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ABSTRACT 

It is my intention, in this dissertation, to explore 

the influence which the traditional gods of the Yoruba 

pantheon have had upon the works of Wole Soyinka. 

Specificially, I shall address Soyinka's relationship with 

Ogun, the deity embodying both creativity and destruction, 

who is simultaneously god of both harvest and roads, and 

to whom Soyinka was dedicated by his grandfather.1  

The major texts I shall use are primarily, but not 

exclusively, the novel, The Interpreters ; the drama, The 

Road; and the poems Ogun Abibiman and "Idanre", in Idanre 

and Other Poems 
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I 1. Soyinka, W. Ak. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

I To the child Soyinka, born to a Christian school-

I
teacher and his wife, Eniola (the Wild Christian), Ogun was 

"the pagan's devil who kills people and fights everybody", 

I yet it is Ogun who is to become the dominant deity whose 

influence profoundly affects the works of the adult 

Soyinka, for "Ogun protects his own" and this protection is 

ensured by the child's pagan grandfather who takes the 

eight year old boy and dedicates him to this savage and 

terrifying deity (Ake 140). Simultaneously god of 

creation and destruction, Ogun is a segment of the primal, 

cohesive godhead, Orisa-nia , from whom was born the 

entire Yoruba pantheon, until the first apostate, the 

iconoclast Atunda, slave to this prime divinity, rolled the 

boulder "down the hill of the beginning" (I 68), creating 

the multiple godhead and leaving man vulnerable to the 

caprice and callousness of the fragmented gods. 

Each civilisation needs its myths upon which to 

base its socio-religious foundations and it is these myths 

which enable man to exist with a modicum of security 

within the unimaginable vastness of a universe he is ill 

equipped to understand. Life within a circumscribed 

microcosm is comprehensible: exposure to the blinding 

limitlessness of space leaves man vulnerable and 

defenceless. In self-defence, Hellenism produced Zeus and 
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the inhabitants of Mount Olympus; Hinduism provides its 

adherents with an overwhelming phalanx of gods who 

regiment its every thought; Judo-Christianity offers a 

galaxy of saints and, so too, the Yorubas have their own 

deities who have a profound effect upon their daily 

existence. 

The cosmology embodied in Ifa, the traditional 

religious system of the Yoruba people, was the essence 

within which Soyinka originally worked and although many 

of his later writings, such as A Play of Giants , are overt 

political statements, the underlying theme remains the 

disruption of humanity and the brutality of power as only 

the gods might conceive it. It is doubtful that a 

Kamini/Amin, that unworthy claimant to Shaka's sandals, 

could have achieved his supreme status in a society which 

had remained intact and cohesive: although perhaps not 

even Ogun would have aspired to such outrageous 

sacrificial demands as were made by that "virulent 

misshapen freak... sired on Africa by Europe" (Achebe, 

Anthills of the Savannah 52). 

There is an observable development in Soyinka's 

work since his incarceration in Kaduna during the Civil 

War: as Jeyifo states in his introduction to Art, Dialogue 

and Outrage (xxi/ii), Soyinka appears to have transcended 

his early mythopoeic stage and entered into a pessimistic 

acceptance of the reality that Africa's problems are not 
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unique to Africa but are similar to those being experienced 

world-wide, and hence stem less from endogenous 

weaknesses than from a universal "collapse of humanity". 

This endorses Wright's contention that from his post-

Civil War writings, Soyinka seems to have emerged as "... a 

political pragmatist and a pessimistic humanist who is 

deeply suspicious of all ideologies" (Ritual Context 59) 

Soyinka's later development notwithstanding, I 

believe that in the four works to be considered he has used 

Ogun as a means of expressing the evolutionary process 

which Africa, and specifically Nigeria, was undergoing 

following decolonisation, and also of stating that the 

influence of European culture which had been 

superimposed upon the indigenous mores would be 

diminished exponentially by the sheer power 

of African consciousness, for Africa's historic vision has 

been strongly rooted through centuries, and although 

quiescent under colonialism must again emerge intact. 
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I CHAPTER I 

I THE ROAD 

The manner in which Soyinka illustratively uses 

I Ogun varies within each of the four major works to be 

addressed. 

I The Road takes the most metaphysical approach to 

I 
reality in Soyinka's work. Through it we may reach an 

understanding of the cosmic totality of Yoruba beliefs and 

I the demands which Ogun makes upon his adherents, 

particularly the demand that his rituals be carried out 

I with a rigour and formality permitting of no inexactitude. 

Soyinka, in his chapter "Morality and Aesthetics in the 

I Ritual Archetype" in Myth, Literature and the African 

World traces the genealogy of the Yoruba pantheon, a 

complexity of gods who find their completeness only in a 

union with man, a union shattered by the actions of Atunda 

so that "... a mere plague of finite chaos/Stood between the 

gods and man" (I 70). Ogun becomes the first god to cross 

the chthonic realm, the "Void's regenerate Wastes" (1 61), 

and thus has Orphic analogies. The gods' quest to re-unite 

with man in one totality is led by Ogun, the adventurer, 

the explorer, the "god that ventures first", who has visited 

earth before and who knew how to smelt iron and forge 

technical instruments. Ogun has performed the first rite 

of passage by building the road which reconnects the gods 

to man, enabling them to live in a harmony which includes 

the living, the dead and the yet unborn, thus at the 
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I metaphysical level providing the Yoruba with a 

philosophical/religious continuum upon which to base his 

I daily life. As Soyinka explains, the past, present and 

I
future are so encompassed in the Yoruba world view that 

there is an acceptance of the gods' prerogative of eternity 

I which does not distance them from humanity as the 

Christian concept of eternity distances its deity 

I (ADO 23). "The deities stand in the same situation to the 

I 
living as do the ancestors and the unborn, obeying the same 

laws, suffering the same agonies and uncertainties, 

I employing the same masonic intelligence of rituals for the 

perilous plunge into the fourth area of experience, the 

I immeasurable gulf of transition" (ADO 26). Yet the 

Yoruba accepts the existence of a gulf between man, his 

I ancestors his and gods, and the spiritual guardians of this 

' gulf must constantly be placated with sacrifices and 

rituals if there is to be a hope that the abyss may be 

I traversed by man. So it is that one of Ogun's major 

emblems is the Mbius strip, that ribbon of continuity, 

I which he symbotises by the snake and which becomes 

I 
emblematic of all roads so that he assumes the role of god 

of roads and the patron saint of drivers. 

I Ogun is a many-faceted god, his explorations having 

given him title to being god of creativity, associated with 

I harvests and rain, while his technological exploits have, 

paradoxically, made him god of war and death. It is in 

I this latter role that Ogun dominates The Road. Here 

I Soyinka explores only the destructive element of his god, 

ignoring his attributes of being also an "orphans' shield" 

I 
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I who can "smile his peace". He is portrayed primarily as 

the "scrap-iron dealer" who has "retched on this fresh 

I plunder" and is shown as having no benign characteristics, 

I for in his drunken rage he has tasted the blood of his own 

men and become a "lust-blind, gore-drunk Hunter" with an 

insatiable appetite for sacrifice (1 72,63,14,75). When 

interviewed by The New Statesman in 1968, Soyinka 

I stated that The Road is concerned with the reality of 

I
death and it is this reality which the Professor is seeking 

through his quest for the Word, which for him is the 

essence of death. But dying is the only means of gaining 

empirical knowledge of death and this the Professor 

I refuses to acknowledge, hoping vicariously to gain his 

I 
knowledge through association with death; through 

accidents which he is instrumental in orchestrating as he 

I uproots road warning signs, and through dealing with the 

artifacts of death which are retrieved from road wrecks 

I and sold at his "Aksident Store". 

In The Road Soyinka uses Ogun as a channel through 

I which "the to examine fourth space, the dark continuum of 

I
transition where occurs the inter-transmutation of 

essence-ideal and materiality" (MLAW 26) , the state of 

I transition existing between life and death; one of the 

inevitable rites of passage which we must all experience, 

I but from which none returns with tidings. Murano, the 

I
Egun gun who had been killed at the last Festival of Ogun, 

is held in a loose captivity by the Professor who believes 

that this creature, now existing in a half life, can reveal 

the true Word, for Murano was killed whilst in a state of 

I 

I 



I 8 

I spiritual possession by the god through the medium of the 

Egungun mask. He is in the Agemo phase which Soyinka 

I describes as the passage from the human to the divine 

I
essence, an arrest of time, a suspension of death. 

Murano, therefore, exists in a transitional world which is 

neither material nor spiritual, with one foot in each 

sphere, his "big toe - the left one of course - resting on 

I the slumbering chrysalis" that is the underworld 

187), as he gradually sinks to disintegration, to 
I

(TR 

"define his being anew in Ogun's embrace" (OA 9). For the 

I
Professor, a large part of Murano is now the god incarnate 

and it is this divine presence he believes he has captured, 

I rather than the physical body of the dead man, and it is 

I 
from this presence that he feels he can obtain the essence 

of death, which is the Word. In an obvious allusion to the 

I 23rd Psalm, Murano is a "shadow in the valley of the 

shadow of!" (TR 205), one whose "roots have come out in 

I the other world" (CP1 150). The Professor is, in fact, 

treading a tightrope between the material and the 

I spiritual "tampering worlds and consequently is with 

I
dangerous and impenetrable spiritual mysteries" 

(Probyn 18). As Say Tokyo Kid tells the Professor, I' ... 

I you're fooling around where you ain't got no business" (TR 

226). 

The Road was written in 1965, two years after 

I
Nigeria was declared a republic, having gained 

independence in 1960; she was, therefore, very much in 

I the transitional stage and the play may be viewed as an 

allegory of the country's situation, spreadeagled between 

I 
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I the subservience of Colonialism and the need to find her 

own internal social structure and national identity. 

I Death and the King's Horseman , although not written until 

I
1975, is also concerned with the state of transition from 

the traditional Yoruba belief in spiritual continuity to that 

I of the westernised school of thought that life must 

continue as long as possible, to be enjoyed as 

I hedonistically as possible. The Elesin is unwilling to 

I
forego the pleasures of his new-found bride, so his son 

takes his place, thus ensuring the balance of continuity 

I and the currents of change from one generation to the next. 

By this ritual act of self-sacrifice the son ensures that 

I traditional values are maintained, but simultaneously he 

I 
is denying his country the guidance he might have offered 

"the it as enlightened, Western-educated mediator 

I between the colonial and traditional worlds, one who was 

involved in the process of historical change and who would 

I have helped to ease the national rite of passage from 

colonialism to independence" (Wright, Post-Colonial Lit. 

I 11). 

I The Road occurs entirely in the interrupted 

ritualistic phase of the Drivers' Festival. Murano's death 

I whilst in the Agemo state has interfered with an Ogunian 

rite, thus challenging one of the Yoruba fundamental 

I beliefs and traditions, leaving a state of spiritual and 

I
psychological chaos, and order cannot be restored until the 

broken sequence is completed and appropriate adjustment 

I made for the disturbance caused by this interruption 

(Wright, Soyinka Round-Up 4). Thus, it is necessary that 

I 
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an appropriate sacrifice be offered to Ogun and that 

Murano be permitted to continue his journey across the 

I gulf of transition. 

I
The Road is an amalgam of Christian philosophy 

and Yoruba traditions. Running parallel to the pagan rites 

I which embrace the lorry drivers is the personal ritual 

which the Professor has established: this has heavy 

I Christian overtones, a fact that is emphasised by his 

I
having located his Store immediately adjacent to the 

church. His is the "only house of rest from which you can 

I see into the altar", despite his having been sacked from his 

position as lay preacher for blasphemy and for leaving the 

I coffers of the church much depleted (TR 206) . He 

believes that he could have found the Christian Word 

I through the Bible, which is briefly glimpsed resting on the 

I
bronze eagle of the pulpit, but this is now barred to him 

and he realises that by his actions he has divorced himself 

I from his own path to salvation: ". . . of all the windows of 

that church, only that is kept shut" (TR 206). The fact 

I that the window is wide open to other eyes is irrelevant; 

I
to him it is barred, thus confirming his belief that he is 

personally refused reacceptance by his church, for the 

I wages of sin are eternal death, and his expulsion from the 

Church can be attributed in large part to his own moral 

I death. Hence, he looks to Murano and Ogun to lead him to 

I
where he will find the meaning of the Word, but his 

present perception of the Word has become a travesty of 

I the Christian ethics he once espoused. In justification of 

his new role, he becomes the aggressive critic of 

I 
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I Christianity regarding it as the distortion, while his 

quest represents the truth (Probyn 27). By siting his 

I "Aksident Store" adjacent to the church, the Professor is 

I counterpointing the religious and the secular. 

Kotonu may be compared with Murano, for he, too, 

appears to be living a half-life: since his terrifying 

experience at the broken bridge he has existed in a 

I personal hiatus between life and the horror of death. 

I Having so closely encountered death, cheating it by the 

merest chance, he finds himself unable to savour life, 

I balancing precariously between his old existence and the 

knowledge that his truck should have reached the broken 

I bridge first and that it is he and his passengers who 

I should be lying dead on the river bed. During the Drivers' 

Festival Kotonu has accidentally killed Murano who was 

I wearing the mask of Ogun and so was in the god's 

possession and care. Kotonu has thus sacrificed one of 

I Ogun's own, and his terror of the god's retribution is 

I 
intense: in donning the Egungun mask while it is still wet 

with Murano's blood Kotonu becomes convinced that he has 

i assumed the spirit of the man he has just killed, and his 

panic increases until he collapses, writhing, on the ground. 

I This fear of being possessed by the spirit of the dead is 

also reinforced by Samson's horror as he realises that 

I while parading in Sergeant Burma's old uniform he has 

I been "fooling around pretending to be a dead man" (TR 

218), and, more particularly, one who became a victim of 

I Ogun's insatiable greed. Samson can accept the need to 

placate Ogun: he can pragmatically ignore a close 

I 
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I encounter with death on the road - "Sensible men turn 

from what they may not see" (TR 196) - and he can justify 

I the pillaging of wrecks, but he cannot countenance the 

I
possibility of being possessed by the spirit of an 

individual victim of Ogun, of being left in the Agemo state 

I of limbo, and of knowing that he is the next sacrifice to 

his god. 

I As the ritual of Christianity takes place in the 

I
small church, the Professor conducts his own 

counterpoised rites to Ogun: when Samson begs Kotonu to 

I make obeisance to Ogun by killing a dog, serving Ogun his 

titbit so that the god's hunger will not demand weightier 

I meat, the Professor angrily denies Samson's litany, "May 

I 
we never walk while the road waits, famished" (TR 199). 

To the Professor the need for constant sacrifice to Ogun is 

I transparent, for it is only through this unending stream of 

death that he can hope to achieve knowledge of the Word. 

1  His aim is to pursue his followers to the very brink of the 

abyss to gain foreknowledge of the transitional rites that 

I may "And enable him personally to cheat death: should I 

I
not hope . . . to cheat, to anticipate the final confrontation" 

(TR 223/24). The Professor sees the Word not only as 

I the Christian Word of God according to the Gospel of St. 

John, which is a life-giving force, but as a companion to 

I Death; thus while he can appreciate in the three bodies 

I
"crucified in the rigid branches" an analogy to the 

Crucifixion at Golgotha, he regards the deaths as a 

I sacrifice to the road, for his view of death on the road is 

that it is never an accident, but always a sacrifice for 

I 
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I which the road raises a victory cry (TR 159). Those 

I 
sacrificed, however, must be willing to die for their 

beliefs, a point which Soyinka reinforces in The Strong 

I Breed, when Eman becomes the voluntarily carrier in place 

of the idiot Ifada. The death of Sergeant Burma, therefore, 

I is an acceptable offering to Ogun as "he preferred his 

wretched motor transport" to the safer occupation of 

I joining Particulars Joe in the police force (TR 216). 

I
While accepting the primacy of Ogun, the Professor, 

nevertheless, continues to conduct his life at a level 

I which functions parallel to his foresworn Christian ethics. 

As the evening communion is held in the adjoining church, 

I Murano proffers palm wine to the Professor and his 

I
assemblage, in a parody of Christ offering His body and His 

blood at the Last Supper, but first Murano prostrates 

I himself, making a libation to Africa's earth: as the 

Christian communicants raise their voices in praise of 

1  God, the Professor's "rejects" and "fallen" sing a paean of 

I 
praise to him. 

Unlike the Professor, Say Tokyo Kid endures no dual 

I allegiances. He is well aware that he may eventually be a 

sacrifice to the road, but is determined that his death 

I shall be caused by only the highest grade of timber, which 

he exclusively carries on his lorry. As he says, if one is 

I to be killed by a car, let it be a limousine, not a 

I
Volkswagen (TR 172), but at the same time he tries to 

ensure his longevity by making the appropriate 

I propitiation to the spirits which dwell within the wood, 

knowing they will try to wrench the steering from his 

I 
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I hand, for "there is a spirit in hell for every guy of timber" 

I 
(TR 171). Despite his outward nonchalance, he, like his 

fellow drivers and touts, is dominated by the Professor, 

I
whose influence over them is tantamount to the power 

which a witch doctor would exert over his villagers, using 

spells and portents. The Professor's strengths have been 

I 
diminished and twisted by his obsession, his weaknesses 

emphasised by the power which he flaunts over his drivers. 

I
He overpowers them with his oratory, weaves a spell with 

his curses and his turgid language, largely 

I incomprehensible to them, and so is held in awe by them. 

He is a corrupt and tainted charlatan, struggling to gain a 

hold on the spirit without having the necessary 

spirituality of character truly to understand what he is 

seeking, a seeker in the dark, blinded in part by his own 

corruption and in part by his lack of faith in either the 

Christian church which offers the solution of ultimate 

resurrection, or the Yoruba traditions which he challenges 

in the Egungun mask. For him to gain the knowledge he so 

urgently seeks, requires that he personally "bares the 

skulking face of death", which he has so far attempted to 

view vicariously (YR 224). 

I cannot share Gerald Weales's view that the 

Professor is "a marvelous comic character" and can see no 

hint of humour in his fetish with the transitionary phase 

between life and death (10). His obsession is complete 

and he is willing to sacrifice anyone - his own men, 

passing motorists, the passengers in the "mammy wagons" 
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I -  in order to distil the essence of death for his own self- 

I
preservation and gratification. He is a power of evil, of 

corruption, and as such must finally be annihilated. In 

this he shares certain characteristics with the Old Man in 

Madmen and Specialists, the esoteric whose fixations have 

I breached the wall of sanity and who has become a danger 

I
to his companions. 

He may also be considered as an element of the 

I allegory through which Sayinka represents what has been 

happening since the colonial power left Nigeria. Although 

I an underlay of bribery and corruption at the African level 

had existed under the official British authority, after 

I independence this appears to have been given free rein 

I with quite disastrous results for the country's economy 

and for its moral development. Soyinka tackles the matter 

I of corruption at several levels in The Road. The 

Professor steals his drivers' money and suggests that 

I their wages be "garnisheed" to pay for the licences which 

I
he forges. Particulars Joe, the policeman, chases his 

suspects to the Professor's door at precisely the hour 

I when he knows that palm wine will be freely poured and he 

attempts to pocket the coin which Samson has overlooked 

I on the ground, remarking that bribes have been left for 

him in more peculiar places. He is also happy to accept 

the stick of hemp proferred by Say Tokyo Kid. The corrupt 

politician, Chief-in-Town, hires Say Tokyo Kid and his 

thugs ostensibly as his bodyguard at what he knows will 

be a rough political party meeting, and he pays in the drug 

which Say Tokyo Kid and Particulars Joe enjoy. 

I 
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Say Tokyo Kid is tough, rugged and modern, a city- 

boy who has embraced the seamier aspects of modernity 

I and whose American jargon Soyinka uses to demonstrate 

cultural slide which youthful "modern" Nigeria has 
I

the 

entered, accepting the refuse of other cultures, as the 

Professor accepts the rejects and the fallen of humanity. 

As Ogunba states, Soyinka sees Nigeria as a society not 

I yet reconciled fully to its environment, "whose values are 

I 
still in a state of flux" (115). He accepts this present 

period of Nigeria's development as one of inevitable 

transition from indigenous values to the ephemeral 

materialism of the Western world, but he believes that 

I what is currently happening in his country may also be 

viewed through the Western paradigm of conceptual time 

I which must ultimately be subsumed by, and embodied in, 

I
the Yoruba world view of the eternal continuum. Thus, in 

the closing moments of the play, Ogun must predominate 

I and be assuaged. It is the Professor's final act of hubris, 

the overwhelming vanity of a man attempting to usurp the 

I gods' knowledge to himself, that causes his eventual 

I
downfall. "Who brings a god to supper, guard him well/ 

And set his place with a long bamboo pole" (I 72). In his 

most despicable act of sacrilege, he returns the mute, 

Murano, to the mask and knowingly, therefore, ensures his 

I repossession by Ogun. While Ogun embraces what is 

already his own, he is unwilling to forego the sacrifice 

I demanded by the interruption of his ritual; Kotonu is too 

I indifferent an offering, a reluctant ram upon the altar, but 

the Professor has sought the knowledge, the understanding 

I 
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of the Word, and through the intercession of the mask Ogun ' accepts him as the just and appropriate votive offering. 

As the drivers realise the Professor's ultimate profanity 

I
in desecrating the mask, he is killed. 

At the metaphysical level, the play is juxtaposing 

I Christianity and the Yoruba cosmological knowledge of 

what Soyinka calls the Fourth Stage, the transition I between life and death. Despite the attempts to 

I
superimpose Christianity upon Africa, traditional tribal 

religions and customs will prevail and must be the final 

I lore upon which Yoruba life is based. The adventures of 

colonialism and Christianity must be permitted to settle, I to Africa's sink and become an amorphous part of entire 

I
history, subsumed by the Yoruba world view to become no 

more than insignificant moments in its immensity. 

I 
I All 

Ogun is the tale that wags the dog, 
dogs, and all have had their day. 

I (QA 6) 

I 
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CHAPTER II 

THE INTERPRETERS 

I Soyinka's first novel, The Interpreters , written in 

1965 has often been described as "difficult". I believe 

I this is because it is not until the denouement , when Kola 

I
unveils his painting, that it is possible to establish the 

direct relationship between the characters and the gods 

I which Kola sees them as interpreting. An understanding of 

the novel develops in a series of "flashbacks", in much the 

I same manner as the book is written. The characters 

I 
initially appear superficial and somewhat lacking in 

individual reality: they seldom take positive action 

I throughout their lives, but rather interpret what they see 

and experience. While they are attempting to interpret 

I themselves, Soyinka is interpreting them as facets of the 

Yoruba pantheon through Kola's painting, and 

I simultaneously they are finding their actions influenced by 

I
the need, and wish, to represent these gods. The 

Interpreters is a novel of confusion; the characters are 

I confused about their identity, not only within themselves, 

but also in relation to their gods and to their place in 

I Nigerian society. As Booth says, Soyinka is "constantly 

examining his experience and attempting to understand 

himself and his society to find a constructive role" 

(Writers & Politics in Nigeria 123). He tends to enjoy 

flaunting his cultural credentials, but in the contemporary 

F, 

I 

I 
I 
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I situation of his country, where tradition and modernity 

I 
were rivals, and where classes still remain sharply 

divided, there can be few social factors which command 

I commitment, and thus if Soyinka appears to present a 

confusing face in this work, it is little more than a 

I reflection of the situation with which Nigeria was 

confronted. The Interpreters shows a lack of that 

I maturity which Soyinka has developed in his later career. 

I There appears to be no smooth transition between the 

metaphysical aspects of the novel and the socio-political 

1 and satiric elements. The leap into the second book is 

abrupt: Soyinka does not bridge the gulf between the 

I satire of the Oguazor's cocktail party and the violence of 

I 
Sekoni's sudden death, nor are there transitional guide- 

posts from the sexual/religious connotations of the 

I student's seduction at Ogun's river into the cocktail party. 

This may be the writer's literary immaturity and the 

1 conflicts he faces in moving between socio-political 

I 
comments and the metaphysical intricacies of Kola's 

interpretation of the Pantheon, but it may also be his 

I deliberate intention, indicative of the inability of his 

interpreters to create the bridges which are necessary for 

I them to cross the chasms in their own lives. 

In The Interpreters , Soyinka is attempting to 

I portray (through the pantheon of Yoruba mythology) the 

I
struggle of Nigeria to establish a foothold in a situation 

where it is precariously spreadeagled between the old and 

I the new. Its traditions stretch back millenia, but it has 

I 

I 
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I been thrust unpreparedly into the twentieth century by its 

I 
sudden cleavage from the colonial power and by its urgent 

need to become a political force in its own right. Soyinka 

1 uses the characters in his works to demonstrate the 

problems confronting his country but, unlike several of his 

I fellow African writers, he transcends purely domestic 

writing, where local matters of village or district are 

discussed and, through his Yoruba philosophy, he addresses 

the universal problems which affect all mankind. Thus, in 

The Interpreters he discusses not only his characters' 

reluctance to take issue with life, but their relationship 

with the gods under whose aegis they exist and their 

interrelationship with contemporary society. 

Like Achebe's Obi in Things Fall Apart, all of the 

interpreters are "been-tos", determined to use their 

European experience for the improvement of Nigerian 

society and each, like Obi, is disappointed to find his 

attempts are repulsed by the entrenched bureaucracy 

which has developed since Independence. Each adopts 

different methods of coping with the rebuffs he 

experiences, but ultimately each withdraws to his own 

internal refuge. As Booth states in Writers and Politics in 

Nigeria , the interpreters fail in their public role, not 

because of their commitment to Nigeria, but because of 

the corruption of society; and as authority rejects their 

individual efforts each moves from the public arena into 

his own personal retreat of religion, art or marriage 

(132). Many of Soyinka's works give prominence to the 

I 
I 
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I fact that corruption appears to function at all levels of 

I 
Nigerian society. Sir Derinola and Chief Winsala, while 

overtly using their influence to gain privilege, are no more 

I
morally degraded than Dr. Lumoye who implies that had 

Egbo's hapless student accepted his covert advances he 

I may well have been prepared to terminate her pregnancy; 

I 
or the distasteful Joe Golder who uses his American 

wealth, and doubtless his homosexual proclivities, to 

I
destroy the pride of the aspiring male dancer, just as he 

destroyed his own father. 

I Egbo, as the character around whom most of the 

novel revolves, must choose between inheriting his 

I traditional role as village chieftain, where his political 

I
influence would be considerable, and continuing among the 

"dull grey filing cabinets" of the Foreign Office (TI 12). 

I Ultimately, he is reluctant to leave the capital with all its 

urban facilities; although he despises "the age which 

I stood to mutilate his beginnings" and is bored with his 

job, he lacks the commitment needed to take up the 

challenge offered by the chieftaincy (TI 11). While he 

acknowledges that modern society is corrupt, he admits 

that the past was no more pristine than the present for the 

old grandfather also had his immoral facets, his power and 

wealth having been gained, in large part, from his 

smuggling activities and his success in avoiding 

government taxes. In depicting Egbo's childhood, it 

would appear that Soyinka has drawn heavily upon his 

relationship with his own grandfather, a man whom he 

describes with affection in Ake and who obviously 

Ill 
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I influenced his formative years. So Egbo drifts with the 

I
tide, as he always does, making no personal decision but 

allowing events to carry him along, as Kola says, like an 

I apostate (TI 34). Through this inactivity he can be 

contrasted strongly with Olunde who, in Death and the 

I King's Horseman , takes the sacrificial place of his 

I 
apostate father, the Elesin, so that the world shall not be 

tilted from its course. 

I Of the principal characters, Sekoni is the only 

one who does not abrogate his responsibility and debt to 

I society, but accepts the challenge offered when he is 

I 
posted to a remote village. His spirit is continually 

broken by the system which sees little gain for the corrupt 

I individual official in building a small power-efficient 

electricity generating station. When he is vindictively 

I certified as insane, he turns his back upon the system that 

crucified his career and channels his creative talents into 

I sculpting, producing the one masterpiece, the Wrestler, 

I
which undoubtedly epitomises his own struggles, before 

again being sacrificed, this time finally, to Ogun in a car 

I accident. Sagoe, like Egbo, comes to terms with Nigeria 

as he finds it and, realising his impotence to effect real 

I change, makes little attempt to tilt at windmills, but 

I 
withdraws into a personally evolved philosophy of 

voidancy, adopting as a means of escape a scatological 

I approach to life's problems, akin to that of Swift. He sees 

his world as void of progress, as an emptiness which he is 

I unable to fill and his refuge becomes a state of cynical 

inertia within which he cocoons himself until he finally 

I 
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makes a commitment - to marriage - realising that his 

alter ego, the long-suffering Dehinwa, has played an 

I important role in his tortuous path to maturity. As 

points out, a belief in the integrity of 
I

Kinkead-Weekes 

humanity is the underlying base of Sagoe's existence and, 

I finding himself trapped in a corrupt system, he escapes 

through his fantasy of voidancy and alcohol (220). Moore 

I makes a valid point when he says that none of the 

I 
interpreters really breaks free from the corrupt embrace 

of their society and none makes the critical choices which 

I will leave the old life behind (Twelve African Writers 

228). In this inertia they contrast with Ofeyi and lriyise 

Iof Season for Anomy who are transformed to become 

heroic redeemers of their society. 

I Whereas in The Road Soyinka leaves one 

i convinced that traditional Yoruba mores will continue and 

prevail despite superimposed colonial beliefs, in The 

I Interpreters he presents the unresolved dilemma of the 

young intellectuals who must choose between abandoning 

I the integrity less of the ancient gods and accepting the 

I
pleasant aspects of modernity into which Nigeria is 

hurling itself. Kinkead-Weekes considers that the 

interpreters are unable to face this abyss and in their 

commmon lethargy appear comfortable with neither the 

I past nor the present (223) . Sekoni, nevertheless, does 

I 
remind them of the importance of the bridge as the dome 

of religion and the fact that on a bridge one can go both 

I backwards and forwards (TI 9). The Interpreters is only 

indirectly a statement concerning the influence of the 

I 
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I gods upon man and is more directly a social comment on 

I
the effects of the latter half of the twentieth century 

upon a certain class of Nigerians, one which has enjoyed 

I the privilege of education, but which must now, whilst 

attempting to maintain its moral integrity, face the choice 

I between centuries of tradition and the relatively 

unexplored present. 

I Soyinka's contempt for the philistinism of the 

elite among his compatriots is evident in the vignettes he 

paints of the Managing Director who corrupts Chiang Kai- 

I shek to "Shanghai Chek" (TI 78): and of Faseyi with his 

fanatical determination that Monica shall conform to what 

I he is "polite" considers society. But his greatest 

I
contempt is reserved for Professor Oguazor who berates 

"meral terpitude", whose "Ceroline" adores "chendeliers", 

I whose house is adorned with plastic fruit, and who can 

hypocritically be horrified at the young student's 

I pregnancy while he clandestinely maintains an 

I
illegitimate daughter in England - the "plastic apple of 

his eye" (TI 149). Soyinka contrasts these people with 

I Faseyi's mother whose simple honesty ensures that she 

loves Moni for herself, seeing no contradictions in the 

I girl's innocent, albeit naive, repudiation of the artificial 

conventions. However, Soyinka does not reserve his 

I contempt solely for the status-seeking elite but, as 

Morrison rightly comments, his "superior" interpreters are 

not so different from the group they despise. Instead of 

I seeking a way through the morass of the "transitional gulf" 

of contemporary Nigeria for the floundering members of 

I 
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I their chaotic society to follow, they prefer to continue 

their self-indulgent lives, offering society no 

I revitalisation (Ogun as Touchstone 61/62). 

I Although Egbo complains that Kola has depicted 

him as the purely destructive element of Ogun, his own 

I attitude throughout the novel does little to introduce the 

paradigm of Ogun's creative role. His mystical initiation 

I begins with his heightened sense of reality, following the 

I loss of his virginity to the courtesan, Simi: he takes 

spiritual refuge by Ogun's river where he views the 

I bridge's span as a symbol of the god's staves and lances, 

and the site becomes his personal, sacred altar, and it is 

I to this altar that he brings his student that she also may 

I 
sacrifice her virginity. In Moore's description of this 

initiation, Egbo experiences "a sense of sexual possession 

I by the god of the river; he is broken apart and reborn from 

the husk of his old self. And henceforth he knows himself 

I as the companion of Ogun" (Wole Soyinka 82): 

I for it seemed to him that he was born again, 
he felt night now as a womb of the gods and a 

I 
passage for travellers . . . He left with a gift that 
he could not define upon his body . . . Knowledge he 
called it . . . an awareness that led him 

I dangerously towards a rocksalt psyche, a predator 
on Nature. 

I (TI 127) 

I Sayinka, however, in a private letter states that Egbo's 

experience should be viewed at the metaphysical rather 

I 
I 
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I than the sexual level since, as a writer, Soyinka 

distinguishes between the mystical and the sexual in 

I religious experience, while recognising where the two 

I
merge (quoted in Wole Soyinka 74, 1978). 

By Egbo's very inaction he allows into existence a 

I destructive element: his education could have offered a 

bridge to the community of Osa, giving it the opportunity 

I to move from the strictly traditional, but he drifts, thus 

I
robbing the village of his knowledge in much the same 

manner as Olunde robs the kingdom of Oyo, but for far less 

I altruistic reasons. His seduction of the nameless student 

is devoid of any thought for her and the possible 

I repercussions his act may have upon her life; he does not 

I 
even bother to ask her name. He and the other 

interpreters merely observe as the mob attempt to lynch 

the young thief, but make no attempt to save him, leaving 

this for the albino Lazarus. Egbo's anger at Oguazor's 

I callous condemnation of the pregnant girl is directed 

outward to the Professor, with no consideration that he 

I should be looking inward to his own vacuity and lack of 

I
positive action, and with no recognition of the fact that he 

is the direct cause of the girl's predicament. By washing 

I the virginal girl's hymeneal flow into the river, Egbo is, 

perhaps unconsciously, making his obeisance to Ogun, 

I offering the sacrifice demanded by the god, which is 

I
analogised in The Road when a human cargo spilled by the 

lorry accident is tipped below the "bridge, a black rise of 

I buttocks, two unyielding thighs and that red trickle like a 

woman washing her monthly pain in a thin river" (TR 197). 

I 
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He seems to be incapable of recognising within himself the 

potential for destruction which Kola understands and 

I depicts as the blood-splattered, frenzied Ogun who has 

I
just slaughtered his own men. Egbo identifies himself 

only with the creative Ogun, "the primal mechanic 

I .  . . 

{who} . . . made an anvil of the peaks": as Moore points 

out, he cannot accept that a vein of destructive violence is 

I inseparable from Ogun's dynamism and creativity and that 

I
this violence can be contained only when its presence has 

been admitted by every follower of the god (Wole Soyinka 

I 77). Kola has painted actuality: Egbo as destroyer, who 

has not yet benefited society, who lacks the Ogunian 

I challenge and, consequently, the Promethean instinct in 

I
man (Morrison 66). Sekoni demonstrates far greater 

Ogunian characteristics than does Egbo: like Ogun, Sekoni 

I has asserted his will, first by building (against immense 

opposition) the power station of his vision, and later by 

I his Laocoonian Wrestler. Like the god he has endured a 

period of madness and by crossing this personal gulf 

I he has emerged purified and spiritually cleansed, to 

I become the only member of the interpreters who is an 

acceptable sacrifice to Ogun. The others prove themselves 

I as unworthy of being the god's chosen, for Ogun is a 

selective god who will accept Sekoni but reject Egbo or 

I Sagoe, just as he accepted the Professor and rejected 

I
Tokyo Joe. 

The character who radiates the greatest empathy 

I in The Interpreters is Bandele, for it is he who offers a 

leavening influence on the others, attempting to make 

I 
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them act positively - "Which way, man? You haven't said" 

(TI 14). He becomes their moral questioner, the one 

I who ultimately finds them wanting. Despite their 

i
professed agony at Sekoni's death, he is the only one who 

attends the funeral and shows concern for the bereaved 

I family. While it may appear controversial that he 

protects Joe Golder from prosecution after Noah has leapt 

I to his death escaping the homosexual's assault, it also 

I
shows his respect for what remains of the humanity of the 

singer. A decision must be made, and rapidly, and it is 

I only Bandele who is willing to make that decision. Egbo 

again drifts and, despite his revulsion at the American's 

I sexuality, he accepts Bandele's pronouncement that Noah 

I 
has fallen during a house-breaking episode, knowing the 

truth would require him to act positively and thus would 

I disrupt his life. Unlike Egbo, Bandele respects human 

dignity and finds the inhumanity of his friends 

I unacceptable. Their apparent refusal to deal seriously 

with Noah's death and Golder's breakdown disturbs him 

I greatly: "I expect Joe Golder has put years on me. But I 

I
will not snap" (TI 244). Like Sekoni, Bandele endures 

Ogunian anguish, but transcends his suffering (Morrison 

I 69). Bandele does not appear on Kola's pantheon which 

portrays only some of the gods, Obatala being among those 

I missing. But it is Obatala, the moulder, whom Bandele 

I
most resembles, Obatala the tolerant and wise, the god 

whose passivity hides an underlying power and strength of 

I purpose. Thus, the painting is as inadequate as the 

interpreters it characterises. 

I 
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Golder's homosexuality is reinforced in his 

portrayal by Kola as the pantheistic bisexual Erinle: he 

I finds the painting unflattering but takes consolation from 

I
the thought that "perhaps the god is even worse off" (TI 

233). At least Golder's preferences lie in only one 

I direction. Kola has, perhaps unconsciously, realised the 

opposing forces which exist within Golder for Erinle is 

I both predator and benefactor, a god of violence and of 

I
healing, just as Ogun is both creator and destroyer 

(Kinkead-Weekes 232). Golder's influence on the group is 

far-reaching and divisive: an apostle of negritude, 

although only one quarter negro himself, he is obsessed 

with his Africanness, yet he remains fundamentally a 

I 
white man with some black colouring, and a man who 

fears violence upon himself but commits violence and 

I depredation upon those whose paths cross his. In contrast, 

the albino Lazarus is a black man whose colouration 

I happens to be white and upon whom the novel's 

religious aspects centre. His position is central in Kola's 
I painting, although the artist only latterly realises the 

I
depth of the man in comparison with the facile emptiness 

of the vagrant Noah, who was destined to be the original 

I Esumare. But Esumare is more than merely the rainbow; he 

is the bridge which joins man to the heavens and Kola 

I understands that Noah lacks the true conviction and 

I
commitment which Lazarus has embraced. Unlike 

Soyinka's other religious protagonist, the charlatan 

I Brother Jeroboam, whose religious activities are based 

entirely upon mercenary advantage, Lazarus appears to 

I 
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have genuinely undergone a mystical-religious experience 

which has transformed him. Whether or not he is a black 

man who has literally arisen from the dead to find himself 

an albino is irrelevant; the fact remains that something of 

enormous moment has happened in his life which has 

changed him and given him a new and decisive 

religious/philosophical orientation. As Kinkead-Weekes 

writes, "What he preaches is an African version of the 

Christian mystery, that all men must die to their old 

corruption and be resurrected in Christ" (230). Similarly, 

in the Yoruba tradition, man must (at least symbolically) 

sacrifice a scapegoat who will bear the burden of casting 

out the corruption and sins of each old year in order that 

I
the new may enter unsullied. 

Egbo, the unbeliever, views Lazarus as a 

mountebank, a Svengali who has entrapped his Trilby in the 

shape of Noah, and he cynically refuses to believe as 

I genuine the transformation of Noah from street-thief to 

I 
one who is imbued with the holy spirit of God , seeing his 

air of purity as merely a reflection of Lazarus's religious 

zeal - or as that of a Judas. In this he assesses the boy 

more accurately than does Kola who initially sees in Noah 

I a Christ figure. It is only later that Kola realises the 

shallowness of the youth and sees him not as Esumare, 

I "the vomit streak of the heavenly serpent", but merely as 

I
Esu, the spirit of disorder. 

Thus, it is Lazarus who becomes the "bridge of 

I moon-beam piercing sky and earth, slight as a ghost, 

weary as the resurrection . . . wreathed in nothing but 

I 
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I light, a pure rainbow translucence" (TI 237/232), but in 

Kola's picture he represents not only Esumare but also the 

I Christ-figure who rose on the third day that He might save 

I man; thus the Yoruba and the Christian faith are linked. 

Paradoxically, the sacrifice becomes not only the 

I Christian crucifixion and Ogun's demented killing of his 

own men, but also the sacrifice of the hapless Noah who 

I dies on the altar of the interpreters' neglectful 

I indifference. As Kinkead-Weekes points out, Soyinka 

preaches neither Christian nor Yoruba theology, but he does 

I use myth to demonstrate the inadequacies of the 

interpreters (232/33). 

I Bandele appears to have reached a level of 

I 
maturity far exceeding that of the other interpreters, and 

it is left to him to analyse them and to gain a "Knowledge 

I of the new generation of interpreters" (TI 178), just as it 

is left to him a make the final judgement of their 

I morality. Kola does not include him on the canvas, leaving 

' 
him a discrete personality who neither influences the 

painting nor is seen by the artist as being influenced by 

I the gods. As Bandele relates the girl's message, Egbo's 

anger is once more turned outward: his immediate demand 

I is not to learn where the girl lives that he may offer her 

help, but where Lumoye lives that he may attack him for 

I his attitude. During the interval of Golder's recital Egbo 

I
administers a social coup de grace by spitting into 

Lumoye's face, but he does not follow up the attack; 

I joining the circle, as ever he waits. And it is Bandele, 

inscrutable Bandele, who has retained the true moral 

I 
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I values of his traditional roots, who is "old and immutable 

I 
as the royal mothers of Benin throne, old and cruel as the 

ogboni in conclave" , who judges these rootless 

I passengers through time and pronounces his indictment: "I 

hope you all live to bury your daughters" (TI 251). 

I The Interpreters , like its author and his god, is 

multi-dimensional. It not only discusses the dilemma of 

I the affluent youthful group which abrogates responsibility 

I for the society which has educated it, but also addresses 

the incompatibility of this attitude with the traditional 

I Yoruba belief in the dome of continuity. "Sometimes I feel 

like a motherless child", Golder sings, and Kola muses, 

I 
if only we were and we felt nothing of the 

I enslaving cords, to drop from impersonal holes in 
the void and owe neither dead nor living nothing of 
ourselves . . . neither acknowledging nor 

I weakening our will by understanding, so that when 
the present breaks over our heads we quickly find 

I 
a new law for living. 

(TI 244/45) 

1 As Wright states, the novel also poses the questions of 

what should be the proper function of art in seasons of 

I corruption and catastrophe - active propaganda or private 

i purgation, weapon or opiate? And, is Egbo, ultimately, part 

of Soyinka's collective indictment of human limitations or 

I a celebratory self-portrait? (Soyinka Round-Up 9,12). 

The Interpreters is also a mythopoeic allegory of a 

I Nigeria old in culture and steeped in religious tradition 

I
presently undergoing a transformation which is peeling 

layers from its exterior and forcing it to gaze inward into 

I 
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I its own soul. The country can never revert but, to the 

Yoruba at least, Soyinka sees the fundamental religious 

I beliefs remaining as a cohesive, stabilising element in 

the people's lives. 

I 
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I 
CHAPTER IV 

"IDANRE" AND OGUN ABIBIMAN 

I 
In writing "Idanre", Soyinka is paying homage to his 

I god; is the poem his inspirational offering to his 

I
particular deity. It is full of the imagery of the "silent 

blacksmith"; his staves and lances; his "milestones of 

I breathless bones"; his sword that is "an outer crescent of 

the sun"; but, above all, it is filled with the sheer power 

I and "Will" of Ogun as he makes his epic journey across the 

I
chthonic realm to bridge the gulf which separates the gods 

from man. It is only he who can create that unity 

I essential to make the gods complete; it is he who 

I 
I 

made a mess of elements, from stone 
Of fire in earthfruit, the womb of energies 
He made an anvil of the peaks, and kneaded 
Red clay for his mould. 

(I 71) 

This god of the earth elements, by his wisdom, creativity 

and innovative abilities, fulfils his pledge, and has the 

wisdom to "decline the crown of deities" and seek retreat. 

But man does not understand the dangers inherent in asking 

"the mountain's! Aid, to crack a walnut" and so their 

"lascivious god" is let loose upon a humanity incapable of 

appreciating his limitations. The battle scene in "Idanre" 

I 
I 
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shares the power which Milton instilled into the combat 

between Michael and Satan, but this battle is more deadly, 
I for it is not between two equally matched opponents but 

I reveals the impotence of humanity when confronted by the 

insatiable passion of a god wielding the sacrificial knife. 

I Esu, the spirit of disruption, had sat on Ogun's head. 

Standing alone, "Idanre" is the epic of Ogun as he 

I progresses from a state of energetic wholesome 

I
creativity, through the manic destruction of his 

achievements, to his final quiescent withdrawal, but it is 

I also the lyric which reveals Soyinka's personal feelings of 

disquiet in the period that presaged the Civil War. It was 

I written complete in one short day while the poet was 

I
under the inspirational influence of a night spent walking 

through rain-washed woods at Molete, a night that became 

a "pilgrimage to Idanre" (I 57) . However, taken as a 

backdrop to Ogun Abibiman , "Idanre" becomes a prophecy 

I even more apocalyptic than Soyinka perhaps realised when 

I 
he wrote it in 1965, although during the Civil War he 

recognised the work as part of a pattern of awareness 

I which was developing within him and, as he says in the 

preface to "Idanre", the poem subsequently made abundant 

I sense as "the bloody origin of Ogun's pilgrimage [was] in 

true cyclic manner most bloodily re-enacted" . As 

I Goodwin "Idanre" Ogun points out, has seven scenes just as 

I
has seven paths and takes seven gourdlets to war (124); 

this Ogunian number haunts Soyinka during his period of 

I incarceration in Kaduna. His recurring dream is of 

solitarily laying bricks drawn to him by an invisible hand 

I 
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which always leaves him seven. "Only seven bricks left 

say; the figure is always seven" (TMD 85). Soyinka bends 

over to look at the pile and falls - into the abyss. 

Although eleven years separate the two poems, 

there are obvious analogies and influences which can be 

seen connecting them. The inspiration for "ldanre" was 

drawn from the mythological massacre which Ogun 

"Defines his who his Shaka, perpetrated upon own men: 

being anew in Ogun's embrace", emulates the god as 

I 
Beset by demons of blood, [he] reaped 
Harvests of Manhood when time wavered 
Uncertainly and the mind was transposed in 

I Another place. 

(OA 15) 

I 
Ogun Abibiman was inspired by the action of President 

I Samora Machel who was later assassinated by rebels 

I
claimed to have been financed by white South Africa (ABC 

PM Programme 21.6.88). Machel closed the borders of his 

I land-locked Republic of Mozambique, thus placing it on a 

war-footing with white-ruled Rhodesia (he was careful 

I not to make a declaration of war). 

Using the metaphor of the gods, Soyinka, in 

I "Idanre" and Ogun Abibiman , explores the possibility of 

I
the resurgence of the spirit of Africa through the absolute 

will of its people. As he says in his essay "Who's Afraid of 

I Elesin Oba" (ADO 118/19), "In the symbolic disintegration 

and retrieval of the protagonist ego is reflected the 

I destiny of being . . . Hence my adoption of Ogun", and in the 

I 
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I same context he sees the moment of total disintegration 

as being the probable prelude to social resurgence. Thus 

I the Civil War could be interpreted as being a necessity if 

I 
Nigeria were to achieve a political unification of its 

diverse tribal and religious elements. This disintegration 

I can be seen as a cleansing of the collective soul before it 

embarks upon a new facet of its existence. The need to 

I cleanse is demonstrated in both The Bacchae and The 

Strong Breed , but even more emphatically in the Ogun 

I massacre. All are elements of what Wright calls "that 

I realm of fruitful disintegration, the numinous ' hinterland 

of transition' inhabited by Soyinka's private mythology" 

I (Ritual Context 58). 

Thus "Idanre", while being the inspirational lyric 

I of Ogun's feat in bridging the gulf of transition between 

I
the gods and man, when read in conjunction with Ogun 

Abibiman , can be seen to offer a possible interpretation 

I as being the basis of a clarion call to black Africa to rise 

and dispose not only of its remaining white rulers, but 

1 also of the "termites" who are claimants to Shaka's 

I 
sandals; for Shaka is the avatar of Ogun, the one who trod 

in his footsteps and who, like him, rose from Slaughter 

I Valley to the Hill of Destiny (OA 12). It must, however, 

be remembered that while Soyinka's mythologised Shaka 

I sees his successors as "life-usurpers masked in skins", 

the actual Shaka was little better than they. Soyinka 

I depicts him as a unifying force for Abibiman , but as 

I Wright states in "The Chaka Syndrome", the historical 

Chaka plunged his own nation into chaotic disintegration 

I 

I 
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I by the maniacal carnage committed upon his own army and 

even upon his own children, seeing them "as a weakening 

I dissipation his his of energy, not as a perpetuation of 

I strength" (3/4). Mofolo describes Chaka as the 

"originator-of-all-things-evil" who eliminated entire 

I tribes, incinerating villages so that the people would have 

nowhere to hide, and burned crops so that those who 

I escaped were forced into cannibalism (136/37). Whereas 

I 
Ogun is legend, Shaka lived and left his imprint upon 

Africa. While Soyinka is using Shaka as the instrument to 

I raise Abibiman's awareness of its need to oust white 

South African imperialism, he omits here any reference to 

I the senseless squander in the wars of Africa's own pre- 

colonial imperialist empires such as that of Mata Kharibu 

I "A in Dance of the Forests". 

I Many of the poems in Shuttle in the Crypt also 

carry this call for black resurgence; here it is not only 

I Africanness which Soyinka is advocating, but also a caM to 

come to grips with the inevitable and social 

1 contradictions which exist in the present African 

capitalistic setting: 

I 
Among a thousand fingers 
Clutching loud at plenty, arms 
Stacked too full of loaves cannot 

I Embrace mankind. Ever-ready bank accounts 
Are never read where 
Children slay the cockroach for a meal. 

I (SIC 81) 

I 
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I Such poetry can only have arisen out of a poet's personal 

experiences, which have created a genre that Fraser calls 

I the "poetry of dissent", Soyinka's verse being an 

of protest" (269). This protest is voiced I
"instrument 

again in the October '66 poems, where Soyinka sees young 

I and inexperienced soldiers being sent to fight in the Civil 

War, and later in The Man Died (179-80) he berates his 

I society: "The Soviets fought their civil war gun in hand 

I 
and ideology in their heads . . . but we thrust soldiers into 

the field with just the slogan Kill Yanmirin or Kill Hausa 

1  And for whose benefit? The damned bourgeois capitalists, 

who have already begun to lap up the profits of a rising 

I war industry . . . Don't all these intellectuals know their 

history? Have they never heard of Spain?" (179-80). 
I Africa suffers not only at the whim of the gods, but more 

i profoundly at the hand of man. 

As Soyinka says in "The Fourth Stage", the "deities 

I stand in the same situation to the living as do the 

ancestors and the unborn, obeying the same laws, suffering 

I the same agonies and uncertainties, employing the same 

I
masonic intelligence of rituals for the perilous plunge into 

the fourth area of existence, the immeasurable gulf of 

I transition", and in these poems Soyinka is using the Ogun 

analogy to demonstrate the infinite problems which face 

I all men and, indeed, all nations when they stand on the 

I 
brink of the abyss of change, finding themselves 

confronted with a chasm of unknown magnitude, with 

I unknown dangers. For man, this is ultimately the breach 

between life and death, the final mystery: for nations it 

I 
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I can be any major political upheaval, whether it be 

I 
changing from capitalist/colonial feudalism to a pseudo- 

Marxist dictatorship or from nineteenth century colonial 

I paternalism to the state of complete twentieth century 

independence. It is only by the sheer effort of will that 

I man, and nation, can cross this gulf of transition, 

emerging at "the spiritual edge" devoid of "pretensions and 

I self-consciousness" knowing that the spirit remains 

I
intact, unsubsumed by the "abyss of dissolution" (ADO 27). 

Thus, an act of deliberate hubris is demanded if the 

I transition is to be successfully made. Ogun was the first 

to cross this gulf. He understood the need for the gods to 

I unite with man if their destiny was to be fulfilled, and by 

I
his scientific knowledge, his art, his vision but, above all, 

by his mystic creativity and his supreme will he created 

I the path of unity to enable the cycle of Yoruba cosmology 

to be complete. 

I Soyinka frequently emphasises the cyclic nature of 

I 
Yoruba philosophy, where the gods' union with man makes 

them an ever-present phenomenon. Unlike Christian 

I philosophy whose god is remote and approached through 

intermediaries, the Yoruba pantheon is part of the living 

I fabric of everyday existence, and its gods are as capable 

of making mistakes and of demonstrating fallibility as is 

I man. In Myth, Literature and the African World (18/19), 

I
Soyinka states that since human fallibility is known to 

entail certain disharmonious consequences for society, it 

I also requires a search for remedial activities, and it is 

this cycle which ensures the constant regenerative 

I 
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process of the universe. By bringing the gods within this 

cycle, a continuity of cosmic regulation involving the 

I worlds of the ancestor and the unborn is also guaranteed. 

I
This unity ensures that Yoruba gods are accountable for 

their actions and will be punished if they harm humanity, 

I unlike the Greek pantheon which had no morality of 

reparation and was indifferent in its treatment of man, 

I enduring punishment only if it caused suffering to other 

I
Olympean inhabitants. Soyinka's contention that today's 

African rulers are more Greek than Yoruba in their 

I attitudes and unacceptable activities can hardly be 

countered (MLAW 14). 

I Soyinka realises that for Africa to take the vast 

I 
step of insurrection it will require an act of will far 

exceeding any that has been shown before and thus he uses 

I Ogun, the protagonist of the abyss, as his mythopoeic 

paradigm, but he also recognises that in Ogun's 

I consciousness there is a recurrent fear of again 

experiencing the trauma of being torn asunder, as was the 

I original godhead by the action of the iconoclastic Atunda, 

I
who rolled the boulder down the hill of eternity. The god's 

fears are reflected in man, who hesitates on the brink, 

I before making the supreme effort to summon the strength 

for this immense act of hubris. Ogun's tragic error in the 

I massacre of his own men is reproduced in Shaka's 

I
torment. Like Obatala, who was also drunk when his 

fingers fumbled and produced not his original Apollonian 

I creations, but cripples, the maimed and blind, so Ogun full 

of wine killed his own men. 

I 
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This blade he forged, its progress 
Never falters, rivulets on it so swift 

I The blood forgets to clot 
Lust-blind god, gore-drunk Hunter 

i
Monster deity, you destroy your men! 

75) 

I 
Obatala, in horror of his error, foreswears wine henceforth 

I to himself and his followers, but Ogun accepts the 

I control. 

challenge of wine as the constant exercise of will and 

Obatala is the placid essence of creation, 

i
whereas Ogun is the creative urge and instinct, the 

fundamental essence of creativity, and paradoxically also 

of destruction, for there must be destruction if there is to 

be a regenerative process with life commencing anew. 

I Soyinka Ogun sees as the Promethean instinct in man; he 

I
who dares to exceed the bounds which others accept; the 

explorer, the innovator. 

I This very will, however, could shake the 

foundations of all Africa: as Shaka and Ogun unite to form 

a unifying force for all Abibiman , Soyinka sees the 

I 
terrifying prospect of a repetition of the "awesome! Act 

of Origin" (OA 10). With the breakdown of Dialogue, 

I Sanctions and Diplomacy, only action is left, but the 

unpredictability of Ogun is acknowledged and the 

I possibility of this repetition raises the prospect of a 

fearsome future; Shaka, knowing that Ogun is readying his 

I weapons (which need but little honing to prepare for 

battle) prophesies: 

I 
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When tap roots join across the years 

I 
Twining a landmass spread too vast 
Even for such as I to lean 
Easily upon, the mind may yield 

I Beneath the weight of earth about to be undone 
At this upheaval of our giant roots. 

I 'OA 10) 

I
At the awakening of the "Giant in the Sun" there can be no 

certainty as to its future actions. As with Ogun's forge, 

once it is kindled, only massacre can assuage its fury; 

thus the abyss facing Africa today could be even more 

I bloody than were Ogun's or Shaka's acts of genocide. 

I
Whether Soyinka sees Africa's future as a matter for 

celebration or commiseration is debatable; while he 

warns that "... the living {may} mourn! Hereafter", he ends 

Ogun Abibiman on a celebratory note, albeit temporary. 

I In the introduction to Understanding African Poetry 

(xvii), Goodwin considers that many African poets express 

a longing for an achievement of unity of being as the result 

of an often long and difficult journey of homecoming. 

Having been subverted from their traditional roots by 

European influence, they experience a need to return to the 

bases and myths upon which their own civilisations were 

founded and this longing finds expression in their writings. 

Soyinka seems to justify this view when he states in 

Myth,Literature and the African World (3) that myth 

arises from man's attempt to externalise and communicate 

his inner intuitions; it was these intuitions which 

influenced Soyinka's earlier mythopoeic works, but his 

I 
I 
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I later ideological writings appear to derive from his 

personal experiences in prison and the difficulties he has 

I encountered in dealing with the political situation in 

I
Nigeria. 

While using Ogun Abibiman as a spur for black 

I Africa to expel the remaining white rulers of the 

continent, Soyinka is well aware that Abibiman is itself 

I not above reproach. He considers Faseyi and Oguazor of 

I
The Interpreters as being antithetical to the indigenous 

spirit of Africa, for they represent an inteUectual stratum 

I which apes the very colonial values that have but lately 

been removed. But even more threatening to Africa are 

the black "termites who have awarded themselves 

I 
totalitarian power and who have created lakes of blood 

out of Shaka's descendant kin and yet claim to wear his 

I sandals (OA 14), and there remain scattered throughout 

Africa far too many of these despots. Shaka warns all 

I Africa that 

I Distance breeds ignorance, your companion host 
From far-flung lands of Abibiman may seek 

I A 
A leader in the heart of amaZulu and embrace 

knows kin viper . . . [who] no . 

(O'414) 

I
For such, the bond of blood is only blood-letting. Shaka 

sees today's Africa as a shadow of his dream and vision, 

I corrupt and feeding upon its own people: "See what slinks 

home from the pit . . . proudly tearing flesh from victims in 

I their bonds" (QA 16), and he knows that history has a 

I 
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tendency to repeat itself: as he trod in Ogun's footsteps, so 

others will follow Amin and Micombero. Achebe also I recognises this circularity of history when Beatrice tells 

1  Emmanuel, in Anthills of the Savannah (220), that they 

are, in fact, "trailed travellers whose journeys from start 

I to finish had been carefully programmed in advance by an 

alienated history", and Abdulla asks what a people must I do to appease and be delivered from an embittered history. 

I
it is, however, for white South Africa that Soyinka 

saves his harshest warning, naming Ogun as the "Priest of 

I Restitutions" and likening the Sharpeville massacre to the 

atrocities at Guernica in the Spanish Civil war and the 

I obliteration in in for of Lidice 1942 by the Nazis reprisal 

i
the assassination of Heydrich. Abibiman is poised, the 

clans massed upon the hills, awaiting the moment when 

I the spear blade, as it strikes, will cry "Sigidi ", and the 

will of the people will have made possible the crossing of 

I the chasm presently separating them from freedom in ' their own land. Soyinka has said that he almost envies 

the black South African writer as there remains for him 

hope, "a future yet uncompromised by failure on his own 

part, in his own right . . . something which has lately 

ceased to exist" [for other African writers] (quoted in 

Booth 170). 

Thus, Soyinka creates a mythology wherein he uses 

his gods didactically and within which he functions as the 

conscience of his society, recording the mores and 

experience of that society, conveying the truth in a lucid 

social metaphor, and acting as the voice of vision in his 

I 
I 
I 
I 
1 
I 
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I own time, functions which Lindfors considers that 

Soyinka does not fulfil (198/99), but which I believe are 

I intrinsic and inherent facets of his writing. Lindfors, in 

a somewhat facile criticism, also considers that the Nobel 

I Prize Winner "could be even greater if he were more 

I nakedly African" (210). Eldred Jones conversely states 

that "few writers have used the totality of African 

I experience to greater purpose or with more effect" (quoted 

in Obuke 221), and Obuke agrees that Soyinka recreates 

I and utilises African dreams, beliefs and mythologies for 

I
metaphysical reflections on universal questions about 

man, his world and the cosmos, without limiting himself 

I exclusively to parochial Africanness. Goodwin also agrees 

that Soyinka's myth is about Africa today and sometimes, 

I more generally, about humanity (110). Within this 

I 
universality Soyinka is stressing the need for a political 

awakening and the creativity which exists within the 

I people's as yet unleashed energy, although there is also the 

realisation that this awakening carries within it the seeds 

I of violence, for just as Ogun "emptied reservoirs of blood 

in heaven yet raged in thirst" (QA 22), so too could an 

I awakened Abibiman find its revenge and blood-thirst to be 

I
insatiable. 

Given the fluctuations of political loyalties and 

I affiliations within the African continent, I find it hard to 

justify Booth's comment that Soyinka is "metaphorically 

I irresponsible" in rewriting and transforming myth for his 

I
new historical context (59). Myth is not static, but has a 

mutability which can be manipulated to suit changing 

I 
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ideological and political circumstances so that, if not the 

myth itself, at least its interpretation changes. There is 

undoubtedly value in attempting to retain the traditional 

mores of one's essential culture; however, it is clear that 

in using the metaphors of myth to illustrate human 

I actions, Soyinka well realises that there can be no return 

I
to the primeval myth. As Goodwin says, Soyinka is 

essentially a poet of kinesis (11). 

I Within the Ogun and Shaka epics there remains a 

strand of optimism, for despite Shaka's view that modern 

I black rulers are a mere shadow of his vision for Africa as 

I
they wield the panga to tear the flesh from their own 

people (OA 17), there is still hope for the future of 

I Abibiman . Notwithstanding an acceptance of the common 

fallibility of both gods and man which is built into his 

sceptical vision, Soyinka sees a promise of renewal and a 

I 
future in the Yoruba death/birth cycle. Ogun is ultimately 

in the ascendancy, making an oblation to man of his will's 

transubstantiation (OA 22), so leaving man "without the 

uncertainty of his ultimate success" (Ebeogu 95). Thus, 

I the eclipse of the passion for both Shaka and Ogun is 

evident in the Harvest section of "Idanre", where the god 

I "who had dire reaped and in wrong season" bids the forest 

I
swallow him and leaves the harvest to mankind, so that 

both poet and wine-girl may move 

I 

I 

I 
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towards resorption in His alloy essence 
Primed to a fusion, primed to the sun's dispersion 
Containment and communion, seed-time and 

harvest, palm 
And pylon, Ogun's road a 'M6bius' orbit, kernel 
And electrons, wine to alchemy. 

I 
~7 
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n 
U 

CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

I 
Soyinka's early mythopoeic acceptance of the 

I Yoruba pantheon, and in particular of his individual deity, 

I
Ogun, produced some outstanding drama and poetry, 

offering the Western world an introduction to the Yoruba 

1  World View where the gods synthesise with man and where 

there is an acknowledgement of the fallibility of both. 

The cosmic closeness of these gods to man gives them a 

I 
particular fascination and applicability to the everyday 

existence of their protagonists who can see themselves as 

I reflections of the numens just as they, in turn, reflect the 

actions and foibles of humanity. While this may be 

I regarded as pagan and idolatrous by the Western mind, it 

nevertheless must offer a warmth and solace to the Yoruba 

as he lives through the depredations which have been 

visited upon his land over the centuries by both his own 

kind and, more temporarily, by the colonial powers. 

In the works approached in this dissertation 

Soyinka has used his god lyrically, metaphysically and 

often to counterpoint the contemporary socio/political 

problems of his country and his continent. He has not 

I 
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I 
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I 
I 
. i 



1 50 

I drawn Ogun exclusively as either the "lascivious god" or as 

the "Shield of Orphans", but has emphasised that, like man, 

I he "alloy is an essence", an amalgam of many 

I characteristics and moods, a god for all men and for all 

seasons. 

I It must be remembered that the works addressed 

are among Soyinka's earlier publications, when he was 

I still using the pantheon as the dominant background of his 

I writings. In these he has considered the problems of 

interfacing the traditional beliefs with the materialistic 

I approach being taken by a Nigeria in the process of 

modernisation. His interpreters are faced with this 

I dilemma, as are characters such as Say Tokyo Kid who 

I 
appeases the timber gods while he transports their 

sacrificial guys to the sawmills. While Soyinka offers no 

I direct solution to the intractable problems of integrating 

the old and the new, he does signify the importance of 

I maintaining these traditional beliefs. 

I consider that these earlier works are important 

I as they demonstrate humanity's fundamental need for a 

I belief in some Being whose supremacy is higher than 

man's, the mythological body to whom man can turn in his 

I distress and whom he can blame for the misfortunes which 

he has often visited upon himself. Thus Soyinka's Shaka, in 

I his drunken acts of genocide, considers himself to be 

I
treading in Ogun's footsteps just as Egbo thoughtlessly 

sacrifices a girl's virginity, subconsciously making her an 

I offering to Ogun. The need for a realm where exists a 

Being more omnipotent than mankind is also evidenced in 

I 
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I his characters' "primary . . . hostility to death". Soyinka 

has stated, in "Who's Afraid of Elesin Oba?", that the need 

I "to communally contain Death will always be there" and he 

I
suggests that the retigious incantations offered at the 

time of transition from Life may be less a means of 

I overcoming this hostility than a "superstitious device for 

evading the end of the material self" (ADO 127). 

1  Whether or not the reader can agree with this 

is a matter of personal religious conviction, but 
I

statement 

it is apparent that a need exists in man for a faith in some 

I supreme mythological realm . There have been numerous 

historical attempts to subvert religion; sometimes in the 

I name of superimposing a "superior" Christianity, as 

occurred during the period of colonisation in Africa; I sometimes, and more recently, in the name of Marxist 

I expediency when religion has been viewed as a competitor 

with the current political ideology. None of these 

1  attempts has been completely successful: religion may be 

temporarily driven underground, but it is seldom 

I effectively annihilated. Soyinka stresses that Yoruba 

I
mythology is not the "fantasy" that ethnocentric 

colonialists considered it to be, but is a "primal reality" 

I from whose ritual experience the community emerges 

"charged with new strength for action" (MLAW 33). 

I This observation is not exclusive to the Yoruba, but applies 

to all mankind, as has recently been seen in some Eastern 

Ii 
I 
I 



I 52 

European Communist countries: there is validity in 

Goodwin's view that Soyinka's philosophy, while 

concerning the Yoruba specifically, has a universality to 

cover all humanity. 

Time and experience have changed Soyinka's 

perspective and since the Nigerian Civil War his writing 

has turned increasingly to satire and direct political 

comment: his incarceration in solitary confinement 

appears to have directed his creative powers away from 

his original mythological approach so that his later work 

has become politically strident. Although he has 

developed a strong pessimistic strain, he has avoided 

complete cynicism; nevertheless I feel that his work has 

now lost the "magic" of his Ogunian mythopoeic period and 

perhaps, while Soyinka still accepts our need for our 

individual gods, he has empirically learned that Life is, 

after all, only "the two-cowrie change of the dealer in 

trinkets". 

I 
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