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Moses Isegawa’s debut novel blasts off with perhaps thé anesting opening
sentence since Anthony BurgessEarthly Powers, had the bishop call while his
eighty-one year old protagonist was in bed with htamm#e. Isegawa’s man is more
terminally discomfited: “Three final images flashedass Serenity’s mind as he
disappeared into the jaws of the colossal crocodile’. .

Isegawa has set himself the near-impossible task aisug for 460 pages
the humour and energy of that opening, and it is not surgrikat he does not
succeed: the novel is over-long and at times painfabplired.

Still, the first section, “Village Days”, constitutes, its lively depiction of a
family blighted by loveless piety and virtuous coercion,rallof Ugandarway of All
Flesh. The unfortunate Serenity, father of the narrator Muygend also and especially
Padlock, his holier-than-everybody mother, are comictioregof a high order, even
while they energetically embody the arbitrary exeroisgower that earns them their
place in the thematic structure of the novel.

Isegawa’s theme is power and its abuse, and Mugezi’s lgtowhaturity is
paralleled by the rise and fall of Idi Amin. This conti@t is made quite explicit
through Mugezi's habit of referring to his father anather as ‘the despots’ or ‘the
dictators’, and by his identification, in his resrsta to their tyranny, with the heroic
coup of the General.

Paradoxically, the novel’s concern with power is most ndgembodied in
the narrow circle of the family: in extending his subjeeyond that, Isegawa over-
reaches his own powers. Things go wrong for charactenavel alike when Mugezi
leaves the village for the city. The kind of metaphoricakess that works so well in
the comic context of the family seems over-strainediapdecise when self-
consciously applied to a “large” theme: “The skyline, gawkintty architectural
indigence, towered over the bowl like a row of stairmgggh-toothed jawbones. The
buildings resembled cracked, time-whipped relics feodecayed epoch.”

The theme of power and dictatorship is extended in¢beumt of the Roman
Catholic seminary to which Mugezi is sent against hiis mere the Church occupies
the position of the colonial powers that in other post-calamvels figure as the
centres of influence. The suave apparition of Fr Lagdaul-rench-Canadian priest,



comes upon the seminary with all the glamour and presfitiee First World: “The
fluid movements of his well-tended body was a lucid annaueo¢ of naked power,
in whose perquisites every optimistic seminarian hopethéoe.” Indeed, Fr Lageau
is made to bear a metaphorical burden that has morevititdbis function in the
symbolic scheme of the novel than with the present@dy®f the man: “This man
also gave off intimations of the World Bank and Intéioreal Monetary Fund
hegemony.”

After the extended battle against his parents and thauatfon with Amin,
Mugezi’s liberation from both is perfunctory and unmotidatdy flirtation with
General Amin had ended, killed by the murderous lightughtrl felt | had more or
less outgrown the fight with Serenity and Padlock.” Maréess outgrowing things,
however common in life, hardly constitutes narrativekgson, especially in a novel
that promises closure by crocodile.

The two long sections recounting the fall of Amin and itsrafath make for
engrossing reading in themselves, but the material is inatidgdictionalised, in that
the characters become mere puppets of history. Whakiadglaere is a fusion of the
personal with the public, such as, for instance, Shimrheradya achieves in his
novel on the Rhodesian wétarvest of Thorns, where fictional representation
becomes a mode of internalised understanding and interpregativell as of
documentation.

There is some attempt to lend personal allure to thather by the
introduction of love interest, but here, too, the lackhefardness turns what would be
a description of love at first sight into naively blenescence: ‘Her wasp waist and
solid bum had me bursting with excitement.” The young loaehjeving his aim,
‘trying to create something new and beautiful’, paysnhistress what must be one of
the most disconcertingly pragmatic tributes in all ofétare: ‘this was one super-
tight woman, the tightest | was ever to encounter.” Who anance was dead?

In general. the writing is extremely uneven, occasioaahts of brilliance
illuminating stretches of lack-lustre cliché (“With bdtbreath, the nation watched the
negotiations. When the fighting reached Aunt Kasawo'g litilvn, everyone knew
that it was now or never”)and patches of dark-purpleg(d$he words dropped
from his despotic lips like heavy gongs whose reverberati@ns accentuated by the
red darkness they were uttered in”). Against such ovegironeptitude must be



placed the novel’s strongest narrative ploy, the défsstsegueing from first-person
narration to full omniscience.

The last section of the novel has Mugezi establishingéif in Amsterdam,
partly through love affairs with two consecutive wamehose different styles of
domination represent the last forms of dictatorship Mhegezi needs to resist. Here,
too, the narrative is enlivened by, at last, a full accofi®erenity’s fateful encounter
with the crocodile — and, to boot, of Padlock’s apotheoslsuffalo.

The novel closes on Mugezi sitting on the Central Stationgafriendless,
homeless, but grown-up and frédayssinian Chroniclesis in essence a
Bildungsroman, and like others of the ger8en§ and Lovers, say, orA Portrait of
the Artist asa Young Man), leaves its protagonist at the end with nothing but the
determination to commence Life.

It may not bode well for Isegawa’s development as a whegrthe strongest
parts of his first novel — those depicting village lifidJganda — deal with
experiences that he will probably leave behind him (hdived for the past ten years
in Amsterdam). Still, critics fulfil their highestifiction in being proved wrong, and |

look forward to being proved wrong by Moses Isegawa.



