Amos Tutuola

(BORN 1920) NIGERIA

Amos Tutuola’s writing career began in 1948, when he mailed The Wild
Hunter in the Bush of Ghosts to the Focal Press in London. In an earlier letter,
Tutuola had described the ghost narrative, claiming that the text would be
accompanied by photographs of Nigerian spirits. According to Bernth Lind-
fors, when the Focal Press received the work, ‘‘the 77-page handwritten
manuscript had been wrapped in brown paper, rolled up like a magazine,
bound with twine, and sent via surface mail. When the sixteen negatives
accompanying it were developed, all but one turned out to be snapshots of
hand-drawn sketches of spirits and other phenomena featured in the story.
Tutuola had hired a schoolboy to draw these illustrations and had photo-
graphed them. He had also included a photograph of a human being sitting
by the lagoon in Lagos because he felt that she adequately represented ‘the
old woman who sat near the river’ in the story.”

In Tutuola’s enchanting narrative, there are illegitimate and cannibalistic
ghosts, a sixteen-headed ghost, and a Salvation Army ghost, plus an educated
ghost who teaches the narrator to read and write. More disturbing, the
Yoruba afterworld (the domain of the spirits described in the story) has
become fully bureaucratic, so complicated in its red tape that it's surprising
that anyone ever passes on.

The Focal Press—publishers of photography books—quickly lost interest
in Tutuola’s novel, which languished until Lindfors edited the work for
publication in r982. Well before that time, Tutuola had become a world-




Under African Skies

4
n of The Palm-Wine Drin-

the Welsh poet Dylan Thomas noted:

witching story, written in young
ut a journey of an expert and devoted palm-
f indescribable adventures, all simply
" The term ‘‘young En-
sumed that all subsequent

famous writer, primarﬂy because of the publicatio
kard, in 1952
“This is the brief, throng
Enghsh by a West African, abo
wine drinkard through a nightmare 0
and carefully described, in the spirit—brisﬂing bush.

" confused the literary world, which quickly as
an writers would write in 2 similar style.

Reviewing the book,
ed, grisly and be

glish
Anglop'hone Afric
Clearly, AmOSs Tutu

vivid, and unforgettable.
pubhshed books,

d is bewitching, extraordinarily
ach of

which is central in
aneously alive when

ola's creative worl
The Yoruba cosmology,
the author’s seven often springs spont
a character opens 2 door (perhaps in a tree) and enters into an entirely new
world, As 1 wrote years ago, Tutuola’s eschatology ‘‘a bridge be-

1 world (the ontological gap), hetween

tween the internal and the externa
the real and the surreal, between the realistic and the supernamral.”
in Abeokuta, Western Nigeria, in 1920. He

s Tutuola was born

completed six years of primary-school education, followed by training as 2

blacksmith, while serving in the R.A.F. in Lagos throughout World War II.

The Palm-Wine Drinkard was written while Tutuola was working as a Mes-
Gentleman'’ has been

senger for the Department of Labor. “The Complete
Palm-Wine Drinkard as an example of oral storyteﬂing

excerpted from The
ated into a written narrative. Other versions of this story exist in
(See, for example, ¢The Chosen Suitor,”

Melville and Frances Herskovits, 1958.)

prov‘ldes

Amo

incorpor
many West African languages.

from Dahomean Narrative, edited by

T



THE COMPLETE
GENTLEMAN

THE DESCRIPTION OF THE CURIOUS CREATURE—

He was a beautiful “‘complete” gentleman, he dressed with the finest and
most costly clothes, all the parts of his body were completed, he was a tall
man but stout. As this gentleman came to the market on that day, if he had
been an article or animal for sale, he would be sold at least for £2,000 (two
thousand pounds). As this complete gentleman came to the market on that
day, and at the same time that this lady saw him in the market, she did
nothing more than to ask him where he was living, but this fine gentleman
did not answer her or approach her at all. But when she noticed that the
fine or complete gentleman did not listen to her, she left her articles and
began to watch the movements of the complete gentleman about in the
market and left her articles unsold.

By and by, the market closed for that day then the whole people in the
market were returning to their destinations etc., and the complete gentleman
was returning to his own too, but as this lady was following him about in
the market all the while, she saw him when he was returning to his desti-
nation as others did, then she was following him (complete gentleman) to
an unknown place. But as she was following the complete gentleman along
the road, he was telling her to go back or. not to follow him, but the lady
did not listen to what he was telling her, and when the complete gentleman
had tired of telling her not to follow him or to go back to her town, he
left her to follow him.
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A FULL-BODIED GENTLEMAN REDUCED TO HEAD
Now this complete gentleman was reduced to head and when they reached
where he hired the skin and flesh which covered the head, he returned them,
and paid to the owner, now the complete gentleman in the market reduced

to a SKULL and thls lady remamed with onl) Sk‘ull When the lady saw that
m w1th only SkuH she began to say that her father had been
telling her to marry a man, but she did not listen to or believe him.

\V’L};en the lady saw that the gentleman became a Skull, she began to faint,
but the Skull told her if she would die she would die and she would follow
him to his house. But by the time that he was saying so, he was humming
with a terrible voice and also grew very wild and even if there was a person
two miles away he would not have to listen before hearing him, so th}s lady
began to run away in that forest for her life, but the Skull chased her a and

within a few yards he caught her, because he was very clever and smart as

he was orﬂ) Skull and he could ]ump a mlle to the second before e coming

HE\I__HG caught the lady in this way: so when the lady was running away
for her life, he hastily ran to her front and stopped her as a log of wood.

By and by, this lady followed the Skull to his house, and the house was
a hole which was under the ground. When they reached there both of them
entered the hole. But there were only Skulls living in that hole. At the same
time that they entered the hole, he tied a single cowrie on the neck of this
lady with a kind of rope, after that, he gave her a large frog on which she
sat as a stool, then he gave a whistle to a Skull of his kind to keep watch
on this lady whenever she wanted to run away. Because the Skull knew
already that the lady would attempt to run away from the hole. Then he
went to the back yard to where his family were staying in the daytime till
night.

But one day, the lady attempted to escape from the hole, and at the same
time that the Skull who was watching her whistled to the rest of the Skulls
that were in the back yard, the whole of them rushed out to the place where
the lady sat on the bullfrog, so they caught her, but as all of them were
rushing out, they were rolling on the ground as if a thousand petrol drums
were pushing along a hard road. After she was caught, then they brought
her back to sit on the same frog as usual. If the Skull who was watching her
fell asleep, and if the lady wanted to escape, the cowrie that was tied on
her neck would raise up the alarm with a terrible noise, so that the Skull
who was watching her would wake up at once and then the rest of the
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I thought within myself why was [ not created that he was only a Skull, then
[ thanked God that He had created me without beauty, so I went back to
him in the market, but I was still attracted by his beauty. So when the
market closed for that day, and when everybody was returning to his or her
destination, this gentleman was returning to his own too and I followed him

to know where he was living.

INVESTIGATION TO THE SKULL’'S FAMILY'S HOUSE
When 1 traveled with him a distance of about twelve miles away to that
market, the centlemm left the reall ly road on which we were travehng and

branched into an endless forest and I was following him, but as I did not

want him to see that | was followmg him, then Wﬁmﬂfh
Mﬂto a lizard and followed him. But after I had traveled with

him a distance of about twenty-five miles away in this endless forest, he
began to pull out all the parts of his body and return them to the owners,
and paid them.

After T had traveled with him for another fifty miles in this forest, then
he reached his house and entered it, but I entered it also with him, as I was
a lizard. The first thing that he did when he entered the hole (house) he
\m-&aight to the place where the lady was, and I saw the lady sat on a
bullfrog with a single cowrie tied on her neck and a Skull who was watching
her stood behind her. After he (gentleman) had seen that the lady was there,
he went to the back yard where all his family were working.

THE INVESTIGATOR’'S WONDERFUL WORK IN THE SKULL'S FAMILY'S HOUSE
When 1 saw this lady and when the Skull who brought her to that hole or
whom I followed from the market to that hole went to the back yard, then
I Changed myself to a man as before, then I talked to the lady but she could

not answer me at all, she only showed that she was in a serious condition.
The Skull who was guarding her with a whistle fell asleep at that time.

To my surprise, when I helped the lady to stand up from the frog on
which she sat, the cowrie that was tied on her neck made a curious noise
at once, and when the Skull who was watching her heard the noise, he woke
up and blew the whistle to the rest, then the whole of them rushed to the
place and surrounded the lady and me, but at the same time that they saw
me there, one of them ran to a pit which was not so far from that spot,
the pit was filled with cowries. He picked one cowrie out of the pit, after

that he was running toward me, and the whole crowd wanted to tie the
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THERE REMAIN GREATER TASKS AHEAD
Now [ began to cut the rope of the cowrie from her neck and to make her
talk and eat, but all my efforts were in vain. At last [ tried my best to cut
off the rope of the cowrie; it only stopped the noise, but I was unable to
loose it away from her neck.

When her father saw all my trouble, he thanked me greatly and repeated

again that as [ called myself “E{ﬁﬁ{_{:ﬁg@ﬂd&; who could do anything in this
world’” 1 ought to do the rest of the work. But when he said so, I was very
shamed and thought within myself that if T return to the Skulls’ hole or
house, they might kill me and the forest was very dangerous travel always,
again I could not go directly to the Skulls in their hole and ask them how
to loose away the cowrie which was tied on the lady’s neck and to make
her talk and eat.

BACK TO THE SKULL’S FAMILY'S HOUSE
On the third day after I had brought the lady to her father’s house, I returned
to the endless forest for further investigation. When there remained about
one mile to reach the hole of these Skulls, there I saw the very Skull who
the lady had followed from the market as a complete gentleman to the hole
of Skull’s family’s house, and at the same time that T saw him like that, [
changed into a lizard and climbed a tree which was near him.

He stood before two plants, then he cut a single opposite leaf from the
opposite plant; he held the leaf with his right hand and he was saying thus:
“AS_@S lady was taken from me, if this opposite leaf is not given her to
eat, she will not talk forever.” After that he threw the leaf down on the
ground. Then ke cut another single compound leaf with his left hand and

said that if this single compound is not given to this lady, to eat, the cowrie
on her neck could not be loosened away forever and it would be making a

terrible noise forever.

After he said so, he threw the leaf down at the same spot, then he jumped ¢
away. So after he had jumped very far away (luckily, I was there when he !

was doing all these things, and I saw the place that he threw both leaves

SeEaratelx , then I changed myself to a man as before, I went to the place
that he threw both leaves, then I picked them up and I went home at once.

But at the same time that I reached home, 1 cooked both leaves separately
and gave her to eat; to my surprise the lady began to talk at once. After

that, I gave her the compound leaf to eat for the second time and imme-
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te that too, the cowrie which was tied on her neck by the Skull
itself, but it disappeared at the same time. So when the
father and mother saw the wonderful work which [ had done for them, they

brought fifty kegs of palm wine for me, they gave me the lady as wife and
two rooms i th to live with them. So 1 saved the lady
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from the complete gen
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