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Amorous Materialism: Jousting with Courtly Love in Wole 
Soyinka’s The Interpreters
F. Fiona Moolla 

ABSTRACT  
Wole Soyinka’s first novel, The Interpreters (1965), presents a critique 
of European conceptions of romantic love, influenced by courtly 
love, that have not yet been considered in scholarship of this 
important novel. Through the animist materialist treatment of an 
ornate, heart-shaped wardrobe, inspirited by Sir Derinola, a 
parody of a medieval knight, The Interpreters presents trenchant 
criticism of the dominant courtly-romantic love complex. 
Soyinka’s materially embodied critique of an imposed idea of love 
constitutes a Yoruba-informed amorous materialism, where 
complex feelings in relation to love and reflections on love may 
be seen to re-enchant the physical world. Amorous materialism is 
Soyinka’s iteration of a postcolonial model of love, which is 
presented mainly in the relationship of Sagoe, one of the key 
interpreter figures in the novel, and Dehinwa, a female character 
often regarded as marginal in scholarship of the novel. This 
relationship is marked by the conventionally conceived features 
of romantic love, like exclusivity, loyalty and endurance, but the 
sentimentality, formality, courtesies and niceties of European 
models of courtly-romantic love are roundly rejected. Postcolonial 
paradigms of love, variations of which may also be seen in a 
range of other postcolonial literature, are conceptions of love 
that challenge colonially normalized ideas about love and 
romance. Soyinka’s representation of postcolonial love in its 
vitriolic, exuberant, masculinist disavowal of the European 
courtly-romantic love complex, however, inadvertently risks the 
charge of misogyny.

KEYWORDS  
Wole Soyinka; The 
Interpreters; courtly love; 
romantic love; amorous 
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Wole Soyinka, Nigerian intellectual, activist, and Africa’s first Nobel Prize winner for lit
erature, is not an author one would associate with emotion, much less romantic love, 
stereotypically the emotion with the least gravitas of all in its contemporary symbolic 
commodification through red hearts and roses. Emotions, however (as studied in 
Anglo-American contexts by researchers such as William M. Reddy and Barbara 
H. Rosenwein, or in postcolonial contexts by Bede Scott), are crucial to the understand
ing of cultures and politics across histories, which are constituted partly by the personal 
or individual, and partly by social experience of emotion. Emotions, as argued by Sara 
Ahmed, are social constructions presented in opposition to reason, where the 
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dichotomy itself is the product of a mode of apprehension that is not universal. But, in 
respect of the binary, emotion, like the body, has been largely neglected in scholarly 
study, even more so in studies of African societies, and has been noticeably passed 
over in African literature. This disregard or antipathy towards emotion hovers in the 
unconscious of The Interpreters (1965), the novel to be studied here, as expressed in 
an observation about one of the key characters by his friend. Kola, one of the epon
ymous interpreters, is seeking, ineffectually, to mediate the complex postcolonial, glo
balized Nigeria in which he finds himself. Another character remarks about Kola: ‘Of 
course, I remember now. You like to reject kindness and … what was it you called it 
again? … oh yes, fluffy emotions’ (207). In the same way that Soyinka’s character 
hides kindness behind attitudes of masculine bravado, Soyinka’s novel, more generally, 
is uncomfortable with exploring emotion overtly; however, emotions form an inescap
able and important part of the narrative. (It is the same masculine bravado that ulti
mately undermines the important intervention that Soyinka makes in the novel in 
respect of alternative conceptions of romantic love that critique the globally hegemonic 
courtly-romantic love complex that has become normalized.)

The occlusion of emotions may be the consequence of gendered attitudes to emotion, 
where, stereotypically, women are deemed more emotional than men, or it may be the 
outcome of the complex ways in which race discursively inflects ‘structures of feeling’ 
(Williams), ironically sometimes to exclude feeling. We see this unconscious elision at 
work in Soyinka’s specific politics of aesthetics as it responds, in particular, to negritude. 
Soyinka’s pithy retort to the philosophy and literature of negritude, which dominated 
pan-African thought of the mid-twentieth century, is well known: ‘A tiger does not 
proclaim his tigritude, he pounces’ (Jahn 265). But negritude, in its association with 
emotion, may have stealthily blinded Soyinka to the importance of understanding 
emotions in social worlds. As scholars of the history of emotions remind us, emotions 
play a constitutive role both positively and negatively, in individual and group experience 
– consider, as one example, the ways in which fear and hatred may be mobilized by pol
itical tyrannies to manipulate populations. Abiola Irele, luminary of the first generation of 
African literature scholars, clearly identifies how negritude emerges as a philosophy by 
reactively identifying itself with emotion in its constructed opposition to reason. Irele 
suggests in his influential essay, ‘Négritude – Literature and Ideology’, that pan-African
ism, but crucially also negritude, are movements primarily of ‘emotions and ideas’ 
(499). Irele suggests that the critique of European Enlightenment reason by Léopold 
Sédar Senghor and (implicitly) other theoreticians of negritude led to a valorization 
of a ‘mystical sympathy with the universe’, which presents as a response essentially of 
‘feeling’ (518).

Soyinka’s rejection of negritude implies rejection of emotion. But Soyinka’s dismissal of 
emotion may also be the consequence of his own intellectual wrestling with European 
Enlightenment reason. Implicit in Soyinka’s project across his creative work and essays is 
an embedded critique of the fundamentals of European Enlightenment reason, which 
David Attwell in a recent study of Soyinka’s third novel, Chronicles from the Land of the Hap
piest People on Earth (2021), suggests is captured in Soyinka’s presentation of what he terms 
an ‘African world’, deeply informed by mythic perceptions. Attwell suggests that Soyinka’s 
counter-representation of the spiritual forces that shape African epistemes is present also in 
Harry Garuba’s concept of ‘animist materialism’, to be considered further later in this essay, 
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or in Rebekah Cumpsty’s concept of the ‘postsecular poetics’ of African fiction (Attwell 98– 
99). These three different terms, variously but similarly, encompass a conception of Africa, 
where the sacred and the secular coexist, challenging the procedural rationality that is the 
foundation of European modernity. Soyinka thus has focused most of his attention on the 
cultural specificities of reason, and his challenge to Enlightenment reason has been rooted 
in an idiosyncratic interpretation of Yoruba mythology rather than emotion, as was the case 
for the negritude poets and intellectuals.

Soyinka’s rebuff of both European Enlightenment reason and the dominance of 
emotion in the negritude response it engenders leads to a concomitant elision of a con
scious attention to emotion, which nonetheless is necessarily present in his fiction, drama 
and poetry. The representation of a range of emotions, including anger and depression, is 
striking in The Interpreters; however, these representations are incidental to the narrative’s 
purposive focus on other questions. The attention of this essay, though, will be focused on 
love, which is linked in the novel with one historically and culturally located, but crucially 
important and globally dominant, paradigm of love, dominant particularly through its 
inconspicuous naturalization and normalization. This paradigm of love, following Soyin
ka’s Yoruba-informed modernist aesthetic, is given inspirited material embodiment, 
and is implicitly criticized through the nature of the representation of the rapport 
between one of the couples in the novel.

Because love is such a broad term in English, the specific form of love to be considered 
in this reading of Soyinka’s novel requires clarification. The word ‘love’ in English encom
passes a very wide range of meanings, which in other languages are often more specifi
cally defined. This explains the reliance in English on loan words from Greek for specific 
types of love, including, for example, agape for selfless forms of caring, and philia for the 
affection between friends. The love that is being considered here, however, is the love 
that intersects with desire – romantic love or ‘eros’ in Greek, a term so essential to 
human experience that the word eros has found itself fully incorporated into English, 
no longer regarded as a foreign loan word. Anthropologists William R. Jankowiak and 
Edward F. Fischer suggest that, until fairly recently, the belief was widely held that roman
tic love was an emotion ‘unique to Euro-American culture’ (149). They suggest further that 
the belief was not limited to anthropology, citing the historian Lawrence Stone who con
cludes that ‘if romantic love ever existed outside of Europe, it only arose among the non
western nation-states’ elite who had the time to cultivate an aesthetic appreciation for 
subjective experiences’ (149). Jankowiak’s and Fischer’s 1992 study, by contrast, argues 
that romantic love ‘constitutes a human universal, or at the least a near-universal’ 
(154), where romantic love is defined as ‘any intense attraction that involves the idealiz
ation of the other, within an erotic context, with the expectation of enduring for some 
time into the future’ (151).

The idea that romantic love represents a paradigm of love that is a hallmark of Euro
pean culture is a claim that is often tracked back, notably by Denis de Rougemont, to 
the emergence of courtly love in troubadour poetry in twelfth-century Provence. De Rou
gemont’s 1939 study, Love in the Western World, claims that courtly love, an unattainable, 
idealized, adulterous passion, fundamentally and uniquely transforms Western culture. 
The debates about the origins of courtly love as a Cathar heresy (De Rougemont), 
informed by the culture and poetry of Arab-Islamic Andalusia (Paz; Kaufmann) or Celtic 
legend (Markale cited in Kaufmann) need not detain us here. What is crucial is its 

ENGLISH STUDIES IN AFRICA 3



spiritualization of love, and the transformation in relations between the sexes it engen
ders, which are held to determine ideas about love in the subsequent literary, cultural 
and social history of Europe. The key features of courtly love were identified in 
C. S. Lewis’s landmark study The Allegory of Love where he suggests of this epochal Euro
pean transformation in attitudes towards desire and relations between the sexes that the 
‘peculiar form’ it first took bore ‘the four marks of Humility, Courtesy, Adultery, and the 
Religion of Love’ (15).

Lewis’s ‘four marks’ of courtly love may be seen to emerge from the transformation in 
the position of the noblewoman that is central to courtly love. More recent interpretations 
of courtly love by Octavio Paz and Jean-Claude Kaufmann, both of whom locate courtly 
love as a turning point in the history of love in Europe, describe the reversal of gender 
roles as follows: Paz identifies a ‘change in the status of [noble]women’ (92) such that 
the lady became the lord and the male courtly lover the vassal, serf or slave. Paz suggests 
further that the elevation of noblewomen one sees in the poetry of the troubadours – 
‘putting the beloved on a pedestal’ – fundamentally reconfigures the place of women 
in European society. For Paz, ‘the history of love [which critically is transfigured by 
courtly love] is inseparable from the freedom of women’ (93). This complex allegorical 
expression of courtly love, Jean-Paul Kaufmann suggests, explains some of its ‘puzzling 
features’ (27). These include ‘the extreme symbol-laden ritualization, the strangely 
gentle manners, the sentimental spirituality, the art of self-restraint … the elevation of 
the soul, and above all, the adoration of women, who were put in a position of superiority’ 
(27). Paz underscores that courtly love is concerned not with ‘vulgar love – copulation and 
procreation – but a lofty sentiment, characteristic of a noble court’ (90). Courtly love thus 
does not have ‘as its aim either carnal pleasure or reproduction’ (90). Courtly love’s com
plete withdrawal from physical, social or material interests makes it a passion associated, 
furthermore, with adulterous desire (conventionally without sex), rather than with mar
riage. Despite the narrow historical and geographical locatedness of the courtly love 
phenomenon, the legacy of courtly love for love in personal and social relationships in 
European cultural history has been immense. Its legacy informs the art, literature and sen
sibility of the West into the contemporary period.

Lewis’s study was the first to track the literary historical significance of courtly love, 
through the allegories of love it expressed. Lewis argues that ‘an unmistakeable continu
ity connects the Provençal love song with the love poetry of the later Middle Ages, and 
thence, through Petrarch and many others, with that of the present day’ (4). Even 
though it may seem entirely natural that love should be a theme of literature, for 
Lewis, it was courtly love that made it so, and even the Western code of etiquette ‘with 
its rule that women always have precedence, is a legacy from courtly love’ (4). Lewis 
here prefigures the case made by De Rougement in Love in the Western World, four 
years after the publication of The Allegory of Love, the thrust of whose argument is that 
love is unmistakably exceptional to Western culture. By contrast, Paz makes the case 
that, although the amatory sentiment is universal, romantic love, being a very specific 
form of amatory sentiment, as an ideology of the society of which it forms a part, is 
specific to a handful of cultures, including Europe, and a number of Eastern cultures. 
He suggests that the uniqueness of romantic love as the ideology of Western culture, 
in particular, lies in the fact that, unlike the Eastern cultures he discusses where love is 
part of a religious tradition, in European history, love becomes ‘profane’ or secularized. 
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Expressed more informally, it is the idea that where once God was Love, now in the 
modern globalized world, Love is God.

Romantic love emerges in the European eighteenth century as the most significant 
development from courtly love of the Middle Ages. Paz provides one of the clearest out
lines of the essential features of romantic love that, for the most part, reflects the view of 
romantic love of most of its major scholars (Luhmann; Giddens; Kaufmann). Paz describes 
romantic love as having the following five features: Firstly, romantic love is identified by 
‘exclusivity’, where ‘we want only one person, and we ask that person to love us with the 
same exclusivity’ (142). Secondly, romantic love is powered by ‘obstacle and transgres
sion’ (145). That is, desire is generated by obstruction and boundaries that exist 
between the lovers. A third element of romantic love is ‘domination/submission’, 
shaped intimately by the codes of courtly love, where ‘a vassal was bound to his lord 
by an obligation that began at the moment of his birth’, counterposed by courtly love 
where the knight ‘voluntarily chooses’ the lady as his lord, and if the lady accepts his 
love, she ‘voluntarily forgets her rank and parts with her sovereignty’ (150). The fourth 
element of love highlights the paradox of love. Requited love frees the lovers, but it is 
a freedom bound by fate; that is, love of the unique other is presented as a destiny 
that liberates (152–56). The fifth element of love is the idealization of ‘indissoluble 
union’ (156). The influence of courtly love on the development of romantic love and 
their continued informing of conceptions, codes, and conventions of love have been 
termed the courtly-romantic love complex in this essay. Elizabeth Povinelli in The 
Empire of Love foregrounds how, through colonization and globalization, these culturally 
and historically inflected European paradigms of love in the past two hundred years or so 
have become globally normative and normalized as the ‘universal’ model of love. Simi
larly, Holly Wardlow and Jennifer Hirsch’s socio-anthropological study, Modern Loves, 
suggests how, increasingly, romantic courtship and marriage for love have been 
adopted around the world as an index of modernity and progress.

It is against this theoretical backdrop of romantic love, with its origins in courtly love, 
that The Interpreters will be studied. The Interpreters was Soyinka’s first novel, published in 
1965, and one of the first to explore the postcolonial malaise that took hold of African 
nation-states after formal independence. Given Soyinka’s and this novel’s standing in 
African letters, major first-generation African literature scholars have studied The 
Interpreters largely through the lens of the ‘postcolonial condition’ (Jones; Palmer; 
Moore). Sexuality has also been considered in the novel, but not in the connection of 
sex and desire with love. Rather, the focus has been on the significance of the homosexu
ality of the African American character Joe Golder (Dunton; Mathuray). Soyinka’s figura
tion of women characters in The Interpreters has been considered by Carole Boyce 
Davies, whose view of the negatively stereotyped representation of female characters 
as ‘maidens, mistresses and matrons’ is endorsed by Florence Stratton. Ikenna Dieke 
takes the opposite position since she finds in Soyinka’s novel a trend towards ‘feminine 
ascendancy’ in the representation of the female character Simi as a goddess, before 
whom Egbo, one of the male interpreter characters, pays infatuated homage.1 What is 
common to these dichotomous readings of feminism in The Interpreters is their focus 
mainly on the characters of Simi, the courtesan, presented as a ‘Queen Bee’ or 
goddess, and the unnamed maiden who falls pregnant after a liaison with Egbo, one of 
the interpreter figures (Soyinka 51). If one focuses, however, on Dehinwa, a female 
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character who is incidental in most studies of the novel, a more nuanced picture of Soyin
ka’s feminism emerges. It is around Dehinwa, furthermore, that Soyinka’s barely noticed 
engagement with courtly love, and romantic relationships more generally, lies in the 
context of modern African relationships. Soyinka’s rebuff of courtly love, and how it 
has come through European literary and cultural history globally to define romantic 
love, is given material presence by a heart-shaped wardrobe that is inspirited by a satiri
cally presented knight. The set of allusions to courtly love and chivalric romance motifs, 
though prominent, has not been noticed at all in analyses of the novel, where only the 
narrative parallels with James Joyce’s Ulysses have been identified in an extended study 
by Ben Obumselu. It is to this heart-shaped wardrobe, and how it overdetermines the 
relationship of the characters Dehinwa and Sagoe, one of the interpreter figures, that 
this essay now turns.

It is surprising that Dehinwa is almost completely overlooked in studies of the novel, 
except as a model of the ‘career girl’ of the 1960s in Nigeria (Obumselu). The romantic 
relationship between Dehinwa and Sagoe seems to be the ‘centrepiece’ intimate relation
ship, rather than the relationships of the other interpreter figures presented in the novel. 
It is the relationship, furthermore, in respect of which Soyinka’s combative engagement 
with imported ideals of love emerges. At the centre of this relationship, intriguingly, 
one finds a wardrobe which the narrative treats with contempt for embodying a particular 
paradigm of love. This wardrobe, by a series of networked allusions, which seems intui
tively shaped by Soyinka’s animist materialist perception of the world, comes to stand 
in for courtly love and its legacy in romantic love of eighteenth-century Europe, with 
all their related formalities and trivialized courtesies that the novel implies are foisted 
by cultural colonialism on the wholly duped indigenous newly ‘independent’ elite.

The novel foregrounds the relationship of Dehinwa and Sagoe by giving it prominence 
at the outset. A scene played out between Dehinwa and Sagoe forms the memorable, 
much analyzed opening of the novel. The group of friends is at a Lagos nightclub 
where the drunken Sagoe, whose head is in Dehinwa’s lap, exclaims, ‘Metal on concrete 
jars my drink lobes’, when iron tables, hastily shifted in the downpour that floods the Club 
Cambana, screech across the floor (7). Dehinwa leaps up, leaving Sagoe’s head ‘dangled in 
the void’ (7). To this unexpected disturbance of equilibrium, Sagoe responds: ‘You are a 
born hangwoman, leaping up like that. It could snap a gorilla’s neck’ (7). To this 
Dehinwa sharply retorts, ‘I had to think of my hair’ – she clearly did not want to be 
soaked in the rainwater pouring down from the leaking roof (7). Later, however, when 
Sagoe shivers from a cold he may have caught the previous day, Dehinwa is described 
as being ‘angrily protective’, an attitude we see repeated across the narrative in response 
to Sagoe’s irresponsibility (15). Dehinwa’s concern here betrays her deep and loyal 
affection for Sagoe, which sees beyond Sagoe’s often childish self-absorption. The 
opening exchange between Dehinwa and Sagoe makes clear the relationship of care 
and trust between the couple, which is not threatened by the independence, strength 
of character and caustic wit of each of the partners. And one needs to make clear that 
Dehinwa is able to give as good as she gets in the couple’s repartee. This exchange 
sets the tone for their relationship, where, throughout, we see that the brusqueness of 
their banter is undergirded by their fundamental fidelity to each other. When the 
group of friends leaves the nightclub, Sagoe is unable to drive since he is too drunk, 
and he asks Dehinwa to take him to the beach because he needs some ‘salt wind’ to 
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‘clear [his] head’ (32). In part, Sagoe’s dejection is caused by the passing of Sir Derinola, the 
chairman of the board of the Independent Viewpoint newspaper, where Sagoe is a journal
ist. (Sir Derinola, as we shall see, is closely connected to Soyinka’s critique of the particular 
paradigm of love that is a legacy of colonial culture.) The drive to the beach seems merely, 
however, to be a ruse for Sagoe to cajole Dehinwa into allowing him to sleep at her home, 
something she has never before permitted. Sagoe cannot go back to his own home since 
he has offered his flat as a pad at which the other friends ‘crash’ for the night. Because he 
is entirely incapacitated, Dehinwa gives in to Sagoe’s wheedling, and takes him to her flat.

Here Dehinwa finds that her mother and aunt have unexpectedly come to visit, con
cerned about rumours that she has taken up with a Hausa man from the north. Dehinwa 
manages to get Sagoe, who has virtually passed out, to her bedroom, after which she tact
fully deals with the relations, taking them to the bus stop to return to their village before 
getting ready for work. When Sagoe emerges from his drunken stupor the morning after, 
the first thing he notices is the wardrobe in the bedroom. Sagoe is unreasonably fixated 
upon the wardrobe, as Dehinwa hurriedly dresses for work. He repeatedly asks her 
whether she actually bought the ‘hideous thing’, since she could surely not have come 
to possess something as horrible unless it had been forced upon her (61). When the cup
board door accidentally scrapes his arm, Dehinwa is ‘astonished by the vehemence of his 
recoil’, making it apparent how visceral Sagoe’s response to the wardrobe is (62). He is 
especially offended by the handles on the doors, which he describes as ‘petrified flowers’ 
(63). When Dehinwa leaves for her office job, he has the opportunity, without distraction, 
to contemplate the offending piece of furniture: 

The obsessing furniture was heart-shaped. Cheap wood overlaid with varnish which looked 
perpetually running. And the top was clever. The heart completed its normal apex curve cei
lingwards but when the doors were opened, they revealed a flat top which stored suitcases 
and hatboxes. There was a hatbox on it that morning, and he swung his concentration from 
his sweaty head onto the hatbox. It brought relief. Curiously the hatbox made him think of Sir 
Someone and his brows knotted as he tried to remember him. (63)

Despite his hangover, Sagoe finally remembers who the hatbox reminded him of: ‘Aha, Sir 
Derinola, that was his chairman’s name. He turned his head sideways at the hatbox and 
winked at it. Sir Derinola, of course, that is who you are’ (64). The spirit of Sir Derinola that 
Sagoe intuits then transforms into a phantasm that emerges from the heart-shaped ward
robe, when the door swings open: ‘The wind and the weight of Dehinwa’s dressing-gown 
won in the end. The hat-box stayed in place but the wardrobe door pressed outwards, 
very very slowly, and the good knight himself came out, naked except for a pair of Dehin
wa’s brassieres over his chest. Sagoe suddenly felt prudish and he outbawled the rain’ 
(64). The heart-shaped wardrobe has generally escaped the attention of critics except 
for David Maugham-Brown, who interprets the novel’s critique of postcolonial Nigeria 
as being a critique mainly of bad taste. The five young male interpreters represent for 
Maugham-Brown an elitist cult of sensibility whose supercilious attitude ‘becomes a sub
stitute for any serious analysis of either literature or society’ (61). For Maugham-Brown, 
thus, Sagoe’s disgust at Dehinwa’s wardrobe is disparagement of her bad taste, reflective 
of the bad taste of the aspirant, consumerist, local privileged classes. But this essay argues 
that it is significantly more than a question of bad taste, since, through the wardrobe, 
Soyinka appears to be levelling a different and equally important critique.
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The heart-shaped cupboard, we see, is a living thing, quickened by the objectionable 
spirit of Sir Derinola. For Sagoe, horror at this recognition has the paradoxical effect of 
‘partially paralys[ing]’ what he refers to as his drink lobes (63). The fact that the description 
of the cupboard moves beyond comment merely on its vulgarity and instead invests the 
wardrobe with an animating spirit of obnoxiousness, suggests that there is much more at 
stake than just criticism of bad taste. Garuba’s influential essay ‘Explorations in Animist 
Materialism’ identifies Sagoe’s opening line in the novel, ‘Metal on concrete jars my 
drink lobes’, with what he terms ‘animist materialism’, an intuitive African ‘habit of 
giving concrete dimension to abstract ideas’ which is a ‘normal practice within [Nigerian] 
culture’ (273). The example Garuba uses from Soyinka’s novel plays on ‘concrete’ literally 
and figuratively, but the practice to which he refers is one where abstractions are given 
physical reality. Where in a non-animist context Sagoe might have said that the screech
ing of metal on concrete creates discomfort, the animist consciousness locates discomfort 
in the anatomical materiality of ‘drink lobes’.

Sagoe’s inspiriting of the cupboard extends the materialism of his outlook to how this 
material object embodies ideas of courtly love and, through courtly love, a scurrilous 
rejection of romantic love as a defining colonial paradigm dictating African intimate 
relationships. The courtly love ‘framing’ of the heart-shaped wardrobe is apparent from 
the allusions that surround it. When Sagoe tries to persuade Dehinwa to take him 
home with her after the visit to the nightclub, he jocularly says to her, ‘To thine tent, O 
Damsel’, conjuring chivalric romance (34). Sagoe later in the novel also refers to her as 
‘Her Touchy Highness Dehinwa’, again summoning visions of European medieval 
romance (110). The novel furthermore ridicules the pretentiousness of the alienated 
Nigerian elite, who unreflectingly adopt British monarchical pomp and ceremony, insist
ing that women wear white gloves to be ‘presented’ at stuffy formal functions. At one of 
these gatherings, Sagoe says with ‘mock disgust’, alluding to Arthurian romance, that, 
‘This place is crawling with Sir Galahads’ (146). There are similar associations with chivalric 
romance in the representation of Sir Derinola. Sir Derinola actually is a knight, Sagoe 
having seen ‘news photographs of Sir Derinola in a top-hat, taken when he strolled 
through St James’s Park to receive his knighthood from the Queen’ (64). The references 
to Sir Derinola as a knight, however, are by far in excess of the necessary acknowledge
ment of his title, prodding the narrative into farce or pantomime. Sir Derinola is the chair
man of a board that gathers around an oval table in their boardroom, making them the 
‘knights of the oval table’ in a postcolonial distortion of King Arthur and his Knights of the 
Round Table (77). That Sir Derinola is the spirit of the heart-shaped wardrobe becomes 
even clearer when it becomes apparent that the varnish with which the cupboard runs, 
in fact, is the ‘rancid oil’ Sir Derinola uses to lubricate his ‘harmattan scabby’ skin (64). 
The association between the heart-shaped wardrobe, alluding to courtly love, and Sir 
Derinola, fully develops the implied critique of the European courtly-romantic love 
complex as a model for love in Africa.

In the same way that Sir Derinola comes to represent the potential of postcolonial 
Africa gone horribly wrong, the heart-shaped cupboard represents the possibility that 
intimate relationships, dictated by colonial codes of love, would be equally corrupted. 
When Sagoe joins the Independent Viewpoint, he learns that Derinola was a respected 
judge before he sold out to the politicians. When he is interviewed for a job at the news
paper, he is visited by one of the other board members for a bribe to guarantee he gets 
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the job. Derinola forever lowers himself in Sagoe’s standing when he is discovered hiding 
behind a pillar in the hotel, in eager anticipation of Sagoe’s acceptance of the corrupt 
terms of his appointment. He is even further disenchanted when he learns that a tacit 
agreement exists between the board of the newspaper and powerful figures in business 
and government, which determines what news gets published. The title of the newspa
per, the Independent Viewpoint, is thus shown to be sadly ironic since the newspaper 
and its chairman have completely sold out. The overlay of colonial social and business 
codes on postcolonial Africa is thus shown to produce a travesty.

By implication, the imposition of colonial codes of love, largely informed by courtly 
notions of chivalry and gender-specific roles and performance, onto African intimate 
relationships would produce a similar mockery. One is reminded here of the Progress of 
Love, an African art exhibition that developed out of a collaboration of The Menil Collec
tion in Houston, the Centre for Contemporary Art in Lagos, and the Pulitzer Foundation 
for the Arts in St Louis. The exhibition takes its name from the title of a cycle of paintings 
by Jean-Honoré Fragonard (1732—1806). The title of Fragonard’s cycle refers to conven
tions of courtship from the first encounter to the final union of lovers. The highly ornate, 
baroque style of the paintings, and the European imperial moment they represent, is sent 
up by Nigerian artist Yinka Shonibare in his installation, ‘The Swing’, alluding to Frago
nard’s painting of the same name. In Fragonard’s painting, a young woman in flouncy 
dress swings alluringly and capriciously in an ornamental garden, tossing off her shoe 
at an infatuated man who peers up her skirts. In Shonibare’s installation, which parodies 
Fragonard, a headless black mannequin in a billowing Ankara gown swings in a garden of 
artificial flowers. The swing on which she is perched is suspended from a pergola with 
creepers, forming ominous clouds above her, and the ropes seem only precariously to 
suspend the seat. As Kristina Van Dyke, one of the curators of the exhibition, observes, 
Shonibare 

calls attention to the ways in which global economic forces participated in emerging Euro
pean notions of romantic, heterosexual, couple-centered love. In pointing to the ways in 
which Africa and other parts of what are now considered the developing world were 
implicitly present in these formations, Shonibare asserts that notions of love are, and have 
long been, relative. While culturally specific, they do not develop in isolation but rather are 
shaped by various contingencies, local and global. (16)

Soyinka’s twentieth-century engagement of love on these terms predates Shonibare’s 
ironic twenty-first-century treatment. The flowery handle of the cupboard door recollects 
the ornamentation of the baroque and rococo styles of eighteenth-century Europe and 
the gardens that were often the locus of representations of romantic love, as depicted 
in Fragonard’s painting. Much like Shonibare, Soyinka levels criticism at an idea of love 
that dissembles the context and history of its origin and development, and projects 
itself as universal.

The relationship between Dehinwa and Sagoe is a counterpoint to the archetypes of 
courtly love that, by the eighteenth century, morph into the paradigm of romantic love 
that dominates global culture today. This is the relationship in which the novel invests 
the most, unlike the relationships of some of the other interpreters that seem to serve 
different roles. For example, Egbo’s fascination with the beautiful courtesan Simi, and 
his liaison with an unnamed young student who falls pregnant, are intimacies more 
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about sexual discovery than love. Sekoni’s cross-religious love and marriage are just inci
dentally referred to in a few lines. Despite modernist fragmentation of time, a linear nar
rative about Dehinwa and Sagoe’s relationship may be traced, going back to when they 
were childhood sweethearts at Sunday school. In the novel’s present, Sagoe is encoun
tered in the novel more often with Dehinwa than not. In all significant scenes in the 
novel, of which there are many, Sagoe is accompanied by Dehinwa. They are together 
at the nightclub, then at the beach and Dehinwa’s apartment, and in the crucial church 
service scene, which accords with satirical treatment in Soyinka’s other works also. 
Sagoe and Dehinwa are also together at the recital where Joe Golder performs, the 
scene with which the novel closes.

If one considers the relationship between Dehinwa and Sagoe carefully, it emerges that 
what is presented is a reconfigured romance plot that, nonetheless, ends with the 
happily-ever-after of marriage. Where the conventional romance begins with an encoun
ter, we find, instead, that Dehinwa and Sagoe have known each other since childhood. 
Furthermore, the texture of their relationship remains the same throughout. One does 
not see a revelation or an unblinding where longtime friends suddenly realize they 
could be lovers. Neither do the pair encounter the obstacles that De Rougemont identifies 
as the sublimated death wish of European passionate love. Dehinwa and Sagoe face no 
obstructions to their love whatsoever, neither individual nor social. Even the boundary- 
breaking, transgressive force that the irrationality of love is supposed to engender is 
missing in their case since Dehinwa and Sagoe share the same ethnicity, culture and 
outlook.2 By the end of the novel, while the fate of all the other characters is deliberately 
left open, Dehinwa and Sagoe are united in love and intended marriage, as conveyed in 
the closing recital scene. But even the announcement of the marriage is marked by the 
sarcasm of Sagoe’s attitude to Dehinwa, evident throughout. Sagoe, in a humorous 
exchange with his friends, reveals that ‘one drunken day I foolishly promised that 
woman that when we get married I will burn my Book of Enlightenment’, referring to 
his parodic personal philosophical manifesto (240). When Simi, the courtesan figure, 
asks, ‘Are you really getting married?’ Sagoe responds, ‘I am trapped … . Trapped and I 
love it’ (240).

The novel thus presents a love that is steadfast and true, but one that is determined not 
to pay homage to dominant conventions of romance. Sagoe emphatically avoids idolizing 
the beloved, a feature of courtly love, and eschews the saccharine sweetness and senti
mentality of romance as it has come to be expressed in Valentine’s Day consumer 
culture – red hearts and roses. Dehinwa is not the lady on the pedestal to Sagoe’s 
knight in shining armour. As already noted, their banter has a roughness about it that 
is quite deliberate and is evident in every scene where the two are presented together, 
going right back to the exchanges from their childhood. Soyinka thus seems to put 
forward a model of African heterosexual, monogamous postcolonial love that, like Euro
pean romantic love, is exclusive and enduring, but resolutely avoids the elements of chi
valry, courtesy and sentimentality linked with the colonial paradigm. This study proposes 
that Soyinka’s novel tacitly presents the outline of a postcolonial conception of eros that is 
alert to the universalizing claims over love of colonial culture and its imposition on such 
relationships of distinctive conventions and codes that may be inauthentic in colonized 
cultures. Soyinka’s amorous materialism, expressed through the inspirited heart-shaped 
wardrobe, potently alerts us to seek out other literary expressions of postcolonial love 
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that in different ways draw attention to alternative challenges and alternative con
ceptions of love in colonized worlds.

But the alternative understanding of love Soyinka presents also has its limitations. 
Because Soyinka’s model is largely a reactive writing against the imperial centre, whose 
energy is significantly drawn from the courtly-romantic love complex it critiques, it does 
not with sufficient care trace the finer details of the contours of local conceptions of 
love. In other words, because the representation is informed by resistance, rather than 
being positively informed by a loving attention to what local African expressions of love 
may entail, the postcolonial love relationship narrated runs the risk of undermining love.3

For this reason, the dominant and lasting impression of the love between Dehinwa and 
Sagoe, negatively overdetermined by the courtly-romantic model it critiques so vehe
mently, is one where Dehinwa comes dangerously close to being the victim of abuse 
rather than the recipient of love. As previously mentioned, the dialogue between Sagoe 
and Dehinwa is always bracing; however, there are points in the narrative where language 
becomes offensive through the trenchancy of its critique of colonial codes of romantic love. 
In the opening nightclub scene, Sagoe is drunk, but asks for another brandy to ‘shake the 
ague’ (19). Dehinwa objects: ‘No more no more. You are already drunk.’ Sagoe counters, ‘As 
the only woman in the party, you should efface yourself.’ Since the women presented in the 
novel are not submissive, and certainly Dehinwa is not shy and retiring, it is clear that this 
blatantly sexist utterance is ironic and rhetorical only, driven by the need to underscore how 
modern African romance determines its own tenor, uninfluenced by constricting colonial 
conventions of love. But the rhetorical intent is easily missed without awareness of the cri
tique of courtly love, making it dangerous.

Soyinka ventures into even more risky terrain in another sequence in Dehinwa’s 
bedroom the morning after the party. Dehinwa asks about a confidential work file she 
has been looking for. Sagoe admits that he found it, studied it for a potential story, 
and then hid it under a seat of her car. Dehinwa slams the wardrobe door in anger 
without consideration of his hangover. Sagoe reflects, ‘A woman like that … you have 
to beat them to death’ (67). Later, when she comes home from work and disturbs his 
sleep, he objects: ‘That bitch. That goddamn bitch. She had woken him up with that 
racket on the pans – deliberately, he was certain’ (104). The abusive tenor of the exchange 
escalates even further when Sagoe subsequently takes a bath. When he does not respond 
to Dehinwa’s calls, she fears he has passed out again and rushes to the bathroom where 
she cringes in embarrassment to see Sagoe naked. Sagoe is appalled at how a ‘civilized 
girl’ like Dehinwa could ‘have such a dangerous repression’ (105). Dehinwa’s retort 
leads Sagoe to say: ‘So? But you watch out. One of these days you are going to find 
you’ve gone too far, and then you’ll just get raped, girl. Raped in the good old-fashioned 
way’ (105). Although it is clear from Dehinwa’s replies to Sagoe throughout that she sees 
his remarks as mere masculine swashbuckling, nonetheless, in the context of worldwide 
ongoing gender-based abuse, Soyinka’s move here seems unnecessarily and unintention
ally risky.

Courtly love represents the major transformation in the European culture of personal 
relationships that informs romantic love of the eighteenth century, and continues to 
influence ideas about love, with variation, through colonization and the contemporary 
global mediascape. Soyinka’s The Interpreters challenges aspects of dominant paradigms 
of romantic love, most pointedly through his representation of a hideous, ornate heart- 
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shaped wardrobe, embodying a broader Yoruba and African animist materialism. Animist 
materialism sees the wardrobe inspirited by Sir Derinola, a figure lampooned as the spirit 
of postcolonial corruption. Sir Derinola and the heart-shaped wardrobe capture Soyinka’s 
critique of the courtly-romantic love complex that similarly influences and corrupts post
colonial intimate relationships through its valorization by colonial culture as a civiliza
tional ideal. The amorous materialism, represented by the heart-shaped wardrobe 
specifically, captures Soyinka’s critique and reflections on love relationships in postcolo
nial Africa.

Soyinka presents the relationship between Sagoe, one of the key interpreter figures in 
the novel, and his childhood sweetheart Dehinwa, as a corrective to the paradigm of the 
courtly-romantic love complex, which is treated as sentimental, ridiculous, corrupt and cor
rupting. The relationship of Sagoe and Dehinwa, by contrast, is presented as an alternative 
paradigm of love, a paradigm of African postcolonial love, that is more persuasive in its time 
and place. The relationship, like romantic love, is marked by loyalty, is enduring and is exclu
sive, but the critique of courtly love pushes the narrative into exchanges between the 
couple where toxic masculine attitudes, although flippantly presented, nonetheless risk 
pushing Soyinka’s important challenge to the cultural specificities of models of love into 
the dangerous zone of woman-abuse. Unlike Shonibare’s installation that speaks more evo
catively to the mutual imbrication of Africa in Europe and Europe in Africa in respect of 
ideas of courtly-romantic love as a consequence of colonization, imperialism and globaliza
tion, Soyinka’s response presents an idiosyncratic model of postcolonial love that worry
ingly verges on denigration of and violence against women.

Notes

1. In the relationship between Simi and Egbo, which Ikenna Dieke characterizes as the central 
relationship where Soyinka’s commitment to the ‘ascendency of women’ is evident, the roles 
of the lover and beloved are a Yoruba-inflected variation of the lady and the troubadour of 
courtly love. It is a sovereign figure, a goddess, that informs the female beloved in both 
courtly love and in Soyinka’s tableau relationship that forms a kind of modern Yoruba 
myth of love. Yet, where the lady in the courtly love relationship is etherealized and the 
relationship itself is spiritualized, in Soyinka’s myth, ‘vulgar sex’, as Paz presents it in the 
context of courtly love, and procreation are transfigured by Soyinka so that sex and procrea
tion become the animating, mystical heart of African heterosexual relationships. As Dieke elo
quently suggests: 

In The Interpreters, Simi is clearly the ascendant female. She is the goddess of serenity; 
Simi the Queen Bee, with the skin of light pastel earth, Kano soil from the air (p. 51). Her 
sex life, like Joyce’s Molly Bloom’s, if interpreted in a larger sense as partaking of the 
dualistic nature of mother-figure, assumes a significance far beyond earthiness. As a 
creative principle, Simi inspires poets, in acts of spontaneous homage, to burst forth 
in songs (p. 51). (20–21)

The relationship between Simi and Egbo, however, is a relationship so portentously mytho
logical that it seems almost frozen in time, deflecting attention in the context of the consider
ation of love in modern African relationships to the relationship between Dehinwa and 
Sagoe, a main male character.

2. Dehinwa’s family’s fears that she is seeing a ‘Gambari’, a derogatory name for a Hausa person 
from the north, prove totally unfounded since she and Sagoe have the same cultural back
ground (37).
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3. For an alternative presentation of postcolonial love in the Nigerian context, see Ben Okri’s 
Dangerous Love, where the love relationship is presented as a corrective both to postcolonial 
national and patriarchal violence.
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