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Editor’s Note Issue 9
By Becky Ayebia Clarke
A Happy New Year to you all. As we usher in the New Year we hope to build on the successes of 2006 and create more connections across borders through literature. I am sure visitors to the British Council Crossing Borders website will have noticed the changes to the set-up, introducing more colour and vibrancy. I think the idea of including photos of participants is an excellent one as it adds a personal touch to the website and feeling of connectedness.

A cursory glance at the past year reveals some brilliant successes in the literary field, especially for writers who are perceived to be writing from the margins.  In my Editor’s Note in Issue Seven, I celebrated the shortlisting of an African writer – Hisham Matar – for the UK Man Booker Prize. Orhan Pamuk, from Turkey, the 2006 Nobel Literature Prizewinner, refers in his acceptance speech to the fact that he is a writer not writing from the centre. But then he acknowledges sharing the feelings of writers who feel the same way as he does and praises the selection committee for recognising writing from the margins as part of world literature.

On the craft of writing, he says, ‘the writer’s secret is not inspiration – for it is never clear where it comes from – it is his stubbornness, his patience. That lovely Turkish saying – to dig a well with a needle – seems to me to have been said with writers in mind’. In other words, the crucial task of sitting down at the table and patiently turning inwards is the journey the writer must make. But writing is also about telling stories, about communication in the hope of making a connection. The writer who shuts himself away in a room and first goes on a journey inside himself will, over the years, discover literature’s eternal rule: that he must have the artistry to tell his own stories as if they are other people’s stories and to tell other people’s stories as if they are his own. To arrive at this stage, we must first travel through other people’s stories and books. The act of reading, Pamuk tells us, is intrinsically linked with the craft of writing. The aim of the artist is to express universal truths – but to arrive at that juncture, we must first familiarise ourselves with the truth of others.

So if the writer’s secret is not inspiration, what is the secret? According to the Ghanaian writer Ayi Kwei Armah, ‘the artist is a skilled intellectual, a trained and disciplined professional – inspiration comes from the intelligent study of the universe heightened to a systematic way of life’. The ‘intelligent study of the universe’ is basically our ability to observe, record and practise, especially using the knowledge of those who have walked the path we are intending to travel. That study and practice is facilitated by the appreciation and use of the work of other artists as a common human resource. If a writer is to tell his own story as if it were the story of others and if he is to feel the power of the story and the connection it brings he must first have some hope. The angel of inspiration, Pamuk says, ‘favours the hopeful and the confident, and it is when a writer feels most lonely, when he feels most doubtful about his efforts, his dreams, and the value of his writing – when he thinks his story is only his story – it is as such moments that the angel chooses to reveal to him stories, images and dreams that will draw out the world he wishes to build’. Armah believes that ‘using not only the best of words, but also the best images, sounds, phrases, pauses, sentences, figures – the best, in sum, of every tool available to verbal art’ helps to develop the true professional. 

Additionally, Olu Obafemi in his Feature Article entitled ‘Literature is Performance’ emphasises the importance of delving into African ancestral oral traditions such as folklore, legends, myths and ritual as a way of understudying and understanding the rich tradition of African oral storytelling and its relevance for performance and connection. His article is full of examples and references to writers (both living and dead) whose writing epitomises the centrality of orality and performance as the root of African writing. In so doing, he names some of Africa’s greatest writers including, D. O Fagunwa, Amos Tutuola, the Nobel Laureate Wole Soyinka, Chinua Achebe, Femi Osofisan, the late Efua Sutherland, Ama Ata Aidoo and Okot p’Bitek. Obafemi says performance in African literature is fashioned from the performative cultural sub-soil of pre- and postcolonial realities of the continent, e.g. delving into ancestral traditions as well as borrowing from European modes of storytelling 

This brings me to the subject of presentation (covered in the Feature Article of Issue One), which I feel must be revisited to re-emphasise its importance as the key to influencing the selection process.

Out of the many submissions received for this edition, only a handful were accompanied by a well thought-out covering letter and synopsis of the story. I refer participants to Sara Maitland’s excellent ‘Professional Development’ article in Issue One to refresh their memories about the requirements for submission. For future submissions, please include a brief covering letter introducing the writer together with a brief synopsis that outlines the content of the work, as well as labelling files, clearly stating your name with the title of the piece. It will help to influence the judgement of those whose attention you wish to attract and can make the difference between acceptance and rejection. 

Clifford Chianga Oluoch from Kenya – his story entitled Feather My Nest is a delightful story about birds, steeped in the fabled oral tradition of African storytelling. He uses the device of animals who speak like humans in the tradition of the Ananse folklore. Bob Robin was a good robin who finds a charming, well-behaved Lady Robin for a wife and settles down to create a home and family with her. However, his forays into the bush to bring food for his young family brings him into contact with another robin – Tom Robin – who drags him on escapades, indulging in sucking fermented fruits. When their drunken and noisy behaviour becomes too much for Lady Robin and the neighbours, she collects her chicks and flies off, leaving Bob Robin to his new found friend and lifestyle. Sad and lonely he yearns for his family to return but it is too late.

Hazel Couvaras is from Zambia and her story Silent Baby is brilliantly told with fastidious eloquence. This is the story of a grieving thirteen-year-old boy who tragically loses his mother at a tender age. His aunt steps into his mother’s shoes with tragic consequences. When her aunt tries to burn the clothes of his mother; grieving, jealousy and madness collide to form a deadly combination of hatred and harm. His uncommunicative father was of little help in assisting him in the grieving process that would enable him to heal. In the final analysis, he feels let down by a father who deposits him in a lunatic asylum as punishment for killing his aunt-turned-stepmother. The boy laments his fate and wonders what would have become of him had his mother lived. He says sadly, ‘I am a bad child now, everyone whispers. They think I cannot hear them. To be where I am, I suppose I am.’ He resigns himself to spending the rest of his life alone and without a family.

Blessing Musariri is from Zimbabwe and her story Tichafataona Sleeps is a touching story sensitively told with brevity. This is a story about the consequences of war and the toll on individuals. A young man who fought in the Zimbabwean liberation war comes to stay with her married sister’s family. Haunting experiences from the war flash back at frequent intervals at night when he re-enacts the war tactics and games with his brother in-law to the detriment of his sister’s marriage. Because he had saved her life after her sojourn into the liberation forces failed, Eustina still feels an obligation towards her brother. After Tichafataona’s attempt at hanging himself on a jacaranda tree in the back yard fails her husband chops down the tree for fear of future attempts. Having had enough, her husband walks out, leaving her with two young children and a mentally unstable brother to care for. While recovering from his injuries, he says in a calm voice one day to his sister, ‘Handzvadzi, this place is not safe for us. They will come and slaughter our children so that they cannot bear arms against them when they are grown men and women.’ The ending leaves one pondering on what might have happened next –any of a number of scenarios is possible.

Steve Ogah is from Nigeria and his poetry entitled To You in Lagos and other Poems is a collection of socio-political poems focused on the social, political and moral shortcomings of his country. In To You in Lagos, he laments the breakdown of law and order, the lawlessness of individuals turned criminals, the rampant rate of corruption and the endless traffic jams and pollution which permeate every aspect of life. In To You in Liverpool, he questions the rationale of a society that prides itself in its achievements while turning a blind eye to the city’s sordid history of slavery and the unequal treatment of people of colour. In New Church, he exposes the hypocrisy of the church owners, their motives and the way they demand large sacrifices and offerings from the congregation before their prayers can be answered by God. He condemns the idea of the ‘flamboyant Man of God’ as a curse on ignorant people who are unable to discern their real motives.

Jordan Tshepo Moruakgomo is from Botswana and his poems are taken from an anthology he is currently working on entitled Unforeign Foreign Relationships. He says the collection is about the lives and experiences of people who he comes into contact with. Grasp of Life is about life’s experiences and how humanity tries to cope with what is thrown at it. Still is a meditation on sounds, smells and a reflection on longing. As It Is  celebrates decay, aging and death as natural rhythms of the cycle of life. As he says in the synopsis, the fresh perspectives and differing viewpoints they offer on life are refreshing and insightful. His poetic confidence shines through a myriad of themes filtered through the lens of journeys taken and ones waiting to be embarked upon.

Samuel Asanga Mokom is from Cameroon and his story entitled Tande’s Dilemma is woven around the controversial topic of female circumcision. A newly qualified young doctor returns from England to his village for his father’s funeral and comes face to face with entrenched attitudes and traditions that he clearly feels are outdated. He has married an English woman while studying abroad, and tradition demands that their four-year-old daughter Sirri is required to be circumcised as part of his father’s funeral arrangements. Torn between tradition and modernity and feeling their silent pressure, he argues that the custom must be changed because it was responsible for the death of his twin sister who bled to death after she was circumcised, followed by the death of their distraught mother. Having carefully constructed his defence to present to the elders about the adverse consequences of genital mutilation on women and therefore urging them to ban it, he goes to sleep. The ending leaves questions unanswered. What happened? Did he manage to win them over to ban what he calls ‘a crude tradition?’ As a doctor he was in a good position to influence the modernisation of such a culture. We are left guessing. That in itself is an important device of the storyteller’s craft.

Copyright information: All rights reserved. No part of this document may be reproduced, stored in or introduced to a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise) without prior written permission of the British Council. Any person who does any unauthorised act in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.
PAGE  
[image: image2.png]
                 3
© Becky Ayebia Clarke 2007

[image: image3]