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I.    INTRODUCTION 

1.  Behn was the first woman in England to be a professional writer, that is, to earn her living by her writing.


2.   Much of her life is a mystery—her birth date, birthplace, and her family name.  As a child she may have lived on a sugar colony in Surinam (Abrams 1:2165).


3.   After coming to England, she married a London merchant, a Mr. Behn, c. 1658.   

4.  Her husband appears to have died early in their marriage, and she may have returned to Surinam:   She claimed to be there in early 1664—and this assertion is borne out by certain details of her novel Oroonoko, partly set in Surinam, including the location of plantations and the methods of selling and torturing slaves (Abrams 1:2166).


5.  In 1665, after her return from Surinam, she was probably employed by Charles II as a spy in the Netherlands.


6.   Some time later she was in debtor's prison in London.  After her release she took up writing, using the pen name “Astraea,” forced to write, she said, “for bread.”

7.   She wrote 15 plays between 1671 and 1689, as well as many novels and poems; she was encouraged by Dryden and others.  

8.  In 1682, Behn, a Tory, was briefly arrested for writing attacks on Charles II’s illegitimate son, the Duke of Monmouth (Dryden’s Absalom), the darling of the Whigs. 


9.  Behn continued to write until her end, and on her death in 1689, she was buried in Westminster Abbey. 

10.  No author of the Restoration proved more versatile, more alive to new currents of thought, or more inventive—except Dryden (2165).

11.   Her  plays and novels expose the bondage  of  marriages arranged  for  money and status and candidly explore  the  sexual feelings  of women, their schooling in disguise, and  their  need for love (2166).
II.   OROONOKO, OR THE ROYAL SLAVE 

A.  INTRODUCTION



1.  Written c. 1678, but not published until 1688, Oroonoko is one of the earliest of English novels.



2.   It is the first work in English to be strongly partisan for Africans and critical of the slave trade.



3.   In the 18th century,   social reformers used Oroonoko in their campaign against slavery.



5.  Behn said she wrote it “in a few hours . . . for I never rested my pen a moment for thought” (2166).

B.  GENRES:  Oroonoko encompasses three genres (2166-67).


1.   First, the work is presented by the author as a memoir, a personal account of what she has heard and seen.  



2.   Second, it is a travel narrative in three parts:  First, in the New World, then in Africa, and then back to the New World across the infamous “Middle Passage” (over which millions of slaves would be transported during the next century).   


3.  Third, it is a biography of Oroonoko.   Courageous, high-minded, and great-hearted, he rivals the heroes of classical epics.  Nor does he lack gentler virtues; he shines in the company of women and proves his nobility by his passionate and constant love for Imoinda, his ideal counterpart.  Yet finally a contradiction dooms Oroonoko:  he is at once prince and chattel, a “royal slave.”

C.   SHORT SUMMARY


1.   Prince Oroonoko of Coramantien (modern-day Ghana in Africa) marries the lovely Imoinda, but his lecherous grandfather, the King, forces Imoinda into the royal harem.



2.   When Oroonoko is discovered secretly visiting his wife, the King sells Imoinda into slavery and tells Oroonoko that she is dead.



3.   Kidnapped by an English merchantman, Oroonoko is sold as a slave to a plantation overseer, Mr. Trefly, in Surinam.  Oroonoko, renamed Caesar, will come to endure the pain of being treated as something less than fully human.



4.   There he finds Imoinda—her slave name is Clemene—whom he thought dead.  When Clemene becomes pregnant, rather than see their child born in slavery, Oroonoko leads a rebellion of the slaves.



5.   The craven slaves desert Oroonoko when the colonists counterattack.



6. Oroonoko surrenders when promised no punishment, but the whites go back on their pledged word.  



7.  Oroonoko manages to decapitate Imoinda rather than have her ravished.



8.  Stoically he endures living dismemberment.


D.  THEME:  PRIMITIVISM VS. CIVILIZATION


1.  Oroonoko inaugurated into English the “noble savage” theme, the idea of the savage’s superiority to civilized man.



2.  Behn’s primitive Indians and noble Africans live by a code of virtue, by principles of fidelity and honor, that “civilized” Christians often ignore or betray.


3.   Oroonoko's deepest values are turned against him.  His trust in friendship and scrupulous truth to his word expose him to the treachery of Europeans who calculate human worth on a yardstick of profit.  A hero cannot survive in such a world, a tangle of assurances and lies (2167).  



4.   The colony also seems tangled in contradictions.  Here every term— friend and foe, tenderness and brutality, savagery and civilization—can suddenly turn into its opposite.


E.  NARRATOR



1.  “The cultivated Englishwoman who narrates and acts in this memoir thinks highly of her hero's code of honor and shares his contempt for the riffraff who plague him” (2167).  



2.  “Yet her own role is ambiguous; she lacks the power to save Oroonoko and might even be viewed as implicated in his downfall” (2167).
III.    STUDY QUESTIONS ON OROONOKO:  FIRST HALF

1.  The following study questions relate to the first half of the book—principally to  Oroonoko’s life in Africa and his being taken as a slave (that is, up to his arrival in Surinam).  

2.  According to the narrator, what sources did she use to gather the information which makes up the adventure?  (2171)   

“I was myself an eyewitness” or she “received from the mouth” of Oroonoko what she did not witness.

3.  The second part of the adventure, the narrator states, is set in Surinam.  According to the footnote (2171), where is this colony?  What did it become later (from 1667-1948)?   

Surinam is a British sugar colony on the South American coast east of Venezuela.  Later it became Dutch Guiana.


Note:  It reverted to a variant of its original name in 1948, Suriname, keeping that designation when it achieved full independence from the Netherlands in 1975.  




Present-day Suriname is inhabited principally by descendents from African slaves and Asians laborers who had been brought over to work the country’s sugar plantations.  Only a small number of Native Americans (Indians) have survived.


4.  Summarize the narrator’s description of these original “natives” (2171-73).   What biblical references are used, and why?  How does this section bring out the theme of Primitivism (the concept of the Noble Savage)?  

The fig leaves of “Adam and Eve” compared to the “aprons” of beads worn by the natives (2171-72).  They paint their faces.  They have a reddish-yellow color.  Their partial nudity does not mean they are indecent; instead, she found them modest.  They are “like our first parents before the Fall” (2172) and represent “the first state of innocence, before man knew how to sin” (2172).  “Nature is the most harmless, inoffensive, and virtuous mistress” (2172).   Religion and laws would corrupt the natives.  

They trust a person’s word, giving the example of the English governor who did not keep an appointment, so they thought him dead (2172).  

They exhibit no vices or commit no frauds except what they learned from the white settlers.  

The men are allowed to have several wives.  

The Surinam natives have no King, but “the oldest war captain” has the greatest authority (2172).    

They are excellent hunters, fishers, and swimmers, which make them very “useful to us” (2173).  

The whites do not treat them “as slaves,” largely because they are so numerous (2173).  

5.   Besides the native inhabitants and the white colonizers, who else does the narrator say lives in Surinam?  (2173)   Why is this reference important as a transitional narrative device?  In your opinion, why did she not begin the adventure in Africa?  

(1)  Black slaves brought from Africa to wok on the whites’ sugar plantations in Surinam.  

(2)  This reference returns us to the Oroonoko story begun in paragraphs 1 and 2.  

(3)  She wants to introduce the “Noble Savage” theme.  This primitivism theme of the natives of Surinam will be applied to the Oroonoko story in Africa. 

6.  What is Coramantien?  See footnote (2173).  


It was a British slave market on the Gold Coast of Africa.  It is modern-day Ghana. 

7.  Who is Oroonoko?  Describe his appearance, his education, and his royalty?    
 

(2173-75) 

 Oroonoko is the only grandson of the King of Coramantien and thus a Prince and the old king’s successor (2173).  By the age of seventeen, Oroonoko is a brave soldier (2173).  

He is handsome (2174).  

He is much loved by his troops.  When he was seventeen, during a battle, one of his field generals—and his mentor and later called “foster-father” (2175)—put himself in front of an arrow headed for Oroonoko, sacrificing his life to save Oroonoko’s (2174).  

Oroonoko’s education is next described.  He was not educated at the royal court, being away from there from five to seventeen (2174).  Instead, in the field, Oroonoko had a Frenchman as a tutor in philosophy, language, and science.  Through meeting other Europeans, Oroonoko learned English and Spanish.  He knew history, both classical and modern (2174).   

The speaker then returns to Oroonoko’s physical description:  He is tall, has a statue-like physique (2175).  His color is polished jet black.  He has a Roman nose, shoulder-length hair, and is a witty conversationalist (2175).  He is called a “young Mars” (2175).  

8.  Who is Imoinda?  Describe her.  (2175-76)  


She is the daughter of the general who sacrificed his life to save Oroonoko’s.  She is very beautiful, modest, and charming (2175-76).  She is called “the beautiful black Venus” (2175). 

9.  What do Oroonoko and Imoinda feel for each other at first sight?   How is Primitivism praised and Christian civilization criticized concerning the treatment of women?  (2176)  


At first sight of the other, both feel love, called “the silent language of newborn love” (2176).  This is Oroonoko’s first love:  he “never knew love” (2176).  Imoinda, likewise, had “a pleasure unknown before” (2176).  It was not a debased love, but full of “honor” (2176).  


The writer comments that in this primitive society, a man may take as many wives “as they can maintain,” but it is a “sin” to abandon any of them.   The latter approach, the narrator says, is “only practiced in Christian countries,” where religion is “in name” only (2176).    

10.  How are Oroonoko and Imoinda married?  (2176)  


They simply pledge to be faithful to each other forever (2176).  Imoinda “receive[d] him for her husband, or rather, received him as the greatest honor the gods could do her” (2176).  They went through a personal ceremony which the narrator says she “forgot to ask him how performed” (2176).  The ceremony entailed that they inform the king of their marriage (2177). 

11.  Oroonoko’s grandfather, the King of Coramantien, has also heard about Imoinda’s beauty and has determined to get her, even though he knows that she is the “mistress” of Oroonoko.   Explain how he succeeds.  (2177-78)  


The old king (said to be over 100 on page 2173) is impotent, but when he hears of Imoinda’s beauty, he desires to add her to his harem.  He knows that Imoinda is the “mistress to Prince Oroonoko” (2177), but she still desires to see Imoinda.  Once day when Oroonoko is away, the king secretly visits her to confirm how beautiful she is.  Afterwards, he sends “the royal veil” to her (2177).  



According to the customs of Coramantien, Imoinda is forced to put it on and visit the king.  There she tells him she is a “wedded wife” (2177).  The king lies, pretending not to know Oroonoko is her husband.  He vows to kill her husband, since they had married without his permission.  Not wishing anything bad to happen to Oroonoko, Imoinda refuses to name him (2178).  She says that she can join the king’s harem because their marriage was not consummated:  “I am not yet known to my husband” (2178).  To protect Oroonoko, she permits the king to caress her (2178).  

12.  What is Oroonoko’s reaction when he discovers that his wife has been taken?  What is the Otan?  Who is Aboan?  


Once Oroonoko gets to the palace, while he cannot speak to Imoinda, what does he learn simply by seeing her? (2178-80)  His immediate reaction is to commit suicide.  His friends prevent this by speaking of the old king’s impotence.  


The Otan is the king’s harem (2178).  Oroonoko puts out word that he is no longer interest in Imoinda (2179).  One day the King takes Oroonoko to the harem.  


He is accompanied by Aboan, his best friend (2179).  In the harem, Oroonoko’s and Imoinda’s eyes meet, and they both know they have been faithful to each other and are still in love (2180).

13.  Royal court intrigue (particularly when love was involved) delighted Restoration audiences and readers.   Briefly narrate what intrigue follows in the story, mentioning Aboan again, Onahal, Imoinda’s dancing, and the King’s suspicions. (2180-83)  


Onahal is a previous old wife of the king who supervises the harem (2180).   Onahal and Aboan console Oroonoko who is disconsolate at having seen Imoinda so briefly.  Onahal says that she will deliver a message from Oroonoko to Imoinda, assuring her of his love (2180).    


Oroonoko and Aboan discuss how Oroonoko can get a secret meeting with Imoinda.  Aboan tells him that Onahal loves him; Oroonoko suggests that they use Onahal’s affection for Aboan to enlist her help in gaining him access to Imoinda (2181).  


At the next visit of Oroonoko and Aboan to the palace, while Oroonoko is watching member of the king’s harem dancing, Aboan and Onahal  confer and set a rendezvous for Oroonoko and Imoinda that night (2182).  


In the harem room, Imoinda while dancing slips and Oroonoko rushes forward to catch her (2183).  The king breaks off the entertainment and, both jealous and suspicious, he orders Oroonoko never to come to his court again on punishment of death (2183).  


Also, the king has Oroonoko spied on (2183).  

14.   Why is Oroonoko’s secret rendezvous with Imoinda important?  (2183-84)  


The same night of the dancing incident (as Onahal and Aboan had arranged), Oroonoko returns to the palace and secretly enters Imoinda’s apartment there. Imoinda tells him that she is still a virgin since the king is impotent.  They consummate their marriage (2183-84).   

15.  When their rendezvous is interrupted, why does Oroonoko abandon Imoinda “to face the music” by herself?   Is this cowardice on his part?  (2184-85)   


Soldiers sent by the king, who had been alerted by the spies that Oroonoko is there, try to barge into Imoinda’s apartment where the lovers are sleeping.  Oroonoko drives them away for the moment (2184), but Imoinda tells him that he must flee.  She says that she can placate the king; Aboan and Onahal, who have also come to her apartment, agree that she will be able to (2185).  


Thus it is not cowardice on his part which makes Oroonoko leave.    

16.  What crucial decision does the King make regarding Imoinda?  (2185)  


Since Imoinda has slept with his grandson, she becomes “a polluted thing” (2185) to the king.  While he had first resolved to kill her, instead he has Imoinda and Onahal seized and sold into slavery:  “they should be both sold off as slaves to another country, either Christian or heathen; ‘twas no matter where” (2185).  This selling is done secretly so no one with in Otan knows about their “destiny” (2185).  

17.     What does he tell Oroonoko happened to Imoinda?  (2186)  


The king immediately regrets his action:  “He ought to have had so much value and consideration for a maid of her quality as to have nobly put her to death, and not to have sold her like a common slave, the greatest revenge and the most disgraceful of any; and to which they a thousand times prefer death” (2185-86).  


The old king sends a messenger to Oroonoko at the military camp to tell him that Imoinda was “secretly put to death” (2186).  The messenger tells Oroonoko that the king seems Oroonoko’s pardon “for the rashness he had committed in his cruelty to Imoinda” (2186). 

18.  What is Oroonoko’s immediate reaction to the king? (2186)  


Oroonoko says he plans no revenge on the king.  Instead, he plans to give up his military career and pine away of a broken heart, thereby joining Imoinda in death (2186)

19.  Note:  The succeeding scene is similar to an episode from Homer’s Iliad, where a grief-stricken Achilles refuses to fight because he has suffered a royal insult, joining the battle only when the Greeks’ camp is almost overrun.  How is this Homeric episode mirrored in some ways in this episode of Oroonoko?    Who is Jamoan?  (2186-88)  


Oroonoko shuts himself up in his tent and refuses his officers’ request to fight, saying “he had no more business for glory” (2186-87).   Aboan becomes the leader of the army.  The enemy attacks and is about to overrun the camp.  


Oroonoko decides to die fighting:  He says that “if we must die, let us meet Death the noblest way,” instead of waiting to be captured “and led [away as] a whining, lovesick slave” (2187).  


Jamoan is the leader of the enemy.  Oroonoko’s presence and his courage turn “the tide of the victory,” and he takes Jamoan as his “prisoner” (2188).

20.  After the battle, what change (surprisingly?) comes over Oroonoko?  (2188)  


“His disease of melancholy” (2188) abates through the conversation and support of Jamoan, Aboan, and his French tutor.  He puts aside the “torture of despair” which “Imoinda’s death had given him” (2188).  


At length, Oroonoko returns to the King’s court, but he will not have anything to do with love (2188).

21.  Explain how Oroonoko is tricked into being enslaved?  What is ironic here? (2188-90)  


An English sea captain comes to Coramantien.  Oroonoko knew him because he had sold him many slaves, given him presents, and invited him to the King’s court (2189).  The Captain invites Oroonoko, Jamoan, Aboan, the French tutor, and a hundred of Oroonoko’s warriors aboard the ship for dinner.  After they had feasted and were on a tour of the ship, the Captain ordered them seized and put in chains (2189).  The ship quickly sets sail with the prisoners.  


Ironically, the Prince becomes a slave:  The narrator says “the Prince resented this indignity” and vowed “by no means [to] endure slavery” (2189).  Oroonoko first considers suicide, but his chains were so strapped that he could not (2190). 

22.  How is Oroonoko repeatedly tricked during the voyage from Coramantien to Surinam and after he is taken from the ship?   What is Oroonoko learning about whites and Christianity, according to the narrator?  How does this episode emphasize the Primitivism vs. Civilization theme?  (2190-92)  


Oroonoko learns that Primitive people keep their words, while the representative of civilization (the Captain) breaks his, even when he has sworn by God to keep it.


The voyage reveals reveal the typical pattern to be followed in the novel concerning how whites will treat “noble savages”:  


(1)  Deceit by a white:  The English sea captain, having invited Oroonoko to a feast on his ship, seizes him as a slave.



(2)  Nobility by Oroonoko:  Oroonoko decides to starve himself to death rather than accept being a slave. (2190).  The other slaves join the hunger strike (2190).


(3)  Compromise/Promise by the white:  The captain promises Oroonoko that if he gives up his hunger strike, which the other slaves had joined, he would free Oroonoko when the ship landed. (2190)  



(4)  Naïve Trust by Oroonoko:  Oroonoko calls off the hunger strike.  Oroonoko, believing the white man’s “oath” (2190), calls off the hunger strike.  Oroonoko asks that the chains be removed.  The Captain says he fears that once unfettered Oroonoko would take revenge.  Oroonoko gives his word of “honor” (2190) he would not.  The Captain says he is hesitant to take the word of a non-Christian (2190) Oroonoko says he is puzzled that the Captain doubts that “he who will violate his [word of] honor would keep his word with his gods” (2190-91).  The Captain frees Oroonoko, who agrees not to press for the unchaining of the others, telling that that all would be free when they reached land, but that  “the Captain (his friend)” (2191) was fearful of what they would do if everyone was unchained.  The others believe Oroonoko and stop their hunger strike (2191).


(5)  Further Deceit by the whites:  When they land in Surinam, Oroonoko is sold as a slave.  Oroonoko was “seized” and sold to Mr. Trefry along with seventeen more slaves.  Seeing he is helpless and can do nothing, Oroonoko simply disdainfully makes his farewell speech to the Captain (2192).


(6)  Further Nobility by Oroonoko:  Oroonoko’s farewell speech to the captain censures not only the captain’s dishonesty but connects this dishonesty with his Christian religion (2192).  “Farewell, sir.   ‘Tis worth my suffering, to gain so true a knowledge both of you and of your gods by whom you swear” (2192).  
IV.  STUDY QUESTIONS ON OROONOKO:  SECOND HALF 

1.  As noted earlier, Primitivism is the doctrine of the “Noble Savage.”  It holds that those who live in a state of nature (savages) are superior to those who live in society (civilized people).

 
2.  Primitivism is connected to Deism, an 18th-century religious doctrine.  One of its tenets is that God revealed Himself in Nature and therefore Nature is perfect.  Thus primitive people were closer to God and more essentially moral than civilized people.  

3.  Two other aspects of Primitivism are that humans are prone to do good, and that evil comes from human-made laws and customs, all of which limit the freedom of people.

4.  The character Oroonoko and other natives are portrayed as noble savages because in every major area they are shown to be superior to the white Europeans of the novel:    physically, morally, religiously, and intellectually.  Comment on each of these.


  (1)  PHYSICAL SUPERIORITY:  See pp. 2174-75, 2188, and 2199-2201.  In Africa, Oroonoko’s physical superiority to others was established:  He is described as one of the “bravest soldiers,”  “the wonder of the world,” one “adorned with a native beauty” (2174).  The woman narrator then interposes to give a description of Oroonoko’s physical appearance:  “The most famous statuary [sculptor] could not form the figure of a man more admirably turned from head to foot” and “there was nothing in nature more beautiful, agreeable, and handsome” than Oroonoko (2175).  His physical strength is stressed later when in the battle with the enemy led by Jamoan, Oroonoko’s strength  is such that although he had gone two days without sustenance, he “did such things as will not be believed that human strength could perform” (2188) and almost single-handedly turned “the tide of victory” (2188).   



His physical superiority is even more attested in the New World where he is physically able to adapt to the new environment.



He is able to kill the tigers that whites had been unable to kill (2199-2201).   

 (2)  MORAL SUPERIORITY:  See pp. 2189-92, 2205-06, 2208-10, and 2214-15.  The whites are shown as liars even before the Oroonoko story, as in the story of the governor who did not keep his word to the natives (2172).


In the Oroonoko story, the Captain of the ship lies repeatedly (2189-92).  However, Oroonoko stresses throughout the importance of keeping one’s word and of honesty:  “And Oroonoko, whose honor was such as he never had violated a word in his life himself” (2190).  Oroonoko vows, “I swear by my honor; which to violate, would not only render me contemptible and despised by all brave and honest men . . . but it would be eternally offending and diseasing all mankind” (2190).  He continues that “he who will violate his honor will [not] keep his word with his gods” (2190-91) 



When he leaves the ship, Oroonoko’s final words to the Captain do not criticize him so much for selling Oroonoko into slavery, but for not keeping the words made in the name “of your gods by whom you swear” (2192). 


Oroonoko tells the narrator, when the colonists are afraid that he will lead a slave revolt, that she should “suffer no fears upon his account, for he could do nothing that honor would not dictate” (2197).  



After the revolt and the negotiations of Oroonoko’s surrender are being worked up, Byam promises Oroonoko and Imoinda their freedom, but Oroonoko says he has no faith in the words of white men, so he demands that the terms of surrender be put in writing (2208-09).  However, as soon as Oroonoko surrenders, Byam has he brutally whipped (2209), showing that again the whites do not keep their word. 


After Oroonoko’s second capture, he is able to trick the whites so that he dies on his own terms (2215).


(3)  RELIGIOUS SUPERIORITY:  See pp. 2172, 2176, 2185, 2189-92, 2196, and 2197.  (Note:  Some of these pages simply comment on the religion of primitive people and do not necessarily show their religious superiority.)


Christianity is criticized even before the narrator begins the Oroonoko story proper (2172).


Christian treatment of women is contrast with African treatment of women (2176)



In the African religion, God is called the Captain of the Clouds, thereby establishing the primitive closeness of God to Nature (2185).



The deceitful Captive is shown calling upon his Christian god to justify his tricks on Oroonoko (2189-92).


The assertion that a Christian cannot be made a slave (2196).


Oroonoko’s dislike of the concept of the Trinity, making the same criticism as was made by Deists (2197).


(4)   INTELLECTUAL SUPERIORITY:   See pp. 2174, 2205, and 2215.


Oroonoko’s intellectual superiority is shown in his education, particularly in how quickly he masters philosophy, languages, science, history, and such foreign languages as French, English, and Spanish (2174) 



Oroonoko’s speech to the slaves shows the reality of slavery, that it reduces humans to an animalistic level (2205).  In the speech, he argues logically that slavery is unjust; for instance, all of the slaves—the guilty and the innocent—are exposed to the whipping post (2205).



Oroonoko outwits the whites at the end, some contend.  They had planned to beat him to death at the whipping post, but by using reverse psychology, Oroonoko gets to die on his own terms, as a “king,” not as “a dog” (2215). 

5.   Who is John Trefry?  What is Parham House? What does Trefry promise Oroonoko?  (2192)    


One of Surinam’s sugar plantation overseers, Trefry buys Oroonoko from the Captain.  


From the first, he treats Oroonoko as special, even esteeming and “lov[ing] him as his dearest brother” (2192), and he “promised him on his word and honor, he would find the means to reconduct him to his own country again,” abhorring the slavery trick played on Oroonoko (2192).   

6.  How do Oroonoko’s greetings to the natives show that he trusts Trefry’s word?  However, what does Trefry give Oroonoko, which suggests that he probably does not plan to keep this promise?  (2193) 


 Since “the royal youth appeared in spite of the slave,” the natives of Surinam flock to see him.  Oroonoko tries to discourage this admiration, presumably trusting Trefry’s word that Oroonoko would be freed.  


However, Trefry does give Oroonoko a slave “name” (2193) and even assigned him the area of the Parham House plantation Oroonoko was to farm, although the narrator insists that Oroonoko “endured no more of the slave but the name” (2194).  

7.  What “feminist” comment is made on p. 2193?  


The narrator speaks of hers as being “a female pen” (2193), and thus maintains that she cannot give a just celebration of Oroonoko’s “fame” (2193).

8.  What is Oroonoko’s connection with most of the slaves on the plantation? (2194)  


When Oroonoko visits the slave quarters, he finds that most of the slaves there he himself had captured and sold into slavery.  However, the slaves venerate him, seeming to accept that it was part of the customs of Africa to sell defeated warriors and tribe members into slavery.  Oroonoko tells them that he is a slave no better than any of them (2194).

9.  Who is Clemene?  How is foreshadowing used regarding her?  (2194-95) 


She is a beautiful female slave, around 15 or 16, who has been there for six months.  Her name means “mind” or “gentle,” and it was given to her to suggest her personality.   


She is “languish[ing] for some absent happy man” (2195), Trefry says, admitting that he and almost every other white, native, or slave in Surinam is in love with her.  Oroonoko says that she might be “noble, or, what was better, have true notions of honor and virtue in her” (2195).  All of these comments—her beauty, her age, the time she has been in Surinam, her nature, her ability to inspire love at first sight, and her apparent nobility, honor, and virtue—suggest that Clemene is Imoinda.   The next day, when he and Trefry go to visit Imoinda, Oroonoko assures him that he, unlike everyone else, would never fall in love with Clemene, since he could not imagine “his heart could be so perfidious to love again, after Imoinda” (2195).   

10.  Once Oroonoko (Caesar) and Imoinda (Clemene) are reunited, what do they accept? (2196)   Why?  In your answer, jump forward a little and consider the love vs. honor dichotomy which Oroonoko makes.  (2197)  


They “protested that even fetters and slavery were soft and easy, and would be supported with joy and pleasure, while they could be so happy to possess each other to be able to make good their vows.  Caesar swore he disdained the empire of the world while he could behold his Imoinda” (2196).    The narrator says that she assured Oroonoko that he would be set at “liberty as soon as the Governor arrived” (2196).  


Oroonoko, like Antony in Dryden’s play All for Love, is torn between “honor” (2197)—what he reasons is right—and “Love” (2197)—what he feels is right:  “For he could do nothing that honor should not dictate; but he accused himself for having suffered slavery so long; yet he charged that weakness on Love alone, who was capable of making him neglect even glory itself” (2197).        

 11.  What changes Oroonoko’s decision regarding slavery?  (2196-97) 


 “A very short time” after Oroonoko and Imoinda are reunited “she conceived with child, which mad Caesar ever adore her, knowing he was the last of his great race.  This new accident made him more impatient of liberty, and he was every day treating with Trefry for his and Clemene’s liberty” (2196).    Oroonoko believes the whites are postponing his and Imoinda’s freedom hoping to “delay him till the time of his wife’s delivery and make a slave of that [their child] too, for all the breed is theirs [the slave owners] to whom the parents belong” (2197).  

12.  What do the colonists fear Oroonoko will do, and what is his response?  (2197-98)  


The colonists are convinced that Oroonoko is planned “a mutiny (which is very fatal sometimes in those colonies, that abound so with slaves that they exceed the whites in vast numbers)” (2197).  They convince the narrator to speak with him, knowing how much Oroonoko trusts her.  She begins by telling him that she is offended “he should suspect we would break our words with him, and not permit both him and Clemene to return to his own kingdom” (2197).   


He assured her that “he would act nothing upon the white people” since “he could do nothing that honor should not dictate” (2197), even though he was “impatient” for his and Imoinda’s freedom” (2197).   “Before I parted that day with him, I got, with much ado, a promise from him to rest yet a little longer with patience, and wait the coming of the Lord Governor . . . ; he assured me he would” (2198).  However, the colonists, and even the narrator, thereafter kept spies on Oroonoko [Note:  This is reminiscent of what his Grandfather did to him.]  and tried to prevent him from visiting the slaves (2198).      

13.  The episodes concerning the two tigers (2199-2201), the electric eel (2201), and the visit to the Indian tribes, where dismemberment is discussed (2201-05), are usually considered by critics as a digression from the main slavery plot.  How can these episodes be justified as integral to the story?  


The episodes show Oroonoko’s epic heroism, particularly when his conduct is compared with that of the whites.  In the first tiger—a cougar or jaguar—episode (that of the mother tiger attacking an exploring group consisting of Oroonoko, an English gentleman, and four ladies, one of whom is the narrator), it is Oroonoko who takes the sword of the Englishman, who significantly retreats with the ladies.  It is Oroonoko who risks his own life to kill this tiger (2199-2200) 


In the second tiger episode, Oroonoko, even though he is new to the area, kills a tiger “which had long infested that part, and borne away abundance of sheep and oxen” (2200).  Many whites had tried to kill this tiger, but none had succeeded.  Using a bow and arrows, Oroonoko kills it in his first attempt, using only two arrows (2000-01).


The electric eel episode shows Oroonoko’s scientific and questing spirit:  his “curiosity” and desire to do something new “for experiment sake” (2201).


The episode of the visit to the Indian village again shows that Oroonoko’s daring and courage exceeds that of the white men.  The declension in numbers sets up the contrast:  First, the narrator says that after Oroonoko proposed visiting an Indian town “most [of the whites] would not venture” (2202).  Of the eighteen who do—we find out later that Imoinda also goes (2204)—as soon as they get close to the village, some refuse to go to shore.  Only Oroonoko, a fisherman they had picked up to act as translator, the narrator, her brother, her maid, and a few others commence toward the village.  


The narrator insists that, while Oroonoko, the fisherman, and the others secretly observe, she, her brother, and her maid go into the village.  They are greeted as novelties by the natives; soon Oroonoko and the others join them.   The Indians are portrayed as rather simplistic.  They had such “extreme ignorance and simplicity” (2203) that, the narrator says, it would not have been “difficult to establish any unknown or extravagant religion among them” (2203).  A witchdoctor is described (2203).    Oroonoko wants to see the tribe’s “war captains” (2203).  Many of these warriors are disfigured.  They explain that in a contest to show who is the bravest to lead their tribe in battle, warriors get in a dismemberment duel, cutting off noses or lips to show their valor.  Oroonoko comments that this ceremony is “a sort of courage too brutal to be applauded,” but “he expressed his esteem” for their bravery (2204).  Significantly, this foreshadows the last scene of the novel where Oroonoko will dismember himself.      


The narrator admits that this “digression is a little from my story,” but she included it because it “contains some proofs of the curiosity and daring of this great man” Oroonoko (2205).  

14.  As Imoinda’s pregnancy progresses, what action does Oroonoko decide to take?  What are the central arguments of his speech? (2205-06)  


One Sunday, having gotten the plantation spies diverted by food and drink, Oroonoko assembles the 300 slaves.   


He speaks of “the miseries and ignominies of slavery,” saying that they were treated more as “beasts than men, senseless brutes than human souls” (2205).  He continues that “they had lost the divine quality of men and were becomes insensible asses, . . . nay, worse [than] an ass, or do, or horse” (2205).  Every “Black Friday,” Oroonoko points out, the whites forced certain slaves to whip the other slaves—“the innocent with the guilty” (2205).  



Oroonoko calls up the African tradition that people could be made slaves only through defeating someone or an enemy tribe “in honorable battle” (2205):  “And are we by the chance of war become their slaves? . . . no, but we are bought and sold like apes or monkeys” (2206).



Their masters, he concludes, are “below the wildest savages; . . . “a degenerate race, who have no one human virtue left to distinguish ‘em from the vilest creatures” (2206).

15.  Who is Tuscan?  (2206)  


One of the slaves who listen to Oroonoko’s speech.  He says that if there were only themselves, all would join Oroonoko, but “we are husbands and parents too” (2206).  Would not they have to leave their women and children behind?  Oroonoko says that they should accompany them, believing that no woman would be “so degenerate from love and virtue to choose slavery” and stay behind (2206).  


16.  What does Oroonoko say will be the slaves’ ultimate destination?  (2206)  


Tuscan next asks what their destination will be.  Oroonoko answers that he will lead them towards the sea; there they can set up a temporary colony until the can find a ship to return them to Africa (2206).

17.  On what day do the slaves run away?  When is their escape discovered?  Who is William Byam?  What does he organize?  (2207)  


Having gather a few belonging and “what defensive arms they could get” (2207)—a signal that they did not want to make war on the whites—they set out Sunday night.  The overseers discover the slave quarters empty on Monday morning.  About 600 whites are gathered as a militia to pursuit the fugitives.   The narrator says that because of Oroonoko’s nobility some of the better colonists sympathized with Oroonoko and refused to take part in the pursuit (2207).  


William Byam is the deputy governor and the leader of the militia (2207).  Trefry also goes along, hoping to talk Oroonoko into surrendering and returning to the plantation (2207).  


18.  What do almost all of the slaves do when they see the armed whites?  What does Oroonoko vow to do?   


Oroonoko’s insistence that the terms of surrender be put in writing shows that he has learned what from his earlier experiences with whites?  (2208-09)  At the first sight of the whites, most of the slaves--through the encouragement of their wives--desert, leaving only Oroonoko, Imoinda, and Tuscan.  These three vow to fight to the death:  Byam “found that [Oroonoko] was resolved to die fight, and would not be taken; no more would Tuscan, or Imoinda” (2208).



Byam, however, was “more thirsting after revenge of another sort than that of depriving [Oroonoko] of his life” (2208).  Byam tells Oroonoko that he admired Oroonoko as “a prince” and that his rebellion would be “looked on as a heat of youth, and rashness of a too forward courage” (2208).  Consequently, if Oroonoko would “surrender yourself, all imaginable respect should be paid you; and yourself, your wife, and child, if it be here born, shall depart free out of our land” (2208) on the first “ship that would touch on his coast” (2208).



Oroonoko answers that he has “no faith in the white men or the gods they adored” (2208).  He continues that he so doubted the word of Christians that “a man ought to be eternally on his guard, and never to eat and drink with Christians without his weapon of defense in his hand” (2208).    Oroonoko berates the slaves who had deserted him.



Trefry intervenes and convinces Oroonoko that he can trust Byam.  However, Oroonoko insists that the terms of surrender, which Byam had spoken, be put in writing:  “It should be ratified by their hands, because [Oroonoko] had perceived that was the common way of contract between man and man, amongst the whites” (2209).   Once that is done—addition was the pardon of Tuscan—they surrendered.  

19.  After his surrender, do the whites keep their written word?  How is Oroonoko punished?  Notice that before this punishment, Oroonoko was a slave in name only; now he becomes a slave in body.  Why is Imoinda spared punishment?  (2209)  


No.  As soon as they enter the slave camp, other slaves are ordered to seize Oroonoko and Tuscan, both in a weakened condition.  


They are tied to a whipping post and brutally beaten.  Throughout the beating, the narrator says, Oroonoko never cried out:  he “was not perceived to make any moan or to alter his face” (2209).  Afterwards, Indian pepper is rubbed in Oroonoko’s wounds (2209).  

Oroonoko, who had been a slave in name, now becomes a slave in body.  He who had protested theoretically about the whipping post becomes a victim of it.  



As for Imoinda, she is not punished and is not even a witness to Oroonoko’s punishment, not out of any compassion, but because the whites “fear she should die with the sight, or miscarry, and then they should lose a young slave and perhaps the mother” (2209).  

20.  Toward the principal deceitful white man, Byam, what does Oroonoko vow?   How does Oroonoko’s use of his two names in his statement, “[T]hen you shall see that Oroonoko scorns to live with the indignity that was put on Caesar,” tie in with the subtitle of the novel and its central theme of primitivism vs. civilization?  (2210)  


The narrator says that when she and other women heard of the revolt of the slaves on Monday they had fled down river, fearing that the slaves “would come down and cut all our throats” (2210).   Once they know the rebellion has been crushed—they are saddened by the cruel punishment of Oroonoko, who “was taken and whipped like a common slave” (2210)—they return.  The narrator visits Oroonoko, who says that “he could never pardon Byam”; “he wished to live, to take a dire revenge of him, and said, ‘It had been well for him if he had sacrificed me, instead of giving me the contemptible whip’” (2210).  Oroonoko says that he will live only until “I have completed my revenge” (2210).  


In using his two names, Oroonoko stresses the two parts of the novel’s subtitle:  Prince Oroonoko (royalty/primitivism) and the slave Caesar (corrupted and dehumanized by civilization).  In speaking of himself in the third person, he suggests how far he has become detached from both of these names and how he is trapped between both worlds.   

21.  In Oroonoko’s obsession with hatred and revenge, the author suggests that Oroonoko is becoming like the whites.  Ironically, how will Oroonoko’s decision regarding Imoinda change him back to the noble savage?  (2211-13)



A council assembled by Byam ordered that Oroonoko be hanged, but Trefry defied them, saying that Parham House, where Oroonoko was, was beyond their jurisdiction (2211).   


During his recovering, the narrator says that Oroonoko “struggled with Love for the victory of his heart, which took part with his charming Imoinda there; but for the most part his time was passed in melancholy thought and black designs” (2211).  His mind centers on destructive thoughts toward the whites, not only toward Byam:  “So that now resolving not only to kill Byam but all those he thought had enraged him, pleasing his great heart with the fancied slaughter he should make over the whole face of the  plantation” (2211-12).  Such bitterness and desire for wanton slaughter had previously characterized the whites.



Before embarking on this destruction, Oroonoko decides that he must sacrifice Imoinda, so that after his death, she will not be “ravished by every brute, exposed first to their nasty lusts and then a shameful death” (2211).  



One day he leads her into the woods, where “he told his design first of killing her, and then his enemies, and next himself” (2212).  After hearing him, Imoinda, his “heroic wife” (2212), begged him to kill her since she did not want to be left as “a prey to his enemies” (2212).    With both shedding tears—hers of joy—“The lovely, young, and adored victim lays herself down before the sacrificer; while he, with a hand resolved and a heart breaking within, gave the fatal stroke; first cutting her throat, and then severing her yet smiling face from her delicate body . . . .  As soon as he had done, he laid the body decently on leaves and flowers” (2212).



Oroonoko had planned to rush from her body and exact his revenge against Byam and the entire plantation.  However, looking at her body, he is torn between grief and revenge:  “Then, at her name, grief would get the ascendant of rage . . . . And however bent he was on his intended slaughter [of the whites], he had not power to stir from the sight” of Imoinda (2212).  



Thus his love for her becomes greater than his hatred for the whites. 



Oroonoko stays beside Imoinda’s body for eight days (2213).



A search part is sent to look for them and find Oroonoko alive, but much altered in his appearance, and Imoinda dead (2213).  

22.  How is Oroonoko captured?  (2214)  Who is Bannister?  (2215)



Oroonoko vows not to be taken alive, saying that they “will find no more Caesars to be whipped . . . .  Feeble as you think me, I have strength yet left to secure me from a second indignity” (2213) 



Oroonoko then cuts a piece of flesh from his throat and hurls it at them.  Next, he cuts open his belly (2214).  Both of these actions seem to be a ruse to lure the whites to him, so that he can die killing some of them.  One does come forward, thinking Oroonoko near dead, and is killed.  



Tuscan then rushes, and despite being wounded, he prevents Oroonoko from further harming himself.  Oroonoko is brought to Parham House, where a doctor sews up his belly wound.  The narrator visits.  Oroonoko tells her that he wanted “we would let him die” (2214).  However, he begins to recover (2214).  The narrator says that, convinced Oroonoko would be looked after, she left Parham House to visit a plantation down river. 


Byam, perhaps fearing that Oroonoko would in time kill him out of revenge, implements a plan where he lures Trefry away from Parham.  Byam has left a surrogate Bannister behind.  With Trefry out of the way, Bannister has Oroonoko seized and “carried to the same post where he was whipped; and causing him to be tied to it, and a great fire made before him, he told him he should died like a dog, as he was” (2215).         


23.  Sentenced to death by whipping, how at his death does Oroonoko play a trick on the whites (who had tricked him so often in the novel)?  Symbolically for Oroonoko, why does he not want to die on the whipping post?  Describe Oroonoko’s death. (2215)   


Some critics contend that Oroonoko’s speech, “My friends, am I to die, or to be whipped?” (2215), is meant to plant in their mind that he wishes to be whipped.  Desiring to thwart his wishes, the whites say that he “shall not escape so well [easily],” not realizing that the most difficult form of death for Oroonoko would be whipping, since that would mean he would die as a slave.  




According to this interpretation, Oroonoko nobly endures his dismemberment (his genitals, his ears, his nose, and his arms) before “he gave up the ghost, without a groan or a reproach” (2215).  He dies not “like a dog” (2215), but as “a mangled king” (2215).



Afterwards, the parts of his body are sent to the chief plantations to be displayed as a warning to other slaves.  The narrator says that “thus died this great man, worthy of a better fate” (2215). 

  


