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‘The people took up the cry and throughout the country their hearts
responded to the incident of the doum tree as to nothing before. Perhaps the
reason is that in every village in this country there is some monument like the
doum tree of Wad Hamid which people see in their dreams. After a month of
fuss and shouting and inflamed feelings, fifty members of the government were
forced to withdraw their support, their constituencies having warned them that
unless they did so they would wash their hands of them. And so the govern-
ment fell, the first government returned to power and the leading paper in the
country wrote: “The doum tree of Wad Hamid has become the symbol of the
nation’s awakening.”’

Since that day we have been unaware of the existence of the new govern-
ment and not one of those great giants of men who visited us has put in an
appearance; we thank God that He has spared us the trouble of having to
shake them by the hand. Our life returned to what it had been: no water-pump,
no agricultural scheme, no stopping-place for the steamer. But we kept our
doum tree which casts its shadow over the southern bank in the afternoon and,
in the morning, spreads its shadow over the fields and houses right up to the
cemetery, with the river flowing below it like some sacred legendary snake. And
our village has acquired a marble monument, an iron railing, and a dome with
gilded crescents.

When the man had finished what he had to say he looked at me with an enig-
matic smile playing at the corners of his mouth like the faint flickerings of
a lamp.

‘And when,’ I asked, ‘will they set up the water-pump, and put through the
agricultural scheme and the stopping-place for the steamer?’

He lowered his head and paused before answering me, ‘When people go to
sleep and don't see the doum tree in their dreams.’

‘And when will that be? T said.

‘I mentioned to you that my son is in the town studying at school,’ he replied.
‘It wasn't I who put him there; he ran away and went there on his own, and it
is my hope that he will stay where he is and not return. When my son’s son
passes out of school and the number of young men with souls foreign to our
own increases, then perhaps the water-pump will be set up and the agricultural
scheme put into being—maybe then the steamer will stop at our village—
under the doum tree of Wad Hamid.’

‘And do you think,’ I said to him, ‘that the doum tree will one day be cut
down? He looked at me for a long while as though wishing to project, through
his tired, misty eyes, something which he was incapable of doing by word.

‘There will not be the least necessity for cutting down the doum tree. There
is not the slightest reason for the tomb to be removed. What all these people
have overlooked is that there’s plenty of room for all these things: the doum
tree, the tomb, the water-pump, and the steamer’s stopping-place.’

When he had been silent for a time he gave me a look which I don’t know
how to describe, though it stirred within me a feeling of sadness, sadness for
some obscure thing which I was unable to define. Then he said: ‘Tomorrow,
without doubt, you will be leaving us. When you arrive at your destination,
think well of us and judge us not too harshly.’
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he best-known African writer today
is the Nigerian Chinua Achebe,
whose first novel, Things Fall Apart,
exploded the colonialist image of Afri-
cans as childlike people living in a primi-

tive _society. Achebe’s Tiovels, stories,

poetry, and essays have made him a re-
spected and prophetic figure in Africa
and the West. In Western countries,
where he has traveled, taught, and lec-
tured widely, he is admired as a major
writer who has given a new direction
to the English-language novel. Achebe
helped to create the African postcolonial
novel with its themes and characters; he
also developed a complex narrative voice
thaf{@gﬁf)“ﬁ?cuﬁﬁmhéﬁmﬂpﬁoﬁs with
a subtle irony and compassion born ﬁ'om

blcu]turdl experience.

“Achebe was bornin Ogidi, an Igbo-
speaking town of Eastern Nigeria, on
November 16, 1930. He was the fifth
of six children in the family of Isaiah
Okafor Achebe, a teacher for the
Church Missionary Society, and his
wife, Janet. Achebe’s parents chris-
tened him Albert_after Prince Albert,
husband of Queen Victoria. Two cul-
tures. géb—éar&tea;fﬁ_ﬂgldlﬁgn _the-one
hand Afrlcan social customs and tradi-
igion; on_the other, British
colonial _authority _and _Christianity.
nstead of being torn between the two,
Achebe found himself curious_about
ma_f of life and fascmated ‘with
the dual perspective that came from
[iving “at the crm;;s‘ads of cultures.”

He attended church schools in Ogidi,
where instruction was carried out in
English. Achebe read the various books
in his father’s library, most of them
primers or church related, but he also
listened eagerly to his mother and sister
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when they told traditional Igbo stories.
Entering a prestigious secondary school
in Umuabhia, he immediately took advan-
tage of its well-stocked library. Achebe
later recalled that when he read hooks
about Africa, he tended.Im}deHHf‘y with
the white narrators rather than the black
inhabitants: “1 did

‘African in th ‘booﬁks T took sides with
_thewhite men against t the : savages.” After

. é';’e'l‘auatmg in 1948, Achebe entered

University College, Ibadan, on a schol-
arship to study medicine. In the follow-
ing year he changed to a program in
liberal arts that combined English, his-
tory, and religious studies, Research in
the last two fields deepened his knowl-
edge of Nigerian history and culture;
the assigned literary texts, however,
bwmmmd
image of African culture offered d by Brit-
Tcolomal literature. rature. Reading Joyce
Cary's Mister ]ohmon (1939), a novel
recommended for its depiction of life in
Nigeria, he was shocked to find Nigeri-
ans described as wolent savages with
passionate instincts and SImW
“and-so T thotuight if this was famotis,
then perhaps someone ought to try and
look at this from the inside.” While at
the university, Achebe rejected his Brit-
ish name in favor of his indigenous name
Chinua, whls:h..a.bbrfmates Chmualu-
mo agy or “My spirit come ﬁght for me.’

" Achebe began writing while at the uni-
versity, contnbutmg articles and sketches
to several campus papers and publishing
four stories in the University Herald, a
magazine whose editor he became in his
third year. His first novel, Things Fall
Apart (1958), was a conscious attempt
to counteract the distortions of English
literature about Africa by describing the .
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richness and complexity of traditional
ﬁﬁm the colonial and
missionary invasion. It was important,
Achebe said, to “teach my readers that
their past—with all its imperfections—
was not one long night of savagery from
which the first Europeans acting_on

God’s behalf delivered them.” The novel
was recognized immediately as an ex-
traordinary work of literature in English.
It also became the first classic work of
modern African fiction, translated into
nine languages, and Achebe became, for
many readers and writers, the teacher of
a whole generation. His later novels con-
tinue to examine the individual and
cultural dilemmas of Nigerian society, al-
though their background varies from the
traditional religious society of Arrow of
God (1964) to thinly disguised accounts
of contemporary political strife.

Achebe worked as a radio journalist
for the Nigerian Broadcasting Service,
ultimately rising to the position of direc-
tor of external services in charge of the
Voice of Nigeria. The radio position was
more than a merely administrative post,
for Achebe and his colleagues were cre-
ating a sense of shared national identity
through the broadcasting of national
lfl;é;y_v_g_.alwl_gl_'jrnformation about__‘N‘igeriaﬂﬁ
_culture. Since the end of the Second
World War, Nigeria had been torn by
intellectual and political rivalries that
overlaid the common struggle for inde-
pendence (achieved in 1960). The three
major_ethnolinguistic groups—Yoruba,
Hausa-Fulani, and Igbo—were increas-
ingly locked in_economic and political
competition at the same time they were
fighting to erase the vestiges of British
colonial rule. These problems &ventu-
ally boiled over in the Nigerian Civil
War (1967-70).

It is hard to overestimate the influ-
ence of Nigerian politics on Achebe’
life after 1966. In January a milita
coup d’état led by young Igbo officer
overthrew the government; six month

officers took power. Ethnic strife inten-
sified: thousands of Ighos were killed
and driven out of the north. Soldiers
were sent to find Achebe in Lagos; his
wife and young children fled by boat to
Eastern Nigeria, where after a danger-
ous and roundabout journey, Achebe
joined them, taking up the post of
senior research fellow at the University
of Nigeria, Nsukka. In May 1967 the
eastern region, mainly populated by
Igbo-speakers, seceded as the new nation
of Biafra. From then until the defeat of
Biafra in January 1970, a bloody civil
war was waged with high civilian casu-
alties and widespread starvation. Achebe
traveled in Europe, North America, and
Africa to win support for Biafra, pro-
claiming that “no government, black or
white, has the right to stigmatize and
destroy groups of its own citizens with-
out undermining the basis of its own
existence.” A group of his poems about
the war won the Commonwealth Poetry
Prize in 1972, the same year that he
published a volume of short stories,
Girls at War, and left Nigeria to take up
a three-year position at the University
of Massachusetts at Amherst. Return-
ing to Nsukka as professor of literature
in 1976, Achebe continued to partici-
pate in his country’s political life. Badly
hurt in a car accident in 1990, Achebe
slowly recovered and returned to writing
and teaching at Bard College in Annan-
dale-on-Hudson, New York, where he
stayed for most of the following two
decades. Since then he has taught at
Brown University in Providence, Rhode
Island. Among many other novels and
memoirs, he has published the essay
collection Education of a British Pro-
tected Child (2009).

Achebe is convinced of the writer’s
social responsibility, and he draws fre-
quent contrasts between the Eufquan
“art for art’s sake” tradition and the
African belief in ‘the__iﬁdiﬁsi_bi]ity of art
and society. His favorite example is the

later a second coup led by non-Igho }'“Owem Igbo custom of mbari, a com-
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munal art project in which villagers
selected by the priest of the earth god-
dess Ala live in a forest clearing for a
year or more, working under the direc-
tion of master artists to prepare a tem-
ple of images in the goddess’s honor.
This creative communal enterprise and
its culminating festival are diametri-
cally opposed, the writer says, to the
European custom of secluding art
objects in museums or private collec-
tions. Instead, mbari celebrates art as a
cultural process, alfirmii i
belongs to all and is a ‘function’ of soci-
ety.” Achebe’s own practice as novelist,
poet, essayist, founder and editor of
two journals, lecturer, and active.repre-
sentative of African letters exemplifies
this commitment to the community.
“Chike’s School Days” (1960), pub-
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with Igbo vocabulary, proverbs, images,
snill SPRRCIT Bafiems g sreate’ a yolco
embodying the linguistic pluralism" of
modern African_experience. By includ-
ing Standard English, Igbo, and pidgin
in different contexts, Achebe demon-
strates the existence of a diverse society
that is otherwise concealed behind lan-
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guage barriers. He thereby acknowledges

“that his primary African audience is

composed of younger, schooled readers
who are relatively fluent in English, read-
ers like Chike. Chike's story, however,
focuses less on the school days of the
title than on his background. Chike’s
education turns out to be the product of
his paternal grandmother’s conversion
to Christianity, and of his father’s mar-
riage (following his own new Christian
convictions) to an outcaste woman, an

Osu {a member of the traditional Igho

lished in the year of Nigerian indepen- . R
dence, tells the story of a_child with a slave caste). Thus a seemingly simple

dual inheritance like Achebe’s own. Like ~ tzil_g_a_‘tg)_ur.ma..hgng@.ing. .tonscﬂhooLturn's
Achebeé himselF, the boy has three names: ~ out to be a story of historical change as it

the Christian .Igb.n._l.bf-..familiarm(jﬁi.ke, affects three generations. Chike's Tove
Fnote | of English, while it separates him from

and the more formal African name Obia- fro
julu, meaning “the mind at Tast is at his neighbors, suggests the potential for

rest.” Yet if Chike is the answer to his a love of literature. Elsewher?, Achebe
par has written that literature is important
because it liberates the human imagi- \\
Christian school, where he will master ngf}'ﬁﬁf:it:“begiﬂs- as al?ﬁad{zentul_‘.en_m
the English language. Achebe’s literary se\]i-_dﬁiic_(m)_\_fgry: and ?’nds in wisdom and
language is an English skillfully blended ~ human conscience.
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parents’ prayers for a son, he is also about
to enter a transformative experience in a

Chike’s School Days

Sarah’s last child was a boy, and his birth brought great joy to the house oflh/is/';
father, Amos. The chi i is baptism—]John, Chike,

: . ”1 .
Obiajulu. The last name means “the mind at last is at rest. Anyone hearing

this name knew at once that its owner was either an only child or an onlysom.

Chikewas.an only son. His parents had had five daughténgbE}:;feABTfh". )

Like his sisters Chike was bm:ingtﬁéi@mmawhite man,” which

/.~ meant the opposite of traditional. Amos had many years before bought a tiny

bell with which he summoned his family to prayers and hymn-singing first

1. In the Igho or Ibo language.
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~ thing in the morning and last thing at night. This was one of the ways of the

r—
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white man. Sarah taught her children not-to eat-in their neighbours’_houses
because “they offered their food to idols.” And thus she set herself against the
age-old custom which regarded children as the commaon responsibility of all s
t_”ﬁgl:t_,mffafigt__té"i'*:"v@?hgt___l:‘hgArglatirjnship between parents, their children layed
together and shared their food. ™™

()_lié“&é-}}“é”ﬁefg’h’ﬁd:uf' offered a piece of yam to Chike, who was only four
years old. The boy shook his head haughtily and said, “We don't eat heathen
food.” The néighbotrwas Full of rage, but she controlled herself and only mut-
teréd under her breath that even an Osy? was full of pride nowadays, thanks to
the white man. T T p— TR
 And she was right. In the past an Osu could not raise his shaggy head in the
presence of the free-born. He was a slave to one of the many gods of the clan.
He was a thing set apart, not to be venerated but to be despised and almost
spat oi. He could not marry a free-born, and he couild not ktake‘a_nz_gf,‘thg.—fﬁl_es
of his clan. When he died; he was buried by.his kind.in the Bad Bush.

Now all that had changed, or had begun_to_change. So that an Osu child
could even look down his nose af afree-born, and talk about heathen food! The
white man had indeed accomplished many things,

Chike’s father was not originally an Osu, but had gone and married an Osu
woman in the name of Christianity. It was unheard of for a man iéj'iﬁ“ékhe;}uﬁm-
self Osu in that way, with his-eyes-wide-epen. But then Amos ‘was nothing if not
mad. The new religion had gone to his head. It was like palm-wine. Some peo-
ple drank it and remained sensible. Others lost every sense in their stomach.

The only person who supported Amos in his mad marriage venture was_Mr.
Brown, the white missionary, who lived in a thatch-roofed, red-earth-walled
p;i'sonage and was highly respected by the people, not because of his sermons,
but because of a dispensary he ran in one of his rooms. Amos had emerged
from Mr. Brown's parsonage greatly fortified. A few days later he told his wid-
owed mother, who had recently been converted to Christianity and had taken
the name of Elizabeth. The shock nearly killed her. When she recovered, she
went down on her knees and begged Amos not to do this thing. But he would
not hear; his ears had been nailed up. At last, in desperation, Elizabeth went to
consult the diviner.

This diviner was a man of great power and wisdom. As he sat on the floor of
his hut beating a tortoise shell, a coating of white chalk round his eyes, he saw
not only the present, but also what had been and what was to be. He was called
“the man of the four eyes.” As soon as | old Elizabeth appeared, he cast his
stringed cowries® and told her what she had come to see him about. “Your son
has joined the white man’s religion. And you too in your old age when you
should know better. And do you wonder that he is stricken with insanity?
Those who gather ant-infested faggots must be prepared for the visit of liz-
ards.” He cast his cowries a number of times and wrote with a finger on a bowl
of sand, anid all the while his nwifulu! a talking calabash, chatted to itself.,

2. An untouchable, the lowest caste in the
Igbo class system,
3. Snail shells used as currency and, here, in

fortune-telling,
4. A pipe made of a gourd.

)
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“Shut up!” he roared, and it immediately held its peace. "fh?f d]mnel:bthtehna:nfzi:
tered a few incantations and rzlt_iq_c,l_of_f'_a_b,r%athleﬁ,s reel of proverbs that
lowed one another like the cowries in his magic string. P
At Tast he pronounced the cure. T]?e_ ancestors 'wgyf% ,E‘P%I.'Y. ann ooust.be
appeased with a goat. Old Elizabeth performed the rltf:s,_i(_i E{ l—:i;" st(})l e
insane and married an Osu girl whosg name was Sarah. O izabeth r
her mewTéligion and returned to the faith fof her penple T
We have wandered from otir main story. But it is 1mp0rtanthp Ll
"Chike’s father became an Osu, because e@_}gj&y'whg_pigfggg_"m%_;%ﬁea_
‘&m@é But now to retuf)ré E)yghl"? who refusec
1€ er age of four years, or maybe five.
th?r:vio,?ja: ltziltz: El?wen? to the ;ﬁﬂlge school. His right hand could now reach

. across his head to his left ear, which proved that he was Qltd‘gnnoughﬁzq'E?Ckle'1‘;112
" mysteries ofﬂgmhg_vy_ﬁi_tté ‘man'’s learning. He was very happy about his new s

and pencil, and especially about his school uniform of white sh'irt and bro.wr;
khaki shor;:s. But as the first day of the new term approached, his young "'mmd
dwelt on the many stories about teachers and their canes. And he remembere

the song his elder sisters sang, a song that had a somewhat disquieting refrain:

Onye nkuzi ewelu itali piagbusie umuaka’

One of the ways an emphasis is laid in Ibo is by exaggeration, so_that the \//

teacher in the refrain might not actually have flog_ged the children tti)1 d(la)atht. iI:ut

tharewas no doubt he did Hog them, And Chike thought V‘i‘.lry r:m]c ' :ﬂguﬂq;q”
Being so young, Chike was sent to what was c?lled t ;: rzlgl:; -l

where they sang, and sometimes d%ﬁ??@zqi}}&.ﬁ@lﬁ&hﬁﬂ;‘ He love lt B fso:]n o

words and he loved rhythm. During the catechism lessgil6 the ¢ ?S}it O:k e

ring to dance the teacher’s question. “Who was Caesar?”™ he might ask,

the song would burst forth with much stamping of feet.

Siza bu eze Rome ;
Onye nachi enu wwa dum.

It did not matter to their dancing that in the twentieth century Caesar was

Ton g- ler of the whole world. ' )
nOAll(':tril fgfiléf?;les they even sang in English. Chike was very fond of dTin
Green Bottles.” They had been taught the words but thfay only remembg:ll:dl the
first and the last lines. The middle was hummed and-hie-ed-and-mumbled:

Ten grin botr angin on dar war,
Ten grin botr angin on dar war,
Hwm hm hn hm hm

Hm, hm hm hm hm hm,

= 8
An ten grin botr angin on dar war.

\/5. “The teacher took a whip and flogged the
pupils mercilessly” (Ibo).
6. Julius Caesar (100-44 B.c.E.), Roman gen-
eral and political leader whose near-monopoly
on power in the late days of the Roman Re.pub—
lic led to the creation of the Roman Empire.

of the whole world” (Ibo).

African children who are learning English.

8. A British children's song, “Ten green bot-
tles hanging on the wall,” as pronounced by

/

/

|

—

7. “Caesar was the chief of Rome, / the ruler //
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In this way the first year passed. Chike was promoted to the “Infant School.”
X ?
where work of a more serious nature was undertaken.

We need not follow him through the Infant School. It would make-afull
story in itself. But it was no different from_the storx of  other r children. In the

% Primary School, however, his individual Character began to qhow He devel-

. oped a strong hatred for arlthmetlc But he loved_stories. and sg__gs “And he
liked partlcu]arly the sound of English words, even when they conveyed no
meaning atmﬂ “Some of them simply filled Dk with elation. “Periwinkle” was
such a Word He had now forgotten how he learned it or exactly what it was.

He had a vague private meaning for it ‘and it was_ ‘something to. do_with -
land_‘ Constglkl_gkonmwas AOOLREE. - - RS
'Chike's teacher was fond of long words. He was said to be a very learned
man. His favourite pastime was copying out jaw-breaking words from his
Chambers’ Etymological Dictionary. Only the other day he had raised applause
from his class by demolishing a boy’s excuse for lateness with unanswerable
erudition. He had said: “Procrastination is a lazy man’s apology.” The teacher's
erudition showed itself in every subject he taught. His nature study lessons
were memorable. Chike would always remember the lesson on the methods of
seed dispersal. According to teacher, there were five methods: by man, by ani-
mals, by water, by wind, and by explosive mechanism. Even those pup}ls who
forgot all the athermethinds remembered “explosive mechanism.”
“Chike was naturally impressed by teachers explosive vocabulary But the
fairyland quality which words had for him was of a y different kind. The first
sentences in_his New Method Reader were simple enough and_ygt__they filled
him with a vague exultation: . “Once there was a wizard. He lived in Africa. He
went to China to get a Iamp Chike read it over and over again at home and
then made a song of it. It was a 1 meaningless song. “Periwinkles” got into it, and
also deascus & But it was like a window t]]rough “which he saw in t the dis-
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CARLOS FUENTES
born 1928

ne of the first Mexican novelists  in his home country. His worldwide rep-

to achieve international success, utation rests on his experimental fiction
Carlos Fuentes helped to ignite the aprecursor to postmodernism. ’
Latin American “Boom,” or literary flow- Born in Panama City, Fuentes was
ering, of the 1960s. Combining medita-  the son of a Mexican diplomat.With
tions on Mexican history with modern  his parents, he lived in several Latin
literary techniques, Fuentes became a  American capitals (Montevideo, Uru-
leading novelist and public intellectual ~ guay; Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, Santiago,

Chile; and Buenos Aires, Argentina)—
and, from 1934 to 1940, in Washing-
ton, D.C., where he acquired an
admiration for the liberal politics of
Franklin Delano Roosevelt and the New
Deal. In Washington, Fuentes learned
about Mexico’s relationship with its
superpower neighbor. At the age of ten,
while attending a film about the Texan
Sam Houston, Fuentes says, “During
the attack on the Alamo, I couldn't
restrain my patriotism. I jumped on the
seat, screaming, ‘Viva Mexico—death
to the gringo,”” using a generally unflat-
tering term to refer to Mexico's neigh-
bors to the north. His father hustled
him out of the theater. As an adult,
Fuentes often criticized U.S. policy in
[Latin America and was once prevented
from entering the United States because
of suspected Communist ties; but he
remained relatively friendly toward the
country where he had spent much of
his childhood, and later in life he taught
at some American universities.

When he was a teenager, Fuentes
and his family returned to Mexico City.
Although he wanted to become a writer,
he also worked in foreign affairs, for the
United Nations and the International
Labor Organization. Fuentes's first novel
was the immensely successful Where
the Air Is Clear (1958). Its hero is Mex-
ico City itself, with its dramatic mixture
of Spanish, indigenous, and mestizo
cultures, Fuentes’s novels draw on the
techniques of modernism, such as
stream-of-consciousness narration, to
portray the inner lives of characters.
After achieving fame as a novelist, he
would serve briefly as Mexican ambas-
sador to France.

In the novella presented here, Aura
(1962), Fuentes makes use of second-
person narration. By addressing the
main character, Felipe Montero, as
“you"—as if Montero were a reader—
Fuentes draws his actual readers into
the story, plunging them into the life of
an unemployed Mexican intellectual.
The unsettling quality is heightened by
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the advertisement Montero reads in the
newspaper, on the first page of the story,
which appears to have been written spe-
cifically for him. Montero seems closely
identified with the author of the story,
too. Like Fuentes, who wrote a pan-
oramic overview of Latin American his-
tory, The Buried Mirror (1992), Montero
is knowledgeable about history and flu-
ent in French.

Montero journeys to the old center of
Mexico City, which has fallen into dis-
repair, and mysteriously finds his way
into a luxurious but faded apartment.
There he is met by an old woman who
seems to know all about him and who
addresses him in French. As he learns
what tasks the lady wants him to per-
form, the protagonist becomes fasci-
nated by the role of her late, legendary
hushand in Mexican history and by the
unreal beauty of her young niece, Aura.
Like many uncanny stories (notably
those of Henry James, whom Fuentes
admires), Aura leaves us in suspense
about which of the events may be real
or imagined, natural or supernatural.

Fuentes recalls the origins of the
story in his vision of a young woman in
a certain light in a mirror-filled room in
Paris:

In this almost instantaneous succes-
sion, the girl I remembered when
she was fourteen years old and who
was now twenty suffered the same
changes as the light coming through
the windowpanes: that threshold
between the parlour and the bedroom
became the lintel between all the
ages of this girl: the light that had
been struggling against the clouds
also fought against her flesh, took it,
sketched it, granted her a shadow of
years, sculpted a death in her eyes,
tore the smile from her lips, waned
through her hair with the floating
melancholy of madness.

The next day, Fuentes sat down in a
café to write Aura.



