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The Poisonwood Bible
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Barbara Kingsolver

1998

Introduction

When The Poisonwood Bible was published in 1998, Barbara Kingsolver was already a well-established and respected author. Her fourth novel, however, became an overwhelming critical and popular success, especially after Oprah Winfrey chose it for her book club. The novel sold more hardcover copies than all of Kingsolver's previous works put together, including three novels, short story collections, a poetry collection, and two nonfiction works.

As in many of her other stories, Kingsolver in The Poisonwood Bible focuses on the complexities of family relationships and communities in which people experience a clash of cultures. Yet here, she widens her scope to include three decades in the second half of the twentieth century during a time of political upheaval in the Congo. The novel focuses on the experiences of the Price family, who arrive in the Congo in 1959, emissaries of the Southern Baptist Mission League. Orleanna Price, along with her four daughters, struggles to adapt to and to survive the harsh conditions there while her husband, Nathan Price, descends into madness as he tries and fails to force the villagers to adopt his rigid Christian doctrines.

The family's troubles become life-threatening as the Congolese fight for their independence from Belgium and from U.S. interference in their political and social affairs. Kingsolver's intermingling of politics and human drama results in a satisfying tale of betrayal and forgiveness. Reviewers have applauded the novel's compelling characters, its political themes, and Kingsolver's insight into the complex dynamics of the family.




Author Biography

Celebrated author, journalist, and human rights and environmental activist, Barbara Kingsolver was born in Annapolis, Maryland, on April 8, 1955, but she grew up in rural Kentucky. As she watched her country doctor father serve the poor and working class, she developed a sense of social responsibility and devotion to community that was later expressed in her writing.

When she was in the second grade, her father accepted a medical position in the Congo and moved his family there. At that time, Kingsolver began her life-long habit of writing in a journal. During her junior year at DePauw University where she was studying biology, she took time off to work in Europe as an archaeologist's assistant. After eventually earning a degree at DePauw, Kingsolver lived for periods of time in Europe and the United States, supporting herself with an array of occupations, including typesetter, x-ray technician, copy editor, biological researcher, and translator. In 1981, she earned a master's degree in ecology and evolutionary biology from the University of Arizona and soon began working as a technical writer and freelance journalist.

By 1987, she decided to devote her time to writing fiction, and in the following year, her first novel, The Bean Trees, was published and gained national acclaim. The novel focuses on a young Anglo woman who moves to Arizona after adopting a Cherokee girl. Many of Kingsolver's later works are set in the American southwest and address the culture clash between Native Americans and Anglos. With The Poisonwood Bible (1998), Kingsolver broadened her scope to the landscape and politics of Africa.

Awards that followed for her other work include the Feature-writing Award, Arizona Press Club, 1986; American Library Association Award in 1988 for The Bean Trees and in 1990 for Homeland; citation of accomplishment from United Nations National Council of Women, 1989; PEN Fiction Prize and Edward Abbey Ecofiction Award, both 1991, for Animal Dreams (1990); Woodrow Wilson Foundation/Lila Wallace fellowship (1992–1993); an honorary doctorate from DePauw University, 1994; and the Book Sense Book of the Year Award, for The Poisonwood Bible, 2000. Also in 2000, Kingsolver received the National Humanities Medal, the highest U.S. award for service through the arts. Her devotion to her craft and to her progressive political sensibility prompted her to establish and fund the Bellwether Prize, awarded to previously unpublished authors who address themes involving social and political injustice.

As of 2006, Barbara Kingsolver was married to Steven Hopp, and the couple lived with their two daughters in Tucson, Arizona, and on a farm in Appalachia. Hopp and Kingsolver co-author essays and articles, some of which are included in her collection of essays, Small Wonder (2002).




Plot Summary

Book One: Genesis

The narrative presents multiple points of view as Orleanna Price and her four daughters each tell their own story of their family's experience in the Congo. Orleanna Price opens The Poisonwood Bible from Sanderling Island, Georgia, where she lives decades after her family left the Congo. While she thinks of Africa, she speaks to her dead child who is unidentified at this point. She remembers one afternoon when they went on a picnic. Even though she admits that the child she is speaking to was her favorite, she begs her daughter to leave her alone.

Fourteen-year-old Leah begins the story of the family's life in Kilanga, Congo, in 1959. The Price family came from Bethlehem, Georgia, bringing as many of the comforts of home as they could carry. Five-year-old Ruth May talks about segregation back home and insists that her sisters will not be going to school with the village children. She admits that she is bad sometimes and explains that Adah, Leah's twin, is brain damaged and hates all of them.

Fifteen-year-old Rachel takes stock of the situation when they land and realizes that they will have no control over their lives in the Congo. She immediately misses the comforts of home more than the others. The village men, bare-chested women, and naked children welcome them, singing their own versions of Christian hymns. After Nathan delivers a brief sermon about God punishing "sinners" for their nakedness, the villagers turn away dismayed, some women covering their breasts. When the Prices begin to eat food prepared by the villagers, Orleanna warns her daughters not to spit it out. That night, Rachel cries herself to sleep.

Adah describes the village with its little mud houses inhabited by "tired thin women." She remains mute because doctors who determined that she has hemiplegia, or the inability to move one side of her body, insisted that only half of her brain worked and that she would never speak. Leah explains that during their first days in Congo, the girls were all afraid to leave the house. They took bitter quinine tablets to ward off malaria, their greatest fear. Leah vows to work hard with her father in growing crops for the village to help them and to gain his recognition, which she desperately craves.

The children are in awe of Mama Bekwa Tataba, a village woman who becomes their servant and teaches them how to survive in the Congo. Leah is shocked that she is contemptuous of her father's planting skills, but Mama Tataba shows them the proper way to plant crops. When the rainy season comes, his crops are washed away.

On Easter Sunday, Nathan stages a pageant to encourage baptism, but the villagers, whose attendance at church has been sparse, refuse. Orleanna fries up chicken and passes it out to the village, winning them over. The family has inherited from Brother Fowles, the previous missionary, a parrot named Methuselah who has picked up his previous owner's earthy language, which vexes Nathan. He punishes Leah, Ruth May, and Rachel, thinking that they have taught the bird to swear, by forcing them to write out biblical verses. None tells him that Methuselah had overheard Orleanna swearing over the seemingly impossible task of keeping the family fed.

Nathan sets off dynamite in the river to kill fish for the villagers and so inspire them to join the church. So many fish are killed, however, that the day of abundance becomes a day of waste since there is no way to preserve the fish that are not eaten. They soon realize that their garden will never provide food because there are no insects to pollinate the plants. One day the family suffers two losses: Mama Tataba leaves after Nathan gives a long sermon on baptism, and Nathan releases Methuselah into the wild. Nathan later discovers that the villagers refuse to allow him to baptize them because a girl was eaten the previous year by a crocodile when she was swimming in the river.

Book Two: The Revelation

The narrative shifts back to Orleanna on Sanderling Island, reflecting on how Nathan hardened his will during their time in Kilanga and grew more distant from the children and from her.

Back in the Congo, Leah is fascinated by the new sights of the jungle and claims it to be a heavenly paradise. Ruth May makes friends with many of the village children, and Leah makes her first friend, Pascal, who teaches her the names of everything she sees as well as important survival skills. When Ruth May breaks her arm after falling out of a tree, Eeben Axelroot, a bush pilot and mercenary, flies her and Nathan to the doctor in nearby Stanleyville.
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Media Adaptations


	Brilliance Audio produced an unabridged audio version of the novel, read by Dean Robertson, in 2004. As of 2006, no film version had been made.





Later, Anatole, the village schoolteacher and interpreter of Nathan's sermons, warns Nathan that their chief, Tata Ndu is concerned that his people will turn their backs on their own customs and traditions. Anatole explains that the only villagers who are attending his services are those who feel that their gods have abandoned them. Tata Ndu fears that if Nathan lures too many people to his church, the gods will become angry and punish the village. Nathan tries to force Anatole to support him, but Anatole remains neutral. He also warns Nathan that he must respect the village's spiritual leader, Tata Kuvundundu, and notes that the previous missionary, Brother Fowles, had gained the trust of the villagers and so had been able to bring most of them to church. This comparison angers Nathan, who later takes it out on Orleanna.

Nelson, an orphan boy in the village, comes to help out the Prices in return for a place to live. Adah, who sometimes spies on the villagers, notices that Anatole supports the movement for independence in the Congo. One day, the chief mistakenly thinks that she has been killed by a lion that was tracking her. As a result, more villagers come to Nathan's church, thinking that Jesus must have saved her. Their response pleases Nathan, who turns his attention briefly to Adah, which makes Leah jealous. After Nathan strikes Leah "hard for the sin of pride," she runs off into the jungle and does not return until nighttime.

In January, the Underdowns, who finance the Mission League, come to warn the Prices to leave before the conflict over the country's independence gets worse. They remind Nathan that his mission there was never sanctioned by the league. When the Underdowns tell him that no one is coming to replace him, Nathan refuses to go, believing that God will protect them.

When the rainy season comes, many villagers die from disease. Orleanna continually pleads with Nathan to leave, but he refuses to listen to her. Patrice Lumumba becomes prime minister of the newly independent Republic of the Congo. After the Underdowns evacuate, the Prices' monthly stipend, which they used to buy food, stops. Orleanna becomes despondent, and she and Ruth May spend their days in bed.

Book Three: The Judges

Back in the present, Orleanna insists to herself and to Ruth May that she was unable to do anything to prevent their suffering. She tells of Nathan's experience during World War II, in which he narrowly escaped the Death March from Bataan, which claimed the lives of all the men in his unit.

Orleanna and Ruth May are near death from malaria, which does not seem to concern Nathan. The three girls struggle to feed them all with no money to buy food. Anatole tells Leah about the current political situation in the Congo, noting the difficulties that Lumumba is having in his efforts to maintain independence. Whites are beginning to be attacked in the cities by black revolutionaries. Every night Orleanna begs Nathan to leave, but he persists in refusing.

While the sickness holds on to Ruth May, Orleanna slowly tries to pull herself together and take care of her family. She refuses to speak directly to Nathan. After her illness, she begins to speak her mind and insists she will get them out as soon as she can find a way. Leah begins to doubt her father's judgment as she recognizes that he is unable to take care of them.

Brother Fowles and his wife visit the Prices and present them with a much more benevolent view of the villagers that involves compromise and respect. When he and Nathan disagree about the interpretation of scripture and the best way to save the villagers, Nathan stomps off angrily. The Fowles give the family gifts of food and medicine.

Tata Ndu decides that he wants Rachel to be his wife. In order to escape that fate and a growing sense of danger, her father convinces her to pretend to be engaged to Axelroot. As they spend time together in a fake courting ritual, Rachel eventually grows to like him. Ruth May thinks about the diamonds she saw in the back of Axelroot's plane when she went with her father to see the doctor. She has told no one because Axelroot insisted that her family would get sick and die if she did. This discovery suggests that the pilot has been involved in smuggling operations.

Leah teaches at Anatole's school, and she and Anatole become good friends. Orleanna gives Rachel some of her jewelry for her seventeenth birthday. Adah notes that Ruth May has gotten better, but it seems as if the life has gone out of her. Leah begins to learn how to hunt in order to provide food for the family. She has difficulty though teaching the children who are becoming increasingly wary of whites during the political upheaval. She and Anatole have long talks about the black Africans' lives and culture in contrast to that of Americans. Axelroot tells Rachel that Lumumba is going to be murdered. Adah hears the same news while listening to his radio but with the added information that the Americans are behind the plot.

One night, the village is attacked by ants, which cover the ground, destroying everything in their path. All run to the river except Ruth May and Adah, who both need assistance. For the first time, Adah speaks out loud, asking for her mother's help. Orleanna is forced to make a choice, and she chooses Ruth May, abandoning Adah, who is later rescued by Anatole. He tells Leah that the villagers have taken the family to safety and that they have been looking out for them during these past months. Feeling that Anatole is the only person she can believe in now. Leah tells him that she loves him.

Book Four: Bel and The Serpent

In the present, Orleanna recalls the details of the political unrest in the Congo, noting that the U.S. government organized a coup that put Joseph Mobutu into power. Back in the Congo, the villagers hold an election and vote against accepting Christ as the savior of Kilanga.

Leah begins to openly defy Nathan after the vote. The villagers plan a hunt so that they will not die of starvation, and Leah participates. She kills an impala, but one of the villagers claims that he killed it. The chief cuts off a piece for her, but she throws it back, hitting the man who had argued with her. Rachel constructs a secret plan to have Axelroot take her away from the village.

In an effort to scare or punish anyone who supports the Prices, Tata Kuvundu, the village's spiritual leader, places a snake near Anatole's bed and another in the chicken house where Nelson sleeps. The latter one kills Ruth May. A devastated Orleanna prepares her for burial and then moves all of their possessions outside of the house, so that the villagers can take what they want.

Book Five: Exodus

After Ruth May's burial, Orleanna begins walking with her remaining daughters to Leopoldville, leaving Nathan behind. During the journey, they become sick with malaria. When they arrive at the village of Bulungu, they stop for a while as Orleanna decides what to do next. She eventually continues on with Adah, leaving Leah, who is delirious with fever, behind in Anatole's care until she is well enough to travel home. Rachel leaves with Axelroot. During her convalescence, Leah's love for Anatole deepens. When she gets better, she decides to stay in the Congo with him.

By 1962, Rachel and Axelroot are living together in Johannesburg, South Africa, where he works in the mining industry. Adah is back home in Georgia attending Emory University where she is studying medicine.

In 1964, Leah is staying in a convent in the jungle for protection as Anatole aids the revolutionaries and is eventually imprisoned by Mobutu's forces. She hears that Nathan is living in the jungle and is ill. Rachel has adapted well to segregated Johannesburg but decides to leave Axelroot who treats her badly. She seduces a French ambassador and soon marries him.

By Christmas of 1968, Adah has discovered that her condition had been misdiagnosed, and she is able to get rid of her limp. She is afraid, however, that she will lose her identity if she is cured of her disability. Leah comes to Georgia for a visit with Anatole, now her husband, and their son. Orleanna has become a civil rights worker. Adah fears that she will lose Orleanna to Leah and her family but soon realizes that her mother needs her and is comforted by the thought.

In 1974, Leah and Anatole now have three children. She constantly fears that Anatole will again be imprisoned. In 1978, Rachel runs the Equatorial, a resort near Brazzaville in the French Congo, left to her by her third husband. The resort, which was formerly a plantation, gets a good tourist trade, and Rachel is content there.

In 1981, Anatole has been sent back to prison after returning from a stay in the United States. Leah determines that her family needs to go back to the Congo because they have a responsibility to the country. Also, she insists "the air is just blank in America…. You can't ever smell what's around you." Leah is desperately lonely without Anatole. In the United States, Adah has become an expert in tropical diseases.

In 1984, the three sisters reunite in the Congo, a meeting that becomes, in Rachel's terms, "a sensational failure." She explains, "For the entire trip I think the three of us were all on speaking terms for only one complete afternoon." They argue mainly about their views of Africa and its people. Leah tells her sisters that their father has died. After an incident on the river when he tried to baptize some of the village children, their boat overturned, and the children drowned or were killed by a crocodile. As a result, the villagers set fire to a tower that Nathan had climbed up, and he burned to death.

In 1985, Orleanna moves to Sanderling Island off the coast of Georgia. By 1986, Leah has four sons and is living in the Congo, renamed Zaire, where she and Anatole work with farmers and try to establish a cooperative. They hope to be able to move to Angola, a truly independent nation beyond the reach of U.S. influence.

Book Six: Son of the Three Children

Rachel's resort has become quite profitable. Now living in Angola where she teaches health classes, Leah admits, "Quinine just barely keeps my malaria in check." Orleanna also suffers from the diseases she picked up in Africa.

Book Seven: The Eyes in the Trees

Ruth May controls the narrative in the final pages as she speaks to her mother and sisters, insisting that she will not judge them. She notes that Orleanna and her sisters tried to find her grave to say goodbye, but the village is no longer there. Ruth May forgives them and tells them, "Slide the weight from your shoulders and move forward…. You will forgive and remember."




Characters

Eeben Axelroot

Eeben Axelroot is the self-serving Afrikaner bush pilot, diamond smuggler, and CIA agent who helps Rachel escape Kilanga. They later live together in a common-law marriage until Rachel leaves him for a government official.

Brother Fowles

Brother Fowles, the missionary that had lived in Kilanga before the arrival of the Prices, "entered into unconventional alliances with the local people" and was consequently removed by the Mission League.38 He does not interpret the Bible as strictly as does Nathan and so can be much more flexible as he tries to help the villagers. His sympathetic and generous response to the villagers provides a model of what real missionary work can accomplish.

Tata Kuvundu

Tata Kuvundu, the village's spiritual leader, fears that Nathan will interfere with tradition and thus his power among his people. He tries to remove those whom he feels threaten his power by planting mamba snakes in their beds. One snake that was left in the chicken house for Nelson kills Ruth May.

Patrice Lumumba

Patrice Lumumba becomes the first elected president of the Republic of the Congo. His refusal to accept American influence in his country causes his ousting during a coup. He is later beaten to death by government forces. Anatole's support of Lumumba and the principles for which he stood makes him an enemy of Mobutu's government and as a result, he is frequently jailed.

Joseph Mobutu

Joseph Mobutu installs himself as president of the Republic of the Congo after leading a U.S. backed coup that ousted Lumumba from power. He ruled the country as a corrupt and tyrannical dictator for thirty years, enjoying a wealthy lifestyle while his people suffered in poverty.

Mama Mwanza

Mama Mwanza, one of the Prices' neighbors, had her legs burned so badly that they have become useless. She is able to move by scooting around on her hands. The Prices respect her resourcefulness, and Adah identifies with her.

Tata Ndu

Village chief Tata Ndu fears that Nathan and his teachings will usurp the chief's position among his people. Tata Ndu decides that he wants to take Rachel as one of his brides but does not pursue her when he is told that she is engaged to Axelroot.

Nelson

In exchange for a place to live, twelve-year-old Nelson, a village orphan who is one of Anatole's best students, helps the Price family after Mama Tataba leaves. He teaches the girls African customs and survival skills.

Anatole Ngemba

Anatole is the village schoolteacher who later becomes a revolutionary. He interprets Nathan's sermons and becomes sympathetic to the Prices' difficulty in adjusting to village life. Leah falls in love with him, and the two marry and have four children.

Pascal

Leah names her first child after nine-year-old Pascal who becomes her first friend in the Congo.

Adah Price

Adah suffers from a condition called hemiplegia, which makes the left side of her body useless. She blames her twin sister, Leah, for this infirmity, insisting that she grew weak in her mother's womb while Leah grew strong. Adah, who has decided not to speak, takes a cynical view of the world but notices everything. She claims, "When you do not speak, other people presume you to be deaf or feebleminded and promptly make a show of their own limitations." Since, according to her, she is "mostly … lost in the shuffle," she isolates herself from others. Diagnosed like her twin as gifted, she spends her time thinking of palindromes, poetry, and math.

Adah feels more accepted in the Congo where so many black Africans have disabilities that "bodily damage is more or less considered to be a byproduct of living, not a disgrace." As a result, she enjoys "a benign approval in Kilanga that [she has] never, ever known in Bethlehem, Georgia." She later admits that she has "long relied on the comforts of martyrdom." After she returns home, she is able to regain the use of her left side and becomes a researcher, studying deadly viruses that afflict Africans.

Leah Price

When she and her family arrive in the Congo, Leah is a firm believer in their mission and is devoted to her father, whom she idolizes. Initially, she is desperate for his approval and always wants to be with him. She never contradicts him or questions his autocratic rule of their family. Her compassionate nature, however, forces her to recognize her father's self-serving motives, and she rejects him as well as his religion. As she falls in love with Anatole, her new ideal, she becomes deeply involved with the plight of black Africans. Adah claims that "her religion is the suffering." Anatole warns her against trying "to make life a mathematics problem with [her] in the center and everything coming out equal." His nickname for her is "béene-beene," which means "as true as the truth can be."

Nathan Price

Nathan Price, the Baptist missionary who brings his family to the Congo, is an autocratic man whose religious zeal makes him rigid and unsympathetic. Orleanna recognizes that he could never love her because that "would have trespassed on his devotion to all mankind." He has antiquated views of women and their abilities, illustrated by his pronouncement: "Sending a girl to college is like pouring water in your shoes…. It's hard to say which is worse, seeing it run out and waste the water, or seeing it hold in and wreck the shoes."

His experiences during World War II made him "contemptuous of failure," and caused his "steadfast disdain for cowardice [to turn] to obsession." He had narrowly escaped the Death March from Bataan during the war, which claimed the lives of all the men in his unit except his because he had been evacuated due to an injury. Since then, he has carried the guilty suspicion and the fear that he was a coward, believing that God was always watching and judging him. As a result, he determined to prove his worthiness by saving more souls than were lost in his company. He "felt it had been a mistake to bend his will, in any way, to Africa," and so he became harder as time passed there. His monomania-cal pursuit of salvation for himself and the villagers blinds him to the dangers he and his family face, and so he refuses to let them leave.

Orleanna Price

Orleanna blames herself for her family's troubles. Adah's disability, she feels, was punishment for her own despair over getting pregnant with twins so soon after Rachel was born. She also blames herself for failing to protect her children from Africa and from their father, which results in Ruth May's death. When they first arrive, Orleanna tries to stand up to Nathan but is not strong enough to question the traditional role he forces upon her. Their difficult life in Africa begins to embolden her, however, as Ruth notes, "Mama has this certain voice sometimes. Not exactly sassing back, but just about nearly." When Ruth May dies, something in Orleanna snaps that gives her the courage to attempt to get her remaining daughters out of Africa. Ruth May's death, for which she continues to take responsibility, haunts her for the rest of her life.

Rachel Price

Rachael is a teenage prima donna when she arrives in the Congo, a status she struggles to maintain there. Her self-centered and materialistic nature does not change during the three decades that she lives in Africa. She does show certain resilience, however, as she weds three different men and eventually inherits a successful resort, all the while refusing to acknowledge the suffering that surrounds her.

Ruth May Price

Fierce, imperious Ruth May is "surprisingly stubborn for a child of five" and is always ready for a new adventure. Ironically, she is the one who is ultimately destroyed by Africa, which triggers feelings of guilt in her mother and her sisters.

Mama Bekwa Tataba

Mama Bekwa Tataba works as the Prices' servant after they arrive in the Congo. The girls initially are wary of her, but she teaches them how to survive. She also stands up to Nathan, who eventually frustrates her so much with his demands that the villagers submit to baptism that she leaves.

Mr. Underdown

Mr. Underdown and his wife are Belgian nationals who manage the finances for the missionary programs in the Congo. They represent the white ruling class in the Congo as they live in relative comfort in Leopoldville amidst of the overwhelming poverty of the black Africans. They flee immediately after the Congo gains independence.




Themes

White Supremacy

The novel chronicles the Belgian colonization of the Congo as well as U.S. efforts to control the country after it gains independence. The Price family unwittingly becomes involved in this process after they relocate to Kilanga. The doctor who sets Ruth May's broken arm tries to point this out to Nathan when he tells him, "We Belgians made slaves of [the black Africans] and cut off their hands in the rubber plantations. Now you Americans have them for a slave wage in the mines and let them cut off their own hands." He insists that Nathan and his family "are stuck with the job of trying to make amends." Nathan, however, refuses to accept this responsibility, insisting that "American aid will be the Congo's salvation."

Nathan and Rachel accept and insist upon the supremacy of their position in Africa, but the other members of the Price family feel a sense of guilt. Orleanna articulates this emotion when she notes, "I was just one more of those women who clamp their mouths shut and wave the flag as their nation rolls off to conquer another in war." Leah tries to alleviate some of the damage by devoting herself to improving the lives of black Africans.

Free Will

Free will is a term used to describe one's ability to make choices independently of internal compulsions or external, environmental influences. Those who believe that humans can exercise free will reject the Puritanical notion of predestination. The issue of free will relates to the interactions between Nathan and his family and the Africans. When he tries to impose his interpretation of Christian doctrine on the villagers, they are able to resist his control since they have already established their own spiritual and cultural views. Nathan's wife and daughters, however, who have not had the opportunity to establish a strong sense of themselves outside the family, have allowed Nathan to take control of their lives.

Their experiences in the Congo eventually prompt Orleanna and Leah to stand up to Nathan and determine their own destiny. After Leah observes her father's self-serving motives in his interaction with the Africans, she refuses to allow him to control her behavior and begins to adopt some of the villagers' customs.
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Topics For Further Study


	Some critics have complained that the novel Some critics have complained that the novel does not give Nathan a voice. Write one of the Price family's experiences in the Congo from his point of view.

	Read one of Kingsolver's novels that is set in the American Southwest, such as Pigs in Heaven. Compare and contrast in essay form the family dynamics in that novel and The Poisonwood Bible.

	Research and prepare a PowerPoint demonstration about missionary work in the Congo.

	How would you depict the novel's five narrative voices in a film? Write a screenplay of a portion of the novel that incorporates the Price family's different points of view.





While Orleanna also recognizes Nathan's cruel treatment of the Africans and his family members, her movement toward independence occurs much more slowly. During one of her monologues to Ruth May, she tries to explain why she chose to stay in the Congo as long as she did: "I wonder what you'll name my sin: complicity? Loyalty? Stupefaction? How can you tell the difference? Is my sin a failure of virtue, or of competence. I knew Rome was burning, but I had just enough water to scrub the floor, so I did what I could." Gradually, however, she becomes strong enough to exercise some measure of free will as she makes active choices in her attempts to protect her children.

After the wars of independence begin, Orleanna gains the courage to question Nathan's authority as she tries to convince him to leave the Congo even though she knows she will face his wrath. When the ants invade the village, she is able to make the difficult choice of which daughter to save, determining, "When push comes to shove, a mother takes care of her children from the bottom up." Ruth's death causes Orleanna to break away completely from Nathan's dominance and to take control of her family's destiny. Kingsolver suggests that the desire to determine one's own destiny can be strong enough to overcome impediments to free will.




Style

Narrative with Multiple Voices

Multiple voices narrate this book with the point of view shifting back and forth among Orleanna and her four daughters, providing different perspectives on the family's experiences in the Congo. King-solver employs these contrasting voices to suggest the subjective nature of observation and the impossibility of achieving a single objective point of view of other cultures and of personal experience. Each of the female voices in the narrative observes the Congo through her personal lens which has been shaped by experience. Orleanna, for example, relates her story of the Congo through a mother's eyes as she struggles to provide food and shelter for her family and keep her children safe. Thus, her focus is on what food is available and what dangers lurk outside the hut.

Each narrative angle also conveys contrasts between American attitudes toward the region. Rachel sees the Congo as an American materialist who is used to the comforts of home. Her response when they first arrive is an honest account of all of their feelings toward the naked villagers and the meal they offer them. She, however, maintains her initial assessment, while the others' views change over time as they learn more about their surroundings. Leah is the American idealist, first, following her father's missionary role, and then adopting Anatole's revolutionary stance. She ultimately rejects her American home for a difficult but satisfying African life that provides her with a sense of purpose and value.

Ruth May is the outgoing adventurer, making fast friends with the village children. Adah is the cynical observer, who is ultimately changed by her sympathetic response to the disease-ridden population. Orleanna becomes the voice of American guilt in consciousness of how Americans either allowed the corruption of colonization to occur or participated in the overthrow of governments for their own self interests. Nathan is not given a voice in the narrative, but his position is symbolized by the novel's title. Nathan's mispronounced declaration, "TATA JESUS IS BANGALA," which translates ironically to "Jesus is ironically to "Jesus is poisonwood," becomes a metaphor for the same self-serving arrogance that turns a noble ideal into poison. His misuse of the local language and the meaning he conveys accidentally in the process also suggest how the imposition of one set of cultural beliefs on a foreign culture is undermined by the outsider's inability to know the culture he is presuming to change.




Historical Context

The Colonization of the Congo

In the late 1870s, Leopold II, king of Belgium, gained control of the territories that made up the Congo in an effort to ensure his country's prosperity. He effectively set up a colonial empire there and established the International Association as a cover for his using the natural resources there as his own personal asset. Soon after, Leopold appointed himself head of the newly established, Independent State of the Congo, an ironic name since it was literally an enslaved state, which included the land known in the early 2000s as Zaire. Leopold took control of all land and business operations, in cluding the lucrative trade in rubber and ivory as he ruled from a large estate in the region northeast of Kinshasa. Belgian-backed companies also took control of mining operations.

At the turn of the century, the public began to become aware of the harsh treatment of black Africans, especially those who worked for the rubber companies. As a result, the Belgian parliament wrested jurisdiction from Leopold in 1908 and established the Belgian Congo. Forced labor was eliminated under the new government, but Euro pean investments still controlled the country's wealth, and blacks were not allowed any part in the government or the economy. Black laborers worked the vast copper and diamond mining operations, while Europeans managed them.

The Struggle for Independence

In 1955, as calls for independence were mounting, Belgium constructed a thirty-year plan for independence, which the government hoped would ensure continued domination in the Congo and at the same time improve the lives of black Africans. However, nationalists such as Patrice Lumumba, who led the leftist movement called National Congolese, continued their protests against the Belgian-controlled government. In 1959, nationalists rioted in Kinshasa, initiating what became the steady decline in Belgian power.

In 1960, Belgium decided to give up the governance of the colony, and Lumumba became prime minister of the newly independent Republic of the Congo. Soon after, however, ethnic and personal rivalries threatened the stability of the new government. When the Congolese army mutinied, Lumumba sought aid from the Soviet Union as he tried to maintain control, but the country was soon seized by Joseph Mobutu who had Lumumba arrested and later murdered while allegedly trying to escape.

By the end of the 1960s, the Congo was divided into four parts, with Mobutu controlling the west, including Kinshasa. With U.S. weapons, Belgian soldiers, and white mercenaries, the central government stabilized, and in 1965, Mobutu proclaimed himself president. He ruled for thirty years with the backing of the U.S. government.




Critical Overview

Most reviews of The Poisonwood Bible were positive, though some stressed drawbacks while praising some parts. John Leonard wrote a glowing tribute in The Nation to Kingsolver's artistry. Leonard claims that in this novel, "Barbara King-solver has dreamed a magnificent fiction and a ferocious bill of indictment." Noting her shift from the domestic, southwestern American settings of her previous work, he concludes: "this new, mature, angry, heartbroken, expansive out-of-Africa Kingsolver—is at last our very own Lessing and our very own Gordimer, and she is, as one of her characters said of another in an earlier novel, 'beautiful beyond the speed of light.'"

Similarly impressed, Gayle Greene, in The Women's Review of Books, confesses, "not since Beloved have I been so engaged by a new work of fiction," and she praises "a story and characters that are gripping, a family saga that assumes epic and Biblical proportions." On the serious side, she applauds the novel's "strong political message, offering a scathing indictment of America's part in carving up Africa." But she also commends the novel's humor: "it has you laughing one moment and gasping with horror the next." In all, Greene finds it to be "a complex, textured work, its imagery patterns resonating across levels of meaning…. It is multivocal and multiphonic, its meaning not in a single voice but in the play of voices against one another."

Joining in, a reviewer for Publishers Weekly finds The Poisonwood Bible a "risky but resoundingly successful novel" that "delivers a compelling family saga, a sobering picture of the horrors of fanatic fundamentalism and an insightful view of an exploited country crushed by the heel of colonialism and then ruthlessly manipulated by a bastion of democracy." The reviewer praises its "marvelous mix of trenchant character portrayal, unflagging narrative thrust and authoritative background detail," and, like Greene, finds its humor "pervasive, too, artfully integrated into the children's misapprehensions of their world." The review concludes with the insistence that "King-solver moves into new moral terrain in this powerful, convincing and emotionally resonant novel."

Other reviewers were not as unconditional in their praise. Tim Stafford in Christianity Today, describing the novel as "grand and tragic," admits that "Kingsolver … writes beautifully and incisively of African village life." Stafford, however, finds fault with her characterization of Nathan Price, which, he claims, creates "a hole at the center of the book." He asserts that readers might "expect more insight" into this "incomprehensible" man. He also criticizes her "cartoonish story of idiot missionaries and shady CIA operatives destroying the delicate fabric of the Congo." Yet, her focus on the female members of the Price family "almost absolves the book of its shortcomings." He concludes: "King-solver writes luminously of these women who flex and cling to life, surviving, absorbing blows, still hoping. Their voices are unforgettable."

Stephen D. Fox in Critique criticizes King-solver's depiction of the villagers who, he claims, are "quite generalized, almost completely lacking in noteworthy or unique customs." Kimberly A. Koza in Critique concludes that the work "gains its power through [Kingsolver's] exploration of the Price women's struggles to judge their own complicity in both their family's fate and that of the Congo" but complains that her "shift to polemic in the second part of the novel often leads her to generalize and, at times, to oversimplify historical complexities."
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Edgerton, Robert, The Troubled Heart of Africa: A History of the Congo, St. Martin's Press, 2002.

Edgerton chronicles the turbulent history of the Congo, from its pre-European colonization to the early 2000s.

Siegel, Lee, "Sweet and Low," in the New Republic, March 22, 1999, pp. 30-36.

Siegel critiques Kingsolver's characterizations of black Africans and what he considers her slanted view of Congolese politics.

Taylor, Jeffrey, Facing the Congo: A Modern-Day Journey into the Heart of Darkness, Three Rivers Press, 2001.

In this fascinating account of his journey on the Congo River in a canoe, Taylor brings his reporter's eye for detail to his descriptions of the landscape of this beautiful but sometimes treacherous country.
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