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ONCE UPON A TIME THE speaker in this poem reminisces about a time when 

people were sincere and caring in their dealings with one another; he speaks

regretfully about the present time, when people are not like before. He 

seems to feel that people have lost the innocence and openness which he 

now sees in his young son; he wants to regain that innocence. The poem 

starts with the well-known words " Once upon a time", suggesting that what 

the speaker is going to say is a fairy tale, something so far-fetched it might 

not even be believed. This makes us think that honesty in expressing 

emotion is so rare nowadays that it practically is a fairy tale. The poet 

creates a contrast between " hearts" and " faces". " Hearts" suggests deep, 

honest emotion. Thus, when people laughed or shook hands " with their 

hearts", their emotions came from within. Now, however, they laugh " with 

their teeth", not with their eyes. It is a cliché that the eyes are the windows 

of the soul, but they do let us see what a person might be really feeling. If 

someone laughs with their eyes, we can see their emotions. But teeth, which

are hard, white, and expressionless, reveal nothing. And the people's eyes 

have now become " ice-block-cold", revealing no warmth. People are now 

dishonest (while shaking hands, they use the free hand to " search my empty

pockets") and insincere, saying things they do not mean. The speaker tells 

us that he has learnt to deal with this hard, insincere world by becoming just 

like all the other people; he too hides his real emotions and speaks words he 

clearly does not mean. He describes his behaviour in an interesting way, 

saying that he has learnt " to wear many faces / Like dresses" - like dresses, 

he changes his 'face', taking one off and exchanging it for something more 

suitable: " homeface / officeface / streetface" and so on. We can look at 
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these faces as a series of masks or false faces, which show no real emotion. 

These faces, unlike hearts, are not sincere. But they are not the faces of evil 

people either. They are, in fact, the 'social' faces that everyone has to put on

in order to deal with all the people they are likely to encounter in their lives. 

Most of us do wear different 'faces' - that is, we do behave differently - 

depending on whether we are at home or the office or school or a party. The 

speaker wants to be as innocently sincere as his young son. He wants to " 

unlearn all these muting things"; this suggests that he has learnt how to 

behave in a way which " mutes" or silences his real emotions. He wants to 

get rid of his false laugh which " shows only my teeth like a snake's bare 

fangs" - the comparison with the snake's fangs makes the false, mask-like 

smile seem dangerous. The speaker regrets the loss of his innocence, but 

hopes his son can teach him. " Once Upon a Time" is an emotional poem 

about the story of a grown up man--who once was an innocent child. His 

adult world has lost the charm of his childhood years. The poet describes 

how the process of growing up transforms the innocence of childhood. After 

entering the adult world, the young adults will gradually forget how to " 

laugh with their hearts." While growing up, the cold world intimidated our 

main character. He used to sense People's insincerity and their superficial 

laughs, because " they only laugh[ed] with their teeth,/while their ice-block-

cold eyes/search[ed] behind [his] shadow" It is a vicious circle: once 

someone has entered the adult world, he will change--then change others. 

Our character will learn how to say things that he doesn't really mean: " I 

have also learned to say, " Goodbye,"/when I mean " Good riddance";/to say 

" Glad to meet you,"/without being glad; and to say " It's been/nice talking to
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you," after being bored" 2 Like everyone else, our main character was forced

to grow up--in order to adapt to the adult world: " I have learned to wear 

many faces/like dresses--homeface,/officeface, streetface, hostface, 

cock-/tail face, with all their conforming smiles/like a fixed portrait smile" In 

this selfish world, our character learned how to adapt; he adapted a little too 

well. He now can play the adult role without any problem. However, once he 

became a parent, parenthood seems to have helped him to remember the 

innocent world of his childhood. Because of his son, he wants to re-learn how

to be sincere. His son holds the key to this old, forgotten world. What a 

wonderful poem! It presents in such a simple manner, such a complicated 

subject: the pain of growing up, and the loss of innocence. Once upon a time 

2 The title of Gabriel Okara’s “ Once upon a time is itself symbolic. First of 

all, the poet foregrounds the past in the context of the present through the 

title. Secondly, though there is a past, it seems virtually not to exist as it is 

termed “ Once upon a Time" or considered a fairy tale existence. The heart 

is a symbol of genuine emotions, and the eyes the conveyor of the same(as 

sincere feelings are communicated through the eyes.)Once upon a time 

people used to smile and shake hands with their hearts. Though they were 

rooted in primitivism, the emotions they embodied were genuine. Now, in 

the contemporary post-colonial context, the smile is purely plastic as it 

reveals only the teeth. The eyes are devoid of emotion and phrased as ‘ ice-

block. They appear without the slightest trace of warmth and humanity. They

search behind the speakers shadows, as their intentions and motives are not

explicit. They are now characterized by ulterior motives. There was a time 

when their very greeting(shaking of hands) was heart-felt. The ‘ right hand’ 
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here is the metaphor for the projected intention. The left hand for the ‘ 

intended intention.’ The left hand gropes in the empty pockets of the 

speaker. Niceties like “ Feel at home'! 'Come again'" are reiterated just for 

the sake of formalities. However , when the speaker makes an appearance 

for the third time, there is certainly a marked change in their behavior. Leave

alone the thought of a warm reception, the doors are closed on him. The 

speaker has now learned to conform to this sophisticated world driven by 

calculation and manipulation. He talks of many faces that are nothing but 

metaphors of masks and disguises designed to suit specific needs and 

situations: I have learned to wear many faces like dresses - homeface, 

officeface, streetface, hostface, cocktailface, with all their conforming smiles 

like a fixed portrait smile. The portrait smile is a symbolic act of something 

that is not felt, but done purely for the sake of it. Conforming to the so-called

refined culture the poet has attuned himself with the rest and learnt to smile 

only with his teeth and greet(shake hands) without any trace of 

sincerity(heart): I have also learned to say, 'Goodbye', when I mean 'Good-

riddance'; to say 'Glad to meet you', without being glad; and to say 'It's been

nice talking to you', after being bored. “ Goodbye" is an expression that 

originated from the blessing “ God be with ye". It’s meaning has deteriorated

to 'Good-riddance'. In the pseudo-modern fast-forward life people have lost 

the power to connect as human beings and communicate in naturalness. The

poet tells his son that he wishes to transcend into the innocence of childhood

characterized by purity where the soul is closer to God, as Wordsworth 

claimed in his Intimations Ode. He wants to unlearn all the muting things of 

sophistication. Particularly, he wants relearn to smile as now the poison is 
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becoming more obvious with the fangs showing. The showing of the fangs 

emblematizes how the people were transforming from their seeming 

disguise to shameless display of iniquity. The symbol of the snake also points

to the first sin of Man. So show me, son, how to laugh; show me how I used 

to laugh and smile once upon a time when I was like you." 
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