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Setting about the 
Task…



• “…reading any 
particular book is a 
waste of time 
compared to keeping 
our perspective about 
books overall.” 

• It will allow us to move 
beyond the individuality 
of Pompilla S. Agalo’s 
Faces, to the relations it 
enjoys with other 
books.

• It is only by keeping 
this perspective about 
books overall that I 
would be able to do 
justice to Pompilla’s 
Faces in their Eyes.



About the Book 
Title…



As far as titles go, Agalo’s The 
Faces in their Eyes: A Memoir 
of a Spirited Love is the most 
personally damning book title 
I have laid eyes on, since I 
first read Sven Lindqvist’s 
Exterminate All the Brutes: 
One Man’s Odyssey Into the 
Heart of Darkness and the 
Origins of European Genocide.

It is personally damning 
because unlike Lindqvist’s 
masterpiece that speaks to 
white Europeans, The Faces in 
their Eyes speaks – directly, 
unmitigated as all writing 
does – to us Africans, us 
Ugandans, us Acoli.



The Faces in their Eyes 
speaks of one of humanity’s 
greatest fears, the fear that 
human eyes, like a camera, 
record on film the images it 
is exposed to. 
So if you are inclined to 
murder me, know that my 
eyes will retain a recording 
of your face. That is why 
every dead body goes 
through post-mortem, even 
when we know the cause of 
death. With our current 
levels of technical know-
how, a post-mortem of my 
dead eyes can extract that 
film and develop it to reveal 
the last thing I saw. Your 
face… 



Opening Lines and 
Paragraphs…



Many books have 
become famous because 
of their opening lines and 
paragraphs, and are 
remembered and recited 
by all…
Chinua Achebe’s opening 
paragraph in Things Fall 
Apart is recited verbatim 
by every school boy or 
girl worth their salt.
Agalo’s opening line is a 
stunning, solitary word; 
what makes the 
paragraph is a following 
sentence that tells you to 
shut up and listen.



Okonkwo was well known 
throughout the nine villages 
and even beyond. His fame 
rested on solid personal 
achievements. As a young man 
of eighteen he had brought 
honor to his village by throwing 
Amalinze the Cat. Amalinze 
was the great wrestler who for 
seven years was unbeaten, 
from Umofia to Mbaino. He was 
called the Cat because his back 
would never touch the earth. It 
was this man that Onkonkwo 
threw in a fight which the old 
men agreed was one of the 
fiercest since the founder of 
their town engaged a spirit of 
the wild for seven days and 
seven nights.

Silence. 

The kind that shuts 
me down is here 
again.



Agalo’s Style…



• Like every tomboy, 
Agalo must have 
read Mark Twain’s 
classic: The 
Adventures of Tom 
Sawyer. 

• The narrative style 
used on their young 
characters is the 
same: sharp kids 
innocently getting 
themselves out of 
sticky spots with 
outrageously 
comical assertions…



“Answer the 
gentleman, Thomas––
don’t be afraid.”
Tom still hung fire.
“Now I know you’ll tell 
me,” said the lady. 
“The names of the first 
two disciples were––”
“David and Goliah!”
Let us draw the 
curtain of charity 
over the rest of the 
scene. (My emphasis)

The nun was dazed, not 
because the story was 
madness, but because 
Acayo had narrated the 
whole thing in the Acoli 
language without 
catching her breath! 
AND, most of all, it was 
because “Sister Pink-
man,” as the students 
had nicknamed her, did 
not speak Acoli.
She was Irish! (My 
emphasis)



The Sacred and the 
Profane…



O, Lord!
Despite a great many 
prayers to You we are 
continually losing our wars. 
Tomorrow we shall again 
be fighting a battle that is 
truly great. With all our 
might we need Your help 
and that is why I must tell 
You something: This battle 
tomorrow is going to be a 
serious affair. There will be 
no place in it for children. 
Therefore I must ask You 
not to send Your Son to 
help us. 
Come Yourself. (My 
emphasis).



We had a garden. Our holy 
garden stood inside a square, 
an intimate space surrounded 
by classroom blocks to the 
south, the nun’s residence and 
chapel to the east, more 
classroom blocks to the north 
and an assembly hall to the 
west. 
There brimmed our garden in 
holiness. It was there that we 
said our evening prayers and lit 
vigil candles of sorrow for those 
among us who had lost loved 
ones, and candles of joy at 
Easter.
There we also saw Jesus. He 
stood in the center of the 
circular cement seat, looking 
down on us while we prayed.
Jesus was an old statue. (My 
emphasis).



The Scalabrini 
Residence…



“The evening arrived; the boys 
took their places. The master, 
in his cook’s uniform, stationed 
himself at the copper; his 
pauper assistants ranged 
themselves behind him; the 
gruel was served out; and a 
long grace was said over the 
short commons. The gruel 
disappeared; the boys 
whispered to each other, and 
winked at Oliver; while his next 
neighbors nudged him. Child as 
he was, he was desperate with 
hunger, and reckless with 
misery. He rose from the table; 
and advancing to the master, 
basin and spoon in hand, said: 
somewhat alarmed at his own 
temerity:
‘Please, sir, I want some 
more’.”



I was served lunch on the outdoor 
kitchen verandah by an extremely 
dark-skinned woman, whom I heard 
three boys call Mamma. …
Not until I needed their attention, did 
I turn to their Mamma. “Can I get 
more food?”
Everybody froze.
That’s right, boys, I speak this 
language, too. Their Mamma smiled 
a “serves you right” look, and I 
carried on as if nothing had 
happened. 

***

Oliver Twist’s reception at the 
Workhouse and Agalo’s reception at 
the Scalabrini Residence could not 
be in starker contrast, perhaps a 
reflection of the stark differences in 
civilized Victorian and post-colonial 
Ugandan culture.



“This your father-r is alive?”
“Yes he is”
“And he has a job?”
“A modest job. He can afford 
me.”
“And your mother-r?”
“Must be resting in some place 
eternal.”
That was when he noticed that 
my dark outlook was only a 
shield. I did not want any of 
his tenderness, because I did 
not trust it.
“You will be my daughter,” he 
stated with hidden fury. “My 
daughter will live with me.” 
Fire was in his eyes. He did not 
need to hear my father’s side 
of the story. Father John simply 
despised irresponsible fathers.



Why She Writes…



I had seen artists preserve 
our events in books such as 
The Girls of Aboke, Girl 
Soldier, and First Kill Your 
Family, and I wondered why 
the world was only interested 
in our pain. 
If I could tell our story, there 
would be music, and stories 
told around the bonfire! 
In my select words, we would 
dance again in better 
measure than anybody ever 
wrote about guns. 
“Someone like you, could as 
well write about these 
dances,” a thought chose me. 
“You are my ambassador; I 
choose you; I want you, but 
only for the right.” I wrote 
that down.
Was that a start of a story I 
would write?



Powers of 
Description…



WHEN Farmer Oak smiled, the 
corners of his mouth spread till 
they were within an unimportant 
distance of his ears, his eyes were 
reduced to chinks, and diverging 
wrinkles appeared round them, 
extending upon his countenance 
like the rays in a rudimentary 
sketch of the rising sun.

…

A grandpa sat under a thorn tree, 
eyes closed. He smoked a tobacco 
pipe and its cloudy rhythm 
seemed to briefly bury his reality. 
Occasionally a racking cough 
made him pat his chest. Another 
time, it was a violent strike on the 
same chest, as if to tell the lungs: 
“Stay! You are far safer inside of 
me.” And yet again he inhaled. 
Eyes bloodshot from the tobacco 
binge.



The Horns of a 
Dilemma…



• The next night, yesterday’s 
drunk may try a different 
woman deserving of his 
rescue. In her hut, they 
would motivate other 
teenagers, until this comfort 
adopted in the camps 
became everybody’s salvage 
from this misery, they lived.

• The Anti-Retroviral drugs 
would come, so they did not 
care if their bodies were 
unsafe. More ARVs, then. HIV 
itself came with incentives. 
More food was given to those 
who tested positive, and 
everybody desired more 
food. Also, everybody desired 
the pleasure through which 
to get this food.



Our Guilt Trip…



In Faces, Agalo takes us on a guilt trip... Guilt for 
not having committed to writing the unique 
experiences of a generation, a time that all of us 
of age then, experienced in our own unique ways 
akin to John Godfrey Saxe’s ‘Six Blind Men and 
the Elephant’.



• And herein lays the immense 
value of Agalo’s contribution to 
the canon of writing on Acoli by 
Acoli: a clarion call to those 
who experienced those times – 
time in plural as each one has 
his or her perspective – to take 
up our responsibilities and 
document the events, and our 
experiences of those events, 
for posterity.

• Why so? So that – to borrow 
that evocative phrase from 
history – we who have “learned 
nothing and forgotten nothing” 
will allow our children and their 
children in turn, the 
opportunity to learn something 
and forget nothing.





End Notes…



“…reading any particular book is a waste of time 
compared to keeping our perspective about books 

overall.” 

“Most statements about a book are not about the 
book itself, despite appearances, but about the 

larger set of books on which our culture depends at 
that moment. It is that set, which I shall henceforth 
refer to as the collective library, that truly matters, 
since it is our mastery of this collective library that 
is at stake in all discussions about books. But this 

mastery is a command of relations, not of any book 
in isolation, and it easily accommodates ignorance 

of a large part of the whole.” 
– Pierre Bayard, How to Talk About Books You haven’t Read 



“I hope this discussion of Pompilla S. 
Agalo’s The Faces in their Eyes: A memoir of 
a spirited love, in the context of the larger 
set of books I have cited, has made us see 

what is at stake in this discussion: the 
collective library on which our culture 

depends at this moment can enable us as 
Acoli to conjure the specters of that time in 
our lives when we as individuals and us, as 
Acoli came to world notice and attention for 
the wrong reasons, lest we and our children 

live to relive a past we best forget.”
– Michael Tebere
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