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WOLE SOYINKA  



TELEPHONE CONVERSATION 

 The price seemed reasonable, location 
Indifferent. The landlady swore she lived 
Off premises. Nothing remained 
But self-confession. "Madam," I warned, 
"I hate a wasted journey—I am African." 
Silence. Silenced transmission of 
Pressurized good-breeding. Voice, when it came, 
Lipstick coated, long gold rolled 
Cigarette-holder pipped. Caught I was foully. 
"HOW DARK?" . . . I had not misheard . . . "ARE 
YOU LIGHT 
OR VERY DARK?" Button B, Button A.* Stench 
Of rancid breath of public hide-and-speak. 
Red booth. Red pillar box. Red double-tiered 
Omnibus squelching tar. It was real! Shamed 
By ill-mannered silence, surrender 
Pushed dumbfounded to beg simplification. 
Considerate she was, varying the emphasis-- 
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 "ARE YOU DARK? OR VERY LIGHT?" Revelation came. 

"You mean--like plain or milk chocolate?" 
Her assent was clinical, crushing in its light 
Impersonality. Rapidly, wave-length adjusted, 
I chose. "West African sepia"--and as afterthought, 
"Down in my passport." Silence for spectroscopic 
Flight of fancy, till truthfulness clanged her accent 
Hard on the mouthpiece. "WHAT'S THAT?" conceding 
"DON'T KNOW WHAT THAT IS." "Like brunette." 
"THAT'S DARK, ISN'T IT?" "Not altogether. 
Facially, I am brunette, but, madam, you should see 
The rest of me. Palm of my hand, soles of my feet 
Are a peroxide blond. Friction, caused-- 
Foolishly, madam--by sitting down, has turned 
My bottom raven black--One moment, madam!"--sensing 
Her receiver rearing on the thunderclap 
About my ears--"Madam," I pleaded, "wouldn't you rather 
See for yourself?" 

 

 



NOTES  

 Akinwande Oluwole "Wole" Soyinka (born 13 July 

1934) is a Nigerian writer, poet and playwright.  

 He was awarded the 1986 Nobel Prize in Literature, 

where he was recognised as a man "who in a wide 

cultural perspective and with poetic overtones fashions 

the drama of existence“, and became the first African 

in Africa and in Diaspora to be so honoured.  

 In 1994, he was designated UNESCO (United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) 

Goodwill Ambassador for the promotion of African 

culture, human rights, freedom of expression, media 

and communication. 
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 Later in 1954 Soyinka relocated to England, where he 
continued his studies in English literature, under the 
supervision of his mentor Wilson Knight at the 
University of Leeds.  

 He became acquainted then with a number of young, 
gifted British writers. Before defending his B.A., 
Soyinka successfully engaged in literary fiction, 
publishing several pieces of comedic nature.  

 He also worked as an editor for The Eagle, an 
infrequent periodical of humorous character.  

 In a page two column in The Eagle, he wrote 
commentaries on academic life, often stingingly 
criticizing his university peers. Well known for his 
sharp tongue, he is said to have courteously defended, 
affronted and insulted female colleagues.  
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 In 1960, he was awarded a Rockefeller bursary and 

returned to Nigeria to study African drama. Soyinka 

was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1986, 

as one “who in a wide cultural perspective and with 

poetic overtones fashions the drama of existence” 

becoming the first African laureate.  

 His Nobel acceptance speech was devoted to South 

African freedom-fighter Nelson Mandela.  

 Soyinka's speech was an outspoken criticism of 

apartheid and the politics of racial segregation 

imposed on the majority by the Nationalist South 

African government.  

 In 1986, he received the Agip Prize for Literature. 
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 Telephone conversation is about an African man who wishes 
to rent an apartment and so has phoned the landlady to 
inquire.  

 Once the landlady answers the man decides he must 
confess, as if he has committed a crime, about his 
nationality as the persona in the poem is well aware of the 
wide spread prejudice against people of african descent and 
feels he must get the fact out of the way.  

 However, unaware of the extent of the landlady's ignorance, 
he is shocked and annoyed by her cold, inpersonal and 
demeaning approach to his confession.  

 On hearing her reply, her voice strikes the man as that of a 
a pretentious snob, describing the voice as "Lipstick coated, 
long gold-rolled/Cigarette-holder pipped".  

 The landlady, concerned by this information placed infront 
of her, replies, bluntly, "HOW DARK?" Soyinka choosing to 
use capital letters to capture the woman's speech, perhaps 
trying to convey the pure simplicty of her thought process.  
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 Dumbfounded by the woman's reply, the man is left in 
silence, and the woman pursues her inquiry in to the 
colour of the man, as she says, "...LIGHT OR VERY 
DARK?" The man is shocked by this simplistic 
approach, Soyinka comparing it to the buttons in the 
telephone box "Button A. Button B".  

 We are made aware of his anger as he refers to the 
colour of the booth, the pillar-box and the double 
tiered omnibus; all red.  

 This focus on colour also refers to the racism being 
portrayed in the poem. Soyinka humorously uses 
sarcasm as he says 'Shamed/By ill mannered silence" 
when it is obvious that is the woman who is the ill 
mannered of the two.  
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 The woman repeats her question, as roundabout as she had done 
previously and the man replies cryptically. 

  "West African Sepia", aware that the woman is oblivious to such 
detail and vocabulary, and this creates humorous irony, as it is 
her who is treating the man as a lower being yet he confuses her 
with his intelligence: she wants a simplistic 'black and white' 
answer.  

 The man, with the woman still confused, sarcastically continues 
to describe himself, trying to simplify it for her yet continuing in a 
higher register than her own, telling her that his face is 
"brunette", his hands and feet are a "peroxide blond" and his 
bottom is "raven black", the latter adding to his sense of anger at 
her as he insults her simple mindedness and her desire to 
categorize him.  

 The Landlady, discontented with the man's answer and still 
unaware of the irony and the man's insult, hangs up the phone. 
With an empty telephone line the man pleads to her sense of 
decency "Wouldn't you rather see for yourself?" leaving his 
question unto the reader. 
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 In Telephone Conversation, the poet conveys his 

disappointment and anger about being discriminated 

by the Caucasian unfairly just because he is an 

African by portraying the telephone conversation 

between himself and the British landlady. 

 The poem is in the form of free verse.  

 It is because conversation isn’t something well-

planned; instead, the speakers speak what they want 

during the conversation.  

 Also, with the aid of end-stop lines and run-on lines, 

the outlook of the poem gives readers a sense of 

randomly formation, which fully suits the way of 

telephone conversation flows. 
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 The poet describes the woman lipstick coated, long gold-rolled 

cigarette-holder piped, it seems that the woman is wealthy and well-
educated.  

 It’s a bit ironic, from the outlook of the woman, it seems that the 
poet want to convey the idea that the woman is good and 
considerate.  

 However, the poet actually want to point out the outlook of a person 
doesn’t mean anything, the woman is actually arrogant and impolite 
in the view of the poet. 

 The most sarcastic point is the woman doesn’t understand what the 
man means when he says sepia and brunette, which both mean very 
dark in color.  

 From the words the man uses, he wants to convey that racism is not 
fair in the society because the Caucasian judge the African low class 
and uneducated only by looking at their appearance, however, he 
simply plays the word tricks on the woman, although its a bit rude, 
and it show African can be more educated than the one who is white, 
this reinforces the point that African deserves high status in the 
society, it is not only the white people can take charge over the 
African. 
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 In the last part of the poem, the poem make use of 

humor because the woman doesn’t seem to 

understand what he is talking about.  

 So he asks the woman if she wants to look at his 

whole body to see if it is whole black in color, he 

especially states his bottom is raven black.  

 Although the woman wants to suppress her anger and 

be polite, instead, she can’t stand any longer and she 

offs the conversation first at last. 

 The poet thinks there shouldn’t have any racism 

existed, people cant judge other by only looking from 

their appearance, instead, they should see and know 

others fully so as to judge what kind of people he is. 

 


