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DOCUMENT A  

Aké, The Years of Childhood, Wole Soyinka (Nigeria), 1981. Methuen, 2007 pp 1-3 

 

The sprawling, undulating terrain is all of Aké. More than mere loyalty to the personage gave birth to 

a puzzle, and a resentment, that God should choose to look down on his own pious station, the 

parsonage compound, from the profane heights of Itókò. There was of course the mystery of the 

Chief’s stable with live horses near the crest of the hill, but beyond that, this dizzying road only 

sheered upwards from one noisy market to the other, looking down across Ibàràpa and Ita Aké into the 5 
most secret recesses of the parsonage itself. 

    On a misty day, the steep rise towards Itókò would join the sky. If God did not actually live there, 

there was little doubt that he descended first on its crest, then took his one gigantic stride over those 

babbling marketswhich dared to sell on Sundaysinto St Peter’s Church, afterwards visiting the 

parsonage for tea with the Canon. There was the small consolation that, in spite of the temptation to 10 
arrive on horseback, he never stopped first at the Chief’s, who was known to be a pagan; certainly the 

Chief was never seen at a church service except at the anniversaries of the Alake’s coronation. Instead 

God strode straight into St Peter’s for morning service, paused briefly at the afternoon service, but 

reserved his most formal, exotic presence for the evening service which, in his honour, was always 

held in the English tongue. The organ took on a dark, smoky sonority at evening service, and there 15 
was no doubt that the organ was adapting its normal sounds to accompany God’s own sepulchral 

responses, with its timbre of the egúngún,* to those prayers that were offered to him. 

    Only the Canon’s residence could have housed the weekly Guest. For one thing, it was the only 

storey-building in the parsonage, square and stolid as the Canon himself, riddled with black wooden-

framed windows. BishopsCourt was also a storey-building but only pupils lived in it, so it was not a 20 
house. From the upper floor of the Canon’s home one almost looked the top of Itókò straight in its 

pagan eye. It stood at the highest lived-in point of the parsonage, just missing overlooking the gate. Its 

back was turned to the world of spirits and ghommids who inhabited the thick woods and chased home 

children who had wandered too deeply in them for firewood, mushrooms and snails. The Canon’s 

square, white building was a bulwark against the menace and the siege of the wood spirits. Its rear 25 
wall demarcated their territory, stopped them from taking liberties with the world of humans. 

    Only the school-rooms of the primary school shared this closeness to the woods, and they were 

empty at night. Fenced by rough plastered walls, by the windowless rear walls of its houses, by tumuli 

of rocks which the giant trees tried vainly to obscure, Aké parsonage with its corrugated roofs gave off 

and air of fortifications. Secure within it, we descended or climbed at will into overlapping, 30 
interleaved planes, sheer rock-face drops, undergrowths and sudden hideouts of cultivated fruit groves. 

The hibiscus was rampant. The air hung heavy with the perfumes of lemon leaves, guavas, mangoes, 

sticky with the sap of boum-boum and the secretions of the rain-tree. The school-compounds were 

lined with these rain-trees with widespread shade filled branches. Needle-pines rose above the acacia 

and forests of bamboos kept us permanently nervous; if monster snakes had a choice, the bamboo 35 
clumps would be their ideal habitation. 

    Between the left flank of the Canon’s house and the School playing-fields wasthe Orchard. It was 

too varied, much to profuse to be called a garden, even a fruit garden. And there were plants and fruits 

in it which made the orchard an extension of scripture classes, church lessons or sermons. A leaf-plant, 

mottled white-and-red was called the Cana lily. As Christ was nailed to the Cross and his wounds 40 
spurted blood, a few drops stuck the leaves of the lily stigmatizing it for ever. No one bothered to 
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explain the cause of the abundant white spots which also appeared on every leaf. Perhaps it had to do 

with the washing of sins in the blood of Christ, leaving even the most mottled spots in a person’s soul, 

snow-white. There was the passion fruit also, born of another part of that same history, not however a 

favourite of any of us children. Its lush green skin was pleasant to fondle in one’s palm, but it ripened 45 
into a dessicated yellow, collapsing like the faces of the old men and women we knew. And it barely 

managed to be sweet, thus failing the infallible test of a real fruit. But the queen of the orchard was the 

pomegranate which grew, not so much from a seed of the stone church, as of the lyrical Sunday 

School. For it was at the Sunday School that the real stories were told, stories that lived in the events 

themselves, crossed the time-border of Sundays or leaves of the Bible and entered the world of fabled 50 
lands, men and women.  

 

*Ancestral masquerade
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DOCUMENT B 

“An Image of Africa”, Chinua Achebe 

Research in African Literatures, Vol. 9, N° 1, Special Issue on Literary Criticism (Spring, 1978), 

pp. 1-15 

(Reprinted by permission of the University of Massachusetts, from the Chancellor’s Lecture 

Series. The Massachusetts’s Review, 1977).

At the beginning of this academic year, I was walking one day from the English Department to a 

parking lot. It was a fine autumn morning such as encouraged friendliness to passing strangers. Brisk 

youngsters were hurrying in all directions, many of them obviously freshmen in their first flush of 

enthusiasm. An older man going the same way as I turned and remarked to me how very young they 

came these days. I agreed. Then he asked me if I was a student too. I said no, I was a teacher. What did 5 
I teach? African literature. Now that was funny, he said, because he knew a fellow who also taught the 

same thing, or perhaps it was African history, in a certain community college not far from here. It 

always surprised him, he went on to say, because he never had thought of Africa as having that kind of 

stuff, you know. By this time I was walking much faster. Oh well, I heard him say finally, behind me: 

“I guess I have to take your course to find out.” 10 
    A few weeks later I received two very touching letters from high school children in Yonkers, New 

York, who—bless their teacher—had just read Things Fall Apart. One was particularly happy to learn 

about the customs and superstitions of an African tribe. 

    I propose to draw from these rather trivial encounters rather heavy conclusions which at first sight 

might seem somewhat out of proportion to them. But only at first sight. 15 
    The young fellow from Yonkers, perhaps partly on account of his age but I believe also for much 

deeper and more serious reasons, is obviously unaware that the life of his own tribesmen in Yonkers, 

New York, is full of odd customs and superstitions and, like everybody else in his culture, imagines 

that he needs a trip to Africa to encounter those things. 

   The other person being fully my own age could not be excused on the ground of his years. Ignorance 20 
might be a more likely reason, but here again I believe that something more wilful than a mere lack of 

information was at work. For did not that erudite British historian and Regius Professor at Oxford, 

Hugh Trevor Roper, pronounce a few years ago that African history did not exist? 

    If there is something in these utterances more than youthful inexperience, more than a lack of 

factual knowledge, what is it? Quite simply it is the desire—one might indeed say the need—in 25 
Western psychology to set Africa up as a foil to Europe, a place of negations at once remote and 

vaguely familiar in comparison with which Europe’s own state of spiritual grace will be manifest. 

    This need is not new; which should relieve us in this room of considerable responsibility and 

perhaps make us even willing to look at this phenomenon dispassionately. I have neither the desire nor 

indeed the competence to do so with the tools of the social and biological sciences but more simply in 30 
the manner of a novelist responding to one famous book of European fiction, Joseph Conrad’s Heart 

of Darkness, which better than any other work that I know displays that Western desire and need 

which I have just spoken about. Of course, there are whole libraries of books devoted to the same 

purpose, but most of them are so obvious and so crude that few people worry about them today. 

Conrad, on the other hand, is undoubtedly one of the great stylists of modern fiction and a good 35 
storyteller in the bargain. His contribution, therefore, falls automatically into a different class—

permanent literature—read and taught and constantly evaluated by serious academics. Heart of 

Darkness is indeed so secure today that a leading Conrad scholar has numbered it “among the half-

dozen greatest short novels in the English Language.” I will return to this critical opinion in due course 

because it may seriously modify my earlier suppositions about who may or may not be guilty in the 40 
things of which I will now speak. 
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Heart of Darkness projects the image of Africa as “the other world,” the antithesis of Europe and 

therefore of civilization, a place where man’s vaunted intelligence and refinement are finally mocked 

by triumphant bestiality. The book opens on the River Thames, tranquil, resting peacefully “at the 

decline of day after ages of good service done to the race that peopled its banks.” But the actual story 45 
takes place on the River Congo, the very antithesis of the Thames. The River Congo is quite decidedly 

not a River Emeritus. It has rendered no service and enjoys no old-age pension. We are told that 

“going up that river was like travelling back to the earliest beginnings of the world.” 

    Is Conrad saying, then, that these two rivers are very different, one good, the other bad? Yes, but 

that is not the real point. It is not the differentness that worries Conrad but the lurking hint of kinship, 50 
of common ancestry.  For the Thames too “has been one of the dark places of the earth.” It conquered 

its darkness, of course, and is now at peace. But if it were to visit its primordial relative, the Congo, it 

would run the terrible risk of hearing grotesque, suggestive echoes of its own forgotten darkness, and 

falling victim to an avenging recrudescence of the mindless frenzy of the first beginnings […] 
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DOCUMENT C 
Garden of Eden by John Dyer 

33 x 40 inches Acrylic on board 2001 

Owned by the Eden Project (permanent collection) 
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