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Author’s Note


This collection of poetry is based around my experience as a political prisoner in Nigeria between 1985 and 1991. My first experience of this was the result of the publication of my first novel when I was sixteen. Two years after publication, in 1985, I was arrested as my novel was considered to be the blueprint for the foiled coup of General Vatsa. I was detained initially for six months, in two-three-month stretches. Released, I hid the details of my arrest from my family. This initial brush with the government was not deliberate on my part, but having once been brushed by the wings of the demon, I became a demon hunter. In 1987, when I entered university, I joined a guerrilla theatre group which performed plays in front of public buildings and government offices. The government wasted no time in re-arresting me. This time I was held for a year in Kiri Kiri maximum security prison.


In that year, I came to question everything I had believed in before. The only thing I never gave up on was the conviction that there can be no concession in the face of tyranny and oppression. I also learnt how truly ephemeral our mortality is. Released with no explanation, I returned to university and between studying for my degree in literature and developing my love of jazz, I wrote a play for the 1990 convocation ceremony for the university. The play, Song of a Broken Flute, led to my third and final period of incarceration for eighteen months, six of which were spent in solitary confinement. I was sentenced to death for treason – without trial – and held on death row with murderers, rapists and other convicted criminals.


In the last eighteen months, I shared a cell with a fourteen year old boy, John James, and twenty other men. John James did not leave Kiri Kiri alive. And there were many others. I have tried to represent those men and boys that I met, including the guards, as best as I can, without idealising anyone. The most difficult thing about my whole experience was not being able to share my pain, having to hide it from my family for their own protection and from my selfish need not to be talked out of doing the things I felt I had to.


And now? Every day is a careful balance fought between the despondency that threatens to swamp me and the incredible joy of living. I think that my art, my poetry, prose and music come from these cracks in my being, these ley lines where spirit is said to reside. I have come out of the horror of that experience having lost my faith in the inherent goodness of humanity, yet curiously appreciating even more the effort it takes to be good. I also kicked a bad smoking habit! If in reading these poems you can see the courage of the men and boys I write about, if you can feel their essential humanity, and realise that the best things in us cannot die, then I will have succeeded.


But remember always, that freedom, love, kindness, honour, justice and truth are never to be taken for granted – but worked at, struggled with and fought for, at whatever cost. For it is this that makes us human and builds a bridge to our true nature, which is spirit.


Baraka Bashad


Chris Abani


London, June 1997





Introduction


The alchemy of transforming terrible tragedies of human experience into art, into music, poetry, dance, sculpture, film can be an unforgiving vocation. Human tragedy is naturally compelling and the telling of human pain has always had an insidious attraction for human beings; yet after a while, a tale poorly told will grow tiresome and the listener numb to its details, to the pain. Such tales tend to fade away, to be put aside. The ones that last are those that transcend the pain. Yet, for the artist, a strange conflict remains, for if the artist has suffered, if the artist has seen the brute behaviour of other human beings inflicted on him, if the artist has felt the blows of another’s hand on his or her body, blows meted out as punishment for some noble act, some act of righteous and moral defiance, some act of ideological fortitude, he or she does not want the art to be read simply as art, as something that transcends the details of its history, the details of the moment, the details of the cause. How do craft and content meet, how do passion and the ordered consideration of craft work hand in hand? How does one speak politics and yet contemplate such articulations as art? To answer such questions, we must assume that the artist is an artist regardless of where he or she finds him or herself. The artist will define his or her existence largely on the compulsion of making something extraordinary out of the mundane – it is a terrible compulsion that the artist avoids and ignores at his or her own peril. If this is true, then the artist will sing anyway, and will find ways of making song regardless of what the song is about. But not everyone succeeds in dealing with the conundrum of content and craft. Not all artists find the aesthetic that allows them to treat the political convulsions of these last hundred years in ways that do not make us question the very validity or relevance of art. But a handful have managed to make us believers – believers in the power of craft.
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‘Reading Abani’s poems is like
being singed by a red hot iron.’
4 ' i Harold Pinter
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