition

of any and every myth---cognates, it becomes important (for the purpose

of the present study) that we state what the terms we choose tc use »méan .
As will become evident in the main body and thrust of our discussions, we

use "mythic" to distinguish a disciplined kind of imaginative activity

from "mythological" ~ copying or reproducing pre-existent myths. We also

use 'mythical" to denote the elements of the unreal and purely fanciful

quality of nyths.

Fron the evidence of the majority of critical works on the subject.

it may seem more matural to speak of the African drama and poetry, rather




than the novel, as "mythological'. Although most of the contemporary
African novelists have always drawn upon materials of traditional mythology
in their best works, critics tend (until fairly recently) to disregard or
treat such materials with levity. We may seek an explanation for this
fact in the global problem of shifting comnotations of "myth'" and its
derivatives. Coupled with this, is the understandable resistence of
much of the pivotal criticism of African fictions against what came to be
described as excessive preoccupation with "anthropological information
and "exotic details". Of course, Amos Tutuola (the only unhesitantly
acknowledged "mythical imagination and; so, anomalous in the meainstream
of the African fiction) has produced 'novels'! which have always been
treated as "mythological".3 But the predominant critical perspective
on his work follows as much from the critics’ expectation of what the
novel ought (or ought not).to be, as from their apparent preconception
of a "myth", exclusively, in temms of a tale associated with gods,
religion, animism and ritual or, at least, as an extra-terrestrial sicry
with purely fancifuvl, entertaimment value. Thus, the delayed and still
scanty critical attention to the mythic elements in the works of,
especially, the so-called "second-generation" African writers may be
attributable to two primary reasons. There is the historical conditioning
that has caused African fictions tc be seen as works of social realism
and, then, the fact that the critics tend, far btoo often, to see any
reference to mythology too narrowly in terms of content or of ritual.
Closely linked with the general wave of African nationalist
consciousness and cultural revivalism which dates back to colomni=l
times, the African novel (1ike African pcctry} has usually been precccunied
with the need to communicate socio-cultural and political points of view
in order to meet and counter the colonialist denial of the existence, and/

or denigration of African history and cultire. Thus, African writers have
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themselves persistently spoken of their'duuy" (as artists) in terms cf
detraumatizing the African's conscilousness from European acculturation,
reinstating -cultural pride, and functioning as the watchdogs over the
moral velues and political conscience of the scciety. As Rand David
Bishop Jr. has observed:

The overpowering need to project an "Africen

presence" into the world, coupled withk the

logical conclusion that this "presence!" must be

accurate - for the sake of =accurscy itself, perhaps,

but even more-so in order to correct the West's inaccurate

image of Africa and African culture - led the African writer

and critic alike to lean heavily upon realism ag a techniague,

and upon African reality for content. DModern African

literature, then, had to present not only the realities of

Africa, but felt often the nced to explain them - to a

world that had been heretofore {and to = great extent still

is) profoundly ignorant of them....This has meant that

African literature and criticism - and for other reasomns

as well - have been concerned mcre with external than

with internal or assthetic considerations. 4 (Original emphasis)
Thus, under the eyes of a vigorous critical realism, the obvious uses
of myths for sociologiczi «r anthropological "information" in the
African novel are often regarded as obtrusive, boringly atavistic
adornments to narrative which the artists can do without.

A common practice among, especially, Eurc-American critics of
African literature, critical realism can and has often been carried to
extremes. As the indigenous African and a few perceptive non-African
critics realised quite early, the insistence on European criteria of
realism can degenerate into an incipient inteliectual imperialism. It
can be used as & platform for not only denigrating the comparatively young
fiction but also denying that the best of it is in any way authentically
African. Even in the hands of largely well-mesnins critical realists

like C.R.Iargson (whe has devoted a book-length study to African Ffiction)

it could be a detour to a Eurocentric universalism when they are net, in
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the words of Chinua Achebe, "given to big-brother arrogance, ZfseeiHQJ/
the African writer as a somewhat unfinished Buropean who with patient

. : 5 : "D
guidance will grow up one day and write like every other European...

For example, in the latest (1978) edition of his The Emergence of African

Fiction (1971) Professcr Iarson retains the following statements -
nearly a decade after they were first pubiished:

How surprising, we might conclude, that with
Wole Soyinkz and Ayi Kwei Armah, the African
novel as a literary genre now moves into the
main stream of Western tradition....6

Description, and treatment of time and space

are becoming more typically Western. Experimentation
tends now toward Western techniques which replace the
traditional conscious or subconscious incorporation of
oral literary materials into the text. With some novels
it is even difficult to tell whether or not the writer
is an African. 7

While it is probably safe to say that some of the early
examples of the influences of the oral tradition upon
the novel form will slowly decrease in frequency as
these materials themselves are forgotten, and that as

a consequence the African novel will become increasingly
experimental in a Western instead of an African way,...8

(It is quite amazing that in spite of the mass of recent research
evidences to the conitrary Professor Iarson does not seem persuaded to
alter his "Conclusion" and, especially, hig views about the oral
traditional materials in the African novels). However even before
"Tarsony" (as an African novelist, Armah, refers to his critical methodL
there have been many critical essays on the place and role of "traditional
elements'" or the debts to oral literature in the works of individual
African novelists. Too often, a gre;t majority of such essays scarcely
reach beyond the itemized (tautological) validation of the existence

of such things as vernacular rhythms, proverbs, riddles and anything in

social customs from communzal festivals to manners of greeting. Their

=




driving spirit derives, usually, more from polemics aimed at proving
the "African cheracter'" of the novels than aesthetic considerations.
Although Achebe cammnot be correctly associated with this spate of
testaments to traditional elements (naive as much of it is), he has
inspired it by his reaction against what he later called "Colonialist

9

Criticism'” of African literature when he wrote these much quoted lines
in 1962: '"No man can understand another whose language he does not
speak"lo in much the same sense as a nineteenth century philosopher,
0.W.Holmes, described every language as the temple in which the soul
of all those who speak it is enshrined - "language" being equated with
culture.

Thus, despite and because of the many shadcs of Iarsonian critical
perspective, there has been reawakened a strong desire among writers and
critics alike to free the criticism of African literature from the yoke
of eurocentricism, and begin to interpret the literature in Werms of the

milieus
conceptions, tastes, attitudes and beliefs of the o that produce it.
Rather disappointingly however, much of the enthusiasm for this critical
direction has succeeded only in reducing the fiction té its content and

then interpreting that. Among the most intensive and deliberately literaxry

single studies of the traditional elements zre Professors Emmanuel

Obiechina's Culture, Tradition and Society in the West African Novel (1975)

and Oladele Taiwo'!s Culture and The Nigerian Novel (1976).11 But the

relevance of these works to the present study can only be, regrettably,
minimal. They have both chosen to operate under such nebulous terms as
"eulture" and "tradition" - the meanings of which, in any case, ure
presumcd to be understood rather than statzd.

Perhaps the first significant myth-criented criticism of African

fiction (no less referential to Achebe's position already mentioned)

1g the folkloristic approach favoured by IProfessor Bernth Iindfors who
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has himself devoved a collection of essays in hook formto the study

; s . g 12 - s
of folklore, mainly in Nigerian fiction. Such o critical perspecitive
sets out to exvlore the possibilities of wverbal cultural ferms like myths,
folklore and folktales in the totel process of creating written literature -

thematically and stylistically. For as Iindfors explains:

The interpretative critic who studies traditional
elements in contemporary African literature is
more likely to be interested in investigating

their artistic functions or their esthetic / sic /
and metaphysical implications than in merely
validating their existence. He seeks to go beyond
the obvious into less accessible regions, sometimes
even venturing to use his tools to probe the
mysterious inner workings of the human mind. 15

The perception of the goal is, of course, flawless but because his own

work is only seminal it is necessarily limdited by its scope which, as he

admits, is "tribalistic™ ard provincial. It also suffers from an aprarent

handicap which can be associated with the kind of consciousness that lies
behind M.Talmadge's argument that:

For the novelist...it is difficult to see

quite in what way the figures and events of

African folklore may be invested with that

kind of significance which would make them
relevent to contemporary readers. 14

Hence Iindfors excludes Wole Soyinka's The Interpreters from his
y

discussion of the influences of vernacular linguistic rhythms in
9 3
the Yoruba and apo prose on the grounds that:

Wole Soyinka, Nigeria's most versatile Yoruba
author, has neither Fagunwa's parochialism nor
Tutuola's raivete. Educated at universities in
Nigeria and Britain, well-read in world literature
and au courant with the latest literary trends,
Soyinka is a sophisticated cosmopolitan who can
draw upon sources of inspiration which are not
available to his less educated countrymen. IHis
novel, The Interpreters, for example, certainly
owes for more to James Joyce and William Faulkner
than it does to Yoruba folktales. Arnd his English
is impeccable; one would searck his works in vain
for the unconscious West Africanisms and innocent
barbarisms that crowd every page of Tututla's writing. 15




20

One might be forgiven for gquoting at length such a negative passage
from an otherwise impressive book. The passage is sc self contradictcery

4

that one comes to the conclusion that only Soyinks can so draw out a
critic - even a usually perceptive one - tc over-reach himself! When
Lindfors attributes Soyinka's artistic inspiration and skill to alien
masters rather than his own natal cultural heritage and individuality
so uncompromisingly, only the words of Soyinka himself can be appropriately
invoked to clear the air:

The Yoruba have a proverb for it...A free

translation would read: Kinship does not

insist that, because we are entwined, we

thereby rip off each other's thigh. The

man who, because of ideological / read

professional 7/ kinship tries to sever my

being from its self-apprehension is not
merely culturally but politiczlly hostile. 16

Besides, Professor Iindfors must have been momentarily oblivious to

the fact that both Joyce and Faulkner are two of the most tradition—
oriented Western writers. Both have not only derived inspiration,

but created, from the materials within provincial cultures -~ the heroic
myths of Ireland and the Mississippi county of the American South
respectively. That they rank with the world's most sophisticated and
successful creative writers does not make them any less traditional.
Nevertheless, the efforts of Iindfors and those others like Cyckan

Owomoyela in his recent book, African Iiteratures: An Introduction (1979)

remain significant contributions towards a myth-oriented criticism of
African fictions.

It becomes obvious from the fore~going that any‘attempt to understand
the uses of myths in African fictions while retaining perspective on

literariness, inevitably faces the need to distinguish between the "primal

and what may be called 'social' or historical myths on the one hani, and their
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literary rendition on the other. The prjma; or anthropological myths,

we will describe as culture-specific narratives or stories (usually
imaginative composition of unascribed authorship) which reveal the process
by which a given community seeks to project as totally as possible a
world-view that is unique to itself. These stories which frequently

find parallels in other societies, tackle (or purport to do 50 )

fundamental existential questions relating to origins and destinations,
religious beliefs and precepts. And they are absorbed into the collective
historical consciousness of the community through cultural learming.
"Social" myths, on the other hand, are more or less deliberate intellectual
attitudes which we might simplify in quasi-Jungian terms. They are structures
through which we project on toc others our fantasies and anxieties, thereby
turning them into symbols of our longings (when positive) or baser instincils
and nightmare (when negetive). The greater our fears the more strongly we
tend to believe in the myihical projection. Thus (in literaturey witness
the "rural" novels of Achebe, the later Armah's and virtually all of

Ngugi's novels, Cohrad's The Heart of Darkness and Blixen's EE&MQQ,AfTiﬁi):

the history of the contact between Europe and Africa hes been fraught with
the conceptual polarities which such myths generate. And, as Thomas K.Knipp
rightly remerks,for the African artist:

One of the most important facts @bout thhe
European myth of Africa / is that it has

been part of the education of the African elite,
including the creative writers. An enccunter
with the white myth has been an integral rart
of the process of westernization. 17

The abnegation of tlis European myth by substituting and proclaiming

the humane and positive virtues of the African civiliation (as opposed
to a destructive western one) conmsiitute for the African intellectual,
a necessary begimning of a programmavic re-presenting of a self-apprehended

an African

[0}

racial personality and experience. What emerges 1

myth which is itself a counter-myth.
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.In a general sense, African writers operate againét the backdrop
of the "social myth and, specifically, within the counter-myth. Thomas
Knipp offers the following summary of the historical paradigm of the
counter-myth as it may be portrayed in literature:

(1) The rich black past - sometimes warm, sometimes
glorious ~ in which a secure black identity was
and can again be rooted. This rich past exists
in a double sense: first as history, as record
of the past glories...; and, second, as the
culture, more or less intact and accessible in
the villages, of the people from which the poet
was torn gy the process of westernization(...)

(2) The cynical conquest of the continent and its
culture by greedy and rapacicus Europeans.

(3) The period of bondage during which whites
exploited Africa....and during which the
black personality was further purified by
redemptive suffering.

(4) The rebellion and triumph of resurgent blacks
against often decadent, always exploitative
white domivation.

(5) The productive and creative future in which

African glory returns and African leadershi;.

enriches the quality of 1life not only for

Africans but for all the human family. 18
Thus, African novels do not only record a general consciousness of the
counter-myth, but also register the varying degrees of individual writer's
awareness and .socio-ethical commitment to the '"regenerative' potential
of the values derivable from the totality of the African historical and
cultural heritage. Hence the pespective held on these gencral issues
of ten determines the kinds of igcal "anthropological myths which any
given writer adapts or absorbs into his work. And, as the novelist's
perspective influences his choice of myth-types =0 do they in turn,
quite often, define the thematic rangé and imaginative depth of the work.

This fact of reciprocity between the author's outlook and the content and

form of his 2rt is one of the urderlying assumptions about the distinction

(oF

we seek to mske in considering the aesthetic of the so-called first, and

second '‘generation" of African novelists who have made more than casual

references te traditional myths.
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The years 1952 and 1958 witnessed two turning points in the

histoiry of Anglophone African fiction. These years saw the publication

of Tutuola's The Palm-Wine Drinkard and Achebe's Things Fall Apart
respectively. Tutuola's book is of both historical and literary inverest.
Its publication not only brought its author into international Iiterary
limelight, but also opened the gates of Furopean publishing houses 1o

many more of his compatriots. A bock that stubbornly announces its
African presence through its confident advertisement of the treasure troves
of traditional folklore and the art of oral story-telling; innocently dis-
regarding the rules of English and the écnventions of the novelistic art,

The Pelm-Wine Drinkard storms its way intc the literary world on its own

terms. But, more importantly, while both its linguistic imperfection and
naive originality bring several dissonant critical voices screaming

ob%%nities and adulation over the head of its author, The Palm-Wine Drinkard

zlso forces attention on the roles that folklore and myths could play in

the African novel. So important and far-reaching is the ensuing debate

that Achebe's novel (Thingngall Apart) some six years later, would seem,
so to speak, like a corrective and, even, revisionist, re-statement of
the 'acceptable! direction for the African novel that seeks toc portray
the avthentic African genius. For, obviously conscious of the Tutuolan
phenomenon, reflecting the critical heat that surrounds the Cfelt need to
authenticate the growing corpus of African literature, as well as
anticipating the novels of Achebe and other writers, Cyprian Ekwensi
wrote thus in 1956:

Should he / the African writer /, in his new

world outlook, remain faithful and loyal to

the patterns of self-expression that belonged

to his old environment? - the folk tale in the

moonlight, the unrecorded episode handed down

from generation to generation? Or should he

venture forth, utilise the formg that exist

in the world at large, bending them to sulit
his needs?
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My answer is that the choice is not that

easy. The African writer must first look back

to his own heritage. Thea he must look around

at what is available to him. If he decides to

adapt existing forms..., he can still bring to

theose forms trends of identity and distinction

which will give him a place in the forms known

and accepted by the world at large. In doing

so he would be directing his artistic and creative

temperament into the sophisticated forms of

cultural expression. 19
In the seme article, Ekwensi commends the efforts of Tutuola towards

\
this projected goal. : |
\
However, the Tutuolan genre remains a phenomenon on its own -

its inimmitable style and imaginative orientation are virtuzlly
unaffected and not affecting succeeding writers in any visible or
direct way. This artistic isolation owes as much to his educaticnal
disadvantage - limited (if any) access. to the technical resources
available to the better educated writers among his compatriots -- as it
does to his naively modest conception of art as entertainment. Thus,
his works belong to a fundamentally Ffantastic imagination which makes
no pretension to realism as technique, but rather, invents (albeit
relying upon the materials wrought by the racial imagination in the

first instance) and inhabits its own world of ghosts and demons. As Iindfors

aptly puts it: "The Palm-Wine Drinkard is pure fantasy, a voyage of the

no

X il i) n o
gln tion into a never-never land of md{?lc marvels and monsters.

And we camnot agree more with Ekwensi's comment, in his review of the novel,

that it represents '"the transition-point between folk-lore and the novel

e g 21 . . o i .
as a literary form', and with Gerald Moore's clarification of the point

when he writes that:

The novel as we know it deals witkh man in society,
while Tutuola is concerned with msen alone, suffering
and growing amid the images throwr forth by his own

o

mind and by the imaginaticn of his race. 22



Ever since Achebe's Things Fall Avert appeared in 1958, few critics

have any doubt about its artistic success - a success confirmed many times

over with the publication, six years later, of a third novel, Arrow of God.

And, as many will agree, Achebe's novels have done for the Anglophone

African fiction what Rene Maran's Bgigggla (19213 trans.1973 ZfAW$J7)
achieved for the Francophone West Indian and African. In writing,

especially his "rural" novels, Achebe breaks free of docile immitation

of the conventional forms and usage of the English language. While

retaining its basic structures, he manipulates the language to suit and
reflect the modal and conceptual fremeworks of an African language and world.
Thereby, he strikes a remarkable si&et:y of form and content which has
remained the main focus of a great deal of the critical essays on his Works.23
His achievement in this area can be glimpsed in the following exemplary

passage, from Arrow of God:

'T want one of my sons to join these peopie

and be my cye there. If there is nothing in

it you will come back. But if there is some-
thing there you will bring home my share. The
world is like a Mask dancing. If you want to see
it well you do not stand in one place. My
spirit tells me that those who do not befriend
the white man today will be saying had we known
tomorrow.' (p.55; original italics)

With a characteristic Achebean vividity and economy, the passage conveys the
central theme of conflict and the crisis of change as well as the Igho speech
pattern and rhythm, without sacrificing the syntactical "correctness"
of the English medium, or damaging the African cultural outlook.

Besides his singular stylistic accomplishment, perhaps the more
important and visible influence of Achebe on subsequent novelists lies
in his pivotel role in marrying the sccio-political theme of racial

retrieval to the novel form.




26

This theme - pul quite simply -~ is that African
people did ncot hear of culture for the first time
from Eurcpecans; that their scocieties were not
mindless but frequently had a philosophy of great
depth and value and beauty, that they had poetry
and, above all, they had dignity. It is this
dignity that many African people all but lost
auring the colonial period ard it is this that
whey must now regain....The writer's duty is to
help them regain it by showing them in human terms
what happened to them, what they lost....In Africa
he camnct pverform this task unless he has a proper
sense of history. 24 (My emphasis)

Although veriations occur as a result of differing ranges of perspective,
depths of perception and areas of emphasis, that Africa must regain its
sense of self is a theme which fuuﬁamenfally underlies most of African
fictiom. Bagically, this involves (especially in the case of the more
mature writers) recourse to traditional African sources for symbols,
imagery and "atmosphere" which, refurbished, become integrated with new
fictional forms. Achebe himself has a proclivity towards the folklore,
proverbs, the traditional art of oratory, social and religious ceremcnial
symbols. These he deploys in judicious measures to provide realistic
support for the actions in the fictional world of his novels while, at
the same time, they serve to sharpen thematic foci. However, even as
tt placéfmuch premium on materials derived from extant traditional
vartistic forms, religious and social myths, the organizing imagination
behind Achebe's novels is not mythic., It is basicaliy evelutionary -~ iu
the best historical sense - and, being so, increasingly aims at
verisimilitude.

Some Tifteen years ago, Ben Obumselu wrote that '27&7? folklore has
very little either with regard to its techniques or its themes to offer
the contemporary African writer, it will be Tound...that myths a2nd legends

o 25 . ; " :
are more promising... He was then discussing Tutuvocla's The Palm--Wine

Drinkard. Today, with the example set by Achebe, it is possible to say

[0)]
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that there is hardly one of the more successful African novelists who
has not adopted or adapted some sort of myths and legends in his best
work. We nced only mention Achebe or Amadi on the one hand, and Awoconor,
Ngugi or Soyinka on the other, to appreciate the various ways in which they
have done so. The challenge to the critic tﬁerefore, is no longer whether,
but how the writers have used these myths and legends as vehicles of new
kinds of creative activity. But, for too long - because so much of the
criticism of African fictions tend to fall under the sway of that "realistic"
approach which narrowly sees too many African novels as havens of socio-
political commentary - the mythic factor, so cruecial to the fullest possible
interpretation of the best of the contemporary African novels, has remained
largely ignored.

In truly responding to the challenge of the mythic novel, critical
enquiry needs to ponder more seriously and take due account of, for
example, the philosophical-creative orientations that lead comparably
accomplished writers and champions of African history and culture, like
Achebe and Ngugi, to use traditional mythological materials as differently
as they do. For, although it could be said that, in a general sense,
a common consciousness of history draws their novels towards the treasures
of the oral traditions, they do not share a common imeginative perspective

on history. If we take Achebe's Things Fall Apart for example, we discover

that it relies a great deal upon the traditional elements for "authenticity"
and cultural (educational) "information". And, because its main focus is
historical action, the imaginative relationship to history becomes

increasingly documentary. In Ngugi's A CGrain of Wheat on the other hand,

existing mythology speak (as it were) to, ana corioborate a basically -
because its main focus is motives of histerical action - exploratory, wythic
imagination. It need not depend upon pre-existent "material for selfi-

realization.
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‘Three broad fictional orientations thus become discernidle in
the works of African writers who have chosen to use materials derivable
from traditional myths and legends and oral art forms: namely, the
"mythological", "folkloric" and "mythic'". The first two generally
cohabit in that creative sensibility - often as didactic in intent as
it is impelled by the desires to reflect, preserve and /or rehabilitate

pa

ancestral traditions and cultural values - which produces what Claude |
Wauthier has called "novels of the SOil."26 But, strictly speaking,

they are separable. The "mythological ﬁovel essentially re-tells pre-
existent traditional tales which owe their infernal logic, and ultimate
meaning or resolution, ﬁo a supernatural, superhuman world-construct.
Epitomized by the "forest" novels of Tutucla (and encompassing those of
Elechi Amadi and Flora Nwapa), the "mythological" novel - because so
dependent upon the primal content - has become increasingly anachronistic.
It is as much in this sense, as in the fact of its "dictunce!" or remoteness
from the contemporaneous socio-historical experience, that the genre
(despite its undisputed significance in Africa's literary history) can be
seen as a literary dead end.

Much of what we have called "folkloric" fiction is, generally,
inspired byvthe writers' desire to contribute towards the initial creative
efforts to establish the African-ness of the "Africaﬁ novel" when, in
those days, it was erroneously believed that to be authentically African,

a novel was expected to contain exotic "evidence'" of its cultural roots.
The majority of novels written under this impresgionA(typjcally, Oruora

Nzekwu's Wand of Noble Wood / 1961 /)are selfconsciously "anthropological

documentation and elucidation of tribal ways and customs. But, in drawing
upon traditional myths, the best of the "folkloric" fiction - as we find in

Achebe's rural novels, or Camara Ieye's The African Child (1953) for example -

is not only awore of the problem of authentication, but also uses
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"anthropological" materials with remarkable artistic discipline and
sensitivity. The traditional myths become' supportive media for the
artistic goal of showing the spiritual levels (communal and individual)
of the encounter between African snd FEuropean civilizations, underscoring
the resilience of ancestral values in the face of aggressive, alien ones.
Thus, in its own way, the "folkloric'" Ffiction attempts to rehabilitate

African cultural legacies by re-imagining the traditiomal world but

pointing, as i1 were, to the'presen v It deals with traditional mythic
thinking, modes of apprehending and coping with the problems of communal

survival, while it is historically oriented.

Tre fictional orientation which we have called "mythic" - and the
subject of our enquiry - is present in the novels of such African writers
as Soyinka, Armah and Ngugi. These have not only shown consistent interests
in the study of the aesthetic of African myths, but also use corroborative
elements from Judaeo-Christian, Greek, Oriental, or Oceanic mythology for
new or, sometimes, the samc kinds of imginative purpose =zs were appropriate
to the original mythic creations. However, more often than not, the
"mythic" novel 'retﬁrns' to pre-existent myths, only as sources of symbols
and imagery which become woven into rnew motif-patterns in tune with the
philosophical, political and artistic perspectives of its informing
imagination. For, as Professor Abiola Irele las argued in his essay,

27

"Pradition and the Yoruta Writer", the writer who uses traditional
mythological materials approaches creative integrity by the degree to
which he imbibes or assumes (as it were) the very spirit of such materials
without being enslaved to them. And, even when he comes upon a body of
old symbols and formes too rigid or vulnerable to be flouted, he will be
Judged successful tc the extent of his ability to re-imagire them, making
them ©to yield, if possible new, significant meanings.

Thus, the content of the "mythic" novel may often be deeply

"traditional" as well as very modern. 1t may well be (indeed, usually is)
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concerned with "history" and the contemporary socio-political experience,
but it seeks to see through and beyond these into that, so to speak,
rumencus region of awareness where temporal experience assumes incandescent

permanence. It is, therefore, to such works as Awocnor's This Earth, My

Brother; Soyinka's The Interpreters and Season of Anomy; Ouloguem!'s

Bound to Violence; Armah's Fragments and Two Thousand Seasons; or
1 ’ > |

Ngugi's A Grain of Wheat and Petals of Blood that we must turn for the

more sophisticated and aesthetically productive uses of mythology by
a mythic imagination.

In their studies of the mythological factor in African literature
(embracing such main literary genres as Poetry, Drams, Fiction and Epic)
Richard Priebe and Isidore Ckpewho have made certain critical distinctions
related to that which we have just discussed about the uses of myths in

. 28 B, S :
African novels. Priebe has adepted a rather too simple dichotomy between
the "historical" and "mythic'" consciousness among the African novelists.
Thus, he asserts that:
«..the writer whose imagination is governed
by an ethical consciousness feels the rhythm
of continuity, while the writer whose imagination

is governed by a mythic consciousness feels the
rhythm of recurrence. 29

Achebe, on the one bhand, and Soyinka, Armah and Awoonor on the other,

are thought to epitomize the "historical" and "mythic'" imaginative

pers ectifes respectively. Hence, he concluies that the direction of

the "mythic" vision is towards utopianism. But it is not necessarily

true, as he seems to suggest, that the African novelist with a "mythic
consciousness" lacks or fails to projeét historical and ethical perspectives

or vice versa. It is even less true that lhey have all "used myth in that

nythic sense of movement towards time ab originae, towards, as it were, a

, 20
utopian vision{...)"” Even (as FPriebe's study paradoxically implies) the
k / v P o/ 7 ]
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work.of his favourite author, Awoonor, is far frcem this suggestion of au
a-historical ecstatic mysticism. For, as Soyinks has reaffirmed:

What we / Africans / call the mythic inner world

is both the psychic sub-structure and temporal

subsidence, the cumulative histoery and empirical

observations of the community...The inner world is

not static, being constantly enriched by the moral
and historic experience of men. 31

Besides, Pri%e's conception of "myth" is largely informed by, and
dependent upon the rituvalist theories of A.van Gennep, Edmund Leach, Mary
Douglas, Joseph Campbell interpolated with elements from Jungian psychology
and Northrop Frye's theory of literary archetypes. Generally he perceives
the fictional heroes as mythic personages "whose experiences conform to

n32 While

the monomythic pattern of separation, initiation and return.
aspects of the theories Priebe has chosen might prove efficacious in
interpreting éertain African novels, a wholq:sale adoption of them can, and,
does become an unnecessary critical handicap. Priebe himsclf must have
been aware of the limitations of his parameters when a particular work

or group of works proves resistant to the neat design of the monomyth or

of the rite de passage. He argues, for example, that Armah's Fragments

is a "perversion of the monomyth" because the hero cannot confer on his
community the expected boon of his "return".33 It might, of course,

be truer to sgy that Armah has chosen to invert the moncmythic structure

in order to heighten the tragic sense of the confrontation between the hero,
Baako, and his community. Or, it might even be more accurate that the her
has returned with a 'boon' which the community cannot, or has no desire

to, recogunize. But the far more important critical elision lies in the fact
that, in emphcsizing the "liminal" statuses or ''shamanic" qualities of the
fictional characters vis~a-vis their communities, Priebe has largely failed
to maintain the necessary distinction between their fictional roles and the

real-life social 'ideolecgical' or philosophical persuasion of their creaters.
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On the other hand; Okpewho's scheme of-imaginative ascendancy among
African writers according to the degree of their "freedom" from bondage
to traditiohal or old mythology, while acceptable in principle, will seem
(if too rigorously applied) too neat to give a satisfaclory account of the
individuality and aesthetic status of each writer's work - especially those
novels upon which the present study focuses. Of course, there is little to
be said for those writers who have done little else besides translating
traditional stories into English;and, a writer like Armah (with whose

Two Thousand Seasons Okpewho's essay deals specifically), may rightly be

credited with a radical revision of the o0ld mythological tradition. But
to describe Armah's (and that of the unnamed "younger generation" of
revolutionary African writers) as "an enefgy directed at creating a new
mythology"34 (my emphasis) - in contradistinction, that is, to the
creative and social vision of, for example, Soyinka - is to wax too
dramatic. For, any criticzl distinction between Soyinka and Armah's art
cannot be grounded on the contrastive degree of one and the other's
imagimative bondage to or freedom from traditional myths - even less so
on "revolutionary" realism. In his own individual way, Soyinka has adopted
the well documented myths of the Yoruba pantheon of gods - the humane and
revolutionary essence of Obatala and Ogun myths especially - as creative
idioms to limn mythic paradigms of historical experience in a variety
of contexts: the scape-goat viéionary artist in much of his early plays
and peetry; and the revolutionary political activist in his more recent

post-prison poems, plays, prison diary and his second novel, Season of Anomy.

On his own part, Armeh draws upon less definitive, syncretic aetiological
and heroic myths of the Akan, Yoruba and Zulu (among others) and Tragments
from pre-colonial and colonial African histcry to structure and enhance

the particularly apocalyptic vision of, for example, his Two Thousgand Seasons.
.
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Thus, from whatever pefspective we may chcose o see the works of these

two writers, it is undeniable that they hoth, like their other compatriots,

do use traditional myths, and, as versione of individual (albeiﬁ conve"ging)

perception of the collective African historical experience. |
To quote Irele:

The essential direction of modern African writing,

of the work of the truly significant writers, is

towards the definition, in and through literature,

of a distinctive mode of thought and feeling, towards

an imaginative apprehension and enbodiment of an African
spirit. And the main motive power in this movement,
proceeds from the endeavour of the African writers to
work out a new spiritual coherence out of ZTSic._?

the historical disconnection between their African
heritage and their modern experience. 35 (my emphasis)

When we set off our critical inquiry on this note, we hope that, by
the end of it, we would not only have made clear a perception of the
socio-political and spiritual concerm of our writers but, above all,
we would have given due zoccunt of the imaginative and artistic integrity

of each of the novels that we have chosen to study.
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PART TWO

MYTH, STRUCTURE AND INTERPRETATION



The traditional artist is both a technician and
a visionary...Forms and motifs already exist in
an assimilated time and world construct, and so
he serves only as the instrument of transforming
these into artistic wholes based on his own
imaginative and cognitive world, a world which
exlsts and has meaning only within the larger
world.

(Kofi Awoonor)

Transition is now, and is born of every experience,
not buried in the stillness of antiquity. This
freedom is the true legacy of the modern African
Zfartist_7, the freedom to reshape, to select ard

to reject, to build new forms arcund the image of

the past, to reinterpret the ancient idioms through
the uniqueness of a personal, contemporary experience.
For the new African, form is a movement that
constantly supercedes itself.

(Wole Soyinka)




II,(i) The Search for a form

A panoramic view of the corpus of African creative writing to date
convinces one that when African literature has run the gamut of a
defence of African culture (against an aggressive external intellectual
opinion and scepitic audience), confidence grows among its producers and
appreciators. With confidence, the culture itself is built and new
experiments with the materials of culbture beccme conspicuous in
creative literature. The literature becomes conscious rather than
self-conscious. This is nowhere more apparent than in African fiction.
And if the critics of African literature can be said to reach consensus
on any one aspéct of it, it is that it must, before anything else, be
able to "demonstrate'" its claim to being "African' rather than English,
French or Portuguese of which it is supposed to be an cxtension or, at
least, a derivation. The African poem or play hes little difficulty in
asserting its Africanity and can be said to experience virtually nothing
comparable to the dilemma in which the "African" novel finds itself.
For, the modern African poem and play can, in spite of the mediation of
alien tongues (Buropean colonial languages), point to antecedents in the

African oral traditions of ballad, heroic song, dirge and, communal rituals

and Testivals.

On the other hand, the African novel has continually had a hard iime
of it trying to justify the qualifier, "African'". The reason for this is
not far to seek. The novel per se is about the only literary genre that
has persistently been credited with an exclusively Buropean or Western
character -~ ideologically (if not historically) and structurally. It is,
however, undoubtedly thes product of a literate tradition. And it is in
struggling against this formidable current of facts that a great deal of

the indigenous African critical energy can be perceived to be misdirected.
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Many. a critic of African fiction (especially those of the folkloristic
persuasion), in seeking the African antecedent of the conventional novel
in the African tradition of story-telling and folklore, must have expended
incalculable intellectual resources in pursuit of a goal that is as geod
as futile. Even if we find the equivalent of the novel's characteristics
in the African oral narrative tradition, better results (with respsct
our concern with the modern written fiction) can, anda+e being achicved
by turning our attention towards a preoper study of the contribution of the
writer and his heritage in African tradition to the extension of the
aspect and scope of the adopted form. For, as it is now widely acknowledged,
the Novel, though a literate genre, lacks (fortunately) the kind of
definitive body of theofetical canons which decrced the immutable characters
of the '"poem" and "play!". Hence, it continually undergoes changes in
complexion and emphasis as a result of its experience of transplantation
and adaptation into new, sometimes, antipodal cultural ervironments.
Although a greater proportion of novels by African authors (at the
uncertain stages of acquiring the experience of cresting with a literate
medium) appears to be modelled after the form of the European novel -
realism, characterization, point of view and all - gquite a few novelists
are decidedly origiral in their effort to attack the'problem of expressing
an African sensibilitfy in a borrowed form. Even fewer critics have shown
sufficient appreciation of this fact or sought the'evidence of authentic
African contribution to the "growth of the Novel" in the right works or

for the right reasons. We have witnessed, for example, how spiritedly

critics have disparaged or defended Tutucla's "innocent" way with the
English language; or Okara's "self-conscious" effort to show, through
transliteration (Ijaw to Eng7ish), the distinctive characteristics of an

5

African language and thought patterns; and Achebe's masterly injection of

o/
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an African flavour and "freshness" into the English language, teasing

it into bearing the yoke of a strange world--view without sacrificiug

the essence of one or the other. But, relevant as the langusge questionl
is, in the creation of a modern African literature tradition, it is
undeniable that "language'" - by no means the most important African
contribution to it - is just an aspect of the novel. That is why we

seek to broach the question of the technical and, especially, aesthetic
relevance of traditional mythology in the modern African novel with,
among others, the works of two eminent African writers — Kofi Awoonor and
Wole Soyinka - who are not, paradoxically, primarily thought of as
novelists.

Awoonor's This Farth, My Brother and Soyinka's The Interpreters

will be seen to belong to the earliest and btoldest steps taken by African
writers to experiment with the novel genre. For, in their sustained forays
into the extant materials and forms of African oral tradiiions and
mythology - deliberately embodying these into the art of fiction - both
riters attempt, as it were, a revision of the customary views of the Novel
in terms of their own unconventional apprcaches to "characterization",
"narrative coherence" and "chronology'". In the "forms' of these novels
will be found embedded a critique of the 'received’European novel as well.
And - contrary to the (dwindling) opinion among some critics of Africen
literature that the best an African novelist can échieve, in creating in a
European language, is to "pour" an African sentiment into a form that is
informed and sustained by another literary and philosophical traditicn
which the African could not really understand or penetrate - there is now
growing critical awareness of the possibility of a formal synthesis. That
is what Richard Priebe is concerned about when he writes on Awoonor s

This Earth, My Brother:




...there is probably 1ittle beyond the obvious

that a formal onalysis of this novel will yield

to the critic whe does not take into consideration
the formal elements that come from Bweland as well
as these which come from England...lhis Farth, My
Brother is obviously not a dirge in the traditional
seuse any more than it is a conventional English
novel. 2

Koie Omotcso has sought to make a similar point (in a rather extravagant
essay) about the constituents of the African novel:

It is my conclusion...that the form of the
African novel is made up of three main units
namely: the form of oral narratives (FON),
the corventional form of the Europsan

novel (€N), and the language and literary
tradition of the {Tsic;7 foreign language
in use (ILIT). 3 (My emphasis

So, it is the burden of the present study to examine the ways in
which a selection of novels by Africans have '"succeeded" in the

effort to push that form into new areas of creative expression.
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NOTES

Ngugi wa ThionGo has recently been reviving this question
in his two latest books, Writers in Politics 2nd Detained:
A Writer's Prison Diary (Heinemann, Iondon 1981) respectively).

But, in spite of Ngugi's own conviction and the attractiveness
of his idea, it is still as far a cry from the reality that the
best known African writers seem to prefer to use European
languages, as it is from the need to face up to (at least,

for now) that fact; and elicit the authentic African
contributions vwhich he, among others, have been making

towards creating a virile tradition of modern African

fiction.

"Kofi Awoonor's This Earth, My Brother As an African Dirge',
The Benin Review, 1 (Jun.1974) pp.95-96.

The Form of the African Novel: A Critical Essay

(Akure [ 1979) p.vi.
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II, (ii) This Barth, My Brother

The story of Kofi Awoonor's creative career could be summed up as an
extended excursion, through the mythic metaphor, inté the African racial
psyche. There, he seeks, symbolically, to rediscover and restore to
society those invigorating ancestrsl velues (disintegrated originally
by the centuries of Buropean colonialism and evangelism) which apparent
lack of vision prevents its contemporary leaders from seeking. The
objective thus simply stated, his best work can be seen to be thoroughly
grounded in the cultural embience of his native Ewe (Ghanaian)
mythopoesis and extant poetic traditions. The funeral dirge - a highly
stylized branch of the Ewe song tradition - is noticeably Awoonor's
adopted, and primary mode of artistic expressionl providing him, as
it were, with a usable lyrical structure and repertoire of symbols,
imagery and themes. Upon ‘these, he in turn imposes his own creative
will, adapting them to mewi ihe needs of new situations and sensibility.

Traditionally the dirge is performed at funerals by professional
bards engaged to mourn the loss of a loved ore and to comfort the
bereaved. Butl, besides scothing the pain of bereavement, the dirge
functions symbolically as a medium for celebrating the ultimate triumph
of life over death. The singer achieves this effect by drawing upon
traditionally acknowledged use of humour, hyperbole and even ribaldry to
divert attention from the immediate fact of bereavement. He would mock
death and praise the undying qualities aof valour or generosity of the
deceased and his genealogy. While concentrating on the principle of
cultural continuity and cosmic order (the continued bond between the world
of the living and the dead) the bard would meke general reflections upon
existence.2 Consideriang Awoonor's strong partiality for the world view

partly expressed by the funeral dirge, it is hardly surprising that he




. e . . : - 3 . .
insists upon critics seeing his only novel to date,” This FEarth, My

Brother... as much as his poetry, "within the context of that construct

- 4
of Ewe mythology or ontology..."

4

While it would amount to an act of extreme naivety to surrender
critical judgment to the narrow confines of the author's prescription,

it remains important that any attempt to penetrate This Farth, My Brother...

must take account of the uniquely Ewe world that lies behind it. Thus,
we would recognize that besides its obvious influence on Awconor's
style, the dirge form also becomes for him a creative trope. Through
it he endeavours to register his own artistic response to what he has
described as '"the inability of Africa to reconcile herself to herself
and to search through the debris of her history for pieces with which

to build that true self in her own image."g

Ard since the dirge itself
speaks of self and essence, loss and recovery, fragmentation and
restoration it could be seen to constitute the major structural vehicle
for the communication of Awoonor's creative vision.  But because his
method is generally non-analytical and abjures or, at best, ignores
definitive time referents, it operates within a system of imagery,
symbols and allusions that lends itself only to the subjective embrace
of the mythic consciousness.

Without making an unnccessary issue of Awoonor's often repeated

preference for This Earth, My Brother to be called a "prose poem" 6
9

it may be observed that noc case has yet been made (least of all by its
author) for it not to be treated as a novel. Undoubtedly the book has
much about it, formelly and thematically, to challenge conventional

critical procedures. But so do Soyinka's The Interpreters, Okara's

The Voice or Tutuola's Palmwine Drinkard, or Mazrui's The Trial of

Christopher Oligbo for example. Individuzlly anrd collectively, these
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works share such characteristics of This Farth, My Brother as broken

narrative, exploded time scheme (or virtual absence of one) lyrical
force, and much else. Perhaps what is especially unique to the formal
structure of Awoonor's novel is the diminished significance of a story
as such. Wnatever sort of 'story' it may contain can only be forged
from dug out fragments from the three-level movements of conscicusness
apparent in the arrangement of the twentigight odd chapters.r
Pieced together, the chapters (2, 4, 6, 8, 9 and 12-15) which
constitute the surface movement or 'present! storg)give little else
besides photographic details of the average daily life of the hero,
Amamu. He is a brilliant lawyer and member of the Ghanaian elite
which he thoroughly despises. ter court session he goes to the
National Club where he is an unamused witness to uninspired, drunken
chattering by the new breed of politicians, bureaucrats, professionals
and academics about the corruption inflicted on society by successive
regimes which they themselves proudly prop up. vThen he escapes, through
pauperised and decaying suburbs of Accra} to the knowing and comforting
arms of his mistress, Adisa, whom he deserts in the middle Qf the night
to return tc his 'posh' home and sophisticated wife, Alice, who would
nag and accuse him of infidelity. He wakes up the following morning
with the inevitable headache. The impregnable monotony of this
existence is partially responsible for his dementia and death in the
final three chapters. Meanwhile, in between these surface-movement
chapters (except the wnnumbered one at the beginning, the first and last
three) are sandwiched chapters Sy Dy 7, 10 and 11 and the 'a' chapters.
The chapters in this second set fuuction as "lenses" more than as
"flashbacks" - being for the most part, excepting chapter nine, only

remotely relevant to the surface or 'precent! actions). They supply
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background information about Amamu as the product of colonial psychological
and evangelical spiritual aggression on nis society. Thus, the Deme
Mission primsry school, Bremen church, District Commissioner and miiitary
conscripticn during World War II are all porirayed as manifestations and
instruments of that aggression. Together these and the 'present!'

chapters fill out a picture of contrastive scatological (as it were)

to the eschatological images that express the inner beauty which the

hero envisions in the 'a' chapters.

The 'a' chapters come at the deepest level of the three-level
consciousness scheme. Relative to the other chapters, to borrow the
Freudian graduated states of awareness, the 'a' chapters (considered
in one piece) would be the unconscious level below the subconscious
and conscious respectively. And in Jungian terms, from the Unconscious
originate - among others - the figures of mythology. But to consign the
materials of these chapters to the Aladdin caves of the Unconscious is
to misunderstand the author'!s deliberate choice and conscious patterning
of them. Moreover, it would be a misrepresentation of the mythopoeic
resources and ritual order which constitute the Ewe ontology. On the
contrary, what we have just called the "unconscious = level" wiil emerge
as the ultimate reality in its mythopoeicvdepths. For, as Joseph Camphbell

4 ’
weites: ...mythological figures...are not only symptoms of the unconscious...

but also controlled and intended stetemernts of certain spiritual principles,

: T ? x 8
which have remained as constant throughout the course of human history..."
(my emphasis).

Thus, viewed from a properly adjusted perspective on the structure

and- content of This Earth, My Brother, the 'a' parts present the hero,

Amamu, at his most "deeply" comscious or "superconscious! state. This
perspective will seem to be amply enhanced by *the mere fact that it is oaly

in these parts where the first personal narrative is employed. The
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technique integrates the physical and w2 taphysical dimensions of
existence in Amamu's consciousness and presents it to us at first
hand. His sensitivity, real feeling and response to the events
going on at the 'surface'! level are registered with stunning clarity:
"My search for a repose in pain is not an act of faith. It is an act
of worship for fallen gods..."(p.29) or:

This frame, smashed against such deadly

countenances chained to the final idea of

the death and decay of this body.

It is the only avenue of salvation,
in this angered mood, self-denial, self-
effacement become twin weapons to be worn

into an equal and equally inconsequential
vattle. (p.143)

Professor Gerald Moore's remark about Awoonor's "use of certain highly
personal momenyvs of vision which‘are there presented to us only in
fragments"9 is not only most relevant in application to these 'a!l
chapters, it is also thewvs ihat Awoonor's deft deployment of lyrical,
imagic and symbolic resources of his imagination is most evident.

Any effort to‘grasp the real theme and deeper meaning of This Earth,
My Brother must therefore commence from the deeply introspective frame of
the 'a' chapters considered together. Even then the theme will not be
found as a "story" but in the conflated images, symbols and allusions
drawn from Ewe and, far afield as Christien, Classicél and Existentialist
sources. Critics have already made much of the theme of "alienation and

exile" in the works of Awoonor - not least of all, This Farth, My Brother -

and have often drawn comparisons to Christopher O&:ﬁgbq‘s theme of the
poet/exile as returning prodigal . It is important {o remark,
however, that while alienation or exile (physical or spiritual) may be
considered as a theme of Awoonor's novel, it is not the theme. The herc,

Amamu, as much as his creator, is too much aware of alienation (as positive
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action) and will not shed any tears on that account. He takes it for
granted:

My refusal to be drawn was interpreted as a primary

act of rebellion egainst the established order of

things. I am positive that I have erred somewhere

along the line, and dear Lord, I am prepared to
pay the price. (p.144)

Here is a stark contrast to, say, Okolo the hero of Okara's The Voice,
with whom Amamu has often been compared. The point is that, in spite of
the apparent similarity between the careers of the two heroes (indeed,
between the two novels), Okolo lacks self-knowledge and, is tco idealistic
to be able to bear the moral and spirituval burden that he is saddled with.
Although Okolo speaks of the supreme quality of a positive "inside"
(inner life), he has not himself the giftvto enter the numenous: that is
why his defeat is as much attributable to personal inadequacy as to the
collapse of truth and moral order in his society. But the real difference
between the btwo novels i Lhat Okara seems intent on using his 'myth'!

to indict the "outside" society in its historical phase, and to show only
symbolically the role of the artist; whereas Awoonor's hero has to be

shown explcring the hinterland of the psyche in the search for restoration.

Thus, we might see The Voice to properly belong in the same category (of

the novels of 'social indictment! or of 'disillusion') as, for example,

Achebe's A Man of the People or ILenrie Peters' The Second Round. In a
sense, therefore, Awoonor's book begins where Okara's ends, by trying to
show what happens when the scapegoat goes into the whirlpool.

Thus, Amamu may be spiritually alienated from the’'mores of the
present day Ghanaian society; he is surely not alienated from the essencse
of cultural roots. And although he may have taken years to respond to *the
tug of the umbilical cord that vinds him to ancestral wisdom; the coxrd

has never heen severed. Rather the argument may be reversed: it is his
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compétriots who have veered from the ancestral hearth. Amamu knows this
to be true and that is why he voluntarily assumes the role of the scape-
goat and saviour of society - a role into which he is born, like his
grandfather whom he is said to resemble and whose rame he is given:

The pledge was made to the ancestors and the

gods. The child should be their torch-

bearer and servant all his life...Everybody

said the child resembled his grandfather...

He was a tree on which they all leaned, and
under whose shade they all took shelter. (p.12)

As Amamu grows up, the image of the protéctive ancestor merges into that

of suffering Christ - "...they bring the cross on the back of the black
man from Africa..."(p.48) - a point which will be made in greater detail
later on. Meanwhile, it will be noted that, rather thar alienation or
exile, Awoonor's primary concern in this novel is the celebration of the
anguish of the restorative process towards the ancestral hearth, for,

"a gathering must be proclaimed at our sacred grove, your worship must
be renewed." (p.143)

The broad thematic mould in which This Earth, My Brother is cast

is introduced by its epigraph from Dante's Inferno. It sets the focus
on life as Journey or Quest and trauma, leading eventually to Salvation
or discovery or knowledge (self and communal ). And in this journey of
life the most cherished or worthy, if traumatic, price is the experience
of the "dark wood", the infernal primal gulf between detachment and
transfiguration. This is how Amamu perceives it:

The flash point of creation, birth before birth

long tunnels tuanels roads of womb derkness stilled

the mind's eye camnot behold, prescience prenativity

of total darkress, the foreknowledge of the grave the

exhilaration and impatience of the emergence. Foetal

passages palm tree harmattans dry dry in birthwaters

of the rivers swimming at the estuary ithe entrance to

the sea. (pp.13-14)

It is the primeval tortuous passage and process of procreation. The

sheer ecstasy of it subsumes the idea of desth in the process of the
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promised "emergence" or fulfilment. But it is also a passage which only
the initiate can voluntarily re-experience. Besides foreshadowing the
hero's eventual death, the quoted passage alsc reinforces one of the
thematic strains of the novel - the experience of death as the ultimate
reality in Ewe cosmology. Awoonor speaks, thus, of: "...traditional
reasoning, / in which / death is an awareness. When you die you proceed
into a higher state - you become an ancestor..."lo The refrains cf the
talking—drum:(”...to—gu to—-gu to-gu to to to~gu if they insist and say it
must be by every means...then I shall die the death of blodd I shall die
the death of blood", [b.lBl) not only register the overwhelming ritual
and musical ecstasy of the primeval passage but also underline the
transcience of physical extinction.

The whole point of This Earth, My Brother is founded upon the

premise that Africa is in need of spiritual and psychological, as much
as socio-economic revcluiion, In this, the artist's role is essential.
A new value system must be evolved. The explication of the process forms

the burden and thrust of the argument in Awoonor's book, The Breast of the

Earth (Doubleday, 1975) in which he exhorts that "cultural self-discovery

: 11
/ must_/ become an essential aspect of our rew quest for self and race."

The novel could therefore be seen as the mythic paradigm of that "quest':
to work out, in Awoonor's own words, "the relationship between the

historical truth and my own poetic truth -~ the uvnification of what has bee

history and what must now be the reality seen through words and sounds and

12 . ;
rhythms". (My emphasis ) This comes out clearly in the contrasting

movement of the "outside"/"inside" narrative consciousness we have
observed in the novel. We must then see Amamu's career and the dirge-
form as the twin instrument by which Awconor aspires 1o attain a creative
marriage of the '"historical" and the "poetic!" dimensions of experience in

one continuing process of (as it were) prophylaxis.
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Amamu's apzointed destiny is to be the_pathwfinder, albeit, to an
ill-defined goal which can be reached conly ihtuitive1V. Naturally, he
knows and detests what he is escaping from: the cheap life of modern
(Ghanaian} society. As to what he desires and must acquire, that, he
recognizes (rather experiences) only epiphanously. Its mythic symbol -
the mermaid —~ is slippery as a fish and indomitable as his childhood
quarry, the rainbow-coloured butterfly which, try as he might, he could
not keep: "It flew away." (p.15) His disgust with contemporary socilety
is encapsulated in such words as these: ﬁThe blandly silly hills smoking
in an afternoon rain, the putrefaction of earth in decaying
leaves procleim a simple solution: Despair and Die." (p.115) But to
most of the objects of his nighfmare he can also give concrete names and
physical representation which ﬁe then smothers in a rally of scatological
images. For example, his wife, Alice's cortege on the day of her arrival
from Iondon and, the Presidential motorcade (human symbols of the society
he abhors), are all 'ambushed' at the Ring Road Circle and deftly
tassaulted! thus:

The President is passing from the Castle to his
residence in Flagstaff House. About ten cars
ahead was a municipal night soil truck carrying
its load from the former European area of Ridge,
now occupied by senior African government
officials. Alice put a handkerchief on her nose.

The smell rose in the wave of the heat, descending

They sat in the car glum and choked by the smell
of suburban shit. (p.122)

And the suburban Mims (microcosm of M"all slums" - his euphemism for
contemporary African and the so-called Third World sccieties) is seen thus:

Nima skirts the west central part of the city
like a vulture...grew with the rapidity and
alark with which all slums grow...No river
runs through Nima. Only a huge cpen gutter
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that stirks to heaven...Here vultures

mingle with the customers and sellers,

snatching offal from butchers' stalls

and dashing off to the 'refuse dumps' or to

the rocfs of the public latrines to devour

their stolen goods with sad silent faces. (pp.151-2)
Even Amamu's affair with the srstwhile prostitute, Adisa - the calm centre
of his cyclonic existence - cannot stay him. In spite of its beauty and
peace, the affair represents, for him, only a physical abstraction froum
his spiritual goal. Fhysically she is desirable; sexually she is
almost divine: "Their dreams asleep and awake were one. This was the
hour of their redemption washed clean by tears brewed in anguish of
the singular soul." (p.56) But she also lives (in Nima) too close
to the "refuse dwap" (p;27) and the dunghill images -~ as opposed to
those of the besutiful butterfly, rainbow, moon and almond-tree-by-the-sea
of his vision.

Thoroughly nauseated by the surrounding animal and wineral (by

extension, moral-spiritual) putrefaction, Amamu is no longer even able
to pick his way '"carefully...through faeces human or canine,...rotten fobd
and puddles of urine...the...chorus of pungent smells and odours." {p.155)
He takes a symbolic exit and withdraws into his psychic depths and
ancestral reality manifest as myth. In the dark recesses of tne racial
psyche, he seeks to reconnect society with those intuitively apprehended
permanent values without which living in scciety will for ever remein merc
shell existence. But, paradoxically, he recognizes that these primeval
values have vanished, or so far removed from his reach, that he can only
keep faith by responding to the mesmerism of metémorphosizing, suggestive

image clusters. (His anguish springs frow the terrcr of that awareness as

g2

much as from the recognition that he besars a communal burden: "Our
sadness itself, based upon that distant sadness which is the history of

this land, defies all consolation." p.16;)



The dominant symbol is that of the "woman of the sea" - the
mythic personification of primal, creative energies and, object of Amamu's
quest. She is revealed to his senmses in flitting circular and aquatic
images ~ moon, rainbow, drum, breasts, womb, mermaid, whale -- all of which
(one may presume) are symbolic of feminine principle of fertility and
procreation. They are revealed, coalesced in and structure the essence of
the Yewe - healing/fertility cult ("Prelude" and chapter Lo especially).
All these figures enhance Amamu's prismétic experiencing of his real
but dead and much adored cousin, Dede. Sometimes Adisa, his only
positive human contact, metaphorically dissolves (in his imagination)
into one of the multifarious manifestations of Dede. It is her, as
"woman of the sea" that lurks behind and influences his other experiences
and relationships.

Ioving the memory of her my first love

through all lands and all climes, searching

for her who came out of the sea in the

shadow of the almond tree...(p.59)
Because of the goddess' indeterminate character as we usually encounter
her through the hallucinatory vision of her protege, we can arrive at
her real symbolism only inductively.

Thus, she appears (like Dante's Beatrice) to be the symbol of
innocence and purity but, above all, viectim and saviour figure. Literally
she is the victim of a wicked and uncaring scciety (p.140). But she is
also its saviour, being dead and gone to join the rank of the ancestors
in "the land of...forefathers." (p.145) In her dual symbolic role as
victim~-saviour, she could be seen as a mythic personification alsc of
Mother Africa. And, read along some of Awconor's wellknown poems - "I
heard a bird cry", '"Weaver bird", and "Exiles" - this interpretation will

lead to an identification of the "woman of the sea" with the image of




Mother Africa, misused and abused by generations of aliens and desexrted
by her own offs#spring. In the first of her many apparitions to her wvotary:
"Her hair was long and black... her long thin body... has now become flabby

with age and time and labour." (p.4) And she 'follows' Amamu zround

enquiring about this "neglected compound" and that "house whose fences

~—

were falling and termites ate the shiny trees that held it together." {(p.5
It is in this role of the archetypal victim-saviour we have to see

Amamu. But our urderstanding of it in This Earth, My Brother is much

\
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more enhanced by Awconor's adeptness in his deployment of borrowed mythic l
tropes from sources other than Ewe. And it would seem ironic (or, a
misleading turn of the mythic resources of the author's subconscious/
creative mind ) that so much of the total meaning of the hero's quest should
depend upoﬁ consciously drawn symbols and allusions from the Christian
Messianic myths - especially, given the demounstrably hostile references,
in the "flashback" chapters, to the roles of Christian institutions (Deme
church and school) in his early life. Of course we must be able (as one
must presume the author is) to distinguish between !'Christianity' as agent
of Empire and deculturation, and Christianity as Jungian archetypal truth.
But the observation becomes even more relevant when related to the monument
which Awconor erects to the destructive roles of ceclonialism and christianity
in his much quoted poem, "The Cathedral", and to his insistence that:

Any critic who does not see him / Amamu /

within the context of that construct of Ewe

mythology or ontology.../ and images of_/

the eternal, elemental invocations of the

ultimate ritual of his own and the communal

restoration, had better leave the work
ZTThis Earth, My Brother / alon2. 13

The pre-emptive strike at his critics (just a couple of years after the

appearance of the novel!) can be Fastened only to Awoonor's unnecessary

anxiety for his book not to be misunderstood as socio-political satire cn



modern Ghara - like, for example, Armah's Fragmenis - but to be seen
as the statement of a "poetic truth". It is an argument which it is
equally unnecessary to labour in the present study.

The fact remains, however, that in This Farth, My Brother Amamu,

the hero, denigrates 'christianity'; yet his quest and apotheosis attain
intelligibility largely through Christian mythic symbols and allusions -
Calvary, Fassion, Crucifix:

Then silently the deliverance occurred in the

hour of eternity in the missal hour of reading

rosary and journeying the stages of the cross.

See here, here they arrested him, Judas is

pointing his finger at him, and here, here he

plants a kiss upon him my Saviour...There, he

falls, my Iord falls and they whipped him...

but he was not destined to die there; his journey
must be complete. (pp.48-49)

It is thus that one recognizes the prefiguration of Amemu as (sic.)

"Joseph" (Jesus?) of Africa, betrayed and bearing the communal cross.
Indeed, the eighth chapter is wholly devoted to the themes of Christ's
trials and the Passion. The chapter itself develops from the hymn which
floats in Amamu's head, into a flashback on lis childuood encounter with
the "mad" Reverend Paul Dumenyo, a local clergyman fallen victim of the
betrayed Christ. (But in his portrayal is embedded an African interpretation
of Christianity which is itself a critique of the "white" (European)
christianity as a betrayal of iﬁs true archetypal meaning.) His

subsequent dementia is paralleled to the reference to Amamu (by his friends)
as a "mad man" as much as it prefigures Amamu's eventual schizopheric
collapse and death. Thus, Amamu's refusal, in his childhcod encounter
with the Rewerend, to cast a stone at him marks his symbolic vact with

the aispossessed of society. (p.102) Betwecen the moment of his acceptance
and his reunification with his "woman of the sea' lies fathomless anguished

foray into psychic depths - accepting the cup and hyssop of despair -
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groping towards the primal emell of “einnamon and wild flowers, ancient
smel.ls of treasure well kept for the children of tﬁe fubure.! (p.179'

We can now seek a more plausible explanation of Awocnor's personal
outspoken (and Amamu's) anti-Christien tendencies, in his relationship
to Thomes R. Knipp's "counter-myth" thesis:

The African historical myth within which Awoonor

functions and to which he contributes is, in an

impor tant sense, a counter-myth; a response not

only to experience but to an unacceptable pre-

exis ting mythic interpretation of African experience

and the African past, which can be called the whi te

or Furopecan myth of Africa. 14
And so, "For many / Afrvican / creative artists the process of re-
establishing a personal / and communal / Africanness has been the process
of seeing - and then seeing through -~ the white image and myth of Africa.
Thus, to really get at the authentic African image with which he can
identify, the African writer ilnevitably has to draw upon 2ll the
iconoclastic potential of his medium which he then launches upon the
ubiquitous "myth" of the European civilizing mission in Africa. Of
course the degree of success with which each accomplishes the task
varies and depends a great deal upon individual artistic skill,
temperament and, above all, idiosyncratic definition of "cultural self-
discovery" or cultural assertion.

Thus, Awoonor seeg and exploits the archetypal, universal validity
of certain Christian myths Which could be seen to complement the poignant
immediacy of Ewe mythopoesis ~ especially the fureral dirge -~ as the
basic structural motif for the novel. Indeed, at the threshold of his
apotheosis, it is tc the rhythms of ancestral drums Amumu responds
(as Christ might have said):

I am coming down from the mountains of dung from these
O
hills of shame. I shall walk the steps of ancient war

drums, I shall move to the beat of husago,atrikpui and
\
agbadza..;(p.lGS}




And again, s, voice began to talk about the searcher who finds in the
wilderness the death that will kill him..."(p.167) The drums' alternating
rhythms of suffering and respite, their urgent, insistent beat in his
head finally exorcise his schizophrenia: "¥or you I renounce the
salvation of madness and embrace the singular hope, your hope." (p.165)

If, so far, we have had to concentrate on the exploratory, mythic "inmer",

more than the expository, historical '"outer™ world of This Earth, My Brother,

Y

it is because that is the effect which the novel seems structured to procure.
To.conclude a discussion of the novel, thérefore, by trying to resclve the
question of what the hero's death is meant to achieve or achieves, is
to enquire about how Awqonor succeeds in an imaginative (structural and
thematic) integration of the 'levels of narrative consciousness' and the
reunification of Amamu with his '"woman of the sea."  Structurally, the
novel follows a circular pattern which becomes an appropriate form for the
thematic preoccupation with the cycle of decay, death and renewal of society.
It opens with a lament or dirge which mourns, simultaneously, a personal
loss to Amemu (and, in a sense, his own death) and the spiritual ‘'death' of
his scciety, while it celebrates the promise of rediscovery, birth and a
new'beginnindz
She was with me. And i was not afraid.

I told her my story of the mature and the

bitterness of the birthwater that nurtured me.

Of the womb that carried me. Of the pangs that

delivered me...(p.4)

She, as in a dream, moved from my side under
the Indian almond...She was the last tc go.

And I was alone. Bubt not for long.
(p.6)
Viewed in retrospect, this 'opening! becomes a sort of posteript to the
events described by the novel. And, further on, the conflicting images of

"dung hill" and "butterfly" (in the "outer' and '"inner" narrative movements
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respectively) merge into a single consciousness of musical rhythms (in

the fiml three clhapters) that lead Amamu's feet towards the beach ard %o
the object of his quest. Thus, his death would be seen as a pre-requisite
of the ritual process whereby the self-sacrifice of an individual "carrier"
effects communal redemption. In that status, he is more or less a medium,
and represents historico=cultural forces larger than, and beyond himself.
His reunion with the '"woman of the sea" is, therefore, his own apotheosis
as much as (by symbolically breaking the cycle of spiritual decay in

society) it clears a path for communal renewal.

One of the most scathing criticism of This Earth, My Brother is

Professor Gerald Moore's, which lashes at its lack of "recognition that
material corditions must change before there can be...spiritual revolution."
We could even go further by adding that the hero does not in fact engage

in any logical (dialectical?) analysis of the malaise which stalks his
society. Nor does he seem to engage his adversaries in, even, a token
battle of the will. And-everything about him reminds one of the danger

17

of "equating action with movement" of which Soyinka has warned.”  But
will all this yield any fairer assessment of the novel? Would things not
-have been different and such points as we have just been making go
unchallenged had the "African cordition" been always self-determined and
self-directing for so long? No one would doubt the fact that the
colonialist subjugation of Africa by mere force of arms has been made much
easier, and has been outlived by a more subtle psycho-spiritual assault. In
this light,would not a recourse to the authentic African sources of
spiritual sustenance be a lasting answer and basié fof a "material
revolution"? Other twentieth century writers have thought, indeed, that
pelitical solutions are arid and will break down unless there is renewsl

within. For, as Sekou Toure warns in a context that is hardly different

from the present African experience:

16



Colonized meaterially or psycho—culturally_7 man

must first recollect himself, critically analyse

the results of the influences to which he was
subjected by the invader, which are reflected in

his behaviour, way of thinking and acting, his
conception of the wcrld and society and in his way

of assessing the values created by his own people. 18

And, as Awoonor himself has said in self-defence: "I am not trying ‘o

set up a moral or ethical system...Nor do I even dare to set up any

political or ideological system in my work."19
Although he is better known as a pogt, his only novel to date is

perhaps a more cbmplete illustration of his creative vision than any

single collection of his poems could be. It not only encompasses, like

his poetry, the continuum of feeling and experience of a cultural ambience,

but achieves a creative fluency and poise in the drive towards the

restoration of self and essence and the celebration of a return to

"harmonic order.'" While Awoonor seeks to realise his theme through a

single hero (unlike Armah's Two Thousand Seasons or Nengl's Petals of Blood,)

the informing vision is not individualist in the sense of which Baako, the
hero of Armah's Fragments for example, could be seen. For, unlike Bzako,
Amamu's experience is not '"locked in a private psyche."zo He does not

seek an individualist haven or private peace. Baako rejects (at least
apparently) society's claim upon him. Amamu is committed to an unobtrusive,
yet, relentless search for permanent moral values but, with his focus on
society as the ultimate benefiéiary. And uﬁlike the personae of Awoonor's
earlier poem, "More Messages"; '"seeking through dust and dirt/the lonely
miracle of redemption", Amamu scems to recogrize-that the communal survival,
first, is the ultimate guarantee of arpersopal onc. It is in this sense as

well that he differs from the protagonists of Soyinka's The Interpreters.
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II,(iii) The Interpreters

Very few African novels have managed to generate the degree of
diffident critical response usually associated with Wole Soyinka's

The Interpreters. Tor years after the initial (soanty) reviews it

received, critics maintained a general attitude of studied silence -
punctuated occasionally by gestures of polite acknowledgment with a

: : : T s 1 .
mixture of embarrassed incomprehensicn and disapproval. Especially

among its African critics, The Interpreters has suffered outraged

disclamation. It has been berated variously for the self-conscious

opacity of its (author's) ianguage, obscure mystical frame of reference

and intellectual elitism.2 But there is a general concurrence about

the incisive thrust of its powér as a socio-~political satire. However,

one rarely encounters the kind of sympathetic but no less hard-eyed critical
searchlight which Profescor Kinkead-Weekes trains on the anatomy of

The Interpreters.3 In & recently published article he shows how the

realistic (social and human) and the mythic ("religious" or preterhuman)
"lenses'" of Soyinka's creative imagination could be perceived and

brought to interplay in unravelling the different levels of meaning in the
novel. With this cue in mind, the present endeavour will seek to further
the import of Soyinka's creative concern in the mytho-spiritual framework

of The Interpreters.

Meanwhile a close examination of the character and quality of its
satire will put in proper perspective the governing creative vision in

The Interpreters. Casually paraphrased, The Interpreters is about the

plight of a group of five young Nigerians (Egbo, Kola, Sagoe, S€koni snd
Bandele) seeking to "interpret" the socio-political and spiritual

ramificaticns of a particular historical moment in the life of their country.



In the exercisc, the point of reference is their own life-style and

role as representatives of "the new generation." (p.178)  Their
disenchantment with the pervasive atnosphere of moral malaise that plagues
the society is undisguised. Accordingly, the attack upon and disrobing

of venality, dereliction of duty and philistinism masquerading as social
respectability (seen mainly through the eyes and actions of the journalist,
Sagoe) is uncompromising. Simultaneously, the protagonists make intellectual
efforts to define their own roles in society and to devise altermative life-
styles which they perceive to be superior to the surrounding banality. The
kind of alternatives they seek find varied expression in the mysticism of
Egbo, the "true religion" of Sekoni, Sagoe's "voidante philosophy",

the tolerant détachment of Bandele and the art of Kola - all of which add up,
ironically, to another glossed mask of impotence. Alongside their own
cultivated self-examination and criticism, a looming shadow of authorial
attitude of censure can be perceived - symbolized by the presence of

Bandele who castigates their "cheap cynicism" (p.179). Thus, throug

the bi-focal nature of Soyinka's indictmént we become aware of a see-saw

technique which characterizes the form of The Interpreters.

Justifiably,the poignancy of the novel's satirical thrust has never
been in doubt. And much of its 'positive' criticism has focussed on
1ittle else. What should however bother the discerning critic is the
run-of-the-mill approach of certain critics which tends to perpetuate
the impression that the satire's flow is a one-way affair: that the
protagonists are a collective mouthpiece through which the author castigates
an intransigent society.4 Consequent upon this sort of critical perspective

is the general tendency to group The Interpreters with the so-called novels

of disillusion such as Achebe's A Man of the Feovle and Armah's Tke

Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born. Even while it may be granted that come
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form, of social criticism unites them, it should have become clear by ncw
that Séyinka's novel differs significantly from the others. It obeys a
different kind of stylistic and formal ordering imagiration. Whereas,
for instance, Achebe's and Armah's novels depend for their effects on an
almost entirely linear progression of nﬁrrative and structure and a
technique of in-built overtures of conspiratorial mutuality from hero to

audience, The Interpreters draws essentially upon a "cyclic;..almost

static, framework"5 and tends (when it dces not alienate them) to ask the

audience to judge. Where the creative visions in A Man of the People and

The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born are outward-regarding, the

imaginative universe in Soyinka's novel (rather like Awoonor's This Earth,

My Brother)is inward—gézing and esoteric. In dealing with The Interpreters,

therefore, the critical enterprise will prove much more rewarding if, like
Professor Kinkead-Weekes, we consider that "socio-political satire, as

in all Soyinka's best work, is a station one passes throush in order to

v
arrive at more significant destinations,

From this premise such unorthodoxies as are often pointed at in

The Interpreters7 may be thought to serve a particular kind of imagination.

And its particularity unfolds itself in images, symbols and motifs
(recognizably deriving from Yoruba and Judaeo-Christian cosmologies) which
combine to limn a mythic interpretation of experience. Any serious
consideration of Soyinka's art must, therefore, pfoceed from an acknowledgment
of the mythopoeic substratum of his poetic development and creative universe.
Indeed it hardly needs mentioning that any effective criticism or

appreciation of his works must seek some acquainfance with not only his
native heritage in Yoruba culture, but also the prime of place which he

accords the deity, Ogun, in his creative philosophy. And it is no

accident that his Myth, Literature and the African World (1976) remains,
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perhaps, the most perspicacious venture so far at exploring the bonds
between the creative impulse and the mytho-psychic order of the African
cultural ambience. He takes as the matrix of his exploration the myths
of Ogun, the Yoruba deity, god of war and metallic lore as well as the
Creative Essence and +the patron saint of the arts. It is expecially in
the paradoxical attributes (the destructive/creative essence) of this
deity that Soyinka seems to find some kind of partial confirmation and
purging of his own experiences and aspirations.

Thus, throughout his literary career he has sought to interpret
the African social experience not only in terms of the Ogm::nian
contradiction but Obatalan essence of serene stability as well. (Obatala
being the Yoruba gocd of Creation and patron of the plastic arts).

Occasionally - as in his play, The Bacchae of Buripides (1973), and his

novel, Season of Anomy (1973) for example — he has sought affirmative

correspondences to the Yoruba myths in such Grecian go:is and heroes

as Apollo, Dionysus, Prometheus and Orpheus. And he has consistently
devoted creative attention to the meaning of individual action (social

and moral) within these myfhological constructs. Often his artistic
sensibility can be perceived to oscillate between the demands of collective
social responsibility and the need to celebrate the individual's self-
assertive will and right to self-fulfilment - the pendulum apparently |
swinging more in favour of the latter. The basié thematic focus of

The Interpreters therefore is the spiritual quest of the group of interpreters.

It is a quest to make spiritual intelligence of +their world in which the
individualist attraction of self-determination cshabits uneasily with an
awareness of ethical imperatives. Thus the novel may be conceived as a
mediun for Soyinka's creative exploration of an intense moral dilemma -~

the crisis and challenge of choice - which is the burden of its introspective

universe.
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Soon after the novel opens there is & sudden plunge into the past
and an immediate focus upon the protagonists drifting aimlessly through
Bgbo's memory of an earlier atavistic boat-journey. In that journey the
conversation amorng the friends centres on the imminent 'choice' which Egbo
will have to make beiween accepting the invitation to occupy his ancestral
throne at Osa or holdéng_on to his dreary job in the Foreign Office. To
accept the one is to become a symbolic custodian of his people's tradition
and heir to the power accruing from the position - hence, acknowledging the
claims of the past upon the present. To chcose the other is to be "free'l,
but also to confirm his own worst fears about leading an ineffectual,
"sheer creek—sgrface" (p.13) existence. The failure of the journey is
expressed in the non-choice — to go"'With the tide'" (p.14) - which he makes
midstream when pressed for direction by his friends as the boatmen warn about
the changing tide. Kola's retort, "'Like apostates'" (p.14) carries the

force of both definition and indictment of this evasiveness as well as the

group's general inability to organize their lives.

Because, in many respects, FEgbo personalizes the crisis and dilemma
of the group he becomes the focal point most of the time. His Janus-like
temperament is intriguing. He comsciously rejects the past of the
ancestors but embraces its evergreen copy in mystic communions with
anthropomorphic deities - "Osun", "Olumo", "Yemoja". He is & sclf-
declared atheist and scoffs at religion but sees himself as a protege of
gods. He hates "'things of death'" (p.8) but yields himself to +the "fresh
liver on a butcher's slab,...cold gelatinous depths" (p.52) of Simi's eyes
and dares the 'death' between her thighs. His involvement in Kola's
canvas testifies to his subconscious yearning Tor order, continuity and
community which he denies by rejecting "'making advances to the dead.'"(p.9)
As much as he feels ancestral biood pulsating in his veins Egbo sbhors

determinism because he is essentially an individuvalist:"'A man's gift of
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life should be separate, an unrelated thing. All choice must come from

within him, not from promptings of his past'". (p.lQO) Indeed, to choose

43
th

is, for him, to be determined and, to be determined is a form of death.
And "choice" will later, come to mean to be committed and to face
responsibility (in love alfeirs, comradeship and sympathy) - situations
which he doggedly swims around whenever he does not explode in violence.
But as the details of the events of his life emerge, Egbo's rejection of
the past is revealed to be a mere intellectual front. Thus another lewvel

of apostasy, '"'...an absolute neutrality'" (p.lB), prefigured in Kola's

second attempt to defiwe it, is approached.

Egbo seems married to freedom and independence which find expregsion
in his vocation of exploring the unknown and mysterious while he darts
"“from one experience to the other'". Even to thatl, the contradictery
forces in his psyche will not let him admit wholeheartedly. It is
""ag if life was nothing but experience'". (p.133) He is undoubtedly
sensitive, passionate and gifted with a boundless capacity to enter the
nurenous. But each experience confirms his apostasy. He is afraid wholly
to commit himself to the mysteries af ter which he hungers; and he covers
up by adopting ironic attitudes towards his more profound communions. This
is the impression created from his relationship with the courtesan, Simi,
who is the symbol of his first deliberate apprcach towards the 'gateway'
to the mystery of divinity. But the restorative promise of the mystic
power of zex which we have been led to expect dissolves as we watch him
tired and hollowed out "like the quarry at Abeokuta when all the granite
had been blown apart and nothing but mud-waters of the rain £ill the huge
caverns underground. (p.l?S) This one experience has given less than
the promise it held out for the young Egbo and so, Simi, the human
reincarnation of "Olokun", "ayaba Osa", '"Yemoja" falls,in his eyes,

from divinity to the demonic, "sorceress".
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‘Some "balance" in Egbo's life has been upset. He proceeds in a
daring single-mindedness 1o wrest spirituzal restoration from the gods'
abcde among the rocks by Ogun river under the suspended bridge. The
environment, so suffused with presences that proclaim continuity and
connectedness, will seem an ironic place to be in for a temperament that
denies both. The "knowledge" which he reaps from daring "a womb of the
gods" is quite unlike +the bounty" of the other lone-adventurer personae
in Soyinka's long poem, "Idanre" (1967). Egbo leaves the abode of gods
féeling chastened but with an ambiguous ﬁgift that he could not define" (p.127)
However, when its character is traced upon the pattern of Egbo's past
tendencies and subsequept involvement with people, no definition of it
matches Egbo's: "Kuowledge he called it, a power for beauty often,

an awareness that led him dangerously towards a rocksalt psyche, a predator

on Nature." (p.127; my emphasis) And he makes the spot his preserve, a
firine he erects to flatter his own ego. Thus is prefimned his violation
of the undergraduate girl's virginity and reluctance to commit himself to
an in-depth relationship with her. Although abetted by her self-confidence
Egbo's irresoluteness and evasion is also contrasted and commented upon
by it.

If Egbo runs from physical involvement with scciety, Sagoe remains in
the heat of it. And his own brand of apostasy differs from Egbo's only
by degrees of opportunity. Although he is never really tested (except
when he fails to rescue young 'Barabas'-Noah-from the mob) by any
particular necessity to choose, an inference of abdication of duty may be
made from his escapades and general comportment. Sagoe has the cat's eyes
for scandal equalled only by his lack of real courage. Through him we get
a glimpse of the decadence in social morality as he launches assaults on

double-~dealing and venity. His baneful scorn for the sneaking bribe-



collecting politician, Chief Winsala, the double-faced retired 'Morgue!,
Sir Derin and the philistine snobbishness, trite gossiping and tawdry
varty of the Oguazors are truly memorable. PBut he lacks the courage to
actually look beyond the surface symptoms of an all-consuming malaise.
And Banndele adequately remarks Sagoe's '"cheap cy nicism" (p.179) His
potential for compassion and as savicur of the oppressed which earns
him commendation as "'a man of God'" (p.118) and his job with the
"Independent Viewpoint" is often shrivelled by an indomitable professional
desire to use people in order to squeeze material to fill blank pages of
his newspaper. Above all, he takes refuge from responsibility in drink
and his "philosophy cf shit'". As Professor Kinkead-Weekes comments again:
"His fantasies about his drink-lobes and his intestines are the devices
of a professional cynic who camnot bear his life, and who tries to escape
its pressures in terms which flatter his sensitivity and sophistication,
while they help him 1o evade his problems.”8

Very nearly like Egbo, Kola picks his way around social commitment
by an indulgence in uninspired art. He shares with Sagoe the professionsl
urge to use people. Human beings hold attraction for him only long enough
and to the degree to which they fit into ‘the pantheon on his canvas. This
reflects in his attitude towards the albino protege of Monica Faseyi,
Usaye, who attracts and repels him simultaneously; towards Joe Golder, the
fractionally black American, and young Foah. His'rejection of emotional
involvenent with Monica Faseyi (not on moral grounds) is a measure of his
own evasion of responsibility. It is only concordant with "the laws of
his own creation" (p.50) to wish away - "the enslaving cord" (p.245) of
relatedness and community although, ironically, his preoccupation with the
pantheon of Yoruba divinities springs from a subconscious desire to

reassemble fragments and attain wholeness.
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Apostasy may thus be seen at one ievel to define the quality of
the protagonists! life-styles according to how much or less they are
capable of approaching social integration. For, thé task that confronts
the group is not merely how to rise - thrcough their adopted aesthetic
forms - above the surrounding le thargy or how to maintain aloof distance
from society but, more importantly, how tc tame and conquer the chaos
within themselves, harnessing its energies towards a socially positive
action. This reflects upon and explains their obsession with "power"
from the on-set. Will the face of aposlasy then change when power is
dangled under its nose? This is the question with which Kole teases
Egbo. And it is significant that Egbo and Kola are linked to the enigma
of power to which each returns with greater seriousness later on.

Sti1l midstream and contemplating the chalilenge which the chieftairncy
of Osa poses to him, Egbo asks: "But what on earth can such an existence
wld out for me?" (p.12) Randele replies with a tinge of humour: "'As
many wives as you can handle, for one'" (p.13) '"And power Htoo?'"
adds Kola. The focus on power in this discussion is in relation to its
meaning as a medium for transforming society. Osa holds forth a potential
for Egbo -~ an opportunity for him to use its resources, imposing upon them
his own will as well as knowledge and experience in an enlightened drive to
create a better society. But his cyncicism leads him to interpret power
narrowly as an instrument of blackmail and exploitation. He dismisses
it lightly: '"That kind of power would only be a hobby.'" (p.13) His
rejection of the chieftanship however is attributable to a more deep-
rooted cause in his personality. He is repelled by the brute force of power
which his maternal grandfather symbolizes in his imagination but he
perceives"...a virile essence, a redeeming grace in the oldman and in

that existence" (p.11). He is inmately afraid of power but the challenge




70

of it, transmitted to him as a child through the "terrifying virility" (p.10)
of the old man's hands, stalks his consciousness. And in spite of his aware-

"...his own overwhelming need to retain that link with some out-of-

ness of
the-rut existence'" (pp.119-20) he opts for the drudgery of Lagos and the
Foreign Office. Meanwhile the meanings of power in their attractive varieties
continue to unfold as he and his friends pursue their individual pleasures.

Kola alone contemplates about power. Creative power - power for self-
expression and consummation in art, the will to transform - is an elusive
phenomenon which he chases after relentlessly. And all about him, the
evidences proclaim his own failure:

Fitfully, far too fitfully for the definite realisation of the

meaning, he had felt this sense of power, the knowledge of power

within his hands, of the will to transform; and he understood then

that medium was of little importance, that the act, on canvas or on

human material was the process of living and brought him an intense
fear of fulfilment. (p.218; my emphasis)

In thinking about power he discovers his own limitations; that he suffers
from an "overdose of cynicism'" (p.227) and is not really an artist. He
perceives experience in disconnected images and fragments and lacks the
creative antenna for penetrating the numinous. Thus he mistakes Nogh for
Esumare as much as he depends upon human models for his pantheon of gods.

He does not believe in himself and so, is afraid of power and he 'dared not,
truly, be fulfilled" (p.218). And in his wilful self-abasement he miscon—.
strues his own potential as well as the real nature of Egbo's attitude to
power. Likewise he misrepresents Sekoni's '"Sudden" explosion with "this fact
of power".(p.219) In thinking about power, however, Kola sheds more light
upon how much potential Egbo squanders in pursuit of the elusive. For, only
Egbo comes close enough to a form of power which is capable of creating
changé in human society. Ironically, it is Kola and Sekon% (lacking the
advantage of Egbo's proximity to, so to say, a rea%ymade repertory of power
to which he can turn at will) who are most conscious of the need for power

in its transformative immanence. Kola has experienced its intangible presence
in his own hands but "At his elbow was the invisible brake which

drew him back from final transportation




in the act." (p.218)
. 3 . . . . 5 n
Through training and imagination Seckoni souvght to capture the mgra
of power in a wild ecstasy:

Sekoni,qualified engineer, had looked over the
railings everyday of his voyage home. And the

sea sprays built him bridges and hospitals, and
the large trailing furrow beczme a deafening
waterfall defying human will until he gathered

it between his fingers, made the water run in

the lower chamnels of his palm, directing it
against the primeval giants on the forest

banks. And he closes his palms again, cradling
the surge of power. Once he sat on a tall water
spout high above the tallest trees and beyond low
clouds. Across his sight in endlest mammoth rolls,
columns of rock,; petrifications of define droppings
from eternity. If the mountain won't come, if the
mountains won't come, then let us to the mountain
now, in the rname of Mohammed! So he opened his
palm to the gurgle of power from the charging
prisoner, shafts of power nudged the monolith
along the fissures, little gasps of organic
ecstasy and paths were opered, and the brooding
matriarchs surrendered all their strength, lay

in great geometric patterns at his feet." (p(26)

Upon his arrival home Sekoni. dares to foist his dream on an understandably
suspicious and intransigent establishment. Single-handedly he dbuilds an
experimental power station. (It is no coincidence that his first project

is a power station). A great deal of the dialectic of the novel points

towards attitudes to power: '"the will to transform...on canvas or on

mmar material" and the chosen "medium was of little importance'; pr.‘2ﬂiJ7
as Kola puts it. Egbo confessed earlier about hié thoughtless rejection

of power: "If you seek to transform, you must not be afraid of power"
(p,182). But Sekoni is exploited and compromised by jealous bureaucratic
intrigues. Abetted by an "expat expert", the "Chairman" dishonestly writes-
off Sekoni's scheme and reaps large sums of compensation money Tor his own
subsidiary company. The shock of the experience lands Sekoni in a menbtal

hospital. His fajlure, however, is atlributable to his uncomnected and
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defective vision, aposfrophized by an evident overdose of idealism and
shortsightedness of which he seems aware when, upon his recovery, he turns
to the unified vision of "true religion':

Sekoni thrusting his fingers through the broken

walls of 0Old Jerusalem, standing pitiless on his

heritage before disturbing intimations, suddenly

meaningful affinities...and he was awed, so

wholly awed, beyond all concrete grasp. (p.99)
His return from pilgrimage witnesses his apotheosis as a natural artist
proclaimed by "The Wrestler" - his sculptured interpretation of the
spirit of man in the taut posture of a questing pilgrim. Kola "watched
with growing respect Sekoni turn the wood into some wilful spirit whose
taming was a magic locked in energy...Certainly there was no self-doubt
in Sekoni's hand..." (p.100) It is this power to transform self and matter
in Sekoni which the remaining interpreters lack or refuse to tap that awes
Kola. Eventually Sekoni dies early but not before he has attained a measure
of self-fulfilment denied %y his friends so far.

Meanwhile, the spirituval ramifications of apbstasy - evasion of

responsibility on social and interpersonal levels; dinability or refusal
to tap and direct potential or power towards positively creative action -

deepen as further events and experiences in the lives of the main actors

unfold. If apostasy emerges as a unifying theme of The Interpreters,

Yoruba cosmology forms its underlying structural motif. That cosmology

is partially unravelled in the ﬁysteries of Ogvn - "God of Iron and
metallurgy, Explorer, Artisan, Hunter, God of war, Guardian of the Road,

the Creative ESsence"9 and Soyinka's own adopted patron - whose central
position in it relates to the Yoruba Creation Myth. Originally the myth

is the story of the primal disintegration of the godhead and of Creation, as
well as the recurrent cycle of creation and destruction which, in effect
leaves Man outside its scheme. In the novel, Kola renders the Creation

myth in these cryptic terms:




And of these floods of the beginning, of the
fevered fogs of the beginning, of the first
messenger / Orisha Nla / the ihimble of earth,

a fowl and an ear of corn, seeking the spot

where a scratch would become a peopled island;

of the first apostate / Atoode / rolling the
boulder down the back of the unsuspecting deity -
for they must learn the first stab in the back and
keep inferiors harmless within sight -~ and
shattering him in fragments, which were picked up
and pieced together Zfby Orunmila;7 with devotion;
shell of the tortoise around devine breath; of

the endless chain for the summons of the god and
the phallus of unorigin pointed at the sky-hole
past divination; / Oranyan's 'steff' / of the

lover of purity, / Obatala / the unblemished one
whose large compassion embraced the cripples and
the dumb, the dwarf, the epileptic - and why not,
indeed, for they were creations of his drunken
hand and what does it avail, the eternal

penance of favouritism and abstinence? Of the
lover of gore, ZTOguq47 invincible in battle,
insatiable in love and carnage, the explorer,
path-finder, protector of the forge and the
creative hands, companion of the gourd whose
crimson-misted sight of debauchery set him

upon his own and he butchered them until the

bitter cry pierced his fog of wine, stayed his hand
and hung the sword, foolish like his dropped jaw;
of the one who hanged and did not hand, / Shango /
who ascended on the Ilana to shy vaults and mastered
the snake-tongued lightning and the stone of
incandescence, long arms of the divine sling
pleying the random game of children, plucking
houses trees and children like the unripe mango;

of the bi-sexed one / Brinle / that split himself
into the river; of the parting of the fog and the
retreat of the beginning and the eternal war of the
divining eyes, / Ifa/Orummita / of the hundred and
one eyes of lore, fore-and after-vision, of the
eternal war of the first procedure with the iong
sickle head of chance, / Eshu / eternally mocking
the pretensions of the bowl of plan, mocking lines
of order in the ring of chaos; of the repulsive
Scourge ZfShonpona;7 riding purulent on noontides
of silent heat selective of victims, the avaricious
one; of the one who stayed to tend the first fruits
of the ginger of earth with passages of the wind around
him / Oduduwa_/ and of the heat and the rain, and the
marks of the moulting seascns... (pp.2?4~25)

Where does Man come in here? Kola might have wondered.
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Thus his canvas seeks not only to collate the various strands

of the myth but also to impose a personal creative interpretation on
it - to introduce, as it were, the human dimension. This is why he
has so painstakingly sought to capiure the immanence of the gods in his
earthly friends and acquaintances. And, in a state of sudden illumination,
he bursts out saying: "'It only requires the bridge, or the latter between
heaven and earth.'" (p.225) The "link", then, emerges in the figures of
Lazarus which he captures with his brush:

The unfinished part / of the canvas_/ was an

arched figure rising not from a dry grave, but

from a primordial chaos of gaseous whorls and

flood-waters. He is wreathed in nothing but

light, a pure rainbow translucence. It was
Iazarus,...(p.232)

Although Egbo scoffs at the "'6ptimist's delusion of continuity'" (p.233)

it is none the less the truest illustration of Kola's vision of the

ritual celebration of the human and divine efforts to fuse self and

essence. (Indeed, it is against the backgmund of Egbo - in general but,

particularly, Kola's representation of him as Ogun-at-the-height-of-

drunken carnage - that we perceive the ironic light trained upon the

'story'of Egbo. ) Hence, the canvas must be seen as Kola's (albeit

subjective) concept of the ideal - the divine forcés reaching out over

the gulf of transition to be united with the human actor reaching beyond

himself, god-like. But, above all, we need to measure the whole of

what happens in the second part of the novel against the five protagonists!

potential for integration - i.e., judge between promise and performance.
It is, thus, only appropriafe that the motif of iﬁtegration and

continuity takes gestation from Sekoni, the hermit-figure (because'f...

sometimes...the most non-existent person in the world'" - (p.121) and

the most anguished among the interpreters. He alone has a history of self

transformation through his search and discovery of a coherent vision and




principles of continuity in true religion. Posited indomitably against
the atomistic views of life of his atheist, cynic and nihilist friends
is Sekoni's insistence upon the necessary connectedness of experience and
a cosmological totality. He pesters them with his "universal d-d-dome"
(p.9) which he manages to spell out thus:

'In the d-d-dome of the cosmos, th-there

is com...plete unity of TLllife. Tldlife is

like the g-g-godhead, the p-p~plurality of

its mmmanifest...tations is only an illusion.

Th-the g-g-godhead is one. ©So is life, or

d--d-death, b-b-both are c-c-contained in
th-the single d-d-dome of ex...istence...'(p.122)

Sekoni's affirmation directly contrasts with Egbo's bold-faced
denial of any ties with his own past. More than any of his friends,
Egbo feels the pressures of his heritage, especially as his contemporary
situation appears equally to stultify creative independence. The
individualist intellectual in him is beleaguered by the "dark vitality"
(p.12) of the traditional cycle of continuity. But beyond the fact of
giving birth to him, Egbo acknowledges, literally, no ties with his
parents whose "carless" death, in any case, left him, a child, to the
whims and ceprices of foster parents and guardians (pp.8-9; & 12). So,
he greets the "insinuations" of obligations on his part from his
ancestral home, Osa, with rebuff. When he turns to Sekoni for approval
the latter replies:

'T—t~to make such d-d-distinctions disrupts

the d-d-dome of c-c-continuity, which is wwwhat
life dis...Ththat is why wwe must acc-c-cept the
universal d-d-dome, b-b-because ththere is no
d-d-d-direction. The b~b--bridge is the d-d-dome
of rreligion and b-b-bridges d-d-don't jjjust
g-g-go from hhhere to ththere; a bridge also
faces backwards.' (p.9)

Sekoni's point of view stresses the need 1o connect experiences - past to

present, the divine to the mundane and essence to self - in order to get a
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meaningful perception of life and so creating a better society. The
burden of +this view as much as of the meaning of Sekoni's cwn death as
reflected in the agonized self-searching of his colleagues is the point
of focus in the second part of the novel.

As one tends to feel before all Soyinka's best work, there is a
definite moral vision behind the creative imagination that produced

The Interpreters. Soyinka himself has always insisted that one of the

prime functions of the writer in society was to be its "conscience" and its
M ‘i optt 10 < ol

voice of vision''. And the author-as-conscience has hardly ever been
more conspicuously present among his fictional characters than in

The Interpreters. Therefore, the novel is laden with insiruvations and

statements of judgment. These are perceivable in the various question
marks and apostrophes rsised against the life-styles and attitudes of the
protagonists, in their own self-critical comments,and strikingly in the
often heavy silence, nod cr comments of the godlike Bandele in his
"timeless image brooding over lesser beings". (p.244) Such a technique,
if one mgy borrow L.R. Early's phrase in a somewhat different context,
"demands an inductive alertness of us which will penetrate the vision

11

of the novel as it unfolds."

The Interpreters splits into two parts the first of which states

and analyses the socio-ethical crisis in which the protagonists are

engulfed, describes and comments upon their attempts to respond to it

mainly in social and human terms. "Part Two' then subjects their

earlier frivolities to a mecre serene and ultimate spiritual trial constructed
on a grand mytho-religious scheme. Thus, 1t symbolically imitates
resurrection on a fantastic scale. It invites no less a response.

And in this light, we might see "Part One" as the murdane world of

trivialities. All the 'dead! from that world are assembled, as in Judaeo-
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Christian myth of resurrection, to be judged at the symbolic threshola

of the gods.l2 (In the context of The Inierpreters death does not

mean just physical extinction as, for example, in the case of Sekoni.
(p.155) It also refers to "the existing fossil within society, the dead
branches on a living tree" (p.120) such as the political and intellectusl
Oguazors. There is also the concept of symbolic death which we observe
in the numbed sensibility and spirit of Sekoni's friends after his death.
(pp.155-8) Then there is Joe Gelder's 'death' to his original society
and self; as well as the ambiguous death-and-resurrection of the

albino, Iazarus.)

The first focus in "Part Two' then is upon the enigma of death and
resurrection. It brings all the main characters together. It is the
dominant idea and language in their gquests and communicaticn. It is
the business of Iazarus and the theme of his sermon:

'TI am the reswrrection and the life...And I,
Iazarus, give vcu. this assurance, from the
personal confirmation which I was given by
the TLord. For the hand of God descended on

my head, and the light of the ILord pcured a
new life into me. (p.165)

Sagoe had met ILazarus on two previous occasions - at the simultaneous
funerals of Sagoe's employer, Sir Derin, and of the eider of Iazarus's
beach church during which Sagoe had of fered flowers (spitefully snatched
from the ostentatious cortege of his own boss) to the miserable group of
Iazarus; then, on the occasion when Iazarus nd saved a young thief from
an angry Iagos mob. Soon after Sekoni's death which had left his surviving
friends "all wet, bedraggled, the paint running down their acceptance of

life...in ugly patches" (p.158) Lazarus seeks them out. And aided by <the
tfact they have been morally run-down by the shock of their friend's deaih,

Iazarus goads them into a bemused acceptance of an invitation to his church

after having told lhem of his own recenl '"resurrecticn'.
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At Iazurus's church, having listened to the full story of Iazarus's
death and resurrecition, Sagoe, Bandele, Kola, Egbo and Sagoe's girl friend,
Dehinwa, watch him initiate the erstwhile thief ("Barabas", now nsmed
"Noah") as successor to the dead apostle. Having watched Noah's grotesque
imitation of the Christian stations of the cross, the curiosity-shop
attitude which brought Sagoels group take on a new dimension. And from
their résponses to the enviromment we may begin to ask: how much different
are they from their previous selves? Except Bandele, the rest display
their characteristic cynicism and readiness to use others to their own
selfish advantages. Thus, while disbelieving the resurrection story,
Sagoe sees the promise of a story boon for his newspaper. Kola wants
to take Noah with him to Ibadan so as to paint him as the "Intermediary"
Esumare with which he wishes to complete his pantheon of gods. Egbo, more
unbelieving than any other, nevertheless volunteers to return to the

church with Kola - partly because he naturally camnot resist the promise
of adventure and partly because he is obeying an instinct to learn the
secret of Iazarus's apparent success. Bandele alone refuses to question
the truth of Iazarus's claim because:

'...at least one thing was obvious, this

man did go through some critical experience.

If he has chosen to interpret it in a way

that would bring some kind of meaning into

people's lives, who are you to scoff at it...(?) (p.179)

In the self-possessed earnestness with which Iazarus narrates his

own story and pursues his vocation we perceive (no matter how uneasily)

a man's own idea of reconciling the human desire for immortality with

the certainty of death. He deoes not even stop there in his daring to
forge a link between temporality and divinity, using human material in the

images of the priestess and young Noah.
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Arthur Ravenscioft has remarked that Iazarus's effort with Noah

. . . 13
introduces a '"dramatic complement! .

to the concept of apostasy. Thus,
in Neah's lack of identity (we do not know his real name; he is
christened Barabas by Sagoe and Noah by Iazarus) Egbo recognizes "the
smooth brass face of an apostate." (p.177) His horrified reaction:

"I do not like apostasy"' (ibid) smacks of a paradox. It springs from
an unbelieving self-recognition as "Egbo perceives in the helpless Noah

what separation from all social bords means."l4

And when Egbo remarks
tﬁat ""Noah's apostasy is not the wilful kind, it is simply the refusal
to be, the refusal to be a living being, like a moon'",(p.231) he reminds
one of the previous confession he makes about his own tendency to strain
"objectivity to its negative limits". (p.14) So, the real nature of our
protagonists' apostasy, in the fact of their severance from all social bond,
is now out, and illuminates all their previous evasive, deliberately
onfused definitions of it. And as we asked earlier, wi'l *he face of
apostasy change when it is brushed against a sense of power? Iike
previously, Egbo and Kola, haunted by the gquestion, both return to
Iazarus's church.

Besides the truth or falsity of his zealousness, Iazarus's attempt to
use power to transform himself and others is evident. Both Egbo and Kola
recognize it and are drawn towards learning its secret - a fact which
comments on their own inadequac& as well as it is a challenge to them
to use their potential towards either self or social transformation.

The fact of Iazarus's control of the transformative potential of powcr

is almost tengible within his territor&, the church. It is felt in the
command-cffect and unforced obedience and discipline which hig mere
repetition of : "'My name is Iazarus...'" (p.164) achieves on Sagoe's

group as "They i{ook off their shoes, covered in confusion at the distraction

they caused...® (p.ibid). Both Egbo and Kola witness Jazarus's attempt to
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perfbrm a miracle when he subjects Noah to the ordeal by fire and

water. (pp.223-4) As if distrusting the fragile ambiguity of the biblica
Covenant, Iazarus now seeks aésurance by attempting a fool-proof covenant
(vetween him-as-God and his creature Noah).15 Iazarus 'fails' but

his failure brings Fgbo to put a seal of confirmation on his own apostasy.
He will never,unlike Lazarus,dare to use power: "...as he (BEgbo) walked

back in the direction Noah had taken, it seemed to him that he must keep

the secret of this men's (Iazarus's) defeat." (p.224; my emphasis)

However, Kola seems to have indirectly received a renewed urge
to resume his painting as well as an unexpectedly sharpened sensibility
evident in his recognition of Iazarus, rather than the "technicolour...
purity" (p.170) of Noah, as the real intermediary figure for the pantheon.
Furthermore, the experience with Lazarus hes increased the group's
involvement in the pantheon as the ritual of self-discovery approaches
resolution.

The motif for the pantheon - originally intréduced through Sekoni's
"Universal d-d-dome" (p.9 - is outlined in a skeletal form of the Yoruba
myth of the primal disintegration of the original godhead and of the
beginning of creation, tinged with an allusion to the Judaeo-Christian
flood of destruction (p.224). Thus the symbolic purpose of the pantheon
might be said to extend the dialectic relationships of brokenness and
comnunity, mortality and eternit&, tenporality and divinity and, man's
desire to contain the inherent contradictions. Kola's idea of achieving
this aim is manifest in his obsession with "the bridge or ladder" as a link.
His first contact with Noah suggests td him that Esumare - the rainbow - is
the ideal intermediary; but eveniually he prefers Iazarus to Noah in that

status. And Egbo describes the ncarly finished product:
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.ec2n arched figure rising
not from a dry grove, but from a
primordial chaos of gaseous whorls
and flood-waters...wreathed in
nothing but light, a pure rainbow translucence. (p.252)

Egbo's reaction to Kola's interpretation of cosmological totality is,
characteristically, ironic and negative. He quarrels with Kola's
"optimist's delusion of continuity" as much as with his "selectiveness"
which portrays the beginning as the resurrection;and Egbo as Ogun at
'the height of carnage". (p.233)

Meanwhile, on the eve of its unveiling at the exhibition arranged
to honour the memory of Sekoni, the young Noah dies while trying to escape
from the homosexual advances of the Americen '"negro", Joe Goldex, whose
role at this stage becomes crucial to a comprehensive view of Egbo's
group. In addition to his homosexual tendency (Kola's reason for
painting him as Erinle, the bisexual river deity), Golder suffers from
a physical and psychological crisis of ideantity. - Arnd in +the fact of
these unresolved contradictory forces of personality, he is something
quite like a kindred spirit of theirs. But - more like Iazarus -- he fimctions
as a reflective medium upon the group's responses to their physical,
spiritual and moral enviromment. Thus Golder might be seen as an
instrument for measuring their humanity through their reactions to the
death of Noah in his hands. And, excepting Bandele, they renounce any
obligation of sympthy towards ﬂim in spite of their cwn subtle complicity.
So when, later on, Golder bemoans his orphanage to the world, we perceive
with greater clarity the vocation of brokenness and bestiality to which
the "interpreters" are committed.

Thﬁs, as Golder wails: "Sometimes I feel like a motherless child..."
(pp.244 & 45) the atmosphere revibrates with cleavage

and, Kola admnits painfully that "...it is a night of severance; every man




is going his way." (p.245) However, this pessimism is contradicted in
the figure of Egbo looking desperately towards the rain-heavy clouds

above outside the hall as he "longed for the rain to fall." (p.245;

My emphasis) For, the rain image as a regenerative and life-giving force
finds pungent expression in much of Soyinka's poetry. But the character

of this insinuation of Egbo's sudden optimism is as yet undefined. MNean-
while, Bandele (the moral arbiter) sits apart from the others through

"the freak-show", as he calls the events that climax the exhibition.(p.244)

Becase The Interpreters involves the crisis, burden and consequences of

moral choice, Bandele has been, all along, positioned unobtrusively at

a moral vantage point which monitors and collates the fragments of the
protagonists' experiences into a clear pattern. Through his conscicusness
the real meaning of the drama of the novel is filtered out. For, his
personality is a fusion of the essences of Soyinka's creative symbols of
the moral absolute - Obatala/ForestHead; the Ogboni culiti /Mothers of Benin
throne/Barth Mothers - with which we have grown familiar in his plays,

A Dance of the Forests (1963) and Madmen and Specialists (1972).  Thus,

Bandele is best qualified to sit in judgment in his characteristic image,
"unyielding, like the staff of Ogboni, rigid in single casting" (p.244)
over the "interpreters" as well as the symbol of a society which has
driven them to the point of negativity in their searéh for alternative laws
d living. And, having previousiy dispatched the hollowness of the pursuits
of his erstwhile adventurer friends, he descends,braced and "cruel as
the Ogboni in conclave' (p.251; original italics) to_pronouce malediction
upon the slandering Oguazor's cortege: '"'I hope you all live to bury
your daughters.'" (p.251)

The poignant resomance of the curse is so stunning that it turns
Egbo's 'choice" into mere bleat. But it is significant to note that FEgbo

alone manages *to find his own thought in the bemused atmosphere following
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Bandele's imprecation - just as he is portrsyed in an apparent gesture

of optimism suggested by the rain image. 't may be asked whe ther this

is not a deliberate authorial contrivance to blunt the edge of a

pessimistic vision. How are we expected to respond to a sudden about-

turn towards an optimism whose Parthian shot is "like the choice of
drowning"? This can be explained only in terms of Soyinka's characteristic
creative paradox/ambiguity (after the essence of his adopted artistic
patron, Ogun) of an "Open-endedness" - often remarked by Professor

Eldred Jones - in which conflicts are not resolved in terms of absoclutes.

Of course, this cannct be the last word on The Interpreters because

the implications of the questions it raises go beyond the creative whims
or preferences of a writer, no-matter the sincerity of his portrayal of
society and his personal, subjective interpretation of it. For, if we go
on to the question of the social relevance of Art as (like Soyinka himself)

Kofi Awoonor defines it, The Interpreters stands indicteble. Awoonor

writes of the writer who does not want to be a mere chronicler:
In Africa where despair deepens in the
practice of politics and in the lives of
the ordimary people, the writer must
represent the vanguard of the armies
that will liberate the masses from

ignorance and cultural stagnation
and restorq for them their earlier

attachment to life. 16 (my emphasis)

What the "interpreters" achieve can only be described as purgation of
individual emotions but not restoration tc community.

Perhaps, given the differences in the creative attitudes of
Soyinka and Awoonor towards "characterization" and "narrative" as
fietional techniques in general, and towards their respective protagonist(s)
in particular, we could say that the 'failure! of "the interprecters”
is M"in character", but not necessarily pessimistic. In Soyinka's novel

'character'! and ‘attitudes! are central and irdispensable to the theme




of self-knowledge and discovery; whereas in Awoonor's case: "...the
pervasive tone / or mood / of the lament holds the novel together and
asserts itls presence with more force than the actual characters.
Character, in obther words, is made subservient to the lyrical structure.”l7
As a result, Scyinka is more testingly critical of his protagonists than
Awoonor is of Amamu. However, in the final analysis we will appreciate
that despite this apparent discordance between the authors' attitudes,
the careers of their protagonists are drawn against the background of a
common awareness of the need to rediscover or recreate a new sense of
community. The process and tension of‘re-integrating the 'straying!
individualist consciousness into the stream of societal collective
consciousness is, indeed, a recurrent theme in much of contemporary

African fictions. It is the distinctive quality of the two novels -

Soyinka's Season of Anomy and Armah's Fragments - on which the next part

of our study focuses.
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PART THREE ‘

THE SEARCH FOR COMMUNITY




A private quest? Stuff for the tragic stage
and the ritual rounds of Passion? A brave
quest that diverges from, with never a backward
glance at history's tramp of feet along the
communal road?...l have quarrelled too often
even with the ego—centred interpretations to
which the existentialist gives rise. Any faith
that places the conscious quest for the inmer
self as goal, for which the context of forces
are mere battle aids is ultimately destructive
of the social potential of that self.(Original italics)

(Wole Soyinka)

The best that is absent from this heavy,

mediocre world would be its mark: community.

In place of isolate Dbodies, greedy to consume
more privileges to set us above, apart from
others, there would be community: sustenance,
suffering, endurance, relief, danger — all shared.

(Ayi Kwei Armah)
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II1I, (i) Individual-Community Contradiction

With more subtlety and compelling artistry than:mos% of their
compatriots,.Soyinka and Armah seek to &mmn personal interpretations
of the severe disjunction between the evolving socio—economically structured
trorms?® in contemporary African societies; and the intellectual and
morally determined individual (but none the less authentic) values.1
Hence one of the most outstanding features of their mnarratives is the
portrayal of sensitive, alienated and anguished individunals struggling
against cyclical currents of material and moral corruption. Although
the individual is sympathetically portrayed (intellectually and moraily
strong), more often than not, he is ill-fitted to initiate positive
action towards change and so gets broken physioally and/or psychologically.

The careers of Soyinka's protagonists in The Interpreters and Season of
¥ g P

Anomy, and Armah's in The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born and Fragments

illustrate the point only *co well.

However, many of their critics appear to read these mnovels too
literally ~ seceking in them (as it were) the "image" of society they are
supposed to "mirror". It is usually both on account of their creative
obsession with "free" individualism and, especially, the vehemence with
which they denounce contemporary society that Soyinka and Armah court
critical hostility. We only need to recall ﬁhe indignant and embarrassed

sentiments of much of the reviews of, for example, The Interpreters and

The Beautyful Ones to appreciate the weight of critical opinion that

< . 2 . .
railed against the "pessimism" of their authors. And, with considerable
justification, some critics are dissatisfied with the ambiguous resolutiouns
of the conflicts in Scyinka's two novels to-date and Armaht's first two

because the informing creative visions "halt Zﬁ..i7 just at the doors of




meaning, .or divert Zr..;7 perception into the thrill of heroic
picaresque..."3 Particularly incensed by the "liberal individualism"

and unsympathetic to the "mythopceic" cast the artists' imagination is

a host of radical "Socialist" critics. While, for instance, Biodun

Jeyifo writes disapprovingly of "the entirely unrelieved idealist foundation"
of Soyinka's intellectual attitude  '"the absence of thistory' in Soyinka's

4 Atta Britvum Throws himself against "This powerful

conceptual universe",
despair wahich;7 flows from the metaphysical-~idealist world outlook, as
opposed to the dialectical-materialist, which Armah adopts in the construction

"5

of his rnovels. They are deeply suspicious of a certain ractionary

bourgeois complacency to which the works of Soyinka and Armah (among others)

might be deemed to minister, instead of adoptinéi"dialeotical~materialist

outlook", sharpening the ‘edge of class conflict and devoting their artistic

talents to unambiguous affirmation of the imminent victory of the oppressed

African masses over all pestilential agents of oppressicu. The critics,

of course, may have valid points to make, but we could never over state the

obvious danger of doctrinal prescriptiveness. For, any dogmatic approach

(as theirs must appear to be) to literary criticism is bound to misread or

read its own prejudices into creative works. And it would appear (regrettably)

that the bulk of "socialist" criticism of African fiction occupies itself,

more often than not, with what particular ncvels fail to be rather than

what they are; with what they h;ve not said rather thanthat which they do say.
Paradoxically however, it is precisely against the situation whereby,

"Zﬁi_7solated by his very position in society, he zrthe African writeq;7

mistook his own personal and temporary éultural predicament for the

7

predicament oi his entire society"' +{hat Soyinka has passicnately argued

in his Stockhoim address. He contirnued thus:
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", . .poet, novelist or sculptor, the artist labours
from an in-built, intuitive responsibility not only
to himself but to his roots. The test of the
narrowness or the breadth of his vision however is
whether it is his accidental siluations which he
tries to stretch to embrace his race and society or
the fundamental truths of his community which informs
his vision and enables him to acquire even a prophetic

L

insight into the evolution of that society." 8

(my emphasis)

Although Armah is rather reticent about his creative goal, there is

enough tevidence! — the consistent undermining or rejection of the impofent
freedom of the "uncommnected" individual —~ in all his five novels to-=date to
support the proposition that he shares Soyinkat's concern. And the mytho--
poeic tenor of their creative imaginations could hardly be invalidated as
personal modes, either of inberpreting social experience or of participating
in the quest for a spiritually and materially wholesome community.

To return to the specific contexts of the novels of Soyinka and Armah
however, the apparent indiv1dualistic tendencies of the protagonist hero
would seem less abhqrrent than some critics make out. For, as we noted
earlier about the "authorial attitude of censure" (through characterization

and dialogue) in The Interpreters, we could not afford to ignore the

instances of self-questioning, doubt, criticism or recrimination of the
protagonists as well as those of irony (situational and narrative) in

Season of Anomy and Fragments. Of course, it might be argued that what

we designafe as the implicit ceﬁsuring attitudes of the authors sits ill
with the predominanl foci of the narrative movement and mood on the
consciousness of individual heroes, But, unless we take seriously these
attitudes of censure on the heroes? nafoissist, navel=gazing and insular
individvalism, we are bound to succumb tc the kind of critical practice that
readily substitutes '"change in creative direction" for the continuum of

the same creative vision when confronted, for instance, by Armah®s



Beautyful Ones or Fracments and Two Thousand Seasons or The Healers.

We would thus fail to see the authort's concerns with individual

~

consciousness either in Season of Anomy or Fragments as but staging-postis

for trying out attitudes and options in a wider creative design — the

search for community, or universal Oneness.
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I11,(i)

NOTES

0f course, we must acknowledge at the on-set that, despite the
apparent similarity of Soyinka's and Armah's creative technique

of employing individual protagonist's consciousness and point of
view to monitor social mores, there is a fundamental difference in
their respective conception of the rolie of the individual in society.
For, while the bulk of Soyinka's work evinces the faith in the
'Superman' view of history or Ogunian tragic dare of the protagonist
ego, Armah seems to believe in the ultimate irrelevance of the
individual "soul" (no matter how beautiful) so long as it remains
unconnected to other souls.

See especially G.Moore's review of The Interpreters in New African
44, 7 (Sept. 1965) and his book Wole Soyinka; and Eldred Jones review
of The Beautyful Ones in African Iiterature Today, 3 (1969) pp.55-7.

Femi Osifisan, “Anubiq Resurgent: Chaos and Political Vision in
Recent Iiterature", Chindaba, 2 (Jul./Dec.1976) p.45.

Positive Review, 1 (1978) p.15.

Asemka, 3 (1975) p.l2.

The majority view of about a dozen odd papers read at the 'Theory

of Iiterature' Session of the Ibadan "Workshop On Radical Perspectives
On African Iiterature" held between 18th.and 22nd. December 1977,
leaves no one in doubt about this. See especially the papers read by,
for example:

Atta Britwum, "Marxist Criticism of African Idterature';

Biodun Jeyifo, "Class Ideology in Contemporary African
Literature and Criticism: Some Provisional
Workshop Notes';

P.0.Dada, "Marxist Criticism and African Iiterature';
Kole Omotoso, '"Radical Content and the Sense of Form: The
Case of the African Novel'';

Margaret Marshment, "Ideology in African Iiterature"; and
Omafume F.Onoge, '"Towards a Marxist Sociology of African
Literature". '

Of course no one would doubt that Soyinka and Armah are quite aware

of, and subscribe to the popular outecry for a socialist solution to
Africa's socio-economic imbalance. But it must be said also that

they show equal alertness, especially in their creative works (as

Ngugi does), to the limitations of art - the novel form in particular -
as an ideological weapon. TFor, according to one of the participants

in the Itadan Workshop:

In order to change the world, we must understand it;

and it is incumbent on radical critics to be particularly
mindful of the balance in an author among the tasks of
reproducing, interrogating and being prescriptive regarding




7.

8.

the ideological constructs of his/her society.
(Richard Joseph, "Form and Ideology in
African Iiterature: An

Afterword.")

"Phe Writer in an African State", Transition, 31, 6
(Jun/July 1967) p.12.

ibid.
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III,(ii) Season of Anomy: The Orphic temper.

Wole Soyinka's creative imagination (as we havé_sought to understand
it in the previous chapter) has been fundamentally and consistently mythic.
Against this background, a cursory look at an inventory of his leading
characters reveals a conspicuous authorial predilection towards individualist

figures such as Emman (The Strong Breed;l964), Egbo and the corps of

"interpreters" (The Interpreters), the poet and Atooda ("Idanre";1967T).

Rebels, ascetics, visionaries; mystical, rarely understood and very often
misunderstood by their fictional cohorts and by their audience alike, they
usually combine the resoluteness of Ogum with Obatala's capacity for patient
suffering. But even behind their superior, messianic armours we also catch
glimpses of embedded criticism of the irreéponsibility of individualism,
especially when (as we are meant to) we keep the communal comtexts of their
careers in perSpective.1

It might then be said that Soyinkats choice of themes and protagonist-
heroes issues as much from the mythogenic orientation of his creative
imagination, as from a desire to seek in myths foci around which to sort
out and consolidate incipient thoughts and emotions induced by the socio=
political events of contemporaneous experience in hié own society. And,
as he often affirms, it is only through myth that the poetic self can tbe
reconciled to the authentic impulses of its communal roo‘ts.2 Proofs of
this must be sought in, especially, his epic poem "Idanre" (dedicated to
the mysteries of Ogum and inspired by the social unrest and violence during
the first decade of Nigeriat's attairment of Independende); his tpost—

detention® works, A Shuttle in the Crypt and The Man Died (1972) as

well as his second and latest novel, Season of Anomy. According to the

temper of these more recent works, it becomes increasingly evident that in




the chaotic atmosphere of social-political life in contemporary Africa,
Soyinka's artistic impulse finds more and more scope for the mediatory
appeal of myths.

Largely autobiographical testimonies to personal, traumatic experiences,
these works also witness a progressive appraisal and extension of a creative
vision of society. For, besides the fact of his personal involvement in
the fight for social justice in his country, Nigeria, Soyinka believes (as
an artist) that imaginative literature could lend appropriate intellectual
support to the political struggle. So implacable is his anti-authoritarian
stance that the inevitable clashes with successive civilian and military
authorities in Nigeria culminate in his incarceration (during the civil-
war years, 1967~70) without trial. Indeed, the militant, angry mood and
moral outrage that permeate the 'post—detention' works are difectly linked
to his experiences in and cut of gaol. As he confirms, the works were not
only conceived but also *wiiitien' during his solitary confinement:

Between the lines of Paul Radint's Primitive Religion
and my own Idanre are scribbled fragments of plays,

poems, a novel and portions of the prison notes
which make up this book. 3

Thus, against this background, his earlier anxiety about "whether the hero
Z—in Afrioan.liﬁerature_7 would still emerge as a marcissist, even in the
context of action, once writers became more preoccupied with the violence

4

of the contemporary African situation",  assumes a greater sense of
immediacy. Significant in this respect is Soyinka's own radical (if
temporary) rejection of creative identification with the instinct of

self-immolation and martyrdom as in the poem, "Jjoseph (to Mrs Potiphar)":

eeod time Of evils cries
Renunciation of the saintly wvision 5

The same temper re~echoes in his disclaimer of the promethean urge in

The Man Died: "History is too full of failed Prometheans bathing their
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wounded spirits in the tragic stream. Destroy the tragic 1ure!"6 The
greater insight into human suffering offered by a period of violence and
pogrom in the artistts society induces spontaneous identification with
collective action against the forces of oppression:

...We embrace,

The world and I in great infinitudes.

I grow into that portion of the world

Lapping my feet, yet bear the rain of nails

That drill within to the archetypal heart

Of all lone wanderers. 7

Thus, it is the tension generated by the process of fusing the private

and public vision that Soyinka's second novel seeks to dramatise and resolve.

Season of Anomy is a mnovel of multiple plots = all of which are woven into

thematic unity By the presence and activities of the hero, Ofeyi. He is at
once employee of a corporation of cocoa magnates, inspired revolutionary
artist, lover and fugitive. As the sales promotions man of the Ilosa~based
"Corporation'" he is sent to Aiyero — a riverine village which has remained
shut—off for almost a century from the rest of society but is now discovered
to be a potential base for improving the cocoa yield and new market for
cocoa products. But, already morally alienated from the monopolistic
materialism of his employers, Ofeyi perceives a '"healing essence" for his
battered psyche in the primal serenity of Aiyero. He welcomes the sharing
and caring structure of the commune aé a promising antithesis to the
belligerent individualistic ethos of the Cartel-controlled world of Ilosa.
"Aiyero promised much, tantalized him with answers, potencies. It had to
yield something of his search." (p.7) So he adopts the commune,
convinced (despite its xenophobic tendency) that its mystery emits the

aura cf an essential dream of humanity: "We are here, we prosper and we
know harmony...we founded Aiyero to seek truth, a better life, all the

things which men run after." (p.9).




91

Obviously inspired by the Aiyero~cum~socialist ideals, Ofeyi cherishes
and initiates the possibility of disseminating "the seeds of regeneration"
in the entire decadent national body politic by using the men of Aiyero as
evangelists of anti~capitalist doctrines. At first amused by his gimmicks,
the Cartel merely sends him abroad on a compulscry study-=tour. It is
during this sojourn that he encounters two figures (Teiila, the t%%oughly
spiritual and serene Asiazgirl, and Dentist, the self-confessed revolutionary
assassin and Ofeyi's compatriot) who play prominent roles in the moments of
his self—doﬁbt and ethical crisis of decision. Upon returning home his
subversive activities and involvement with underground opposition against
the economic interests of his employers becomes increasingly daring and overt.
He is not only fired, his cocoa: "promotions" band wiped out, his Aiyero
allies massacred in the Cross-=River outpost of the Cartel but, Iriyise, his
lover and symbol of creative inspiration, is also brutally abducted in one
of those taccidents?! whick hriz adversaries know only too well how to simulate.
His subsequent searqh for Iriyise involves him in various inéidents of
physical and mental trauma, as much as it opens his eyes to the moral, socio-
political and historical context of the Cartel's genocidal desperation
in defence of capital monopoly. But, implicit in the search is also a
warning and criticism of Ofeyi for arrogantly overestimating his power of
persuasion, while ignorantly underestimating the power of his adversary.

At the core of Season of Anomy is the challenge of reconciling

contradictory propositions as the hero confronts: a personal yearning for
peace and an apparent socio—political expediency of collective action; a
non-violent disposition and the Survivél need to engage in counter-violence;
and the dialectically opposed socio—econcmic and ethical ideals represented
by two kinds of communities =~ the individualist, materialist, profit-

oriented Ilosa and the communal and spirituval Aiyero. When the movel opens,




Ofeyi appears 1o have accepted the need and justification for him to
participate in the search for a more just and humane community than the
one from which he is fleeing. "ZTW_7ho seeks peace? Who has the right o
expect peace?" (p.240) Ofeyi barks out dismissing whatever suspicion of
self=indulgence we may hold aboutl him. And, ostensibly, he acknowledges
the Aiyero community ard its "ideal" as promising bases from which to
work out the structural means of attaining the community-to~be. However,
at this point we need to clear a point about the unwittingly misleading

comparison critics often make between Egbo of The Interpreters and Ofeyi

despite — and even because of - that much remarked fprinter?s devil'(?) in

Season of Anomy,

Of course both heroes (as indeed both novels) are intimately concerned
with the question of choice and the meaning of individual action in the
context of social pressures. Or, as Juliet Okonkwo puts it rather narrowly:
"Dheir Zrthe novels:7 common theme can be stated as 'the intellectual and
his responsibility in a new nation'."9 But while the remarkable similarity
between the two characters must be acknowledged, we must élso stress the
distinguishing quality which 1iés in each onefs perception of history
and his relationship to it. Egbo, for example, conceives the question in
terms of a personal, individual responsibility for history rather than to
1T For, so long as he sees only the "mocking grin" in the face of the
"past" and; the present as one iong nightmare of intrigue, corruption and
bestiality, he can keep a clear conscience in rejecting responsibility or
obligation to the past or even present society. Thus, characteristically
he resists to the very end all suggestion intended by his ccmpatriots to
meke him conscious of historical "contimuity."  But, faced (like Egbo)
by the same "restless questioners / past/ancestors/history / rising from
dank silt-beds" {p.90), Ofeyi recognizes their insistent demand and search

among the "living" (present) for ?
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"the transformation of their rotted deeds, thoughts

values, tears, bile, decadent and putrescent memories,
searching for a parallel transformation to that of rotted
earth-flesh reborn into life~giving oil." (p.91; my emphasis)

He accepts the challenge to place his individual circumstances in the

broader context of the past~present-—future continuum. Thus, while The

Interpreters is rather individualistic and introspective, Season of Anomy

takes both individual and public spheres of experience in one single
stride = in which context Ofeyi recognizes that:
"The situation, social or political situation overwhelms,
fouls and corrodes even the most intimate sensations. In
such a situation one is only half & man,...The sentient,

sensitive totality of the man recognizes that he is only a
mangled part of his human potential." (p.135)

If Ofeyi has any disguiet it had better be sought in the moral
dilemma (what Gerald Moore calls, rather unfairly, the novel's "Morality
Play paitern"lo) posed by any form of violence as a means of social redress,
Reminiscing his first, simultaneous and portentcus encounters with Taiila
(a chance acquaintance) and Dentist (a total stranger as far as he could
see) Ofeyi tells Pa Ahime:

"Tf T had been superstitious I would have thought that

she was miraculously sent to save me from the path of

damnation as represented by the Dentist. You know,

good angel on one side, bad angel on the other." (p.25)
Those deliberately symbolic encounters are dramatically pcrirayed in
the airport-=lounge scene. Ofeyi is sitting emwrapped in self-pity over
the unhappy events that have made him an unwilling exile in a foreign land.
But just when the cloud of nostalgia begins to break as he contemplates a
near illicit warmth towards the virginal presence of the Asian beauty
(Taiila), his thought is intruded upon by the sudden and violent entry
of a young black man., Ignoring the new arrival Ofeyi gets up to go after

the strangely attractive Taiila "Only to have the stranger Zrbentist_7
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step in his path.™ (p.95) =~ just as, later on, Dentist's knock on a

door stops Taiila's breath. (p.101) Thus the contrasting mannerisms of
both Taiila and Dentist as well as Ofeyi's subsequent dialogues with each
of them, set the tone of the ethical polarity between which the hero is
caught.

His new acquaintances represent two recognizably discordant ethical
attitudes and offer different possible solutions to the socio~economic
problems which confront Ofeyi. From a deeply religious perspective Taiila
abhors violence. And as a salvationist, she also aspires to attract the
restless soul of Ofeyi into the compass 6f the inner peace and non=violence
she has found. The dentist on the other hand not only scoffs at religion
but he is a professiohal revolutionary assassin. Violent by training, his
consciousness is governed by philosophical thoroughness and precision in
eliminating the enemy forces like so many diseased teeth in the ailing
zum of the national body politic. Thus as a personification of violence,
Dentist contains in his making the two possible directions in which it
can run: wanton destruction of life and property when uncontrolled or,
when properly harnessed and placéd at the service of a political objective,
a means of counter-aggression. And having undertaken the excursion through
the fCurfew Town' in the company of Dentist, Ofeyi knows enough to conclude
that any uncritical acceptance or rejection of Dentistts (as indeed
Taiila's) solution can only be "én exaggeratibn of the mere part against
the whole." (p.136) As Ofeyi is so delicately poised between equally
exacting propositions, choice either way is held in abeyance. All he can
do or aspires to do in the meantime, ié, like the Aiyero patriarch, Ahime,

creating motion within himself and within his

erwviromment without a hint of stress, without
disrupting the pristine balances. (p.92)

And until we can place his dilemma in the comtext of his own political
and socio~economic ideals and the contemporansous state cf affairs in his

society, ascribing amny choice (between violence and non~violence) to Ofeyi
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is bound to be suspect. For he still remains sufficiently ambiguous
about any definite moral choice until he has actually undertaken the
harrowing Orpheus-like journey to the earthly nether-—world of Cross~River
through Shage and Temoko in search of his abducted lover, Iriyise.

In the meantime however, thoroughly opposed to the mafia morality of
the Ilosa~Cartel world, Ofeyi is enchanted by the idyllic but arcane
promise of Aiyero soil to which he symbolically adopts himself. And in
structuring the story of Ofeyi's relationship to Aiyero the author deploys
a ﬁelange of motifs, symbols and images whioh create an atmosphere of
spontaneous rapport. The basic sense of harmony and life~enhancing
vitality of the commune that beckons to the hero's thirst for peace and
rejuvenation is conveyed by the white motif =~ in the pervasive images of
white, especially in the "Seminal" chapters. Thus, as Ofeyi watches the
ritual ceremonies preceding the Custodiant®s burial, it is the lucent
vitality evident all around him that attacks his senses:

Camwocd vistas and chalk. Walls in bark -
gritty daubings of camwood, chalked doors and
doorsteps, wide swathes of chalk below the
camwood, ..chalk belts on massive tree trunks,

posts, bamboo piers and the storehouses of the
waterfront. (p.8)

This is complemented by the agricultural cycle motif introduced by the title
and chapter headings depicting (structurally) the proéess of the birth;
growth and struggle for survival of an Nideal, a néw community or way of
life. But Aiyero is not only an agrarian community, its life-rhythm

(birth, death, religious attitudes, history and 'poliﬁics') also moves in
tune with a natural cycle sustained by ritual and sacrifice. Into this
setting Ofeyi is potentially fitted - particularly by his speciality in
cocoa — yielding promotion and his own pet manner of rendering the concept
of national growth in terms of agricultursl cycle. He parallels his idea

of a new nation or community with animal a2nd vegetal growth process:
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e..0feyi envisioned the parallel progress of the new
idea; the birth of the new man from the same germ as

the cocoa seed, the Aiyero ideal disseminated with the
same powerful propaganda machine of the Cartel through-
out the land, taking hold of undirected youth and filling
the vacuum of their transitional heritage with the virile
shoot. (p.19)

By contrast however, images of growth, fecundity and healing as well
as the entire symbolism of the agricultural cycle become inverted and
negative whenever they are associated with the Cartel. For example, both
the symbolic lyrics of the "Cocoa Bean Orchestra" and the parallel drawn
between Aiyerots ritual sacrifice of bulls for reproductive potency
(celebration of the earth~bull union =— pp.15—18) and the Cartelts desperate
bid to preserve a negative sort of potency by their sponsorship of nightly
live burial of a cow,underline the parasitic and predatory nature of the
latter. The "Tentacles'" and "Harvest! chapters are particularly fraught
with the abortion of the natural agricultural cycle. These chapters
focus more on the activities of the Cartel or the repercuxszions of such
activities and so give negative meanings to their titles. "Tentacles" for
instance, loses its immocent suggestiveness of life-~sustaining roots and
progressively takes on the countenance of a rapacious octopus. And in

the characteristic Soyinkan menner the "Harvest" has nothing to do (as

in his play, Kongit's Harvest or his poem, "Idanre" with grains or fruits

meant to give life but symbolizes the bestial desecration of human life
which he enshrines in an earlier poem, "Massacre, October %66: Written in
Tegel's

A host of acorns fell, silent

As they are silenced all, whose laugatel
Rose from such indifferent paths, oh God
They are not strangers all

Whose desecration mocks tre word
Cf peace — salaam aleikun -~ not strangers any
Brain of thousands pressed asleep to pig fodder -
Shun pork the unholy — cries the priest. 11
(Original italics)
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Season of Anomy can thus be perceived to run on two main levels

of perceptiocn — a surface (contemporaneous) level of pervasive atmosphere
of anomie and fraticidal carnage let lcose by opposing socio—economic l
ambitions and, a subterranean one (more visceral and affective) couched
in mythological allusions which catch and magnify the ethical nuances of
the struggle above. But we shall note that the ethical ramifications (or
some kind of ultra~reality behind) of any form of conflict or action seem
to hold greater significance for Soyinka'!s artistic imagination. As Ofeyi

takes in the situation in Season of Anomy for instance,he can only

understand it in the sense that:
The real death that the people were called upon to die
was the death from under, the long creeping paralysis
of flesh and spirit that seized upon them as the poison
tuber might spread through bowels of earth. Those noisy
individual deaths were merely incidents. The real
extermination went on below. (p.129)
And this will appear to be the justification for Soyinka's resort to the
fuscous recesses of the national psyche via an assortment of known as well

as recondite but corroborative indigenous and borrowed mythological

allusions. In Season of Anomy the link in this dual consciousness is

achieved, mainly, through the complex array of characters whose names
and deeds recall to mind correspondences to archetypal protagonists of
the chthonic realm -~ Yoruba, Groek, Judaeo=Christian and Oriental
mythologies — and prefigure the central fictional actions.

Although there are no direct references to Orpheus or any other
mythological porscnages, orphic adventure and concern (often convoluted
and elliptical) emerges as the most dominant single motif that runs
consistently through the best part of the narrative. The career of the
hero, Ofeyi (not to mention the palpable suggestiveness of his Yorubas name
or that of his lover Iriyise) will seem sufficiently capable of sustaining

an analogy between hin. and the Greek hero, Orpheus. And when this gets
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into perspective it will not be difficult to see how the other characters
and events relate to him,; carrying through the Orphic theme as it relates
to, say, Orpheus -~ Dionysus alliance or Orpheus — Prometheus dichotomy

or the Katabasis. But there is also the simultaneous linkage with what
Soyinka has called "parallel evolutionary relaiionship"lz between Yoruba
and Greek pantheon of Gods — especially the Ogun/Apollo — Obatala/bionysus
tension and alliance. 1In addition, we will observe that the Ogun-idesal,
according to Soyinka's creative concept of the deity, provides as it were

the fgrand motif? in Season of Anomy in which the essences of the various

other motifs coalate. For, as the archetypal pathfinder through the

transitional gulf, adventurer, revolutionary, patron of the arts, protector

of the dispossessed, symbol of the "alliance of disparities' ~ the destructive

and creative essence rolled into one — it is little wonder that "Ogun

Zhergo the Yoruba pantheon of gods_7 is best understood in Hellenic

values as a totality of the Dionysian, Apollonian and Prcmsihean virﬁues."l
Thus at one level of the mythic design, Ofeyi's career and characterization

(as they relate to Aiyero and Dentist) illustrate the dynamic tension of

the Ogun and Obatala essence. At another level they also flesh out the

orphic quest. Aiyerot¥s wores with which he is in sympathy is modelled

on the Obatala~ideal of '"certainty of a harmonious resolution.[fof conflicts_7

14

which belongs in time and humar faith."” "  But having convinced himself

(erroneously) that Aiyero's communal spirituality is no more than an example

of inbreeding which "can prove paralysing in a crisis", Ofeyi cannot
sensibly remain amidst "the smell of mould, stagnation which clings to
places like this." (p.6) He also percéives that the commune lacks the
necessary drive and aggressiveness which he believes is its last hope of
survival in a competitive and complex world of technocracy. Thus, as the

pressures of the on-going social cataclysm close~in upon him,Ofeyi is
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tempted by the prospects that: "the sowing Qf any idea these days can
no longer take place without accepting the nesed to protect the young
seedling, even by violent means." (p.23)

However, since Obatala's drama excludes conflict and the revolutionary
temper, one of Ofeyi’s major challenges is tc cultivate these without
creating ruptures in the original harmony. For as the Yoruba conception
of him goes:

Orisarnla,ZTObaiala;7 is never a warrior; by nature he

is no fighter: he is for peace, order, and clean living.

Therefore fighting must have been forced upon him by his

enemy; his battle was a battle of necessity. 15
And as Ofeyi learns from the Aiyero patriarch, Ahime: "Evangelism thhe
sort Ofeyi champions_7 is a form of aggression" in which the people of
Aiyero find no virtue. (p.6) Ironically hswever, Aiyero (the Obatala
symbol) is not, strictly speaking, forced into conflict by its enemy but
by its adopted son. But with deference to the Obalalan essence of Aiyero
Soyinka makes Ofeyi do his *baltle' from without -~ in fact, he is neither
here nor there; being a restless spirit roaming the surface and bowels of
the earth. This, like other abundant examples, points to Soyinka's

innovative approach to the Orphic myth.

The Orphic premise of Season of Anomy therefore triggers off the

inevitable inclusion of an assortment of herces and devine sojourners
in the nether world and reflects the syncretic methods of Soyirka's creative
imagination. However, as Walter A.Strauss opines in his comparative study

of the Orphic theme in the works of a selection of Symbolist writers:

.«eothe decisive factor in appraising the nature of
the modern Orphic is not so much in the magical
mission of the poet, but in the account and
inierpretaiion_zfor reinierpretation;7 of his
experience as reflected in his poetry — the

nature of his Orphic journey, that quest for

a dark but 'pure! centre. 16

And the (successful?) use of the Orphic theme in Season of Anomy can be
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sought mainiy in what interpretative relevance it holds for the

contemporary experience in which Ofeyi is engulfed. But in the meantime,

one of two points must be cleared which will not only leave Soyinka's

concern with the orphic motif in sharper focus but may also prove vital

to our subsequent examination of Femi Osofisan's suggestion of a cynical world

17

view in Season of Anomy . To return again to Strauss, certain features are

generally rot considered tc be Orphic:
Orpheus does not rebel; he refuses to accept the
world as it is; he does not lead the people, he charms
them...Orphism proposes to transmute the inner man by a
confrontation with himself and to alter society only
indirectly, through the changes that man can effect
within himself. 18
Alongside the conventional visceral status as poet/%inger and lover,
Soyinka's Orpheus (Ofeyi) does not only internaslize the Promethean urge
to rebellion; he also aspires to tame and reconcile within himself the
Promethean disposition to external action and violence in ordecr to ameliorate
man's lot. And much of the rhetorical and reflective and turbulent
temperament of Ofeyi may be treaceable to his own anxiety and ambivalent
mould vis-~a~vig the massive violence being perpetrated in his society.
The descent motif reveals how much of the figure of the Thracian
Orpheus becomes the' model to which Ofeyi's experience is related. And
that brief exchange between Ofeyi and Dentist at the Kuntua refugee (church)
camp leaves no one in doubt about the Katabasis or orphic-quest strain to

-

Season of Anomy. Dentist has come to join Ahime in planning the repatriation

of the Aiyerc survivors of the pogrom unleashed on them by the Cross~River
agents of the Cartel; and he asks if Ofeyi would care to take part in a
planned raid on the local police armour& irstead of embarking on his
(Ofeyits) solo"!great search for a woman'". (p.218) A little irritated

by Dentist's apparent insensitivity to the danger in which Iriyise might

be in, Of'eyi counters by saying:
? 4
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'1'm sure every man feels the nced to seize for
himself the enormity of what is happening, of the
time in which it is happening. Perhaps deep down

I realise that the search would immerse me in the
meaning of the event, lead me t0 2 new understanding

of history.' (p.218 — my emphasis)

Iriyise is thus sufficiently portrayed in the image of the Orphic
Burydice to make her identity recognizable. Cast in an elusive and
mystical aura which we perceive in Ofeyi's lyricised image of her, she is
also something of the vegetation goddess (asscciation of the orphic myth
with the myth of Persephone) and fertility principle. And the agricultural
world of Aiyero readily recognizes in her an essence of the regenerative
potency of the earth:

..o.her bared limbs end shoulders among young shoots,

Iriyise weaving fronds for the protection of the

young nursery, bringing wine to the sweating men

in their struggie against the virgin forestseee.

Her fingers spliced wournded saplings with the ease

of a natural healer. Her presence, the women boasted,

inspired the rains. (p.20)
She emerges most strongly as the symbol of the poet, Ofeyi’s creative
inspiration and his idiomatic object of self-discovery. She is given to
nysterious disappearances and reappearances - a feature which all that
come into contact with her accept as perfectly natural and consistent with
her role as the mistress of the "dance of the young shoot'" in the cocoa

playlets. And when Ofeyi demands to really know about her mysterious

escapades, she casually reminds him of the meaning of her euphonious Yoruba

name. As the name Iriyise proclaims, the owner is "'dew on the'feet'"/
"t And dew turning back, fading away...'" (p.63); mysterious and elusive
just like the enigmatic "Abiku" in Soyinka's poem of that name.
Ofeyi's sojourn in the nightmarish "territory of hell" of Temoko
prison where Iriyise has been tucked away in a ccma is marked at every stage

by the familiar landmarks and ritual of the Orphic journey to the rezlm of death.
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Between the encounter with the "wagon of corpses" at Labbe Bridge and the
uncanny bhoisterousness of the court of lunatics in the heart of Temoko
prison, his experience of terror (the Styx, the snare of Anubis, the
reservoir of death) is only matched by the perplexity about the thing in
Man's heart that urges him to seek the extermination of his kind. And more
striking still is that consummate scene (amidst the emaciated refugees)

at the dark chapel where "Knowledge of death filtered through the crypt",
(p.270) just as a refugee child's drawing evokes the affirmation of life
and community.

She Zrthe child_7 had relegated her tragic memories of
the catastrophe to this obscure surface -~ a baby's
flight arrested in mid—air, plummetting towards a
blazing fire...a tight-robed figure presiding over a
gcene of slaughter...a long line of waiting victims...

as Ofeyi's eyes accustomed itself to the gloom he saw
that the child had prolonged the line tc the very edge
of the floor, continuing the figures up the wall as far
as his hands could reach. Then came her mound shapes.
Sacramental loaves? Onion images? Or simply bundles?
Bvery bit of space that was not taken by the sacrificial
scenes had been covered with irregular loaves. Had
someone come round distributing loaves of bread? Or
was it bundles which lay so liberally around, the symbol
of dispersion, disintegration, the symbol of the final
surrender of individuality? (p.274)

If there is one single scene that could be said to tring out the best
of Ofeyi's poetic self as well as it points the direction of Soyinka's

vision of humanity and community in Season of Anomy, it will be found here.

The image of the "shadowy inmates Zrthai, in the 'crypt'_7 underwent changes
of infinite subtleties, drawing together even more, purging individual fears
in the font of shared loss" (p.270), meets and complements that of the
inmates of "the convoluted bowels of Temoko" prison (p.304); focusing,
finally, upon the figure of Ofeyi himsélf (beside the comatose Iriyise
in the courtyard of lunatics as:

+«e2 universal receptor, probing with a million

antenae, sieving out distracting almospherics,

terrified to move lest he lose one sigh of pain,

one silent anguish of the disordered world contracted
into one camp~bed. (p.308)
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The two scenes thus bring together all the elements which need one another
and are insufficient apart: Ahime, Ofeyi, Dentist, Iriyise (restored),
Teiila as well as that symbol of the oppressed, explbited and abused
silent humanity, Suberu. It is in the fussion of all these elements

that the truly human and humane community could be born.

Much of the tension in Season of Anomy ~ besides the external

cataclysmic terror stalking his society — is carried on in the ever
recurriﬁg ethical challenge facing Ofeyi in the symbolic figures of Taiila
and Dentist. In the circumstances, the tension is partially (even then,
teniaiively) resolved in favour of the latter. This is.the point of
Soyinka's juxtaposing Taiila with the appalling explosion and revenge of
her mining engineer neighbour, "Semi-dozen". On the one hand, it reflects
the futility of .  individualist options: Taiila's inward (spiritual)
flight, and the fool-hardy, single-handed confrontation (by "Semi-dozen')
of his assailants. But, ocu the other hand, while the violence of her
neighbour contrasts Taiila's peacefulness, both mirror and deepen (like

the scene in the "crypt") the sense of massive despair engendered by the
pogrom. Ofeyi finds little comfort in the placid spirituality that Taiila
offers. Thus, he increasingly has to grapple with the neo—Promethean
method — especially because, now, it carries the (uncharacteristic) promise
of organized movement for an ideological purpose - which the Dentist offers
&as the only sensible option left in the face of the morally untenable socio-
economic 'justice'! and violence of the Cartel.

In this regard, another of the inevitable rites for the Orphic poet -
confrontation with the Promethean — is hinted at. In the gentle argument
with Taiila over his relationship with Dentist, Ofeyi declares: "tf...I
also do not believe in violence. But I sese it, I recognize it. I must
confront it.'" (p.lOO) In normal peaceeble times it will be expected

that the Orphic triumphs over the Promethean urge. But in this time of
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engulfing and urgent crisis, Ofeyi's alliance with Dentist (Soyinka's
contrivance and creative prerogative) nay be acceptable. Thus, watching
the Cartel's parade of force through the eyes of Dentist's binoculars
(a symbolic gesture):

Ofeyi...wondered how far from the midst of this

treachery that elusive justice could ever be

retrieved....One had to presume that they Zrthe

arned troops;7 had minds, these drilling automatonsees.

To release these minds, it was difficult to escape

the thought that the shortest and justest course was -

to use the Dentist's phrasing — elimination. (pp.140—41)
In spite of such moments of bravado as this however, Ofeyi is never free
of apprehension and mistrust of Dentist; so he feels embarrassed by the
prospects of trading his essential humanity in violence. His moral"
dilemma is vividly conveyed in his attempt to appease hig own humanistic
digposition by a mental refusal to acknowledge the claims of violence in
the feeble disguise of Dentist's role in such less disagreeable terms as;
"selective assassin", pre—emptive support" or "agent of retribution". (p.22)

The challenge which the Dentigt~phenomenon offers is not only crucial

in Ofeyi's final decision, but they both join forces and stir Aiyero
(their adopted home) from its primal stupor. After the near—fatal bruise
which it has suffered in the confrontation with the rest of the Cartel-
controlled society, the commune can no longer remain apathetic to the
goings—on around it. But at the same time it preserves its harmonious
essence — the nucleus and promise of the future wholesome cemmunity which
Ofeyi envisions. And as their patron, Ahime, puts it:

'We plan that the camp should go into the furthest

depths of the forest, join the river at the

confluvuence and follow it home. ZFor me this is a

cleansing act. It will purify our present polluted

humanity and cure our survivors of the danger of

self-pity'. (p.218)
And the Dentist adds:

'I insict on seeing it first as a good toughening

exercise. The Aiyero idea treks bpack to source, but
it marks the route for a more determined return.' (p.218)



However, the relationship of Dentist tc Aiyero remains sufficiently
ambiguous for the conclusion that he is some kind of reincarnation of
Ogun's terrorist reputation which Soyinka has consistently played down
in his works. He is nct only violent, dealing in firearms, but he is
alsc presented in the imagery of the blood—thirsty Ogun -~ '"copper
coloured", "cloudy" haired and single—minded. But, (if belated) the
significance of his coming to rescue Ofeyi and Triyise is nct lost; it
points towards the recreative side of Ogun materialising again.

In an otherwise illuminating criticism of Season of Anomy, Femi

Osofisan writes: "The vision offered by Beti ZT Remember Rubeq_/

and Soyinka is 1ucid{ but it is not one we can acceptl, if dnly because
it will lead to a new cul-de~sac. A step beyond disillusionment, but
only into cynicism."19 This revives a memory of the embarrassed so-
called patriotic criticisms which greeted the appearance of such creative

works as, for example, Armah's RBeautyful Ones, Soyinka's own A Dance of the

Forests, and Ouloguem's Bound to Violence. An appropriate, though somewhat

cruel, analogy to Osofisan's comment would ke the one made by the Old

Man in Soyinka's Dance of the Forestszo at the "treacherym"of Aroni and

the Forest Head in sending the Dead Man and Dead Woman as the befitting
guests at the "Gathering of the Tribes":

OLD MAN s The guests we were sent are
slaves and lackeys. They have
only come to undermine our
gtrength. To preach to us how
ignoble we are.

Osofisan's thesis is based on the assumption that it is the '"Dentist's
essence' and not Ofeyi who emerges forcefully as the heir to the future.
His position is no clearer as he also writes:
The continual argument between Demekin and Cfeyi
throughout the novel is clearly meant to provoke
us into a clarification of positions and attitudes,
ve

G
and T believe the choice we are expected to make is
obvious. (Sic.) 21




The "choice" may not be.that obvious unless one is less committed

(than Oscfisan seems) to wanting to rub-in by all means a justification
for his own achievement (as he strives to do) by offering his own creative
alternative to someone else's. Indeed Osofisan's (socialist?) alternative
to the "resurgence of Anubis" in contemporary African literature does not
only deviate from the real issue (the moral and ethical justification of

counter—violence); it is escapist:

KNOWING you is still a sweet thing...

where eagle wings

and the incessant threat of edicts

claw savagely into our faces g
and decrees knock us like hoofhbeats... '
for the keepers of

the national flag have torn it down

(to sew their underwear) _

and the struggle for living has become

a struggle among lunatics and

reptiles

In a jungle of terror

Your love is the one sane thing

that lingers on,; heyond

those fallen lceves and spittle and swirling
clouds of fear

and the warmth of your tenderness

still survives despair. 22

Ofeyi recognises this kind of choice but refuses to make it in such a
simplistic mamner. The temptation for him was strong and as demanding

as the social and political realities around him:
If .it were possible -~ yes, that was the grim
temptation ~ if it were possible to ignore even
the unformed, irrational whisper, the purely
psychic intuition, to succumb tc the peace of
amnesia, expunge all knowledge and define
freedom as the freedom not to listen; to read only
the official newspapers, tc avoid conversation,
refuse to open letters whose origins could not
be immediately identified and thus evade the
cry of distance suppliants, to shut off the
strident radio and exist only in the sterilized
distillation of the experiences of others,; to
cling only to the moment of insulating sensuality...(p.136)
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He is jolted out of the self-indulgence by Dentist's voice demanding:
"What were the ravages playing on your face?'" (pp.136-37) Even
though Soyinka's proposition - in political ('revolﬁtionary') terms -
may be objectionable to certain doctrinaire Marxist aesthe tics, it
cannot be faulted by Osofisan's alternative. For as a creator of
consciousness, Ofeyi possesses a greater understanding of history (as
objectified in the contemporary experience of the events in Season of
Anomy) than Osofisan is prepared to concede.

Certainly the time is out of joint for the magic potency of
Soyinka's 'Orpheus'; it is yet a distant dream when he may acquiesce
in his pet aphorisms. And, as Dan Izevbaye rightly points out,

3 The

"/“a /s poet, Ofeyi is only a popularizer and merely witty."2
Thracian Orpheus held nature together by the power of his lyre arnd song;
our Ofeyi has had his torn to shreds in the hurricane of social crisis,
and his voice drowned in f%ie implacable wailing of the persecuted and
the murdered. He may be ideal for the reconciliation of opposites, but
his role remains disturbingly ambiguous. Perhaps as an orphic poet
Ofeyi does attain that all-important self-fulfilment which attends the
singleminded defiance of the elements and cosmic forces. However, his

individualism can best be understood - not in terms of the narcissist temper

of the protagonists of The Interpreters or of the ostensible 'freedom'

of Baako, the hero of our next hovel, Armah's Fragments - only
in the sense that it is a necessary evoluticnary stage before meaningful
community. That is the point of the novel's ending: a newly aware

germ of community taking to the forest, not torn apart in Bacchic frenszy.
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Season of Anomy,(Rex Collings,London,1973) A1l references to this edition.

Soyinka has strongly advocated and defended (among other things)
what he calls "the communal agency role of the protagonist ego"
(my emphasis), "Who's Afraid of Elesin Oba?" (a paper sent to the
1977 Ibadan Workshop on African Iiterature.

Myth, Iiterature and the African Torld (Cambrk%%1976) See
especially pp.l40-60.

The Man Died (Iondon, 1972) p.9.

"And After the Narcissist?", African Forum, 1, 4 (1965) p.55.

A Shuttle in the Crypt (Iondon, 1972) p.21.

op.cit., p.89.
op.cit., p.27.

For comments on the printer's error of substituting "Egbo" for
Ofeyi, see especially: Juliet Okonkwo, "The Essential Unity of
Soyinka's The Interpreters and Season of Anomy, African Iiterature
Today, 11, p.112; and Kolawole Ogungbesan, '"Wole Soyinka and the
Novelist's Responsibility in Africa", Ogungbesan (ed.) New West

Alrican Iditerature (London)l979) Pebie
Okonkwo, ibid. p.l11l.

Twelve African Writers (London,1980) p.229.
Professor Moore is not impressed especially by the predictability of
Taiila and Pantist. He not only calls them "cardboard characters"
but also suggests that, in "personalizing" and "externalizing" "good"
and "evil" in the two characters and then separating them from Ofeyi,
Soyinka commits an artistic flaw. BEarlier on, however, Professor
Moore explains the mythic nature of Soyinka's creative imagination.
He writes:

"...the mythic imagination must simplify- and drematize,

imposing its own meaning on events, even at the cost of

some violence to the evidence, in order to make them

teach a special meaning." (p.224)

If this is anything to go by, then Dentist or Taiilg is no more
"cardboard" than Ofeyi himself or any fictiopal figures that are
preducts of the mythic imagination. PFor, in the final analysis,
myths and mythological figures are symbolic; and as symbols theyare,
unavoidably, predictable unless (as sometimes) they are inverted.

Idanre and Other Poems (Iondon,1967), p.52.,

"The Fourth Stage", Myth, Iiterature and the African World, (Cambth”)
1976) p.141.

ibid. and passim.
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IIT,(iii) Fragments: Cargo Mentality

About his second novel, Fragments, Armah comments thus: "My

family was unhappy because I was too full of ideas, not action...I

found it traumatic writing this book because of my family's aititude."l
This revelation about the immediate motive for writing the novel would seem
to confer some legitimacy on the tendency émong its critics to isolate
Yevidences?! and emphasize its "autobiographical' posture. But extracting
biographical details from Fragments (or any other fictional work of art)
could become as vulnerable an exercise as substituting, (or at best,
dependence upon) information from the personal life of its author, for

the interpretative job of criticism. Besides courting authorial disclaimer
and, even intemperate reproach,2 an autobiographical focus on Fragments
may also tend to divert attention from profounder issues of literary
appreciation to merely entrenching cliches of "alienation", "exile"

and "disillusion" which have dogged the criticism of African fiction for
so long. With these in mind, perhaps we shall be best occupied seeking
the key to fhe complex texture of Armah'slseoond novel in, especially, the
tyoices? in it that compete for our attention, the existentialist mould of
its hero, and the mythological metaphor that holds its world together.

Fragments is about the tensiéns (emotional and philosophical) arising

from crushing pressures of social conformity and soul-destroying self-
isolation. But literally, the story focuses on Baako (the young Ghanaian
artist and hero) as he returns home after five years of study in America.
The home~coming is fraught with apprehension. He‘is worried about the
prospects for his training and idealism being engaged towards the
restitution of the fast disappearing authentic personality and creative

potential of a people trapped in the pursuit of material well-being alone.,
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As he finds out (through a necessariiy prejudiced point of view, though),
the society to which he returns is one in which materialistic—consumer
propensity has been elevated to the status of national fetish. It is also
a society where to succeed one has to bribe his way to the top, forgetting
"everything good you have ever learned" (p.119); a place of potentially
good producers "who'd learned not to insist on being productive" (p.189),
where the sole organ of public information ("Ghanavision") exists only to
sing the praise and pander to the egomania of the leader. He sees every—
where around him (as does his blind grandmother, Naana), not any desire
for or appreciation of creativity but, mérely an insatiable, hasty greed
to "consume things we have taken no care nor trouble to produce. (p.284)
However, the first prcfound challenge of Baako's home—~coming lies
in the protracted emotional battle with his immediate family. His mother,
sister and close relatives look up to him - as a "beer—to" — to meet certain
meticulously charted expectations commensurate with his newly acquired
status. But because — unlike his other compatriots such as Brempong —
he fails to réturn laden with material possessions and refuses to own a
car or live in goverrment mansion (with all the social advantages accruing
therefrom), his family is disappointed. The mutual but silent hostility
that ensues reaches a climax when Baako not only resigns his job, but also
increasingly isolates himself from the conventions in which the family
derives obvious joy and sense of reSpectability. Hence, his refusal to
play the soaring "eagle" or take seriously the role assigned to him
during the stage-managed out-—dooring ceremorny of his sister's child is
frowned upon as much as his decision to bury himself among his books
and manuscripts. Thus brought under urremitting femilial pressures, his
earlier nervous breakdown threatens to recur and he consults Juana —

the expatriate psychiatrist who later becomes his mistress. Juana's
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profession, prior experience of the traums of a wrecked marriage and keen
observation cf the life of the people among whom she has come to work as
well as seek quietude, combine to pave the way for her spontaneous empathy
with (perhaps) her first articulate patient. And when Baako tries to tell
her about the family?!s contribution to his nervous strain, the picture
that emerges is one of it (the family) becoming:

...0nly a closer, intenser, more intimate reflection

of the society itself, a concave mirror, as he called

it, and before long she was left in no doubt at all

that in many ways he saw more small possibilities

of hope in the larger society than in the family around

him. (p.146)
In a rather pasradoxical outburst of self-assuredness he concludes:
"I know what I'm expected to be...It*s not what I want to be." {p.14T3
my emphases) Thus with the artist's knack for depth, he translates
what he is expected to be into the symbolism of the cargo—ferrying ghost =
teased out of conflated Akan ghost—cum—heroic and Melanesian Cargo myths:

"The voyage abroad, everything that follows; it's

very much a coionial thing. But the hero idea itself

is something very old. It%s the myth of the extra~

ordinary man who brings about a complete turn—about

in terrible circumstances. We have the old heroes

who - turned defeat into victory for the whole community.
But these days the community has disappeared from the

story." (p.146)
The old "hero" becomes in contemporary morality a ghost-——intermediary
ferrying material, temporal survival needs from celestial or terrestrial
benefactors. And unable to support his vision against the crashing
splinters of a torpedoed morality, Baako suffers schizophrenic collapse.
The spiritual malignancy which the inverted myths can assume is, then,
brought into sharp relief against the backdrop of the primal (but receding)
order and wholeness which Naana represents:

It is so vague, the wa& I think I sece them sometimes;

and they, I know, see me as nothing at all. The
larger meaning which lent sense to every small thing and
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and every momentary happening years and
years ago has shattered into a thousand and
thirty useless pieces. Things have passed
which I have never seen whole, only broken
and *twisted against themselves. (p.280)

Any attempt to really see how Fragments works, it seems, must
initially be able to tell apart the narrative fvoices? and the (authorial)
consciousness shaping their lines of vision. Hence we observe two main
such voices, one of which — first—personal narrative; indeed, only partly
"narrative" and partly ritual invocation — belongs to Naana. It is split
to form, as it were, the prologue and epilogue to the main incidents
described by the other — omniscient mnarrative — voice. DNaanat's world—view
is rooted in a firm religious faith in the eternal cosmic circle of
existence in which:

FEACH THING that goes away returns and nothing in the
end is lost. The great friend throws all things
apart and brings all things together again. That is
the way everything goes and turns round. That is
how all living things come back after long absences,

and in the whole great world all things are living
things. All that goes returns. (p.l)

Such a contiruity as she envisions is assured only by the correct
observance of ritual mediation. It is a view antithetic to the spiritual
apathy reflected by the society in which Baako finds himself. But it is
not exactly accommodating of Baako's-option either — opposed as he is to
the "endless, virtiginous cycle" (p.112; and Eassim), preferring to
savour, even if ambiguously, the "comfort" of "this sense of being
S0 alone...comected...to no one..." (p.92; my emphasis) For, as the
ancestrel ritual proclaims:

A human being alone

is a thing more sad than any lcst animal

and nothing destroys the soul
like its aloneness. (p.6)
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Thus the essemtial community represented by Naana®s primal circle
is counter-—pointed to, as we might say, the symbolic multiplicity or
fragmentedness of the points of view from which the émnisoient narrator
tells his story. And, paradoxically making up for its lack of unity
in variety, the omniscient narrative voice takes us successively into
the socially critical minds of the two leading characters (Baako and
Juana), in conflict with the pragmatic views of others (Efua/family=—cum-
society) intent upon surviving as best they could in a changing world.
Even the narrative styles of the two main voices underscore the mutual
exclusiveness of the worlds for which they stand. The one (Naana's)
belongs to an oral tradition =~ oracular, alluring and almost soporificj;
it depicts a stable, confident but inexorably vanishing virtues of a
cultural heritage:

My spirit is straining for another begimming in a

place where there will be new eyes and where the

farewells that will remain unsaid here will turn

to a glad welcome and my ghest will find the
Pbegimming that will be known here as my end. (p.280)

The other narrative style exhibits the sophistication we normally
associate with the literate elite tradition; but the general rapidity
of its flow, especially, indexes the anxious and haunted states of
mind of the characters it focuses. And the following characterizes
the imagery and temperament of the narrative consciousness:

Images of men with guns hunting frightened birds

flying above savana trees and the killing embrace

of enemy insects crushing each others' exoskeletons

and squeezing out the pulp of life within in the

unending destructiveness of life were filing across
his mind...(p.128)

Behind these voices however, we alsc become aware of a controlling,
interested (non-nzrrative) sensibility which can only be attributable

to the author himself. It is apparent in the sympathy and facility of
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expression with which, especially, Juana®s and Neana's points of view
are rendered. The same authorial intervention can also be detected

in the ways in which Baako's perspective is, for example, juxtaposed
with Juanat's or contrasted to the Efuva~family-Brempong complex and,
particularly, in the choice of such incidents and imagery — the rabid
dog (pp.23=30); the lone yellow flower (p.40 and p.282); and the man-
in-his-closed=world (pp.73—4) — that prefigure the herots fate.

Baakot'!s agony is due as much to an awareness of the insidious value
structure which his people support as it is to a personal sense of impotence
in the face of th¢ earnestness of their commitment to it. Social conventions
have decreed & role — of the '"been-to" — which he is not only uhwilling to
play but also incapable éf really ignoring. For, in his eyes, to be
the ideal "been-to" means to accept an invitation to a "pretended life",
losing one's essential individuality or self=hood and to abjure any
potential creativeness in which process one embraces the =mbiguous 'power?®
of the ghost~intermediary or zombie. It is therefore in this context that
we might seek the actual purpose of the analogy Baako draws between the
Aken (Ghanaian) belief in ghosts and the Melanesian cargo myths — a
process which leads us back to the authorial intervention or creative design.

What Armah seeks to achieve in Frqggehts is to interpret a
contemporary social and ethical attitude through the barallel media of
Akan ghost=cum=heroic myths and the Melanesian cargo myths. But as it
will become obvious presently, Armah's far—sighted preoccupation within
this framework of mythology is the proposition which engages his creative

attention in his subsequent novels — Why Are We So Blest? (1972),

Two Thousand Seasons (1973), and The Healers (1978) —~ namely: the question

]

of the viability and, indeed, validity of the solitary vision or individualistic

approach to soccio-cultural problems in Africa. Thus Baako, the hero of
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Fragments does not only provide the clue to the mythological dimension of
his contemporaneous experience, bult also emphasizes the importance OF Swr
Seeumﬂ the myths he has chosen asg the key to a proper understanding of his
own circumstances as well as the entire novel.

The belief in ghosts among the Akan derives from a tradition—based
cyclical perception cf life-~death relationship. It is the medium through
which the relationship between the living and the dead is explained and
kept alive. TFor example, it is believed that the dead comtinue to live on
a higher plane of existence (after a departure from the earth's surface)
from where, as ghosts or spirits, they ére expected to wield powerful
influences as intercessors between the temporal world and the world of the
ancestors. And as Kofi Antubam explains:

In the Ghanaian idea of life after death the
spirit of the dead is conceived as travellin
within a 'montih* of forty days to Asamanede
(the spiritual waiting place) of those who have
completed their life in the flesh, according to

the plan predestined by Odomankoma (the Creator). 3
(original italics)

Hence, thé ncﬁly dead person is not normally spoken of as tdead' but

as having gone on a journey to a '"village". Obviously this view of death
makes the sorrow and burden of bereavement bearable for those still alive.
The "traveller" is therefore expected to return, a powerful ghost
functioning as a Ycarrier'! of wishes to, and fbringer? of material goods
from the ancestofs on behalf of the living — if they (the living) perform
the ritual communication properly. The ghost's expected benevolence is
thus made a recurrent theme in many of the Akan funeral dirges.4 It is
common for the mourners to ask favouré of the ancestors through the newly
departed relative (or even ask the new "traveller" himself when he has
joined the ranks of the ancestral spirits) of such requirements as will

ensure a comfcrtable living for those kith and kin they have left behind:
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"Mother who sends gifts, send me something when
someone is coming/this way"

"Mother, if you would send me something,
T weuld like & parcel/ a big cocking pot that
entertains strangers". 9

And when the requisite rituals and libation have been performed, the
hopeful waiting that the requestslimply is made bearable and sustained by
a correspondingly active expression of faith, as in the Cargo myths, that
what is requested will come.

From the accounts of them by Peter Worsley, Vittorio Lantermari
and Peter Lawrence6, what came to be known as the "Cargo cults", on the
other hand, were no moré than ancestor-worships founded on the belief in the
idea of reincarnation and benevolent powers of the ancestral spirits among
the Melanesians of the islands in the South Pacific. It was not until
early in this century that these traditional practices ecame organized
into millenarian freligious?! movements whose active anti~colonialist
undercurrents and materiglistic bases were made manifest. In the "Cargo"
creed, a leader or "prophet" ammounces the imminent end of the world (in
which the expulsion of the European colonialists is anticipated) which
will be followed by the bountiful return of the ancestors and a subsequent
life of bliss. The ancestors on their part are expected to bring material
goods or "Cargo" — the possessién of which, as their proteges have seen,
is responsible for the comfortable life and power of their European masters.
But in order to ensure the arrival of the cargo, the worshippers are
required to appease and lure the ancestors by destroying all their own
farm produce, livestock and to throw away all money. Since the benefactors

and cargo are expected tc arrive, usually in a steamer, barge or (sometimes)
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aeropiane, building of store-houses on the beach becomes the main object

of devotion and active expression of faith. For, according to Peter

Worsley, the Melanesian myths are so much concerned with material rewards
that "...relationships are expressed and understood most easily in terms

of giving or exchanging material goods and advantages".7 However, it is not
only the cultivation of a materialistic culture or the remunciation of
traditional customs in favour of the foreign, but also the apparent
uncreativeness (in dependency or consumer vropensity) that makes cargo
cultism a suitable analogy to the Ghanaiaﬁ Society of Fragments.

In the traditional Akan belief, Baako is ritually dead to his family
and community the moment he leaves for America. He has become, metaphorically,
a "ghost"., The ceremony and libation performed before his departure are
reminiscent of true burial rites — except that they are skimped, owing to the
greed of his uncle, Foli. And like the true ghost he is expected to return
from the "lands of the ghosts", "white menfs lands" ané, “like rain bring...
blessings and their fruits". (p.8) Just as the real funeral dirges are
resplendent with invocation, supplication and even threats to the newly
deceased, so is the ritual imvocation at the ceremony marking Baako's
travel abroad:

tfYou are a piece of us,

of those gone before

and who will come again...

You will not be coming,

when you come,

the way you went away.

You will come stronger

to make us stronger,...(pp.5=6)
However, in its proper sense, there does not seea tolbe anything wrong
in the requests and bounty which the ghost is expected to return with.
As Nketia's collection of dirges shows, the mourners mainly request

such things as "...a big cooking pot that entertains strangers",” -
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materials usvally needed to meet immediate subsistence requirements and
enhance life., But it is such éontemporary, alien and destructive twist
given to the meaning of the tradition that drives a character in the
short story by Ama A%a Aidoo (Armah's compatriot) to declare in
frustration that "...cars and fridges are ropes with which we are hanging

9

ourselves..." Baako's mother and near relatives do not only agonize
about his failure to return, but they are also obviously thrilled by
the mere contemplation of the expected uplifkbnﬂ of the family to a
poéition of affluence upon his eventual réturn.

Apparently there is nothing cynical about the family's wishes for
Baako; we might even agree with Robert Fraser that "their love for
Baako and longing for his return are undoubted; +their absolute assumption
that he will bring a car in his wake is one way of paying him homage."lo
But the kernel of Fragments cannot be found in appearanoés which, in the
context, serve only as shibboleth for a more deeply entrercaed message.
And this awareness steers.us towards the relevance of that analogy drawn

between the spiritual state of the Ghanaian world of Fragments and the

Melanesian cargo-mentality. For, if we stretch the analogy far enough

(as we are meant to do), the millenarian characteristic of the family's
aredent éxpectation and faithful hope in the benefits of Baako's return
becomes clearer. When he fails to return as soon as is expected, for
example, his mother joins a beach church in order to pray for his safety.
Although she seems to be sure that: "'He will come back 2 man. A big man'
(p.50) her collaboration with the religious sect looks like an act to
renew and buttress faith. She 1ament§ to Juana during their first meeting:
"*A]1]1 my hope went with him...I have prayed harder than any woman who has

lost her most precious trinkets.t (pp.50~51) Thus the paradox of a

motherts care becomes noticeable as the '"ghost'"-image is interwoven
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with Baako and the material boon he is expescted tc confer on the family.
As Naana puts it succinctly:

There should be dreams before returns, as before
goings, before everything. That is only just.
But these have been woven of such heavy earth
that they will load his spirit down and after
they have touched him it will never fly again.

Two such dreams I have heard from the mouth of
Efva herself. Oh great friend, a human mother
should not have such dreams against the coming
of her own flesh and her loved one's soul. Even
. cats have learned to turn the hunger for the
newly born against their own entrails. (p.3)

This 1endsvoredence to Baako's view that, in the eyes of the society,
he (like other "been—to~s") is a "factor", "ghost" or "tfansmission belt
for cargo" (p.224). In his eyes also, Brempong symbolizes the been—to~cum—

ghost par excellence. Brempong has mnot only actually brought back with

him the inevitable cargo — two cars, suits and deep refrigeration plant -
he also condescendingly tells Baako:

*Tt's no use,...going back with nothing....

Z—Going abroad i§;7 a big opportunity, and those

at home must benefit from it too. I dontt see
the sense in returning with nothing.® (p.76)

The remark is given added punch when a customs man looks into Baako's
suitcase at Accra airport and asks with an undisguised disgust: "'Paper,
paper, is that 2l1?*" (p.80) There is no let up on his anxiety and nausea
as, just off the airport tarmac, he is treated to the extravagant fanfare
being staged by the party that has turned up to welcome his fellow
traveller, Brempong. And he wonders "whether there were any people

here who had escaped the roles held out to them by powerless hopers close
to them." (p.93) He becomes certain that his own family ‘oo will be
waiting to receive him and wanting him to put up appearances that should

leave no one in any doubt that he is a "big man".
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Ironically, be braces himself for za fight in which he recognizes
an imminent defeat even before it actuvally begins. A confrontation
with his family becomes inevitable as the following ﬁnnaturally brief
exchange (on a first meeting after years of separation) with his mother,
as they are driven home in Fifi's shiny car, shows:

"When is yours coming, Baako??
tWhat?' he asked surprised.

*Yours, your car, so that my old bones can
also rest.' (p.101)

It hints at a conflict of interests which leads unresolvedly to his
dementia., TFor, besides his suitcase that is full of only "papers"

he has brought just a typewriter and guitar — about each of which a
critical point will be made latgr. Mearwhile, as far as the family is
concerned he has not returned with the coveted "cargo" after all. The
general attitude of the society towards creativeness increasingly validates
the Melanesian analogy wheie "...creation, the making of men and things,

is by no means a proof of very great power or a ground for great reverence'.
But sometimes the whole concept of "cargo mentality" is aborted as in the
actual physical death (while carrying a cargo of foodstuff) of the driver,
Skido; or the subvergion of the laboratory assistant, Bukarits effort to
deliver "cargo" by the sudden death of the beneficiary, his mother.

Nowhere else in Fragments is the frustration of the creative urge

11

by the establishment more demonstrable than in Baako's time with "Ghanavision".

We need only recall the satiricai vignettes of the "Principa’l Secretary"
who declares tﬂat it is a waste of time to insist on the smooth and
efficient running of the country# the farcical "literary evening"
manipulated by Akosua Ré%ell; Asante~Smith (Backofs immediate boss and
head of the production unit of M"Ghanavision") who refuses to acknowledge

the relevance of the facts of slavery and colonialism to the culiural
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history of Ghana; or the pathetic scramble for the television sets meant
for public use by officials of "Ghanavision;" Indeed the poignancy of
Armah's satirical power in this part of the novel is so overwhelming that
some critics have beenllured into a rather cheap game of identifying
the real-life doubles of the fictional characters, and speculative
evidence~hunting to explain Armah's own "self-exile" from Ghana.12
Thus the critics carry-on, generally oblivious to the fundamentally
questioning attitude of Armah towards the insular individualistic posture
which Baako adopts vis-a-vis his family and society.

Perhaps the worst act of misinterpretation that any serious critic
of Fragments can commit is to assume that Baako is Armah's mouth-piece
per se. For, the greater reality of the total structure of the novel
lies in its anti-heroic stance. In other words, the controlling (autrial)
vision in the novel is also critical of Baako's existentialist consciousness -
locked, as it is, in absiract opposition to society. And the build-up
towards this effect is bifocal: the selective deployment of images and
symbols, and the sensitivity with which Baako's response to his mother,
compatriots and enviromment is handled. With respect to the latter point, we
need not lookitoo far to sense, for example, Baako's self-righteous
unresponsiveness to his mother's (however tactlessly expressed) of fer of truce;
or the puritanism of his vision, shut-off (until the demage has been dene) from
"the touch of life around him". (p.221) However, the possibility of over-
lapping vision between the hero and his creator cannot be discounted. For
it might be said that Armah sympathizes with Baako's refusal to be drawn
into the general moral and spiritual impotence in society and, to a large
extent, his resistance to the family's pressure on him to toe the line.
Armah might also be assumed to share (in some sense) Baako's paradoxical

differences with the only individuals with whom he secems able to establish
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any meaningful communication -~ Juana, Ocran (the art teacher), each of
whom has taken measures to seek some form of reconciliation with the
society; and grandmother, Naara who belongs to a different age.

The second (and perhaps more impcrtant) focus of authorial criticism
of the hero's self-encrustation against the flow of life around him lies
in the farchetypal?! prefigurative incidents and symbols which his fate
is seen (retrospectively) to re—enact. Especially relevant here is the
symbolism of the stories of the killing of the rabid dog (pp.23-30) and
Arabat's child (pp. 121-8; 134-41; 258—68) seen through Juanat's and
Baako's eyes respectively. These are reinforced by such image-~clusters
and symbols as the ducks in the lighted pool (pp.58-9), the lome yellow
flower amidst lush greenery (p.40) and the guitar (p.93) = all of which
flash warnings about the danger of aloneness on Baako's consciousness.
(Indeed, the whole of the third, "Akwaaba" and incidentally, longest chapter
consists mainly of images and symbols that prefigure Bazkcis eventual
alienation and madness.) The incidents involving the mad dog and Araba's
child corroborate each other, not only to prefigure Baakot's eventual
fdestructiont by an ostensibly uncaring society but, also to create depth
of perception on the spiritual dearth threatening the entire world of
the novel. For, the dramatic tension between, and ironic cohabitation Qf,
docile creativeness and spirituval virility on the qne‘hand, and active
destructiveness and spiritual ba;renness on the other are central to the
dialectic of Fragments. As Juana watches the physical exertion of the
men encircling the dog, she is struck by the ironic spectacle of:

ee.2 lot of men around just one dying
dog, and a fear could be seen in tvhem whose

strength was strange, seceing that the source
of it was such a powerless thing. (p.26)
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And of the man that actually kills the dog:
««.She knew at once that this was a man
who needed something like the first killing
of the dog for reasons that lay within and

were far more powerful than the mere outside
glory open to the hunter with his kill. (p.27)

The man's genital deformity (like the fishermen who, despite their

obvious physical strength, need the inmer creative strength of the singer—

boy to accomplish the task of hauling their catch and net ashore) is merely
a physical symptom of a deep-seated Spiritual deficieﬂcy. Apparently, the

best he knows is to make up for his impotence in predatory brevado.

But in the characteristic see—saw operation of these images and
symbols, the typewriter and guitar cast an equally negative shadow on
Baako'®s immersion in his own sense of self. The two objects are the
symbols of his rejectioﬁ of society and ensuring a life of solitude for
himself. And, as the student who sold him the guitar hinted, "his wanting
a guitar means he had begun to run from human beings." {(p.93) None other
than Baako's mother {during the midnight conversation) could give a more
terse rendering o6f the destructive symbolism of the typewriter:

¥T kept you awake, didn' I?' he asked uncertainly.
'No'%, his mother answered, it wasn' the sound
of your machine. I couldn't sleep myself. I have my.
own troubles, and they keep me up. Your door is closed,

and mine. The noise is very little; I have to listen
to hear it, far away. It makes me think of termites hidden
in wood, talk:ng'
'Termltes talking. Why talking?! He almost laughed.
*The noise you make is small like that, going on
all the time. It isn®t that I chose to think of
termites, but that is what I thought of.?
(p.222; my emphases)

Elsewhere in Armahts creative writing (Why Are We So Blest?), the idea

of the lonz rmuester is unequivocally rejected. Although the isolated
soul of the individual may feel freedom and even radiate some measure

of inner beauty it is like a fugitive speck of water broken from the parent




body which, in itself, can only "capture the light of the sun in a
rainbow that does not arc over great distances or last any great
: 13
length of time."~
The authorial position in Fragments seems to argue that insular

individualism is not an acceptable alternative even to a corrupt community.
Thus, it is against this background that the implication of the short
conversation between Baako and Juana about "Catholic!" and "protestant
views of 1life can be properly matched. Like Baako, Juana is also havnted
by a sense of futility in her attempt to create order in life. She sees her
job in terms of trying to "Salvage discrete individuals in the general
carnage" (p.177) that is as much the reality of the life she has run away
from as it is of the Ghanaian society she finds herself in. Zundamentally
a salvationist, she finds herself caught up in the moral mesh of trying
to restore to health the broken minds of the victims of a system she
is paid to service; and she wonders:

Where then was the justification for the long effort

to push back into this 1life those who had found it

harder than the woman Zfshe had just heard lament

the hopelessness of life here_7 and had fallen down

into things set deeper within themselves? What

justification for sending the once destroyed back

to knock again against the very things that had

destroyed their peace? (p.34)
And just as her sense of mission begins to give way to depression and
self-doubt, Baako appears. His coming intc her life reassures her
while he is in turn strengthened by the discovery that, at least, she
shares his awareness of the moral decadence in the society.

Deep dewn in their beings they both harbour catholic (self-less and

communalistic) sympathies. But they have been forced to adopt evidently

"protestant” (individualistic) outlooks by the circumstances of their

environment. Of course they acknowledge that the catholic is the more
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desirable and spiritually positive social visicn. However, it not only
involves total self-sacrifice towards altruistic ends but also greater
personal risks than the relative safety of the protéstant self=insulating
withdrawal. Hence, though Juana could almost understand the inward

flight of the protestant soul, nevertheless, "even if there were some
ultimate peace in it, it would never rcach her to change her from

within." (p.177) Unlike Baako however, Juana has a pragmatic mind. For
her,"salvation" also means survival and adjustment (physical and mental);
it is a matter of "adopting a narrower vision every time the full vision
threatens danger to the visionary self." (p.46) And she warns Baako:
"*You are going against a general curfent,'"... "eit takes a lot of
strength. "™ (p.147) Perhaps the only character of an implacably protestant
persuasion in the novel is the art teacher, Ocran. Inherently, he is closer
to Baako'!s temperament than anyone else. But his intensely solitary view
of the creative enterprisc hat reached such a cynical point that it
alienates Baako's sympathy. Thus, when he counsels that his former pupil
‘should not stake his creative gift or achievement on public acknowledgement,
the other simply replies that one camnot create alone, without others.

Bven if Backo wants to agree with his teacher, he lacks the seasoning

of time and experience which the older man can count upon for personal
survival.

Certainly Baako is not as n;ive as the séene of his self-mortification
in the lunatic asylum suggests. But it seems to be consistent with the long-
term creative design of the author. For, even if it is ‘granted that the
sort of reductive tresolution' of the internal dialectic of Fragments
has a slight touch of the bizarre, Armah's novels since Fragments are

renowned for their uneguivocal rejection of the idea of aloneness. Like

his grandmother, Baako is aware of the "larger meaning which lent sensc
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to every small thing and every momentary happening years and years ago..."
(p.280) ~ an awareness which is contained in the unspoken bond between him
and her. Naana's mythic perspective sppears to holdbpromise for inter-—
personal and communal relationships upon which a healthy society could be
founded. However, although Bazko (like Armah) is concerned about the ethical
and spifitual health of his society, he is aware also of the inefficacy
(in the contemporary context) of Naana's intensely ritualistic and
transcendental mode of perception. For Naana therefore, in the words of
one of her closest relatives: "Night fell long ago,..." (p.2) But Bazko
does not see her and what she stands for in such a dismissive sense. For
him, at a very profound level of consciousmness, the preeminence of her
way of seeing relationship as a series of connectedness is aéknowledged;
it puts his own failure and that of the other characters in sharp relief.
The orderliness of her vision therefore provides the backdrop against
which, eventually, the fragmented efforts of the others to establish
authentic communication with one another are to be seen and judged.

So, we might ask, what vision of humanity and community informs

Fragments — like Season of Anomy'? We arrive at an answer only by induction

and, of course, intelligent (we hope) speculation. It does seem that, in
setting the tends? of their novels in lunatic asylums, Soyinka and Armah
hint at a possible explanation: +that a route to persdnal authenticity

(and so, communal redemption) is via the loss of inhibitions — in 'madness®
or degradation or that psychic depth of mythic perception — whereby Man
becomes truly '"conscious" of his state. It is then that the African man
can reconnect himself to his history and find his place therein. Or is it?
For, there is, not just one history and one way; but thistories? and ways -~

as both Yambo OQuloguem's Bound to Violence and Armah'!s Two Thousand Scasons,

as well as (especially) Ngugits Petals of Blood scem to argue.
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NOTES

Fragments (Heinemann, London, 1969). All references to this edition.

1. Cultural Events in Africa, 40, (Mar.1968) p.5.

2. See especially C.R.Iarson's criticism of Fragments in his book,
The Emergence of African Fiction (Indiana,19715 and Armah's
charge (among others) that Iarson falsifies or merely invents
usable biographical "evidences" about him (Armah) in order to
minister to the prejudices of a European audience and also lend
weight to or enhance his authority as a critic of African
literature - see Armah's "Larsony or Fiction as Criticism of
Piction" in The Positive Review, 1, (1978) pp.11-14.

Obviously, other autobiographical views of Fragments such as
K.H.Petersen's in his "Loss and Frustration: An Analysis of
A.K.Armah's Fragments", Kunapipi, 1,1, (1979) pp.53-65; and
Robert Fraser's in his book, The Novels of Ayi Kwei Armah,
(Iondon, 1980) pp.30-47 take the cue from Professor Iarson.

3. Ghana's Heritage of Culture (Iondon,1963%) p.62.

4. See J.H.K.Nketia, Funeral Dirges of the Akan People (New York, 1969)

5. ibid., p.196.

6. The Trumpet Shall Sound (Bucks, 1970), The Religions of the
OQEressed*(Iondon, 1963), and Road Belong to Carco glondon,l97l)
respectively.

T The Trumpet Shall Sound, D.248.

8. Nketia, op.cit. p.196.
9. "No Sweetness Here" in the book of that title (Iondon,1972) p.6.

10- OE.Cit., p0330

11. Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics, Vol.8, p.535.

12. See note 2 above. )

13. Why Are We So Blest? (Iondon, 1974) p.12.




PART FOUR

MYTH AND HISTORY




It is precisely because the 'spirit'! of our
epoch is materialistic, the very negation

of anything spiritual, that the creative
imagination (to fulfill its mission of
representing the world as whole) has been
compelled to sound an ethical warning. This
warning, however, can no longer be uttered in
the guise of mythic prophecy. In spite of its
kinship with myth, the creative imagination
also partakes of the spirit of the epoch,

and must yield to it, if it is to develop

into the logical prophecy of the future.

It will achieve this by becoming poly-=historic.

(Hermenn Broch)
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IV,(i) _'Myth of History' or 'Historical Myth'?

Qne of the most difficult questions to resolve for writers and
critics alike is that of the appropriate posture to adopt in dealing
with "myths" and "history" in the creation and appreciation of
literature. With how much measure of "belief" could a myth (even
when taken out of its traditional anthropological context) be approached?
Or, with how much "factuality" could the artist's 'history' be credited?
What relationship or relevance has the artist's method with myth and
history to real-life experience which musf ultimately be the reference
point? Is the historical perspective in creative writing necessarily
more important or acceptable than the mythic (or gigg_ggzgg) as visions
of society? These are the sort of questions which increasingiy occupy
critics of African fictiomn. Thus, a basic acceptance of the legitimacy
of these critical interrogations and a desire to seek answers, wherever
possible, shape the foci of the succeeding chapters of tuie present study.

The story of Africa has been a recond of aggression, exploitation
and denigration which have grown with, and have been underscored by, the
colonial encounter with Europe. Since, socio-historically, the
development of modern African literature has been conditioned by this
caustic milieu, the "colonial factor" in the African experience has
featured as its recurrent theme. Beginning as a'prntest literature
(running through many modificafions) directed against the colonial West,
its rallying point has been the struggle to rid the African continent
of not only the socio-economic and political encroachment of European
colornialism but, especially, its more resilient psycho-cultural back-
lash. African‘writers have therefore sought the restitution of a
battered racial psyche; to rediscover the true image or pre-colonial
sovereignty of the continent. The challenge has always been looked upon

as a matter of course and, its achievement, the patriotic dream of every

African.
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It is this challenge which oftén defines and is predicated by

"ecommitment" in modern African literature. . But the degree and thrust
of 'commitment' vary according to the individual artist's psychological
or ideological orientation and artistic vision. How much should the
writer's perspective or private angst be mediated or governed by the
collective social experience (past or present) and goal? Concomitant
to this is the appraisal of how much legitimacy the literary products may
claim as geauine works of art, as against cheap, artless propaganda.
For, it is often pointed out that,rgiven the sometimes invidious and
Manichean twist that discussions of the."COlonial factor" assume vis-a-vis
the indigenous .African culture, ethical and ideological interests take
precedence over (if not obliterate) aesthetic consideration of a given
piece of work. This largely governs - albeit ironically - Professor
Gerald Moore's persuasion that:

Only by liberating itself from this diaiectical

relationship with a particular colonial system

and particular European civilization could African

literature recover full creative freedom. 1l
The paradox here however, is that the statement would seem truer of
the critical parameter that is often employed in evaluating a 1literature
whiéh itself assumes different postures in a concerted effort to apprehend

the multiple shades and textures of fhe alien encounter. And as Professor

Ime Ikidde writes in his foreword to Ngugi's Homecoming:

«..it remains true that there can be no end to
the discussion of the African encounter with
Europe, because the wounds inflicted touched
the very springs of life and have remained
unhealed because they are constantly being
gashed open again with more subtle, more lethal
weapons. 2

It is basically this kind of awareness that informs the conception of
two of the most controversial novels to come out of Africa - Yambo

Ouloguem's Bound to Violence (1968; English Trans; 1971) and Ayi Kwei

Armah's Two Thousand Seasons (1973).
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.If, in spite of the "post=¢olonial" (or simulacrum of indepéndence)
era which the continent has entéred since the past two decades African
writers still produce works that deal with the "colonial question",
fresh critical approaches-must be sought for a proper understanding of
the creative sensibilities which inform them. For, as that most
perceptive priest-hero of Achebe'!s, Ezeulu seés the world, a literary
artifact is also, "'like a Mask dancing. If you want to see it well,
you do not stand in o6né piace‘."'3 On this seore, eritical attention

to Bound to Violence and Two Thousand Seasons so far 1leaves much to

be desired. Indeed, one of the real challenges and thrill of reading
both novels lies in the contrastive perspectives they hold on myth
and history in the African experiénce. Thé oOne pursués, as wé might
say, a path of demythicizing towards historicalization, while the other
de-historicalizes in order to remythicize; both aiming, paradoxically,
at the same goal of rediscovering the reality beyond conventional
historicists' much vaunted objectivity.

In his essay titled "Myth and History", Peter Munz posite an
interesting idea (abOut the interdependence of the two phenomena)
which recommends itself to our present endeavour. Munz proceeds from
the premise that a myth, in certain ways like history, is a story of
concrete events said to have happened at a certain time and involving
concrete people. Assuming as well the imagirative substratum of any
mythid cognition or historical knowledge, he attempts to show how the
one needs the other not only to come into being, but alsc easily
exchanges vestments with it. Thus, the traditioﬁal historian's 'history!
may become 'myth' when seen against res gestae (or the totality of
everything that ever happened and is happening), and a myth may lay
claims on truth. The processes of the imaginative alchemy that yield

this mutability Munz describes as follows:
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The two phenomena I have in mind when I am

speaking of the mutual interdependence of myth

and history, conceived as concrete stories, are

the distension of myth into history and the tele-

scoping of history into myth. The first process

can be described as 'true myth issuing in significant

history'; and the second as 'true history issuing in

significant myth'. 5
"Distension" of a myth (normally a story located in unspecified time
and place) is achieved by assigning temporality and spatiality to parts
of the myth while simultaneously weighting it with factual evidence
concerning its personages, event(s), location and period. "Telescoping"
of history into myth, on the other hand, occurs when a historical narrative
is subjected to an imaginative projection (not bound by the necessity of
fidelity to time or space), 'leaching' it, as it were, in order to make
it possible for its essence and universal qualities to be extracted and
then strung into a new tale. For obvious reasons therefore, Munz's
proposition will be kept in view and taken aboard (whenever possible)

together with other considerations in our subsequent eTfcrs to interpret

Ouloguem's Bound to Violence and Armah's Two Thousand Seasons.
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1. "Colenial Portraits in a Changing Frame", Yale French Studies,

53 (1976) p.45.

2 Ngugi Wa Thiong'O, Homecoming (Iondon,1972) PeXxii.

3. Chinua Achebe, Arrow of God (London, 1958) D255

4. Philosophical Quarterly, 6, 22 (Jan.1956) pp.1-16.

B ibid. p.2.
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IV,(ii)- Bound to Violence: The Euhemeristic Temper

During the first years of its appearance Yambo Ouloguem's

Bound to Violence1 enjoyed (espgcially among non-African critics)
enthusiastic acclaim as a fresh and prpfound creative achievement: a
significant diversion, that is, from the mainstream of African literature
on the "colonial question". This initial success story was however not
only short-lived, but, in the words of Professor Eric Sellin, turned into
"a nightmare for publisher and author alike."2 Having himself lavished
praise on Ouloguem's "first brilliant novel" in an earlier review, Sellin
stunned the reading public by his sustained effort in subsequent articles

to dispute Bound to Violence's "authenticity" as an imagimative creation.”

The Fall, 1971 issue of Research in African Literatures carried his

discovery that the French novelist, Andre Schwarz-Barts' Ie Denier des

Justes provides the thematic and stylistic model upon which Ouloguem's
novel was assumed to be copiously based. The chain of reaction which
this allegation called forth culiminated in Robert McDonald's "proof"

of plagiarised passages from Graham Greene'sIt's a Battlefield.4

However, Sellin's most recent article5 betrays more than just a

literary interes®t in Bound to Violence - any illusion of that seems to

have ended with what he describes as "the scandal in which I and others
became involved."6 Although he seems to be_virtually alone in his
vigorous campaign against Ouloguem's book, Sellin's view nevertheless
could be partly held accountable (until recently) for the studied silence
or largely diffident critical responses to a novel whose literary
authenticity has been called into question. For, under the vendetlia-like
sway of Sellin's argument and the subsequently protracted debate on the
ontological status of plagiarism in the creative enterprise, significant
questions about the specificity and character of the literary achievements

of Bound to Violence tend to be obscured.
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Hence, no critical assessment of the novel is complete which does
not take cognizance of the scandal of "plagiarism" in which Ouloguem
has found himself. Scores of articles in scholarly French and English
journals, literary columns of magazines and newspapers since 1969, bear
testimony to the rancour and intrepid intellectual muscle-flexing generated
by the initial revelations, especially, by Robert McDonald.7 However,
the evidences of "plagiarism" seem to generate too much bad blood; so,
many critics settle for "adaptation", "borrowing" and other less emotive
quatifications for Ouloguem's intellectual adventurism. Professor
Sellin, Ouloguem's most energetic prosecutor on that score, also seems to

agree to shelving "plagiarism" in reference to Bound to Violence. But

he has merely shifted the emphasis; he is no less adamant in his claim
that "Ouloguem has committed a European faux pas",8 and that "there may
be dozens, even hundreds, of sources more or less faithfully plundered by
Culoguem in his prize-winning opus."9

In furtherance of his argument, Sellin insisfs that (because of

the "borrowings", especially from non-African sources) Bound to Violence

is not the authentic product of Ouloguem's imagination, let alone its
"Africammess". While Sellin thus focuses attention on the novel's "contents"
‘(text), it may well be argued that literature is not all text. For, by
itself, text (borrowed or not) is only a mere empirical entity capable of
minimal independent life apart %rom an organizing imagination to animate

it and provide an appropriate creative context for it. And, as Edward

Casey rightly points out: "Beyond its explicit phonemic and graphemic
texture, and beyond even its morphemié stratum, the literary work is also
composed of an imaginative dimension which is also its world.”lo Arguing
along similar lines, Professor D.I.Nwoga insists that creative originality is

"a function of manner / end form / rather than of matter "
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It willi seem, thefofore, that the stamp of authenticity lies in
the "borrower'!s' ability to infuse the "borrowed" material with new
imaginative existence, independent of the original source. Recognition
of this fact has been largely responsible for redeeming Camara Iaye's

creative achievement in his The Radiance of the King, despite its

resemblance to Kafka's The Cast1e12 and, latt_erly, Ngugi's originality
in his A Grain of Wheat; even though critics have been sometimes tempted

to over-dramatize its indebtedness to Conrad's Under Western Eyes.lj

Ironically, the passages that Ouloguem has chosen to take from Graham
Greene's novel do not seem in any way to enrich or, for that matter,
exert any visible impact on the total effect of his creative vision in

Bound to Violence.

However, while Euro-American criticism of the Prix Renaudot winning
novel straddles the terrain of unreserved acclamstion and disappointed
disparagement, African critics have mainly regarded it with wounded pride.
In the mild words of Professor Emmanual Obiechina:

«++50 much ignorant, mischievous and fulsome praise

has been heaped on it, and so much anti-African
propaganda made out of it on both sides of the Atlantic,
that the reaction of African readers has been to treat it
with suspicion and veiled hostility. 14

Another African critic, Mbelolo ya Mpiku, is less charitable towards

15

the author of the "gloomy, contemptuous book", as he denies the

truthfulness or relevance of Ouloguem's vision to African reality. The
sense of incredulity and disgust which often characterizes the 'African
point of view! is made articulate when he concludes that:

«eono African critic who loves his peoprle and is proud

of them can agree with Ouloguem's view that the Black
man's predicament today is the result of an ontological
flaw, an innate collective prociivity to slavery and
spoilation, or an inveterate inability to work out adequate
solutions fer his own problems. 16
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From the foregoing it becomes obvious that the vicissitude of critical

fortunes that have dogged Bound to Violence has been largely conditioned

by different kinds of ethnocentric, cultural polemics to which the novel

has been little more than a sacrificial offering. Therefore, any meaningful
criticism of Ouloguem's book must need to contend with, reassess and seek

to penetrate not only the ideological blankets that shroud it, but,
especially, its manner of using words and symbols to order experience as
well as its conflated narrative perspectives.

Bound to Violence is the saga of thé reign of terror which spans

the 1life of a fictional medieval empire — Nakem - in the heart of Africa
and what remains of it in the modern (equally fictitious) republic of
Nakem-Ziuko. The empir; is ruled by a usurping Afro-Semitic Saif dynasty
which, having successfully mystified a hero-seeking populace (by its
imputed mythical descent from King Solomcn and the Queen of Sheba), maintains
itself in power for seven and a half centurieé by politicai-religious
chicarery and naked violence.

The story focuses mainly on the twentiet century reign of one of
the most 'successful! and revered Saifs, Saif ben Isaac al-Heit.
Heir to seven centuries of feudal despotism, he re-enacts its sadism znd
perfects the art of diplomatic subterfuge and clandestine elimination of
the opposition. By playing various groups against oﬁe another, enlisting
the services of henchmen and sorcerers, the Saif ﬂolds his bastardized
"niggertrash" subjects in a perpetuzl state of fear and servitude. The
christian ministers and colonial administrators With their slave-trader
precursors, are successively murdered, blackmailed into exile and
repatriation or, like the anthropologist, Shrobenius, deluded, compromizsed
and forced into silence by the wily Saif. So horrendous does his power
become that the inbtrigues of the French colonial incursion are absorbed

with minimal effort, manipulated and turned to the Saif's advantage.
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.The plight of the herded and terrorized serfs over whom the Saif
presides is revealed through the intimately explored ghastly fate ef
the slave-family of Kassoumi and Tambira. This family personalizes the
horror of sex and violence to which the lower-caste, '"nmiggertrash"
majority of Nakemians are subjected. Kassoumi's wife is first raped
by the Saif, humiliated by the lecherous sorcerer, Dougouli whose
help Tambira seeks on behalf of her children, and then eventually driven
to suicide (by drowning in a lavatory) as a result of sexual violation
by the enemies of her husband. Kassoumi is himself eventually sent to

8 labour camp while his remaining family disintegrates. The pervasive

atmosphere of despair in the novel remains unabated as the eldest of
the Kassoumi quadruplets, Raymond-Spartacus (the promise of whose
education raises some hope of relief from the nightmarish experience),
emerges as no more than a caricatured antithesis of the Saif. His
election as the Nakemian Deputy to thc French Assembly krving been
prearranged by the Saif, Raymond-Spartacus's revolutionary zeal (upon
his homecoming) is reduced to isolated intellectual protest:

Kassoumi the shrewd calculator had miscalculated:

armed with his degrees and the support of France,

he had expected to become his old master's master,

when in reality the slave owed his election

exclusively to the toreh of Saif, more radiant than

ever after a momentary lapse. (p.167)

Paradoxically, however (as we shall crdeavour to show in due course)
it is this victim-family (while it lasts) that constitute the peaceful
oasis of genuine familial - indeed, human - relationships in the
surrounding desert of cleavage and violence.

We could not hope adequately to account for either the aesthetic

or dialectic of Bourd to Violence until the mechanies of Ouloguem's

vehicle of communication have been properly epprehended. The first

challenge in this respect (deceptively simple as it appears) is establishing

the relationship of the omniscient narrator to the materials of the "griots',
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"elders" and "chroniclers" transmitted through him. In other words, we
must be able to keep track of the manoeuvreé and thrust of the authorial
point of view through the labyrinthine narratvive perspectives on the
"history" of Nakem empire. Failure to make the necessary critical

discriminations in this regard has all too of ten led to misvaluations of

Ouloguem's 'vision of Africa' and the authenticity of his art.17 This

is what S.H.Olsen means when he warns that:

To understend what the subject and the tone of.../a /
passage / or, indeed, the various units that constitute

a novel / tell us within.../ a / work as a whole, one
must know to whom it should be attributed, and with what
passages it is in contrast or parallel. Failure to stress
that a passage presents the thoughts or speech of a
character rather than those of a narrator, for example,
may lead to a failure to appreciate that its subject

and tone express only a limited vision, which is not
endorsed by the work-as a whole. 18 (original italics)

To begin with, even Ouloguem's bitterest critics acknowledge . the
inspired verve of his exploitation and rendition of the verbal artistry
of the African epic traditiorn. The hall-marks of the traditionél epic
performance - euphonism, wistfulness, histrionics, hyperbole, and more -
are everywhere brought to good effect by Ouloguem's synthesizing imagination

in Bound to Violence. The novel opens thus:

Our eyes drink the brightness of the sun and, overcome
marvel at their tears. Mashallah! /as God wills it

wa bismillah /and in His name /...To recount the bloody
adventure of the niggertrash - shame to the worthless
paupers! - there would be no need tc go back beyond the
present century; but the true history of the Blacks
begins much earlier, with the Saifs, in the year 1202 of
our era, in the African Empire of Naken south of Fezzan,
long after the conquests of Okba ben Nafi al-Fitri. (p.3)

Then:

The Iord-holy is His name! -~ showed us the mercy of
bringing forth, at the begimming of the black Nakem
Empire, one illustrious man, our ancestor the black
Jew Abraham al-Heit,...

The Most-IHigh did this in His infinite mercy - prayer
and peace upon it! - in order to bless the tradition of
the Saif dynasty, rooted in the greatness of one man, the
most pious and devout Isaac al-Heit, who freed a slave each day...
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And now behold: The brave and daring
Isaac al-Heit knew hunger, thiret, fever, the
tumult of battle and the sight o the dying.
A hundred times he was given up for dead. Each
time, thanks to the favor / sic / of the most-
just and compassionate Master of the Worlds, he
escaped, for his death would have been intolerable
to God and to the righteous: wassalam! / and peace /

And behold further: Amiast the mounds of
corpses left by the passage of Saif Mcshe Gabbai of
Honain (Ged's curse upon him!)} the noble order
/ sic_/ of Isaac al-Heit (God refresh his couch)
awoke to new life. He drew his sword: the sun and
the moon shone on its blade and in it the earth was
reflected as in a mirror. (pp.6-7; original italics)

But the condensation of seven centuries of Nakem '"history" into barely

twenty pages in the first chapter of Bound to Violence makes so compulsive

a reading that it is easy for a critic to fail to take adequate notice of

the deliberate disjunction of empathy in the multiple perspectives that the
omniscient narrator represents. And all too often critics tend to confuse
the dominant, smooth-sailing omniscient narrative voice with these other
voices it mimics. However, with greater attentiveness, we could distinguish
the omniscient narrative consciousness by ite intermittent punctuation of

the exuberant 1itany of the griots and chroniclers with casual but subversivel]
ironic comments, irreverent prayers and imprecations. And, while the epic
modes of narrative train a diachronic focus on Nakem on the one hand, the
ordering (omniscient) consciousness adopts a synchronic and analytical posture
on the other. The diminishing intensity of the oral narrative style or
flavour in the course of the entire novel, therefore, underscores stages

of ‘the disengagement of the authorial perspective from those of the

griots and chroniclers as well as it lays the trail for Ouloguem's creative

attitude towards the nature of historical consciousness and fairy-tale

mentality.
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Q&te a substantial proposition of the reviews ard criticism of

Bourd to Violence also accepts its historical character as a falt accompli.

But while casual references are made to Ouloguem's "distorted" and

"unor thodox" use of African history, only minimal efforts have teen spared
to understand or explain the peculiar "historicalmness'" of his deceptive
emphasis upon "the true history of the Blacks". (p.B.) Professor O.R.
Dathorne describes the novel as "...a tale intertwined with legend and
history, interlaced with truth and ficticn; it is difficult to tell where

g It is this quality of exploiting

one ends and the other begins."
(consciously or not) the twilight region between myth armd hidory which
often bemuses many a critical attempt to come to terms with Ouloguem's
imagination. Hence Oyloguem has been the victim of spates of largely

misleading conclusions about his political intent and about the aesthetic

potential of Bourd to Viclence. For example, an intolerably misinformed

serialized essay by Ntongela Masilela (who, one is pleased to learn, is
only marginally acquainted with literary scholarship) seeks with
procrustean vengeance to locate the novel in "the tradition of great
European / ! / historical novels..."  On the other hand, Professor

Sellin, arguing from a diametrically opposed position to Ntongela's, insists

that "the basic content and method of composition Zfof Bound te Violence 7

are not spontaneously African...21 He will certainly not accept it into
the honoured ranks of "great" or genuine novels - Eufopean or African -
although some other European and American reviewers see Ouloguem's book
as a "great", if not the African novel.

This state of affairs calls for a really sober reappraisal of the

much miswrderstood rnovel. Bourd 1o Violence is not an historical novel in

the sense in which, for example, Ngugi's novels or Achebe's rural novels
may be understood. It may, like these, creale an awarerness of temporal
and spatial dimensions, and recognizable allusions to socio-historical

experiences, but Ouloguem's corcern could be considered 'historical' only
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in the special sense that it presents an anti-myth countenance. And if

(as indeed there is ample evidence to bel;eve) Bound to Violence is a

reaction against mummified totemism and the myths of the African 'Golden
Age'! -'"the glorious era of the first States with their wise philosopher-King,
whose history has called not only archaeology, history, and numismatics but
also the matural sciences and ethnology to their highest tasks" (p.8) - it
would be expected that Ouloguem has a historical rather than a mythic interest
in the African past. The opening head-on rush into an account of seven and
a half centuries of the legend of the Saif's and Nakem empire does, for sure,
create an illusion of historicity. But the illusion is continually subverted
by the narrator who, like an eaves-dropping cynic, interpolates the
gratuituous epic tendency with corrosive witticism and uncannily reductive
epithets:

ee.In anticipation of the great and not too distant

day when a world would dawn in which a serf would be

the equal of a king, the niggertrash - dogs that bite,

leash them tight! - accepted whatever came ticir way.
Forgive us, O Lord. Ambe, Koubo oumo agoum.(p.22; original italics)

Throughout the first two chapters, the manipulative hand of the author
is thus pungently felt. It will therefore be a critical error to suppose,
either that Ouloguem approaches his material with a traditional historian's
frame of mind or that he seeks to reconstruct African history.

In fact no one could be left in any doubt - once‘the manoeuvre of
the ceﬁsoring perspective of the marrator (which also embraces the Saif's
personal comportment) has been understood - that Ouloguem regards the
materials which make up the first two chapters of his novel as, mainly, myths
menufactured in nocturrnal solemnity. The narrator cares little whether these
stories spun, "/ w /hen the Immortal One makes the sun - diamond of the house
of His power - set «.." (p.6), are truth or invention. His concern lies with

their mythic force not orly to ensure the apotheosis of Saif ben Isaac al-leif,




but also to inspire awe and reverence (among his subjects) for his dynasiy.
And this atmosphere of uncritical mythemania provides an appropriate context
for Ouloguem's deliberate devaluationof the earliest African socio-cultural
and intellectual movements (recognizably, SenghorianFNegritude" and the "African
Personality"), referred to as "Black romanticism" and "dreamers of African
unity". Accordingly, they are associated with the "Africanist school
harnessed to the vapors / sic _/ of magico-religious cosmological, and
mythical symbolism..." (p.95), inspired and fostered by the mercenary
intellectualism of the German anthropologist, Shrobenius - presumably because
of their well advertized over-valuation of Africa's cultural heritage.

When the operative imaginative structure in the two halves of

Bound to Violence ("The‘Legend of the Saifs'" with "Ecstasy and Agony" on

the one hand, and "The Night of the Giants" with "Dawn" on the other) are
then contrasted, the whole book is easily perceivable in terms of Munz's
thesis: +that the "distension of true myth yields a significant history,..."22
(my emphasis). If, as wé have suggested, the first twe chapters are no
more than a form of mythologizing, they provide the basic raw material (as
myths) which Ouloguem distends in order to construct his own vision of racial
history which we perceive preeminently in the third and fouth chapters. Thus
the portrayal of the twentieth century chapters (third and fourth) is
achieved by the intrusion (process of the "disitension") of recognizable
factual elements — the Africa-Arabia-Europe slave fraffic, colonialism, and
ethnological misrepresentation in (F) "Shrobeniusology" etc - into the
my thogenesis of the preceding chapters. And as Munz further argues, the
distension of myth into history occurs through thé:

...endeavour to locate single parts of the myth in space

and time...Thus there takes place a gradual process whereby

more and more factual elements in the myth are clearly

identified. The myth is gradually broken up into a large

numnber of parts and each part is assigned its proper place
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