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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey welcoming you to a rather. special 
edition of Arts and Africa. You may remember hearing in the 
programme last week the sad news of Okot p'Bitek's death. 
Okot p'Bitek was Uga,nda's best known poet and was celebrated 
throughout Africa as a commentator on African culture. The 
work most people will remember him by is "The Song of Lawino" 

- a collection of verse blending modern satirical ironies 
with a verse form similar to traditional Acholi poetry. 

Now in today's programme we pay tribute to Okot p'Bitek and 
begin with a poem from that collection. It's called 
"My Husbands Tongue is Bitter". 

ACTUALITY: POETRY READING 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

"My Husbands Tongue is Bitter" read by the Swahili poet Abdllatif 
Abdalla. p'Bitek was deeply committed to the Acholi language, 
and maintained throughout his life that the future of African 
literature lay with the African languages. To talk about hjs 
work I have with me in the studio the distinguished Kenyan writer, 
Ngugi wa Thiongo, an author equally committed to writing in his 
own language - Kikuyu. 

Ngugi welcome to Arts and Africa. Would you say the poem we've 
just heard is typical of p'Bitek's work? 

NGUGI WA THIONGO: 

I think in so many ways "Song of Lawino" is his best work. It is 
the work he's best known by although he did in fact later write 
more songs. "Song of Lawino" which is about the~tendency in the 
African elite taking on the ways of foreigners while in fact 
despising their own. It is later followed by "Song of Ocol" which 
is the husband's, or Ocol"'s, apparent reply to Lawino's attack on 
this apeing behaviour on the part · of educated Africans. 
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It is often forgotten in a sense that what Lawino is attacking 
is not necessarily the western ways. She is saying that 
western ways, western culture is valid to the people who 
created it. And in the same way African culture, and African 
way of life is valid to the people who created it. Her 
disillusionment with Ocol is not only his apeing western 
bourgeois culture but his utter dislike and hatred of his 
African peasant roots and values. In fact in the later song, 
that is the "Song of Ocol" this is his reply to Lawino, there 
is a place where he becomes so tormented with the fact of his 
being black, that he cries out to God and says something like 
this, 'God, God why was I born black?' 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

Now the "Song of Lawino" was written first in Acholi and then 
translated in English. 

NGUGI WA THIONGO: 

Yes, again this is another remarkable thing about Okot p'Bitek, 
that is his commitment to African languages. In fact his very 
first work, a novel written in 1953 "Laktar" was written in his 
Acholi, you know rural language, and this was in 1953. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

When he was barely 21. 

NGUGI WA THIONGO: 

Yes. Now when this is seen against the tendency of so many 
African writers using foreign languages like English, French, 
Spanish, Italian, Portuguese for the creative exploration of 
their world, you can see how revolutionary Okot's position in 
fact was. So I can say that Okot was in fact ahead of his 
time, because it is only now that so many African writers are 
beginning to question this tendency of African writers using 
foreign languages. So we can say that people like Okot p'Bitek 
with his "Song of Lawino" and his novel "Laktar" were the ones 
who were really laying the basis for a truly African literary 
tradition. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

Would you say anything was lost in the translation from Acholi 
into English? 
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~GUGl WA THIONGO: 

He himself says so in the introduction. He says "translated 
from the Acholi by the Author, who has thus clipped a bit of 
the eagle's wings and rendered the sharp edges of the 
warrior's sword rusty and blunt, and has also murdered rhythm 
nnd rhyme". 

ALEX TETTEH-LART~'Y: 

No\'/ you've said that you consider the "Song of Lawino" his 
greatest work. Was there anything else he wrote which was 
quite considerable? 

~GUGI WA THIONGO: 

Well he was a man of many parts, l et me see, now for instance 
"Song of Lawino" as followed by "Song of Ocol", "Song of Malaya" 
And "Song of a Prisoner". So in fact he has several songs, 
although none of the later songs really rose up to the quality 
of the first one. But he was also a scholar and he wrote the 
very important polemical work "African Religions in Western 
Scholarship" in which he attackt'>d the tendency of so much 
African scholarship trying to justify African religions in terms 
of their proximity to christianlty and so on. He also translated 
a number of Acholi stories into English, published by Heinemann 
and Hare & Hornbill, as well as a number of poems from the 
original Acholi into English called "Horn of My Love". He has 
also a book of essays called "African Cultural Revolution" 
published by Macmillan. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

Now what sort of man was he, you must have known him a considerable 
number of years. 

NGUGI WA THIONGO: 

I think its quite true as the editorial in the Kenyan paper the 
"Weekly Review" said recently that he was a man who will long be 
remembered for his celebration of life, I think he felt life was 
to be lived and often he tended to shock some people by his 
directness of expression, or directness of behaviour. For him 
life was to be enjoyed, life was a marvellous thing, so life was 
like a festival and it should be enjoyed and so on. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

Now he has been described here in one 
in one of the English papers as a man 
conviviality to profound moroseness. 
person, very unstable in that sense? 

NGUGI WA THIONGO: 

of the obituary notices 
who could veer from wild 
Was he that sort of 

No I'm not sure about the moroseness (laughter). Certainly 
he was the kind of person in whose presense, or rather he was 
the kind of person you could not remain indifferent to his 
presense. He had this effect on people, I think he tended to 
make you feel at ease; unless of course they were very, very 
stiff and very westernised, in which case he made them feel 
uncomfortable by his directness, by his spontaneity if you 
like. But otherwise nobody could be in his presense and not 
be affected one way or the other by that presense. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

Ngugi wa Thiongo thank you very much indeed, and on behalf of 
all our listeners, the best of luck with your writing in the 
future . Arts and Africa will be back at the same time next 
week and I hope you will join me again then. From Alex 
Tetteh-Lartey in London goodbye. 


