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>> Hi, I'm Mamle Kabu from Ghana. I write fiction, poetry, drama, and I also write fiction for 

young adults and for children. 

 

I've written one novel for young adults, The Kaya-Girl, which was written in 2009, and or 2010. 

And this year, I also wrote a children's story called Flying Through Water, for younger readers, from 

age 9 to 11. And that story which I wrote in June has been long-listed for the Golden Baobab 

Award, which is a children's writing prize for Africa. 

 

I'm going to talk about creative writing and embodiment in the context of some of my writing. I'm 

going to use three examples from my own work. And I'll start with this one, the Kaya-Girl. So with 

this one, I'd like to talk about the embodiment of the writer's ideas. 

 

I've taken the definition of embodiment to mean the representation or expression of something in a 

tangible or visible form. There are many definitions, that's the one that I thought was okay for me. 

So in relating this to this particular story, I wanted to talk about the craft of actually creating the 

characters and coming up with characters and events that correspond to the ideas that I'm trying to 

express. 

 

Because I think the process of writing in terms of sort of translation of the writer's ideas into a living 

sequence of events, which is the story and for me, what happens is I have some ideas that I want to 

convey. And then I think well, who would be the best person to convey this idea or what set of 

people and what set of circumstances between those people would best convey that idea that I want 

to convey. 

 

And so that's the sort of embodiment process of my ideas as the author. So in this particular story 

one of the main things I wanted convey was the disparity between rich and poor in my country and 

the consequences of that. And so I decided to have two girls who would come from very different 



 

backgrounds. 

 

Become friends and through their friendship would explore that contrast. And so we have a rich girl 

Southern Ghana and Faiza a poor migrant girl from Northern Ghana who meets in one of the 

biggest markets in and become friends. Now, the process of embodying them and embodying their 

story. 

 

I approached through multiple means. We first hear their voices through the opening dialogue, I'll 

just read that very briefly. That's in chapter one. Hi, I said. There was no reply. [INAUDIBLE], still, 

she was quiet. She looked frustrated with herself for not being able to reply. She gave a shy smile to 

show she did not intend to be rude and lowered her large metal bowl. 

 

I smiled back, and suddenly language did not seem important. It was as if we knew each other 

already. So, that's the opening paragraph of The Kaya-Girl. And so we hear their voices first, that's 

the first contact we ever have with them. And then when start to see their actions, and their actions 

give us insight into their life conditions, into the dilemmas that they're facing. 

And into the daily lives that they're living, and also into the contrast between them. So for example 

we learn from that very first paragraph that Faiza cannot respond to the greeting from and there's a 

reason why she can't respond, and that's because she doesn't speak the same language, and that's 

because she's a migrant from Northern Ghana. 

 

So already we've linked in the fundamental aspects of her background in a way that is descriptive but 

indirectly so. So, and we don't really get concrete descriptions of them until later on, the 

embodiment of the actual characters. That comes gradually. So, for example, okay, through their 

actions, let me go back to their actions first. 

 

Through their actions we start to get some idea of their background. In the third or so paragraph, 

when Faiza comes into the shop, it says the girl hurried in, carrying her over sized metal bowl before 

her, and placed it at Auntie Lydia's feet. As she bent down, I could see that her eye was caught by 



 

the gleaming French manicure on Auntie's long, pointy toenails. 

 

And this tells us that she's not used to this, she's coming from a background where she's not used to 

women having that type of grooming, so it's something that catches the eye, and so that's a little bit 

of insight into Faiza's background. And then further on in that same paragraph, when she's trying to 

lift the bowl that's quite heavy, it says, this was the awkward moment because she needed help but 

did not know how to ask for it. 

 

I rushed over and grabbed the rim of the bowl to help lift it onto her head. Now Abena doesn't 

need to help her, because she's been called into carry goods. That's the job that she does in the 

market. But the fact that Abena does that, shows us that she is a compassionate person, and also 

that she's interested in this girl, perhaps in being her friend. 

 

So again, that is a form of indirect description of the character. And then further on, a couple of 

paragraphs later, when Faiza is walking with the load on her head, the narrative voice, which is 

Abena's voice, says, I could not believe how straight and fast she walked with that weight on her 

head. 

 

I imagined that we had put it on my head instead, my whole neck would have been pushed down 

into my chest, and my knees would have been pushed into my feet. So, this tells us that Faiza is 

capable of carrying very heavy loads, and that must be some insight into her background. 

It also tells us that Abena is not, and so here, again, we have a contrast. And then in the next 

paragraph, a few hours later, I thought I had probably followed her because I was getting bored 

spending all day every day at auntie's shop. Mommy had traveled to London to have a baby, and 

Daddy was busy with work, and Auntie Lydia had offered to have me for the long vacation. 

Now, this tells us something about Abena. That's her voice as a narrator. In Ghana, people who 

travel to London might be from the wealthier ranks of society, so her mother having traveled to 

London to have a baby in a hospital in Britain shows that they are in the middle class of society. 

 



 

So all these things help to embody them in a sense, they give us a lot of insight into their 

background in a more indirect way, and then finally at the end of the chapter, we get some physical 

description. Subtle physical description, when the two girls meet the smile of Faiza is described, she 

smiled the same smile. 

 

It was the second time, and I notice the same thing, that when she smiled at me, the lost look in her 

eyes disappeared. And so this tells us that Faiza has a lost look in her eyes, she's new in this setting, 

she's away from home. And then in the next paragraph, we looked at each other, and I noticed that 

she had a fine line etched vertically in the middle of each cheek. 

 

This is the first time we actually get a description of Faiza's face, and again it's a very subtle 

description. It doesn't tell us very much. And then finally, at the last part of chapter one. She came 

from a place called Talon in the Northern region, and she had just arrived in the day before, and she 

was 14 years old, like me. 

 

This is the last line of chapter one. So, this is finally some concrete information. It's really the first 

concrete information we have, which we're being sort of spoon fed by the author. But, we've had a 

whole chapter before this. We've had a chance to hear these characters, we've had a chance to learn 

from their actions and so to me this is a more rounded way to embody these characters. 

 

I think as a result of this way of going about it, the characters are more real and more rounded and 

the process of getting to know them mirrors that of real life. Where you don't get to know 

everything about somebody all at once, you're not spoon-fed information about a person, you have 

to learn it through your interactions with them, through their actions, through your impressions and 

you might learn something about somebody years later that you never knew, but in the meantime, 

you'll have to form your own impressions. 

 

And I think the second result of this is that the reader participates in the process of embodying the 

characters. It's not all done for the reader and I think that's more satisfying because the reader might 



 

bring in traits consciously or unconsciously of people that they know themselves that they associate 

with the type of character in the story. 

 

And this makes it more real for them. And I think this contrast with film, for example, where in film 

so many decisions are taken for you as a viewer that you get to make when you're reading. You get 

to make for yourself, and I think that's often why watching a film may be a less satisfying experience 

than reading a novel, or reading a story. 

 

So, I think this is quite an important point. And In this story it's not until chapter five that there are 

more detailed descriptions of the two main characters. So I'll just read briefly from chapter five. In 

this chapter, the girls have advanced in their friendship and Abena has allowed Faiza into her aunt's 

shop for the first time. 

 

Which she only does when her aunt is not there, because she knows her aunt wouldn't like it. And 

then they start to try on the clothes in the shop, try on the clothes and the jewelry in the shop, and 

so we get a little description through that event. 

 

I removed Faiza's usual small head scarf and crowned her with this majestic headpiece. We looked in 

the mirror again and this time nobody laughed. Faiza was beautiful. She looked like a different 

person. I saw things in her that I had never seen before. Her high cheekbones were accentuated by 

the angles of her headdress. 

 

The rich fabrics next to her skin brought out its velvety smoothness, and the coal she always wore 

under her eyes stood out sharply against the whites of her eyes. Which sparkled as if competing with 

the jewels hanging from her ears. Even the travel marks on her cheeks now lent her an exotic look, 

like the queen of an ancient empire. 

 

Faiza, I breathed. She smiled her immense smile, making this new portrait of herself even more 

spectacular. So, here we finally have a portrait of the main character, after five chapters. And then, 



 

on the next page, we get the very first description, and a very, very brief one, of the narrator. 

We've never had any description of her at all. And the only description we get is when she dresses 

up as well. She dresses herself up as well. She slips on one of the robes. And then I put on another 

set of costume jewelry with glittering pink stones. I ran a comb through my permed hair and fluffed 

it out, tying the matching purple strip around it like an Alice band. 

 

And then a little further down. We each folded our arms and stood back to back, our profiles against 

the mirror. For once Faiza matched my height because of her headdress. So we learned two things 

about Abena here. One that she has permed hair, which again indicates that she comes from a social 

class where she can afford to perm her hair or where it's the style to perm your hair. 

 

And secondly that she is taller than Faiza. And these are the only two things we know about her 

almost throughout the book. There's very little physical description about Abena. So, and the 

description of Faiza is quite significant here, because she's dressed like a queen, and I think this is 

suggestive of her true worth. 

 

Despite her poverty, it's an indication that it's not only material things that give people status. And in 

that sense, it's an embodiment of the writer's ideas, of my ideas. So that was my example from this 

particular story. And so now, to move onto bodily experience as part of the narrative force, a part of 

the, I would say existentialist. 

 

But that means what defines characters, actions that define characters as opposed to just ready-made 

descriptions. So, for that I'm going to use an example from my new story Flying Through Water, 

which is not yet published. And I'm going to read you the first few opening paragraphs of the story. 

This narrator is a boy and this is a first person narrative. So this is what it feels like. I always 

wondered, always wished I could. Do the birds feel it too, I wonder. The cool rush of air swooshing 

out, and their wings beat down, and the sharp surge of it flooding back in as their wings rise again as 

far as they can. 

 



 

Like my arms right now, coming up together to part the water on either side, shooting me forward 

and upwards on the force of the swoosh. And do they too get lost in the rhythm, the motion, the in 

and the out, the rush and the flow? I think they must. 

 

I know they do. For we forget all else when we are borne on the very breath of the elements. And I 

wonder too, is it the air that teaches them to fly, as the water taught me to swim? Yes, it was the 

water that taught me to swim. 

 

I'd never have believed that if I hadn't learned it for myself. How can water teach you to swim? 

Don't people have to do that? Well, nobody taught me to swim, or at least, no human body. If I had 

help, it was not from those who should have taught me. 

 

My master, the other boys. They just left me to the water, to my fate. No, if anybody helped me, it 

was somewhere down there in the depths, in that vortex of despair and suffocation, and the other 

one. My friend. His friend. Our friend. If I tell this story back home one day they will say I was 

bewitched. 

 

They will talk about and I'm sure I'd have done the same too before I knew. It's amazing how much 

you can learn in a short time. In the past few months, I feel as if I've lived in a different world from 

anything I ever knew. And met someone different from anyone I ever knew. 

 

But the most amazing thing of all is, that person is me. So those are the opening paragraphs of 

Flying Through Water. And it actually opens with a bodily experience. The character is swimming 

and describing what it feels like. We are aware the movements of his limbs and of his sensory 

experience. 

 

Which include a sense of being at one with the elements and that's a thing that is recurrent in the 

story, very important to the story. And so his description of his bodily experience in the water leads 

into the narration of the actual events, the beginning of the story, as such. 



 

 

There is no physical description of this character at any point in the story. As suggested by the 

opening sequence, which as I read is full of bodily sensation, the relationship to his body to the 

story, and the manner in which he fulfills his role as a main character is primarily existential. 

And I'll explain that existential, in my understanding, means being defined by your actions mainly. 

So, you are what you do as opposed to just you are. You are what you do. You don't derive an 

identity just from who you happen to be. It's not about description, it's about actions. 

 

And this story is very much a story of action. So the boy is not defined by his history or where he 

comes from or how he looks. He is defined by his decisions and the actions that he makes on the 

basis of his decisions. We get to know him through these decisions and actions, and these are what 

propel the story forward. 

 

So, and that's very important to the story because this is a coming of age story. And everything in it, 

the sequence of events, the outcomes, hinge on his actions and his decisions. So the descriptions of 

him in the water and of his journey in learning how to swim are an integral part of his own 

development and his triumph over adversity. 

 

So, I'll give you two descriptions of him in the water, which occur during the story. And just to give 

you a little bit of background, this boy comes from a poor family and is forced into child labor in the 

fishing industry. And so when he first goes into the water, he's being pushed, he's being forced to 

learn how to swim by himself, without any proper instruction, without any mercy. 

 

And so it's a very difficult time for him. So, the first description is from that time, I gasped as I hit 

the water which made me inhale it and lose all control. I thrashed my limbs in desperate abandon as 

it streamed into my mouth and nose, stifling me and seeping into my very pores, weighing me down. 

So this is the first time he's pushed into the water from the boat. And then later on, through a 

sequence of events which I won't spoil for you in case you ever read the story. He decides that he 

wants to learn to swim of his own free will. 



 

 

And so, he goes into the water and he decides, I'm just going to just relax and let the water show me 

what to do. So I'll just read a few lines from that section of the story. I closed my eyes and let myself 

relax until I was limp. 

 

I felt the water bear me up, and felt my body move, undulate with the swell of it. Lift gently off the 

shore. It was such a natural feeling. I did not resist. I let go a bit more and felt weightless as the 

water took more of me. Suddenly I was floating. 

 

So here again, he's being at one with the elements is part of the whole experience because he's giving 

himself to the water, and the water is bringing him up. And the story's full of his bonding with the 

elements. Because this is a boy who really has nothing in life and he's thrown into very difficult 

circumstances and experiences, and he has to call on basically the forces of nature almost to help 

him overcome his challenges. 

 

So, I'd say that in the story the bodily experiences of the main character, critical element of a 

narrative that emphasizes action and definition through action. And then, the third one that I'd like 

to talk about is about the body and the spiritual experience. And for that I want to read a little 

extract from my short story, The End of Skill. 

 

The End of Skill is a story about a Kente Ewe. A Kente is a hand-woven textile that is quite unique 

to Ghana. It's very colorful and it has a long history. Which is very much tied up with the history of 

Ghana, really, of a certain part of Ghana, and with the Ashanti Empire and the means through 

which they express their wealth. 

 

A Kente cloth was an important part of that. So, in this story, Jimmy, who was formerly called 

Kweku, comes from a very traditional Akente weaving family. In the Ashanti region, but he, like 

many young men in Ghana today, he wants to leave his traditional background behind him and go 

to the city and become a sort of cool guy. 



 

 

But then, when he gets to the city, he discovers that he can make money out of weaving in the new 

style, weaving more modern products of Kente which appealed to tourists and expatriates, and so he 

weaves again, and the fact is that he loves weaving. Even though he wanted to leave weaving behind 

him because he associated it with a sort of unglamorous traditional background, he has an innate 

love of it, and it's a spiritual connection that he enjoys going back to when he finally decides that 

he's going to read again. 

 

So, I'm going to read an extract from that section from when he is in he has tried to get other jobs, 

he has failed, and then he as realized that he can actually make money through weaving in a new 

style. So he takes out his loom, and then he starts to weave again. 

 

In his loom, Jimmy found a peace which he never found anywhere else. This was not a world in 

which he and his art became one and did not need anyone or anything else. The design flowed out 

of him and into the cloth. He worked for hours, feeling neither hunger nor thirst. 

 

The disappointment of not finding a job, and the tension of his uncertain future were lulled to sleep 

by the rhythm of the loom as the heddles parted the warp threads, and the shuttles flew through, 

trailing their colors behind them. He had often secretly watched his father at work, even before he 

ever wove himself, he knew what other worldly look on his father's face, and understood that 

stopping work and climbing out of the loom was a transition from one world to another. 

 

The closest comparison he could think of was waking from sleep. He knew that not all weavers felt 

this way. Back home in Odumase, weaving was an occupation that all young boys were expected to 

follow. And then he did so simply because it was the family tradition. They learned the technique 

and produced acceptable pieces of cloth but they never became masters. 

 

True Kente masterpieces were made by weavers who entered another world when they climbed into 

their looms. It was not a topic one ever had discussed. He always knew which of his father's 



 

apprentices were destined to become masters. Simply by watching their faces as they walked. Here 

what I'm really trying to describe is the spiritual connection of the artist to his art. 

 

I think this is something that people feel all around the world. I know that I as a writer do feel it, 

and many of my writing colleagues speak about it as well. People describe it in different ways, but in 

the Kente weaving tradition, it is articulated as a spiritual connection, and there are certain rituals 

and traditions that accompany the weaving of Kente cloth and especially in the past when it was all 

done for Kings. 

 

It still is anyway but in the first one they have particular families that there were all kinds of rituals 

associated with weaving a cloth for the king or weaving a cloth for somebody who was in the king's 

court. Or for really weaving any Kente cloth, of course, was something that was treated with 

reverence and accompanied by rituals, taboos, and things that had have to be observed in order to 

keep it sacred. 

 

And so for example, the weaver might pour libation before he would start weaving. If somebody fell 

in the loom that was regarded as an abomination and they'd have to perform rituals to cleanse the 

loom and to make the space sacred again. And so there was a tradition of connection with the 

spiritual world and the weaving of Kente, and so this is what is being described here. 

 

And the act of weaving is what takes the weaver into that spiritual world, and so it is both a bodily 

and a spiritual act. And so, in this particular story, the descriptions of the main character, Jimmy, and 

of other characters engaged in the weaving experience, and the snapshots of them as it were their 

faces, their expressions. 

 

I would lead the reader to an understanding of the spiritual aspect of the story. So, for example, 

when Jimmy first tells his father that he doesn't want to be a weaver, which is a terrible revelation of 

course. When he tells his father that and when he finally admits that he wants to leave the village and 

go to the town, his father doesn't understand. 



 

 

And so they have a discussion about which is very painful for both of them, and he tries to convince 

his father that he doesn't want to be a weaver, and his father just says to him, My son I have seen the 

look in your eyes when you weave. 

 

And with that he cannot deny that yes he does have a spiritual connection and he does love weaving. 

And he's conflicted, he's torn between different things that he wants. So the actions of the master 

weavers' bodies are an integral part of their journey into the spiritual realm of their art, and this is 

something that is very important for this particular story. 

 

So, these are some examples from my work of the bodily experience, and the theme of embodiment 

in creative writing, and I hope that they've been useful. Thank you. 

 

>> It was very interesting to hear Mamle talk about how characters can be the embodiment of 

ideas, because it's certainly something you see happen in a lot of novels. 

 

You have that clearly the writer had an idea that they wanted to explore, and they used the character 

to do that, but it's not something that we always see talked about in a workshop setting. 

 

>> Particularly in this country, although we have the experience of so many novels from around the 

world, I'm thinking of pretty much every book by Franco-Czech writer Milan Kundera. 

 

Where the characters seemed to be the embodiment of an idea and he will stop the action, 

sometimes, to produce a short essay on some subject that relates to the idea he is exploring through 

the character. And yet, we read with baited breath because he has also created a sense of suspense, 

and we want to know what happens next. 

 

>> I think that's really the key, the idea that you can have these sort of bigger goals for the novel, as 

far as what you want to explore, whether that's a political issue you want to explore. But it's tied to 



 

the idea of keeping your readers engaged in the narrative. 

 

I think of Lee's book, The Vagrance, those characters, they're in a place that's very much like China, 

even though it's never explicitly stated that it's China. 

 

And each character clearly is an embodiment of a certain idea that she wants to get across about that 

time and place and that political climate, but because they're also fully realized, we're there with 

them, we don't think that they're sort of cyphers, or little avatars, we think of them as living human 

beings. 

 

Their struggles feel real and the message becomes that much more personal for us. 

 

>> And it comes back to storytelling. She's a great storyteller. And as Andrew reminds us, the story 

is not the scarf, we've all been around people who cannot tell good stories. But we remember the 

ones who can tell good stories, right? 

 

>> It's about finding the right angle at which to kind of look at the story. And also the right point 

of view to bring everyone in. 

 

>> Onward. 


