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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Hello. This is Alex Tetteh- Lartey at the end of a great week for 
African Literature. It was announced on Thursday that this year's 
Nobel Prize for Literature has been awarded to the Nigerian writer 
Wole Soyinka. This, of course, is the f i rst time that the world's 
most prestigious literary prize has gone to an African writer and 
in today's programme we'll be considering Soyinka's achievement and 
what it means for African Literature. 

First let's hear from the man himself. Wole was in Paris when the 
announcement was made and in spite of a long period without any sleep, 
he talk to Neville Harms for Arts and Africa. Had he been 
surprised by the Nobel award or had he received a prior tip-off? 

WOLE SOYINKA 

It came as a complete surprise. I had no inkling. Some noise was 
made last year, if you remember, which for me was totally irrelevant. 
But I had no inkling - not this year . 

NEVILLE HARMS 

You are presumably extremely pleased? 

WOLE SOYINKA 

I am a little bit stunned. In fact I honestly don't know how I feel. 
I only know objectively that I think it is an important recognition 
of African literature, both the foundation of African literature and 
its contemporary expression. It's a recognition of the unrecognised 
literary ancestors whom we all share on the continent. I am 
obviously pleased but what I mean is that I find myself more trapped 
in the symbolism of it than anything else; I think that's the way 
to put it, that I have been really encased in the symbolism of this 
prize for the culture to which I belong. 

NEVILLE HARMS 

You say that this was a prize for African literature and for the whole 
of Africa, but you are not highly regarded everywhere in Africa, you 
have a number of enemies. Do you feel that in a sense it is on their 
behalf that you are receiving the prize as well as on your own? 
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WOLE SOYINKA 

Well I have political enemies, if you want to use that word; I don't 
like the word "enemies" at all. I think all writers everywhere in 
the world .. . I don't think you can point to one single writer any 
where in the world who does not have critics. I think that is very 
normal and all writers by their very nature tend to be very controversial, 
particularly if they are as carrnitted as I consider myself .to be and 
to arouse extremes of passion one way or the other - I think that 
is quite normal. But I don't set out to arouse passions one way 
or the other. I set out to express as truthfully as I can my vision 
of my society, of humanity, and that ' s all there is to it. 
The response comes later; the work does not anticipate the response, 
evidently. 

NEVILLE HARMS 

You are a political animal as well as a literary animal. Are the two 
in your mind totally intertwined? 

WOLE SOYINKA 

For me the two do not occupy hermetic capsules, in the same way that 
I do not consider what one writes as being separ ate from what one 
does, which perhaps explains why I do get involved in one form of 
political action or the other . For me these are all parts of what 
makes up the hl:1ffian being. 

NEVILLE HARMS 

What, Wole, do you think will be the effect of the prize for the standing 
of African literature i n the world? 

WOLE SOYINKA 

Well, I think first of all there will be an even greater curiosity 
than there has been in the past. Definitely there will be a greater 
exposure of so many hidden texts and so much hidden material. 
I have no doubt that a number of masterpieces will even surface; 
that people will even say if only we had waited a little bit longer 
maybe we would have given the prize to somebody else. Without any 
question it is going to lead to a far greater exposure of material, 
a far greater interest in the literary sources of contemporary 
literature in all parts of the continent . I believe it is going to 
be a great boost for the literature ·of the younger generation -
I am not of the younger generation - and it is also going to make 
lots of African governments aware of the need to, pay attention to 
writers - one doesn't say the writer should be centre stage in national 
planning or in government attention, but at least it is going to 
take writers away, I believe, from the periphery of society into a 
greater social identification. I think it will have that effect at 
the very least. 

NEVILLE HARMS 

Wole, thank you very much indeed for talking to me, and, once again, 
very many congratulations! 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well I'm sure the whole of Africa will want to echo those congratulations. 
Wole Soyinka was born in the South-West of Nigeria, in the heart 
of Yorubaland, in 1934, which puts him now in his early S0's. 
He's been writing for more than 25 years, and in announcing the prize 
the Swedish Academy paid tribute to the prolific quality and rich 
variety of his literary output. It includes, of course, a large 
number of plays, two novels, several volumes of poetry, many critical 
essays and two volumes of autobiography, one a charming recollection 
of his childhood under the title 'Ake', published in 1981·, and the 
other a bitter account of his two-year imprisonment during the 
Nigerian Civil War, called 'The Man Died'. The Swedish Academy 
describe all this work as being "full of life and urgency", and 
no-where is that better illustrated than in his most recently 
published play "Requiem for a Futurologist" which was broadcast a 
few years ago by the BBC under the title "Die Still Rev. Dr. Godspeak". 
In this scene the Futurologist, para- psychologist and general 
charlatan, Godspeak, is trying to enlist his doctor's help to prove 
t·o the world that reports in the press, and elsewhere that he's 
dead are totally wrong. 

EXTRACT from Wole Soyinka's play "Die Still Rev. Dr. Godspeak". 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Olu Jacobs and John Matshikiza in that scene from "Die Still Rev. Dr. 
Godspeak". For a view of the whole range of Soyinka's work 
Neville Harms turned to the man who has published a great deal of it, 
Rex Collings. 

REX COLLINGS 

I first came across the work when I was in Nigeria in the very early 
60 's and somebody said, "There is this marvellous young writer. 
You must read his plays". Then one was struck immediately by the 
excitement, by the bubbling life of the plays. Nigeria at that time 
seemed to be gripped by a great sense of creativity, and that went on 
and Wole went on writing plays, getting better and better, I think, 
until the Civil War. This hit him very hard and I remember talking 
to him just before he went back to Nigeria from England before he 
was imprisoned - he was in London Airport waiting to get on the plane -
and he was in a black mood. Then he was in prison and out of that 
prison experience - he was in solitary confinement - came a book 
which is full of compassion. Somebody said the book was bitter, 
but I never found 'The Man Died' bitter because it is full of compassion, 
even for the people who beat him up. · Also out of that time came 
a novel 'Season of Anomy' and the poem ' 
So those three .works go together. It always seems to me with Wole 
that, whilst many of the other Nigerian writers never developed, 
he has gone on developing and developing, and my feeling is that 
his greatest works are yet to come, not that they have already happened. 
There is always this excitement when a new manuscript comes in. 
In many respects he is a sort of modern renaissance man, because 
he is an actor, a playwright, a poet a novelist, a musician, he even 
draws - though not as well, perhaps, as he writes. 

NEVILLE HARMS 

To which do you attach the greatest importance, his drama, his novels, 
his poetry or his factual work - his autobiographical work? 
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REX COLLINGS 

I was asked this some years ago I think in an intervi ew, and I said 
then - and I probably still believe it - that his greatest work 
is and will be his poetry. Other people have said his p l ays, 
but it seems to me that above all he is a poet and he looks at everything 
with a poet ' s eye - but this is just a personal feeling. It's a l so 
a matter of the man himself in a way because there is an African 
proverb which says: "I can ' t hear what you are saying because of 
what you are" and in a sense the man is almost bigger than his work. 

ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY 

That was publisher Rex Collings. 

And I ' m joined now by one of Africa ' s most distinguished literary 
critics Professor Eldred Jones who fair l y recently retired as 
Principal of Fourah Bay Col l ege. El dred, this must be a wonderful 
week for Wole Soyinka himsel f and for the whole of African literature! 

ELDRED JONES 

Oh undoubtedly. I think it's a great honour to the whole of 
African literature but also to a great African writer. 

ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY 

Am I right that you pla yed some part in his nomi nation? 

ELDRED JONES 

I don't know if I am allowed to say this, but yes, a small part . (laughter) 

ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY 

Now what are t he qualities that you see in Soyinka that put him into 
this position of pre- eminence in the world? 

ELDRED JONES 

Well I think that over the last 25 years he has produced a wide 
variety of work of a consistently high quality, all of this, I think, 
reflecting a very humane view of man, man on ear th. Wole Soyinka 
has presented a view, using his Yoruba base of course, but a view 
about humanity, and if you look carefully at his work you see all the 
problems of man on this planet represented with a clarity of vision 
and ingenuity of expression which I think is of a very, very high 
standard indeed. I think this is what I see in him, general humanity 
brilliantly expressed in a number of genres. 

ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY 

Do you agree with what he said about the effect of the prize on 
African writing? 

ELDRED JONES 

I think undoubtedl y it will give a great boost to African writing as 
a whole . It will elicit much more interest in the eyes of the reading 
public outside Africa , and might even do something for African 
literature in the eyes of African readers which I think is even more 
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important, because people tend to dismiss it as being home-grown 
and therefore not quite on the same plane as the great works of 
European, American and Russian literature .. But I think, for me, 
the prize is a recognition of an individual talent; an individual 
was identified and I think very worthily. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now, finally Eldred, if you were to recommend a work of his to 
somebody corning new to him, which work would you suggest? 

ELDRED JONES 

Well it would depend on who I was talking to. For a general reader 
I would have said "Try 'Ake'''; it's a beautiful autobiography of 
childhood, but it also has the typical Soyinka style, in that it 
was able to comunicate a sense of wonder even in the perception of 
ordinary things. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Professor Eldred Jones thank you very much. 

Well the news about Wole Soyinka's Nobel Prize has pushed out of 
today's programme some news about another important literary prize. 
That'll have to wait till next week. Meanwhile this is 
Alex Tetteh-Lartey ending today's 'Arts and Africa' with some 
celebratory music from Soyinka's part of Africa. 


