POPULAR POETRY, POLITICSAND THE VIOLATED POPULACE: AN
INTERVIEW WITH LANREWAJU ADEPQJU"

Oyeniyi Okunoye
OO: Let’s talk about your background.

LA: Thank you very much. To your first question, let gay that | was born into an
illiterate Muslim family. | was born at Okepupalage (via Akufo) in the Ido Local
Government area @yo State. Like any tropical person, | had a rurakigasund, being
born in a village. And because of the restrictegosxre, as a result of the rural nature of
my family, | relied mainly on my nuclear family fony early socialization. In other
words, the family was my first contact in sociaVd®pment and character formation.
That is what | can say briefly as of now.

OO: That leads us to the second question, that is, faraily background

LA: As | said earlier, | was born into a pure agmariduslim family. In that village, |

did not have any opportunity of going to schoolother words, | did not go to school at
all; 1 did not have any formal classroom educatidhmy life, | did not go to school at
all. It was not until | was much older than thesahage that | started picking up my
education here and there. Like | have always telapfe, | wove basket, | sold firewood
and did odd jobs to save enough money with whisbught my first bookABD
Aldworanin those days. So at that time, when | got &BID Alaworan then | started
learning through one of my younger cousins, Muie@ele. He had already completed
his primary six education at that time. So you pature how old | could have been. My
junior cousin who had already completed his pringaxyeducation was my first teacher
who started teaching me how to understand, howdognize Yoruba alphabets. And |
can tell you . . . within five days, one week, tHmished the entire content of thBD
Alaworanbecause of my interest in the admirable use o¥threba language. When |
was able to read and write Yoruba, | started |egriinglish.

So my family was — you know the family as an intpot social institution plays
an important role in the life of an individual. Mirwas not an exception. My father was a
disciplinarian but at the same time, he was veringaMy mother was soft and caring as
well. That family was blessed with twelve childrefive males, seven females.
Unfortunately, we have lost three females and thmakes to the world beyond. | am one
of the surviving two. And we have four female mensbaf the family left now.

During my childhood, | was not restricted. To sigtimy curiosity here and there,
whether to move about with the local people, aad émabled me to know a lot of things
about my locality. So when | finished the conteininy first textbook, | realized there
was nothing left for me to learn in the village etlthan to move to town, to the city of
Ibadan, to continue my continuing education. Whgaotlto the city of Ibadan, | started
learning some vocational trades like embroideryAghada and so on and so forth, and

! This interview was conducted in Chief Lanrewajiefgu’s house in Ibadan on 1 September 2006. |
appreciate the assistance oféSAdekanbi and Babatundiunday who kept me company and facilitated
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the barbering profession, and | then started legr&inglish as well. The then Western
(Nigeria) Library became my second home. And atyestage | was encouraged by
members of my family, by my parents, to continuatlibelieved in. So, that is my brief
history as far as family background is concernetditae role played by members of my
family.

OO: You've, in fact, answered the next question | wasgto ask.
LA: Yeah.

OO: But the other thing | want to find out is . . .

LA: Well, you can still ask. Maybe | will have onetaio...

OO: Yes. Let me just ask two questions at once. Orsd,really led to your not
receiving formal education? Was it that there wassohool in your village or your
parents didn’t attach any importance to it? Manyppke will find it difficult to believe
that you didn’t receive education. Two, how did yow acquire . . . you told us in part
how you started educating yourself . . . .

LA: It happened that my family was a very poor famélgd from what | observed, they
did not believe in Western education. So a comlmnaif these two — poverty and the
fact they didn’t believe in Western education — wesponsible for my not going to
school. As a matter of fact, | was the only pernsotie family who tried to educate
myself. Others, up until date, as far as | knowam illiterates. It happened that |
remained focused from my early age. | resistedsyimelrome of disability turning to
inability in my life, and | saw the school systemjast a means to an end in education
and knowledge acquisition. To me, the end was kedgé acquisition, and | was
determined to use other informal means to attahehd — self-development, private
learning process, et cetera. As you rightly obsiritesounds rather incredible when | tell
people that | didn’t go to school at all. But witte help of God, | know within me and
people know too that the level of my Western edonds reasonably high. It shows you
what determination can do.

OO: Let’s come to the businessenfi. How and when did you start as akéwP

LA: I gotit by inspiration and observation of eveatsund me. | had the inspiration to
translate these observations into imagery througbsl. Before | left the village, | used to
express awe and wonder at the beauty of some Y@mnavarbs, at the beauty expressed
by Ifa diviners whenever they came to my grandfiativdenever he consulted them on
certain things. | used to express surprise. Whewwesse who made words as beautiful
as they are? Since then | had it in my mind thagnever | am able express myself better
| would beautify some words in ordinary use. Tliga went on developing in me until
1960 when | wrote my first poem titlet14 sék&? and | didn’t have the opportunity of
reading that poem for assessment to the world 1864 when | took part in a radio

2 \Desist from doing evil'.



programmeTiwa-n-Tiwa.The producer of that programme at that time was drye
Egunpbi, now a pastor with the Baptist church.

OO: What, within your immediate environment, influengedr practice as a poet when
you started?

LA: To a great extent, my knowledge of the terms amuinologies of the agrarian
profession helped me a lot. And since the lang@dg@emmunication in the family was
pure Yoruba, | had no problem whatsoever in exjprggsy inner feeling using the
names of local mountains, animals, trees, repiitsgcts, seasons and so on. Nobody
was a formal poet in my family but my grandfathed any parents were occasionally
poetic in their utterances. So | drew some of mgtiganspirations from them. We
should not forget also that the rural community sehegrew up was almost an ideal
society — incorruptible, fair, considerate, andeser That is why it occurs to me
occasionally to go back to nature to do some fagmin

OO: Was your first poemMa séka published?

LA: Well, it was not published. It was a long timedgvrote it. Some months ago, when
| was going through some old files, | saw it arihVe decided that | will publish it with
perhaps some of my early poems. | couldn’t finolyithe time | was submitting my script
to the Onilpnoje Publishers. They could have published it infirsg collection,irdon
Akéwi.

OO: Before you started writinglid you study the poems of those who came longebefo
you? | am talking about SelArobiodu,Obasa and so on.

LA: No. Because of my zero level educational backgiiat the early stage of my life, |
could not have read any of these authors or pbgtew up in the rural community
where | used to listen figala, rara andesachanters, et cetera, which also contributed to
the development of my skill. But later when | cameontact with poets like Adebay
Faleti andObasa, | was thrilled by some of their works.

OO: Apart from your talent, this ability to ‘use thenlguage beautifully’, what was it
around you again that inspired you? Did you adntieglitional performances?

LA: | really admired them in my childhood. | admitk@ém. And, to a great extent, the
society — the rural one predicated on love anccatfie for neighbours as opposed to the
urban . ... Anybody who grows up in the ruraleaaed later on moves to the city will
know that there is no basis for comparison betwbkerifestyles in the rural areas and the
big cities.

OO: You are a Muslim.

LA: Yes.



OO0: Somehow, this has found expression in your waskanit to find out whether you
have always been conscious of this right from #grining or whether we can talk about
a phase in your development as a poet when thesnbe@apparent.

LA: As | said earlier, | was born into a Muslim faynénd we were exposed to the
Islamic religious practice. So, having practisegl ribligion for a long time, having been
taught to be good to others, to be kind to othterbe God-fearing, to show dedication
and commitment to what one believes, that is, sgrthe only one God, | became very
much interested in knowing who God really is, wiséam is all about, what other
religions are all about. So | have never believed teligion and culture are antithetical,
rather they are complementary to each other. &misfor instance, there is the culture of
justice, equity and humility as well as honestydtation to others and total submission to
the authority of the Almighty. What is objectionalib Islam is idol worship, which some
ignorant people think is part of their culture. tBhis is an ugly aspect of our culture
which nobody should show interest in. It alwaysdeats me to see that in spite of the
beautiful revelation in the Qur'an and the Biblengopeople still believe in idol worship,
ancestral worship and so on. It just doesn’t makesense. That is why | have always
waged relentless war against it and | have expdessereligious beliefs about all these
in some of my past works, especially in tejpaya,Oro Olawa, Takutélorun, 1daj’
Ododq et ceterawhere | have made some submissions so that thef&€aoidg people

can learn a lesson or two.

OO: Still on this, if we are now to be specific, whistamic group do you identify with
and what is your own role within the organization?

LA: Thank you very much. All my life, I have been amteer of the general, large,
Muslim community. We were not taught to believes@ttarianism. Even in the holy
Qur’an, sects and divisions are strictly forbiddeut, | have observed that in this age
there are so many sects. Many so-called Muslimrozgéions practise an adulterated
version of Islam, which is not in any way acceptaiol God. So after my intensive and
extensive research on matters of religion, | caomedlize the futility of their practice.
You know, Islam, among other so-called religionshi@ world, has one or two features
that are conspicuously lacking in other religioth& universality of acceptance and the
uniformity and practicability of practice. All thes . . when we look at the Islamic way
of doing things, you will see that our five dailgrgregational prayers are to be observed
at stated times.

So when | observed as an adult, especially wheavélled out of Nigeria one
time . .. | travelled to London — | used to tratredre occasionally before that year, 1985
or so. | was passing through Finsbury Park in tbghNof London and | saw an Islamic
bookshop and that caught my interest. And out absity | went in there to look at titles
on the shelves and | saw one book tiflée Life of Mohammed\nd somebody who
travelled for shopping had little or nothing toidahe hotel room. So | was free. | started
reading that book and | finished the entire conberfbre | returned to Nigeria. So | wept
at the level of ignorance in our society. After arstanding Islam perfectly | saw errors
in that book but it was the first book that changgdorientation completely in favour of
real Islam as it was practised by the Holy Propimet the Caliphs and the early



generation of believers. So when | came backd toy family that we had to practise
Islam simply because before that time | had alreddynged to Christianity. | was in
Christianity for twelve years. That was my tweljtmar in Christianity through the
practice of various aspects of esoteric scien@Hitbbalah, mysticism, occultism,
Christian Science and so on. | was an adept onasudct of those | mentioned. But
when | studied Islam properly, | knew that Islanvésy good.

| went back to my library and took the English sttion of the Qur'an by
Yussuf Ali and | started reading it. | made suredd it page by page and bought a
complete set of the Hadith by Buhatri. It is in nuimdumes. | read the nine volumes.
There is no way you will read the Qur’an and thelitha which is the beautiful
illustration of the Qur’an, without understandirggaim.

Having done that, | decided to form my own religgarganization. We call it
Universal Muslim Brotherhodd- Jam’iyyatul-Ukhuwwatil-Islamitil ‘Aalamiyain
Arabic. So that is my religious organization. | #m founder, the first president, the first
Amir of that organization. So whatever we do, whatewesay, is always in conformity
with Qur’anic injunction.

OO: Should we then say that it was in that year 19@&t, there was a radical shift . . . ?
LA: Yes, departure . . ..

OO: You said for about twelve years you practised enfof Christianity . . .

LA: Yes. | was already in Christianity.

OO0: Okay. And | think . . .

LA: | was about to build my own church but there wsayenany things that scared me
from these mushroom Pentecostal churches. Theydoéng a lot of terrible, unprintable
... I don’t want to mention them.

OO: Which particular Christian group did you identifytia?

LA: I was moving with all of them, you know. | did nm¢long to a particular one. We
had our own prayer group called Servers of CosngbtlL It was in that group that we
were studying and practising various aspects oisGanity, mysticism, occultism, black
and white magic, and so on. But when | read théaQur[discovered] it is an

abomination.

OO0: Some people will even say that some of these at@mastian and that those who
practise them are not necessarily Christians.

LA: | know. | know. They are not necessarily Chrissitmit you know somebody who
was our master was a Christian and that influemegdhanging to Christianity that time.

® The mosque that bears the name of the UMB isédciaitthe Agodi Gate area of Ibadan.



OO: We can also assume that your practice as a poet¥gasinfluenced from that
moment by that shift.

LA: Yes, somehow.

OO: Now, let’s talk about your life in broadcasting.Wwere in broadcasting at a
period. | want to find out the training you recedvhat prepared you for that and what
your going into broadcasting did to your developtresna poet and your practice.

LA: First, my understanding of Yoruba sociology. Tiedped me a lot in developing a
career in broadcasting. But before | came into dcaating | had worked as a houseboy,
as a barber, a newspaper vendor, a petrol statiemdant and as a proof-reader with a
newspaper establishment. | was proofreadtimge Owliro and another Sunday paper,
which was in English. All these exposures, coupkdti the setting in my rural
background and serious private learning procedgetiane to form my personality as a
broadcaster. | was in broadcasting for about elgeams, and when | was in
broadcasting, | knew that my prior exposure toeléht aspects of life was not a waste
after all: it helped me a lot.

OO: Did this enable you to read your poems on the radio

LA: Yes. Broadcasting and poetry overlap in a compleéamgmmanner. Through
broadcasting, my talent began to show. People dsed me. The broadcasting house,
WNTV/WNBS,* was a tough training ground for me. Apart fromdarcing and
presenting programmes lilk&aaro o 0 jiire? on televisionTiwa-n-tiwaon radio,

WNBS Playhouse Series aBdrikarequest programme, | was also preseniingj

Akéwij the programme that was broadcast at 6.15 a.nmglomy broadcasting days. |
was also responsible for producing and presentingrgrogrammes. | was reading
thirteen bulletins in a week. | was writing ands®etingijinji Akéwion a daily basis. It
was not until it became a popular programme thHagpoets requested to take part in it.
So the broadcasting house helped me a lot in dsgect. | had a medium to express
myself. My broadcasting experience was an intargsine. Apart from that, | know that
| was actually broadcasting to an appreciatingipubl

OO: Which other poets featured on the programme ylxedaabout?

LA: Yes. Poets lik®latubpsunOQladam, Alabi Ogundepo and, occasionally, Adebay
Faleti, and even some of the local poets.

OO: | have been away from Ibadan for some years nalenit know whether they still
have programmes like that on the state radio seRCOS

4 Western Nigeria Television/Western Nigeria Broatica Service was based in Ibadan, the headquarters
of the old Western Region.

® Broadcasting Corporation Ofyo State. After the old Western Region was brokem@yto, Ogun and

Ondo states, Ibadan became the capit@lyaf State in 1976.



LA: Well, I don’t know. They have changed everythingvntt looks like a very strange
area to me.

OO: Let’s talk about what you are doing now. Do yme lon your practice as a poet or
do other thing3

LA: Apart from being a poet and an author, my othair®ss interests are Lanrad
Records Limited, Lanrad Recording Studio, Wisdorblleations and Adegu Farming
Industry. It is with these that | sustain myselflamy family. But more importantly, |
derive enough satisfaction from my Ewi Hit Hot 8srof metaphysical poetry.

OO: Talking about your practice as akéwi who will you call arakéwP

LA: An akéwiis a poet who mirrors the society, using eventsaadim to create
imagery for entertainment, information, educatiod admonition as well as counselling
as the case may be. That isakéwi He must not fold his arms and sit down
complacently when things are not normal in theetyci

OO: Related to the last question is this. | have rdeshti Akéwi from your collection
with that title. This was published in 1972. Do il stand by the contents of that
poem?

LA: Yes. | still stand by the contents of the poem.
OO: The impression that it creates is that #k&wiis a thinker.
LA: He is a thinker:

Ojoojunmy lakéwi i rond
Tirond-tirona lakéwi i rin
Adan n iyekan 0ab

Ma-ya-mi laldbarade nind oko
Irona lore akéwi ni ywu

(Adepoju 1972: 1)

[No day passes without the poet engaging in setiioimking

He is pregnant with thoughts as he moves about

Just as the bat and the lesser bat are of the faanilg

And a hunter has no companion in the wild aparnffds ammunition bag
Deep thoughts are companions of the poet in hisrinbhamber]

An akéwiis a thinker, a prolific thinker for that mattezdausewiitself is a business of
prolific thinking.



OO: When did you leave broadcasting?

LA: | was in broadcasting for about eleven years bechstarted taking part in radio
and television programmes in 1964. My contributiomghe various programmes at that
time attracted the management of the WNBS/WNTW, tihey invited me to present
some programmes for them. | accepted until thegdsksenior broadcaster, Adebay
Faleti, to audition me for news reading. | pas$ed &dudition and they employed me as a
full contract officer. | was on a contract appoietmthat was renewable yearly until |
was forced to resign my paid appointment becausle &ae | wrote and broadcast a
poem | would find a query on my table asking mexplain why severe disciplinary
action should not be brought against me for editizing on air. That was when |
realized that | should leave. And | handed in ngigeation. | even paid in one month’s
salary in lieu of notice.

| always defended my role as a poet there. In dmeyaeplies to their memo, |
qguoted John Milton when he was addressing an inaagiBritish Parliament. He said:
‘Give me the liberty to think and write accordirgrhy own conscience.’ It was not until
they gave me an ultimatum. . . . The station becateeested in my poems. They wanted
to start publishing them with the copyright revdrte the corporation. It was that
copyright issue that we disagreed upon which ledyeventual disappearance from the
broadcasting scene. That did not happen until tfaeye me an ultimatum to submit the
scripts of my pastwibroadcasts on radio and television on or befqraricular date.
And that was when | realized | should leave.

OO: In a sense, you were being censored.
LA: Yes.

OO0: Was it the fear of the government of the day thetarthe management of the
stationto . ..

LA: Yes. All of them were uncomfortable; they didn’tntdo offend the government.
They didn’t want to lose their jobs. | said, ‘Ifrt&in things are not good in the society, let
us do something to correct such anomaly.” And ag there so fearful of the government
and | was fearful of my God. Even the ControllePobgrammes did say that he was
becoming rather apprehensive in those days.

OO: Theakéwiin the traditional Yoruba society is highly regadd And | guess that you
owe the traditional singer a debt. But do you thind role of the singer is changing in
the society?

LA: Yes. His role is changing because of the dynantigraaf the society in which he
operates. Armkéwishould be somebody who fears God, who must bédaverybody —
both the leader and the led. With the presentipalistructure of our society, the role of
the poet is changing.



OO: Are there roles that thakéwiplays now that the traditionalkéwidid not play?

LA: Yes, because in the primitive society, the tradaiplocal poet did not live to see
the complex nature of the modern society. It wasenoo less a monolithic society that
they operated. In the modern-day system, many shang happening. If you read
newspapers and magazines and listen to the electrmdia, there are a lot of things
which are tragic enough to make one become hymavient is rather unfortunate.

OO: Itis so clear that the practice of Yoruba poesylominated by men. What do you
think accounts for this? Are there some femaleesothat are becoming significant?

LA: Not really. It is not even advisable to encouragenen into thewitrade. As a
religious man, | know that both Islam and Christiado not encourage women to play
dominant roles as preachers and poets. When westbtheEgbe Akéwi Yorubathere
were some female members who were also makingtetiorub minds with men but as
time passed by, some of them started dropping éyvtyside until we have virtually no
more female members of that group today.

OO: If you are to talk about your work as a poet, whed those features of your work
that you consider significant in the sense of mayla departure from whatever existed
before you started practising as a poet?

LA: As far asewiis concerned, especially as formalized and modednioday, | want

to say with all sense of modesty that it is diffido identify anyone who came before
me, but in the informal and part-time way, as iswle case before. | have a lot of
respect and admiration for them. My major contidruis that | modernized and
professionalize@éwi In other words, | raised it from mere mendicatwy
professionalism. Nobody can be identified in Yortitgtory as having achieved that feat.
That is what | can say about that. If anybody wamtse honest with the role | have
played as a poet . . . | have become the mastéomiba poetry.

OO: What categories of people patronize you?

LA: All segments of the society, ranging from the oagdly man on the street, the rural
dweller, the intellectual giants in the tertiargtitutions, and so on and so forth —
different groups and individuals. My Ewi Hit Hot18#s of records, cassettes and CDs is
very popular with millions of Yoruba-speaking pespiot only in the Yoruba-speaking
area but in other parts of the country, like themahe east — and the diaspora, where
millions of Yoruba-speaking people sojourn in agpble numbers. My works are very
popular with various segments of the society.

OO: Now, talking about the role of poets, do you ttilmek poets have any role to play in
politics?

LA: The role of the poet is to educate and creategahblareness, to monitor political
promises and their implementation. It is also toirg the public office holders to be



alive to their responsibilities and to discourage politics of deceit, intrigue, politics of
hatred and politics of destruction, and so on anfibgh. Whenever one looks at the
political situation in Nigeria today, what is happ®y calls for the intervention of the
poet most of the time.

OO: You are known to have made a lot of controvergbdases. One was said to have
helped ChieDbafemi Awobwo but you later parted ways with him. And you wezg/v
critical of the military. Do you think it is propdor the poet to make partisan comments
in view of the fact that it is very easy for pedle€onclude that a poet is identifying with
a particular political group or government?

LA: Let me say right away that | never parted way$ WihiefObafemi Awolowo.

Indeed, we showed mutual respect for each othéw thge time of his death. My problem
was with some of his lieutenants who expected mextend to them the same courtesy
and deference that Awo enjoyed from me, even wheh people did not merit it. | was
certainly critical of the military, because theyroduced a number of anti-people
policies. Anakéwimust draw his strength from his ability to confreyranny wherever
found. So the essential nature of poetry doesetmignize sacred cows or no-go areas.
That is whyewiis used today to discuss anything, whether econgmiitical, socio-
political, and others. That is wlewihas become a recognized medium of information —
a medium through which a number of problems casdbeed — such as reminding the
leader and the led to be God-fearing and to be ativtheir responsibilities.

OO: Closely related to this is the fact that some afryew audio releases actually
comment on the achievement of some serving gowstBares this not amount to being
paid to sing?

LA: | don’t think so. Anakéwidoes not have to be an opposition party to aljmmes
and activities. As he is able to rebuke where peapsbehave, he should also
acknowledge good things and virtues in some dguaiticians wherever such occur. If |
continue to see the ugly sides of people, everylatlyose respect for one. But when
you see decent people who are God-fearing enougtake life better for the generality
of our people, who fight for the collective hapmaef people, they deserve
commendation, even if such people calbiidwiand say, ‘These are our programmes.
We want you to help us in creating public awareniessugh your medium.” As | have
said, | have modernized and professionalizedl Just like politicians will patronize
newspapers and the electronic media to showcasetbhgramme, the same thing can be
done through the agency ®ivias a medium of mass communication.

Even when a poet is commissioned to do a partigolgrall he needs to do is to
examine that request critically and sincerely amavince himself that it is worth doing.
There is nothing abnormal about it becaessghas become a medium which people
recognize and then there is nothing you can diviarck anakéwifrom the rest of the
society. These are some of the people who patranizevorks. If you make enemies out
of politicians and members of the ruling classyilt not be long before one is forgotten.
It is a mark of recognition that akéwiis being requested to play that kind of role. Just

® This is a reference tooBa Tinubu and Gbenga Daniels of Lagos and Oguesstaspectively.
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like any normal professional, like a lawyer. Yowaa case in court and you do not
know how to defend yourself, you ask somebody fertyou. If somebody is an
engineer and you are not, and you want to build youse, you give it to an engineer.
So if anakéwiis recognized to that level, | think it is good tbeakéwi

OO: As a leading figure in the practice @i, are there people who are taking after you,
whose practice assures you that éve tradition has a future?

LA: Without mentioning names...
OO: | don’'t mind if you mention names.

LA: Well, | don’t mention names because of the faat they are many. Some of them
are taking after me and it makes me happy. | ddbagtudge them at all for taking after
me. My only quarrel is with those who copy my voioe public attraction only to use
their message in dysfunctional ways, using guéegliage, personal abuse and so on.
With that you can see that some of them are noesenat all in the way they present
their thoughts to the public. | know that manyloéim are taking after me. It is a welcome
development.

OO: From your own experience, what are the risks asgediwith being aakéwi
today?

LA: | have already paid my dues as far as risks aa®sotcvithewitrade are concerned —
detention by the military and harassment by thdipal authorities, malice and
hostilities from powerful groups and individuals evbelieve that when societal ills are
being campaigned against, these campaigns areddngavards them. When you are
fighting a war of this nature, you attract enmiyyburself from right, centre, backward
and forward. Only God in His power and authorityesaone from the clutches of
oppression.

OO: Are you aware that some poets who are using tlteumeof English and are from
the Yoruba cultural environment are also drawingYaruba traditions?

LA: | am very much aware and | am happy about itelisas reflecting their respective
individual backgrounds on their works. That is wdwjtural environment plays an
important role in the thinking faculty of man. Imdbsee anything bad in it; it is very
good and it is a justification of the role that teruba poet is playing — that you cannot
leave your language to become engrossed in othatrsute strange to you.

OO: I wonder why Yoruba poets seem to be more couragbam poets from other

cultural groups in Nigeria. And this is what thasgting in Yoruba and those like Niyi
Osundare and mi Faba, who write in English, have in common.
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LA: But there are some like that in the ndrttam aware of that. They may not be poets
but they may just be musicians. You know in thosgsdOgunde waxed a record during
the colonial era. It attracted negative reactiowtat he did. The same thing is
happening in the north but is not as pronounced &srubaland. If they are satisfied
with what government is doing, if they feel uncomesl about the plight of the public,
they may continue to work like that. But if thegatly want to borrow a leaf from
courageous Yoruba poets, they must be courageauslrio call a spade a spade and
damn the consequences.

People like us, for example, are undaunted; we atama blackmailed or bullied
into submission. So we have to continue to do wieabelieve in doing. But if they have
not added that courage, that honesty, that alilitytheir thought, it pays them to add
same.

OO: Is there is a forum for Yoruba poets?

LA: Yes. There is th&gbe Akéwi YorubdAssociation of Yoruba Poets], where we
exchange ideas . .. and rub minds together ahewtevelopment of thewiindustry.
And thisEgbe Akéwi Yorubdnas branches ilyo, Ogun, Kwara and Kogi States. It is an
organization that has been doing fine since inoapti

OO: Looking at the practice @witoday, which trends do you like and which are you
not satisfied with?

LA: | will say that what gladdens my heart is the cagrtimgether of the poets as a body.
And apart from that, many Yoruba poets are sprigpgip here and there. It shows you
thatewihas become an important medium to reckon with vilwdt makes me unhappy
most of the time is when akéwibecomes a beggar, when he goes to a social fanctio
and talks to people there: ‘Please allow me tdeesomewi, even if you give me five
minutes’ just because of some Naira he will rakeatTis appalling; it is embarrassing.
And as a body, we took some steps against itiateatiut the hungry people continue to
do so, and there is no way we can stop them beeaeisee not ubiquitous. But what |
know is that every profession has its own shamguaicks. That is what | can say about
that.

OO: | raised this question in another form earlier: whipoets do you think are
promising enough to perpetuate the tradition thai yre identified with?

L.A: Before | answer that, | will like to add somefipito the response | gave to the last
guestion. | want to add that in spite of all thet flnat some of the poets are not decent
enough to wait to be formally invited and preséeirtthoughts, | still assess the practice
of ewias so far so good, bearing in mind the fact tbaiesy is the ultimate mirror. This
in spite of the fact that some of them who do redtdve in the culture of decency are
polluting theewi market with their abusive and gutter language.

To come back to your next question, | will say mafhyhem are making
strenuous effort to perpetuate #wgitradition. Many of them, as long as they remain

" This is a reference to northern Nigeria.
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unrelenting in their desire to improve on their i®r . . . | know that the succeeding
generations of poets who are better trained artéraatormed, will definitely sustain
that tradition.

OO: But you are still not willing to mention particulpoets.

LA: Yes, the fact that the succeeding generationgetspthe yet-unborn ones and those
who are alive today and are interested in learthiegrade . . . . | know it will take some
time but | have it on the drawing board to estéibdie academy to train some people.
When they are properly trained, they will underdtarinatewiis all about. | think it has
got to that stage. We have to train some peoptedtly, of course.

OO: In other words, you are suggesting that it is nutgh to be gifted and that people
need to be trained.

LA: Yes, they need to be trained. So very soon weanillounce to the public how we
want to go about it.

OO: You also admitted that WNBS/WNTYV played a roleamptingewi. Is there any
effort to sustain this, especially now that thexam association of Yoruba poets? Poets
certainly have challenges with regard to publishihgir works and so on. People like
you who make regular releases and enjoy populaiopaige won’t have this problem.

LA: We made several attempts at helping others. Thaseavtime we made contact with
NTA® Ibadan and they agreed to air some of our poetsran in their programme)ro
iyanja Toni® The programme went on and for a long period oétiand many of our
budding poets were taking part in it. If that pragme had been sustained, the situation
would have been a bit different. But today it isartunate that things are changing a lot
in the electronic media with the introduction ofmmercial news, commercial
programmes, where virtually all social programmesraonetized. There is hardly any
programme now that is left free for poets to taig j. Any poet who wants to be heard
will be expected to come and sponsor a programnbeiya slot. It was not so in our
days. Even if you listen to the radio today, yoll discover that a lot of gutter language
is used in broadcasting.

In our broadcasting days, before you played angrceat all it was free of
nonsense. If a record was bad you will see it bleaarked NTBB, that is, ‘not to be
broadcast'. It is very embarrassing.

OO: Now, let us talk about your other activities. Yavéd a studio where audio tapes are
recorded and mass-produced. Do you make theséitcévailable to other people —
either poets or singers?

& Nigeria Television Authority, Ibadan. This succeddVNTV and has already been taken over by the
Federal Government.
° Admonition for Today’.
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LA: Yes, many people have started patronizing usumidrtunately, we have not given
it adequate publicity to create sufficient awarerfes better patronage, but we will soon
do that when we complete certain things — whennstall our new machines to make it
what we want it to be. But in the meantime, thob® watronize us know that they can
have the best recording here because it has btdly ttomputerized.

OO: Irona Akéwi your first collection, was published in 1972. Ami planning to bring
out a new one?

LA: Let me say right away thadna Akéwiis not the only book | wrote.
OO: | mean the only collection of poetry.

LA: Yes, | am coming to that. | have also written anblishedSagba Di Werd adipo
Omp Adanwoas well arirun Yoruba But in respect of poetryroni Akéwiis the only
book | have published so far. But | have a lorgd@fewithat will soon be published
for wider audience. My main constraint is, howevke, dishonesty of some of the
publishers who do not encourage authors at all vt or without them, | know by the
grace of God | will make my own efforts so that pkeowill know and read my works. So
efforts are on.

OO: | think this is a problem that other Yoruba poetsé also identified. Do you think
we should leave this to publishers, especially @asegognize that it has implications for
the promotion of our own culture? Isn’t the goveamhsupposed to be involved? Some
colleagues are actually talking about the posdipitif meaningfully engaging practising
poets in some of our higher institutions so thatstudents can interact with them.
Almost every poet | have met has a lot of unpubtigtoems.

LA: That is exactly what | have said. It is not adblsao depend on the publishers to
publish our works for us but it is unfortunate ttted government is totally ignorant of
this important aspect of our cultural life. Any gomment that comes says, ‘We want to
sponsor this poet, we want to sponsor this aléisys make copies of his work available
to institutions of higher learning’ and so on andarth . . . . But there is no government
doing that at all. It is unfortunate. They everdfihdifficult . . . . When you even

mention some of the artists, they may say, ‘Istileexisting?’ What concerns them is to
sit down in fully air-conditioned offices and ne@d¢ their percentages of contracts given
out. They do not believe in [the] preservation obd things at all. It is unfortunate.
Unfortunately, academics do not help the mattknow that even without the
government, each of the institutions of highernéay can sponsor the publication of
good works of art. They won’t do that. What we g®ay is the production, copying, and
circulation of handouts in institutions of higheatning.

OO: We are gradually coming to the end of this intewviket us find out how your
poems are born. How do you bring a poem to life?
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LA: In meditative sessions, | usually sit down foraslelnspiration comes spasmaodically
and the mental, intellectual task of choosing appabe word combinations is put into
use in order to come out with beautiful lines oépy. All these are attained in a serene
environment of near solitude, free of interruptiamsl disturbances. In other words, |
think better when | am alone. And by that | am ableesarrange my rough jottings and
put these ideas in proper order. | make sure {cayr personal jotter with me because
you may be driving along the road and inspiratiomes and you are just disturbed and
you jot it down. | know how to make use of thatijog at the appropriate time.

And when you are writing you may want te geme particular word that may not
be readily available. You have to think, think @hohk before you get something of your
choice or something near what you want. Evenif itot yet good enough, you put a
guestion mark there and when you have a better worgplace it, you do so. That is a
glimpse of the reality of coming out with a beauitipoem.

0OO: Is any member of your immediate family taking aftar?

LA: Eh ... well. That is left to my children, as it hasver been my practice to dictate to
them the choice of a career. | have always beekitig about the mistakes made by
some professionals. Some lawyers will always waeit tchildren to be lawyers too, ditto
the engineers, journalists and so on. | don’t thiiké that at all. Let them choose
different careers. But that does not mean that saefmey children are not showing
interest in my works. Some of them like to listermy works most of the time and they
also memorize some of my lines and some of therthely hands at composing. But they
are . ... You know, why I don’t want to force thés that all of them were born and
brought up in the big city of Ibadan. They neved tiae experience | had in the rural
area. So it will not be proper to dictate to thentatke after me.

OO0: Looking back, are there some of your releasesybatregret ever bringing out, so
that if you are given an opportunity you will redo?

LA: To my knowledge, none. Even in one of my works rgHevas misunderstood by
the listening publicAlayé ipba,*® a government response to my earlier critique of
Babangida’s regime, | have no regret. Before | contewith any release, | make sure it
is a well-thought-out work.

OO: Let us now compare the modern Yoruba poet anttadéional singer. There is a
Yoruba saying to the effect th&ba ki i pa onkrin’ [the king does not kill the sinder
Do you feel that the modern poet enjoys the immuingt the poet enjoyed within the
traditional Yoruba society?

LA: The same freedom as was the case in the mongitinitive society. One may
write a poem today criticizing some aspects of gowent orders or policies and the next
day you are charged to court. So with that kinteaf some poets do not want to express

19 Government’s explanation’. This is probably theshcontroversial of Adegu’s releases, from my own
finding.
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themselves for fear of being intimidated and hadsBut, as | said earlier, people like us
do not believe in folding one’s arms when therecamain things people are not happy
about. So the modern poet does not enjoy the saaeddm as the local poet in the
primitive society.

OQO: Is there a future foewi?
LA: There is a future, a very bright one for that eratt

OO: Do you have an idea of how people of Yoruba desngside of Nigeria — whether
they are in Benin Republic, Togo, the Americagceive your work?

LA: | have it on reliable information that they re@my works with admiration. As a
matter of fact, some of them who travel home ocradly come here to request for
collections of my works. Some say that they hetul Brazil or America. There is a
place in London, Brixton Station. | visited thaapé and | was mobbed by Yoruba people
there requesting for some of my works. | had tarpse them that whenever | got back
home | would send to a particular person and theyldvget them through him. Some of
them even have retail shops overseas, in Amerig&@i Canada, and some African
countries. But unfortunately, most of these shopers have plagiarized and pirated my
work. That is the unfortunate aspect of it. Butwiyrk is very popular with them. If they
know somebody coming back home, they will ask themome back with some records
or cassettes @lanrewaju Adepju.

OO: Don’t you think the best way to fight piracy in tleantext is to make it possible for
people to get the tapes easily, especially becthesaumber of those interested in them
is significant? The tapes have become very efeeagvan alternative to published
collections.

LA: Yes, this depends on government. A society whevempment neglects a particular
section or a segment of the society like the artimeople like me and others for example
.. .. Itis always very painful. That is why mhés one resigns to fate that one day God
will intervene and honest people will be at thenhefF affairs; God-fearing people will
come to the scene and start disseminating vitatindtion contained iewiwith honesty
and so on and so forth.

| think | have made some observations from whatlyawe said. We are making
efforts the little way we can, to make sure thamsf our works get to the appropriate
quarters, especially those who make request fon thet just those who go to the pirates
and ask them to reproduce large quantities, evéhgeria. Nigeria is a very lawless
country, very lawless.

OO: | am very grateful to you for sparing time to answe very many questions | have
raised. It is has been wonderful speaking with you.

LA: You are welcome.
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