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            12 Transition 100 A Conversation with Chinua Achebe on the ﬁftieth anniversary of Things Fall Apart David Chioni Moore and Analee Heath ON FRIDAY, APRIL 25, 2008, David Chioni Moore and Analee Heath inter- viewed Professor Chinua Achebe at his home on the Bard College campus in Annandale-on-Hudson, New York. Moore and Heath brought with them a score of editions of Things Fall Apart, representing the ﬁfty-year publishing history of the novel. • • • David Chioni Moore (DCM): Thank you so much for hosting us and granting this interview for Transition. It is an honor to speak with you. Analee Heath (AH): Lately there has been much fresh thinking on the notion of world literature, holding that it is not a timeless shelf of Western books, but instead something of a social and cultural system, in which books enter in all manner of ways into the canon. The ﬁftieth anniversary of Things Fall Apart is important here because, as you know, your novel was not viewed as a world literary classic for many decades. So we have brought with us over twenty, mostly U.S., editions of your book published between 1958 and 2008. The cover art, paper quality, blurbs, and more vary widely, and imagine different purposes and audiences for your book. We’d like to take you on a tour of these editions and to explore your reactions. Chinua Achebe (CA): I have to apologize that I don’t have a collection of the books here myself. This has been a chaotic year, and, in fact, my life has been chaotic for quite some time. I came to this house straight from hospital in London, after my spinal injury. I haven’t been living at home for ﬁfteen or sixteen years. By “home,” I mean Nigeria, where my books would be. DCM: Your personal library is still in Nigeria? CA: Yes, except what the Harvard libraries have taken off me since I’ve been here. They are keeping some copies of the book, plus various papers and letters, but I don’t think they are interested in the editions of the book. DCM: Do you or Harvard have the handwritten ﬁrst copy of Things Fall Apart? CA: No. It has disappeared. 
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12 Transition 100
 A Conversation with Chinua Achebe
 on the fiftieth anniversary of Things Fall Apart
 David Chioni Moore and Analee Heath
 On Friday, april 25, 2008, David Chioni Moore and Analee Heath inter-viewed Professor Chinua Achebe at his home on the Bard College campus in Annandale-on-Hudson, New York. Moore and Heath brought with them a score of editions of Things Fall Apart, representing the fifty-year publishing history of the novel.
 •  •  •
 David Chioni Moore (DCM): Thank you so much for hosting us and granting this interview for Transition. It is an honor to speak with you.
 Analee Heath (AH): Lately there has been much fresh thinking on the notion of world literature, holding that it is not a timeless shelf of Western books, but instead something of a social and cultural system, in which books enter in all manner of ways into the canon. The fiftieth anniversary of Things Fall Apart is important here because, as you know, your novel was not viewed as a world literary classic for many decades. So we have brought with us over twenty, mostly U.S., editions of your book published between 1958 and 2008. The cover art, paper quality, blurbs, and more vary widely, and imagine different purposes and audiences for your book. We’d like to take you on a tour of these editions and to explore your reactions. Chinua Achebe (CA): I have to apologize that I don’t have a collection of the books here myself. This has been a chaotic year, and, in fact, my life has been chaotic for quite some time. I came to this house straight from hospital in London, after my spinal injury. I haven’t been living at home for fifteen or sixteen years. By “home,” I mean Nigeria, where my books would be.
 DCM: Your personal library is still in Nigeria?CA: Yes, except what the Harvard libraries have taken off me since I’ve been here. They are keeping some copies of the book, plus various papers and letters, but I don’t think they are interested in the editions of the book.
 DCM: Do you or Harvard have the handwritten first copy of Things Fall Apart? CA: No. It has disappeared.
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Moore and Heath • A Conversation with Chinua Achebe 13
 DCM: It would be somewhat of a holy grail.CA: Yes, I know.
 AH: Shall we take a look at the first published edition of Things Fall Apart? It is here with the green cover: a 1958 Heinemann hardcover out of London. CA: I recognize this. That is the very first.
 DCM: Were you consulted on the cover?CA: No. I was in Nigeria, and they were in London. I had no idea what they were doing. I saw the proofs of the text in the final stages, but the cover was entirely their idea.
 DCM: What do you think of it?CA: Well, you know, it’s strange. I would not say this now, but when I first saw it I felt it was striking. As a matter of fact, I’m not sure I have ever influenced any cover of any of my books. Publishers have their own sense of what and how they want to sell. I come in not as a buyer, but as somebody else, and I would not have any violent quarrels with them.
 DCM: You would never object strenuously to any of the representations?CA: Not to the ones I’ve seen. Still, I have a general sense that we, African writers, have been presented as oddities. But, in 1958, the excitement of seeing
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 the first book of mine actually arrive as a book was more powerful than any reservations I might have had. Now, as I look at it, I might have said some-thing about the black man standing here on the cover. That’s not how he would have been standing. I am speaking of his posture, and his dress, or the lack of it. His posture is interesting, but it’s different from . . . . You see, my father was a convert—an evangelist teaching—so he would be one of the people in that situation, and that’s not how he would have looked.
 AH: Are you familiar with the cover artist, C. W. Bacon?CA: No.
 DCM: Let’s look at the back cover of the dust jacket, which lists seven “Recent first novels published by Heinemann.” Do you recognize any of the names of the authors? They are E. S. Willards, Wilfrid Noyce, Dave Wallis, Fred Hoyle, Peter Wingate, John Lincoln, and Margaret Dick. CA: They may be very important writers, but I don’t recollect any of these names—it was fifty years ago. Apparently my novel was published because Heinemann received a one-sentence manuscript report from a professor of anthropology at London University. It’s famous in Heinemann—they used to quote it—“the best first novel I have read since the war.” So Heinemann published it.
 AH: Shall we take a look at the first U.S. edition, which was published the next year, in 1959? The cover goes from Heinemann’s vibrant green print to an austere black cover with a white and orange African mask. It is from the New York house McDowell, Obolensky. Do you recall how they acquired the text? CA: Well, Heinemann told me that Ivan Obolensky got in touch. I remem-ber visiting a man I took to be Obolensky in New York when I came to the U.S. on a fellowship. He seemed to me like an eccentric person. He was handling many things at the same time, making calls and answering phones and saying things like “Oh yes, when did she die? Oh, I’m sorry,” and then he would move on to something else, while he was speaking to me. And he didn’t last. His letters always introduced someone different as his number two. He would say a crackerjack editor was taking over, so I was better off. Then, a few months later, the same thing would happen again.
 DCM: Obolensky left publishing to become an investment banker. He was a very wealthy man.CA: He looked very wealthy. It was a very strange situation for me. Then Ivan Obolensky vanished. He simply left without leaving any address, which is probably the reason why the first U.S. edition had two different publish-ers: McDowell, Obolensky, and then Astor-Honor, which apparently bought the rights from Obolensky, who lost interest in linking up with me in any way. I actually paid Ivan Obolensky a visit, which in retrospect seemed like
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Moore and Heath • A Conversation with Chinua Achebe 15
 a very dangerous thing for me to do. It took me down rather dingy paths in New York, to a room which—I don’t remember exactly how it looked, but there were hardly any books. He was quite hostile, and made that clear to me in many ways. He wasn’t friendly with me at all. The message was almost “I have nothing to do with you—I have got the rights.”
 DCM: In 1961, Obolensky hired a fellow, John Ledes, to run his firm’s operations, and then sold it to Ledes in 1965, at which point Ledes changed the firm’s name to Astor-Honor, a firm which still exists. Did you have any connection with Astor-Honor?CA: No, it’s just a name.
 DCM: What do you think of the black cover image of the McDowell, Obolensky first U.S. edition?CA: Well, it is quite interesting . . . [long pause]
 DCM: The mask appears to be authentic. Is it a Nigerian mask, as best you can tell?CA: Well, there are millions of masks in Nigeria. It could be.
 AH: A few pages into the book, was it your initiative to place the excerpted lines from the Yeats poem in the initial Heinemann edition? These lines, the source of the famous “things fall apart” reference, have been in almost every edition of the book since 1958, but they weren’t in this early U.S. copy. Did you have any input or control over that?
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 CA: I may have noticed its absence at that time, and now that I am seeing it again, that absence should have made a stronger impact, because the title drawn from Yeats was my own choice.
 DCM: Let’s look now at the back cover of this first U.S. edition, which has, like the British first edition, a list of “Some Recent Fiction from McDowell, Obolensky.” The authors now are James Agee, Brainard Cheney, Charles Criswell, J. P. Donleavy, Marianne Hauser, Andrew Lytle, Robie Macauley, Robert Phelps, and Helga Sandburg. What do these names mean to you? CA: McDowell, Obolensky had a stronger list than Heinemann at that time. There are a couple of names I recognize here, such as James Agee and J. P. Donleavy. But not the others. After a short while, the U.S. edition seemed to “take over” the U.K. edition. There seemed to be more going on in the very short time that Obolensky was around: more energy and more excite-ment. The Heinemann people seemed to me very quiet about the book. They were actually thinking of ending the title after the first print run of 2,000.
 DCM: Well, they would have stopped about 29 million short.CA: [laughter] It was apparently a close thing. The Heinemann managing director, Alan Hill—who became a very good friend as well as publisher—made the case for the paperback edition. In those days there were no paperbacks. People do not remember now, but, in those days, outside of Penguin, there were hardly any paperback editions of any book. Books were either hard-cover or did not exist at all. In later years, my publisher told me, Nigeria took a large portion of the printed copies of my book—many more than the U.K.
 DCM: I want to draw your attention to the subtitle on the front cover of the early U.S. editions—both the hard-cover McDowell, Obolensky and its successor, the nearly identical soft-cover Astor-Honor: Things Fall Apart—The Story of a Strong Man. That subtitle struck us as interesting and also culturally neutral. What is your own view?CA: Well, yes, it is true, it is the story of a strong man. This subtitle is much better than the questionable depiction of strangeness on the 1958 Heinemann cover. That Heinemann image is striking, but it is also strange.
 DCM: Would you say the 1958 Heinemann cover is racist?CA: I wouldn’t go that far. But, I think there’s a little bit of . . . . It is exoticized, and there is also a lack of respect between the white and the black person on that cover. They are not on the same level. It’s not neutral. This American cover is more neutral. I’ll take neutral.
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Moore and Heath • A Conversation with Chinua Achebe 17
 DCM: While we are on the subject of questionable book covers, let’s now look at this good-sized Astor-Honor paperback from the mid-1960s—the first U.S. soft-cover edition. The front replicates the 1959 U.S. hardback, but now the back features a blurb from Selden Rodman’s February 22, 1959, Sunday New York Times review. Were you aware of that Times review when it came out? And did you have contact with Rodman, who reviewed a variety of African fiction for the Times in those years? Let me read the extract that appeared on the back of that first American paperback:
 Things Fall Apart takes its place with that small company of sensi-tive books that describe primitive society from the inside. In a few years there can be no more. Then these books will become a rich storehouse for the future, full of nostalgia, and (perhaps) a never-to-be-recaptured truth. —New York Times
 CA: Yes, I recall that review and the blurb. It was typical in the sense that it includes words like primitive, which I always notice and object to, some-times silently. But, otherwise, the quotation is well written and flowing, and it notes the nostalgia that the novel conveys. But one doesn’t quite know where to stand . . . if in a short while it will all be carried away, never to be remembered. . . . It is difficult.
 DCM: Rodman’s notion of a society perhaps permanently losing its former bearings is true to the text, is it not? Or perhaps disappearing, preserved only through the works of creative artists? CA: I think it is. But one doesn’t want to be the subject of that regretful kind of thinking. I didn’t feel very enthusiastic that what I was doing is soon going to be a thing of the past. Because I have always thought of the con-tinuation or the continuity of my story and that, even if new cultural forms come up, they will stand beside older forms. But that’s not an issue we can fight—it’s just there. It makes one a little solemn . . .
 AH: Moving back to the U.S. scene in 1959, I should note that we discovered the first instance of your name in the New York Times. Interestingly, they initially misidentified your gender. You appeared in a small January 16 column announcing forthcoming books in the Times Book Review, five weeks before Rodman’s actual review. The short announcement of your book concludes as follows: “The story tells of the arrival of missionaries and how their religion and way of life conflict with the customs, religion, and social and ethical values of the tribesmen. Miss Achebe, who is twenty-eight years old, is a Nigerian.”
 All: [laughter]
 DCM: Miss Achebe.CA: Ah, yes.
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 AH: What do you make of it?CA: Well, I would have been mad, but I never saw it [laughs]. I didn’t notice this—I didn’t know about this—I don’t think I saw this New York Times. But that is not the only time I’ve been labeled a female. I think it’s probably from the assumption in some languages, for example the Slavic and Romance languages, that if a name ends with a, the person is female and if it ends with o the person will be male. That’s fairly consistent. But I don’t think I like seeing myself being called “Miss.”
 DCM: On that “miss”-identification front, it’s worth pointing to my own middle name, Chioni. Some people expect me to look quite different than I am, thinking my ancestors are from eastern Nigeria, rather than, in actuality, Italy. Would Chioni mean something in Igbo?CA: Chioni? It could be Igbo. It has the key unit, the chi, which you’ll find in practically everybody’s name. It means creator. Chioni is pretty close—that is interesting.
 AH: Let’s turn now to the first Heinemann African Writers Series edition, from Britain in 1963. This is the first edition that has your face on the cover—here on the back. The production quality of this book is quite good. Even though it’s a paperback, the paper is still supple after forty-five years; it is sewn in signatures rather than glued, and it has held up quite nicely. What is your reaction to that cover, relative to the others?
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Moore and Heath • A Conversation with Chinua Achebe 19
 CA: Well, this cover is different again. I wonder whether the artist is someone I know. Who drew it?
 AH: The illustrations inside the book are by Dennis Carabine. But it is not clear who did the cover art, since the style is different from the drawings inside. CA: I do not know Dennis Carabine, but the cover illustration looks like a Dennis Duerden to me.
 DCM: Dennis Duerden, the fellow who ran the Transcription Centre in London throughout the 1960s? He was an important figure in the first generation of modern African literature—an important radio producer, host to visiting writers, and much more.CA: Yes. And he was an illustrator, too, and did quite a few of the covers for the African Writers Series. In fact, you can see his initials, DGD, in the lower left hand of this cover.
 DCM: Now the blurb on the back of this first African Writers Series edition is from the British critic Angus Wilson, writing in the Observer. It reads thus:
 The story is the tragedy of Okonkwo, an important man in the Obi tribe in the days when white men were first appearing on the scene . . . . Mr. Achebe’s very simple but excellent novel tells of the series of events by which Okonkwo through his pride and his fears becomes exiled from his tribe and returns only to be forced into the ignominy of suicide to escape the results of his rash cour-age against the white man . . . . He handles the macabre with telling restraint and the pathetic without any false embarrassment.
 —Angus Wilson, The Observer
 CA: I like that, except the Obi for Ibo. That error stuck to the book for quite a while.
 AH: How did that happen?CA: Well, I think perhaps careless editorial work, or someone who just didn’t know. And that error persisted. You sometimes even see it running through to this day. It’s not conspicuous, and unless you know the language, it might not strike you as an error.
 DCM: I have been working with your book for twenty years and never even noticed. If I ever did notice, I might have thought it the name for some smaller group in eastern Nigeria.CA: Now, the story of the reissue of my book in the African Writers Series is connected to Alan Hill, who was a senior editor with Heinemann. They were about to shut down the book, but Alan Hill insisted that it be released
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 in paperback. As we got more and more excited about the prospect of a paperback release, Alan Hill took over. He had the definite point of view that where Things Fall Apart came from there must be much else. He was in charge of the educational side of Heinemann, and changed their thinking on the matter, founding the African Writers Series as a result. From his London base, he began to travel. He made his first journey to Africa in 1959: Ghana, Nigeria, South Africa, the two Rhodesias, and then Kenya. At that time, there were three or four publishers active in West Africa, such as Oxford University Press and Longman, but they only wanted to bring books to Africa, not to cultivate African writers. But, in fact, there were people who were waiting to write . . .
 DCM: The Langston Hughes archives at Yale bear this out. In the 1950s, when he was assembling An African Treasury and Poems from Black Africa, Hughes received let-ters from hundreds of aspiring African writers. AH: Let’s turn now to this small Fawcett Premier paperback of the late 1960s, perhaps 1968. It’s interesting in so many ways. The cover sketch offers a fresh presentation, and the mini-blurb at the top calls the book “A classic of modern African literature”—which implies that there already is a great deal of modern African literature, from which one can identify a classic. Below the title is a terrifi-cally laudatory and extremely broad blurb:
 Chinua Achebe is, quite simply, one of the best novelists now alive.—Harvey Swados
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Moore and Heath • A Conversation with Chinua Achebe 21
 Did you know Harvey Swados?CA: Yes, I knew him. He was a creative writer who had in fact come to Nigeria during the Nigerian Civil War. He then invited me to the University of Massachusetts at Amherst in 1972, where he was on the faculty. We had just finished the war, and I was exhausted, so I took the invitation. But Swados died that very year of an aneurysm. But yes, you are right, this whole cover offers a very different atmosphere. I can see what the intention is: to accord more respect to Okonkwo.
 DCM: Shall we look at the back cover? On the first African Writers Series paper-back that we looked at a moment ago, you had a serious photo in an open-collar Western shirt. But here, five years later, your photo shows you smiling, smoking a cigarette, and wearing shades! The 1959 New York Times blurb about “primitive society from the inside” and “a never-to-be-recaptured truth” persists. But, interest-ingly, the publisher’s text here calls Things Fall Apart “successful as social document.” Even more interestingly, it declares that the novel is “set in an Ibo village in what is now Biafra.” CA: It’s important that you mention Biafra. That was how I met Swados in the first place. There was a lot of interest and support for the struggle of Biafra in this country, especially in colleges. A number of writers, among them Swados, came from the U.S. There were five of them in a group who came to see the situation—especially for writers—in Biafra. Because I was then working in Biafra, we acted as hosts.
 DCM: So your publisher reflected that location in the text on the back. The actual date of this edition is not clear, but, of course, given the word Biafra, it must have been about 1969 or 1970. Did you have any control or even knowledge of that edition or that blurb? CA: No. I think I saw it when I came here to teach at UMass. I certainly remember it.
 DCM: Do you know how the text was acquired from Astor-Honor by Fawcett?CA: No, I do not. But isn’t there another edition by Fawcett?
 DCM: Yes, we’ve got those for you, but I did want to ask, about that first Fawcett Premier author photograph: do you still smoke? CA: [laughter] No, not anymore. I was not a big smoker. You can see it was just for show.
 DCM: Do you remember posing for that photograph? CA: I’ve seen this photograph many times. It’s the kind of thing people won’t let go [laughter].
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 AH: Would you like them to let it go?CA: No, I don’t mind. But smoking somehow for me doesn’t seem possible anymore. I can’t understand how, because of what we know, it is still around. But at that time it was a different story. We had no idea what we were doing to ourselves.
 DCM: Can we stay with this late-1960s “Biafra” edition for a minute longer? This edition is the first one that we have in which the glossary of Igbo words appears. This has occasioned much comment over time. On the verso of the title page, Fawcett thanks Heinemann Educational Books, Ltd., for permission to reprint it—so the glos-sary must have first appeared sometime between 1963 and 1969, in a Heinemann edition we do not possess. The text notes that it was prepared by Aigboje Higo. CA: He was the manager of Heinemann Nigeria, Limited. Once Heinemann got into the swing of African literature, they really developed many new directions, including having a branch of Heinemann in Nigeria, and another one in Kenya, and later on in South Africa. So Aigboje Higo was the man running Heinemann in Nigeria. He later became chairman of the firm when it became all Nigerian.
 DCM: And Igbo was his mother tongue? CA: No, he is from one of the smaller ethnic groups between the Igbos and the Yoruba.
 DCM: He had the Igbo language just from general social contact?CA: Well, it’s interesting that you mention this, because I don’t think he knows enough Igbo to have originated the glossary. Higo’s mother tongue is an Edo language, from a family of languages spoken in central-southern Nigeria, and he is also fluent in Yoruba. I don’t know whether he was simply representing what was very well known. There would have been plenty of Igbo speakers around the office who would have been happy to help him. Perhaps he would have read an Igbo word and asked around, and some Igbo person would say “nza—oh yes, that’s a kind of a bird.” But it’s interest-ing you should mention Higo, because one would have thought that an Igbo speaker would have been best.
 AH: There wasn’t a glossary in your original manuscript, or in the earliest editions, correct? Did you participate in the decision to add one? CA: I knew it was going to happen, and I was of two minds about it. Heinemann made the case for its practical usefulness, in schools and so on, since it would help children understand the book. So I have nothing against it, if it’s argued that way. But, still, I am not a fan of glossaries. Especially for fiction, I think a story should be able to do without this, because a text should explain its vocabulary as it goes. People must think that they will learn a lot from that glossary, but I’m sure that they don’t.
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 AH: Shall we take a look at these three somewhat later Fawcett Crest paperbacks? These may be the editions that you remember.CA: Ah, yes. These were around forever.
 DCM: Yes, they were. Here are three copies of essentially the same edition, with slight changes to the background color on the cover. We don’t know the date of the first printing, but the latest of the three copies here was the forty-sixth printing, from 1991. What’s your estimation of these covers? CA: Well, you know, it’s a representation of a film rendition of Things Fall Apart. I don’t think many people know about that film, but it was made by an American lawyer in Hollywood, Edward Mosk, and his wife Fern, in the early 1970s. The woman on the cover was in the film—Elizabeth of Toro, a Ugandan actress, and the daughter of the king of Toro. The fellow on the cover is from French-speaking West Africa—he was a Senegalese actor who was living in the United States. He learned English very well and acted in a few things, but he didn’t really make it. And it was a very sad thing, because he was very talented. So, anyway, the gentleman, the lawyer, Ed Mosk tried to make the film good, but clearly didn’t succeed. Very few people have heard of it. One of the problems is that I think they got a bit
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 greedy with the story. They got the film rights to Things Fall Apart, and the screenplay writer was Fern Mosk. They were a Hollywood couple: he was a lawyer, and his wife was not a known scriptwriter.
 DCM: Did she have any background in Nigerian culture? CA: No, Nigeria was totally foreign to her.
 AH: Did they shoot the film in the U.S., or did they shoot it on location?CA: They shot it mostly in Nigeria. They may have done some here, but I think it was mostly in Nigeria.
 DCM: With a Ugandan woman and a Senegalese man in the major roles? CA: Yes . . . [laughter]
 DCM: Let’s go back to this film-based book cover. There’s an image of an oil der-rick in the corner. Clearly, Nigeria is the source of a major petroleum industry at present, but I didn’t think there was any petroleum industry in Nigeria . . . CA: At the time of the story . . .
 AH: I’ve also noticed that the handgun here on the cover is anachronistic—straight out of a 1960s cop film—nothing like turn-of-the-century Nigeria. CA: That’s very careful reading!
 All: [laughter]
 CA: I never really liked this book cover, so I was very happy when Anchor Books got the rights from Fawcett and changed the cover images.
 DCM: But, still, these older texts remain very much in circulation. Countless copies are available for a dollar or two on the internet, after a generation of course assign-ments of the text. CA: They still bring them to me to sign when I do a reading or give a lecture.
 DCM: Let’s look now at what we think is the most inflammatory of all covers. This is the Heinemann African Writers Series cover from 1976, featuring a photo of a shirtless African man raging with a bloody knife in front of a burning cross. Your author photo on the back has returned to the more formal, with you in coat and tie, looking pensive with your chin on your hand. The laudatory Angus Wilson blurb still appears with the “Obi” mistake. But the highly charged cover image is what’s most arresting. CA: [contemplates the cover] You know, quite frankly I don’t know what to make of this.
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Moore and Heath • A Conversation with Chinua Achebe 25
 All: [long silence]
 DCM: Well, let me ask this: what do you think it says to the American reader? I bought this at the Duke University bookstore in 1991 when I was a graduate student. It wasn’t for a course I took, but for an undergraduate course being offered at the time. This edition was widely published. I’ve seen that cover many times. But what do you think? How do you think it represents the novel, and what do you think was in the mind of the publicity people, the cover designers . . . ?CA: Well, of course, the cross represents Christianity, and this rather violent man is doing havoc, or threatening havoc to Christianity.
 DCM: Would you call it “racist,” “biased,” “exoticized,” or “inappropriate”? It certainly provokes a very strong reaction. CA: It doesn’t say anything profound to me . . . I think the symbol . . . the machete, the fire, the burning cross, and the violent man. But I’m sure that other people who are inclined that way will find more symbolism in this cover.
 AH: Is the machete historically accurate? It looked to us more like a butcher knife, something very contemporary.CA: Well, to begin with, we would call it a “match-it,” while you would pronounce it “ma-che-tee,” and it would not be shaped this way. Ours would have a wooden handle. It didn’t make me feel anything particularly strongly. But I would be interested to know what it says to an American.
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 DCM: I would say the KKK. A burning cross doesn’t mean much else in the U.S. This was the cultural misappropriation we feared the American reader would make. Has cross burning ever been a cultural phenomenon in Nigeria? Certainly there would have been some antimissionary sentiment, but the burning of a cross?CA: No, no . . . it is not known among us at all, in Nigeria. We wouldn’t have done that, and we still don’t.
 [At this point one of Chinua Achebe’s four children, Ikechukwu Achebe, who holds a Ph.D. in African history from Cambridge, joined the conversation.]
 Ikechukwu Achebe (IA): In American culture this image, the burning cross, is clearly highly resonant. Nigerian viewers would not generally catch that connotation, but, in the context of this country, it is quite significant and awful.
 All: [long pause to contemplate this cover]
 AH: Let’s turn now to this once-again-changed, mid-1980s Heinemann African Writers Series edition, with an abstract rendition of a strangled rooster on the cover, and some old and new text on the back. It’s another turning point, because it abandons the exoticized Fawcett Crest and earlier Heinemann violence and turns to something much more subdued—less overt. CA: Yes . . . I agree completely. That was how it struck me at the time.
 DCM: Had you sought changes from the earlier more inflammatory presentations, or would you simply attribute this to an evolution in the thinking of the marketing staff?CA: I wasn’t involved with the marketers, and I wasn’t consulted either. In fact, I didn’t think I needed to be consulted. It’s a matter of the market. And, quite often, being in Nigeria, I didn’t know what was being planned for the U.S.
 DCM: Did you have an agent in New York or in London who handled the produc-tion of these editions?CA: I didn’t have an agent when I began writing, which I can’t understand now. It shows you how different things were. I had no clue that I needed that kind of protection. That sort of thing is needed today. There were good moments like this more neutral Heinemann edition here, evidence of the slow but certain change that was coming into African writing and publishing. People were reacting, saying things, and buying or not buying. I was finally beginning to catch up with the modern world of writers.
 DCM: Around this time you also changed the way that you dressed in photo-graphs. In early photographs you were dressed in what we might call “Western garb.” More recently, if we have to create a false binary, you have chosen a more
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 “African” presentation. Is there any intention behind that, or did it reflect publisher decisions?CA: Well, I was the one who put on the clothes. They would send a pho-tographer, and I would wear what I considered necessary. At this point, things had changed sufficiently, and I had grown sufficiently old to think about what I wear on my body and on my head. The cap which I wear now is a red cap, which is, if you like, like a Roman Catholic cardinal’s [general laughter]. This is a sort of formal dress for me. If I have an invitation that says something like “black tie” or “white tie,” this is what I wear, this is my version.
 DCM: Is that a change in cultural self-understanding or cultural self-confidence? What accounts for the shift from a British- or American-style coat and tie to elegant clothing from the Nigerian tradition?CA: I think my decision is best viewed as: “Why didn’t I think of that before?” Generally, this dress is more comfortable. And the red cap is an indication of a title conferred on me by the king of my area. So the change in dress was also a change in my status. I don’t expect readers here to be aware of it, but in Nigeria they would be.
 AH: And when did that happen? CA: About ten years ago.
 DCM: This would be something like the equivalent of the cap and gown worn here on formal academic occasions?
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 CA: Yes. In fact, I was in Toronto getting an honorary degree two years ago, and since their academic dress is red, it came together quite nicely with my red cap.
 All: [laughter]
 AH: Let’s now turn to this 1992 Everyman’s Library edition. Interestingly, it was pub-lished the same year that Things Fall Apart was first included in the Norton Anthology of World Literature, both of which mark the canon in the U.S. It is a luxury edition, in hardcover with heavy, creamy paper and a golden silk placeholder ribbon. This is a dramatic change from the cheap, often inflammatory editions of the previous two decades. It seems to represent an anointment, at least in the U.S., of Things Fall Apart as world literature. What do you think about this transformation?
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 CA: Well, this book is beautiful . . . , that’s what I think. I think, with this edition, this book has arrived after a long journey, and has made it to the end. Did you say anointed? [laughter]
 AH: I say it self-consciously, but yes. [laughter]CA: It’s a good book, and it’s how books should be. This is how they used to be, and I’m happy for the book. It’s interesting that it’s not as expensive as it looks, compared to many of these others. The price listed is only fifteen dollars.
 DCM: Yes, we thought so as well. Now, did you select Kwame Anthony Appiah to write the introduction to this Everyman’s edition?CA: The Everyman’s Library told me they were going to do this, and I said “fine.” They didn’t ask me to pick. It’s just as well that they did it that way. There are three leading critics of my work, in my view: Anthony Appiah, Simon Gikandi, and Abiola Irele. Abiola, of course, being Nigerian, was the first, in my view, to penetrate my books. Appiah is more general, and Gikandi is very incisive. Each one would have done it well, each with his own angle, and I’m not unhappy with how it turned out.
 DCM: The four blurbs on the back of this Everyman’s edition mix the old and the new. A few lines from Appiah’s introduction lead off. Next comes a fragment from the initial 1958 Times Literary Supplement review, extolling, like the New York Times in 1959, your portrait of “tribal life from the inside.” An undated, but certainly more recent, London Sunday Times quote follows. The final blurb offers laudatory words from Nadine Gordimer. It’s a gorgeous edition. The now uncredited glossary of Igbo words and phrases persists, and has actually been in every edition we’ve found since Heinemann created it in the mid-1960s. CA: People must think that they will learn a lot from that glossary, but I’m sure that they don’t—which is why I wouldn’t have thought it would belong in the Everyman’s edition. You have to consider the audience. In schools, I would expect the glossary, but not here, since a literary audi-ence can absorb the meaning of words from the text.
 DCM: Speaking of schools, may we now turn to these three editions of Things Fall Apart designed for the U.S. high school market? One is from McDougal Littell, the second from Holt, Rinehart and Winston, and the third from EMC/Paradigm. They have thick hard covers and extremely sturdy bindings, because the same book will be issued to successive students over many years. What is your view on the many ways in which Things Fall Apart has reached readers, from elite scholars like Gikandi, Irele, and Appiah, all the way to these editions for American teenagers?CA: Or even younger . . . When you first think of it, it does seem strange that the book is read by people so young. But, on second thought, the way my own people bring up children is that we don’t attempt to shield
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 them from the world. So our children encounter harsher things than do children here in the United States. This is a matter of the philosophy of the culture. I myself think that being exposed to the world will not damage the healthy child. Now, I may be wrong, and I don’t know what psycholo-gists have found, but I think one could go too far in protecting their child. There are hostile things that children should not be seeing, but when children see danger, they learn from the danger. It may be frightening, but it’s not hurtful. They won’t perish from it. In fact, recently I was read-ing the doctoral thesis that my oldest daughter is working on at Columbia, and it turns out that she read Things Fall Apart at age ten.
 AH: Shall we look at the supplemental material the schools’ publishers have included? The Holt, Rinehart and Winston offers: “The Second Coming” by Yeats, an interview between you and Sonia Sanchez, a speech by Chief Seattle, a fable by Jomo Kenyatta, an oral narrative transcribed by Uche Okeke, a 1976 short story by Zimbabwean writer William Saidi, and a biographical sketch about you.CA: That is quite a compilation. I’m not afraid of recommending masses of material for kids to read. I don’t mind the idea, and I don’t think they can read too much. Now, whether what is prescribed helps in the under-standing of Things Fall Apart is another matter. It may not in fact help. I don’t notice serious flaws in these supplementary readings, but the material does not immediately advance the understanding of Things Fall Apart. Especially at a young age, the only danger in reading a book like Things Fall Apart is if it puts a child off so completely that they never go back to the novel. But if for any reason they go back, that is when they begin to understand it—the second or third time. On that basis, I think that one can say that whatever a school decides to serve along with Things Fall Apart is okay by me. If the additional materials are not offensive, then why not?
 AH: Let’s compare this with the McDougal Littell school edition. This one also has “The Second Coming” by Yeats, and then it adds “The Sacrifice of Isaac” from Genesis; a short story by Catherine Obianuju Acholonu; the poem “Prayer to Masks,” by Léopold Sédar Senghor; the classic essay “Shooting an Elephant,” by Orwell; a little-known poem called “The Significance of a Veteran’s Day,” by Simon Ortiz; a 1970s short story by Stephanie Vaughn; and “Exiles,” a poem by Mark Strand. CA: That last set of readings I don’t know, but the beginning readings here are very good. That would be the kind of reading that could add to the understanding of my book. You know, the story of Abraham and Isaac is really the same as the story of Okonkwo and Ikemefuna.
 DCM: Was that part of your intention at the time of writing?CA: No, it just happened. But happened when it did in a key way, because the story really wouldn’t be complete without it. I don’t have my writing
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 planned before it happens. It grows. In fact, the way I describe it is that the book writes me. Things Fall Apart did that. The story was telling me how to proceed. This approach insists on the truth of fiction. Not the truth of history, but the truth of fiction.
 AH: Let’s take a brief look at the most recent of these American school editions: the 2003 EMC/Paradigm. It’s incredibly packed, with lists of literary techniques, themes and characters, maps of Africa and Nigeria, historical notes, and questions for the reader. It contains interviews with you, the Yeats text, your poem “Lament of the Sacred Python,” items from Buchi Emecheta, Bessie Head, Dympna Ugwu-Oju, and much else. Here they don’t simply translate the Igbo words, but offer bottom-of-the-page definitions of words from your novel like adhere, atonement, prescribe, blaspheme, ostracize, and molest. CA: Why do they do that?
 DCM: I think it’s for American students who know little about anything.CA: [laughter] Yes, that’s right. It seems as if we are at their mercy . . . but more reading . . . but who can object to that? If it’s not recommending murder . . .
 DCM: Might we turn briefly to some books for that large market of young people who don’t want to read your book at all? Here we’ve got CliffsNotes, SparkNotes, York Notes, MAXnotes, and others, all on Things Fall Apart. They give a handy plot summary for people who want to pass the quiz on Friday. Have any of these pub-lishers ever sent you copies? CA: [laughter] No, but I have seen some of them. I’ve even bought a copy or two, just out of . . . you know. I know Cliffs, and York from the U.K., but I don’t know Max, and Spark is new to me.
 DCM: Now, one of the markers of entry into world literature is when people repackage your ideas without paying you. And finding yourself in CliffsNotes puts you in the company of Dickens, Flaubert, Joyce, and others. How does it strike you to find yourself the subject of this sort of document?CA: My life is full of surprises. And you know it doesn’t seem to be about to stop. One should be happy and grateful that you do something that has an effect—especially when you had no idea where it would lead, or even if it was the right thing to do. To write a book about your people is a big undertaking. And there was no help. In the British, more than the American, educational system there was no provision for teaching creative writing—it was not even contemplated. And so, if at the end of all of that you find someone reading your book, or even reading notes on it, you are grateful.
 DCM: At this point, now we have come to the fiftieth anniversary of Things Fall Apart. Have there been celebrations?
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 CA: Yes. You know, I have spent a good deal of time recently speaking and reading in different places. I was with both Appiah and Gikandi at an event at Princeton in March. And in February there was an event at Town Hall in New York, along with Toni Morrison, Edwidge Danticat, and others. The house was full, and crowds were still outside. It was snowing, and they kept coming. That was very moving for me. And then there have been others on a smaller scale, including one here at Bard.
 AH: Do you have a favorite and a least favorite cover of all of these editions? CA: I think this fiftieth-anniversary edition from Anchor Books, which we have not examined yet, is the best. It stands the story of the world on its head.
 DCM: You’re not just trying to promote sales of the most recent edition . . . ?
 All: [laughter]
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 CA: Actually, this cover was shown to me along with another more dramatic choice, and I didn’t take to this one immediately. I preferred the other. But the publisher gave me a hint that, whatever I thought, this might be the one. And, in the end, I think she’s right.
 DCM: The interior of the text is the same as before—they have essentially refreshed the cover, with the gripping depiction of the upside-down head by Edel Rodriguez. CA: So, my favorite cover would be this Anchor fiftieth-anniversary edition, and the hardcover Everyman’s edition that we talked about earlier. Both of them are part of Random House. But the others . . . they all served their time, including the very first cover. And I mustn’t forget—I cannot forget the day it arrived, and I was in working at the radio and the parcel came from Heinemann, and the excitement . . .
 DCM: Did you run to your colleagues and show it to them, or did you have a quiet moment to yourself?CA: I’m more on the quiet side. I like people to know, I wanted my col-leagues to know, but I don’t rush at them!
 DCM: I appreciate your generosity of spirit, that you are unwilling to identify a least favorite edition. CA: No, no—I wouldn’t do that. I think that everybody has a contribution to make.
 DCM: What do you expect will be on the cover of Things Fall Apart for the 100th anniversary edition? We started in 1958 with a blurb about primitive society from the inside, then moved to late ’60s and ’70s more revolutionary, more violent, more politicized imagery, on to more abstract 1980s presentations, and finally an august world literature treatment here in 2008. But in 2058?CA: I think that where we’re headed is the final realization that Africans are people: nothing more and nothing less. In another fifty years, I hope we would have gotten there, and that references to the exotic or the primi-tive or the Other will have gone—and that whatever is happening in Africa will be handled just as something happening in Australia, America or elsewhere. Because, actually, we’ve come a long way in a short time.
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