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Christopher Okigbo was a Nigerian poet born in early 1930s to a prominent Christian family, in the town of Ojoto, in what is today Amambra State. He was schooled in Government College, Umuahia and University College, Ibadan, where he majored in Greek and the Classics. He worked as a librarian at the University of Nigeria, Nsukka and began writing poetry very early in life. His first corpus of poetry was published under the title Heavensgate and was later reissued as Labyrinths. Though Okigbo’s life and work were as brief as “a match flare” (his own words), he imprinted indelible marks on all who encountered him or his works. His poems ooze with tantalizing rhythms that haunt the soul. His imagery dig deep into his native Igbo cosmology and reveal in a way never before attempted, the universal underpinnings of a shared human Pre-History rooted and preserved in the African cultural soul. 

The Christopher Okigbo International Conference, co-hosted by Harvard University, Boston University, University of Massachusetts and Wesley College, in association with the Christopher Okigbo Foundation, Brussels, with contributions from diverse departments, offered scholars an unprecedented opportunity to bring into the 21st century a renaissance of Christopher Okigbo’s life and work, a reawakening and reassessment of the contributions of a poet whose works had topped all the chats among the African literary greats. 

The conference brought about an august assemblage of the pillars of African Literature and contemporaries of Okigbo, openly, without inhibitions, bearing testimonies to the unusual life and works of this unusual but universal prophet, priest, philosopher and avatar of our times: Chinua Achebe, Wole Soyinka, Ali Mazrui, Henry Louis Gates Jr, Michael Echeruo, Dennis Brutus, Gerald Moore, Helen Chukwuma, Abiola Irele, , “a universe assembled” (in okigbo’s words) to bring back to life and to global center-stage, the be-jeweled rhythms bequeathed to humanity by this rarest of poets. Here African Literature’s old and middle-passage greats met the new firebrand writers and critics: Ihechukwu Madubuike, Chukwuma Azuonye (convening Chairman), Catherine Acholonu, Esiaba Irobi, Dubem Okafor, Chimamanda Adichie, J.O.J Nwachukwu Agbada, Chimalum Nwankwo, Olu Oguibe, Isidore Diala, Herbert Ekwe-Ekwe, Anthony Oha and many others. 

While ‘Speeches from the throne’ featured testimonies about the life of Christopher Okigbo, were delivered by his contemporaries Chinua Achebe [“Christopher Okigbo and His Time”], Wole Soyinka [“Soldiering: On Arms and The Poet”], Demas Nwoko, Ali Mazrui (whose presentation incited opposition to his Trial of Christopher Okigbo published few years after Okigbo’s death fighting for Biafra in the civil war), research papers were presented on diverse topics by international scholars of World Literatures in English, which included the following:

David Richards, Chair, Department of English Studies, University of Sterling, Scotland: “The Art Behind: Okigbo’s Archaic Modern”; Gerald Moore, University of Sussex, Brighton, UK: “Voices Out of Silence: Silences at the Great Turning Point in Okigbo’s Poetry”; Jahan Ramazani, Chair, Department of English, University of Virginia, USA: “Christopher Okigbo’s Trans-national Poetics: Modernism, Postcolonialism and Globalization”; Catherine Acholonu, Country Ambassador United Nations Forum of Arts and Culture: “From Prehistory to Posthistory: revisiting the Poetry of Christopher Okigbo, The Prophet of the New African Renaissance”.
It was a rare opportunity for a meeting of minds between poetry and politics, as Nigeria’s indomitable Ojo Maduekwe three-time Nigerian Minister and current Minister of Foreign Affairs, who kicked off the conference by calling for a cease fire in the ever-raging war of wits between Nigeria’s politicians and intellectuals and proposing a partnership between these two apex groups of the Nigeria society, towards the emergence of the greater Nigeria our dreams.

Presentations by Chimamanda Adichie, the burgeoning new voice of African literature [“Okigbo, Memories of Biafra and the Composition of Half of the Yellow Sun”] and Open Forum discussions led by Emma Okocha, notable Historian and author, Okeleke Nzekwu and Herbert Ekwe-Ekwe stirred memories of Nigerian civil war leading into frank discussions on the topic.

Undeniably, the highlights of the conference were the presence and testimonies of members of Christopher Okigbo’s nuclear family who were both his muses and the subjects of his poetry: Sefi Atta, his beloved wife, Obiageli Okigbo, his daughter and only child, whose birth had inspired one of Okigbgo’s most unforgettable rhymes, Dance of the Painted Maidens, and Iyom Victoria Okuzu, his junior sister. Obiageli Okigbo, Chair Christopher Okigbo Foundation, Brussels, presented a richly informative piece detailing the struggles of herself and the Foundation that gave way to the “Nominating (of) the Unpublished Papers of Christopher Okigbo for the UNESCO Memory of the World Register”, and presented samples of photographs of some of Okigbo’s unpublished works. Toyin Adepoju of the Department of Comparative Literature, University College, London, reeled out a documentary film on Okigbo’s biography titled, “Meditations On Okigbo’s Labyrinths”, which was deeply moving as audiences were treated to the first live images of the irrepressible Okigbo in over 40 years, culled from the archives of the BBC and the Schomberg Center for Research in Black Culture! 

There was no doubt from the import of all the testimonies, papers presentations and enthusiastic comments from all and sundry among the international scholars gathered at Harvard University, the world’s highest citadel of learning, to celebrate a man, who is easily the greatest poet of our time, that Nigeria’s Christopher Okigbo from Ojoto in Anambra State (who had said “I write for poets of the world”), is on his way to becoming the most celebrated poet on the planet.
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