ELIT 46B Chow

Notes on Oroonoko:

Questions to think about:  

1. What are the qualities of Oroonoko that make him “royal”—consider things such as physical attributes, as well as personality characteristics, behavior, and speech. 

2. What are some 18th century social concerns that are raised in the novel? (see the excerpts below for some discussion of this) How are these concerns still relevant to today’s world?  

3. In addition to its central hero, the unidentified narrator is a source of interest in Oroonoko.

Consider this excerpt, by Martine Watson Brownley, in “Oroonoko,” in Essays in Literature, Vol. IV, No. 2, Fall. 1977, pp. 174–81:

Behn carefully develops a distinctive voice for her narrative persona; in Oroonoko the contrast of realism and romanticism in the narrator's expression gives the style its unique quality. This contrast in style, of course, reflects the uneasy alliance in Oroonoko of romantic elements from the heroic play and realistic elements later prominent in the novel. The synthesis is not entirely successful, but Behn's manipulation of the narrator's romantic and realistic styles to control point of view accounts for some of the success that she managed to achieve in Oroonoko.

Do you agree that the narrator (and, through her eyes, the narrative itself) is both romantic and realistic in Oroonoko?  In other words, does the narrator depict Oroonoko and other characters and the story in both realistic and overly sentimental, exaggerated ways?  Does either realism or sentimentalism/romanticism eventually dominate the narrative?  How does the narrator’s point of view influence your own feelings about the various characters?

Aphra Behn lived an adventurous life as a writer and playwright,--please read your Norton introduction to Behn (p. 2165-2167) for more details.  According her anonymous biographer, Behn was the daughter of a gentleman named John Johnson, who was closely related to Francis, Lord Willoughby, Royal Patentee for the West Indian colony at Surinam.  Since Behn's friend and literary executor, Charles Gildon, is the likely author of this memoir, it may be accurate, at least for the most part. By this account, Lord Willoughby appointed his kinsman lieutenant-general of Surinam in 1663, but Johnson died at sea en route to his new post. His family lived in Surinam for only a few months, just long enough for Aphra to become acquainted with the country she "so admirably describes in Oroonoko"; they journeyed back to England in the spring of 1664.
From:  Dictionary of Literary Biography, Volume 39: British Novelists, 1660-1800. A Bruccoli Clark Layman Book. Edited by Martin C. Battestin, University of Virginia. The Gale Group, 1985. pp. 48-58. 

 Author: Jerry C. Beasley, University of Delaware
Oroonoko was undoubtedly written in large part out of Behn's experiences in the West Indian plantations in 1663-1664. She may have chosen her subject primarily because she knew it so well; but Surinam, a colony lost by England to the Dutch since Behn's stay there, was a subject of continuing topical interest and thus a promising choice as the locale for a novel. The accuracy of the work's references to the colonial government and its officials and to local customs, plants, animals, and geography verifies the author's firsthand knowledge of her setting; she sometimes includes details and employs descriptive language that she could only have learned on the spot, and not from travel books. 

Oroonoko was once thought to be a polemical assault on the slave trade; abolitionists on both sides of the Atlantic later claimed it in support of their cause. But there is no justification for viewing the story as an emancipation treatise: its hero himself engages in the selling of slaves to white traders before he is treacherously taken captive by one of them and brought from his native Africa to Surinam. The narrator gives no hint of opposition to slavery, but fixes on the heroism of Oroonoko as he confronts the barbarism of the supposedly civilized traders, plantation owners, and government authorities who trick him, humiliate him, drive him to the edge of madness, and finally dismember and then murder him. Oroonoko is hardly a "noble savage," though he has often been cited as a prototype of that figure in European and particularly English literature. A prince in his own land, he has been educated by a French tutor, knows Western history and philosophy, and bears all the important marks of a cultivated gentleman. He is, however, naturally endowed with a personal nobility that sets him apart from those who abuse him and eventually take his life. 

Oroonoko, then, really centers on an elemental conflict between goodness and the evil brought on by greed, cynicism, and the corruptions of power. Behn's representation of her Royal Slave as a lonely, rebellious individual seeking to preserve his moral self against those who would destroy it gives new expression to some of the themes developed in her plays and other novels. It also reveals the Tory author's ambivalence over her loyalty to Charles II and then James II, with their political ideals of absolute power, as that loyalty conflicts with the ideals of individual freedom and private autonomy. Oroonoko is not, as has sometimes been argued, a thinly disguised fictional plea on behalf of James: it is not rebels and maverick politicians who kill the African prince in the end, but the figures of established authority, whose unchallenged power has corrupted them. 

Behn's account of the life and death of Oroonoko is, above all else, an interesting adventure narrative. It is convincingly told in the first person by a narrator who claims to have witnessed its major events, except those occurring before the arrival of the hero in Surinam; these she learns about from the prince himself. 

Compare/contrast the above excerpt with this excerpt  from “Oroonoko: An Overview” by Adelaide P. Amore, Source: Reference Guide to English Literature, 2nd ed., edited by D. L. Kirkpatrick, St. James Press, 1991
Oroonoko, often considered the first emancipation novel, drew attention to the glaring disparity between the desire of traders to gain economic influence and power through slavery, thus enhancing the British Empire's growth, and their Christian principles that forbad human enslavement. The book, popular in 17th-century England, was translated and reissued in France and Germany, where readers saw it as an important social document. Between the appearance of Oroonoko and Harriet Beecher Stowe's Uncle Tom's Cabin (1852), no work in English literature makes so plain the argument against slavery. 

Behn's emancipation theme, however, does not follow simple abolitionist lines. The growth of Oroonoko into a tragic figure undergoing ritual destruction deepens the pathos of the slavery theme. In Oroonoko Behn presents a traditional military hero who himself made slaves of conquered enemies. After his own betrayal to slavery, he learns of its horrors first-hand and is transformed. He must reconcile what he has learned to understand about European religion and history from within a system that demeans and humiliates not only himself, but Imoinda. The dilemmas Oroonoko faces embody the problems, and the death and destruction, the New World would come to face with slavery.
