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Wole Soyinka was born the son of a headmaster and of a very intelligent and caring mother, whom 

he calls "the wild Christian" in a memoir about his childhood in Aké, Western Nigeria. From the very 

beginning he was faced with two kinds of cultures: the Black man's Yoruba culture and the White 

man's culture of British colonialism. He must have heard more than once, I suppose, Rudyard Kipling's 

arrogant phrase of "the White man's burden," while sighing under the Black man's burden. Soyinka 

insists that before having been an author he was already a human being; but he is a very specific 

human being. He is also a political animal, but not somebody greedy for power. He is a real leader in 

his own right. He tried to prevent the war of secession in Biafra because he understood that if he did 

not fight tribal chauvinism, the ensuing genocide organized by a Mafia of power gamblers and 

economic parasites would destroy the country and its people. He paid for that with twenty-eight 

months of solitary confinement in a four-by-eight-foot cell. For the time being Wole Soyinka has left his  

country - or to put it more succinctly, he was forced to emigrate illegally. That is the official version. 

He knows that if  a passport is  withheld in his country, it may be a prelude for things worse to come. 

He is now traveling with a passport issued by the United Nations.  

 

In 1986 Wole Soyinka won a Nobel Prize for his unique and complex work. What is a complex work, 

what is a complex personality? Yet another term often used and very often ill-defined. A work is 

complex not because there are many books or other entities produced per unit of time. Complexity 

is defined by the amount of information it takes to describe approximately and explain a work. Wole 

Soyinka is also a complex, multi-dimensional personality. He is a poet, a playwright, a dramatic. He 

was dramatic advisor at the London Royal Court Theatre, he is a short story writer, he is a novelist. He 

has been or is a professor of literature at the Universities of Cambridge, Sheffield, Yale, Ife and 

Ibadan. His book Art, Dialogue and Outrage, is the best book on art criticism and social criticism I 

have read in the last twelve or fifteen years. He is a philosopher and a social critic. He is a very astute 

mind, and his mind can operate like a razor blade, sharp, sometimes full of irony because he hates 

pomposity, phony behavior and pretension. Although he is firmly rooted in his native Yoruba culture, 

he has been a transcultural nomad for many years now, at home everywhere that he chooses to be.  

 

He dedicated his Nobel Prize acceptance speech to the Leader Nelson Mandela with whom he has 

many things - including solitary confinement - in common. Many of those present in Stockholm must 
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have been shamefully aware of the fact that the leading men of European philosophy - like Hume, 

Locke, Montesquieu, Hegel and Voltaire - preached across the centuries the gospel of the White 

man's supremacy, which is one of alienation. In the name of White man's supremacy, some stupid 

and narrow-minded military and ecclesiastic missionaries have invaded the Black continent, 

destroying the “lesser gods” and replacing them by a better God, the Lord of Jewish-Christian 

tradition - in whose name, in turn, a lot of atrocities have been committed.  

 

Wole Soyinka  once wrote: "A tiger doesn't walk around in the forest proclaiming his tigritude. He 

jumps and catches his prey." 

 

Wole Soyinka has taken many a leap and has caught many a prey. He will go on taking one leap 

after the other, for his work is still very much in progress and in process.  

 

WOLE SOYINKA 

 

Creativity is a subject which has always intrigued me. I think, in addition to being creative persons, 

most people at a certain stage also become critics. Now to be creative, you have to be critical from 

the very beginning. There is a kind of systemic criticism in which one looks over the process by which 

one produces and by which one's colleagues, friends and even ancestors did produce. It becomes 

a fascinating subject in itself. Fortunately, there are writers who are also critics and artists are also 

critics. I think, in the story of creativity and intuition, they are a bit better than the millipede which one 

day stopped to count its feet and after that just never walked again. 

 

I think we, as human beings and as creative people, can indulge ourselves from time to time in 

pausing and trying to understand the process by which we operate, even if we are not asked to do 

so. We must just try to understand the process by which we prepare to function or, at least, the 

foundations from  which we draw the resources which we then try to present to the world as a kind of 

discovery, some kind of vision. Unfortunately, due to some unpleasant political uncertainties, I have 

not been creative lately. I do not even feel cultured, simply because of the very sinister directions in 

which my mind constantly appears to be moving. Not just over the past few months, but in fact close 

to about three years now, since we began to see the tenacity of an unproductive, very vicious, 

repressive dictatorship, which was not only negative in itself, not only static in its thinking, but the 

ramifications of whose existence have gone to deflect minds away from what should be their major 

concerns. By minds, I am not speaking merely about critics of government, I am talking about 

productive people: professionals, technocrats, businessmen, many of them even apolitical, but who 

have come to realize that the extension of this situation is inimical even to their own survival as 

businessmen, their continued productivity as lecturers, technocrats, even as students, market-

women, or factory workers. So increasingly, the tempo of opposition has come about, and as always, 
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one gets drawn into this, to a point where very truthfully, I am not even feeling cultured, let alone 

artistic. 

 

Creativity, whether we like it or not, is a very subjective process. It takes place from within an 

objective reality and a very multiple one, but the elements of choice, priorities, imaging and so on, is 

a highly subjective one. Let me say a few words about a certain leader who thought he was 

creative. When he came to power, he seemed a generally creative leader. There were certain 

moves he made, certain original paths he seemed determined to tread that, dictator as he was, the 

majority of Nigerians, (including intellectuals, business people, students and workers, were prepared 

to give him a chance. Even I said: "Watch this being. He seems determined to make history." So he 

started off marvelously.  

 

Of course at the same time, given our objection to dictators in general, we were watching every 

single step that he took. But there was optimism, especially as he came after a singularly vicious 

dictatorship, one of the most fascistic ever known, at least in uniform. So he arrived, knocked off this 

brutal military regime, and made a number of quite intelligent moves, both in the economic field and 

also in what seemed to be a very conscious attraction to himself, more capable and finer minds. In 

other words, he seemed absolutely determined to cut a different swathe from his predecessors, both 

civilian and military. For a long time it was a bit of a mystery. Its collapse reminded me - again I may 

go into the artistic world - of an experience that I once had. At this point everything began to fall 

apart, and we wondered how on earth he had made it during the first two, even three years.  

 

I recollected my experience when I was directing a play, The Road, in the Goodman Theater in 

Chicago. There was an actor who was playing the lead role. I was very suspicious of him, but as those 

of you from the United States know, when you have an artistic director in charge of a theater, and 

you come in as a guest director, absolute autonomy is virtually non-existent. I thought that I could live 

with this actor, but within the first few days of rehearsal I became conscious of the fact that I had 

made one of the most terrible mistakes of my life. I described him as a "black hole," like the ones in 

our galaxy. He absorbed light, but never gave off energy or anything that even came close to it. It 

was a desperate experience. We shared the same hotel, and I said to him: "You can call me at 

anytime at all of the day or night and I will go over this interpretation of this particular line, of this 

particular move, this gesture." I devoted hours and hours to this actor. Finally I got my assistant to 

keep working on him. Two weeks into rehearsal I called the management of the theater and said: 

"We've hit a dud. Let us cut our losses very quickly and get another actor." They were not convinced, 

so they set up a small rehearsal. The actor must have somehow known what was to happen. The first 

act of the play was a kind of run through, and he gave a performance which made me look like a 

fool. Both my assistant director, the stage manager, the other actors looked at this man and said: 

"Where on earth has this been all the time?" But I knew something was wrong. I could not really place 
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it, but nobody could find fault with the performance of the actor. So the artistic director and the 

management looked at me and said: "Well, you are a slave-driver. How could you have got such a 

performance out of this man in two weeks? God what do you do? The Union will be after you. We 

don't believe this." So I had no choice; I had to go back to rehearsals, and of course the moment we 

resumed, the moment the pressure was off, everything fell to pieces once again. Again the agony of 

individual rehearsals, of explanations over and over again. I did a lot more demonstrations. I think 

anybody who is a director here knows that most directors hate to demonstrate a gesture. They prefer 

to interpret, to explain and then allow the actor to find his own way of physically interpreting what 

they said. Well, I was compelled to actually demonstrate, to walk from here to there, to pick up a 

glass from the table, to take up a walking stick ... and this went on and on and on. Of course by 

opening night, I knew we were in big trouble. There was one thing, though, which kept nagging at 

me. How had he achieved that one performance, that act? And as I watched another disastrous 

performance on stage, I suddenly knew what he had done. He had memorized, he had made a 

selection of the various gestures and demonstrations. I felt there was something familiar in what he 

was doing, but without sequence, without meaning, without relationship: I said, "This is familiar." Then I 

realized I was looking in a mirror. I had made that gesture, but it was not necessarily in that context. I 

had walked like that, but not necessarily in that context. What he had done on that trial day was 

simply to sit down, watch me very closely and memorize the demonstrations I had given him. He had 

learned by rote - like some people learn certain scriptures. He had actually mimicked me, and with 

some element of cohesion for that portion of the play. 

 

Now the dictator reminded me very much of that character, but only after we began to look into his 

background, to what he had done before coming into power . I realized that his was a long-standing 

ambition. He had been involved in a number of military coups before, as manager, facilitator, 

conspirator, signals man. He was a very charming dictator, very generous, with my money and yours, 

Nigeria's money. So he had built up a large followership over there, and he had converted what was 

supposed to be a leadership institute which we had worked on with an earlier regime; a kind of think-

tank place where technocrats, artists, writers, intellectuals, economists and so on could come 

together, into a strictly military one: the Institute of Strategic Studies. It was for the military, but which 

civilians were periodically invited. He had cultivated some of the civilian scholars there and given 

them assignments, working papers. "Prepare me an economic blueprint. What would you do if you 

were president of this country? What would you do with the private sector? What are your views on 

fiscal policies? You criticize the military for not doing this, if you were in the position of the head of 

state, what would be your foreign policy towards remote areas, in which we have no interest, like 

Alaska?" Then he would say: "By the way, on the way from Alaska why don't you pass by the Latin 

American congress and see how they take care of this?" He built up a very efficient, competent 

dossier on many aspects of national life, using the human material which was invited to this caucus, 

and which was a monopoly of the military. So when he was ready to come into power on his own, he 
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was armed with a number of answers to lots of national questions. I thought this was a very intelligent 

proceeding. But of course he was not creative. He lacked the capacity to link these various 

disparate elements of what constitutes nation building. He lacked the aptitude, the knowledge, the 

intelligence to piece it all together, at least for any appreciable length of time. He had the ability to 

divert himself in view of the unexpected, within the country, outside the country. So he continued 

following these ill-digested scenarios and manifestos which had been placed before him. At the 

beginning he was like that actor of mine, who was able to present a similarly intelligent facade.  

 

He was cunning, not stupid, do not misunderstand me. He was very cunning and quite intelligent, but 

there was something missing, and that is what I tend to describe as the creative element. He lacked 

that element of creative leadership, creative control assessment, the ability to take a different route, 

something which had not been prepared ahead of time. Not just prepared, but pre-prepared. So 

when he was faced with unexpected economic problems, he stubbornly held on to the principle 

that this must be right. This has been prepared by some of the finest minds of the country. This has 

been prepared by an economic adviser, who works for the World Bank. This has been prepared by 

somebody who is acknowledged as a cultural mind, and who attends lots of festivals and so on. This 

has been prepared by a student of comparative religions as an answer to the various religious 

polarizations, and the other has been prepared by a social anthropologist. For any issue of ethnic 

conflict or ethnic uncertainties, he could only operate by a blueprint. Eventually he fell, and his fall 

was quite spectacular, quite disgraceful. So with this anecdote I hope you have at least a little insight 

into my thinking about what actually constitutes - let us not call it the divine spark - let us just call it the 

creative spark which sets the meticulous planner apart. Meticulous planners are capable of 

amassing to themselves some of the finest minds, but they just lack the ability to infuse into that 

creative element that resolves any crisis at any time; indeed that does not need to wait for any crisis, 

but just moves an organism, a very complex organism like a society, along in recreative directions.  

 

We ask, where does creativity come from? What world view is its world view? Where does it take its 

inspiration? How does it confront the various bombardments of experience, of knowledge that an 

individual is bound to encounter in all his wanderings in libraries or physically across the globe? I am a 

Yoruba and I shall give you a little insight into the Yoruba world view.  

 

The Yoruba world view is not absolutely unique, but there are certain elements that are worth noting. 

Especially in view of the fact that unlike many religions, which were taken by the slaves across to the 

Americas, the Yoruba has the distinction of being the most resilient, one that has certainly survived 

albeit, in some cases in syncretic form, with Christianity, especially Roman Catholicism. In Brazil, in 

Haiti, in Cuba, in Colombia and in certain parts of America, you will find that the Yoruba religion, and 

elements of its world view have actually survived and were active - in one form or another - long 

before the American Blacks themselves began to rediscover Africa and to be proud of the African 
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continent. It did not astonish me at all the last time I was in Cuba to hear Fidel Castro very proudly 

pronouncing himself an African and saying that he believes he is a Yoruba. It has to do with the 

acceptance of a reality which in some cases strenuous efforts have been made to crush, but which 

has somehow survived. Now, to present the Yoruba world view in images, I want you to imagine 

three amorphous spheres floating in a much larger sphere floating in infinity. I have to draw lines, but I 

want you not to mind for a moment that these are rigid lines. Imagine one, two, three not hermetic, 

yet at the same time self-sufficient, unique in themselves. This, let us say, represents the world of the 

ancestor; this represents the world of the living, the present; and this, the world of the unborn. Now, 

the Yoruba believe that these three worlds are interconnected, they move into one another 

continually. In other words there is no rigid separation in the world of the ancestor, the world of the 

living, the world of the unborn. This is not just a theoretical approach to existence. Some of you may 

be aware, for instance, if a child is born with certain remarkable characteristics to a departed person 

- and you know you do have strange children like that, who are wise from the moment of their birth - 

that child is often treated like an ancestor, like a baba. He is called baba, and he can get away with 

murder, like many American children do, but in a different sense. He is indulged because there is a 

feeling that something is hidden here, which came from the ancestor world and which should not be 

disturbed. There is a kind of autonomy accorded to that child, which is not tolerated in other 

children.  

 

We have, within the unborn, a syndrome related again to this notion of the mutual transmission of the 

world of the ancestor and the world of the unborn. We have a syndrome, which you might decide to 

call infant mortality, but which we call "Abiku." This is a syndrome of the child of obanje in certain 

other languages. This is a syndrome of a child who is born, who dies, who is born again and who is 

considered to be the same ancestor trying to come back to the world of the living. However, it 

resides in the world of the unborn, whose inhabitants are constantly calling the child back. So when 

that child is born and is recognized as an "Abiku," certain things are done - some of them quite nasty, 

I am afraid, depending on which particular society - to try to keep the child within the world of the 

living. Scarification is one of them. Sometimes a child is compelled to lead out the parents and the 

entire family and the neighbors and made to indicate where the original placenta has been buried. 

They feel that there is a mystery placenta buried somewhere and until it is discovered and destroyed, 

this child will continue to go into the world of the unborn. Ben Okri in his novel, The Famished Road, 

uses this as a kind of structure for his entire novel, the repetitive cycle which is at once both tragic but 

at the same time quite optimistic because it promises a kind of continuity between the world of the 

living and the ancestor world.  

 

In addition there is the masquerade Egungun, another device for keeping, for at least simulating 

contact, with the world of the ancestor. At certain seasons there is a whole parade of masked 

people who speak in guttural voices, emerging from groves all over the town or the village or 
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wherever. Each family, for instance, can actually have its own Egungun mask which is representative 

of an ancestor. That  Egungun comes out and arbitrates all the various quarrels  which have been 

going on in  the past year, advises about planting, names children and afterwards disappears into 

the world of the ancestor. This way the rites of death, of separation and absence, become a kind of 

collective therapy for the anguish which is normally experienced by the living when they lose 

somebody who is dear. Now these are the three main provinces which exist in a very concretely 

manifested way in the world of the Yoruba.  

 

One of the questions which I asked myself trying to penetrate the philosophy of the Yoruba world 

view and the world of creativity, is what happens around these worlds. The passage from one to the 

other - what does it entail? What forces, what inimical forces exist that are so powerful that there 

have to be ritual enactments to ease the passage from one world to the other? Either from the world 

of the living to the world of the ancestor or from the world of the unborn to the world of the living. 

There are so many very complex, very poetic rituals, which actually exalt in accompanying the living 

into the world of the ancestor. These can be some of the most elaborate ceremonies and rituals, with 

sacrifices. What in the collective unconscious of the Yoruba is it that is so strong as to warrant these 

community rituals which can last days and in fact are repeated almost annually? How does one 

articulate the space, this realm? For me it seemed that it could only be a correlation to a space 

occupied by the creative elements, the creative forces, the creative genius. Because it is an act of 

creation, an act of creativity to pass from the unformed world of the unborn to the world of the living. 

And equally so must it be actually to transcend the mortal constraints and pass into the world of the 

ancestor. So I named this "the equivalent of chthonicrealm," where the energies of creativity are 

lodged and the process of creativity requires an imaginative leap through this area of transition, 

because I think most people will admit that there is an element of the psychological or at least 

psychic transformation during the process of intense creativity. Some people even lose their minds 

and have to be institutionalized. But there is a kind of correlation at least between the sense or the 

hidden instinct of coming into being which is allied to the process of creativity in one form or the 

other, and this area of transition where the forces of creativity are lodged.  

 

This is not as original as it sounds. I shall explain in a moment, when I come to the details of a specific 

deity, why I named it the realm of transition. While we are on the subject of creativity, I felt that one 

could correlate this ancestral area with the territory of memory: here, actuality and here, vision. Now 

that can be interpreted sociologically, but in fact the act of creativity is, of course, a way of 

engendering a new species. I leave that to you. But these seemed to be a natural way of looking at 

existence and creativity. I shall explain why they are not original in a moment. I must talk about our 

gods a little bit to amplify this and then come to a particular god, who for me gives us the clue to this 

creative zone, this dark and dangerous realm of transition which has to be appeased before its 
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hoards, its very mystic hoards can actually be rifled by the creative mind. Of course the process of 

rifling can be methodical, systematic or intuitive. This is acknowledged by all creative people.  

 

Now with the deities - I cannot go through all of them, for we are as prodigal in our deities as the 

Greeks were - we come to another most interesting aspect of Yoruba world view. Myth has it that life, 

being, the essence of being, was once one. However - and this also the Yoruba consider a creative 

process because it led to a multi-dimensional perception of reality - there came what you might call 

an internal revolution within the original being, which led to the creation of gods, demi-gods, 

demiurges and the mortals. There are parallels everywhere; in the Judaic tradition, it is the apple that 

was eaten. Knowledge came and the gap between the angels and the gods on the one hand and  

humanity on the other became wider and wider until you had to die to go and meet the people on 

the other side. However, among the gods there was one who recognized the persistence of an 

anguish, a sense of incompletion among the deities. This god was Ogun, the god of lyric, of 

metallurgy, the god of war and creative agent. All the other gods, Oshuni, Edumar, Oya, Shango 

had sensed for a very long time a missing element in their being. Finally they wondered if this was not 

an element essential to their own sense of completion. The suspicion was in this missing element and 

not in fact the part that went with the human beings, the mortals who became totally separated 

from them. So the gods, who of course occupy both spheres - because we have the 

anthropomorphic deities, who occupy both the ancestral area and at the same time they are 

essences of some of the most creative energies within the realm of transition - looked for a way of 

reuniting with the mortals. 

 

Everything was tried: sacrifices, incantation; the whole lot. It was impossible because in the meantime 

the primordial jungle had become totally impenetrable. Only one deity had the knowledge, the 

perception to forge what was indeed a technological tool - a machete, but of course a mystic 

machete which hacked through this primordial jungle and penetrated the realm of transitional chaos 

to the living, where for the first time in eons, the gods were able to reclaim an element of themselves, 

which had been lost since the separation of the divine being from its mortal elements. This deity was 

Ogun, the god of metals, of metallurgy in general. Ogun is the deity of the blacksmith, the warrior, 

etc. (I shall fill in the etc. in a moment in describing another aspect, a very crucial aspect, of the 

Yoruba world view.)  

 

I once used an expression which stated in effect that the Yoruba world view does not really admit 

any impurities in its digestive system. What this means is that it does not reject any experience. It is 

very selective, but it accepts, it admits that phenomena exist outside its knowledge at any given 

time. In that sense - and I believe that this is one of the reasons why this religion survived in the 

Americas - it is able to confront any new experience and absorb it into its own existence and 

constantly expanding systemic understanding of phenomena in general. I call it a cultural rootedness 
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or cultural security. Now, the result of this is that when I am confronted by people who over-

emphasize the differences between the technological world - what I call the CP Snow syndrome - 

and the humanistic world; when I encounter those who tend to exaggerate this in a kind of 

intellectualized way, I am often just baffled because this is not my experience. My experience, our 

experience, which is that all of those deities, is that when the Yoruba encounter a new phenomenon, 

something totally unrelated to their existence, what they do is look inwards to find some kind of 

correlation. Usually this co-option takes the form of enhancing the existing area, the territory of one of 

the deities, using the fundamentals and simply absorbing the news as part and parcel of an aspect 

of something that has always been and that can actually belong, and not what others would 

describe as coming from a totally alien region. Thus Sango, who is the god of lightning, the 

equivalent of your Thor or Jove, for instance, becomes the god of electricity. The moment the Yoruba 

encountered electricity for the first time, they simply attributed it to Sango. So you find many 

electrical workers in urban areas that are followers of Sango. The same is true for Ogun. The railway 

worker today is a follower of Ogun. As for the astronauts, I have no doubt at all they have to divide 

themselves between Sango and Ogun. Certainly the rocket engineer will be a follower of Ogun, and 

this way the Yoruba have absolutely no problem in accommodating even what seems to be the 

most disparate elements in alien experience. It is rare, I believe, to find the Yoruba feeling alienated 

by any new encounter. All the religions - that I call the comparatively closed religions: Islam, Christian, 

Roman Catholic, Baptist and so on - which have come into Africa, find out that sooner or later they 

absorb elements of the Yoruba world view. Either in ceremonies or in festivals, in religious images, in 

anything at all. Of course this is not beloved by the religious purists. Especially the more 

fundamentalist kind, and they go to all sorts of lengths to extirpate from their own religion these 

elements that have crept in from the Yoruba culture.  

 

To get back to Ogun, he had to prepare himself. If this experience of Ogun had taken place in 

modern times, within contemporary conscious time and not the timeless time we are talking about, I 

believe that he would have invented the laser beam and blasted the ethonic realm to get the gods 

reunited to the other world. This is very typical of the approach of the Yoruba to technological 

experience. Within that reality, however, Ogun experienced what I consider the essence of tragedy. 

When I was studying the dramatic medium, tragedy in Leeds, I always found it very strange to read 

categorical statements about the origination of tragedy in Greece. I do love their myths and find 

correlations in them with the Yoruba culture. Their gods are just as reprobate, just as mortal, as the 

Yoruba deities, and of course the Athenian culture was a source of endless fascination. The works of 

Aeschylus, Sophocles, etc. are all beautiful interpretations of human intuition. But how could any 

society, how could anybody claim that the tragic experience began at any one spot of the globe? I 

found it very strange, and particularly strange because I could understand tragedy through the 

experience of Ogun. To pass through this malstrom of psychic energies, Ogun had to be destroyed, 

and this is reflected in the rituals that celebrate his passage. He had to be destroyed. And he could 
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transcend this void and arrive at a landing point only by reassembling his scattered pieces through 

an exercise of willpower. Now, you recognize echoes of nature's eternal tragedy in this. But I 

understood, on reading that really astonishing piece of poetic insight  into the origins of tragedy by 

Nietzsche, I could understand perfectly through the experience of Ogun in this world, the ripping 

apart of the protagonist. The protagonist as actor and the reassemblage of that actor through an 

exercise of the will. The experience of catharsis and the accumulation of wisdom as a result of this 

process of submission to the most inimical forces that exist in the universe. Of course the resolution of 

Ogun's tragedy is very different from the resolution in European classical tragedy. But the process is 

exactly the same, and certainly the accumulated wisdom, the very special knowledge that is 

acquired in the process. 

 

So in a nutshell, this is the Yoruba world view and this is how the Yoruba world actually encounters the 

outside world. Of course the Yoruba world also has known how to defend itself against those who 

insist that its own world is inimical to theirs and should be destroyed. But again, as I have always 

emphasized, the Yoruba have a certain unique aspect to their history. The Yoruba religion has never 

waged a jihad or a crusade. It is one of these non-proselytizing religions. It is there and it explains 

much of human phenomena. There is a whole corpus of Ifa. Ifa, if you are looking for parallels, is the 

equivalent of the Delphic Oracle, except that Ifa has a tradition of a corpus, of verses which provide 

the answers to the seeker in whatever form, whatever the problem may be. Ifa actually contains 

verses which deal with Christianity, with Islam, with technological discovery. I am sure today if I go 

back to the odu of Ifa, I shall find that space conquest is part of it. This is done without any kind of 

overt mystification of the Nostradamus kind. It does not operate in that way. It just synthesizes, distills 

human experience enabling it to accommodate whatever is new.  

 

Among the other significant deities is Esu, the element of chaos. Even in the tidiest of scientific or 

technological programs, and certainly most primarily in any kind of human engineering that attracts - 

or at least attributes - to itself any kind of absolute, Esu is the deity who reminds one that there is no 

absolute at all where the organism called humanity or human society or human community is 

involved. It inserts constantly the kind of caution which Ifa the corpus of knowledge might be 

tempted to ignore, the kind of certitude Ifa may attempt to apply to its operations with human 

beings who seek guidance from it. Esu is that element at the cross-roads where the wrong road may 

be taken in spite of the most efficient map.  

 

Other deities have to do with rivers. Osanying, another interesting one, is the medical one, the local 

Aesculapius if you like. Osanying is the god of the herbs, of medication in general, of ecology, whose 

pharmacopeia exists in Ifa's verses which deal with the most efficacious sometimes forgotten herbal 

treatments to which I believe Europe is now beginning to turn. They are calling it natural medicine or 
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something like that. Well, it is all in Ifa, if you ever come across it or care to investigate what it has to 

offer.  

 

So where does a writer or an artist get his images from? Where do the images of the traditional 

sculptors and the modern sculptors, the modern painters, the craftsmen and women, the 

clothmakers, come from? They come, of course, from an acknowledgement of the viability of 

experience, as long as it can be made organic and integral to the overall work; the viability of any 

kind of image which has contributed to the formulation of the human community. Even if it is merely 

in retrospect. It may be in a traditional theatrical enactment. Similarly in some of the carvings, there is 

the image of a European with a helmet on horseback and the purists will say: "What is that doing 

here?  Surely that's not a traditional carving." Of course it is a traditional carving. It is very much a 

traditional carving. It is history. History that goes back to the very first encounter of the Yoruba with 

White men in the fifteenth, possibly the fourteenth century. It is not an impurity at all - depending, of 

course, upon how the artist uses it. The same thing goes for music. Sometimes, in my view, it goes a 

little bit too far. Maybe this is one of the areas in which I am a purist, and who can fail to be purist 

when one listens to the noises that pass for music in the commercial world these days? But those are 

exceptions. The important thing is the world view, from which we all operate in the creative world in 

that part of a country. That world view is one which ingests, selects and adapts new experiences. 

That is why if you go to the headquarters of the Nigerian Electric Power Authority, NEPA, you will see 

the figure of Sango, who presides over electricity. Actually I think this is a blasphemy against Sango, 

because I think Sango is far more efficient than our electrical system has proved to be in the past few 

years.  

 

Guntern:  We are now in a state the French call "dépaysé." For somebody who has lost his 

country and said that he isn’t even cultured anymore, we have just witnessed a process of self-

induced “enculturation.” You went back to the mythological roots of your existence, of your identity 

as an artist. I would like to connect a few of the issues which have been discussed during these days 

with what I know from your work.  

 

 You have often emphasized that European expressionism and other art forms - for instance, 

cubism -and others - have stolen from your continent without ever acknowledging where they took 

what from. You called a certain Mr. Frobenius a famous vulture in the long chain of archaeological 

robbery. He was able to admire the Yoruba sculptures as being extraordinary, beautiful, creative 

accomplishments, and at the same time he described the people who had done them as stupid 

plebeians. A first question: what blocks the intuition of such people? Obviously they are not able to 

analyze facts, but at least they could have an intuitive judgment that would not permit such 

statements. 
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Soyinka:  Well, it is a point which I have always found quite remarkable. Some of the artists, the 

expressionists for instance, just to be fair to them, did not fail to acknowledge within their own circle 

the source of influence in some of their paintings and sculptures. There is no other way to describe 

Frobenius, than that he suffered from the virus of racism. There he was, defying even the most 

common denominative level of the practice of acquisition. If you want to acquire something, you at 

least have to approach and negotiate. You are told you can take this, but you cannot have that. He 

was a robber. He would go back, bribe his way among the courtiers, the guardians, and excavate 

even on prohibited sites and carry away these bronze, clay, terracotta figures. He would take quite 

an army with him, including a bronze caster. In some cases he was so desperate, he would have his 

bronze caster make replicas of these busts and bury those there instead, with the connivance of the 

usual corrupt elements which I think all societies can boast of. But you quite rightly put your finger on 

what I consider his greatest crime. When he found the origin of the actual producers of these works 

of art, he refused to give them credit. He insisted that they were some degenerate people who must 

have wandered on to the sites and established themselves there. Even though the evidence was 

before him. Now the art of bronze-casting still existed in Ife and Benin while he was in Nigeria. He 

wrote in a way to insure that no one coming after him would even attempt to accord to the 

autochthons of this area that very specialized skill and knowledge and beauty which they produced. 

This is why I singled him out for castigation in particular. Not only did he physically rob, he did a 

disservice to the cause of scholarship. First of all by substituting his own contemporary and absolutely 

inferior works cast by his assistant, then by trying to destroy what should be called the scholastic 

continuum of knowledge by fantasizing about the possible origins of this world. Without any proof, he 

stated his fantasies categorically. 

 

Guntern:  Art critics and journalists, some at least, are able to do the same thing. What blocks 

their intuition? There are a number of journalists here, and I must say in general we and what we do 

here are treated in a generous way by them. But every now and then somebody shows up with a 

mask of hostility. A person who has never been here, does not know what we do, but somehow 

knows that it is very stupid, not done with competence. I often wonder how can they possibly ignore 

what they translate in their facial expression. Why does their intuition not tell them something, where 

obviously their analytical power leaves them outside in the field? What happens there?  

 

Soyinka:  I have a feeling that you are going to have to get those journalists up on this platform 

so we can ask them that question. But I would like to see them actually, because I know the kind of 

journalists you are talking about. Unfortunately it does not happen just with journalists. I had this 

experience as a student when I began to attempt to write. I remember one of my very early plays 

which I showed to one of my lecturers. He said: "To read this is interesting, but surely natives do not 

talk like that. This is too sophisticated for natives." And I said: "Oh yes, but they would not be using the 

English language." But you see, I had to listen to them. In the play, they were speaking the English 
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language. If I were to translate Shakespeare into Yoruba, I assure you they would understand that 

language, and the thoughts of that language. A similar kind of attitude exists in the world of theater 

directors and even publishers. Some - especially paperbacks - feel that a work by an African can 

only be introduced to the world if there are grass skirts on the front cover and a bone through the 

nose even if what is inside bears absolutely no relation. There is another example farther up the scale 

of those from whom one expected better. I was inducted into an Academy of Arts and Sciences, of 

a country which shall remain nameless, and my citation is something which should be framed: " 

Soyinka writes about the folklore of his society in native English language" - or something like that. I 

wondered if whoever wrote that had ever read anything I had ever written. It was obvious in his 

imagination, if somebody came from that society and deserved to be inducted into that academy, 

it could only be because he was translating his folk tales into some kind of crude English language. 

That was the citation which was sent to me. So it is a common phenomenon and of course it is an 

attitude of rejection. You just cannot come to terms with the fact that people you encounter actually 

come from a very old and self-sufficient civilization. It is just the question of what language, what 

medium of translation has been used. That is all. 

 

Guntern:  A third instance where obviously analytical power is not big enough and even intuition 

fails normally intelligent people: in The Man Who Died you wrote a footnote to the Red Cross. Could 

you please comment your experience there and the footnote as well? 

 

Soyinka:  I was in prison in Lagos before I was taken to Kaduna. It was during the civil war and 

the Red Cross - who did a lot of wonderful work - had succeeded in persuading the Nigerian 

Government to allow them to visit the prison and the prisoners of war. That morning we were all 

woken up very early. I was in my own cell upstairs, looking at the proceedings, and everybody was 

given soap that morning and a new uniform. I know that probably an effort had been made to 

remove all the weevils from the beans which were served that morning. Then they were let out. These 

were prisoners who had been locked up in over-crowded, filthy conditions. The reek of their bodies 

used to ascend to my cell upstairs. They were out in the sun. They were given game cards, 

checkerboards and so on. We knew something was happening. Eventually a group of people from 

the Red Cross arrived and they had a look, smiled, talked to these prisoners. I was expecting that 

they would know, if not from experience at least intuitively, that this was an unnatural scene. It was 

not real, it was a faked scene. Anybody could see that. But they came, they nodded, smiled, shook 

hands and went away. I could not believe that they did not ask to see inside the cells or how many 

of those people could be accommodated in that building with any kind of comfort. That was the 

footnote to the Red Cross. Next time, please do not even go near places like that if you are not 

prepared to ask for all doors to be opened and to have unrestricted interviews with the prisoners. Go 

into a corner and talk to them and learn the real truth.  
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Guntern:  To take up your word “weevil," the extreme stress, strong emotions, above average 

expectations, burden and pain do to intuition what the weevil does to a granary. This is a general 

experience about intuition. We have to come to grips with the terms we have used during this 

congress. Now let us go to something where intuition was right. I was very struck by many scenes in 

your book, The Man Who Died. One was very strong. You were told that by Christmas you would be 

out. They offered a barber to come visit you and shave you. You had not seen yourself in a mirror for 

more than a year. You were once again uncultured, out-cultured, outrageously alienated from what 

is dear to your heart. Then all of a sudden, while everything was being prepared to cut your hair, you 

knew you would not be out by Christmas. Have you had often had such intuitive experiences?  

 

Soyinka:  Yes, this was one remarkable instance of intuition. I had been in there about a year. It 

was around Christmas and the entire atmosphere, the director of the prison was only too happy, and 

it was impossible not to be infected by everybody’s happiness. Somehow they had taken to the way 

I was conducting myself there. So they sent for new clothes and for a barber, because for a long 

time I had refused to touch my beard or my hair. I was seeing my face in a mirror for the first time in 

over a year, and suddenly, I do not know what happened. Up to that point I had accepted the 

information. The evidence was there on their faces; it was no trick. I had accepted the fact that I was 

leaving and I was quite glad, and then I looked in the mirror and saw my face. I looked into my eyes 

and that instant, I just knew that I was not going to be released. Not that year, not for another year at 

least. So I told the warder to send the barber away and take all the clothes away and to leave me 

alone. I knew I was not going to be released. Moments like that are very common in my existence. I 

describe one such instance in my new book Ibadan, a continuation of Aké. It takes my life up to the 

early sixties, just before the civil war began. I was taking one of the respites I used to give myself in the 

midst of all the problems in Nigeria at that time. We had so many political crises in that country that it 

is no good my trying to tell you which particular one it was. At any rate, it was one before the civil 

war. One of the respites I used to enjoy was to get in my Land Rover and drive to Oshogbo, which is 

a small town, inhabited by a very strange and unusual Austrian painter and sculptor, Susan Wenger, 

a very spiritual person. She took to this Yoruba religion as if she had been born into it. In fact, she 

became a priestess of Oshun and used to spend a lot of time creating new sculptures for the Oshun 

grove, which had a very peaceful, very peaceful atmosphere. I used to enjoy just escaping to Oshun 

grove within Nature itself. I found also that Susan Wenger had become a part of that place. The way 

she worked, she exuded a kind of serenity in her studio, and one of my treats was to go to Oshogbo 

and just sit in her studio and watch her at work, drinking palm-wine and not saying anything, or 

maybe saying something. I would just sit there and then, when she finished work in the evening, we 

would all go to this local night club, listen to juju music, drink more palm-wine, eat some venison and 

so on. On this occasion, I had made sure I had no engagement for the week-end, so I was 

completely at ease. I was driving along, looking forward to my periodic treat, when suddenly I found 

I did not want to go. I could not explain it. I tried to fight it for a couple of miles, and finally I just 
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turned around and went home. I had a sense of something not being quite right. When I got back by 

evening, I checked all the doors, I checked all the windows, made sure my family was safe and went 

to bed. That night the house was attacked by the thugs, an illegal police sent by one of the 

government party men to which we were in opposition and who objected to some things I was 

writing and doing. I was attacked by a bunch of twenty to twenty-five people in the middle of the 

night. We managed to frighten them off. They believed I was better equipped than I actually was in 

the house, and they all scattered. 

 

 This is another example, which is when my mother died. I was going to Ghana. I was teaching 

in the university of Ife at the time. I slept in Ibadan, because I had a very early flight from Lagos in the 

morning. I got to the airport in Lagos, and queued, accompanied by a driver. Soon the people in the 

queue were getting very angry because the plane was to leave at eight thirty, and by eight o'clock, 

there was still nobody at the check-in counter. Finally the man came, and we all abused him roundly 

and started moving. I was just about the third person to the desk and suddenly I said: "No, I'm not 

traveling. I can't travel." I turned round, and my astonished driver asked, "Why not?" I said: "Let's just 

go back." We drove straight to Ife, got to my house and I sent him for my mail. "Don't tell anybody I'm 

back. Go and bring all the mail in my office." He brought the mail, and I was going through the mail, 

wondering where “it” was. You have not defined anything, but it is that question! Where is it, what is 

it? So my colleague in the office saw the driver when he came for the mail and managed to get out 

of him the fact that I was back. I went through all the mail and nothing was there. So I decided, "Well, 

I'll just wait in the house." Afterwards my colleague came and broke the news to me gently, that my 

mother was dead. I knew that was it.  

 

 Now what is even more interesting was the fact that, as I told you, I had stopped in Ibadan, at 

the home of some friends, the Aboyade family. When the news chased me to Ife that morning and I 

could not be found, the messenger went to that house in Ibadan. Professor Aboyade told the man 

that I had traveled and the messenger told them what the matter was. His wife, who incidentally is a 

very sensitive person said: "No. Wole has not traveled." Her husband said: "What are you talking 

about? He left this morning. You saw him, he left very early in the morning before dawn, so as to 

catch his flight." She said: "No, because his mother is dead. Wole has not traveled, I'm telling you, 

Wole has not traveled. That's all." And she was absolutely certain that I had not traveled. A case of 

double intuition, from two different directions.  

 

Guntern:  What could be done not to stop fundamentalism in its tracks, because obviously that 

cannot be done, but to counter balance this terrible influence?  

 

Soyinka:  The fundamentalist question we have just mentioned is one which I think the entire 

world community had better address in very stark terms. I am not talking about Islamic 
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fundamentalism alone; the massacres which take place, not all of which are reported, regularly 

between the Sikhs and the Hindus in India for instance; the kind of extremism that leads to the 

massacre of Moslems in the Mosque in Israel; the arbitrary, mindless killings of journalists and writers in 

Algeria; the complete oppression, suppression of women in many societies. This is half the world's 

productive population and I do not mean in the sense of child-bearing at all. For any kind of religious 

mentality to insist upon this kind of exclusiveness and meet very severe, even capital punishment on 

members of the other sex simply because they insist on being human beings and taking their place in 

the world is unthinkable. And it is spreading. It is in Nigeria. I received a report when I came through 

London and I phoned to pick up the latest news at home, that some fundamentalist had cut off the 

head of somebody in the North simply because he was accused of using pages of the Koran in a 

disrespectful way - something like that. This man was put in prison for his own safety. They went in, 

broke down the walls, cut off his head, impaled it, danced around the streets and went to the 

mosque, where the mullah preached for about two and a half hours. It really is a menace and some 

people don not want to give it its proper name because of this other disease called political 

correctness.  

 

Guntern:  It is another form of fascism. 

 

Soyinka:  You know we are dealing with real enemies of humanity. The sooner we come to 

terms with that and with all strategies to deal with it in the most drastic manner, I think the better for 

us because it is something which is spreading all the time. It is human regression in any religion. One 

thing which has cheered me, however, in the case of the Islamic fundamentalists, is that the 

orthodox world of Islam itself is finally recognizing that they in fact are in the front line of the menaced 

people and they are now beginning to hold conferences and take action. This is one 

encouragement. 

 

Guntern:  By some strange coincidence which was unintentional on our part and which makes 

sense within the framework of our topic of intuition, we have two speakers with personal experience 

in prison and both for the same reason: they took an autonomous stand. They did not accept being 

in the fangs of what I call “mediocracy,” over-adapting to whatever a majority of people apparently 

or de facto want or say or do. They go their own way and they have paid dearly for it. All of a 

sudden it strikes me that within the topic of intuition it makes strange sense that the two of them have 

come together. Although they have missed each other in time and space, in our minds they have 

come together: Joseph Brodsky and Wole Soyinka. I was deeply moved when I read Brodsky’s work. I 

was deeply moved when I met him in Rotterdam where he read poetry together with a Dutch and a 

British two Russian poets. Then there was such a difference when Wole Soyinka began to talk; it was 

just another world. (To Soyinka) While I was watching you talk, going back to your cultural, spiritual, 

mythological roots, the Yoruba culture, I thought, he looks like a tree. I tried to think what kind of tree, 
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but couldn’t find one. Of course, I don’t know very many African trees. And then I thought, "He's a 

whole forest." Intuitively I felt this picture that fits you perfectly. You are a great forest. In spite of your 

precarious living conditions, you have accepted to come to Zermatt and share a few hours with us. 

Thank you very much. 

 


