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THE DEPLOYMENT CF IDEQLGGY IN THE PCETRY CGF NV
CBUNDARE

ABSTRACT

Qritical attention is just beginning to focus on
N yi Gsundare.. although he is one of the nost prolific
N gerian poets with seven published Volunmes to date.
Li ke nost educated African witers, he is the product
of two cultures, the African and European. Anot her
significant fact is that Qsundare's poetry puts himin
the fore-front of the chanpions of the art of social
conmmtnent. This thesis shows how Osundare depl oys
ideology in his first five published Volumes. we note
thai his deploynent of ideology gives his style and
thene a decidedly revolutionary ring.

For a clearer perspective we |ooked at the social
contexts that brought about the energence of nodern
N gerian poetry. The introductory first chapter is
agai nst the background ot how past poetic prac
m ght have influenced Gsundare's practi ce.

The second chapter |ooks at GOsundare's first

publ i shed collections. A Nb in the Pond and Songs of

t he Market pl ace. Here, Gsundare depl oys ideol ogy

| argely as oppositional systens that enbody the class
interests of the various segnents ot the society;

particularly the opposed interests of the privileged
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agai nst the unprivil eged. W also note an avant-
garidst tendency as the poet tries to break away from
the "ol d' .

The third chapter dealing with Village Voices

| ooks at what is clearly a watershed in Osundare's
practi ce. In an aesthetics |eaning heavily on oral
literary practices, a distinct poetic voice energes
concerned wth the plight of a particular social group.
the peasantry. Apart from the analysis of the
aesthetics and its referent, we can also see the
inplication of Gsundare's practice, partly echoed in
the second chapter: The alienation of the text and its
I ntended audience, in the light of the illiteracy of

t he audi ence.

In the fourth chapter we see how Gsundare tries to
capture a changing reality. Language here is highly

al | usi ve. Wsing the netaphor of the 'earth' and the

noon', the poet deepens our know edge of ideol ogy by
| ncor porating exi stential phenonmena al ongsi des
I deol ogi es as systemati sed di scources. This new
depl oynent of ideology also incorporates dialectics as
we notice the binary fusion of opposites.

The fifth and concluding chapter restates the
earlier points and looks al the witer's world and the
tools he has fashioned to recreate, represent, renould

and generally, interprete reality.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION: THE IDEOLOGICAL STRUCTURATION OF
MODERN NIGERIAN POETRY

I think that 1t 1s a lot ot nonsense we
hear nowadays of men of Lwo worlds. 1
belong intedrally to my own soclelLy, as I
believe. I belonu also intedrally tLo
some socleties other Lhan my own. The
truth of course 1s that the modern |
African 18 no longer a product ot amn
entirely i1ndigenous culture, .. and 1
think that anvbody who thinks 1l 1s
possible Lo express consistently only vne
line ot value, i1ndidvenous_ or exolLic, LS
probably being artificial.

This seews a commonsense, honest self aporaisal of the
modern African intellectual affected by both Western
and African intluences. This uncomifortable svthesis far
from being “psychological disturbances' are 1indeed Lhe
very quintessence of the realilty from which Lhe poel
draws inspiraltion. Ascribing psvchological tendencies
to the poels' work apart from 1mposing lilerary “dgod-

2

fathers'. reduces psvchology to some elhereal, non-

material force acting on the subliect (colonisedl from

without. This wives Lhe impression Lhal Lhe sab el s
incapable of conscirous self-aclion. Whole wan duaes nol
necessarily drasp the full itmplication of his " lived!
relationship. since Lheie are asbecls ol imolugv Lhal
are deeply ulconsc iuus Lhe vroblem wilh Lhe pureliv
psycholovical nobion of wdeclouy. s thal 1deoloay
would louse "i1is deletminalion in lLhe specific

conltadiclions of souceily and becom= pooied in Lhe
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Tpsychical struclture of 1nd1v;dudls.'3
From Lhe fouregoing Lhen. whalever “vsvcholoaical'’
hue Lhere is oo Lhe wislines of the ewerdent Nigerian
poels, Ls Lhe product of the basic malterial derived from
and determined by Lhe social contradictions emanaling
from a colonital-vost-colontal stale whose unblical cord
temained Lied Lo Lthe mulher. We Can alsu nule Lhal most
of Lhe poels were coming (o maluriiv al Lhe period in
Africa when decolonisalion had already reached an
advanced stale. The palure vl Nideria's indevendences, 4
‘pedoeful . genllienaniy' aureemenl belween Lhe deparlinug

colunital slale and Lhae pnalive elile i1s also a faclor.

This makes Lhe perspeclive of soclal or communal concern

1 the colonial vlunder of Nivet tan sociely tare=ly Lhe
concern of lhese poels, or when oi as. L usuaily emds

up drowned 1n lhe personal mylholowiss of Lhe vogl

Osundare las noled Lhis Lrend o Che puinesr vusls and
hits opraclice s wnformed by a4 desire Lo redraess Lhis
vbsvure “vision' so Lhal Lhe peopie are placed centrally
and Are perceived as Lhe waenoine makers of the Nigerian
soclely. Ot Lhe vuaneer poels Okigbo 1s a notable
examule b an oA Lisl who commutes communal experience

o1 lhe specifacity of colonial subjlugation i1nto an

absliacied universal phenomena. Since colonialism was a
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negation of some of the values central to the being of
the African, it would seem fairly obvious that the poet
would recognise the impiication of that negation; that
it was partlv responsible for the 'psvchical
disturbances' the poet feels in trving to reconcile the
two opposing cultures rather than simplv accepting the
eclectic basis of his new consciousness.
Fanon might verv well have had Okigbo in mind when

he wrote:

The intellectual who is Arab and French,

or Nigerian and English, when he comes up

against the need to take on two

nationalities, chooses if he wants to

remain true to himself, the nedation of

one of these determinations. But most

often,since thev can not or will not make

a choice, such intellectuals gather

together alli the historical determining

factors which have conditioned them to

and take up a fundamentallv ‘universal

standpoint.’
In three broad categories Fanon has anaivsed the various
stages the native intellectual might €o through. In the
first instance the work of the native poet can be traced
to the various popular literarv movements in Europe. 1TIn
the second instance, the poet, disturbed byv his
alienation from his African people, attempts to immerse

himsellf in the communal process and reinteprets his people

and events through a 'borrowed aestheticism,’ The poet
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18 still not of and with the people, and the problem 1s
not that ot an appropriale proposition eilher: tLhe poet
having drunk deeply from Lhe “pyrrhean stream.' In Lhe
Lthird phase, Lhe poel, after attempling Lo lose himself
in and wilh the people now shakes Lhe people “rousing
them from tLheir letharuy.' From thlis conlext a
literature emergdes, fiery i1n Lone and revolutionary both
in style and social vision.

Of Lhe early modern Niuerian poels only Okigbo
comes near Lo fitting into all these catewories. This
i85 an epic commenltary on Okidbo's sensibilities and his
receplivily Lo Lhe chanying soclial conditions of Lhe
world aboul him., We can see how Labvrinths begins with
Lhie 1nvocatory "before vou molther Idoto' and how
subsequenlly variations of Lhe tradiltional tolem, in Lhe
light of the Lone of the firslL two secltions ( Heavens-
gate' and “Limits'), gol Lransmuted in  the poel's
personalised mylLhologies and guesls. We nolice Lhe
efflux of christian and olher ‘derived' wmyLholodies in
the formation of the poel's consciousness, Generally
Lhe language, symbolism, are dense as Lhe poel moulds
i1cons, and colours 1t 1n a style that 1s highly
allusive. AL Lhis slave of Okigbo's poelry. social

concern 4s an ordganic aspect of the poel's sensibilities
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was not really thematically brought to the fore. Even
when a social theme 18 touched, as 1in Lhe example of
the alienation from CLraditional religion, 1t 1s couched
in the private world of the poetbt as he explores the
uncomfortable synthesis of values.

It 18 for Lhiis same reason Lhat Echeruo in
Mortalily wili attempt a “definition of the experience
of one individual human being who 1s involved 1in ot
caught 1n a crisis of consclence and of 1dant1ty...'5
This “c¢risis’' has altracted for the poels tLhe crilicism
of beinyg "ideoloulcally homeless. '® But those who make
those charues perceive 1deology ftrom the poinl of view
of a systematised blueprint calculated to guide Lhe
individual's or group's exislence. True, reliuion or the
western captalist ethos may be some of Lhe 1deolodlies
Lhe poineer Nidgerlah poels were reacling Lo, from Cthe
point of view of the structuration oif their individual
eyos, The ‘obscurity of i1deas and diction'
will then be partly the attempt of these poels Lo arrive
alt a meaning of their own lifes as individuals. and from
an abstract universal conslruct.

Ferhaps whal Lhe c¢ritics wanled was a
distinctively politicised consciousness as a vision and

as a negation of cvolonially i1induced ideoclogies,
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Soyinka, reacting to such generic 1ssues of literature
and 1deology, would accept a “social vision' which to
hhiim should not be reduced to 1deoclogical systems. He
percelves literary ideology as the 1imposition of
systematised systems and 1deas on literature.
Romanticising the African essence, 1ronically, he
gquarrels-
The 1dea of literature as an objective
existence in 1tself 1s a very European
1dea, and 1deologies are very much
systems of thoughls or speculative dgoals
considered desirable for the health of
exlsling institutions (soclely, ecology,
economic life etc.)whlch7are, or have
become ends 1n themselves.
Like the c¢ritics of “1deoclogical homelessness,'’ Soyinka
also percelives 1deoloudy as a redulated system, only 1in
his own case, as 1L affecls literature, 1L 18 an
asphyxiating device. The picture Soyinka presents 1s at
best misty particularly when we scour Lhe notion of
‘objective existence'. His perceptiopn of the African
socirely (from the above comment)} was also made 1in
relation to its literature thus:
Since we have no experience of such
distortions of objlective relationships 1in
African Soclely, il 1s reasonable Lo
claim that 1 literary ideology
traditionally has had little to do with

the actua% process of c¢reating that
literature.
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Discarding Soyinka's narrow definition of 1ideology to
"System of Lhoughts' produced by and for institutions,
we can see Lhal there 1s 1indeed a literary 1ideoloudy in
Africa. There 1s the example of the 1individual genius
of the traditional artist and communal practises.

And, apart from oral mnemonics, which 1in 1itself
does not constitute oral literature, there 1is the
fundamental 1ssue of the essence of oral literature
which 1s hinged on context. The context itself 1is
fluid, dynamic, and dialectically affects Lhe
realisation of oral literature. Now this 1s a factor
denied wrillen literature even when il 1s performed.

The other anule of the fallacy of literary
1deology in Soyinka's argument assumes Lhalt the product
of the modern African writer 1s directly, organically
linked with the mass of the African peoples Lo Lhe
extent that the product of the writer 1s not a
‘*distortion of objective relations.' Further, there 1s
no way in which literature, African or European, cannot
be i1deoclogical, produced as 1L were from the complex
of an ensemble of soclial relations. Admittedly while we
could talk of distortions 1in the attempt of Euro-
formalists 1in 1insisting on distinctiveness, the

objective existence of literature, the modern African
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artist can not completely deny his product some degree
of distortion. This example of the conditioned
‘distortion' of the modern African artist can be seen
when we contrast 1t with the continuum of African
literary tradition; the intrinsic cultural fact, and the
product of direct, unattenuated soclial 1ntercourse
between the artist and the mass of the people. Osundare
understands this distortion and, partly that 1is why he
inslsts thal the writer 1s an ldeolovue of sorts. 9

The product of CLhe modern Nlgerian poet 1s
oblectively shot through with 1deas and sentimeunts
expressive of “cultural insecuity.' Part of the
‘insecurity' could be seen in the poets' attempt Lo
retrieve Lheir damaged gods and traditional truths from
the rubble of colonial plunder. The gods come 1n many

10

quises - Ovin, idnored, thus helpless in stopping

the aliens; Idoto, 11

ignored at first then recourted to
provide tLhe inspiration for the prodigal; Ogun, Lhe
benevolent Lhe violent, Lhe creative, Lhe deslructive -
IL 1s from this perspective thal one can begin Lo
understand the particular role of the individual in

artistic practLise,
A lot has been said of Clark's helicopter view of

12

his basic raw materials, which give his poems
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generally a lanquid, sometimes teplid energy. The
detached form attempls Lo gilve a visual picture of
realily and on occasions achieve remarkable success as
in the example of “Ibadan' (ARITT.p.12)

..... running splash of rust

and gold- flung and scattered

amony seven hills 1like broken

c¢hina in the sun.
The delicale yel vivid 1magislic canvas 1s qulte
obvious, but 1ts particular genius 18 Lhe dialectical
clash of contradictions - Lthe decay ('rust') existing
si1de by side with brilliance (°gold'): the randomness
and confusion {( flung and scaltered') contained within
an ordered form ('seven hills') and all in a stale of
dynamic movement ( “running splash'). Unfortunately
there are few poems 1in which the “derived' poetic
senstibilities are absent. One of such few 1s “Abiku'
{ARITT. p.5). The gquiet monclogual tone 1s lacguered by
a deep-sealed lamentation. It explores, as an aspecl of
the African belief system, Lhe Abiku syndrome. Here we
graphically see Lhe fluldity of relationship belween the
world of the living, the unborn and the dead. In “Abiku'
we witness the suffering of a mother who has been

continuously wasted by the evil c¢hild. The c¢child

perniciocusly breaks the circle of normal dgrowth to
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adulthood and a fairly permanent exlstence within the
family. The living have performed several traditional
rites to make the child stay or to identify it when 1t
comes adain:

we know the knife scars

Serrating down your back and front

Like the beak of the sword-ifish.

And both your ears notched

As a bondsman to this house.{ARITT.p.5)
Since nothing would make the abiku stay, the persona
appeals to the abiku to remain in the “boabab Lree and
be one with “Kindred spirits' there. The general outlook
on life that Clark pursues from the belief system 1s
the i1dea of the multitude of children which will be
welcome 1n an African household “where many moulhs
gladden the heart.' Part of the need for plenty of
children Clark, says 1s "not to tempt fate.'

Bul the detached style of Clark's poelry 1is not

Jjust the factor of point of view. It could be seen much
clearer looking at aspects of his poelry that assume a
philosophical tint. There are about those poems an
inscrutable mystery 1in which fate 1s acceptred
stoically. The lived relationship of the individual to
the world rarely assumes a combative stance. In “Night
Rain' (ARITT.p.2) for example, the irregular metre and

rhythm succintly capture the falling rain. The sense of
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mystery 1s heidhtened by the seeminy absence of physical
Lime:

wWhat time of night it 1is
I do not know

the awe insplired by the raw display of elemental power:

Droning with insistent ardour upon

our roof thatch and shed.

And thro' sheaves slit open

To lightning and rafters...........
1s Lempered by the assured presence of the mother figure
who could be trusted to make the best of a bad
situation:

Mother 1s busy now deploying.

About our roomlet and floor.

Although 1t 18 so dark

I know her practised step.....
Clark accepts the elemental force of nature 1in 1itself
and as 1L 1s expressed 1n objecls or 3ymbols.13 It 1is
in the philosophical interpretation of the power of the
elenents that we glimpse an aspect of the poel's outlook
on life. In °"Night Rain', for example, the persona

calls for a peaceful acceptance of the status quo:

So let us roll on our back
And again roll to the beatl...

Bul we see a serious contradiction 1in tone, If as the
persona claims-
wWe have drunk of a spell

Deeper than the owl's or bal's
That wel of wings may not fly
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then 1t may not be possible Lo~
... settle to our sleep of the innocent and free.
While "1innocent' may be tenable, “free' certainly 1is
nol; particularly because of the deep draught of “spell'
everybody seems to have ‘“drunk'. The elemental force
has everybody in its check that under the circumstances
freedom can only mean, 1ronically, the cessation of
struggle againsl Lhese forces. Subsequently the lulling
mood which the words at the closing of the poem seek Lo
effect are 1in stark contradiction to the 1irredular
rhythm of the lines and of the mood of ‘insistent
ardour' of the drumming.

The poem which amplifies Clark's detached
philosophic outlook 1s ‘“Horoscope' (ARITT.p.17). The
poem explores the effect of Lhe full moon and other
celestial bodies on the human personalilty and on nature.
The dramatic form of the poem has Lwo personas one of
whom is a cynic - 80 you believe, bastard child.' The
other persona attempls a refutation of Lhe cynic's lack
of belief:

...man, this clot of clay
Three-gquarters diluted 1n water.

Emphatically the second protadonist persona states his

conviction that the human being, his loys and miseries,
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the totality of his nature, 1s affected by the celestial
orbs-

our individual flux between Jjoy and

disasters.

Is that interlocking of our souls with stars
The ideclogical implication of this concerning the lived
relationship of the 1individual 1s that the individual's
action 1s 1immanently propelled by forces from without
over whom he has no power. Within this context man can
act dgood or evil. Osundare explores this concept of good
and evil 1n Moonsonds although for him the motive force
of the action (good-evil) 1s the human being himself as

“terra firma.'

In Idanre and other poems'® (henceforth IAOP)
Soyinka explores the nature of violence, a guality
which seem Lo be forever present 1in the human organisw
and which mediates his experiences. This gives an
overwhelming tone of pessimism to the collection as a
whole although Lhere are occasional vistas of respite.
The opening poems in the collection are in sharp
contrast Lo Niyli Ogundare's positive portraval of Lhe
aura of dawn in for example, Songs h ac
In Soyinka's IAOP, the mystical quality of dawn and its
ability for regeneration 1s, antithetically, anchored

on a foreboding note., The sun as 1L shines anew in Lhe
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morning assumes a latently violent timbre for Soyinka:
Breaking upon the earth
A spring-haired elbow,line
A palm beyony head-grains, splres

A gaurd of prim frongs, plercing
High ears of the wind

C

Blood -drops in the air, above

The even beltl of tassels, above

Coarse leaf Leasing on the waist, steals

The lone 1intruder, tearing wide.

The Chaste hide of Lhe sky (IAQOP, p.S)

In 'DEATH IN THE DAWN (IAOP., p.10-11) Soyinka explores
the symbol of the ‘road' which 1s a reference Lo Lhe
journey the human being has to undertake through life 1in
search of meaninyg. There seems Lo be an element of
futility 1in Lhe search as man remains unable to
completely master Lhe ‘road'. The poem 1lself, the poetl
said was inspired when a cock smashed i1tself against the
windscreen of the car he was driving and a mile further
on, Lhe poet “came across a motor accident and a freshly
dead man' The opening lines of Lhe poem i1s peaceful
enoudli. There 1s a gentle 1mperative volce urging the
traveller to start off at a most propitious Lime, dawn:

Traveller, you must sel outl

AL dawn, And wipe your feel upon

The dog-nose welness of earth

The evocation of the quietitude of the early morning
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hour continued up to the third stanza before the ominous
signs bedgin to reveal themselves in the fourth stanza
with the death of “dawn's lone trumpeler.' The dealh of
the cock does nol seem enoudh propitiation for the
famished road, it must claim a human wraith:

« s v ipnans Brother

silenced in the startled hug of

your invention........
Beyond the 1ironical title of the poem, what further
makes il awesome 18 not so0o much the death of another
human beinyg as Lhe example of that death used as a
commentary on life: The death of the while cock earlier,
its fate, 1ts wraith of “white feather-flakes' 1is
compared to a human being. The poet's humanity and the
fate he shares with the mangled body of the accident
victim evokes a familiar vet strange feeling -/ 1s this
mocked grimace//This closed contortion - I/?. The further
irony of fate is that man 1s annihilated by things he
has invented Lo serve him. The sense of awe of Lhe
ironies of life which the poem elicits 1s emphasised by
the overwhelming presence of Lhe “choric voice' which
propels the action of the poem. The choric voice can be
seen 1in stanza 1,2,3 and 4. It 1s this voice which also
gives the poem an orality, particularly the fourth

stanza with 1ts aura of local beliefs -
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The right foot for joy, the left, dread
And the mother prayed, child
May you never walk
When the road waits famished.
Soyinka's poelry may be more difficult than say, that of
Gabriel Okara's. Sometimes the difficulty 1s 1intuited
to the Jumbled syntax or coinadgdes Lhat defy
interpretation. The other added difficulty 1is tLhe
philosophical, ilntellectual systems Sovinka refers to.
In this respect, one has to look at his conception of
ethereal essenses losing thelir haze and assuming
concrete palpitating existence. Take for example Lhe
Shango and Ogun essence. Donatus Nwoga15 has also given
some insight into some of the apparent difficulties of
Sovinka's poetry. Refering to the ordinary uses of
simile and metaphor as means of deepening or
heighteninyg experience, he suggests Lhat Soyinka goes
beyond the ordinary uses of such poetic 1mplements
where:
The dividing line between Lhe 1mage and
object 1s practically undistinguishable.
One objecl, person or situation 1is
1lluminated by and becomes part of a
range of objects, persons or situations
spannxpg the natural and supernatural
COSMOS
Nowhere 1s this more evident than 1in Lhe dense

apocalyptic ‘lIdanre' section. The difficulty of
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Soyinka's IAOP owes 1ls oridgdin more Lo the mytaphysicals
than the modernists, really. The metaphysicals thrived
about the seventeenth century and one of their leading
poet was John Donne. The metaphysicals have a penchant
for speculating 1in philosphies. They also use a lot of
allegory, hyperbole and have an ‘affectation of big
words, fustain phrases, Jindling lermes, strong lines,
that like Acasles arrows caught fire as they
flaw'{a;c)17. wWhat else 1s striking about Soyinka and
the metaphysicals 1s Lhe deployment of the conceit. In
the words of Gardner °“(A) conceil 1s a comparison whose

18 The

ilngenuity 1s more striking than 1ts Justness....
conceit, she says further, makes us acceptl likeness in
things that are perfectly unlike each other. What we
are forced Lo agree with in the context in which the
conceitl occurs 18 the sense of incongruity. For example,
in Soyinka's “DEATH AT DAWN' the macabre forces 1i1ts
‘beauty' on the reader -

Traveller you must set forth

AL dawn

I promise marvels of the holy hour ...

perverse 1impalment - as who would dare

The wrathful winugs of man's progression.....
As a concell we are forced to accept the 1inscrutable

logic of the perverse looking admirable. The last stanza
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of the poem contains another 1incongrous comparison, the
wraith that was the cock impaled on the car of the poet
becomes Lhe mangled body of Lhe accident victim which the
road claimed as double sacrifice, 1In "ldanre' the same
theme 1s enacted in Lhe second movement of the poem as Lhe
poet hammers again at the insatiable nature of the road
aided this time by Ogun himself:

The weeds grow sinuous Lhrough gaunt corrosions

Skeletons of speed, earth mounds raised towards

Thelir seeming exhumation; drowth 1s dgreener where

Rich blood has split; brain and marrow make

FalL manure with sheep's excrement

{IAOP, p.®5)

This 18 an enlardement in scope on Lhe theme of the
macabre, yel truthful dynamics of human existence by the
poelt., The earlier “perverse 1mpalement' and “Man's
prodression' assume fresh hues; Lhe latter even more
ironic. The vehicle 18 now “skeletoni(s) of speed' while
the "i1mpaled'fuses with the basic components of primary
existence Lo make the “grass greener'. The other
shocking revelation brought about by the comparison, 1s
where the human “brain' and marrow joins the “excreta'
of sheep. Death returns man to humbler, less concelted
beginnings. The once mighly man 1s one with the lowly

sheep. “Idanre' 1s suffused with such conceits. What

comes through in Soyinka's exploration of the myth of Ogun
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ls the cyclical permanence, of creation and destruction
although there could be a potential break from the
circle in the instance of the rebel Atunda -
Rather, may we celebrate the stray electron, defiant
Of patterns, celebrate the spliting of the gods
Cannonisation of the strong hand of a slave who set
The rock in revolution - and the boulder cannot
Up the hill in time's unwind.

In this may be seen the poel's 1dea of the rebel,
the hero who emerges Lo save Lhe masses from
retrogression. This 1idea of the individual messiah 1s
common in most of Soyinka's creative work. In Osundare
however, the individual endowed 1in whatever form can only
serve as part of a larger social movement for change.
That 1s, an individual alone can not ‘earth' the energy of
the revolution, it 1s the community moving as a united
body that can precipitalte and actualise change.
Soyinka's exploration of the character of Ogun, revered by
other gods, worshipped by man, could be said to be a form
of counterpositng to the foreign religion.

The role of gods, African or alien, 18 a
fundamental 1issue explored by Lhe poineer Nigerlian poets
in gauying Lthe texture and nature of thelr manifold
experiences. Those poets have reacted to the various

problems of the emergent independent nation in their own

peculiar style, a style mainly “derived.' The “derived'
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nature of the poets' materials could be because of the
eclectic nature of their experiences and their fairly
wide intellectual explorations. Literacy therefore has
contributed to the 1deological structuration of Lhese
poets; the styles they model and the themes thal engage
their mind. Nkosl adeguately captures this when he
said:

..... in Africa.... the development of
poetry 1s closely bound up with the social,
economic and political development of
soclely; that even styles and themes of this
poetry often reflecl upon forces that are
thought to be non-literary; but that, in fact
careful analysis... will often unmask much
that lies hidden behind the tortured
obscuzitefguf style and freguent recurrence
of theme.

A study therefore of the emerdgence of Nigerian
poetry will help us see and be able to contextualise
Niyi Osundare's poelry.

From the example of Osadebay, Osundare's poetry
also shows that attempl Lo positively transform
socliely. In Osadebay's i1nstance we notice the need Lo
rise up to the demands of a new world which at the same
time echoes the ideology of salvation from the ethos of
backwardness associated with the African.

Although Osadebay communicates with an immediacy

the poemns lack much craftsmanship. Thematically his
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poetry marks the beginning of the articulation of the
alienation felt in the interplay of Western and African
sensibilities. It 1s this aspect that will be given
further relief i1n the poetry of the students of
Universily College Ibadan.Their own particular 1instance
marked the corporate subjection of these students Lo an
alien syllabus replicating an essentially Western
ethos. It is here that a mushrooming of wrilten poetry
occured which 1s essentially university based. The
ambience of Lhe Universily was Lo produce poets like
J.p.Clark, M. Echeruo, Soyinka, Okigbo and others. They
were to 9o on Lo lay a concrete dground which made 1t
possible for the exploration of modern Nigerian poetly.
The tradition they laid however, i1s not the product of a
total psychological enslavement.

The new African psyche and the poetry which
derives thereirom are concrete materials through which
the poels work; as Bennetl puls 1L about literary
traditions:

A given literary tradition, then 1s not
simply an inheritance. a reflection of things

that are and always have been “similarly

placed' but 1is an active construction of

repziﬁentatluns “*handed down' from the
past.

S0 a holistic look at the feature of modern
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Nigerian poetry indicates that the earlier poels go
beyond the establishment of a ‘tradition' from which
oLher poels by negation would come to stake Lthe
authenticity of their own practice. More than anything
the wearlier poels have shown Lhal languave 1s one of
the primary 1deological indices: the basis for the
exploration of the nascent i1deological crises wrouaht by
contending western and African ethos. This however,
should nol sugdest a blankel sameness 1n Lhe individual
poel's reaction to their environment and the way Lhey
deploy Lthelir materials.

The individual in Clartk's poeliy sioically accepls
his conditioning by fate. destiny. In OKiudbo Lhe
individual undergoes purlification in an allempt at
realiunment with the primeval force. The means Lo the
end 1s suffused with bumilityv. confusion (whether the
1dea could be attained or not) doubts and 80 on.
The later part of Ukigbo's poelry would ensiudn an
increasing awareness and use of African materials. The
eqo of the poet became less and less concerned with self
reflection for 1its sake and a clawmorous tone sought to
communicate with urdency the fell deslruction of
socletal values in posiL-independernl Nigerila.

Osundare takes oftf from the later examples of
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Okigbo., His poetry is enchored on more populist ground,
a voice - even though “removed' - for the wretched of
the earth.

Soyinka's poelry on Lhe other hand 1s rooted
within the complex myth of Ogun drawing from the rich
experience of folk wisdom. His concern with politics 1is
subsumed 1n the wider complex of the ontology of human
suffering. Different from Osundare, Soyinka's 1dea of a
saviour 1is transmuted within the capacity of an
eminently gifted individual who can save the rabble from
degeneracy and extinction. In the context of
1deocloglical mobilisation 1t would seem that the
overriding influence 1s the charisma of the leader not
80 much a comprehensive socially diffused movement. The
turgid, somelimes non-referential nature of Soyinka's
languaye has been attacked by many c¢ritics,
Osundare inclusive. Syntactically Osundare's poetry may
be more accessible than Soyinka's. But the later poetry
of Osundare has certain elements of Soyinka's style. In
particuar Lhere seems a greater Lendency in Osundare for
the deployment of the paradox in a bid to explore the
contrary yet truthful basis of phenomena. This occured
at the point 1in Osundare's development (The Eyve of the
Earth, Moonsonds) where he was searching for the
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function of ldeology as a dialectical combination of
opposites. Also, his language assumes greater density
like that of Soyinka and Okigbo.

Generally.i1f the being of the poet or the African
was Lhe concern of the earlier Nigerian writers,
Osundare's collections attempt to move away from this
concern to confront the material basis of the disruption
of daily and communal life. The point of view altempls
to diminish the fancy of the individual ego: the communal
ethos more and more tries Lo supercede and fashion a
vision of edalitarianism. Osundare does this by
recontextualising the problematic. The masses, whb were
rejected or held in suspiclon, were now Lhe real agents
of change. This overwhelming positive vision in the
power of mankind, throudh mass soclial aclion to reshape
its material cum spiritual life, 1s the remarkable
feature of Osundare's poelry. To fashion out this
vision Osundare needed a manifesto of sorts, which 1is
reflected both 1in his artistic and polemical work.
Here, Osundare assumes an avant-gardist posture.

The history of literature has always reflected a
battle between the old and the new., The avant- garde as
a concepl however came Lo us as a peculiar product of

the interplay of historical forces in Europe. The avant-
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garde assumes infamy only at the instance when it has
had 1ts initial impetus attenuated through the severence
of the term from politics to become a watered-down
concept of cultural practice devoid of a sociological
mooring. The aspeclL of Lhe avant-garde in Osundare's
poetiry 1s nol Jjust that attempl to explicitly brake from
somelimes by parodying, pasl literary practice. The
quest for 1dentity by the earlier poels was the result
of the trauma of colonial subjugation, so Osundare's
choice of theme and style was historically foisted on
hhim by the need to look at the c¢lass-basis of the new
independent state, the stagnation in soclely occasioned
by a peculiar ruling class and the overall articulation
of the economy within the western capitalist system.
From this point he would move to confront more
universalist 1ssues like the place of mankind, and the
earth in the universe. His 1deolodgical perspective 1n
treatiny each of the themes or materials that engage him
has had to change subseguently. The subsequent chapters
will attempt to show how that change has occured and the

perspective of the change.
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CHAPTER TWO

"PEOPLE MAKE HISTORY:' IDEOLOGY AND THE RADICAL POET'

The 1ideological mobilization of masss...
premises a detraditlgnallzatlon of sociely
and of communication
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Chinua Achebe has talked of the “betrayal' fell by
the writer when the political elite baulked the dream of
a unified, prosperous and edgalitarian post-independent

Afrlca.z

Given the nature of Nigeria's independence
struggle and the continued destabilising efforts of
imperialism, the feelinu of betrayal and expectations of
independence by the writer would be proverbially naive.

In the face of the betrayal by the political
class the writer saw the need LO rearm, even 1f 1in
Achebe (as 1in Lhe piloneer Nigerian poets), Lthe people
remained unlikely agents and producers of any lasting
change. Osundare's attemptl 1is Lo make central the
people as the major historical and social force. His
attempt 1in this conlext 1s a departure from the Crend of
earlier Nidgerian writers.

In this chapter we shall look al the schism which
18 manifested 1in the elite classes and the subsequent
splinterings of the modern 1intelligentsia and, their
insertion, 1n many respects as “floating 1ideologues',
within the interstices created by the antimonies of
principally contending classes; remnants of pre-colonial,
traditional feudal authorities and the emergent petly-
bourgeosie. From the history of the reallignment,

transformation and emergence of various 1deologically
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contending classes we shall contextualise the emerdgence
of the radical avant-gardist 1deologue, Niyi Osundare,
in relation to his first two collections of poetry, A Nib
in the Pond and Songs of the Markelplace.

21 But before we yo inLo that we need an outline of
the emergent neo-colonial state to be able tLo
contextualise some of the forces thal brought aboutl
the emerdgence of Lthe radical ideolodgue.

Capitalist truncation of traditional, feudal bases
of authority has Lo a large extent instituted the
ascendency of the comprador bourgecislie over other
classes. though there is some level of fluidity in the
reallignment of classes 1in which some feudal elements
transformed themselves or still hold some level of
authority essentially quasi-primodial 1in the new
independent state.

The 1560s saw Lhe emergence of five universities.
Fairly adequalely funded by the central government and
the compelinyg redgional governments Lhe universitles were
able to maintain some dedgree of outonomy. The
intellligentsia was recruiled Lo service Lhe immediate
needs of the universities and to train manpower for the
consumption of an enlarging public and private

utilities. While the intelligentsia could at this time
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seek Lhe favour of the emeruent bourgeoisie. at the
same Lime 1t attempted Lo remain aloof from the
bouryveolisilie, particularly from its depraved
propensitlies. When expressed, Lhe anast of Lthe
intelliventsia with the state of affalrs 1mmedialely
after independence, was wilhin the confines of bourueois
humanism. The enterprise of the intellidentsia and 1ls
products was uenerally sucked in wilhin the armbit of a
nascenl hegemony as anvbody with a university educalion
was a qualified ‘professional' who could fit into the
demands of a consumerist culture. all in the name of
soclal progress. WwWilh Lhe university as Lhelr base. the
intelligentsia fellt relaltively unencumbered 1in
expressing and articulating Ltheir findings or critique
as ‘dispasssionately' as possible. The sublectlive
colouring of thelir researches were eilher perceived as
scientific or Lhat the subjlectivily possible in he
humanities 1s reduced since the intelligentsia fell
relatively above class antadgonlisms., beind neither
organically linked Lo the state nor being fire-brand
1deologues oi Lhe oppressed classes. Encased within Lthe
confines of Lhe Universillies Lhe obvious problematic ot
the 1intelligenisia was Lhe conlradiction of ‘autonomy'

and alienation. Emerdging from this milieu., the earliier
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Niverlian poels were Lo sweep evervthing before them.

The recognition of the magnitude of the
subjectivity of the intellectual has polymorphous
historical causes. We shall for convenlence prune them
to three broad overlapping instances.

The world in the 1960's was Lhe dglorious arena of
the cold war and naticonalism in many third world
countries. A communist Soviel Union, then a taboo 1in
Niveria, had emerged a super world-power and was all over
championing the rights of still colonised nations for
self-determination. In some 1instances 1L even went Lo
the extend of physically committing i1tself to the
defence of those rights. The Soviel might and system
would to some degree Lmpinge upon the consciousness of
Lthe conservalive Nigerlian intellectual. Bul the idea of
left-politics, radicalism, was mediated, like so many
features of a neo-colonial state, throudh he aegls of
Western countries whose conservative establishments in
the sixlies and early seventies were increasingly being
challenged by students and Lntellectuals. The lLmmediale
structure that was challenged as the centre for
manufacture and dessimination of conservative 1ideology
was Lhe university. A culture of radical inquiry even

1f 1t was sometimes devoid of revolutionary praxis was
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engendered. Thls new mutation was someltimes the direct
result of the liberal western university to which some
Nigerians had gone to study. It must be pointed out
though that the events of the ‘roaring sixXxties' of
angry radicalism, never made much of an impression on
some Nigerian students studying in Europe and America.

The outbreak of the civil war in 1967 redefined
the role of the intellectual. It was the watershed which
sounded the swansong of the romantic floating intellectual.
The war situation clearly made the active ‘objective'
stance of Lhe intellectual a tautological nuisance. Some
of the intellectuals found themselves on the Federal
Government's side while the others j)joined the Biafran
cause. Another group, the “third force' lacking the
material loglstics to separate the factions from war
attempted to stand morally superior to the contending
demagogues and war-mondgers. The 1increasing clamour of
this “force' irked the Federal Government and they were
to be incacerated for the most part the war lasted.

At the end of the 1inlra bourgeols war in 13970 the
state whipped up the nationalist sentiments of
reconstruction and was 1n a position following the era
of o1l boom to cultivate the favour of intellectuals

particularly in healing the wounds created by the
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hostilities. Perhaps because o0of the role of the
universities and the 1intellectuals i1t spawned and the
increasing demand for tertiary education, new
universities were added Lo the already existing ones.

Events at the international level were also to
directly affect the development of the intellectual in
Nigeria. The aftermath of the Arab-Israeli conflict of
1973 was to make imperialism sil up and try to break the
Organisation of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) as
the supreme o1l cartel. The success of the West was
reflected i1n Plummeting o1l prices and a general
uncertainly 1in the o1l market. The 1increasing
corruption of the various regimes and the articulation
of the economy on dependent capitalist structures was
also to heidhten tension as the populace was made Lo
bear the brunt of austere fiscal measures. The general
recession was reflected in increasing staff/student
unrest. The nuisance posed by this open challenge to
the state was reciprocated. This 18 seen 1n the general
curtailment of university autonomy. The union of
the academic staff of universities transformed itself
from a mere organ for the protection of the rights of
its members to forcefully comment on the affairs of

the counltry culminating 1in Joining the central Labour
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Congress (NLC). As the most conscious and articulate
wing of the union it gave the central union a fiery
radical tinge. From this spectrum the radical Nigerian
intellectual had a base, even 1f a limited one, for
praxis and to attempt therefrom to anchor his concern
with the masses,. Realising the 1importance of the
University in the general sphere of politics, economy and
soclial life,the state through cuts 1in funding,
imposition of autocratic, barely compelent Vice-
Chancellors, expulsion and forced retirement of radical
staff and students. Lhrouudh Lhe harrassmenel of Academic
staff Union of Universities (ASUU), attempted to crush
the incipient potentiality of radicalism. The extent to
whiche. Llie sLate has succeeded or not 18 another malter,
whal 1s cobvious 1s the palpable presence and influence
of radical l1deoloyues 1in most flelds of national life.

The literary 1ntervention of the radical
specifically 1nvolved his perceplLion of the ‘old'
aesthetics, principally its 1inability to celebrate the
c¢reative genius of the people. This. the radical wrlite:
feels Lo be a major failure of the polneer writers 1in a
world germane with the prouperties for revolutionery
change. In poelry Lhey poinl to the example of the old

aesthetics. Lhe direclL inheritance from a colonial
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ethos, as one i1ncreasingly benl lowards formal orgasms.
The radical poet therefore challenges this privatist
nihilism and insisls that poelry should be a svucilal
force for the radical transformation of the oppressed.
Osundare percelves Lhis Ltu be the role of the

true arlist. In his "The Wriler as a Righter,' he
pruclaims Lhat writing ilself 18 a political act the
more so for Lhe African writer who must continue the
fiunt fur Lhe total decolonisation of the continenl. He
realised however that poetry may not stop a .38,3 that
Lhe writer's strategy 18 a slow and painstaking process
of appeal and persuation. But because of the
‘technoligisation of the word' the writer could see the
contradiction facing him since he can only be read by
those wilh some education. What we can therefore
surmise from this 1impasse 1s the 1initial role that a
vanguard of the revolution would play, to,

demolish the chains and dungeons of the king

and rout his taskmaster, and dlsperse tLhe

clouds of mystification formented by the pontiff

between th? people and the firmament of social

awareness.
Osundare clearly entrenches himself as an organic
intellectual. He rejects the role of the writer as an

abstract entity. The writer must earth his vision with

the people 1n exploding the tenucus but concrete
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linkage between spiritual and secular authorities 1in
perpetuating the suppression and oppression of the
masses. Aesthetics for Osundare 18 Lo serve a clear
1deoclogical purpose as a persuasive stimulant in the
mobilization of the people. And bevond this, aesthetics
becomes a necessary and integral part of i1deological
commitment. Infact, Osundare by insisting that -

The call at the moment seems to be

more for a literature of praxis, a

concrete, activitist literature with

a glamoroua stategent about the

soclal situation
wants to ensign the piquancy and exciling pungency
of the potentialities of new ways of thinking and
perception. This will make Osundare's practice part of
the avant-garde tradition.

One of the first Lo notice this avant-garde
tradition 1i1n Nigerian poetry 1s Afam Ebaogu.6 He
noticed that the writers are basically loosely grouped,
reject nedgdritudism, call for a “nationalist literature'
and 1nsistl that literature must be freed from “colonial
complexes'. In defending his cholice of avant-gardism
Ebeogu sought to differentiate it from its decadent,
nihilistic connotation. For him avant-gardism can not
be merely a contemporary literary movemenlt where the

Ltext reveals 1ts formal properties, either as a mark of
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departure from. or, through the parcdying of preceding
literary tradition, whose sels of signs have become dead
or effete. The avant-gardist writer then 1s the one who
atlempls Lo establish new ways of looking at things by
pousing fresh questions to the perspective from which we
had hitherto approached reality. Avant-gardism then
would, according to the above definition. when looking
al the perspective of literary history. be present in
almost all epochs of literatue. Our point 1s to say
that this 1s clearly not so and would certainly blur the
peculiar hues of avant-garde art as a product of
distinct historical configurations. Avant-gardism was
not a phenomenon immanent, waiting for a discoverer. It
is more or less the fruition of ldeas and actions 1n
pre-commune Europe. It was a period marked by radical
intellectualism and the advent of a new generation. The
term avant-garde 1s clearly French in oridin and in some
other European languages L1s interpreted as the “new art'
or the vanguard. The revolutionary and radical thinker
had adopted the metaphor not just for the sphere of
literature but in a generalised inclusive way as well.

A certain, Gabriele-Desire Laverdant. three years
to the 1848 revolution had affirmed the connection of

art and politics -
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Art, the expression of society, manifests in

i1ts highest soaring. the most advanced soclial

tendencies.,.Therefore, to Know whether

art worthily fulfils 1ts proper mission as

initiator. whether the artist 1s truly avant-

garde, one must know where Humanity is going,

know what the destiny of the human race

18... Along with the hymn to hapiness. the

dolorous and depairing code... To lay bare

with a brutal brush all the brutalities, all

Lhe flL}h which are at the base of our

sociely.
There 1s 1n this formulation the idea of the
interdependence of art and soclelty, a view of art
anchored 1in the belief that 1t can be used as an
instrument of social transformation.

Outside political literature, 1L was rare in Lhe

18708 to find the term. Only after the repression of
the commune and. the disaster of the Prussian war did
the concept begin Lo acguire a secondary meaning. The
cultural-artistic avant-garde emerged side by side with
and distinct from the soclro-political avant-garde.
According to Pougioll the parallel development of the
political and artistic radical avant-garde survived in
France up to the appearance of one of the first of the
little modern literary mazadlines *La Revue
Independante.' Other magazines subsequently emerged

inspired by. but having different trajectories to ‘la

Revue Independente.” It 1s from these new magazines that
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the secondary flgurative meaning of avaunt-garde
culturally assumed a primary (sometimes even. only
meanling. The supplanting of the earlier, essentially,
culturally based avant-gdarde does not however mean the
total rupture of the alliance of radical potitical cum
radical aesthetic avant-garde. If il remained however,

the reality was more 1n appearance than in substance.

In both Sonus of the Marketplace and A Nib in the Pond

Usundare altempted to fuse the tradition of radical

political and radical aesthetic thoughts into a coherent
scheme. For him “revolutionary literature and art should
help Lhe masses to propel history £orward.‘a
Further. adopting Pablo Neruda as his patron poet,
Osundare underscores the importance of the people in his
poetry:

I made an unbreakable pledge

To myself. That the people wogld

find thelir voices 1n my sondg.
Not suprisingly Osundare would in his practice attempt to
define what poetry is in relation nol only to the
specific practice of the poineer Nigerian poets but also
some Euro-modernist obfuscations generally.

In "Art for Ass Sake' (ANITP p.6) Osundare revolts

against the "ideology of obscurity'. The sarcastic
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tone of the poem and Lhe pun on Lhe title 1s adainst the
idea of arls tor daris sake. Osundare’s allusions in the
poem wdas partly drawn from the injunction of Christ,
"dive Lo Caesar whal 1s Caesar’ s and Lo God what 1is
God's.' The fine distinction Christ made between secular
and spiritual authority 1s played upon by Osundare as a
salire against the arts for sake' <concept-
Art 1s art
Life 1s Life (ANTP p.6)
In the thitd stanza throudh the ellipsis i1n svntax of
the first two lines-

Hone your Lropes
mind vour figures,

and the alliteration of voiced bilabial plosives 1n
the third line-
Don't pollute poelry with politics-

the poet shows Lhe aridity and untenability of this
kind of art which has wmade 1t “shorn of the
human touch'. The persistent and widespread suffering
of the common people echoed 1in the 1mage of Lhe
atekererekay demands the 1nstant attention of the poet
and 1s 1n fact his proper raw material. The poet
refuses Lo celebrate the 1diosynracies of “paltricians,

kings and Queens' but would rather., concentrate on the
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atrocities perpetrated by the nobility. The poel
18 able to suggest the concrete linkage between the
impoverisation of the masses to Lhe role imperialism
plays in the socalled independent African countries -
belching bullels on tattered masses
On Europe's African factories multiplying
Profit princes and profit pariahs (ANITP, P.6).

This excess dgreed lodged in the logic of the profit
molive instead of merely producing harmless dgaseous
vapours from the belch of satiation would instead
produce “bullets’ to cow the masses 1nto silence,
Osundare notes Lhe state of deprivation of the masses
in “sprawling slums'. AL the same Lime he notes the
simmering discontent which 1s building up in the
“bukas'. The buka 18 where Lhe poor gather Lo eal and
sometimes hold impromptu ‘condress meetings™ to let off
steam on the conditions of their existence. In
declaring his stance as one with the people, the poet
goes on Lo define what poetry ought to be.

In the “Writer as a Ridghter,' Osundare has attacked
the practice of the polneer Niderlian poets as part of
the complex of the bourgeols educational system

10

which separates the artist from his roots—". If the

colonial 1deoclogy has distorted the values of the
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soclely, Lhe choice of OUsundare 1s LO show us new areas
of feeling which reside 1in common life and which give
poelLry 1ls pulse,.
In ‘poetry 1is' (SOTMP.3) there 1s a formulation
what art should be worked out, through both a negation
and confirmation of its (non) attributes -

‘not the esoteric whisper
of an exluding tongaue

not the claptrap

for a wondering audience
not the learned qguiz
entombed in grecoroman lore

poelLry 1s

a lifespring

which gathers timbre

the more throats 1t plucks
harbinger of action

the more minds 1t stirs.

This veiled attack shows that the idea of poelry

derived from Euro - modernist obscurisms makes this
type of poetry digestible only to a few. But at the
same time Osundare does not deny the validity of sensous
1magery. This 1magery when seen affirms Lthe many
sidedness of man's needs:

poeltry 1s

what the soft wind

musics to the dancing leaf

whal the sole tells the dusty path

what the bee hums to the alluring

nectar

what rainfall croons to the lowering
eaves.
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Thus inspite of Osundare’'s l1mmediate political
concerns he does not ignore the sensous, the aesthetic
si1de of poetry. In fact such 1s his concern with style
that in almost all his collections each 1s bullt on a
hermeneutic backdrop. The opening section of ANITP
generally reads like 1t 18 targeted to fit with the
1dea of dawn and life rousing in the morning. The poet
sings praises Lo the “word' ( "The word' I & II, p8-9)
as a subverter of silences. The word is compared to a
pod exploding in the dry season and, like an eayg which
“spreads ungatherably'. With an ear for the figurative
the poet attempts to go beyond the traditional use of
language: For Osundare the noun becomes a “happening
Icon.' From the store-house of 1dioms Osundare fashions
out langduage as an acltive, expressive tool. The
admirable play on words raises new possibilities-
a universe
of adverbs without
adversity {(ANITP, P.9)
or,
‘commas withoul comas.
wWords therefore are not neutral units of speech
acls but serve specific functions i1n apprehending

treality. Thus, the ‘comma’® which would
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ordinarily have been® the point (,) that marks the

smallest division of a sentence....’ 11

18 played upon
by Osundare by bringing in another “coma” which may
have the same approximate syllable sound but 1is
totally different in meaning.

The self consclousness of language 1n teasing out
new areas of perception could also have a negative
impact. Because in as much as the word can enlighten
by expressing in many ways the elements of reality, it
can also obfuscate or hide behind the skirts of
*occultism'. Thus, ‘accessibility or 1its lack can be
partly the factor of empirically verifiable lexical
items at the level of language 1itself and the world
view or philosophy of the writer and how all these are
the “common wealth® of the writer and his mass
audience. That 1s why 1in "Calling a Spade™ (ANITP,
PY9.) Osundare suggesls Lhat -

the simple word
1s the shortest distance
between two minds

The simplicity of the word however does not reduce
the profundity of the reality it 1s trylng to
communicate. Those who are capable of expressing the

need for change must be blunt (captured in the image of

the “Spade Callers”) while at the same Lime -
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ti1ll the fertilest terrain
for the richest harvest.

From the point of view of 1ideological mobilization
various people have emerged who through their special
talents, self-denial and quest for the truth have
pledged their energies and their endowments for the
Common wgood. Also. through their sharp perception of
reality they point to the existence of Llnlustice,
oppression, and couradeously call for change. There
are many poems in the two volumes under consideration 1in
this chapter replete with this tvpe of outlook- A Nib
in the Pond' (ANITP, p.12-13), "Our Dream will not Die'
{ANITP, P. 35), "The warrior of change' (ANITP, P.38)},
‘He came form the Mountians® (ANITP, P. 39-40), “The
Sand BSeer’' (S0TM, P.31-32). “Zimbabwe® (S0THM P.52-54),
“For Bob Marley' (SOTM, p.57-58) and so on,

In the title poem A Nib in the Pond.' the poetl
through the 1image of the sharp. pointed nib observes
the same sharpness and incisiveness of analysis in
the persona of the poem who 18 able to pierce throudgh
the most daunting of obstacles. From the contexl, the
persona 18 a model insurgent who disturbs the peace of
the oppressors. In the firslt stanza the ability of the

persona to resuscitate words and make Lhem pulse with
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active reality 1is brought out -

we read your lines

Opening up the earth

like a book of paths

hear your voice

melting the wax of

a thousand seasons.

The ability of the persona, who incidentally 1s a

writer, to enliven the text with a sense of urgency
18 clearly shown 1in the last two lines of the stanza -

hear your voice
melting Lhe wax of thousand seasons.

Moreover, the quality of the writing 1s metaphorically
imbued with the power of causing convulsions in Lhe
*barracks and powerbrothels®™ and in ‘“overturning plots
of plunder’. Osundare’s 1maglination recreates the
vision of the citadels of power in the compounding of
power and brothels. wWhat new word emerges 1s Lhe
notion of power as beiny misused and which like the
prostitute can be acqguired like a commodity. The
‘plots of plunder® which the powerful manufacture and
unleash on the hapless 1s captured through a direct
comparison in the equation of the evil machinations of

-~

Lthe powers that be to “bowls of poison.” But it seems
as 1f for Osundare bringing oult these facts would not

be enough 1f the persona had not the ability where -
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we sing the line
and hear our volce
read the words

and see ourselves
In the mirror of every letter,

This makes the “we’ 1n the last stanza to assume a
heightened perception of mundane reality captured in
Lthe earthy, recondite proverb-

Now

though hands are two

we know which wipes the anus

there 18 a fork in the road

but we know the shorter way home.

Thls shows how vicariously the writer-persona can
invest his reader with the power of creative
discrimination. One slight 1ssue however: The verb
“throw® 1in the second stanza used 1in connection to the
‘nib® seems 1nappropriate. We point this oul since
Osundare insists on the active use of the component of
the sentence 1in capturing the reality he 1s trying to
communicate. Thus, to “throw a nib' even if the “pond'
18 metaphorical does not aptly relate the object “nib'
to the action “throw'. “Throw' would have been
appropriate for a spear or a pebble; a “nib' has to
take a much sharper verb than “throw' to disturb the
‘pond of silence.’ Bul more importantly, the poem

echoes the communicating link between the author and

the reader as a factor of literacy. Since the poem 1s
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actualised from the context of writing and tChe
apprehension of 1ts reality through reading, which
intercourse 1s primarily denied the non-literate,

I1f the above example 18 representative of
ideological mobilization of the audience through Lhe
new Vistas of “knowind' dependent upon the power of the
word and 1ndirectly working on the consciousness of the
subject, the poem ‘Zimbabwe' (S0TM) takes the example
of the direct confrontation with the enemy through the
armed struggle. The poem 18 dedicated to the slain
Zimbabwean generallisimo Josalih Tongogara and the
guerilla fighters who fought 1in the war against the

white minority regime of I-Ian Smith. The poet shows

that a new dawn would give Africans the reins of power.

The poem 18 punctuated with the refrain of “The cock
has crowed' thus emphasising the certainty of that
dawn. The poem 1is very direct and the poel merges
consciousness with that of those who desired and fought
for the new dawn, as he reports from the

-

interchangeable collective pronoun ‘our' and “we',
The person recounts the aspects of the struggle that
included several aborted peace Lalks and the betraval
by local agents of the white minority represented in

the 1image of the clergy [perhaps Abel Muzorewa who was

his
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part of the Ian Smith government]-

Men collared out of our fold
by the folly of ghostly power.

The victory of the freedom fighters though nol 1in
vain was not without 1its casualties - orphaned
children, widowed wives and so on. The encounter which
removed the enemy violently has also left its mark on
the landscape. Bul to the poel the scarred face of the
country {(‘ruins') 1s a living testimony Lo an epic
strugglq for self - determination which is part of the
chain of reaction already sel in motion in other parts
of Africa -

Yet another milepost

on the sizzling roads

from Cairo to Cape (SOTM, p.53)
Against this background of commitment by the oppressed
Lo national liberation another battle is been fought by
the African working people, This 1nvolves the class
struggle within the so-called independent African
states. In Lhe poem "Bakalori' (ANITP,p.29-30) the
poel finds ready material in the theme of the popular
struggles of the peasants who have been denied adequate
compensation for lands forcefully acguired by the
state for quasi-capitalist agricultural enterprises. In

the first two stanzas the poet scornfully states the
oppressors” feast of plunder -
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Ripped open
again
the floodgates of peasanl blood
unleashed
onced more
the iron heels of dispossession.

The oppressors are appropriately given the 1mage
of the vulture which swoops on “loots of carnage.” The
obvious reference to the botched “Green Revolution®
programme of the Shagari regime ( 'grey')is further
aggravated by the spilling of peasants blood-
‘reddening’. In the lasl stanza there 1s the fact that
the greed which induced the carnage will not be left
unchanged. The calloused hands of the peasants will
grab the “handle of the matchetl®™ bent on vendeance.
But it 1s not the machete alone that will be used even
as the dispossession of Lhe peasants 1s not that of
land alone: The oppressors drop confettis of promises
that never attain concrete fulfilment. Hope and future
aspirations are also denied the masses ( promise Land’,
ANITP, P.32-33). So the option is for the masses 1in a
collective revolutionary action to -

Arise

with long knives and guns
you for so long slaughtered
at the alter of profit Baals

Arise.
with marching thunders and whistling winds.



52
Throughout the two collections 1in this chapter
the masses and other committed individuals are
celebrated. Notable figures like in the last section
of ANITP { 'posilive archetypes') are euloglsed and

their example i1mmortalised. Bul 1L 1s the common man

who 18 the central concern of the poet. Osundare
celebrates the many - sided features of this class of
humanity (I am the common Man.' ANITP. P. 50-51).

Positively rehabilitated by the poet who realises Lhe
full potentials of the common man, the possibility of
change 1s echoed. This change will have a revolutionary
effect on the socliety -

unfellable

like a tree with a million roots

1 will shake the earth

with yiant fruits

lading the four winds

with seeds ot change.

But this dgenerally positive view of the common man
assumes a contradictory tone in some 1nstances. In
*Sule Chase”™ (SO0TM, P.16-18) for example, the poet
panoramically. pursues Lhe act of a petty Lheft Lhat
would ensue in lLradgic consequences -

The chase starts i1n some shadowy stall
on a hungry afternoon
*Gleee barawoooooo Onye Oshiii"

Rises from tepid earth
To the baking skies

L I I T ) L T I T I I S SR I Y
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The race gathers more ledgs

In every lane

Tarlors with gliants scilssors

permsecs with PENDING files
Barristers with dusty wigs

NEPA experts with fused bulbs
Telephonists in dead head-sets

The doctor with a coughing stethoscope
The don with his chair aloft

The serdeant has just gone Lo inspect
His tenth mansion....

The housemald with the W.C. broom
Reuters agents dying not Lo miss

The show....

All skinning each other's heels
Surging for the virgin blow

where through some analogy everybody was
gulilty of attacking a common thief. This
‘universalisation' of the guilt complex by Osundare 1s
however a departure from the normal grain and suggests
that he has not yelL totally freed his poetry from
certain tendencies of the poineer Nigerian poels. From
the example of ‘Sule Chase', Lhe poel ironically was
not interested 1in the cause of the theft. What held
his interest was the effect he creates. Thus the poem

completely looses 1ts moral. Sule's (a common man)
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theft 1s not a moral 1ssue. Incidentally in the poem
*Sule' does not even get the benefit of class
solidarity: He 1s chased by other commoners like him
as well as by members of the middle class and the
intelligentsia. The Shameful 1irony that Sule had
stolen a three kobo loaf of bread which he could not
even ealt, certainly puts a damper to the poet's
understanding of the phenomena of class struggle. The
ironic tone of the weight of the crime and the
punishment meted by the sociely becomes a jarring note
in Osundare's conception of the class struggle: Sule
who should have had the symphaty of the poet 1s instead
barbed by this ironic twist in his fate -

And sule has

The Onceinlife luck

of leadiny Lagos 1n a race.

It seems rather uncritical to celebrate “Sule’
thus. The soclely 18 not even shocked by 1its
treatment of such an unlucky fellow. The moral that
unwittingly comes through in the poem emphasises rLhe
fact that the poor pay high for their little sins while
the rich and mighty go free. If the poel expects Lhe
reader to be shocked by this apparent irrational
behaviour of man he succeeded only at the cost of

disallowing the possibility of transcending the basic
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realities he 1s reporting. If no lesson 18 learnt by
the people who chased "Sule' 1t may look a sad
representation of the way we are, robbed of an inner
reflexive voice, In fact, the whole poem, where
everybody 1s apparently gullty, approximates Lo Clark's
poem ‘Casualties'.1?

On wgeneral note however, the poet celebrates tLhe
heroism of the common people 1n a soclety where one
increasingly finds it difficult to reproduce himself.
The poet calls for a comprehensive overhauling of
soclety to be rebuilt on collectivist socialist
foundations.

But 1in as much as the poet celebrates Lhe common
man, the poet has nothing but scorn for the petty-
bourgeoisie and particularly, for members of the
university community. The poet 1s 1rked by the fact
that the supposedly most enlidhtened members of Lhe
soclely are so endgrossed 1n crass banality that they,
and inevitably the university, have become s0 stagnant
as to be unable to help carry out the needed social
transformation of thelir sociely. Osundare paints a

shocking picture where -
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At the senior staff club
brave dons wrestle it out
wilth swealing bottles
Swilling and staggering
belching stunning ignorances
in lofty mouthfuls. (ANITP, p.25)

This serves as Lhe background to the decay of the
university where dons are ‘cretined by giant dreams of
blinding power'. Osundare points Lo other sources of
power and knowledge deriving from nature itself -

the sky opens forth
like a blue book
of paths unread -

but the ‘dons”® ensconsed in edos battered by the
soporific effect of beer are unable to perceive.

Motre alarming 18 Lhe fact that the university
system with 1Ls supposedly heluhtened awareness has not

been able to remain insular from the graft and
corruption in Lhe wider socliely. In "Returning Dons’
{ANITP, p. 26-27) we see the abuse of the BSabbatical
leave where some members of the intellidentsia use their
Lerms Lo acquire material wealth and walk in the
corridors of power no matter how briefly-

Wise anl

you have lined up your chilly hole

with the windfall of sabbatical summers

Merry ride in the mercedes

of your clever harvest.

When university dons are not 1involved in this, they
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are caughl up within the vortex of the culture of
producing papers for Lhe “Appointments and promotion
commiltee,” the sole avent of determining one's
progress in the universily no matter the substance of
the papers produced. The skewed nature of the reward
system has reduced knowledge Lo a poor commodity where
quantity supercedes rigour and quality. The universily
don is forced to produce papers 1h an arcane landguage
. The language watery

No, "ab"™ "initio," "“celeris paribus"
"Horribile dictu,” "mutatis mutandi"

(SOTM,p.24-)

latinisation beindy Lhe hallmark of erudition. Things
have reached a stagde where Lo be published, the
university don has Lo

Grovel before the editor
And dusts his shoes... (S0TM, p.25)

Yel another aspect of universily life 1s presented in
Lthe 1magye of the universily condgreuation. AL the
congregation i1nstead of important 1ssues taking
precedence over flatulence and bufifoonery, the dons
indulge 1in verbosily and intellectual masturbation-

Jaruons take over the podium

and slogans rumble

the belly of the hall

fustian grenades detonate

and eddheads explode
wilh barren approbation. (SOTHM, p.28-29)
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The title of this poem AL Lhe university Con-
gre-gation' with the splitting up of the word
congregation into three dislinct syllables.
sarcastically intones Lhe poel’s conception of that
body. The further existence of the word ° con' as the
head syllable with a distinct semantic meaning casts
asperslion on university congregation as a dubious
enterprise. The total picture one gets of the
universily and 1ts members 1is of unseriousness. ILs

members are a shepardless herd whose life 1s aimless:

O my people
You stray
Seekinyg here

a way across the wilderness. (S0TM, p. 29)
Although this bleak picture of the universitLy
intellectual is whal yenerally obtains. there 1s, here
and there, thin rays of hope in the 1idea of the
intellectual who is committed and dedicated . This 1s
the i1dea that 1s expressed in “Mindscope® (SOTM., p.62-
83). The poem i1s aboul an honest, daring and incisive
personality. This character portrait is adgainst the
corporate mediocrity found in most intellectual

circles. The persona of "Mindscope®™ 18 a dynamo of

vision and action:
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to each eye, light
to each mind, guestion
to each question, will
Lo each will, action.

Osundare’™s displeasure with the university
communily 1s against the background of the fact that as
the obviously potentially most conscious members of
the community, they have failed to lead the battle for
the emancipation of society from the ordganised
domination of the state by a Liny unde-mocratic cligue.
The university community 1s so sleeped 1n the system,
1ts conservative values, that it 18 not ready to
c¢challenye opression. Two broad classes of
intellectuals are discernible from Osundare's portraval
of the intellectual. One section can not go beyond 1its
petty - bourgeois nature to be i1declouically commitled
to oppressed sections of the society. The other class
of intellectuals are however committed to the struggles
of the oppressed. This commltment will hopefully
culminate 1n the revolutionary transformation of
socliely. To siluate the nature of the Ltransformation
Osundare explores the nature of pelly - bourveols
elements and highlights their ambivalence. Bul overall
the i1rony 18 that the intelligentsia who ordinarily

should be the most enlightened class for 1deological
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mobilization have developed a dialectical resistance to
being mobilised. This 1s because they may not Just be
mere consumers of ideology but also active producers of
forms of i1deoloyies. Moreover, Lhey lack the vision as
a class for the transformation of socliety. They may
fear losing the benefits that acrue Lo them as a class
and they may also aspire for upward social mobility.
Only a whittling away of their status by the state can
perhaps force some of them to allign with the masses.

As a result of the 1deological bankcruptcy of
bourgeols classes 1n relation to soclal trasformation
Osundare declares his stance with the oppressed. But
as we have noted the medium of communication no matter
1ls accessibility limits the poel's direct contacl with
the intended carriers of his vision. Even allowing
for the accessibility to a mass audience, literature 1is
Just one of the several 1deological mobilizers in Lhe
‘consciousness industry.® Thus, 11U 1s possible for the
mass audience Lo be buffeted by other contending
1declogies which may limit, curtail, obfuscate, merue,
cancel or openly challenge revolutionary ideology.
The appellation of the individual Lo 1institutions,
formal and 1informal, also compound the 1ssue. It 1is

perhaps Lhe 1lncreasinyg savagery and bankcruptcy of the
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Nigerian state and the continued pauperisation of a
broad mass of social classes which should give the hope
that all 1s not totally lost. This 1s what makes
Osundare’s poems and vision so hopeful like in the last
section of SOTHM -

Soothing

like blended serenade

of bird and insect I

wall vopen armed to embrace

afemosu punctual spirit......{(p.78)

In this section lambent with be forces of nature,
a concern Lhat will be expanded 1n The Eve of the
Earth, Osundare creates an 1i1deal, a world without
oppression. In this world i1t 1is possible for man to
realise his full potentials.

For Osundare Lo establish his 1deocloyical stance
he needed to qguestion pastl and presenl practices of
art, culture, politics and economy. HLS stance 1s
initially avant-gardist, in the traditional sense. Two
distinct elements of his avant-gardism are the activism
and antagonism which derive from a conscious need to
politicise art, to make 1t directly relevant as a
subversive Lool and the creator of new, transcending
consclousness, His view of 1deoclogy comes across 1n
the distinct class positions of Lhe oppressed and the

Oppressor . The compression of 1deoloady into a ‘this'



62
versus “that' syndrome, while 1t does not allow for a
fuller view of 1ideoloygy, affords the writer a sharp
delineation of the fields of 1deological practise of
the oppressor and Lhe oppressed and also creates Lhe
urgency for social transformation in the collections.
In other words, Osundare’'s view of 1deology 1is
elucidated throuugh typification. The oppressors and
their 11k are represented as carriers of the dominant
oppressive i1deology while the opressed and their
friends are represented as valours, long-suffering but
ever hopeful of the creations of a new world. The
language of the poetry, although allusive 1n some
instances 18 clearly more accessible than that of the
polneer Niderian poels, The landuage 18 devoid of
mythic lore and the privale musings of the poet as an

individual ego.
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CHAPTER THREE

*Soclal reality and Transcendence: The example of
Villade Voices.'
All these voices need Lo be listened Lo
critically and carefully. precisely because
Lhere 1s 18 no authentic voice or transcending
unity that slructure Lhe diverse expeariences
of African peasantries and because Lhese
oral documents are soclal Lexls Hlih
hidden and often multiple meanings.

Althoudh this 18 Isaacman’s cCritigque of
historiouraphers of the African peasantry who iunore
the cultural baslis o0if a peoples liie as Lhey seek Lo
collecl: "hard empirical data' we find Lhe rejoinder
useful 1n cowing to Lerms with Uthe 1deoclouical
implicalions of Osundare's ensidnation and mediation
of Lhe peasantryv; how Lhe peasaniliy 1s affected by. and

how 1L affects olher social classes and., generally. how

Lhe peasanliy organises 1ls self-reproduclion.

Allempts have been made by wrilers Lo show Lhe gap
between Lhe elite and the masses. Inspite of Lhis
tradition little or no inlerest has been shown by
Niderlan writers Lo ensign Lhe peasantry as a distinct
social group whose lardely adrarian unils have become
important aspecls 1in the active development of the

Nigerian SLate, Village VOlueqz 18 an exception.

Osundare’s peasant origins could be one ot tLhe

factors that worked positively 1n shaping hls
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ideological view concerning the peasantry. He presents
a picture of the conditions that affect rural life. He
showed his commitment by merging his voice within the
inner voice of peasant life, Lo give us vital
information, comments and views ULhrougdh which
individual and collective volces are etched in songs,
proverbs, festivals,., ceremonies. All these voices are
Ltransmuted within the echo of verbal arts resonating
now and then with a timbre of militancy.

But production is only a part of the complex
social relations. Consumption, and the use and the
exchange of value of the product forms the other
integral complex of social relations. Seldan has noted
how Macherey has gilven an insight 1into the self
deception of the text as a unified work using free
implements (devices) as really Lhe deployment of
‘*disparate materials' which are “worked over and
changed in Lthe process'.3 Taking our cue from this and
added to the context of a largely unlettered soclely
where Lhe lilerale are a relatively tiny bul powerful
group, Lhe primary contradiction of the text; 1its
intended and real audience 1s brought into even sharper
focus 1n Village Voices. Bul Lo be able to understand
not only the form but the nature of this contradiction
one needs a commensurale Knowledge of the peasantry
even 1f 1n an exploratory manner, This will help us

see Lhe peasanlry as a concrete class within
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concrete social conditions. Knowledue of this will
show how pre-Lextual 1deolouy i{the notion of
peasantry/revolutioni 1s Lransformed, off-set.
transcended and 1ndeed pecome transmuted 1into almost
Lotally new 11decvlouical positions engendered by the
wiiler's poslutlations, the “being’ of the text and its

analvsis.

Mosl studies on Lhe peasantry geperally acceot this
¢lass as an ambiguous socclal c¢lass. wWhile this may
describe, 1t falls short ot apprehending the
essence of Lhe peasantry. Marx more Lhan qualififes
his notion of the peasanlry as ‘“mass of potat0‘4 by
recounising Lhe fact that there could be revolutionary
peasanls whose ascending conscliousness and
pauper isalion, amongsl others. would serve as corrolary
to their overcominug tLhe strictures thal stand against

their ueneral interest. Fanons

infact, 1in the light of
the relatively fewer number. gquiescence and
conservatism of the African proletariat., sees Lhe
African peasantry. for example., as the truly
revolutionary class who bear the brunt of the
oppression of 1mperialism. Fundamentally what
interests us aboul the peasantry as 18 applicable to
Osundare’ s Village Voices., 1s Lhe facl thal we are
dealing with a historically derived relations of

production and domination based on control of land by
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the peasanlry either as tenants or smallholders but,
generaly Lo a large degree, controlling their means
of production. Isaacman i1nfacl postulates that:
Work or, more precisely. the peasant

labour process has a profund impact

on the material as yall ag cultural

universe of the peasants.

3.111 Looking specifically at Weslern Nigeria. Lhe context
of Osundare’s Villagde Voices, we observe many social,
political and economic¢ fermentations, The
incorporation of the Yoruba commodily economy 1into Lhe
world capitalist system, particularly the introduction
and burgeoning of the cocoa product for cash exchange,
fundamentally transformed tLraditional relations of
production. Peasanl droups. emergded ostensibly to
proteclt peasanl inlerest. The creation of a Cocoa
Marking Board in 1947 marked government's 1intervention
in the peasant seclor. This also gave peasants tLhe
chance Lo vrganise mainly through mutant nationalist
individuals and groups. Some of Lhe groups that
emerded were Lhe Nigerian Farmers Union and the
Maiyegun Sociely. The latter dgroup, for example. were
active during the "Swollen-shoot® scourge forcing the
government Lo accept Lhe authority of the Maiveguns
instead of the Native Authority officials. Later on
peasant disenchantment with c¢olonial agricultural
policies would 1in part be channelled through

nationalist agitaltion for independence.
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After independence peasant agitations were to

assune a magnitude hitherto unknown. The 1968-69

riots precipitated by the Adbekovas was renarkable.

Its support and leadershlp was peasant based. The

immedliate cause of the riot was the flat-rate tax.

Other causes were the 1mpori restriction as a result of

the ¢ivil war

which affected the volume of trade of the

beasant’s wives, heavy rainfall the previous season

which had led

earnings. In

Lo damaged crops, poor harvest and poor

perspective the turn the expression of

the grievances took could be said to be a result of the

failure of constitutional means in resolving peasant

problems. Inspite of the success of the Agbekoyas the

problem of a

gulding ideoclogy made them compromise

some of their demands. The 1implication of this has

been noted:

.. In general, there has been little

political, in the sense of ideological
c¢ontent in the develovment of Niderian
coorparatives. No indigenous doctrines

of socialism have supported the movement
in 1ts fight agalnst commerclial interests:
the movements leaders have never made
appeals to the "masgses’ to unite under the
coorperative idea} against the elite or

capitalist class,

Thus, the communalism <f the peasants can

initially facilitate peasant interest but, withcout a

transcending vision they are hindered. Against this

background

Village Volces 18 an ldeological

intervention to re-order the guantitative voices of the
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peasantry and imbue 1t with a capacity £for
revolutionary change.

Some of the poems in Villade Voiges are more or
less direct transpositions of indigenous Yoruba sonyus
and in instances where the poet could not find English
equivalants, the origihal vernacular word is maintained
with the meaning decoded at Lhe level of end notes.
The ideclogical implication 1s that 1t is almost
impossible to render a context bound phenhomena in
another, totally different cultural matrix
holistically. Some cultural - contexlual, nol just
semantic, thread that binds the seawms of thought and
expression are expunged from Lhe Lransposition, what
ohe is left with al best is a diluted universe of
experisence. Missind also from the transposilion 1is
the song as an aural-visual performance with the
accompaniment of possibly drums, gongs, gesturaes and
other non-verbal aspects of communcialion. But most
especially absent are the audience and ithe performer in
a fluid dynamic context. the essence of an oral

performance.

3.1.111 Villave Voices racounts the key experiences
of a day:; The act of waking up setls the pace and
builds up to a ygeneral chatter as the world is fully
roused, shaekindg off the dross of slunber. Thele seemns Lo

be a lull at noon (“volces aboul coming and going') as
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the voice becomes reflective. The cloging stages
restates the earlier militancy and awalts the coming
0f anoviher dawn.

The opening and closing poemns show a raconteur
through whose mind the rural world 1s crvtallised and
analysed. If the examples from these poems evince a
poet - teacher -

My words will not lie like a sunuch winhd

fluttering leaves in a barren forest

My words will climb the tree of wigdom

feed multitudes with fruils of thoughts

and plant the earth with potent seeds. {(p.2)

put my words in vour left hand

0 they do nol land in the stomach

with Lhe unwitting morsel

thien plant them like a yam seedling

which multiplies the original breed{p.71)
and, structurally, serve as the sectoplasm for the rest
of the poewms, what we shall logically be talking of is
the echo of the villager™s volces 1n the poet's
COnSCLloUuSness., But an ectoplasm does not define the
physicuynomy, nor indeed the essence of watter. B8So,
apart from the dgenseral outline abova. we can also see
thal the inner structure o¢of Villadge Vejces 1is the
contending conscloushess of the villagers and the poet.
To demonstrate this it will be best to take the poems
section by section even 1f we may run the risk of
raepetition, as sowe of the i1deas reechic acrosgss the
gections,

In the first section,., “voices in dialogue and

hanter’ Lhere 1s an amazing, Linstinctive sense of
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rhythm which fairly captures traditional oral poetics.
This 1s succintly realised in the poem A Dialogue of
the Drums' (p.5-8}). Structured in the form of a
banter, Lhe poem has Lwo fiercely contendinyg personas
who declaim the beauty and sanctity of thelr artistic
practices. By a recourse to a rich feast of words, the
protagonists argue oul their causes Lo the
accompaniment of verbal calisthenics and collateral
musical instrumenlts that resonate the statements of the
artists and conjure visions of 1decloglical platforms
on which each singer has pitched his tent. The banter
was endineered by the first protagonisi who began with
an initial self praise-

When I raise my volce

The world will be my chorus

I, owner of the thrvat for pleasing

songs,

And hands sculpured {(sic)

For the talkative face of the drum....
and goues on Lo a loaded, thinly veiled riposte against
Lthe qguarry -

Bul there are some people 1 know

Peole (sic) whose names I will not mention

whose hippo hands slap the drum

Like a scab of flabby flesh

Flodging mere nolilse from

Its tuneful belly.
By questioning the ability of the second protagonist in
a community where art 1s 1in high esteem a sericus
damage would have been done Lo Lhe personallily so

traduced, Only a sound equally sharp defense will

ameliorate matters. But 1nspite of, or because of the
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defense, the first protagonist has succeeded at least
in provoking his opponent to a joust. If the bone of
contention appears, initially. to be the issue of
aesthetics, such an interpretation 1s discouraged by
the second protagonist whose rejoinder indicates that-

I understand all your words
And even Lhose you haven't spoken.

Bul since Lhe real intention of the attack by the first
prolagonist has not been fully revealed, 1L seemns wiser
to bid time and pick up the gauntlet on the issue he
has ostensibly been called to defend. arts -

I hail from a line of drummers

And understand perfectly

The language of the leather

Bata which speaks with two elegant mouths

Omele which carries a high-pitched face...

And dgangan which wasps 1ls wailst

For the embrace of prodding arms.

This brilliant parry which signifies that the

speaker 18 an adept artist alsou, forced the first
protagonist to declare the conditionality of his

practice -

1 have thrilled roval steps
With ubedu's majestic accent,

From this, 1ssues are no londer obligque; the walting
game c¢f the second protagonist has paid and,. for the
first time, he went on the attack-

You singer of royal songs

Your drum, dumb in the market place

Only talks in the palace of gold

Your song extols those whose words

Behead the world.

A belittling picture of a palace courtlier easilly
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atlracted by the glitter of wealth is painted here.
His arls can not serve a communal purpose but is plied
for fascist ends, 1n the service of those in authority.
The call to the second protagonlist to substantiate his
accusations-

Let runners of accusing sonys

Put leus on their words

Lest they be like a woman's Opoo

Sprawling like a beheaded snake -
seem like a call Lo strike al an exposed flank and was
gladly accepted -

I will not only give legs Lo my coiling words

I will also give them the fang of factis.
Thus, Lthe weapon of the first protagonlst 1s used
against him: The second protagonlsl's accusatlon (stanza
four) graphically described by the first protagonist as
lacking the venom of a real snake in the 1madge of
*Opoo' 1s plaved upon by the second protavonist
who gives his “colling words' the “fang of facts'.
We yather then that the royal court singer shies from
musical 1instruments like ‘reso'. ‘ogbele' and “adan'.
Those are instruments that sysmbolise communal
intercourse as i1n riles of passage. welcoming a newborn
{reso), mourning a departed one (ogbele), and
sallirising anti-social behaviour like stealing {(adan).
The communal sonuster then goes on Lo deride the

courtsinger -
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You were i1n Lhe palace running endless errands
Like a shuttle 1n the loom
Your eunuch drum a dumb stool
For hatrem buttocks.
From this picture, the roval sinuer seems to have
descended to the deplhs of deysneracy: He has lost
witalever power be had and now approximates to an
lnanimale obiecl (loom)l, a tool fashioned to serve and
weave Lhe clolh of roval debauchery. The drum, part of
Lthe trademark of Lhe artist 1n striking communal tunes,
llas 10 Lthe hands of the first protagonist become
tmpotent - “eunuch'- and only serves to support “harem
buttocks.' From all these, the first protagonist 1n
the verbal battle seems to have lost Lhe initiative and
18 now on the defensive -
Must we all extlract paltry pennies
From squalid lanes
Frequenting miserable ceremonies
Like vultures bald as
The drums we beat?
The pundency of the rhetoric, witty as 1t 1is, castis
aspersion unincidentally on communal abodes., abodes of
the not so0 privileged - “sgualied lanes,' “miserable
ceremonies’'. IL 1s obvious then that the 1deological
stance of the first protagonist pushes him to pour
scorn and deniyrate the people and communal events Lhat
integrate and sustain thelir reality.
The last stanza containing the second protagonist’s

rejoinder serves more like a coup-de-drace Lo a

thoroudhly chastised opponent. In this 18 also
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contained a warning of an apocalyptic end for
betrayers of Lhe people -

Your fish will come belly-up, someday

Its underside beamed at the laughing sun-

Bul the most important thing really, which 1s the
essence of the second protayonist's stance, 1s captured
in the maxim-

The people always outlast the palace.

From the foregoing, 1l 1s c¢lear that the social
conditionality of arts and the commitment of the
individual artist 1s predicated on the views,
impressions and consciousness of the artist and how he
perceives hls soclety. Osundare’s concern 1s to what,
and 1n whose cause the commitment 1s professed.

In A dialogue of the Drums’® Osundare explores Lhe
ideological ramifications of two artists of different
temperaments. At the end of the banter 1t 1s obvious
Lhat the populist’s arts 1s positively celebrated.
The structure of the poem 1s clearly designed in favour
of Lhe people’s artist, that 1s, one who takes hilis arts
to the "marketplace.' We symphatise with the second
protagonist at the seemingly unwarranted and unprovoked
onslaught of his aristocratic counterpart, By the
time we are midway tLhroudh Lhe poem, Lhe first
protagonist 1s on the defensive and we see him hedging

Lel runners of accusing sonds
put legs in their words.
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Also, having spoKen first, the first protadgonist can
not have Lthe last say as ULhe poet {(Osundarel,
apparently in the spirit of fair-play allows each of
the combatants four stanzas respectively. This,
{particularly the principle of the last say) glives the
second protagonist more opportunity Lo 1deologically
undermine the position of the first protagonist.
Nonetheless, when we look at the overall positions of
the protagonists things may not be as distinctively
shaped as we have infered,

8 Yoruba oral arts

According to Bayo Odguniumi
partly developed from the celebration of the divinily
of the Oba. And although the divinity could and has
been challenged, the complex of religion, worship and
daily existence make Lhe people more or less accept
the authority of the oba on some atavistic - cultural
matters. So the first protagonist may be right in

¢laiming that;

when I raise my voice
The world joins the chorus.

Also, adgainst a whittling, grey communal conformity,
the first protagonist may be correct 1n asserting the
right of the individual-

And let him die of thirst

who thinks my fish should not find a river

Broad enough to sult 1its fins.

So adgainst the background of validating and

invalidating claims and counterclaims the truth it
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seems, lles somewhere 1n the i1nterstices of
contradictions set up by the clashes of opposing forces.
But while such opposite stances are denerally assumed
by African artists. the case of the first protagonist
1s seriously undermined inspite of the elegance of his
casulslry. In the first instance, 1t 1s possible Lo
have different classes consenting on a number of
Lssues, The <c¢onsent may be as result of
complementarity of interest. It may also be through
eiltber raw force or Lthe ascendence of a hegemonic class
or both factors; which may make the people "join the
chorus'. This will make art, from this spectrum,
assume Lhe potential of beindg used as part of the
1deological complex to legitimize class rule. But,
specifically, what makes the 1ideological posture of the
first protagonsit reactionary is that he 18 opposed
to the people and refers to their ethos in derogatory
Lterms - “paltry,' “squalid', ‘miserable.' Osundare
further shows that the first protagonist 1s a piltiable
personality who seeks Lo proltect a seflsh inlerest;
his own materlial well - belnd supercedes any genuline,
concern for others. He appears not even committed to
the arts which he professes Lo champion bul 1s an
informed philistine., the bankruptcy of his practice as
much the bankcruptcy of his 1declogical stance.

Hidden by the rafters of proverbs, maxims,

aphorisms and all KkKinds of wise-sayinags, the peoples
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voices highlights the ferment of contradictions,
tensions, militancy and profound philosophical
postulations,

In “Nol in my Season of Songs' (p.9-10), the abuse
as a skilled form of verbal riposte 18 employed. The
structure of the poem Lakes Lhe form where the perscna
pretends restraint while at the same Lime golng on Lo
heap 1inveciives on his viciim, As usual the poem 1s
full of vivid imagery. The persona does not attack his
viclim by grabbing his throat directly, instead,
obligue references couched 1n wise-sayings are made in
the first stanza. The persona adopts a stance of self
righteousness from the assaull of an unprovoked person.
The unwarranted assaull will cause the provocalteur some
Lrreparable damage -

Sigidl thirsty for a dance of shame

Craves a festival in the rain

Bees hum peacefull in the fallowing farm

A reslless boy punctures their hive

With a crooked stick.
The parallelism makes “sigidi' and “boy' acquire the
same semantic implication. Also, the effective use of
the conditional phrases “would have,' “were this',
emphalises the attempt to lull the victim into a state
of quiet relief; that Lhe viclim 1s receliving a whimper
not the full gale of a mavazine of expletives, This

gives the persona room to unleash further a retinue of

abusive words -
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Yes, 1 would have told you

About your swollen testicles

which crook your legs

Like miserable bows.

About your lips thick like hippo skin

About the elephant leygs of your mother

And your father whose head

Rivals a buffalo’s own.
But the whole torrent of abuse goes beyond a
spellbinding personalised attack on a hapless viclim
and can be situated within the context of forms of
oppression and the ensuinyg class struggle. The victim
seems Lo fuel the 1re of the persona not for belng
what he 18 as a person bult for his especilal
distinction: related to am incredibly unattractive
posse of oppressors -

Your father the D.0's shil carrier

who hounded kinsmen as tax debtors

And drafted people into labour
For crumbs of the white man's table

.................................

Your uncle the produce buyer s0 fattened

On ugly money he looks like

A bag of cocoa with a ball for a head

Or his brother the sanitary inspector

who can extract bribe from a corpse.
From the poem, it 1s obvious that the relationship of
the various characters 18 nol necessarily consanguinous
but the result of their being common agents of a class.

Apart from the obvious class based 1deologies to

which most of Lhe poems 1in V s V 3 5 owe Lhelir
timbre. Osundare also deals with some existential

problems. Here the tension 1s set through the

contradiction of individual perception o©of reality on
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Lthe one hand and on the other, how that will conflict
with communal needs.

In "Killing Without a Sword' (p.13) for example,
the persona 1s a long-suffering fellow who 1s to learn
that-

Our worst enemy 1is he

who sends us to pluck

a fruit deliciously out of our reach.
The weird desire of the persona's friend to have a
moon and the fruitless efforts of the persona Lo
fulfill the 1mpossible whim 1s captured i1in the
stretchinyg of the persona's body “1like a rubber.’
But from the bizarre request and the failure to
to comply a sound lesson 1s leaint which appears the

ruby of folk wisdom-

There are many ways of killing

without a sword.
In “Chicken Story' (p.14) Osundare enacts the
peculiarities of 1individual personalities. The
rhetoric 1s 1ronical; the toothless chicken ‘eats
pebbles’' and “swallows sand' vyel, comparatively larger
animals with dentures can not copy the same dielary
habits of the chicken and live to tell the story! The
recognition that the "mill,' inside all men grinds with
different magnitude 18 a pointer to individual
differentiation ranging from the psychological to the

physiological. What 1s emphasised in the poem 1s Lhe
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necessary uniqueness of the human speclie.

In “Eatindg Tomorrow™s Yam' {(p.16} the tension 1is
the product of the contradictory interests of the
individual and the communily. The first stanza serves
as a prelude Lo Lhe drama Lhal will ensue-

When cutling a tree in the forest

1t 1s Lthe wise who watch

where it will fall;

the not - 80 wise merely enjoy

the conguering edge of the axe.
At the centre of the imbroglio 1is the utilisation of
scarce communal resources. While the communilLy
advocates for prudence the prodidal wishes Lo satisfy
the urge of the moment unmindful of tomorrow, his lodic
beinyg:

“tomorrow will take care of itself,

how can we know the nexlL day

1f we die of hunver tLoday?'

The communal rejoinder-

‘how can we see LOMOLLIOW
if we eat i1ts yam today?-'

18 as full of logic as the prodigal’s gqulip. But
since for Osundare communal ethos must Lriumph we see
the communal will beiny practicalised -

They Lhen cut the yam into seedlings

and plant tomorrow's harvest

il 18 meel to live on herbs and grains Ltoday

1f thal ensures tomorrow's yam.
Communal prudence with a vision for the future

therefore supercedes 1ndividual profligacy with 1its

demands for the satisfaction of the hunger of the



82
moment. We further see at the end of the poem that the
wise - saying 1n Lhe firsl slanza 1s reilerated,
through the cutcome of the clash of opposing interests.
These stanzas also serve as a form of authorial
comment on the world of individualism and communal well
- beiny,

“Advice' (p.19) 1is another poem that deals with
folk wisdom. This short, graphic poem examines,
throuyh an ironic tone, the concept and result of
deliberate falsehood -

To yourself

Friend be Lrue

You farm a hundred yvams

And tell us 1t 1s two hundred

Alright

After eatiny a hundred yams

You will eal a hundred lies.

‘Bating Tomorrow's Yam,' “Advice' as with some of Lhe
other poems 1in the first section of Village Voices are
Inclusive - Exislential i1deoloygies “seeking to stamp
some meaning on life from the point of view of moral
secular systems.'g

The last four poems in Lhis section however assume
a different tone. “Feliuning Rebels' (P.20-21) looks at
Pseudo - messiahs who ascend the throne full of
revolutionary fervour which never goes beyvond
rhetorics. ‘Akintunde come Home' (P. 22 - 23) 1s a
plea to a person who has gone to the city

Lo return to the village and live with what 1s

obtainable there. It seems as 1f the village 1s






