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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Hello. This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey welcoming you to another edition of 
"Arts and Africa". 

... 
It's now some 35 years since Amos Tutuola first made his name and reput-
ation as a Nigerian writer of note. That was when he published his 
controversial book "The Palm Wine Drinkard". This was 9 story of ghosts 
and supernatural events which was hailed, or assailed, for the peculiar 
English that it was written in and which looked to some as though it was 
an unsophisticated translation of the author's mother tongue. Since that 
t i me Tutuola has written a few more books in the same vein. For example, 
i n 1981 he published "The Witch Herbalist of The Remote Town", though in 
fact for most of the last 35 years hardly anything has been heard of the 
man . This year, however, Tutuola has published a new tale; "Pauper, 
Brawler and Slanderer " and today I'm joined in the studio by Eddie Iroh, 
Nigerian novelist and journalist, and the Anglo-Nigerian writer 
Adewale Maja-Pearce, whose own book, "In My Father's Country: A Nigerian 
Journey", we discussed on the programme last week. 

But first of all let's get a brief idea of the story. It ' s a fable about 
t hree peopl e ahd their names describe their characters. Pauper , Brawler -
hi s wife, and Slanderer - his best friend. Now all three have been 
predestined by their own choice to live the lives of poverty, quarrel
someness and slander respectively. Their lives are i nextricably entwined 
so t hat they can never lose - each other, or part for that matter, and all 
have royal origins but are thrown out of Laketu town, where they were born, 
by the Oba and his Chiefs because of their predestined fate. The three 
wander through many lands and endure many trials and tribulations as a 
result of their natures. Finally, by the creator's order, they disappear 
in smoke to be scattered all over the world. Now, although we cannot see 
t hem today, whenever they enter a house the traits of the characters appear . 

Well, do you like the story?· I'll ask you first, Adewale. 

ADEWALE MAJA- PEARCE 

I can't say I'm terribly keen on it, no. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

And how about you , Eddie? 
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EDDIE !ROH 

Not only do I not like this particular story, I don't like Tutuola. Quite 
frankly, I think the man should carry a health warning: "this book is bad 
for your English!" 

ADEWALE MAJA-PEARCE 

I don't think I'd go quite that far. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

No, I mean the English might not be good, but surely there are other things 
in his writing to admire? 

ADEWALE MAJA-PEARCE 

Ok! let me qualify what I said about this book. I liked his first book 
very much, "The Palm Wine Drinkard". I found his English fresh and rather 
amusing, it's only that I think his subsequent books have leaned rather too 
heavily on what for one book was fresh. Subsequent books seem to me to 
overwork something that was quite amusing when it was first published but 
nothing more than that. -
ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

I agree with you entirely. Eddie, now what reasons have you apart from say 
the correctness of English - what have you against his language? 

EDDIE !ROH 

Well, remember we're dealing with a novel, and it's not just important to 
look at the message, but equally important is the medium. And the medium 
we're talking about here is the English language. But the other thing is 
that I ' m not even sure that the one thing that's been said in his favour. 
his ability to tell folk tales, I don ' t even think that in some cases 
this has come across very well. You mentioned the nature of the characters 
and the fact that they are what they are by choice, and at the same time by 
predestination. Now I would think that the concept of choice and pre
destination ar~ mutually exclusive! 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well, that's what I felt also, and I find it really strange that people 
should choose to come and live these horrible lives. But of course you see 
when they come on earth they don ' t realise what they've chosen until they're 
told by their Babalawo, who is a priest. 

ADEWALE MAJA-PEARCE 

Yes, the concept of destiny is quite a complex one. I think that one could 
argue for people choosing their destiny in the first place. And secondly 
I think one could argue for destiny revealing itself gradually over a 
person's life, which doesn't necessarily preclude one's trying at least to 
mitigate some of the horrors of that particular destiny, especially if you 
happen to have a destiny which is as unfortunate as the destiny of these 
three characters! 
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EDDIE IROH 

But we are dealing with part of our own tradition, part of our own myth
ology, not what we think it ought to be . We mus t not do damage to what is, 
in many ways, immutable aspects of a people's tradition. I'm not sure, and 
I really would like to be contradicted here, that Tutuola's interpretation 
of destiny and choice conform to Yoruba mythology. 

ADEWALE MAJA-PEARCE 

Well, if I could just come back here, I mean, this question of tradition as 
something that's fixed, I think is a very dangerous one. I think that for 
the Yorubas to behave in certain ways now or to believe in certain things 
now, is perfectly acceptable. We don't have to look back to some sort of 
fixed tradition within which they have to then conduct their lives. After 
all, these things are dynamic. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

For the unfortunate events which befall these people when nothing seems to 
go right for them, let's hear this extract from the book. 

EXTRACT FROM "PAUPER, BRAWLER AND SLANDERER" BY AMOS TUTUOLA 
Read by Nevil le Harms • 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

I know that some people believe in ghosts and predestination and all of 
that, but I don't believe in that sort of thing, do you? 

ADEWALE MAJA-PEARCE 

Personal ly, yes I do. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

You do? Well, in 1983 I was very priviledged to be able to interview 
Amos Tutuola for "Arts and Africa" and in that interview I asked him 
whether he actually believed in ghosts and spirits: 

AMOS TUTUOLA 

Well, I do. Ghosts and spirits are just like we human beings. I think 
the people of the past lived with something. We do believe that ghosts or 
spirits exist even up to present days unless one will tell you a lie. I 
use folk materials in my stories - Yoruba folk tales, Yoruba customs, 
Yoruba religion, Yoruba beliefs and the Yoruba proverbs. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

So you're not interested in modern ... 

AMOS TUTUOLA 

.. . in modern days? No, I do not! I'm not interested in these modern days. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Why not? 
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AMOS TUTUOLA 

Well, it's too advanced, you know! 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

For you? (Laughter) 

(RETURN TO DISCUSSION WITH ADEWALE MAJA-PEARCE AND EDDIE IROH) 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Adewale, you were saying that you believe in predestination. Do you believe very much that 
when you're born you have a life set out before you and certain things, a certain path 
you must follow? 

ADEWALE MAJA-PEARCE 

Personally, yes I do. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

So you believe there is a creator who gives people their fates, rather than 
people taking their fates on themselves? 

ADEWALE MAJA-PEARCE 

Well, yes, I find it a ~ather complex idea , this question of people actually 
choosing their fate which Tutuola obviously does believe in and he says so 
frequently. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now, Eddie , I'll come back to you. Why do you think Tutuola raised such a 
storm when he first came on the scene? 

EDDIE IROH 

Well, we have to see that in the context of the state and stature of 
African writing at the time . Remember that in 1952 when he wrote "The Palm 
Wine Drinkard" Achebe hadn't written his first novel. Tutuola was the 
pioneer African writer. Now I suppose that ' s part of it and the fact that 
some people, especially in Western civilisation, saw him as THE African 
writer, I think they saw that that kind of grappling with the English 
language, that kfnd of naivety, some called it "innocent sophistication", 
I think it fitted their idea of what the African writer should be writing 
about in the kind of manner that a second language user of English should 
be dealing with it. In other words, ineptly. It conformed to a stereotype. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

So you think their praises were really paternalistic? 

EDDIE IROH 

I have no question in my mind that that was the case. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well, now talking about this language, he's still kept to it all these 
years but it's been described as a unique style of Nigerian English. Now 
Adewale would you call that Nigerian English? Is there anything you can 
broadly describe as Nigerian English or do you think this particular kind 
of language belongs to Tutuola? 

ADEWALE MAJA-PEARCE 

Oh, undoubtedly it ' s a kind of Nigerian English, probably a kind of West 



ADEWALE MAJA-PEARCE CONTD. 

African English - without making any value. judgement here. I mean the man 
was born in Nigeria ~nd grew up there and that ' s how he learned to speak 
English and that ' s how he writes it. (Laughter) 

EDDIE IROH 

No , I disagree - both for Nigeria and for the sub-region on West Africa I 
total l y disagree. I think there is an important contribution that the 
second language user of English can make to the development of English but 
Tutuola certainly is not making this. Now let me finish - Tutuola thinks 
in vernacular and writes English in vernacular. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Would you call it a direct translation? 

EDDIE IROH 

In many cases yes, but it's also hampered by his inability to express, you 
know, fundamental inability to express himself. Okara used a similar but 
educated version of what you might call "Nigerian English" . 

... 
ADEWALE MAJA- PEARCE 

Yes, but I think you're confusing two things. Whether you approve or not 
of Tutuola ' s use of English is really beside the point. The fact is ... 

EDDIE IROH 

It's not a question of approval. 

ADEWALE MAJA-PEARCE 

Well, it is a kind of English that is used in Nigeria. 

EDDIE IROH 

No, I complete\y , totally disagree! 

ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY 

Whether you like him or not, do you consider Amos Tutuola still a major 
figure in Nigerian literature? 

ADEWALE MAJA-PEARCE 

No, I don't consider him a major figure. I c onsider him a rather 
interesting offshoot. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Eddie? 

EDDIE IROH 

Alex , I ' d like to really pose a question , and that question is: if 
Tutuola had written his stories in very good English would Faber have 
published them? That ' s my question. (Laughter) 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well, Adewale Maja-Pearce, Eddie Iroh, thank you both very much indeed 
for coming to the studio today. Amos Tutuola ' s "Pauper, Brawler and 
Slanderer" is published by Faber & Faber at a price of £9.95 in the 
United Kingdom. 

And that ' s all from "Arts and Africa " for this week, but we leave you 
with another extract from Tutuola's book, followed by some traditional 
Yoruba music played by Abidoye Ojo and his Egun Alare Group. This is 
Alex Tetteh-Lartey saying goodbye. 

EDDIE IROH 
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