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Editor’s Note Issue 8
By Becky Ayebia Clarke
Storytelling and the storyteller’s calling is a sacred art and the power of narrating stories can be magical. When I first read Véronique Tadjo’s step-by-step approach to the creative process in her Feature Article for this issue, entitled Facilitating a Creative Writing Workshop, I was intrigued by the paragraph that explains the process of creation. She says: ‘Writers speak the same language, the language of craft. We sit down in front of our computers or a blank page of paper, we have to invent a new way of expression, grapple with words and even bend them so that they can render our thoughts more accurately.’ She goes on to say, ‘but in the end, it all comes together as if by a miracle. It is a chemistry that never ceases to surprise me…’ In other words, it is the creation of something from an empty canvas that gives us this magic of the story.

In this issue, to add to the wonder of storytelling, I would also like to examine the role of the reader. Tabish Khair, in an article entitled The Death of the Reader in the current edition of the journal Wasafiri, suggests that the reader is ‘not a blank receptor of intentions of the text but someone who actually reads to think, suppose, guess; discern the meaning of (chiefly in reading a riddle, a dream); inspect and interpret’. Is the reader then merely reading for enjoyment and enlightenment or is he or she an active thinker and interpreter? Khair argues again that there is ‘some indication that a chunk of contemporary fiction seeks to cast the reader in a rather passive and celebratory role – suave, polished, talented at times – that is celebrated in many well-meaning circles’. 

Khair uses a story by Seamus Heaney to demonstrate how the act of writing resembles the physical act of digging and concludes that reading is also an act of digging. A reader, he says, is not only someone who stays on the surface of the text, but an active thinker and interpreter. The reader attends to the text, but also interprets and takes charge. 

The majority of the stories in this issue have been competently written, but some are floored by a lack of attention to facts and detail. Even though most writing is fictional in the sense that the characters and the world they inhabit are imaginary, it is important for the writer to ensure that fictional facts are checked to conform to some measure of accuracy. For example, a story about a Ghanaian landscape would be highly unlikely to have snow in December, as that would be stretching the bounds of credulity. The reader’s role then becomes an active agent in holding the writer to account to ensure that the work is both accessible and enjoyable.

In addition to the carefully choreographed article by Véronique Tadjo that takes the writer through some of the difficulties as well as the magic involved in creating stories, I would like add a note of caution about checking facts and presentation. As a writer, if you are inclined to work quickly in order to express your creative thoughts on paper, do read what you have written carefully or, better still, ask a trusted friend and confidant to read over your work before you submit it for assessment. One of the golden rules about presentation in publishing is: never send off stories with ‘single-lined’ spacing. This is because it is more aesthetically pleasing and easier on the eye to present your work with ‘double-lined’ spacing. It also provides space for editor’s comments. In addition, use the spell-check and the thesaurus on your computer liberally and also invest in a good dictionary, such as the Oxford English Dictionary, published by Oxford University Press.

Where is the Rain?, by Wame Molefhe from Botswana, is a gripping but sad story about the plight of a single mother struggling to come to terms with her son’s unfortunate story of love which ends in him being hanged for a crime of passion. Molefhe deftly displays a confident mastery of her craft in bringing drought, passion killing and the death sentence together in Where is the Rain?. We are introduced to the main protagonist, Sethunya, a widow and the mother of Tsietsi, her only son, who falls in love with Mmalebopo, who, according to the mother, was the wrong girl because of her poor background. A character of contrasts, the mother is well-to-do, vain and an avowed Christian, who believes she has given her son the very best in life and rejects his girlfriend, with tragic consequences. When she visits him in prison during his final days, he informs his mother: ‘they measured me for my coffin this morning.’ Sad words, spoken lightly. She was not allowed to see her son before he was hanged, nor was his body released for a decent burial. Racked by guilt and regret as she places lilies on the site of his son’s grave, her tears are mingled with the first drops of rain after a long drought.

Reversed Roles, by Stephen Mugambi from Kenya, is a story about online dating with a happy ending. As the story unfolds, we are taken through the processes that resulted in the accidental meeting of two people who were both pretending to be the opposite sex. Aida Mwatate had profiled himself on the internet as a girl and was surprised at the huge response he received. What shocked him was that most of the responses were from men ten years or more his senior. When he changed his profile to include the information about wanting only men younger than Aida to apply, the responses dried up. Eventually, he got one response from Mbela, a rather short (5 feet 4 inches) man – who, in turn, was a woman posing as a man. They are eventually brought together when Mbela starts university and moves to Nairobi where Aida lives. This is a story full of intrigue, twists and turns with a surprise ending. When they eventually meet, they find out that in spite of them both pretending to be somebody else, they like each other and they eventually get married thanks to this chance meeting on the internet. This story should have been titled; ‘How I met my wife’!

The Blue Bible, by Grace Maguri from Zimbabwe, is an ironic story delightfully narrated by a writer who knows her craft. Veronica was given a blue leather bible at high school and the story takes us through the multi-faceted use of the book with some amusing insights. Whether it was being used as a ruler, a purse, a missile or for artistic inclinations, the book was also treasured, even when it was becoming clear that it was worn and its rich gold letters were fading away until it only read ‘(…ens …ibl)” It also saw its owner through a multitude of failed relationships until, eventually, it brought Veronica close to the man who would become her intended. In the final analysis it was the old bible that Cephas, the new, slim, dark, plain-faced man with a quiet personality, used to propose to Veronica. A most prized possession indeed!

Seasoning, by Stanley Gazemba from Kenya, is a story about a mystery ingredient in seasoning soups. The story starts by taking the reader straight into the delightful atmosphere of an African marketplace, replete with the sounds, smells and colourful characters. But it is the mystery surrounding a madman and the secret seasoning ingredient he sold for soups that captures one’s imagination. Ridiculed by children, who found him fascinating, nothing prepares the reader for what was eventually revealed as the secret ingredient. Unaware that he was being watched, he urinated on the pile of herbs which he was preparing for sale in the market the next day. The observer revealed himself, only to be told by the madman that his secret ingredient ‘never harmed anyone!’

A Song of Africa and Other Poems, by Fredrick Mulapa from Zambia, is a collection of poems about African education, love, politics and the landscape. In A Song of Africa, the writer celebrates life, the sun, happiness, true love, music and dancing under the burning African skies. In Children of Africa, he pleads for education as the key to unlocking the potential of youth, and laments the use of children as pawns in political games and wars. In To Any Leader Winning an Election, he lambasts politicians for their empty promises in return for votes, and how they forget those promises once they are in power.
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