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B

en Okri has been one of the most prolific African writers to come on the scene in the last fifteen years and his contribution to the forwarding of African writing has been paramount. Of Nigerian origin, he is now a permanent resident in London where he enjoys a high and respectable profile amongst the British literary establishment. A self-confessed Nigerian-Londoner, these two categories are what mark him as a man and as a writer. To fully understand the development within his narrative and poetic discourse one must appreciate the complexities of this hyphenated identity and how it exercises its ambiguous draw upon his writing. 

Up until the present moment, the majority of literary critics have included Okri’s work within a Nigerian national school of literature, the most salient example being Ato Quayson’s Strategic Transformations in Nigerian Literature: Orality & History in the Work of Rev. Samuel Johnson, Amos Tutuola, Wole Soyinka, & Ben Okri (1997). Quayson historicises Nigerian literatures written in English within the context of cultural nationalism, and situates the works of Tutuola, Soyinka and Okri as response to the availability of a wider cultural dynamics within the Nigerian nation-state. This leads him to the conclusion that the varying appropriations of Yoruba resource-bases by these writers were metonymic of wider national realities (Quayson, 1997: 164). While Quayson is correct in tracing this link through Samuel Johnson, and documenting how Okri incorporates Yoruba resource-base into his narratives, he limits his analysis to the nation space and ignores the hybridic nature of Okri’s literary discourse which is essentially a diasporic phenomenon. 

This debate on a national school of literature brings up the question of nation, an issue that has been discussed upon at great length in the field of postcolonial studies and which is one we shall not be rehashing here. Suffice to say that, while poststructural theory has correctly elucidated upon the discursive nature of nation and of its fictional quality, national cohesion is something African states desperately need; although this cohesion must not be achieved through despotism or be a dominant ethnic will imposing itself upon minor ones. Situating Okri as a cosmopolitan and migrant writer brings into play a distinct set of critical tools with which to explore his trajectory as a writer as compared to the African writer based in Africa. The diasporic experience can be metaphorically defined as an occupation of the liminal zone between the borders of nation, and this subjectivity is distinct to the organic hybridity of the African writer who, while enjoying sojourns in Europe or North America, always returns home. 

If we accept that, as Stuart Hall (1990) assures us, cultural practice is an ongoing production of identity that is never complete, then Okri, through his narratives, is exploring a new sense of identity that, while projected onto the homeland of Nigeria, does in fact embrace a non-essential pan-African consciousness. Our exploration of Okri as a diasporic African writer rather than one who fits into the category of a Nigerian national is, nonetheless, not a questioning of nation. It is, however, an analysis of identity and how a day-to-day existence which is removed from one’s place of origin exercises a profound influence on self-perception and, in the case of the writer, the narrativisation of the self which is fundamental to the creative process.
Framed within this hypothesis, our study shall examine the transition that has occurred in Okri’s writings from Flowers and Shadows to The Famished Road trilogy, omitting those novels not set within an African context.  We shall evidence how the author strategically moved away from his mimetic engagement with Western canon to develop complex and hybridic narratives that negotiated African identity through the English novel. To contextualise this move we shall employ Homi K Bhabha’s  theoretical findings on the time-lag―the temporal break in representation inherent to the signifying process . It is within this in-between space of cultural annunciation where Okri forges his genre of Afro-modernity―a non-essentialist understanding of cultural and political practices that represents a modern subjectivity capable of expressing that singular modernity of African-derived peoples. For this reason, we shall principally focus on how Okri renegotiates West African ontology in relation to his narrative epistemology, and shall furthermore expound on his representation of Nigerian post-independence concerns.    
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Writing Nigeria
Mimicry reveals something in so far as it is distinct from what might be called an itself that is behind. 

Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis
B

en Okri belongs to that generation of Nigerian children who were initiated into the euphoria of national independence that would soon transform into despondency. One year after Nigeria’s independence, the Okri family moved to London where they resided for four years. In this respect, many of Okri’s first conscious memories were forged in London, and as a child he encountered his first experiences of racial difference at John Donne Primary School where he was the only pupil of African origin. 
On returning to Nigeria, Okri’s father continued his practice as a lawyer, championing many cases of the Lagosian underprivileged. His early contact through his father with the hardships and injustices of post-independent Nigeria, coupled with his first years in London left a profound mark on his consciousness and has been the raw material for his future imaginative process. His first attempts at writing can be found in his juvenile newspaper articles in Nigeria which documented the poverty that surrounded him and the institutional indifference to the people’s suffering coupled with rampant corruption (Moh, 2002: viii). 
Both Flowers and Shadows and The Landscapes Within can be classified as what Robert Fraser (2000) defines as narratives of internal dissent—a genre which expresses a general mood of disillusionment within the postcolony. While this mood pervades in Okri’s later work, his work gravitates towards a ‘transcultural stage’ where, while the motif of nation still holds a central point within the narrative, he now addresses a world audience and adopts more solipsistic understandings of belonging. This transition from one stage to another was marked by a fundamental abandoning of Western narrative techniques to develop a new narrative epistemology informed by African mythopoetics. This cultural strategy developed in London redefined the available writing systems to explore new definitions of myth and identity that embraced both an African ontology and a Western literary tradition.

Flowers and Shadows and The Landscapes Within, on the contrary, were both playing out already established themes, tropes, allusions and narrative styles of Western literary genre. Imitation can, in certain cases, be construed as a writer’s desire to ‘legitimise’ his/her work through intertextual relationship. For a postcolonial subject, this relationship is further complicated due to the ideological implications that such direct borrowings bring. An unsophisticated engaging with Western discourses can be indicative of those lingering associations with a colonial past that extends itself into a neo-colonial present. While a postmodernist flaunting of original versus copy as a device to dismantle monolithic notions of centre and periphery is unproblematic, when translated into the postcolonial field, imitation can be construed as mimicking. As Lingchei Letty Chen (2001) indicates: ‘It would seem that, while postmodernism moves towards multiplicity and dispersion, postcolonialism seeks to remerge the already dispersed culture towards a new whole’ (Chen, 2001: vi). This demand made upon postcolonial writers to reproduce a ‘true identity’ for Western consumption is paradigmatic of those constraining factors postcolonial writers face when constructing their narratives. Okri’s literary trajectory is, nonetheless, representative of how the postcolonial writer can resolve these ideological conflicts and emerge with a new and singular narrative that renegotiates a positioning of the African writer in the world. 
In the Shadows of Mimicry 

To return first of all to Okri’s first novel, we find it is replete with mimetic structures and themes gleaned from the English and European literary tradition, despite its intertextuality with other African novels such as Cyprian Ekwensi’s People of the City (1958), Meja Mwangi’s Going Down River Road (1976) or Nuruddin Farah’s A Naked Needle (1976). At times Flowers and Shadows reads as an Africanised Dickensian novel with Shakespearean subtexts, while simultaneously employing a Bildungsroman motif of personal growth which can be read as projecting the individual as a stand-in for the nation that needs to develop and flourish. 

Plot development in Flowers and Shadows is informed by the empiricist cause and effect premise of Realism, while an omniscient narrator develops endless strings of coincidences1 which give cohesion to a slice of life style narrative that tends to produce a series of dead metaphors. Manichean opposites are also established so as to illustrate social contrasts, and both characterisation and events are at the service of a narrative voice which expounds on didactic and sociological commentaries on life in the postcolony. An omniscient third-person narrative reminiscent of nineteenth century writers such as Émile Zola and Charles Dickens documents the violent, absurd and grotesque nature of a postcolonial environment which entraps people in an illogical maze. These forms of social commentary are inspired in a Naturalist philosophy which imposes a pessimistic and materialistic notion of determinism onto the Lagosian setting. This generic borrowing is mirrored by the novel’s linguistic structures which indicate a certain mimetism with the nineteenth century novel. Set phrases such as ‘The delightfully cold water’, ‘A terribly cold bath’ or ‘winds rushed gaily by’ pertain to the polite upper middle class English of the colonial administrator and are indicative of a neo-colonial education. The representation of landscape is a further example of a mimicking of those English novels that form a part of the core curriculum in Nigerian schools: 
The asphalt road ahead gleamed, and in the distance gave the illusion of a puddle. The street was lined with tall whistling pine trees and Indian almond trees. Shadows from the trees crossed the road here and there (6).
[. . .] The sky was bright, and traversed by clouds of stunning aesthetic shapes. The expanse was blue and grey and beautiful. (23) 

Here, the narrative enters the imaginary through a Realist form of representation and situates the discourse of landscape and environment exclusively within Western perceptions. As does Okri in his later works, indigenous writers tend to incorporate other available autochthonous discourses into their literary discourse so as to signal African realities. If we examine the representation of landscape in Ngugi wa Thiongo’s A Grain of Wheat (1967), we find an integration of African motifs within representations of environment in a manner which is culturally significant to the themes being portrayed. The following passage is from A Grain of Wheat where the narrator situates us at the eve and dawning of Uhuru, Kenyan national liberation:

In our village and despite the drizzling rain, men and women and children, it seemed, had emptied themselves into the streets where they sang and danced in the mud. [. . .] They remembered heroes from our village too. [. . .] The wind and the rain were so strong that some trees were uprooted whole, while others broke by stems, or lost their branches [. . .] in the field where the sports and dances to celebrate Uhuru were to take place, crops on the valley slopes were badly damaged. (200)

The use of the personal pronoun ‘our’ in this passage takes the reader away from an individualistic ethos and situates the narrative within a collective consciousness. This technique suggests a story-teller speaking to listeners who are already familiar with the setting and thus recreates structures from oral culture. This shared cultural knowledge is also reflected on a thematic level, where the sense of postcolonial disillusionment is prefigured by the omen of uprooted trees and the damaged crops. The audience understands the significance of these omens as personified by nature and, rather than superficial descriptions that serve to convey a character’s mood, they have a deep social and cultural meaning. Flowers and Shadows, on the contrary, employs observations of nature solely to reflect the subjectivity of Jeffia, the privileged centre of the narrative which reveals an unconscious ideological positioning which we shall discuss in greater detail. 

How ethnicity is portrayed through a supposedly neutral and transparent point of view is another aspect of how Flowers and Shadows situates itself within the Western code of Realism that purports transparent representation. The omniscient narrator locates distinct characters through their ethnic markings; however this narrator is himself strangely removed from this ethnic reality. The narrator thus positions himself as either some impartial anthropologist or a Nigerian devoid of ethnicity. The implied foreign audience that we suspect these descriptions are targeted for vaguely conceive Nigeria as an ethnically divided country which, in turn, prompts the narrative to add local colour in the form of superficial commentaries on ethnicity. This characteristic of the narrative creating a sense of ‘outside objectivity’ is, at times, reminiscent of the anthropological third-person who ‘observes’ surroundings through a seemingly uncontaminated eye. Many of these observations are brought out in the narrative at moments of tension when Jonan, Jeffia’s father, needs to impose himself or feels that he is being threatened. When Jonan makes his abrupt entry into the police station to rescue his son who has been taken into custody, the narrative describes the assistant commissioner as a ‘smallish, black Yoruba man with impressive tribal marks’ (153). At the factory the messenger is depicted as ‘a short, fair Igbo man, his face a mass of spreading eczema, his khaki office clothes hanging on him as though made for a bigger person’ (132). When Jonan meets with his fellow company directors, Chief Hans, an influential shareholder, is described as ‘a typical “local”, [with a] big mouth that talked a lot and often shouted’ (144). Within the family fold, the only textual clue to ethnicity lies in the fact that Jeffia is a Urhobo name, and that there hangs a Hausa sword which Jonan observes as if it were an exotic object.

Treatment of ethnicity within FAS is thus constructed through a narrative gaze which places ethnicity as outside of the family unit, a decision that can be construed as the choosing of a national sense of belonging over an ethnic one. However, on other occasions, the text does register ethnic difference as an important part of core identity and at Jonan’s funeral this ethnic component emerges when his relatives from the tribal village perform the burial ritual: ‘The congregation started singing some dismal tribal songs that spoke of death and the ghost it left behind’ (235). The detached and somewhat disdaining attitude behind ‘some dismal tribal songs’ both recognises the ethnicity of Jonan while simultaneously denying it. The narrative voice attempts to situate itself at the centre of a neutral and ethnic-less objectivity, but ultimately exhibits a split consciousness inasmuch as it constantly vacillates between which audience it is playing to. The themes and motifs of Okri’s first novel show a clear commitment to national growth, and address an imaginary fellow Nigerian citizen in an appeal for attitudinal change and moral renovation in a society that is corruption-ridden and poverty-stricken. Conversely, local colour and narrative asides are directed towards a foreign audience. 

This constant ‘looking over one’s shoulder’ is, in a sense, indicative of a lack of security and underpins issues of identity. The narrative vacillation of ‘who am I writing for’ dramatises the complexities of the creolised African. This narrative vacillation on identity models is personified by the characterisation of Jonan who has successfully ousted the European owner from the paint company where he works. As director and major shareholder, he occupies the white man’s space and imposes his authority through strategies of intimidation which ape the old white boss: ‘Jonan got up, and walked round the table. All for effect. He had learnt it from Mr. Longnose’ (145); ‘gradually Jonan gained a lot of power and knowledge. Jonan studied Mr. Longnose carefully, has watched the way he handled the workers and the business’ (217). We can draw parallels between the mimicking of behavioural patterns that are linked to the management of power and the language of demand and desire of subject-forming. The narrative sustains that the administration and running of the business has been lax ‘because tribal groups have divided themselves into different tents and fighting factions’, which indicates that the factory is a metonymic representation of the nation. If we translate Fanon’s psycho-analysis of the colony into the postcolonial space we find Jonan acting out the role of surrogate white man. Fanon identified relationships within the colonial arena as the ‘Negro enslaved by his inferiority, the white man enslaved by his superiority alike [behaving] with a neurotic orientation’ (Fanon, 1967: 99). Jonan personifies the colonial demand for mimicry which creates cultural alienation and entraps the subject within the Manichean delirium that once marked the colonial space and has left its mark on the postcolonial condition. By adopting the psychology of the Other, Jonan has lived out the Fanonian prophesy of the colonised wanting to occupy the coloniser’s place2; what Homi K. Bhabha identifies in Fanon as the colonial desire for the space that ‘no one subject can singly occupy’ (Bhabha, 1986: xv). 
Jonan’s driving ambition to occupy what were the symbols of colonial power in FAS, both through the discourses of mimicry metonymically represented through Longnose and through sexual transmigration, are what ultimately succeed in alienating him from his environment and from his family. As once the coloniser so too did, Jonan lives with the paranoia that revenge will one day be taken against him for his actions, and the crescendo of tension within Flowers and Shadows culminates in Sowho’s (Jonan’s half-brother) visit to the family home which brings the underlying conflict in the narrative to a head. After a violent confrontation, Jonan gives chase to Sowho in his car and both die in a head-on crash. The blood tie that brings Jonan to his final downfall is significant in that it is the return of his other self; that ethnic past he cannot bury and which metaphorically becomes the slipping away of his white masks. This sudden realisation of how cultural alienation has been bearing down on his split psyche culminates in impotent rage, and the recognition that he cannot escape from his other self causes him to destroy that which ties him to his ethnic past (his own half-brother) ironically via the symbol of the white man’s status (the Mercedes car). The narrative thus situates Jonan’s downfall as being partially motivated by his incapacity to deal with the ambivalences that mimicry bears down on the psyche. 

This failure is juxtaposed by Jeffia’s personal development through the Bildungsheld motif which is symbolised by a distancing from his father and a gravitating towards a new communal sensibility and a distinct subject constituting ideal. For Jeffia, witnessing his father’s tragic fall marks the culmination in his personal growth and social empathy that has been developing throughout the narrative. Jeffia now pushes himself into contact with the crude realities of Lagos rather than retreat into the white man’s world that his father has constructed for him. The narrative thus engages with a precolonial motif of communality that subverts a Western individualistic philosophy and expresses the need for new collective values in a society. As in Wole Soyinka’s plays The Strong Breed (1964) and Death and the King’s Horseman (1975), the discursive rupture that the breaking of the filial lines represents is necessary so that communal order may be restored. So, while the inversion within the filial bond signifies the breaking of cultural continuity and tradition, it is important within the plot inasmuch as it gives impetus to Jeffia’s personal growth. This focusing away from the self and towards communal prerogatives is fomented by Jeffia’s sentimental engagement with Cynthia, the disadvantaged but sensitive and intelligent nurse. She is Jeffia’s access to his environment, a motif that ‘Flowers’ (the last section of the book) illustrates when, in an attempt to demonstrate to Jeffia that his suffering must be relativised to the suffering of those around him, Cynthia takes him to visit the poor people’s hospital: 

She wanted me to see that suffering was universal, to make me for a moment look outside my own bereaved soul into a world teeming with pain and loss and hopelessness, to coerce me into identifying myself with the continuum of the unfortunate. (244)

This need to narrate communal themes through the consciousness of an enlightened protagonist is common in many African narratives. The paradox of Flowers and Shadows is that it engages in this allegory but through the symbolic order of the colonial book. The text can thus be seen as paradigmatic of how the young postcolonial writer finds him/herself in the position of having to borrow from culturally alien formats in an attempt at securing self-expression. 

This act of mimetism is problematic as, contrary to postmodernist literary practices, a postcolonial imitation of Western genre has implications with a colonial past. We shall be mapping out Okri’s distancing from these discourses of mimicry, but first of all we shall turn to Homi K. Bhabha’s understanding of mimicry where we find a disruption of the authority of colonial discourse precisely at its point of enunciation. Bhabha develops his theory through the Lacanian3 understanding of mimicry as camouflage—the act of mimicry that behaves like a fetish which mimes forms of authority (Lacan, 1977b: 97-100). As Bhabha asserts: ‘Camouflage, like mimicry, is not harmonization, a representation of difference. It inscribes itself in the present discourse where it appears as a stain which dislocates and revalues normative knowledges of race, writing, history’ (Seshadri-Crooks, 2000: 378). So, while a standard interpretation of ‘mimicry’ conjures up images of servile imitation, Bhabha’s conception of mimicry rejects the wholeness of the original in the first instance, and locates the act of imitation of the supposed ‘original’ as a form of questioning its authority. While Bhabha applies his theory on mimicry to the colonial stage and its actors, here we shall apply Bhabha’s idea on mimicry to how the postcolonial writer approaches the English book. 

Behind the Mask

We have thus far substantiated the act of mimicry as an acknowledgement of the symbolic order of Western discourse. Now we shall explore how this act performs a translation of sameness into difference, understood as a recognisable Other that simultaneously is returned with the traces of another epistemology. In Flowers and Shadows, we established that the narrative gaze looks at all ethnic or supernatural features from a detached Western viewpoint. However, there are moments in the text when the narrator suddenly steps outside this Western Realist frame of representation to acknowledge a difference that Realism otherwise denies. At a moment of rising tension in the plot, Jonan is unexpectedly described as moving about ‘like an unwanted spirit’ (92). Indigenous belief in West Africa holds that the spirits of those who have not fulfilled their stay on the earth according to the harmonic laws of nature roam the earth in a ghostly presence, trapped between the living and the dead. What is important about this episode is that Jonan has been placed at a distinct level of reality within the narrative epistemology. Up until this point, the narrator has either negated this distinct reality or has observed it at a distance as would the anthropological third person narrative. 

This reactivation of the spirit world at close quarters emerges at other moments of crises in the narrative when Jonan, presaging his imminent tragic fall, reverts to his indigenous belief of juju (personal spiritual power) to combat the coercion Lagos exerts upon him. The ritual incantations that Jonan performs in the name of his forefathers have been previously mentioned by the narrative through the consciousness of Jeffia: ‘Whatever evil was lurking about in the realms of premanifestation must be appeased and countered’ (95). This commentary both prefigures the pending doom in the plot and acknowledges that the physical realities that oppress Jonan need to be resolved in the realm of the spirit world. What we therefore observe is that an indigenous knowledge denied by colonial ontology and thus excluded from the colonial book returns in an oblique fashion through the discourse of mimicry. As Bhabha assures, mimicry is not just grounded within Fanon’s understanding of the dependent colonial relationship seen through the mirror of narcissism, but is moreover a double vision that returns the colonial gaze as recognisable yet transformed. 
It is, however, noticeable that the narrative voice in Flowers and Shadows is divided in its attitude to Jonan’s ritual appellations to his forefathers. Jonan’s first ritual is described as ‘The sinister sounds of sacrificial bells and the mysterious clanging’, which sound ‘strangely like a funeral dirge, charged and distorted in the mind by weird echoes of the supernatural’ (95). However, in our following two examples we can see how the narrative simultaneously situates both rituals through an anthropological ‘objectivity’ which distances itself from the ritual: 

a.
‘But like a derisive mockery, their hollow echoes reverberated through the house, solitary and pathetic in their futility’ (96). 

b.
‘In times like this it was only too natural for him to return to his juju corner’ (122). 

Nonetheless, these rituals, which function as metonymic representations of the supernatural, impinge upon the individuality of the surrogate White man’s home. We situate this moment in the text as the return of a collective past; a belief in existence as a continuum which is set in opposition to the ethos of individuality and materialism within which Jonan’s characterisation is established. When Jeffia’s mother interrupts Jonan’s performance of ritual, where figures are drawn on the floor with native chalk and headless bloody chickens are employed, she is at first nauseated by the scene. However, the narrative cannot deny the return of the suppressed familiar: ‘And again a reluctant memory thread throbbed. There was something about the setting that reminded her of her past. Harrowingly she could not place it’ (123). 

The narrative insinuates Mrs. Okwe’s extra-perceptionary powers on several occasions and, at the end of the novel, these powers are explicitly mentioned in relation to witchcraft: ‘A few days later words filtered to our ears that some of Dad’s relatives had accused Mother of being a witch. [. . .] Worst of all, they said that she was the evil behind the deaths of my father and Sowho’. Even Jeffia, out of character, suggests: ‘I could not help thinking that she was beginning to look a bit like a witch’ (257). The text situates Mrs. Okwe’s powers within the premonitory dream frame which forms a core element in African literature—such as in Camara Laye’s The African Child—and Mrs. Okwe’s presages are subsequently projected onto the lives of the other characters, above all her husband whose death she has already dreamed. 

The narrative also steps outside Mrs. Okwe’s established character trait to allude to esoteric powers other than the premonitory dream motif. One incident finds Mrs. Okwe’s voice suddenly appearing to Jeffia as a warning for the future. The voice is described as having ‘an oracular intensity, in an unfamiliar hoarse voice that didn’t sound like hers’ (115). Just after this scene, his mother’s warning prompts Jeffia to connect the clanking sounds of his father’s ritual cowries to the memory of the stoning of the bird’s nest. What occurs here is that Jeffia’s mother’s premonition is projected onto Jeffia’s consciousness which makes a metaphysical whole from the discrete acts of Jonan’s violation of communal codes and the violence of environment. That Jonan has wronged his own half-brother and that this will be the cause of his violent downfall, has been prefigured through the supernatural consciousness of Mrs. Okwe and becomes a motif that operates at a hidden level within the text. 

Another significant scene that reveals a similar uncanniness is on Sowho’s fatal visit to the Okwe home where he claims retribution. Like Mrs. Okwe, the narrative suggests that Sowho is also in possession of special powers: ‘The silence seemed to emanate from his [Jeffia’s] uncle like an aura, reaching out and engulfing him with an invisible ectoplasmic hands’ (216). The narrative suggests sorcery, but does not expound on this question and leaves a silence within the narrative which signals a cognitive gap. Sowho is the metonymic presence of Jonan’s past where the esoteric knowledge is still cognitively linked to the mundane, and the silence he brings is the return of the ‘invisible’ and the ‘ectoplasmic’. It is the return of this past which exercises a causality upon events, and when Jonan’s car careers into Sowho’s and both die, the narrative describes the incident precisely from the perspective of the world of the spirits: ‘And his tormented ghost struggled out of the reluctant wreck of nature and soared up . . . up . . . smiling contently at the final ruins left behind. The two souls joined in one [. . .] and blood joined to the earth’ (226). 

The manner in which the narrative switches to the world of the spirits signals a return to the African tradition of continuity where the rift between brothers (a symbol of communal strife) is solved in the realm of the esoteric. We established how the motif of individuality, epitomised by Jonan’s ruthlessness, is motivated by his need to wear the white man’s mask. However, this Western bourgeoisie individuality is ultimately subverted by the uncanny return of the African otherworld. The use of the ‘soul’ further suggests a Christian motif which signals a syncretism with the West African belief of ritual sacrifice to appease the Gods. The blood of Jonan and Sowho is a sacrifice to the Earth Goddess so that communal equilibrium may be re-established. These uncanny moments which emerge unannounced within the writing indicate that, while Okri’s first literary project mimicked an alien literary form, cultural difference returns within the text as a stain or a mark in the Lacanian sense of camouflage (Lacan, 1977b.: 99). This return represents Bhabha’s understanding of mimicry as the dislocating of normative knowledges of writing, what in the specific case of Flowers and Shadows are those marks left on the text that represent an indigenous knowledge which subverts that colonial ontology elliptically present in the English book.

N o t e s
1. All chains of coincidences that unfold throughout the plot inevitably lead back to Jonan, whose characterisation is framed within caricature reminiscent of Gradgrind in Dickens’ Hard Times. Jonan, rather than an “in the flesh” protagonist, is more a stand-in for the national ills that obstruct national development, a characterisation method that Okri partially borrows from a Dickensian naturalist school. Robert Fraser (2002) verifies the profound influence that Dickens holds on all of Okri’s work, and affirms that Okri’s young protagonists share characteristics with Dickensian characters such as Oliver in Oliver Twist, Nicholas in Nicholas Nickleby, Pip in Great Expectations and David of David Copperfield. (Fraser, 2002: 20-21).

2. There is one telling moment which further betrays Jonan’s desire for the Other which is revealed when Jeffia’s family visits the Doyes, a white family that have stayed on after independence. Jonan makes a casual remark about how Adama, the Doyes’ daughter, has “come of age” and insinuates that she could become a possible suitor for Jeffia. This seemingly innocent remark reveals Jonan’s covert desire to whiten the race of his own family and reach the coveted status of the Other through miscegenation.
3. Lacan employs the analogy of camouflage in the animal world where animals change colour as an act of survival, stating that this phenomenon is the strict sense of mimicry. However, he proceeds to deconstruct that simple understanding of original/copy, affirming: ‘Mimicry reveals something in so far as it is distinct from what might be called an itself that is behind. [. . .] It is not a question of harmonizing with the background but, against a mottled background’ (Lacan, 1977: 99)
Creating in Isolation
But still the crossroads does have a certain dangerous potency; dangerous because a man might perish there wrestling with multiple-headed spirits, but also might be lucky and return to his people with the boon of prophetic vision. 

Chinua Achebe, Hopes and Impediments
I

n comparison to Flowers and Shadows, The Landscapes Within represents an important advancement in Okri’s narrative development in as much as it achieves a distancing from the linguistic mimicking of the colonial novel and the ‘anthropological’ narrative point of view. Plot structure in TLW is, nonetheless, similar to FAS in that it adopts a linear structure where narrative voice endows the protagonist with a privileged point of view. The following is a brief summary on how Okri has modified narrative epistemology as compared with Flowers and Shadows: 
a.
The narrative does not adopt an ‘objective’ viewpoint to such issues as ethnicity and, while sometimes occupying the vantage high ground of an omniscient narrator, it is also embedded within the situation it describes.

b.
The narrative voice employs a series of silences that serve as a way of highlighting the fact that there are certain facets to the crude reality that neither the protagonists nor the narrator can fully comprehend. Certain conclusions are left to the reader to flesh out.

c.
While setting is framed within a Realist code of representation, the narrative introduces animist elements which signal other realities that transcend Realism.

d. The narrative is not split as in FAS and does not make any didactic asides to explain sociological phenomena to a supposed ‘foreign’ audience. 
e. Writing style begins to explore other rhythms; the baroque use of adjectives and modifiers is abandoned and the complexity of modifying clauses is substituted for paratactic oral structures. 
Nonetheless, set against the direction that Okri’s narratives were to take, The Landscapes Within is still anchored within a character psychology where there is a clear marked boundary between the inner psychic self and the exterior. This privileging of a complex consciousness is played off the protagonist’s relations with other characters who are ‘secondary’ in comparison to his primordial individual concerns. When Omovo (TLW’s protagonist) is at the art gallery, his gaze analyses and interiorises: ‘He looked at the crowding presences and the flimsy thought skimmed his mind: you are all dead’ (41). This panoptic and privileged point of view belongs to Western narrative epistemology, and Okri uses the specific motif of the disillusioned artist which he directly borrows from James Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man1 (1916). Why Okri was so drawn to this idea of the individual artist is fundamental in understanding how Okri saw himself as a writer during his early years in London. The following are the common themes and motifs which Okri borrows from Joyce’s work: 

a.
The impoverished Omovo uses his art as a way of escaping his environment. However, as with Joyce’s novel where each chapter ends with the personal triumph of Stephen Deadalus only to have that illusion dashed into uncertainty and conflict in the following chapter, Omovo’s constant striving towards an artistic illumination is repeatedly crushed by the crude realities of the slum in which he lives. 

b.
Joyce, through Stephen, and Okri, through Omovo, both portray a claustral sense of youthful intelligence caught up in social convention and constricted by poverty.

c.
The postcolonial similarities between Joyce and Okri can also be found in the linguistic question. In Portrait of the Artist, Stephen speaks of the English language as being ‘His [the Englishman’s] before mine’ (194). As T.J. Cribb asserts: ‘Stephen’s aporia is that he cannot be original in his own language’ (Cribb, 1999:107), and in this respect both Joyce’s and Okri’s literary projects can be seen as negotiating inscription within a (post)colonial space where writing from the other side of language subverts original meaning. 
Stephen and Omovo both seek artistic fulfilment in contempt of their surrounding reality. Dublin represents the centre of paralysis for Stephen; Lagos leaves Omovo feeble and unable to act, and both protagonists dream of escape. Furthermore, both cities live in the shadow of empire. The Dublin of Portrait of the Artist is the colonial city on the verge of the struggle for independence and a subsequent bloody civil war, while the Lagos that Omovo daily fights through is a neo-colonial space that has inherited the logics of an imperial past and has already suffered the consequences of Biafra. Both novels explore the archetypal leitmotiv of many nineteenth century realist novels of disillusionment. Total objectivity in the face of social and political pressures is championed in both texts and the narratives crescendo at the crucial moments where emotional intensity is registered by the characters in response to aesthetic revelation and life at large. The Joycean epiphany is named ‘The Moment’ in The Landscapes Within and is described as ‘a sudden revelation’ (200)—what Ayo Mamadu describes: ‘The total reading of life through a personal prism’ (Mamadu, 1991: 86). Okri, as does Joyce, strives to transform the disillusionment plot structure by making the momentous artistic revelation an indefinite process: ‘Omovo’s heart swelled and palpitated with a wild, bodiless joy; and his soul seemed to expand to include all that was beautiful and hidden and mysterious and whole and radiant and pure’ (200). 

However, while Omovo’s inner world is constituted through the modernist motif of the individual artist, environment always imposes its determinism upon that individuality. The personal growth of Omovo, determined as those landscapes within, is stunted by the invisible laws of surroundings that govern his destiny in a way that is beyond his control. Omovo finds himself being pushed towards a fate that actively thwarts all attempts to control his free artistic will. The Künstlerroman motif of a harmonious development towards artistic plenitude is continually arrested by a Naturalist bent which imposes a materialistic determinism. The underlying philosophy of this narrative epistemology positions the subject within a material continuum which upholds positivist laws of physics and denies the immaterial or the supernatural. True to Naturalism, TLW is impregnated with a sense of doom where the postcolonial subject is inevitably tied to environment, while Africa is described as an onion that, when peeled away, is left with nothing. 

On the other hand, the narrative locates interior/exterior as being a clash between the individualistic bourgeoisie consciousness and the poverty-ridden and jungle-like existence of the postcolonial city. This modernist motif of alienation produces fragmentation and, for Omovo, the filth and poverty of his surroundings augments psychic tension and produces isolation from his surroundings:

But he was also wary of occasionally well-arranged knurls of dried faeces that lurked treacherously in the homogeneous background. The sight depressed him greatly. He seemed to be always confronting them. It was as though society took a twisted delight in presenting to him the morbid and unclean aspects of itself. He thought: the problem is with me. I see too much. I wonder if it is good. (115) 
Simon Gikandi asserts that the African modernist novel differs from its European counterpart in that in the former the protagonist does not celebrate his or her loneliness, nor does he or she deny the outer world as a tangible: ‘If we find these characters melancholic, it is because they are aware of their ineffectiveness; they cannot take on a Messianic role, nor seek redemption in art’ (Gikandi, 1987: 75). Gikandi’s observation is partially applicable to certain motifs within TLW; however, there is no textual evidence that suggests Omovo desires to adopt a Messianic role. Omovo does interact with his environment and, as we shall see further on, his paintings such as Drift are testimony to his clear perception of his surroundings. Nonetheless, these perceptions must be filtered through his art to give them full sense (Mamadu, 1991: 88). 

The escape from the debilitation that environment produces upon Okri’s artist-hero becomes the motivation for artistic realisation—what Omovo describes as ‘when the landscapes without synchronised with the landscapes within’ (125). Biodun Jeyifo, while assuring that Okri has very faithfully depicted the void felt by Africans living in the postcolony, begs the question: ‘But what kind of redemption is envisioned in these [Flowers and Shadows & The Landscapes Within] novels?’ (Jeyifo, 1988b: 281). Rather than redemption, what TLW depicts is withdrawal into the inner self through the Künstlerroman motif. Omovo’s withdrawal finds its parallel in the alienation Okri experienced in London where he becomes enclosed by his writing. This drive to succeed as a writer is translated into The Landscapes Within where the standard Bildungsromanesque device pitches a young man against his society so as to initiate the individual search towards meaning. As Ayu Mamadu affirms, Omovo’s characterisation is grounded on a narcissistic surveillance of his own personal development, a condition which ultimately serves to shut him off from his environment and create a detachment between himself and society (Mamadu, 1991: 85, 87). This rift between self and environment is the central motif in TLW and is personified through Omovo’s painting Drift. The (d)rift is both the disillusionment and nausea that the postcolonial society produces in a sensitive and youthful consciousness and, at an unconscious level of text, evokes a state of deracination through which Okri traverses in London. Isolation produces hypersensitivity and the nausea the young artist feels when observing his soundings is representative of the abyss between the inner and outer self. 

This rift is projected onto environment, and Omovo, in an act of self-preservation, objectifies and isolates the oppressiveness his environment produces. Transforming the grotesqueness of surroundings into artistic intention becomes the strategy of survival-through-escapism; the only way out of the postcolonial impasse that the text suggests. Nonetheless, the ineffectiveness of this escapism and the motif of refuge into the self is problematised in TLW when Omovo attends an exhibition by Nigerian painters where his Drift, the metonymic representation of environment, is on show. On observing the piece, Omovo is unexpectedly gripped by an aversion towards Drift, the extension of his own ego and the preciousness of his inner world. Now his gaze shatters the illusion of the supposed perfection of his own art and the painting has transformed into something:

[. . .] obscene and nauseous and badly executed. [. . .] Omovo broke down in tears. Something was wrong inside him. It was as though his viscerals had been wrapped in a green nausea and were wriggling snakishly within him. (45-46) 

Environment in TLW extends out to the discourse of national imagining and, as Michael Abioseh Porter (1988) observes, Omovo’s personal development mirrors that of the nation. Ideologically, the growth novel draws clear parallels with the national allegory, what Benedict Anderson describes as ‘the movement of a solitary hero through a sociological landscape of a fixity that fuses the world inside the novel with the world outside’ (Anderson, 1983: 35). However, while the narration of nation is embodied in the Bildungsromanesque solitary hero, the narrative simultaneously brings to the fore the ambiguities of national cohesion. This is exemplified in the scene where Omovo and Keme (the young and conscientious journalist) stumble upon a brutally murdered girl in Iroki park. This image of the mutilated girl becomes a metonymic representation of the Nigerian nation, and the memory of the lacerated body in the park becomes a disturbing memory the characters strive to fully comprehend. The text engages with the ‘one yet many’ of the national life (Brennan, 1990: 49) as its master narrative, while simultaneously creating the supplementary discourse of the nation’s mutilation. The characters in TLW try to comprehend this mutilation and how it affects them as participants within the vision of nation. Dele views the murdered girl as an omen for the future: ‘See how Africa kills her young ones. [. . .] Africa is no place for me.’ (60). When Omovo is alone with Ifeyinwa (Omovo’s illicit lover) he comments: ‘We saw a little girl’s dead body. Something happened inside me. It was something beyond fear. I don’t know but I saw myself there’ (140). The narrative then proceeds to enter Omovo’s consciousness and describes how the phantom of the incident is bearing down on his subconscious: ‘He thought of the mutilated girl and oddly Ifeyinwa’s face was transposed over it—taking over and defining its features. Omovo shook his head violently. The two separate images came together in his mind and he was horrified’ (140). 

The link between the mutilated girl and Ifeyinwa is significant in that her own futile death becomes exemplary of how the legacies of colonialism arrest national cohesion. Further on in the narrative, Ifeyinwa leaves her husband to return to her homeland and is shot on a dark road leading to her village by a rival gunman. The exact circumstances surrounding her pointless killing are, nonetheless, suspended in the narrative in what Fraser describes as those silences in Okri’s narratives which function as ‘a subversiveness of reticence’ (Fraser, 2002: 35-36). The only clues the narrative offers to the reader can be found in the conversation between Ifeyinwa and Omovo on the ethnic rivalry in Ifeyinwa’s homeland: ‘The two villages were close to one another. [. . .] A stream ran past the edges of both villages, connecting them in many ways. In the past the people had intermarried. But now they regarded one another with deep mutual suspicion. [. . .] The forest that separated them, the stream that connected them, the very air became permeated with violence’ (107). The text signals the existence of a grave inter-communal rift which, while outside the parameters of the story, exercises its influence on narrative realities. Only fifteen years later, when Okri re-writes Landscapes under the new title of Dangerous Love, does Ifeyiwa explain that the boundary dispute stems from the time before Independence when white rule privileged one village over another by ceding one village’s land to another. Omovo, when turning over the Nigerian impasse in his mind, muses: ‘He thought about Ifeyiwa and the border clash involving her village, how the ancestors of these white people had created the problem a hundred years before’ (330). In DL, Ifeyinwa’s futile death is examined further by the narrative and the villages decide to call a truce. An elder of the village pronounces: ‘We are killing ourselves over a problem which the white man caused in the first place. Let this innocent girl’s death be the final sacrifice’ (348). However, this gesture for the restoring of communal harmony is short-lived. The narrative concludes: ‘The peace lasted till other things came along and fuelled the old hatred which had never been examined, never exorcised’ (348). 
Dangerous Love thus addresses the narrative reticence of The Landscapes Within in conjunction with how the legacy of colonialism produces inter-ethnic violence, which in turn bolsters up orientalist notions of a savage Africa. Biafra is the maximum expression of this violence and its ghost returns to Omovo through the image of the disfigured girl in Iroki park: 

Omovo was filled with memories of the mutilated girl he had seen in the park. It recalled to him something he had seen when he was at Ughelli during the civil war. [. . .] He came to a huge iroki tree. He stood under it for a long time and began crying. [. . .] He knew he had seen something terrible. A stain. A serious, serious stain. (67) 
Omovo has previously recounted this scene to Dr. Okocha where he described how he stumbled across a dead Igbo and, as Moh (2002) confirms, the unnamable mark of violence and death that Omovo encounters correspond to Okri’s having directly witnessed bloody mutilation as a child during the Nigerian civil war. The image of the mutilated girl in The Landscapes Within emerges as a leitmotif within the narrative, and all the main characters attempt to extract meaning from this trope of mutilation. When Keme visits Omovo to tell him that the body had disappeared from the park, he suddenly exclaims to Omovo: ‘We were dreaming, it wasn’t real. It was all a bloody dream’ (152). Furthermore, the fact that the body has subsequently disappeared when Keme leads the police back to the scene in Iroki park questions the veracity of the incident. The edge of unreality that the incident has acquired leads the protagonists to question the perception of vision. Keme, in Dangerous Love, poses the simple but enigmatic question of ‘how do you deal with nothing?’ (183). As with the scummy surroundings of the ghetto at the beginning of the novel, Omovo needs to isolate and objectify the memory of the murdered girl in an attempt to comprehend the confusion of his own environment and how that relates to a fractured Nigeria. This he does through the stillness of his own art where he transforms the dream-like unreality and nothingness of the event: 

He begins to paint. [. . .] He is on the edge of an inner thrill. [. . .] A single shrivelled leafless tree: its branches amputated. Strangulated spaces. [. . .] Then the girl: looming in the foreground and dominating the painting. Mutilated. Bloodied. [. . .] He draws back and when he looks at the unfinishable work a stark terror twists within him. The girl is without a face. (281) 

Unfinishable is the operative attribute in this excerpt; the notion of how the metonymy of the fractured nation subverts attempts of closure within his own art. 
An African Bildungsroman 

We have identified the importance of the Künstlerroman motif in Landscapes and how this motif was clearly informed by Okri’s personal ambitions as a writer in London. Georg Lukacs, in his Theory of the Novel (1971), identifies the central and immutable condition of the Western novel as placing at the centre of its cosmos a schizoid hero. Okri, the diasporan who writes so as to understand his own ambiguous condition as postcolonial subject and émigré, does so through this fundamentally Western motif. As Chidi Amuta (1989) affirms, familiarity with the Western novel within the neo-colonial educative system gave rise to the modern African novel, and Omovo as schizoid hero thus represents a literary mimicking of Western subject-forming. Soyinka’s The Interpreters (1965) and A Dance of the Forests (1963) are also concerned with the artist and his/her relationship with society. However, where The Landscapes Within differs from Soyinka’s works is that the latter positions the artist as being on a quest for some kernel collective wisdom that he/she will later divulge to the community so that it will grow. The quest motif of a hero that informs the centre of many West African folk tales is similar to the Bildungsroman motif inasmuch as both represent the journey of a young male hero towards maturity. However, ideologically they represent the opposition community/orality versus individuality/Western chirographic. Therefore, the motif of Omovo’s personal growth in spite of community symbolically appropriates a Western subjectivity and, if we take the argument one step further, we discover unconscious discursive elements which mirror the colonial ideology of self-betterment through individualism. This teleological narrative structure transmits a positivist understanding of historical development and furthermore rejects all spiritual presence in favour of a secular being. As Bill Ashcroft affirms: 

Representations of human time and human space have been the most powerful and hegemonic purveyors of Eurocentrism in modern times. History, and its associated teleology, has been the means by which European concepts of time have been naturalised and universalised. (Ashcroft, 2001: 15)

These underlying ideologies we have discussed in relation with Okri’s appropriation of the English Book reveal certain contradictions between what the postcolonial writer wants to say about his or her reality and the narrative epistemologies he or she actually employs to express those complex identities. By the time Okri had finished TLW he was becoming increasingly aware of the need to perform new translations of Western genre so as to subvert the ideological subtexts that those genres contain. More sophisticated and self-conscious appropriations of Western genre were necessary to avoid a mimicking of colonial discourse and The Landscape Within, in its own right, shows certain evidence of this. TLW had already initiated this transformation of mimesis. 

Returning to the idea of Omovo as schizoid-hero model, while Okri did employ a motif from Western genre, the returned image of the hero is no longer European but rather African and in this process a subtle transformation of the Western sign has taken place. As Achebe (1989) holds, while African ontology is grounded within a communal ideology, individuality is also considered as a fundamental quality within African society and in this respect TLW also explores the underlying tensions a communal prerogative imposes upon individuality. Omovo thus becomes the site of enunciation where the ambiguities of a modern African subjectivity are played out. The image of the white hero of the Western novel is uncannily interrupted by the image of Omovo, a young black Nigerian. Therefore, the Western Bildungsroman motif also carries the traces of a transformation into a new postcolonial subjectivity and this serves to subvert the generic ideology where difference is created through sameness. Therefore, while the employment of this motif carries ideological implications, the act of literary mimicry is grounded within an indeterminacy that ‘emerges as the representation of a difference that is itself a process of disavowal’ (Bhabha, 1994: 86).

Other examples of how The Landscapes Within disrupts the authority of Western narrative epistemology are through the inserting of scenes which refer to Western African ontologies. The first example of this is just before Omovo and Keme discover the body in the forest. The narrative describes the night as ‘a protoplasmic mass of dense blackness, engulfing and wrapping every figure. The darkness was alive: a sinister presence’ (56). On discovering the corpse the night becomes ‘strangely silent’ (59). These images of the dark forest as the site of the esoteric are common in West African folk tales and the narrative, by situating the leitmotif of mutilated nation within the logic of the forest, is translating the discourse of nation away from the limited rationality of Realism’s tenets and into the realm of the African spirit world. Therefore, while the narrative adopts a determinist Naturalist philosophy which situates the chaos of Lagos and the pessimism of the postcolonial impasse as exercising total control over the protagonists, there are signalling devices within text that point to animistic perceptions of nature and the cosmos which redefine the character’s relationship with environment.

A specific example of this transgression of the Real occurs at the centre of the novel’s rising conflict marked by the affair between Omovo and Ifeyinwa. The furtive lovers, on being discovered by Mr. Takpo, Ifeyinwa’s elderly husband, quickly part, each one taking their separate path. Omovo wanders into the night where he suddenly comes across the foul scene of lorries emptying out the excrement of the communal toilets. The violent interruption of intimacy with Ifeyinwa, combined with the nausea and disgust he experiences at the overpowering scene of human filth, is registered at a formal level of narrative within a new level of representation which suddenly re-locates Omovo’s conception of space and time. The entry into this other reality is marked by a desolate building in the midst of the forest which is described as ‘skeletal’ and ‘precariously trapped on the edges of some forgotten fairy tale’ (219). The narrative, through Omovo’s perceptions, describes the arcane and chaotic scene of the syncretic Christian/indigenous ceremony that he has stumbled upon: 

The figures within were dressed in black smocks and white caps. [. . .] and their hands were bathed in blood and they seemed terribly silent [. . .] a figure in a black smock with a shaven head and an expression of scavenging evil and shock loomed and petrified before him [. . .] and he was sure that in his whirling mind that the figure was dying tortuously [. . .] and the sweet smells and dulcet sounds of sanity touched his soul with the wonder of things he could not see [. . .] and his soul was plunged in a soft-hued area of nothingness. (220-21)

It is indicative that the entrance into this parallel reality is both thematically linked to Western imagination (the fairy tale) and is formally performed through a modernist stream of consciousness, void of punctuation. At a textual level, the narrative insistence on it being Omovo’s consciousness through the repetition of he and his is an attempt to mark the scene as a vision which the narrative neither endorses nor rejects. Further on in the text, Omovo’s regression from his adventure in the forest is simply commented upon as ‘Omovo was just returning from his wearied walk. The familiar terrains had not registered themselves. He half-walked, half-floated through the streets’ (236). 

The forest scene represents Okri’s first attempt at exploring a multi-layered reality, and the interruption of animistic allusions within the teleology of Realism exercises a side-ways pressure on the narrative which represents what Bhabha defines as the ‘slippages’, ‘excesses’ or ‘differences’ of mimicry as a strategy of ambivalence that undermines the colonial text. The text performs a doubling in writing in that it partially endorses Western ideology transmitted through literary genre, but simultaneously reactivates other knowledges which produces both an uncanny recognisable Other (naturalism)—but with traces of difference (animism/African ritual). The differences that emerge within the text result in a de-authorising of the colonial image that has been initially afforded power through the act of mimicry, but now opens up the inherent cracks within the fixedness of Realism/ Naturalism and confronts it with its own indeterminacy; that is, the ambiguities of empiricism and determinism, the reductive notion of a secular being and material determinism. We contend that this indeterminate moment within Western discourse, when imperialism, nations and the staples of Realism were being constituted, corresponds to Derrida’s notion of ‘internal dislocation’ as expressed in On Grammatology (1976). The incompleteness of this discourse is what comes back to haunt the discourses of Realism and Naturalism in the postcolonial moment. Through a Derridian understanding of the temporal dimension of futurity, it is precisely the other knowledges that colonial discourse had denied which return within the traces of postcolonial writing to show up the incompleteness of that discourse. 

That colonial ontology itself was never whole and thus never held full control over the colonised is evident, both during colonial rule and in the present postcolonial era (Brathwaite, 1971, Gilroy, 1993, Ashcroft, 2001). As Paul Gilroy evidences in his The Black Atlantic, the historical moment of both slavery and colonialism had precisely produced a modern double-consciousness. We argue that Okri’s early writings, while performing an accedence to the power of the Western sign, also resist the totality of that sign by re-activating an otherness which is contingent to the moment of Western modernity. What emerges from this debate on Flowers and Shadows and The Landscapes Within is how Okri’s narrative was gradually moving away from the shadows of mimicry (itself a site of resistance) and towards a hybrid site of writing. We must also remember that Bhabha rejects all forms of essential notions on identity: ‘Mimicry conceals no presence of identity behind its mask [. . .] behind which there stands the essence of the presence Africaine’ (Bhabha, 1994: 88). Therefore, mimicry, the act of partial representation, does not reactivate any essential presence from within the discourse of imitation but, as a double vision, evidences how all discourses are split by their own ambivalence. 

N o t e
1. The superscript to TLW which reads: ‘Welcome, O life! I go to encounter for the millionth time the reality of experience and to forge in the smithy of my soul, the uncreated conscience of my race’ is transcribed from the closing lines of Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man and is testimony to Okri’s/Omovo’s commitment to art as a life-long project. 
A Revisited Landscape
An autobiography can distort; facts can be realigned.

But fiction never lies: it reveals the writer totally.

 V.S. Naipaul, The Writer and the World
O

kri’s rewriting of The Landscapes Within brings to the fore of the narrative those elements of West African epistemology which were relegated to the margins within the original. As Okri confides in the author’s note in Dangerous Love: ‘That early work, its story, its characters and themes, the Nigeria it depicted, was very close to me then and has continued to haunt and trouble me through the years, because in its spirit and essence I sensed that it was incomplete’ (401). Okri’s main concern as a writer has been that of transformation; a type of ‘re-education’ which involves a move towards a dialogical site of inscription that undermines claims to cultural totalisation. Omovo in Dangerous Love describes this process as an escape from ‘the weigh[ing] down by the soul-clogs of useless knowledge, other people’s opinions, the creative dangers of thinking in an imposed language—betrayed by language—erased from history [. . .] weighed down by lies—and then believing those lies [. . .] force-feeding ourselves with them [. . .] transfigure the deception multiplied by education’ (363, emphasis in text). Okri’s literary project was concerned with new forms of agency where the postcolonial writer, through the discourses of hybridity, develops a new space within writing that intervenes in the authority of Western genre and performs an act of cultural translation. Okri has described this process as a writing from an ‘invisible handicap’, how the postcolonial writer shapes an alien language despite being inhabited by it (Wilkinson, 1992: 82).

Looking at The Landscapes Within in conjunction with Dangerous Love, we find an identical plot structure which maintains most original scenes and whole sentences transcribed without alteration. Rewriting The Landscapes Within was thus a gesture of the mature artist to the memory of the initiate who, despite budding talent and a clear endeavour to narrate Lagos from an African point of view, had still not developed sufficiently as a writer so as to negotiate new the means of communication. Dangerous Love performs a more conscious abrogation of Western genre where Okri appropriates the discourses of Naturalism and the Bildungsroman to transform them into a text that supports cultural experience. As Ashcroft et al. (1989) assure, there exists within diaglossic societies the possibility to adapt a colonial language to the syntax and symbolic structure of an autochthonous language so as to create a distinct sense of cultural relevance. Okri re-writes his own discourse of mimicry and accomplishes a new syncretic writing which, in James Snead’s (1990) definition, represents a cultural miscegenation that asserts the difference of black thinking.
One feature of DL which becomes patent to the reader is how Okri oversees conceptions of reality. From the opening pages of DL the reader is subtly reminded that perception, in a West African context, happens both at an ocular and an ethereal level. Omovo is capable of capturing the presence of the past in the landscape and linking it to the present in what Soyinka defines in his essay ‘The Fourth Stage’ as the continuum of the present that encapsulates past and future as defined by West African metaphysics. This phenomenon can be perceived in the scene where Omovo is passing a withered tree whose dead branches are being chopped down. He is suddenly struck with an insight as to what that scene transmits and, on having rapidly returned home to sketch his perceptions, the narrative transmits that he is ‘capturing something more strange and real than the actual event’ (6), an assessment that is collaborated by his neighbour Tuwo who asserts that the painting reminds him of the Nigerian civil war. That the tree has been witness to a past tragedy conveys an animist perception of reality, and the narrative bolsters this concept by describing the trees in Iroki park as being ‘guardians of terrible mysteries’ (53). 

In many ways, Okri’s negotiation of Realism in Dangerous Love is reminiscent of Chinua Achebe’s narrative style; what Irele (1981) describes as an ‘animist realism’. This can also be observed at a formal level of writing where both writers employ oral structures at a formal level of prose to locate utterance as being heard rather than being visioned (i.e. read). As Abiola Irele (1981; 2001), JanMohamed (1983) and Keith M. Booker (1998) all coincide upon, the monumental significance Achebe’s Things Fall Apart lies in the fact that Achebe, through English, had reactivated an African cultural memory that had been silenced by colonial ontology. Part of Okri’s s re-writing of TLW involved a renegotiation of Omovo’s characterisation where epiphany was conceptualised as a rediscovery of his cultural memory: 

He [Omovo] looked at reproductions of sculptings, mysterious monoliths, jujus, masquerades and serene bronze busts. But he studied them with too much familiarity, for African art seemed to him to be everywhere. He saw the terrifying shapes, the evil-fighting forms, the ritual powers as being part of things, part of an order. They were in him. It was only later that he would learn to see them with estranged eyes, see them for the first time and be startled into the true realm of his artistic richness. (247) 
While FAS and TLW as mimetic texts situated indigenous knowledge as secondary discourses that left their marks upon the text, DL situates this knowledge at the core of the narrative epistemology. Compared with the scene that follows Omovo’s abandoned sexual encounter with Ifeyinwa in The Landscapes Within where awkward attempts at signalling other realities are made, the narrative voice in Dangerous Love quietly detaches itself from the scene and, in the tradition of Achebe, deciphers ‘the forest of signs’ that Omovo witnesses: 

Masked figures, bearing whips, burst out of the forest. Then the central Egungun, a tall figure with a terrifying mask, emerged from behind them. [. . .] The lesser figures, whose masks didn’t have the size or the fearsomeness of the chief masquerade, began whipping one another. [. . .] They whipped one another’s feet. [. . .] There was no malice in their actions. [. . .] They whipped the year’s evil from one another, dancing round Omovo, but they didn’t touch him. (270) 

In Dangerous Love, when Omovo comes across the religious ceremony, the action is no longer situated from an alienated perspective as in TLW but is related by a narrator who describes the ritual1 as an initiation ceremony. In juxtaposition with TLW (which partially engages with an esoteric subtext through the motif of the forest), DL’s narrator prefers to deconstruct this notion of: a) the forest as a site of atavistic horror and b) the reality of Lagos and its struggles toward a chaotic modernity. When Omovo emerges from the forest in DL, the reality of the ghetto is determined as dream-like in comparison to the spiritual coherence of the forest, a narrative device that inverts forest/town dichotomy of reality/supernatural as established by the West African oral tradition. 

As Okri affirms, the reality of Lagos cannot be contained within a reduced sense of reality (Wilkinson, 1992), and DL subtly performs this sense of distinct reality. When Ifeyinwa leaves the ghetto for the last time, the narrative again defines surroundings as ghost-like: ‘She felt sure she saw ghosts everywhere, that the ghetto was becoming a ghost town, that things were changing without people’s knowledge or consent, and that the ghetto-dwellers were becoming ghosts and shadows without voices’ (315). Once more, the real world of the ghetto is discretely placed within the spirit world, trapped in the unreality of poverty. 
One of the challenges that postcolonial fiction poses to the novel form is its use of postcolonial typologies; what Fraser defines as a representation of ‘the survival of formal patterns from precolonial narratives—that is from the deepest memory of the culture—into all later stages’ (Fraser, 2000: 143). Okri, in rewriting The Landscapes Within, performs this intentional signalling of precolonial culture and we feel he has turned to Achebe’s narrative epistemology2 when writing Dangerous Love. Both in TLW and DL, Omovo has had his hair shaven off by a ‘fool barber’ and is consequently the butt of the community’s jokes. However, what may seem as a comic element is in fact a sign of mourning in West Africa. This information is conveyed to the reader through other minor characters who simply comment on the weirdness of Omovo not being in mourning yet having shaved all his hair off. This act, perceived by those around him as a transgression of norms in society, is thematically linked to Omovo’s process of initiation much more so in DL than in the TLW. 

In Dangerous Love, Omovo traverses the liminal zone towards experience and the novel maps this progression as commencing with the death of his former self (that which his shaved head represents). As Ashcroft (2001) asserts, there exists in cross-cultural texts a ‘gulf of silence or metonymic gap’ installed by strategies of language variance which signify difference. These cultural differences, assures Ashcroft, are installed within the text as a network of differences3 rather than an essence (Ashcroft, 2001: 59-60). Omovo’s shaven-head-as-typology becomes a metaphor to the shedding of an identity where an individualistic subjectivity is being abandoned in favour of one that embraces a communal ethos. This re-formation of self image signals a transformation of the Bildungsroman genre into that of an initiation informed by those collective prerogatives found in the African oral discourses. 


We see Okri’s thematic move away from the individualism of The Landscapes Within as being inspired in Achebe’s (1989) understanding of the writer as a teacher in the wider sense of the word: ‘An artist and his people are in very close communion’ (Achebe, 1989: 58). So, while individuality is an important consideration in West Africa, artistic inspiration and creation emerge from what Achebe describes as ‘the Powers of Event’ (the non-human forces of the universe), where art is understood as ‘the [collective] need to afford through imagination an alternative handle on reality’ (Achebe, 1989: 57-58). Dangerous Love’s placing of Omovo as an artist who enters into communion with his surrounding does, as Fernández Vázquez (1997) clarifies, subvert the individualistic demand of the Bildungsroman genre. Omovo in DL is not wrapped up in his angst, or exclusively concerned with his personal artistic development. Juxtaposed with his isolation from society in Landscapes, his consciousness now embraces communal matters as we shall see below: 
a.
Omovo dwells upon Okoro’s experience as a boy soldier: ‘The war had scarred Okoro forever, and in ways that were not always visible. [. . .] Omovo saw him [Okoro] as a hero, as one who bore the ineradicable memory of violence, as one who had come of age in the midst of ambushing and shelling’ (132).

b.
When Ifeyinwa leads Omovo into another ghetto area, the narrative states: ‘Deeper and deeper into the ghetto they went. It frightened Omovo that desolation could seem to have no end, no boundaries’ (155).
c.
The narrative commenting on how the hardship of the ghetto strains the filial relationship: ‘Omovo shut his eyes and said a silent prayer. He prayed that it was all a dream, and that harmony would be restored. If a word existed, potent like mystic syllables, that he could utter to save the disintegration of the family, he would give anything to know it and to be able to voice it’ (82).
d.
‘He [Omovo] thought about the old generation, how they had squandered and stolen much of the country’s resources, eaten up its future, weakened its potential, enriched themselves, got fat, created chaos everywhere and spread rashes of hunger through the land’ (234). 
How Omovo’s gaze projects outwards onto the past, present and future of the community is therefore important, not only as a reversal of the ideological implications present in TLW’s motif of isolation that favours personal growth but, more importantly, as Omovo’s on-going initiation. This process culminates in the seaside village of Badagry where Omovo travels to escape from the inevitable tragedy that hangs over the compound. While Landscapes actually names the town, DL refers to it with its initial B—. We again find use of narrative reticence as the town of Badagry is highly significant due to its link with the Atlantic slave trade. Badagry was centre of operations in West Africa for the transportation of slaves to Europe, South America and the Caribbean from the 1500s onwards, and during the period of American Independence alone 550,000 Africans were exported from this port. Currently there is an active process of a recuperation of the historical memory of Badagry’s role in the slave trade and Okri’s choice of Badagry as the culmination of Omovo’s initiation is no doubt significant. 
The motif of a young man’s return to the village forms part of the structure of the mythopoetic in West African folk tales and, while escape in The Landscapes Within was constantly framed within the need for artistic sensibility to evade the harshness of environment, Omovo’s escape from Lagos in DL is reactivated as a discovery of the Africa buried in his consciousness. Omovo’s thoughts read: ‘I came here [Badagry] to escape and I find our past waiting for me on these shores’ (362, italics in text). The village represents the last cycle of Omovo’s initiatic journey where knowledge pours into his consciousness through visions. The Bildungsroman, more often than not, implies a journey through different terrains as an allegory of growth and possible prosperity. As we have previously discussed, ideologically this notion of travel as a means of betterment coincides with the nineteenth century European man’s dream of wealth via an expedition to the colony. On the contrary, Omovo’s journey to enlightenment is performed within what TLW mentioned as a ‘pilgrim’s progress through the mind’, a motif which the narrative employs yet fails to flesh out. In the iroko tree scene we saw how Omovo began to perceive past histories that were beyond the reaches of panoptics and were, moreover, linked to the sensorial. Omovo’s arrival at Badagry brings to the fore this perceptiveness and introduces the invisible as a discourse. Past and present become a single continuum in Omovo’s consciousness as he commences his road towards knowledge: 

He wandered through strange towns down whose streets slaves were dragged screaming. [. . .] He passed cities of ancient rock, where sacrificial victims sang before they accompanied kings to their deep ancestral graves. He travelled through places where the populace dug the earth for gold [. . .] sold it to strangers across the seas for mirrors and bitter coffee [. . .]. (352)
By situating the moment when slaves are being shipped off to the New World alongside the image of sacrificial victims who sing to the ancestral grave, the narrative is deconstructing received notions of European civility as juxtaposed with African savagery; one of the cornerstones of colonial discourse employed to sanction territorial conquest and attempts to annihilate indigenous culture. As Christine Prentice asserts, the monological address of colonial authority (in this case its metonymic presence in the postcolony in the pedagogical form of literary genre) is interrupted by other knowledges that enter on it (Prentice, 2000: 204). Okri performs a strategic use of other ontologies so as to interrupt and displace the ambivalent discourse of the imperial ‘civilising’ mission and its pedagogical imperative. 

Omovo’s journey through Africa’s silenced history discovers the moment of the Middle Passage; the brutal materialism of colonialism; the lies that, as Said indicates, were transmitted through a process of Orientalism that represented an express will to control and manipulate what is ‘a manifestly different world’ (Said, 1978: 12). So, while Flowers and Shadows and The Landscapes Within both mark undemocratic practices, chaotic behaviour and underdevelopment onto the landscape of the postcolony as one side of a binary opposition (the absent yet desired other side being the democracy, tranquillity and civility of an imagined West), Dangerous Love negotiates a distinct search towards communal betterment which does not project its narrative gaze onto an Other which Lagos is not. Okri thus attempts to forge a new postcolonial subjectivity that is no longer split by colonial discourse nor is constituted through a colonial desire for the Other. This act of inscription is indicative of how subaltern writing goes over the mark of dominant discourse to reveal its ambivalence and indeterminate nature. As Okri warns in his essay ‘Redreaming the World’:

The oppressed always live with death. They die in life. Suffering drenches them in mystery. Intense experience accelerates their ageing. They mature more strangely and more deeply than their oppressors. And yet they often think of their victors as their standard of aspiration. Lack of historical confidence leads them into this bifurcation of thinking. (Okri, 1997: 129) 

The importance of the dialogic address that Okri’s double consciousness projects through the Dangerous Love’s narrative voice is how it contests the colonial ‘standard of aspiration’ and explores the ‘strangeness’ and the ‘mysteries’ of the ‘oppressed’s’ ontology. When Omovo awakes from his voyage through Africa’s past, he is confronted by the village’s chief who, as the narrative reveals, is ready to pass onto the next life: ‘Omovo listened intently to his [the chief’s] heavily accented Yoruba. And as he listened he felt things stirring within him’ (354). The Yoruba chief is significant inasmuch as he represents the transmission of African gnosis; a rite that marks the culmination of Omovo’s initiation. Omovo’s second revelation, framed within the chief’s insight for the future, is determined as THE MOMENT, which, rather than being the revealing of an individualistic life-artist in TLW, is a transformation of society through performance, what Omovo defines as ‘in visions begins action—in action begins our destiny’ (362, italics in text). Omovo’s consciousness now takes on messianic overtones, and his urge to ‘lift his people from tribal madness’, to move beyond a society of ‘dream-eaters, worshipping at the shrines of corruption’ becomes ‘deeper than the urge that made him paint’ (361-62). While Omovo’s revelation acknowledges a colonialism that brought slavery, decimated indigenous tongues and art and, for the want of sugar, colonised half the world, the narrative prefers to place responsibility as transcending colonial time:

Bursting in this state he saw time enfission into every moment, into endless possibilities of life. [. . .] [He] felt the burden of desperate prayers uttered, unheard—the prayers of slaves—the betrayal of ancestors—the treachery of leaders . . . their destruction of future dreams—they raped our past, we rape our future [. . .] history screams and ghettos erupt with death and maddened youths—they scrambled for our continent and now we scramble for the oil-bust of Independence [. . .] those who are deaf to history are condemned to be enslaved by it [. . .]. (361-62, italics in text) 
Omovo’s epiphany is embodied within the motif of ‘in dreams begin responsibilities’, prefigured both in The Landscapes Within and earlier on in DL’s narrative. Omovo’s moment of illumination is paradigmatic of Okri’s refusal in all his work to conceptualise African subjectivity solely in terms of its negative relationship with colonialism. In Okri’s essay ‘Re-dreaming the World’, we find the kernel of Omovo’s epiphany in Dangerous Love. Okri testifies: ‘The real quarrel of the oppressed is not with the oppressors. It is with themselves. The real truth they have to face is the truth about themselves. Hope and striving have magic in them’ (Okri, 1997: 133).

The illumination Omovo receives through this initiation also has implications on how he perceives himself as an artist, and this revelation functions as an allegory of Okri’s personal development as a writer. An important aspect of the developments within Okri’s narrative is his constant search for new literary terrains that express the difference of African arts through English prose. This shift in Okri’s mimesis marks a profound change in the narrative attitude towards indigenous resource-base as compared to FAS and TLW which, as we have previously discussed, placed indigenous knowledges and ethnicity in general on the periphery of the narrative’s cognitive system. When Okri, in his interview with Wilkinson (1992), claims that his sense of audience has changed, what he is referring to is how his narrative is no longer split by the narcissistic demand for a generic mimetic Other. So, while his audience may still be formed of Western readers, the narrative will now no longer play to that audience (as we saw in Flowers and Shadows) but rather obliges them to enter and negotiate the differences of a diverse African reality. 

As Bhabha (1990; 1994; 2000) asserts, the incommensurability of cultural difference resists the inclusion within a universal framework that recognises diversity but only within liberal/ multicultural notions of pre-given cultural representations. Omovo’s astral voyage through the consciousness of the Yoruba2 chief into Africa’s past thus represents the liminality of a singular cultural expression that denies the time-frame of relativism. The activation of this cultural difference is what gives the subaltern writing its authority and, furthermore, those elements in the text that resist translation are what represent its liminality as a new literary expression. Omovo’s initiation through the spirit world encloses a conceptual reality difficult to translate into a Western cognition that posits secularism, determinism and teleology as absolute truths rather than discourses. Dangerous Love, as a text, thus denies authority to the colonial trope of coherency through its singular and untranslatable concepts. Okri’s messianic vision, transcribed through Omovo’s ultimate revelation to ‘re-dream the world’ through ‘transfiguration’, is what the voice establishes as to ‘begin again the journey from the legends of creation’ (363, italics in text). 

The book’s ending reverts the closing motif of TLW on two more counts. Firstly, when Omovo trips and falls, the narrative describes the scene as follows: ‘His heart beat softly upon the earth. He felt the heart of the earth beating softly beneath him. [. . .] An owl stared down at him, from a tree, winking as if to welcome him into a new cycle. He didn’t know just how difficult were the cycles that lay ahead’ (399). Both the totalising determinism of environment and the teleological rubric of Naturalism are subverted by: a) motifs of earth as nurturing, which implies that it will give fruit in the future; and b) the concept of time as cyclical rather than linear. Furthermore, Omovo’s fall makes him notice an ebony mask which is lying on the ground near him. Omovo’s picking up the mask, as Fernández Vázquez (1997) argues, is symbolic of Omovo’s re-discovery of his own heritage. The serendipity of this final motif of discovery subtly refers the reader back to book’s epigraph which is taken from Rainer Maria Rilke and begs the question: ‘Shouldn’t these ancient sufferings of ours finally start to bear fruit? 
N o t e s
1. Before this scene, the narrative describes Omovo passing an Aladura church in the forest which we feel to be the same church as in this scene. The term aladura is a Yoruba word that means ‘one who prays’ and the Aladura movement, which has three main churches, is a very popular spiritual manifestation of the syncretism between indigenous and Christian rites amongst the Yoruba in Western Nigeria. Theologically and socially, the Aladura movement represents the syncretism that the clash between colonial culture and indigenous culture produced. Placing this scene alongside the Egungun masqueraders within the forest (site of the esoteric) but not marking both encounters with these beliefs as within the fantastic is a narrative device that signals the multiple layers of African reality.
2. Things Fall Apart perfectly illustrates this use of typology when the narrator establishes the community’s myth of origin; a fundamental knowledge which flows through the text:

The land of the living was not very far from the domain of the ancestors. There was coming and going between them, especially when an old man died, because an old man was very close to the ancestors. A man’s life from birth to death was a series of transition rites which brought him nearer to his ancestors. (86)
As a reader, we cannot fully understand the impact of colonialism upon the community of Umuofia if we do not fathom the real disaster that Okonkwo’s suicide supposes at the end of the novel. Suicide, more than a personal tragedy, is moreover a communal catastrophe; Okonkwo, having taken his own life, cannot be given a ritual burial and his spirit will be doomed to a homeless existence. 

3. While the Western reader may not be in possession of all the cultural clues so as to decipher how the text means, Ashcroft correctly argues that meaning is achieved constitutively through a dialogic situation of reading. By freeing language from the contingency of situationality and fixity, textual meaning can be achieved between writer and reader despite cultural distance: ‘Postcolonial writing represents neither speech nor local reality but constructs a discourse which may intimate them’ (Ashcroft, 2001: 63).
4. Historically, the town of Badagry was principally populated by the Yoruba and Ogu peoples while nowadays it is a predominantly Aworis and Egun area. This leads us to conclude that the initiation occurs in another time that does not correspond with the present within narrative time. 
Emerging from the Shadows
Though leaves are many, the root is one;

Through all the lying days of my youth

I swayed my leaves and flowers in the sun;

Now I may wither into the truth. 

W.B. Yeats, The Coming of Wisdom with Time
O

ur study so far has been concerned with an examination of the narrative epistemology of Flowers and Shadows and The Landscapes Within, where particular attention was paid to how these narratives were indicative of a mimicking of the English Book. From there we applied Homi Bhabha’s understanding of mimicry to prove how that colonial ideology which was elliptically present in FAS and TLW was undermined. We then sacrificed chronological order to highlight how Okri’s self-conscious gesture in re-writing The Landscapes Within served to go beyond the discourse of mimicry and bring to the fore that syncretic potential that Landscapes suggested at its margins. Our return to the chronology within Okri’s opus shall serve to trace the strategic moves that were made to develop a narrative epistemology capable of carrying the full weight of a hybrid cultural experience. 

These moves were developed within the short story format which first gave fruit to Incidents at the Shrine (1986). As Okri assures us: ‘These short stories were pressured by the desire to capture as many layers of reality as I could’ (Wilkinson, 1992: 82). The five-year silence between The Landscapes Within and IAS was indicative of the behind-the-scenes labour that went into Okri’s reconceptualisation of his writing system. This process becomes evident when one examines the narrative structure of Incidents at the Shrine and Stars of the New Curfew which reflect an imaginative process that sought to reconstruct a West African multi-dimensional reality. They represent the constituent stages towards an African mythopoetic consciousness which establishes what Quayson (1997) defines as a ‘distinct protocol of representation’. Critics such as Olatubosun Ogunsanwo (1995), Quayson (1997) and Derek Wright (1999) have all identified an indigenising of his writing, and this move offers a significant advancement in form within the body of those African literary discourses that aim towards a distancing from a Western genre which purports real world representation. 

The temporary abandoning of the full-length novel format was, as Quayson (1995/1997) and Bennett (1998) assure, motivated by the need to experiment within the reduced narrative space of the short story in order to develop a distinct narrative strategy: ‘It is difficult to argue that Okri’s work inaugurates new themes for African literature. As soon as one turns away from issues of thematic content and begins looking at issues of literary form, however, one notices that Okri’s works immediately depart from the ordinary, predictable, and routine’ (Bennett, 1998: 365). 

In this chapter, our aim is to show how the narrative is affected by the historic event of the Nigerian Civil War; how distinct themes regarding life in the postcolony are conceptualised; and how Okri looks to other Nigerian writers in his developing of a new narrative epistemology. Our interest is centred on how these function as a bridge to The Famished Road trilogy where we will find a condensing and a further transformation of the formal and thematic elements that these short stories display. 

The Spectre of Civil War 

Biafra has provided many Nigerian writers with a rich seam of material from which they have developed diverse narratives. The psycho-drama of that bloody conflict witnessed by Okri the man-child left its indelible mark on his consciousness. Between the ages of seven and ten, the author lived the terror and absurdity of civil and military violence in Nigeria at close quarters. Therefore, to fully engage with Ben Okri’s opus, one must understand the fundamental influence Biafra had on Okri’s literary imagination. As compared to The Famished Road trilogy where the trauma and ambivalences of violence are transformed into mythopoetic discourse, IAS and SNC employ a motif of witness to narrate this violence. As Okri assures: ‘Those people who were killed left such a huge impression on me. In a way that’s the core of almost everything I do and think about; the mysteries of life, justice’ (Jowett, 1995: 28). The original idea in Okri’s work—what Nakobov defines as the ‘throb’—is the encounter of innocence with the scene of Civil War violence. His narratives are driven by the compulsion to revisit those scenes in an attempt to make sense of the devastating absurdity of what, in the narrative of nation, can be defined as fratricidal violence. 

Both Incidents at the Shrine and Stars of the New Curfew have one short story that directly deals with the time of the Civil War. In ‘In the Shadows of War’, the young child Omovo is witness to how the mindless violence and futility of war imposes its logic upon communal reality. The young boy, witness to the murdering of a local woman by the militia for the sole pretext of ‘having no shadow’, faints and, when he revives, finds himself in his home where his father is drinking beer with the same soldiers. The gaze of innocence thus transmits the complicity of the older generation with the atrocities of war, and this awakening is later registered by the narrator who observes: ‘The lights changed over the forest and for the first time Omovo saw that the dead animals on the river were in fact the corpses of grown men’ (SNC, 8). 

This threshold between innocence and experience is also explored in ‘Laughter beneath the Bridge’ where a boy at the edge of puberty narrates the grotesque ambience of violence. The giddy awakening of sexuality is coupled with the horrors of war to produce an irreconcilable contradiction of narrative attitude towards a surrounding that is ‘littered’ with the horrific spectacle of piled up corpses. This ambiguity does not escape the boys’ consciousness and, in the face of such an uncanny paradox, he asks himself: ‘How could it have been a beautiful time when that afternoon the smell got so strong that gas masks and wooden poles had to be distributed to respectable and proven citizens of the town so that they could prod the bodies and clear the rubbish to enable the corpses to flow away beneath the bridge’ (IAS, 19). Felicia Oka Moh assures that the reality of Civil War violence becomes so oppressive for the child protagonist that he must dream a parallel reality to internalise and modify the brutal external reality so as to preserve his own sanity (Oka Moh, 2002: 115). 

Okri has directly engaged with this issue, and assures that those horrific events, when witnessed through a childhood consciousness, take on a ‘shimmer of innocence’. Here we can detect a Blakean dichotomy, where innocence protects the impressionable mind from the dark side of reality. In ‘Writers Talk: Ideas of our Time’, found in the Roland collection, Okri explores this dichotomy in relation to Kundera’s Unbearable Lightness of Being where the protagonist is poring over a photo of Hitler. The protagonist feels affection towards what is depicted in the photograph and the moral inconsistency is left suspended by a narrative reticent to flesh out this ambiguity. Reflecting on this paradox Okri concludes that, for the narrator, the mise en scène of the Hitler photo encodes elements of the narrator’s childhood. This implies that the narrator does not engage with the horror of Hitler through the intermediary phase but rather through a gaze of innocence. As Okri assures: ‘There is something about the unbearability of experience that, [. . .] in an attempt to make it bearable, we deprive ourselves of its essential terror and it takes on that quality that, for want of a better word, is beautiful’ (http://www.roland-collection.com). 

Okri integrates this motif into his narratives through the resistance of childhood consciousness to register the terror of the Nigerian Civil War, and it is the protagonist in ‘In the Shadows of War’ who gives us the clearest indication of this very personal tenet: ‘Maybe it seemed like a beautiful time because we often sat in the school field, staring at the seven hills that were like pilings of verdigris in the distance: and because none of us cried’ (IAS, 3). Robert Fraser (2002) guides us to the paramount importance of this passage in understanding what we have previously defined as the original idea in Okri’s work. That the seven hills are something else which have been transformed by childhood imagination is conspicuous, and the constant reference to the piled up mounds of corpses in the narrative directs us to a much more sinister reading of verdigris, which semantically, as in the poetics of Federico García Lorca’s Romance Sonámbulo that presage his own tragedy, can be the colour of death. 
This transformation of the grotesque into innocuous forms in ‘In the Shadows of War’, however, does not last, and the abduction of the young Monica, object of the young narrator’s desire, marks a transition from the refuge of innocence into experience. Monica, on not being able to answer the military in one of the Nigeria’s ethnic tongues so as to prove her allegiance, becomes victim of a linguistic border conflict. When confronted by the militia on returning home from school, the narrative expounds: ‘Then mother recited the paternoster fluently in father’s language. She was of the rebel tribe but father had long ago forced her to master his language’ (IAS, 7). As T. J. Cribb (1999) contends, the postcolonial condition of language becomes a dangerous frontier where many are trapped within a tragic boundary that represents the interstices between an ethnic and a national identity. As with Ifeyinwa in The Landscapes Within, we find ethnic borders fraught with violence (and noticeably, in both cases, for women), and Monica’s imminent death is the moment when the veil of innocence is removed. 

This transition to experience is explored in Stars of the New Curfew through the perspective of young males and how they are affected by the brutality of military rule. In ‘Stars of the New Curfew’, a nameless and destitute hero must pedal dubious remedies to an impoverished public who suffer from malaria, dysentery, severe malnourishment and ringworm. In ‘The Dream-Vendor’s August’, the protagonist suffers from impotence, while in ‘In the City of Red Dust’ there is a vampiric relationship between the individual and his/her community. This is exemplified by the unemployed Marjomi who is slowly shrinking away as he continually sells his ‘high grade blood’ to survive. The action of ‘In the City of Red Dust’ is set against the megalomania of the military governor, whose birthday is being celebrated with aerial manoeuvres. The absurdness of the performing military aircraft heightens the sense of a gross squandering of public funds, while the red dust that slowly settles upon the city to slowly stifle and suffocate the citizens dramatises the debilitating effects of militarism. As Armstrong (2000) assures, Okri translates the violence of Civil War into his narratives through themes of disease and contamination. While these motifs are explicitly dealt with in his collection of short stories, we shall later see how the debilitation and deformation of society produces a reality that takes on hallucinatory proportions in The Famished Road trilogy. 
A Mythopoetic Vocation in the Making
The experimentation with new narrative forms to express the difference of West African realities is patent in many of Okri’s short stories. ‘Worlds that Flourish’ is a good example of how Okri’s narrative sought to distance itself from the epistemology of Realist codes to explore West African story-telling techniques. The hero of the tale, on losing his job and experiencing how his room is burgled in front of his own eyes, commences a journey back to his native village which is fraught with absurd and hairy adventures. The journey from city to forest parallels a gradual shift in the protagonist’s perception of reality, and by the time he reaches his destination, events are narrated from a freakish and grotesque perspective. The fantastic overcomes the real, and rivers now flow in the opposite directions, palm trees grow upside down, while the villagers are portrayed as being deformed, with ‘feet facing backwards. Other fantastic elements include people coming out of tree trunks, while other villagers have wings although they can’t fly (SNC, 28). 

Tzevetan Todorov (1973), in his examining of the supernatural in literature, indicates that those fantastic elements such as the metamorphosis of humans into grotesque creatures signals a deconstruction of the ‘real’ and its opposite the ‘unreal’ to create a diffusion of the existing boundaries between man and nature. The fantastic is an integral part of the West African oral tradition, and Okri’s integration of this resource base in his short stories reconceptualises modes of characterisation and the relationship between environment and man. The supernatural in Okri’s short stories, on the contrary to some fantastic literature where writers create their own parallel realities (such as the works of José Luis Borges), was clearly an attempt to express indigenous cultural material through Western modes of representation. In terms of postcolonial theory, Okri’s development towards a new cultural site of representation is significant in that it highlights that which was previously denied or simply glossed over by colonial cultural practices. Through the incorporation of fantastic and supernatural elements in his narrative structure, Okri is problematising those epistemological boundaries established by Western ideology and its colonial past through an indigenous resource-base. 

This move towards a West African format of story-telling drew inspiration from Amos Tutuola’s narratives where the realm of mankind and the spirit world come into contact within a universe where animals, vegetation and spirits are given human attributes and human beings are endowed with supernatural powers. As Palmer (1979) has accurately expounded, in the African world-view, man is often at the mercy of incomprehensible and monstrous forces, and Tutuola’s stories negotiate a coming to terms with the hidden forces that lurk in nature. In Okri’s short stories, the author initiated an exploration of these forbidding forces that the Yoruba imagination has always associated with the forest, and it shall become clear how The Famished Road trilogy integrates this motif within its hybridic and mythopoetic discourse. Quayson (1997) accurately traces this strategic move by analysing Tutuola’s appropriation of West African mythopoetic through the figure of Daniel Olorunfemi Fagunwa, a Yoruba chief and writer who employed a mix of Christian didacticism and resources from Yoruba oral tradition.1 As Abiola Irele purports, in no other area in Africa has there been a continuous stream of collective consciousness that maps a move from the traditional to the modern as in Yorubaland (Irele, 1981: 174). 

Okri’s singular use of West African resource base and Western chirographic tradition can be construed in terms of cultural theory as an exploring of the liminal space between two distinct cultural resources to forge a third space. IAS and SNC represent the constituting stages of this hybridic discourse where the supernatural interrupts the secular logic of Western epistemology. Tutuola’s episodic narratives were an inspiration to Okri; the hero/heroine who comes into contact with those unknown forces of the forest who regard his/her presence as a violation of space and is thus identified as suspect and fit for destruction. At the centre of the Tutuolan world man, having ventured out of the normal world, is made vulnerable, and despite his/her seemingly physical weakness in the face of the forces of the spirit world, must, through the codes of heroic tradition, overcome obstacles via the use of intelligence and special powers. Quayson (1997), however, makes an insightful observation when he indicates how Okri breaks down the dichotomy established within Tutuola’s tales which establishes a liminality between the world of the spirits, represented by the forest and the world of everyday reality, as established by the town. ‘Incidents at the Shrine’ is a clear example of this quest motif where the protagonist Anderson comes into direct contact with the anxiety-creating forces of the esoteric which are reserved for the site of the forest within the traditional folk tale. Okri, by allowing the fantastic of the forest to seep into the reality of the cityscape deconstructs the town/ forest binary of the folk tale and permits a freer circulation of the other world. This is not just an exercise in aesthetics but also an ontological questioning of what occurs when there is no longer a boundary between the real and the esoteric, how what has previously marked these two beliefs (city/forest) is no longer applicable. 

‘Stars of the New Curfew’, in Okri’s second collection of short stories, returns to this collapsing of boundaries between the real and the supernatural through the figure of the unscrupulous and nameless anti-hero who pedals dubious remedies for ringworm and other poverty-related ailments in a chaos-ridden and diseased Lagos. His malpractice finally catches up with him and he decides to initiate a return to his home town. In standard West African lore, this journey would be marked by danger, ordeals and trials to culminate in maturity and knowledge. However, in ‘Stars of the New Curfew’ the anti-hero’s return to his home town is marked by chaotic and grotesque scenes that blur perceptions of where reality ends and the ghostly commences. So, while Yoruba oral tradition narrates the hero’s encounter with the fantastic and the phantasmagorical as being limited to the confines of the forest, we once more find a violation of this liminality: ‘I saw the secrets of the town dancing in the street: young men with diseases that melted their faces, beautiful young girls with snakes coming out of their ears. [. . .] It seemed as if the unleashing of ritual forces had released trapped spirits’ (SNC, 129). The Famished Road fully develops this recurrent motif of liminality and, in socio-political terms, this violation of the real and the fantastic as dictated by tradition depicts a society in a radical state of chaos. 
‘When the Lights Return’ is another example of how Okri projects the paranormal forces of the West African forest onto the cityscape. Ede, after a belated visit to his sick girlfriend, is regressing home amidst a blackout when he uncannily receives the news that his girlfriend has died. From this point onwards, the important motif that disturbs the linearity of the plot is that of Maria’s face which the protagonist perceives in the form of visitations. What at first is put down to coincidence gradually becomes too persistent to be a mistake and, as Quayson (1995,1997) indicates, her phantasmagorical presence in the city can be traced back to her asé,2 a West African belief associated with witchcraft. Hallen and Sodipo (1986) assure that knowledge in Yoruba ontology is secret, and Ede, lacking both compassion and perception, has not detected this secret side to his girlfriend. The text situates Maria’s use of her special powers as being motivated by her boyfriend’s chauvinistic behaviour and, from the other world, these powers are projected onto environment through the repeated motif of her face which dominates the narrative and transforms the protagonist’s perception of the city. In a moment of chaos when the city lights return, Ede is accused of being a thief and some market sellers turn against him and kill him. The perceived stability of phenomenon within surroundings is broken by a terrific other world, and it is precisely the secret side of Maria’s characterisation that acts upon landscape and discovers its multiplicity. Ede has thus become a victim of the hallucinatory potential of Maria’s asé which ‘splinters across several aspects of the life of the city’ (Quayson, 1997: 105-6).

The motif of Maria’s visitations empowered by her asé establishes what Quayson (1995) defines as a parallel stratum of meaning within the narrative. The linear narrative of Ede’s story becomes crossed and disturbed by the motif of Maria’s ghostly image, and this narrative technique produces ambiguities between the real and the esoteric as personified by Ede’s fractured perspective of what he sees and what he perceives. This signals a re-examining of Western conceptions of space and psychology as found in Okri’s first two novels, and a move towards a fractured sense of landscape mirrored by a duality in characterisation (Cribb, 1992). As Quayson perceptively asserts: ‘When he [Okri] began experimenting with non-realist modes of representation, there has been an effort to problematise protocols of representation by routeing several aspects of narrative discourse through the prism of indigenous beliefs about spirits and their relationship with the real world’ (Quayson, 1995: 148-49). This observation is important when defining Okri’s development towards a singular mythopoetic discourse. 

We must remember that Okri’s narratives are hybrid constructions fed by many other literary discourses, and ‘When the Lights Return’ is indicative of this process where the Greek myth of Orpheus and Eurydice is translated into an African context. The textual clue to this appropriation is to be found when Ede, in a sudden burst of inspiration, sings his love for Maria in the middle of the street, to which a street hawker retorts: ‘It’s all right. [. . .] Or do you think you are Orpheus?’ Ede’s traversing the macabre and ghostly Lagos is Orpheus’ journey down to Hades (region of the dead) to rescue the deceased Eurydice, and his death at the hands of the street hawkers finds its parallel in Orpheus’ downfall at the hands of the maniacs of Hades who tear him limb from limb. The manner in which Okri inscribes canonical discourses is important in defining how he was experimenting with a culturally diverse resource-base to create a new and hybridic literary discourse. Here, we must turn to Bhabha to remind ourselves that this systematic hybridization is not a consensual mix of diverse cultures, but rather a ‘strategic, translational transfer of tone, value, signification, and position’ (Seshadri-Crooks, 2000: 370). This process of hybridisation represents attempts at a strategic forging of new discursive temporalities as in Soyinka’s Season of Anomy3 (1973) that creates a parallel mythopoetics inscribed on the sign of Western mythology.

Exploring New Narrative Epistemologies

‘What the Tapster Saw’, the final tale in SNC, functions as a preview of what was to be the radicalisation of Okri’s narrative epistemology. The interesting aspects about this particular tale are: a) it is narrated in its totality from the perspective of the forest; b) it is framed within a folk tale; and c) the narrative relates events from two separate levels of reality. Once again, the tale evidences a clear intertextuality with Tutuola’s The Palm-Wine Drinkard and the Yoruba novels of Fagunwa. Okri evokes the folk tale in the aetiological opening: ‘There was once an excellent tapster who enjoyed climbing palm-trees as much as the tapping of their wines’ (SNC, 183), which signals a shift into the esoteric world. The tapster, having entered the forest to tap some palm-wine, falls from a tree and apparently dies during seven days. However, this fact is not signalled until the end of the tale and the continuation of the action in the story becomes a series of unconnected visions of the Civil War, bizarre encounters with snakes, a ‘turtle wearing horn-rimmed glasses and a stethoscope round his neck’ and a ‘famous blacksmith who could turn water into metal’ which, as we shall discuss later in greater detail, is the Yoruba god of Ogun (SNC, 192, 193). 

This narration of events from the land of the dead produces a deep-seated transgression of standard perceptions of reality as compared to Okri’s other short stories where the discourse of African myth is negotiated in a distinct manner in juxtaposition with realist codes of representation. This transgression can be traced through the figure of the herbalist and how the narrative simultaneously narrates events from parallel realities. The herbalist has been tending the tapster while he has been travelling through the waking dream space and, as the narrative unfolds, what we find is a metaphysical questioning of vision. The deconstruction of the visible and the invisible is framed by the herbalist’s original tale which relates to how a hunter suffers from a temporary ‘madness’ on having experienced similar fantastic phenomena. Both tales have the common element of the herbalist ‘following the dreams’ of both the tapster and the hunter so as to ‘cure’ them. This Chinese box device of integrating tales within tales becomes a deliberate strategy to create a confusion as to from where the focal point of reality radiates in the narrative.


Another interesting aspect of Okri’s transformation of narrative epistemology can be found in ‘Stars of the New Curfew’ and ‘Worlds that Flourish’ where West African motifs of human sacrifice as related to the communal scapegoat are employed. In ‘Worlds that Flourish’ the nameless hero, on having completed his voyage to the place of his birth, begins to receive warnings that he is in danger: ‘I experienced the weird sensation that people were staring at me through the eyes of animals’ (SNC, 30). This projection of secret powers onto landscape unsettles the protagonist and his worst fears are verified when he meets with a dead neighbour of his who confirms that he is to be sacrificed by the community. This is no mere spontaneous decision—upon the protagonist’s return to the village he is greeted by the sound of talking drums while one member of the community exclaims (to the hero’s disbelief): ‘We have been waiting for you’ (25). 

Motifs of sacrifice are a central concern within African religious beliefs, and Okri has looked to Tutuola and Soyinka’s appropriation of this motif. In The Palm-Wine Drinkard, excess greed is punished by the appearance of a great famine where a sacrifice4 has to be performed to Heaven to restore communal harmony. 

However, while Tutuola unproblematically uses the sacrificial motif as a plot-resolving device, Soyinka delves deeper into the ambiguities of the rite and it is here that Okri draws his inspiration. Much of Soyinka’s work deals with the ritual sacrifice as a central ontological concern of the traditional West African man and his relationship with the gods. The Strong Breed (1964), The Bacchae of Euripides (1973), and Death and the King’s Horseman (1975) all carry a central dilemma of the sacrificial ideal manifested within Soyinka’s (1976) ‘The Fourth Stage’. The Strong Breed was Soyinka’s first exploration of the ritual of self-sacrifice, based on an annual purification ritual of the Niger Delta. Eman’s father, the chosen scapegoat, must annually enact a purification rite which is enacted through the figure of a ritual scapegoat which becomes the ‘carrier of the community’s sins’. Death and the King’s Horseman looks at the ritual from a historiographic point of view while in The Bacchae of Euripides (1973) Soyinka explores this theme through a new class element when the slaves in the royal house of Kadmos question their sacrificial role in the scapegoat ritual. 

It is the questioning of this tradition that Okri focuses on in both ‘Worlds that Flourish’ and ‘Stars of the New Curfew’. In the latter, the again nameless hero has abandoned the chaotic and debilitating Lagos to return to his home town. The hero is witness to a series of bizarre happenings that crescendo into an oppressive and frightening unreality. These occurrences are paralleled with the outlandish and grotesque behaviour of a ruling class (described as ‘curfew-makers’ and ‘manufacturers of reality’) who, for no reason, wish to make him the scapegoat of an absurd ‘battle’ between two local oligarchies. While this nameless hero survives, Okri’s message is clear: the younger generation of the Nigerian postcolonial state is being made to pay for the sins of the older generation. The metalyptic presence of war lords, political corruption, tribal greed, the state’s squandering of Nigeria’s oil reserves etc. demand a blood sacrifice from the weakest of its members in society. This motif is also symbolically present in ‘In the City of Red Dust’ where the protagonist’s shirt is dyed red by the rain; an indication that purification, symbolically affiliated with water, is now stained with a blood which tends to be that of the new generations. 

The ‘Unhomely’ and the Image-Maker’s Advice 

In nearly all of Okri’s short stories, we find the recurring image of a young, single, lonely and impoverished male who is victimised either by the elderly members of a community or is victim of a moribund society produced by an unscrupulous ruling class. It is precisely the cynicism that the aforementioned produces within youthful intelligence which forces many African men and women to opt for immigration. The narrative in ‘Disparities’ explores this diasporic experience and its nameless hero draws parallels with Okri’s first experiences in London as a wandering and homeless migrant who is almost invisible in a society that is uncannily familiar to him yet alien.5 Here is a repetition of the predicament of the black postcolonial subject when faced with the reality of metropolitan cultural as expressed by George Lamming’s In the Castle of My Skin (1953) and Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks (1967). There is a moment in the narrative when the nameless hero contemplates the sky and admits: ‘I entertained the thought [. . .] of how it would be like to be able to leave this body and become part of the sky’ (IAS, 42). This desire to transcend the difficulties of a complex existence through a spiritual escape dramatises Bhabha’s motif of the ‘unhomed’ as paradigmatic of the diasporic condition; the painful yet acutely perceptive narrative of exile. ‘Disparities’ protagonist, in a moment of lucidness, observes: ‘I cannot help feeling that civilizations are based on an uneasy yoking of lies [. . .]’ (IAS, 37). As his mind wanders he remarks: ‘I experienced a cluttered remembrance of all those fairy-tales that were bludgeoned into us when young. The memories irritated me’ (IAS, 41). The metropolitan landscape, compounded by the protagonist’s realisation of how colonial discourse produces debilitation and paralysis upon the indigenous mind, induces a state of depression upon him. This colonial past is juxtaposed with a postcolonial present where the anecdote of the Nigerian diplomat who leaves a quarter of a million pounds behind him in a London cab becomes a reminder of the shirked responsibilities of indigenous power. Events in the metropolis thus articulate the complexities of an African subjectivity that must shed the discourses of colonialism while attempting to survive in a neo-colonial present hijacked by African leaders and dictators. The only physical refuge the protagonist manages to find is an abandoned house which smells of ‘rubble and suicides and the decaying of human structures’ (IAS, 51). This ‘unhoused’ condition, the space found between the place that has forced him to leave and the adopted home which is not his home, becomes a liminal space at the borders of nation. 

‘Incidents at the Shrine’ reveals a similar diasporan subtext when Anderson, on being exposed to the supernatural potential of the city, hears a voice which calls out his names: ‘Anderson heard someone calling his names. Not just the one name, the ordinary one which made things easier in the city’ (IAS, 55). This ethereal voice reminds him that apart from Anderson, the appropriated Anglo-Saxon surname, the protagonist is in possession of other identities which he has strategically repressed. The voice’s naming of Jeremiah, Ofuegbu, Nutcracker, Azzi are evidence that Anderson has wished to camouflage his African identity in a process of mimicry. The sudden interruption of these names within his metropolitan self prompt a journey back to his village which transforms into an initiation that involves a re-discovering of those suppressed identities.

In contrast to ‘Worlds that Flourish’ and ‘Stars of the New Curfew’ where homecoming was problematised by that of the scapegoat motif, Anderson’s homecoming is framed within the trope of purification rather than the sacrificial. The ‘Image-Maker’ guides him on an initiation rite, described as a path which represents a liminal boundary where Anderson will cross over into the other world. On this journey through the invisible he is exposed to a series of fantastic phenomena which symbolically are part of Anderson’s purification and subsequent transformation. Thematically, the Image-maker’s title corresponds to the act of representation—that person who revitalises communal symbols through indigenous resource base—and it is he who conducts this rite. Before the protagonist’s return to the city, the Image-maker’s advice to Anderson is simple: ‘You must come home now and again. This is where you derive your power’ (IAS, 64). 

Anderson’s lack of power in the city can thus be read as the debilitating effect of totally succumbing to those mimetic demands of metropolitan culture, and Okri channels his own concerns, both as a migratory subject and a postcolonial writer, through the purification rite and the Departure-Initiation-Return cycle. ‘Incidents at the Shrine’ functions as an allegory on the perils of migrancy and the demands of integration through cultural mimicry. ‘The more you look the less you see’ (IAS, 59) is the gnomic dictum the ‘Image-Maker’ delivers on Anderson’s arrival and it is this distinguishing between looking and seeing that informs the unifying concept of mimesis in The Famished Road trilogy—an inscription of the invisible which represents the multi-layered reality of West Africa that cannot be registered by Western forms of representation.

N o t e s
1. Fagunwa’s work came to light in the Western world when, in 1968, Wole Soyinka translated Ogboju Ode Ninu Igbo Irunmale—literally translated as ‘The Brave Hunter in the Forest of the Four Hundred Spirits’, a title inspired by the traditional Yoruba tales—into The Forest of a Thousand Daemons: A Hunter’s Saga. In the 1950s, Fagunwa was Nigeria’s most prominent man of letters, having published nine books between 1948 and 1951. His novels were standard textbooks in Yoruba schools where Tutuola would have first come into contact with the writings of Fagunwa (Lindfors, 1980: 244). 
2. Quayson quotes from Margaret Drewal’s Yoruba Ritual: Performers, Play, Agency (1992) which defines asé as being a person’s spiritual force which can manifest itself in a positive or a negative way. 
3. Soyinka maintains many main elements of the Orpheus legend such as the symbolic landscapes of disease, death and devastation that both Orpheus and Ofeyi must traverse, or the parallels between Pluto and Zaki who are both motivated by lust and associated with serpent imagery (Palmer, 1979: 281). 
4. This motif is integrated into the final episodes in The Palm-Wine Drinkard where the hero’s magic egg is immersed in water to activate its powers and produce enough food to feed the starving people. This abundance is followed by a communal greed which turns into a raucous behaviour that finally breaks the egg (The Palm-Wine Drinkard: 120-22). The Drinkard repairs the egg but this time, instead of producing more food, the magic egg produces ‘a million whips’ that proceed to punish and kill some of the multitude. As a way to appease the gods, a series of sacrifices must be ‘brought up to heaven’ by a lowly member of society. The reluctance of the king’s attendants and the poorest men to perform this feat infers that the ‘bringing up’ is in fact a human sacrificial ritual which the slave finally ‘agrees’ to participate in.
5. Astonishing the Gods grounds the nameless character’s consciousness within this allegory of invisibility. The opening lines read: ‘It is better to be invisible [. . .]. It was in books that he first learnt of his invisibility. He searched for himself and his people in all the history books he read and discovered to his youthful astonishment that he didn’t exist’ (ATG, 3). In this respect invisibility functions both as the invisibility of a border existence and the need to come into identity where the discourse of hegemony has effected a silencing of the Other. 
An Abiku Narrative
The birth-pains had returned

And another bloody

Parturition wracked our

Demented nation. 


Ben Okri, A Political Abiku
S

o far we have been exploring how Okri has emerged from the discourses of mimicry which cast their shadows on his initial works. A fundamental drive in his development as a writer was to push his narratives towards the expression of cultural difference, and this process can be situated within the larger context of those ‘other’ literatures which we may define as being postcolonial or multicultural, but which more importantly are remodelling Western society at its cultural base. As Robert Fraser asserts ‘It seems to me that the transition of various cultures from phase to phase has entailed shifts, not simply in the way in which these cultures view themselves and constitute themselves politically but also in the way in which their artists imagine and write’ (Fraser, 2000: 9). In a globalised context, culture is no longer intrinsically tied to place, and the transformation that Fraser speaks of is significant inasmuch as what we call ‘British culture’ is no longer an insular and exclusively white-dominated affair. New black British writing mirrors and furthermore takes a vanguard role in dramatising the profound changes that are occurring in Western urban centres where the presence of peoples from Africa, South-East Asia and Latin America, is rewriting the histories of the old metropolis. 

Okri, as a Nigerian-Londoner, forms an important part of this cultural transition and the developments in his writing reflect the urge he felt to bring West African epistemology to the centre of British literary discourse. The Famished Road (1991) triumphed in this respect and successfully made the crossover from an ‘exotic’ African literature pigeon-holed in specialised editions to a mainstream literature that sits side by side with other authors on most Western bookshop shelves. Becoming a ‘Booker’ also meant that this crossover was guaranteed, and it is significant that Okri was the first black African to be awarded this prestigious prize (J.M. Coetzee won it twice).

The first impression that the reader comes away with on finishing The Famished Road is one of a cognitive unsettling nature. Discrete levels of reality flow into each other in an effortless fashion to leave the novice reader with a sense of aesthetic confusion as to what level of reality s/he should locate the episodes being narrated. Songs of Enchantment (1993) and Infinite Riches (1998) continued this complex and decidedly hybrid exercise in African mythopoetic representation. We shall therefore analyse these three novels as a conceptual whole so as to map the evolving singularity of Okri’s most representative work to date. 

As a writer, Okri forms a strategic part of an artistic community that, while populating and forming a part of a society that was shaped by the colonial moment, now directly challenges the authority of those old colonial discourses. Through this resistance to the lies told about them during European imperial expansion, they dramatise the inherent fallacies encoded within the apparently neutral discourses of power. This practice opens up new spaces within the existing discourses that circulate through society and, as these ‘other’ writings gain momentum both in quantity and quality, a new authority is given to subaltern writing. This is what we can define as the resistance model of writing. However, more important is the fact that these literary discourses represent a new form of literary expression in their own right, and are not simply a means to say what they are not. 

We shall, therefore, situate the importance of The Famished Road trilogy within this premise, and view it as a literary representation of a specific subaltern history that exploits the indeterminacy of the linguistic sign and highlights its hybridic nature. The story of a community caught within the interstices of colonialism and postcolonialism in The Famished Road becomes an imaginary space where the empiricism and monoculturalism of the Western sign is deconstructed. Our overall interest is to locate this new negotiatory space that Okri has opened up within writing through Bhabha’s time-lag where the discourses of mimicry and hybridity are mediated—what Bhabha defines as ‘the liminal moment of identification [. . .] [which] produces a subversive strategy of subaltern agency that negotiates its own authority through a process of [. . .] incommensurability, insurgent relinking’ (Bhabha, 1994: 184-85). 

Both in his fictional writing and his essays, Okri explicitly states the need for a subaltern narrative consciousness that negotiates and refuses closure to the received pedagogy of a Western positivist and teleological epistemology. The radicalisation in Okri’s narrative epistemology achieves a decolonisation of received literary practice by threading African myth through a hybridic writing system, and this personal and elaborated narrative will be of prime interest in this section of our study. Here, we shall define the epistemological significance of The Famished Road trilogy and explore its disjunctive that enables the postcolonial artist or historian to get away from defining subaltern consciousness as binary or having positive or negative dimensions. 

Collapsing Boundaries

One of the most profound aesthetic choices that differentiates Okri’s Famished Road trilogy from all of his previous literary production is his choice of narrator. Azaro is a spirit child who populates both the realm of the living and the dead, and it is through his consciousness that the narrative structure is organised. Azaro’s characterisation is framed within the abiku motif which is a widely-accepted belief in southern Nigeria (in Igbo it is denominated ogbanje). It refers to the phenomenon of a child who is caught up in an unending cycle of births, deaths and re-births, the term being literally translated as ‘one who is born, dies’. The abiku child pacts with his/her fellow spirit companions on a return date before being born in the conventional world. So, the abiku, on entering the mother’s womb, already possesses the trace of a willed and premature death. The abiku child in West Africa is often deemed as cruel and merciless, inflicting pain and suffering on the family who have to spend much of their limited resources on medicines and special foods so that the ‘capricious’ abiku stays in the world of the living. Sacrifices are made by the family to bind the abiku to the earth, and to sever the abiku’s links with the spirit world symbolised by his/her magic token (usually buried in the forest and which must be found and destroyed). The earthly terrain for the abiku is often a vale of suffering compared to both the bliss of the spirit world and the companionship of one’s fellow abikus who truly understand this unique condition. 

‘A Political Abiku’—dated 1983 in his collection of poems An African Elegy (1992)—represents Okri’s first poetic appropriation of the abiku motif where he compares the cyclical nature of the spirit-child to the troubled Nigerian nation that does not hold together. The seeds of The Famished Road had thus already been planted in Okri’s imagination eight years previously, although the analogy of the abiku with the troubled nation is not exclusive to Okri. Wole Soyinka’s play A Dance of the Forest (1960) employs a Half-Child or abiku who symbolises the tragic nature of cyclic human history which, unable to reach maturity, projects a sense of sterility that symbolises the stillborn embryo that becomes a motif of the newborn Nigerian state. Ayi Kwei Armah’s The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born (1969) repeats Soyinka’s motif and portrays the neo-colony as a cycle of spirit children doomed to death until they learn to confront their history. Both J.P. Clark-Bekedermo (1965) and Soyinka (1967) have also published a poem entitled ‘Abiku’, the former adapting the abiku traditional ritual that employs supplicatory verses to arrest the life-death cycle and save the child, while the latter privileges the spirit world consciousness of the abiku and sees its unattainable cosmic knowledge as being beyond humans in the real world. As Ato Quayson (1997) evidences, Okri has incorporated the distinct ethnographic, supplicatory and esoteric versions of the aforementioned author’s workings of the abiku motif into a narrative system that produces a multiplicity of meaning. In The Famished Road trilogy Azaro (the name being a direct allusion to the biblical Larazus), despite his condition of abiku, decides to stay on in this earth and break the tragic cycle. Okri, therefore, alters Soyinka’s abiku trajectory through Azaro’s determination to survive throughout his ontological journey; a determination which represents both a re-evaluation of the Yoruba mythopoetic and an exploration of the multiple dimensions of the literary use of abiku (Ogunsanwo, 1995: 49). The first pages of The Famished Road are testimony to this re-evaluation when Azaro complains: 
I spent most of my time in the other world trying to reason with my other spirit companions, trying to get them to leave me alone. What I didn’t know was that the longer they kept me there, the more certain they were making my death. [. . .] I realised that they [the spirit companions] had managed to shut me out of my life. [. . .] When I woke up I found myself in a coffin. My parents had given me up for dead. He [the herbalist Azaro’s parents have brought in to sever his connection with the spirit world] was the first to call me by that name which spreads horror amongst mothers.’ (TFR, 8-9)
These opening pages of TFR frame Azaro’s consciousness within what will be his struggle through both the crudities of the ghetto and his ongoing conflict with his spirit companions who populate the esoteric interstices of communal space. The fact that Azaro wishes to remain in the real world, while he simultaneously refuses to sever his privileged connection with esoteric knowledge that is afforded to him by the spirit realm, has a profound effect on the narrative epistemology. While in ‘When the lights Return’ Maria’s asé exercised a sideways pressure on the linearity of plot as projected through Ede’s point of view, the choice of a spirit-child as narrator collapses all attempts at a teleological development within the text. The reader now perceives all events through Azaro’s consciousness which are focalised simultaneously in distinct times and spaces, and meaning is thus problematised. As Hawley (1995) posits, Okri’s use of an abiku narrator represents an important advancement in the witness motif that the author employs in many of his short stories. While stories such as ‘Laughter Beneath the Bridge’ and ‘In the Shadow of War’ are narrated from a child-perspective, the aesthetic advancement in employing Azaro as narrator can be located in the fact that the narrative is now constructed from a multiple perspective. 

This choice of an abiku narrator, as dictated by West African indigenous belief-systems, has a radical effect on how narrative structure disperses point of view, knowledge, and perceptions of environment. A similar device is used by Salman Rushdie in Midnight’s Children when Saleem inaugurates the ‘Midnight Children’s Conference’ through his telepathic consciousness. Rushdie’s artifice is ingenious in that it opens up a dialogical dynamic that disperses both the action and point of view in the novel without having Saleem leaving Bombay. From one single locus, the reader gains access to a national telepathic network that unites all those children born at the midnight and at the juncture of India’s independence. Okri’s choice of abiku narrator has a similar effect on the narrative structure inasmuch as, from the location of the ghetto, the story crosses over into the fantastic world of the spirits, migrates to the forest or, through Azaro’s telepathy, seeps into the dreamtime of other characters. However, while Rushdie’s singular and effective narrative device is product of his own fertile imagination, we must insist that the abiku narrative is a literary modification of an ontology that forms part of a collective consciousness. 
In comparison with Okri’s first phase of writing, the choice of a spirit-child narrator furthermore complicates the teleological development of the Bildungsroman motif as a vehicle for character development within the postcolony. As Arlene Elder (2000), Hawley (1995), Bardolph (1997), Ogunsanwo (1995), Quayson (1997) and Zeleza (1996) have all elucidated upon, Okri’s abiku hero alters the trajectory of the Bildungsroman by inscribing indigenous belief within character development. This brings forth diverse ontological positionings such as the dualistic nature of Azaro’s characterisation which implies that he must grow and learn both in the earthly and mythical realm. Okri performs a rewriting of the Bildungsroman and, as we saw in Dangerous Love, the pedagogy of Western Realism in general and specifically the ideological content of the classical Bildungsroman is denied. However, Dangerous Love’s transformation of Western genre into a new discourse where the indigenous component of narrative epistemology is more subtly signalled. 

The Famished Road trilogy not only fractures character and setting but also the narrator who is not unified in terms of ordinary knowledge. Quayson describes this narrative fracturing as a rapid translation from the real world to the spirit world where nature is ‘located on a kaleidoscopically moving space in which the same space can be arbitrarily re-located in either world at any point in time’ (Quayson, 1997: 152). The effect the abiku agency has on the natural progression towards knowledge and maturity is to destabilise the Bildungsroman’s underlying ideology, not just within certain sections of the narrative, but at the core of its epistemology. This radicalising of narrative, viewed from a historiographic perspective of cultural imperialism that spans a period framed within: a) the 19th century ‘civilising missions’ of African explicitly involved in the brutality of colonisation; b) the de-colonisation of African societies; and c) the post-independence struggle towards autochthonous forms of expression, can be read as a reply to the inherent ambivalences of those literary discourses that collaborated with the discourse of Empire. The Famished Road trilogy discovers this indeterminacy by entering the temporality of the colonial sign to reactivate indigenous knowledge. The forging of these new narratives, we propose, occurs within Bhabha’s theorising of the time-lag. 

This postcolonial enunciation as time-lag is not a simple re-evaluation of a cultural tradition but rather a ‘process of reinscription and negotiation [that] happens in the temporal break [where] emerges the process of agency both as a historical development and as the narrative agency of historical discourse’ (Bhabha, 1995: 329). As John Phillips (1999) estimates, Bhabha’s liminal time-lag, seen as the temporal break opened up within the metaphysics of time and conceptualised through the semiotic metaphor, serves as a contingent closure that is neither a zero nor a one but rather ‘the problem of the not-one, the minus in the origin and repetition in cultural signs in a doubling that will not be sublated into similitude’ (Bhabha, 1994: 245). It is within the time-lag as a temporal break inherent to the signifying process where Okri inscribes his new cultural sign. 

In Okri’s trilogy, the fact that the dominant organiser or textual reality is constructed through an abiku perspective thus opens up an ‘in-between’ space of cultural enunciation which situates narrative within a cultural framework that draws upon West African beliefs but through the Western literary sign. Azaro’s soliloquy in TFR’s opening pages voices this liminal negotiation of cultural identity: 

We [the abiku] feared the heartlessness of human beings, all of whom are born blind, few of whom ever learn to see. [. . .] One could pore over the great invisible books of lifetimes and recognise his [the king of the abikus] genius through the recorded and unrecorded ages. [. . .] If there is anything common to all of his lives [. . .] it might well be the love of transformation, and the transformation of love into higher realities. (TFR, 3-4) 

Both the metaphor of blindness as the arrested development of the postcolonial predicament and the transformative nature of stories conceptualised as communal history are two of the fundamental premises which are incorporated at diverse levels within the text.


Azaro—as a metonymic representation of double consciousness—although anchored in his earthly existence as a ghetto child, never renounces his filiation with the spirit world. At a level of plot, The Famished Road mirrors this duality through narratives of ghetto realities that abruptly cross over into the parallel magic reality occulted within the ghetto landscape without employing any formal signalling devices. These sudden shifts lead to a darkening of text, and create confusion in Azaro whose juvenile consciousness must grapple with his irreconcilable duality. The full meaning of this esoteric facet to his identity is something he must discover for himself and causes him to pose rhetorical questions such as ‘How many times had I come and gone through the dreaded gateway? How many times had I been born and died young? And how often to the same parents?’ (TFR, 5). Azaro’s lack of understanding is important as the reader only has access to these phenomena as perceived by Azaro-the-witness, which heightens the potential of the chaotic and labyrinth-like narrative. 

To contextualise this narrative strategy, we shall examine chapter three of the TFR in relation to how Okri performs these continual crossovers between the crude reality of the ghetto and the fantastic other world situated within a parallel space in landscape. Through a sign from the spirit world (marked in the text as ‘the great king stared down at me’ [9]), Azaro arises from his bed and enters the street to find the compound on fire. Subsequently the landlord arrives demanding retribution and calls in the police with their ‘colonial uniforms’ who proceed to beat the destitute ghetto-dwellers. The irruption of violence triggers an extra-sensory perception in Azaro who, separated from his parents and set adrift in the hostile streets, hears the laughter of mischievous spirits: ‘Then a gigantic Masquerade burst out of the road, with plumes of smoke billowing from its head. [. . .] Then the darkness filled with its attendants. [. . .] Dancing wildly, it [the Masquerade] dragged them [the attendants] towards the rioting’ (TFR, 11). Taking advantage of the turmoil of riot, Azaro is spirited away by the spirits to an island where ‘At night, the eyes of the goddess shone like moonstones’ (13). The adverbial clause ‘at night’ indicates a shift in narrative time and temporality has crossed over into the mythical. Chapter four returns to the aftermath of the riot by simply reporting: ‘That night I slept under a lorry’ (15) which signals that the real and the mythical occupy the same space within the narrative but adhere to distinct temporal axioms. 

Still separated from his mother and father, Azaro continues wandering alone through the devastated streets of the ghetto. Observations of the daily chaos of the ghetto alternate with the freakish in a merging of the mundane and the fantastic to produce a combination of the Naturalist narratives of Okri’s earlier writings with the phantasmagorical quality of those short stories such as ‘Stars of the New Curfew’. The wild exchanges of the ghetto-dwellers or the load-carriers staggering under sacks are confused with the grotesque when Azaro witnesses ‘a girl amongst them who had eyes at the side of her face’. Unnerved by this recognition, he begins to move away when the girl exclaims: ‘That boy can see us!’ (15). Azaro expresses this moment as ‘the first time I realised it wasn’t just humans who came to the marketplaces of the world. Spirits and other beings came here too’ (16). We already know that in the West African tale it is only when man enters the space of the forest that a violation of space is performed. Azaro, on the contrary, is constantly vulnerable to the ghoulish forces of the other world which traditionally only reside in the forest. The interesting aspect of Azaro’s awakening to his singular condition is that his characterisation is framed within a growth that takes place at disparate levels of consciousness. 

Continuing with Azaro’s adventure, from the market he now has entered the forest where he witnesses the devastation of the trees to construct an expressway; described as a gash in the earth which the baby spirits stare into. The earth suddenly gives way and Azaro now finds himself ‘somewhere else’, which is in fact the stomach of the road. With this continual crossing back and forth, the narrative creates a type of confusion that intensifies the notion of a fragile reality lingering on the verge of the fantastic. In this particular sequence, Azaro finally is rescued by his parents who have turned to the powers of a herbalist so as to locate their son. The manner in which Azaro’s first adventure functions as a tale within itself is exhibitive of the unifying narrative structure of The Famished Road which is constructed around similar seemingly independent pieces. 

Azaro’s supernatural consciousness creates these free-flowing narratives capable of crossing a multidimensional cosmos that questions perceptions of reality and by extension Realism as the organising narrative principle (Phillips, 1997). In ‘The Joys of Storytelling’ Okri speaks about ‘The joy of telling stories without telling stories [. . .] [which involves] new ways of lodging hidden or unstated narratives in the mind—compact narratives, tangential fictions which are in fact whole long periods of folded time’ (Okri, 1997: 68). The abiku novels almost completely abandon temporal indicators to construct a series of discrete narrated events that show a general absence of plot development as would be perceived by a Western reader, and whose coherence relies, moreover, on a symbolic linking of episodic accounts, esoteric digressions and retold ‘adventures’. As the book’s chapters evidence, this constant translation of perception is brought about through a concatenation of sequences that navigate through a multi-layered reality and which in turn become a performance of Okri’s narrative epistemology. The motif of Azaro’s journey of initiation as a constant confusion of slipping through the porous-like boundaries of reality becomes the premise of many episodes which do not offer conventional structures of discursive coherence.

Related to this porous-like quality of a fantastic reality is the motif of visibility and invisibility which is the single most important aspect of Okri’s narrative that ‘gathers to itself all kinds of permutations and meanings: social, political, aesthetic, even religious’ (Fraser, 2002: 41). On an aesthetic level, as Xavier Garnier (1993) evidences, Azaro’s dual vision serves to deconstruct the boundaries between the visible and the invisible making the invisible, through Azaro, visible. Okri’s often time oneric narrative alters reader’s perceptions of reality and establishes an invisible consciousness at the core of the novel’s ontology. Positing the invisible as a parallel becomes an analogy of culture as survival where what did not come under colonial surveillance became a site of resistance. Furthermore, this double vision can be read as Homi Bhabha’s (1997b) understanding of how diasporic narratives possess the ‘truest eye’ inasmuch as they are forged at the liminal site of culture’s borderlines which charges them with insight.

To exemplify this breaking down of the dichotomy between the visible and the invisible, we have chosen an episode from The Famished Road to expand on this theoretical point. Azaro has escaped from the oppressive environment of the compound and once again finds himself in the forest: 

Not far from me, like a skull sliced in half and blacked with tar, was a mask that looked frightening from the side, but which was contorted in an ecstatic laughter at the front. It had eyes both daunting and mischievous. [. . .] It was the face of one of those paradoxical spirits that move amongst men and trees, carved by an artist who has the gift to see such things and the wisdom to survive them. (244)
Azaro picks up the mask and, on looking through it, perceives a marvellous world with images such as tigers with silver wings and the teeth of a bull. However, while Azaro wears the mask he is no longer able to perceive the other reality of the forest so he proceeds to put on and take off the mask which produces a confusion of two sets of realities. The manner in which the narrative presents this indeterminacy is similar to a musical score composed of two pieces played off each other in a contrapuntal fashion. The scene also reveals a complex working of narrative epistemology inasmuch as: a) Azaro is in the spirit world, a singular world created by the narrative voice that depicts a fantastic world only visible to Azaro; and b) the indigenous mask (as we saw in the closing lines of Dangerous Love) represents a metaphor of the Janus-faced postcolonial site of representation which produces its images within a singular mythopoetic. As Robert Fraser assures: ‘Azaro wanders on a series of expeditions not out of reality (author’s emphasis) [. . .] but into a world that, unseen by others, is instructively real to him’ (Fraser, 2002: 69). The riddle posed in this adventure is that Azaro perceives these realities both within the realm of the invisible, while simultaneously Azaro himself is a product of Okri’s singular narrative epistemology represented by the Janus-faced African mask. 

Narrative structured in the abiku novel is gathered around a series of riddles that double back upon themselves. The motif of Azaro’s initiation, the African bildungsroman, is constructed around a series of encounters that produce enigmas to be solved. The transmission of knowledge as a riddle-solving task indicates that these texts do not bestow easy closure. As Okri asserts, ‘The novel as a form, if it’s not going to be artificial, can only move towards infinity’ (Wilkinson, 1992: 83). In Songs of Enchantment, Dad tells a story which the narrative describes as a ‘magical wind that could blow away the bad vapours of the spirit’ (264). Mum, however, complains that his story is not going anywhere, to which Dad replies: ‘A story is not a car. [. . .] It is a road, and before that it was a river, a river that never ends’ (266). The TFR also employs the river as a metaphor of narrative that moves forward in its polyphonic rush: ‘The road began to move. It behaved like a river, and it flowed against the direction of our journey. Travelling suddenly became very difficult. [. . .] I [Azaro] had thought that the journey to the other world would have been an effortless one’ (TFR, 327).

Okri’s ‘river narratives’, as Maggi Phillips (1997) has aptly coined them, best defines how Okri’s narrative structure feeds from many sources and flows simultaneously in many directions. Fraser concludes: ‘There is a constant interplay between the ‘present’ of the narrative and a series of pasts and futures, all of which constantly enrich and feed one another. The resulting versatility extends to the mental lives of the characters, with which their enacted experience is constantly permitted to fuse, so that their dream lives constantly inform their daily doings and vice versa’ (Fraser, 2002: 69). 

The following episode, taken from The Famished Road, shows how Azaro, as a narrator, becomes a living performance of a multi-layered consciousness that permeates throughout the narrative. The scene depicts Azaro wandering down his street observing the crude realities of his surroundings: ‘I was frightened by the feeling that there was no escape from the hard things of this world. [. . .] Everywhere was so harsh it was a mystery that we could understand and care for one another or for anything at all’ (161). He arrives at the market place, looking for Mum whose asé, like Maria in ‘When the Lights Return’, becomes projected onto environment: ‘I began to see Mum everywhere. I saw her writhing in the basin of eels’ (162). The marketplace commences to transform and Azaro, enticed by a herbalist into his tent, is exposed to a polyphonic chorus of sinister voices that exclaim:

‘And hunger is coming, like a dog with twelve heads’
‘And confusion is coming.’
‘And war.’
‘And blood will grow in the eyes of men.’
‘And a whole generation will squander the richness of this earth’. (167) 

Outside, in the marketplace, a woman is being harassed and humiliated by political thugs who turn over her stall and evict her from her pitch. She exclaims: ‘This Independence has brought only trouble’ (169). Azaro witness the scene of violence and confusion and only when ‘the moon leaves completely’ does he realise that the woman in question is his mother. Both Azaro and Mum’s reticence to recount this incident once at home prompts another one of Dad’s temper tantrums which causes a depressing silence in the room. Once he has cooled down he attempts to break the oppressive silence caused by his violent outburst by conversing on the state of the full moon. The narrative latches onto this idle comment as a means to perforate the mundane reality and escape back into the other world. The moon is now described as falling from the sky into the empty spaces of the darkness’ (173). Azaro follows the path of the moon to a well where the local photographer is hiding. The political thugs from the market proceed to destroy his camera and pursue both him and Azaro: 

The three men in the dark glasses were everywhere, constantly multiplying. Dad was smoking a mosquito coil and he looked at me and said: ‘What was the mud doing on your mother’s face?’ One of the thugs heard him and said: ‘She is not one of us.’ The thugs ran after us. (174)

This episode, product of Azaro’s esoteric consciousness, occurs simultaneously within the parallel reality of the ghetto where three thugs smash the photographer’s glass cabinet and remove all the photographs on display. What follows is a drama of violence; revenge taken by anonymous powers against the community for previous resistance. Azaro, taking refuge from the chaos of the street, returns home and listens to his mother’s tales of ‘inscrutable heroes who turned into hard gods of chaos and thunder’ (178) which itself transforms into a night of violent vengeance.

How these events unfold is characteristic of the overall narrative epistemology Okri develops in his trilogy, and the concatenation of events and their causality demonstrates how the abiku novels perform a constant two-way flow of movement across distinct temporalities. This creates what Quayson describes as ‘a process of defamiliarisation [. . .] [produced by] the fluid and unsettling quality of Azaro moving between two worlds’ (Quayson, 2000: 96), and these movements are signalled in the text either in a contrapuntal (the market scene) or simultaneous (the scene at Azaro’s house) manner. 
These distinct levels of reality become permeable and interconnect with each other in a way that deconstructs a simplistic dichotomy of real/magic. When the voices that Azaro hears speaks of the hunger, war and squandering that decolonisation will bring about, Mum speaks of this Independence causing trouble as if it has already arrived. The knowledge Azaro receives from these ghostly voices serves as a cognitive conduit into everyday reality which becomes infected by the esoteric. Temporality is furthermore disrupted in that the foreseen events of Nigeria’s postcolonial tragedy have momentarily crossed over into the colonial space in the form of the violence witnessed at the marketplace.

Symbolically, the commencing of the episode where Azaro witnesses the crude reality of the ghetto is linked with the subsequent violating of the photographer’s display of photographs. Azaro’s consciousness, through his astral voyage, gives evidence to the photographer being beaten up while people scream inside the camera as it falls from his hands (173). What may seem as a sequence of incoherent and fantastic events gains coherence at the interstices of the real and the otherworldly, where events from the latter become portents and amplify events of communal life. This interconnectedness is also achieved through a confounding of the boundaries between the traditional folk tale and narrative time. When Mum speaks of Ogun, the Yoruba god of violence and transformation, Ogun has already become metalyptically present in the chaos generated by communal upheaval. 

The Semiotics of Violence and the Grotesque

I once saw a car sticker in Lagos which said 

LOVE THIS COUNTRY OR LEAVE IT.

Chinua Achebe, The Trouble with Nigeria
A

t the heart of The Famished Road trilogy is the fundamental concern for what Chinua Achebe (1983) has aptly described as ‘The Trouble with Nigeria’. As Harry Garuba observed in his review of The Famished Road:

Despite the background of myth and magic, The Famished Road is not a fable set in a never, never world of fantastic trivia, but a grim socio-economic tale of poverty and politics of a neo-colonial state. (Garuba, 1993: 23)

Garuba’s observation is also applicable to Songs of Enchantment and Infinite Riches where the ghetto community becomes actively involved in the demands for self-determination, while they are simultaneously already living the realities of post-independence Nigeria. As Quayson (1997) has indicated, it is for this reason that the mood of the abiku novels is imbued with a pessimism that does not reflect the euphoria of the pre-independence days. This causes a certain amount of confusion within the narrative, especially in regard to the recurring scenes of violence (Songs of Innocence above all). What binds together the actors from both sides of the colonial divide is, in the words of Robert Young, ‘the historical dialectic of their mutual antagonism’ (Young, 2001: 295); what Fanon in The Wretched of the Earth defines as the primary semiotic within the colonial space where the colonised moved from being the object of violence to becoming a subject of violence. However, in The Famished Road trilogy, despite the historical context being that of pre-independence, there is a total absence of the colonising figure as related to violence. Okri thus redirects this dialect away from the coloniser/colonised divide and places it squarely within the African arena. As Ayittey assures:

True freedom never came to much of Africa after independence. Despite the rhetoric and vituperations against colonialism, very little changed in the years following independence. For many countries independence meant only a change in the color of the administrators from white to black. The new leaders began to act in the same manner as the colonialists. In fact in many places they were worse than the colonialists (Ayittey, 1992: 100). 
Okri avoids the discourses of the older generation of African leaders who conveniently blamed all the woes of the postcolony on the colonial past so as to divert attention away from their own lack of responsibility and their nefarious mismanagement of the post-independence state. This does not mean that Okri has not acknowledged the damage colonialism had on African society, but the atrocities of colonialism are historically contextualised and are seen as an epoch that the collective psyche needs to get over. 

In The Famished Road, the first contact with the white man is precisely illustrated through humour where the community perceives one white man to be a replica of another: 

And while we were looking, we saw the man come out again. We could not believe our eyes. He was now a curious cream colour with blotches of pink. We stared at him in complete astonishment. His hair was like straw, like bright tassels of corn. [. . .] And then to crown our astonishment the man whom we thought had changed colour emerged from the tent. We suspected a devilish multiplication had taken place. We ran away, screaming. And came back. We stared at the white man, expecting him to fly, or to jump, or to somersault. (TFR, 277-78)

By employing this comic device, the narrative attempts to rewrite the tragedy of colonialism as a farce where the deus ex machina which provides the final twist in the plot results in the ‘happy ending’ of independence. This mock-naïve device is a narrative strategy Okri employs to move responsibilities away from the colonial epoch so as to examine the violence of modern Nigerian history as an autochthonous phenomenon. 

As Okri assures, ‘You can’t write about Nigeria truthfully without a sense of violence’ (Wilkinson, 1992: 81), and the abiku trilogy bears witness to that fact. The opening chapters of The Famished Road immediately immerse the reader in the chaos of a riot scene and its intersection with a violent spirit world. Both The Famished Road and Songs of Enchantment employ the Jackal-headed Masquerade, a fantastic creature of totemic significance, which functions as a signalling device to mark the irruption of violence. Azaro’s extra sensory perception is capable of perceiving the political significance of the Jackal-headed Masquerade, and an integral part of Azaro’s initiation into knowledge is the realisation that ‘each land has its own kind of Masquerade, some more refined than others, the principle the same’ (SOE, 112). The Masquerade thus represents both the physical presence of hegemony and its esoteric counterpart within the ghoulish world of the spirits where Azaro’s migrating consciousness and the àjé of the blind old man are in constant conflict. 

John Mbiti (1969) affirms that it is a belief amongst many Africans that spirits and their forms appear in people’s dreams, especially in the dreams of diviners and medicine men. Azaro, as a spirit-child, possesses this somatic telepathy, and through him the reader becomes witness to both Madame Koto’s and the blind old man’s dreams of power. The consequences of this megalomania are described as 
a world of violence, of famine, of pullulating hunger [. . .] with flies eating the eyeballs of the children who were half-dead with starvation [. . .] with people dying of hypertension at their steering wheels [. . .] with housing projects built by corrupt businessmen collapsing and crushing to death their inhabitants all over the country; with soldiers going mad and shooting at people, emptying their guns at students, butchering their mothers, while riots quivered all over the landscapes [. . .] with the rich and powerful gorging themselves at their bacchanalias. I saw coup after coup, till our history became an endless rosary necklace of them, each new bead an assassinated head of state. [. . .] I suddenly found myself in the battleground deep in the country, deep in the dream of the unborn nation. (SOE, 90)

Okri’s employing of the motif of the Masquerade as an expression of hegemonic violence and oppression is significant. As William Rea (1998) discloses, in traditional West African societies the performance of Masquerade (as a rite) symbolises transition and liminality where the elders pass on secret knowledge to initiates: ‘Masks are themselves part of a wider structure of control over power or knowledge [. . .] [and] this control is often regarded as being linked into general ideas about ancestral knowledge and legitimation’ (Rea, 1998: 100). While violence does form a part of the Masquerade, it is contextualised within a ritualised event such as the Egugun (followers of Ogun) Masquerades where the masks may ‘beat’ their audience with atori whips or, having taken on the identities of important ancestors, set to beating themselves with the whips as a way to appease the Gods (Rea, 1998: 107; Hogan, 2000: 39). Despite these violent actions, the practice of masquerading brings together youths, elders and ancestors within a cultural continuum which guarantees communal equilibrium (Rea, 1998: 100). 

If we look back to our analysis of Dangerous Love, we will recall how the episode where Omovo encounters the Egungun masquerades in the forest is framed within the natural cyclical rites of communal expression. Therefore, by placing the Masquerade as the embodiment of postcolonial violence (the horrors of war, starvation) and the blind old man as the transmitter of this apocalyptic vision, Okri is laying responsibility with the older generation for having betrayed the communal ideals of the fledgling nation state for self-gain. Furthermore, the riddle ‘that neither the living nor the dead can answer’ which the TFR poses suggests that the narrative is seeking solutions beyond the worldly. As Quayson contends, the fact that Okri has chosen to tackle these issues within ‘the potential relationships between the real world and that of the spirits suggest that the condition of post-colonial arrested development cannot be adequately grasped within the rationality of Western discourse’ (Quayson, 1995: 157). We suggest that Okri’s mythopoetic attempts to locate post-independence Nigeria as being trapped at the liminal border between the living and the dead; what Soyinka (1976) estimates as Yoruban tragedy being grounded within a past and future understood as a continuum of the present. 


Madame Koto’s bar is paradigmatic of how The Famished Road trilogy confounds the real with the surreal, and many of the bizarre and grotesque scenes that occur within its walls become metonymic representations of wider realities within the nation space. We can observe how Madame Koto’s bar becomes transformed from a simple establishment where humble men such as Dad come to have their pepper soup and palm wine, to a locus where complex power games are played out. From her bar, Madame Koto exercises control over the community and, as would a Shakespearean king, becomes the invisible hand of power that is much marvelled at yet seldom seen. Songs of Enchantment describes her as a ‘leviathan figure on a regal chair’ (SOE, 56), while Infinite Riches refers to her as an old sea-monster ‘lashing out its tail’ (IR, 294)—a repeated motif that indicates the malevolence of her reign. Retiring into the plush background of her ascendancy, the blind old man, bolstered by his powers as a sorcerer, comes to the fore as her attendant and terror-monger. He becomes a central protagonist at the bar and in Songs of Enchantment, we discover him amidst a ritual that merges sexuality and obscenity into the motif of power: 
At the backyard [of the bar]. [. . .] the blind old man led them [the women] through the Peacock dance, the dance of the Jackal [. . .] that they must perform so flawlessly behind their leader on the night of the great political rally. [. . .] He made the women stamp to the war songs and the party chants with mad and unbounded energy. He was a mystery of signs, riddles, power and time. [. . .] The blind old man went on leaping and capering with the energy of a young lustful bull, his voice thick and harsh. After he had exhausted the women, he sent for some palm-wine. (SOE, 103-4) 

In calling this extravagant character ‘the blind old man’, Okri is clearly making a statement about the older generation of Nigerian leaders who betrayed Okri’s generation. Here, the text, while situated within a pre-independence context, makes a cross-over into a postcolonial time, and we can detect from the circus-like performance a parody on the methods of accedence to power and governance within the post-independence state. Achille Mbembe (1992) gives a clear account of how both accedence and resistance to power within the neo-colonial state is performed through the postcolonial subject engaging in baroque practices which become ambiguous and changeable even in the face of authority: 

to account for both the imagery and efficacy of postcolonial relations of power, we must go beyond the binary categories used in standard interpretations of domination. [. . .] To begin with, there is the question of the grotesque and obscene being used as means of erecting, ratifying, or deconstructing particular regimes of violence and domination. (Membe, 1992: 1) 
Madame Koto’s bar functions as a microcosm of the nation where her rise to power is constantly related to vulgarity and a clear harnessing of sexuality. This point is made explicit by the text when she turns her bar into a whore house1 that becomes a nodal of political dealings which she omnisciently controls. Her engaging with colonial authority—an implicit presence that the narrative reticence refuses to name—is performed through ambiguous and mobile practices which Mbembe (1992) has identified with much acuity as the undermining of commandment rules of authority through the ambivalence of promiscuity. 

By projecting the condensed space of the bar into postcolonial time, Okri renders a performance of the Nigerian nation through what Mbembe describes as the chaotic plurality of the postcolony; its ‘theatrical’ and ‘baroque’ quality that deconstructs the traditional binary categories of power relations in favour of ‘the mutual zombification’ of both the dominant and the dominated (Mbembe, 1992: 3-5). The closing scenes of Infinite Riches vividly portray this relationship when Madame Koto’s corpse is paraded through the streets of the ghetto in the front seat of her Volkswagen: 

She was so impervious to our gaze, so indifferent to the world, and so solid in her being, that we could be forgiven for thinking that we were the dead, and that she was the living. [. . .] We began to suspect that we had been living in a paradox. Living and suffering in a shadow universe, the terrain of the dead. Living in an underworld of mythic time where all the failures and dreams of our lives were concrete things. (IR, 349) 
The aforementioned motifs of grotesqueness—both Madame Koto’s excessive bodily size due to her own gluttony, and the freakish creatures that visit her bar from the other world—are indications of what Mbembe (1992) describes as the ‘immoderate appetite and the immense pleasure’ that the commandment relationships derive their ‘aesthetics’ from in the modern African context. Membe’s reading of both the powerful and the powerless being constituted within the same epistemological field accounts for the still point of transition that the abiku trilogy concludes with. This mutual zombification offers little hope for the post-independence state where both leaders and the people are trapped in a cyclical tragedy from which escape cannot be envisioned. 

n o t e
1. ‘I [Azaro] saw that some of the prostitutes, who would be future brides of decadent power, had legs of goats. [. . .] Some of the politicians and power merchants, the chiefs and innocent-looking men, who were satyrs and minotaurs and Satanists, had the cloven hoofs of bulls’ (TFR, 459).
Magical Reality
In Asian and European antiquity [. . .] man did, like the African, exist within a cosmic totality, did possess a consciousness in which his own earth being, his gravity-bound apprehension of self, was inseparable from the entire cosmic phenomenon.

Wole Soyinka, Myth, Literature and the African World
W

e have seen how narrative epistemology is informed by Azaro’s supernatural consciousness which, through its ability to cross a multidimensional cosmos, questions perceptions of reality, and by extension, realism. At a first glance, this fracturing of reality to introduce supernatural events within narrative draws certain similitude with magic realism.1 However, it shall be our aim to show how Okri’s hybridic writing system is something different. Critics such as Edna Aizenberg (1995) and Brenda Cooper (1998) situate Okri’s work within magic realism’s deconstruction of polarities such as history/magic, pre-colonial past/the post-industrial present etc. to perform the opening up of a ‘Third Space’ which Cooper2 equates with a ‘seeing with a third eye’ (Cooper, 1998: 1). Cooper furthers the magic realism bind by situating hybridity as a fundamental aspect of this genre—the cosmopolitan writer’s mediation of postmodern literary devices such as irony, parody, pastiche etc. that both appropriate Western canon while simultaneously contesting imperialism3 (Cooper, 1998: 32). Elleke Boehmer, while situating the writings of postcolonial migrants such as Salman Rushdie under the umbrella term of postcolonial magic realism, excludes Okri from this term. So, while Boehmer views certain postcolonial genres such as Rushdie’s narratives as exploring the sense of a fractured universe that becomes ‘incredible’ due to cultural displacement, she assures that Okri ‘takes the supernatural more seriously, less as a device than as an actual mystery, a distortion of the real which is a part of lived experience’ (Boehmer, 1995: 235-36). On a similar note, Quayson correctly assures us that the magical and supernatural elements within African myths, legends and chronicles are all considered true, while only trickster tales and other ‘leisure-orientated genres are considered fictional’ (Quayson, 1997: 141). 
Therefore, it is our contention that orality, myth and indigenous beliefs are of paramount importance when analysing West African writings. Magic realist writers such as Gabriel García Márquez and Isabel Allende, while being aware of the ‘marvellous’ facet of Latin American reality, integrate magical elements at a more superficial level of narrative inasmuch as the supernatural, while lending an esoteric texture to their writings, is not conceptually integrated within the narrative structure.4 As Quayson positions: ‘Okri relies on indigenous notions of spiritual vitality of the person [. . .] and focalizes not just character but also setting through the prism of indigenous belief [. . .] [so that his] dichotomizing gestures of mythopoeia5 are turned to show reality in a new light’ (Quayson, 1997: 106, 139). Symbols, motifs and beliefs directly borrowed from Yoruba resource-base, form an integral part of the narrative epistemology within the TFR trilogy and serve to enhance meaning. As Abiola Irele asserts: 

The African gods continue to function within the realm of the inner consciousness of the majority of our societies, and the symbols attached to them continue to inform in an active way the communal sensibility. It has thus been possible for our poets in particular to evoke them, and indeed an integral element of their individual imaginings. (Irele, 1981: 196)

The expression of the fantastic and the magical in Okri represents a projection of a West African multi-dimensional reality where person and place are conceptualised both through physical and spiritual precepts. West African writers in their majority attempt to explore liminal spaces, the violation of the unities of time and place, or fracture narratives by shifting from realist to mythical perspectives through an indigenous resource-base. This becomes an exploration and translation of an indigenous past that lies at the core level of their writing. As Bhabha correctly underlines, ‘all our histories are not magic realisms all of a sudden’ (Bhabha, 1995b: 239), which draws attention to the dangers of literary criticism’s attempts at homogenising all postcolonial narratives6 into neat categories such as that of ‘magic realism’. 

Situating the magical within West African texts solely at a level of a narrative of the fantastic would therefore be to enter into a practice of reductionism. As Lévi-Strauss asserted, ‘Science and magic [. . .] require the same sort of mental operations and differ not so much in kind as in the different types of phenomena to which they are applied’ (Lévi-Strauss, 1972: 13). Kwame Appiah insists that in the TFR ‘the world of spirits is not metaphorical or imaginary; rather, it is more real than the world of the everyday’ (Appiah, 1992b: 146), a position seconded by Hawley (1995) and Ogunsanwo (1995) who estimate that ‘standard’ concepts of Realism are inadequate for texts such as Okri’s that engage with both worldly and spiritual concepts. To exemplify how the narrative employs discourses that fall outside those of the historical period of Enlightenment, we shall now interpret Okri’s appropriation of indigenous resource-base in relation to the magical, and how these fantastic elements narrated within the novel are not solely the product of an individual artistic imagination but are also grounded within a conscious appropriation of a West African belief-system. 

Madame Koto functions as a mien to which all other characters are subordinated to, inasmuch as she occupies the focal point from which narrative events radiate out. Her colossal size, coupled with a dominant and manipulative character, are not the only ingredients that make sure she occupies centrestage in the abiku novels. This impressive physical presence is intensified by her esoteric powers that find clear parallels with the use of àjé. Barry Hallen and J.O Sodipo (1986) have identified that, in Yoruba society, certain persons have (they clearly distinguish between a possessing rather than an ontological being) special powers called àjé which they define as a vital force that is projected outwards for good or bad purposes (Hallen & Sodipo, 1986: 111). Àjé, which in Western tradition is associated with witchcraft, in Yoruba societies designates special powers that are maintained in secret from the community. Àjé, as a concept, is neither good nor bad, and its harnessing is associated with that of a sorcerer or a herbalist who uses the magic of àjé to cure (Hallen & Sodipo, 1986: 112-13, 116). Àjé holds many similarities to the use of asé that we briefly discussed in ‘When the Lights Return’, although àjé is more specifically related to sorcery. 

This significant characterisation within the motif of sorcery gives Madame Koto a special communion with the community of the living dead. Furthermore, Koto is a cosmic power broker and manipulates these powers to keep the community in awe of her. She immediately recognises Azaro as an abiku and, although he is an initiate and thus passive actor within the complex universe of the supernatural, she recognises his potential and continually entices him to her bar—a metonymic representation of the porous boundary between the land of the living and the other world. 

As well as this characterisation being grounded in the secretive nature of àjé, the narrative also suggests a filiation with the abiku motif. At the beginning of Book Two in TFR, Azaro discovers Madame Koto in the backyard of her bar in the middle of a ritual: ‘I [. . .] saw her plant round white stones in the earth. I did not know their significance or if they had any’ (75). We know that this act refers to the abiku practice of burying stones or amulets which represents the cosmic location for the abiku with the spirit world. This motif has been employed in other West African novels and plays such as Tutuola’s The Palm-Wine Drinkard (1952), Soyinka’s A Dance of the Forests (1963) and Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart where a section of the novel is dedicated to the hero’s search for his ogbanje daughter’s iyi-uwa—the buried portent that represents the bond with the ogbanje. So, when Azaro says: ‘I did not know their significance’, we conclude that Azaro, the spirit-child who is often at the mercy of the whims of the other world, is in the process of acquiring esoteric knowledge. Furthermore, the fact that there is no reference to Azaro locating these amulets in the trilogy indicates that Azaro is a special abiku in that his filiation with the real world is stronger than that with the spirit world. 

Azaro becomes witness to Madame Koto’s repeated intercourse with her moonstones which she has planted in the forest, and this symbolic act prefigures her accedence to power which culminates in the instigating of an oppressive violence within the ghetto. The symbolic significance of Koto’s moonstones reappears in Songs of Enchantment when Ade—best friend to Azaro and abiku who is destined to die—on identifying Madame Koto’s moonstones utters: ‘I have returned and I am chained to your neck just as the abiku-children in your womb are chained to your death’ (192-93). Ade has already encountered Madame Koto in previous lives and he is the one who now announces her death and that of the trinity of abiku triplets she carries in her womb. 

Another illustrative example of how the narrative employs devices of a fantastic nature that corresponds to West African belief-systems can be found in an episode from Infinite Riches where Azaro’s astral travellings take him to a site in the forest where the white colonial administrators are supervising the felling of an iroko tree. Harry, the supervisor, is exasperated with the local woodcutters who, having spent five days trying to chop down the majestic tree, all conclude that the site is haunted. In West African ontology there exists a generalised belief in tree spirits, and if we look to Yoruba ontology we find that the ashorin tree and the apa tree (African mahogany) and the iroko (silk-cotton) are all said to be inhabited by in-dwelling spirits. In the case of a violation of the tree sanctuary, if appropriate offerings or sacrifices are not performed to atone for this violation the spirits seek revenge (http://www. sacred-texts.com, 3). For the Yoruba, the tree spirits form a part of the second pantheon within indigenous theology which are defined as ‘spirits of place’. These include rivers, rock outcroppings, animals, etc., and in traditional Yoruba belief, the welfare of the community is greatly influenced by a correct rapport with these supernatural residents of the land. In return for regular rites and prayers to these spirits, the community is assured continued access to local resources, and in the case of a community migrating from one place to another, these spirits are ‘carried’ with them as a gesture that symbolises a continuity of a group to its former home. At the place of arrival, these ‘spiritual migrants’ join the local spirit population, and this produces a transformation of an original covenant created by the founders of a settlement and their spirits of place. This transformation of the original covenant thus legitimizes their arrival. 
The colonials violate the laws of the supernatural as they neither carry the deities of an original covenant nor do they make any attempt to justify their alien presence. Their intrusion and illegitimate accessing of local resources thus makes them an object for retribution. While in The Famished Road Azaro was a passive witness to this destruction of the forest (which acts as a metonymic representation of a colonial raping of Africa), Infinite Riches indicates that indigenous powers can be effective against this violation of native resources. Furthermore, we can interpret this material destruction of the forest as an allegory of the colonial attempt to undermine indigenous forms of constructing their own reality. 
In this particular scene, despite the efforts of the colonial administrators to shield themselves from the alien surroundings, the forest imposes its own logic upon the narrative. Initially, the colonial administrators are sceptical about the uncanny unfolding of events, seeing them as product of ‘native’ superstition and thus not worthy of serious consideration. This resistance develops into a farce on perception where the image of blundering colonials, out of their depth and stubbornly refusing to accept the esoteric nature of the forest, is played off the transcendental. So, when the Colonial Manager utters ‘Superstitious Africans!’, Azaro, as a narrator of the events comments: ‘And the shadow changed around him and I saw all the footsteps of his life marked by the vibrations of his utterance’ (99-100). Nonetheless, the persistence of the felt yet invisible presence of the spirits breaks down their absolute confidence in the secular and pushes them to the limits of their own belief: 

Harry: ‘You don’t believe in the so-called spirits of Africa, do you? Surely science has conquered all that nonsense.’ 

‘Absolutely,’ the man with the spirit in him said. ‘But I feel ill. Something’s come over me Harry’. (IF, 100)

The narrative point of view, by parodying the colonial’s not ‘seeing’ and juxtaposing it with the fantastic reality of the forest, obliges the reader to accept the verisimilitude of a reality located at the periphery of Western consciousness. As Wright (1997) asserts, the TFR trilogy takes the coterminous nature of the animate and the inanimate seriously. Olatubosun Ogunsanwo (1995), John C. Hawley (1995), Ato Quayson (1997) and Derek Wright (1997) all speak of what Fraser (2002) defines as Azaro being not a soloist but rather a chorus of selves that speak through a spirit consciousness, schizoid awareness and somatic slippage (Fraser, 2002: 79). Wright clarifies that the syncopated realities created by the contrapuntal narrative techniques—as we have exemplified in the tree-spirit above—mean that Western realities are dispensed with (Wright, 1997: 151), while Quayson assures that the mutual intersubstantiation of narrative implies that the surreal potentialities within the text have a material effect on the turn of events (Quayson, 1995: 151-52). The narrative deconstruction of the Manichean dichotomy of science/magic thus situates an animist consciousness as an expression of cultural rather than of the exotic.

To further this question of cultural difference, we shall look again at the forest scene in Infinite Riches in conjunction with narrative epistemology. Our analysis aims to centre on Okri’s employing of symbolic resources that serve as strategies to activate diverse elements of Yoruba aesthetics. 

The forest episode commences with Mum telling the story of the king who ordered all the frogs of his kingdom to be killed so that he may sleep well at night. The king sleeps soundly until mosquitoes come and destroy his kingdom. As we saw in The Famished Road, folk tales and mythical structures seep into the reality of the narrative which disorientate and make indeterminate the distinct levels of textual reality. No sooner has Mum finished her narrative than the compound is filled with a plague of frogs which in turn operates as a prefiguring of the arrival of the woodcutters. This announces the cutting down of the trees in the forest which the narrative establishes a causality with ‘when the diseases began to visit us from the forest many people died’ (IF, 94). 

Mum’s folk tale is both an allegory on the folly of destroying the millenary forest and, as a narrative device, it exercises its pressure on textual reality. As Ogunsanwo (1995) and Phillips (1997) have established, the manner in which folk tales and riddles are inserted within Okri’s narrative stream forces the reader to accept other levels of fictionality. Phillips sees the Chinese-box format of inserting West African folk tales within the narrative as mirroring Azaro’s slipping through distinct realms of reality. Furthermore, Phillips asserts that Okri’s use of riddles ‘unifies the cultural system by establishing links between human, natural and supernatural realms, which, over time, amount to a remarkable, organising body of knowledge’ (Philips, 1997: 173).

In the scene of which the chopping down of the iroko tree forms a part, at one level of narrative Azaro has become a circling spirit, a bird-like consciousness that floats over the forest: ‘I floated above the great elephant of a tree [iroko] and wandered like a bird through the bewildering expanse of forest, circling the air, weaving in and out of visions. [. . .] The wind blew me on, carrying me off like a cotton waft’ (99). The Yoruba believe that an owl represents a messenger or agent of the indwelling tree spirit, and the cotton waft thus becomes the clue we need to relate Azaro with the flying agent of the iroko (silk-cotton tree). Previous to this scene Azaro, as a migrating consciousness, has entered into the forest drawn by the cry of the felled trees and, through the technique of witnessing, relates the subsequent action (through his own powers of telepathy) as experienced by Azaro the circling spirit. The narrative thus reports events as a labyrinth of meaning that draws attention to ambiguities of the process of mimesis. In our following example the contrapuntal nature of the narrative creates a polyphony that unites these three discrete yet interconnected occurrences that are transpiring within the forest.

‘Africa is laughing at us, Harry.’
And the old woman said: ‘Stop weeping girl.’ 

The girl with the wooden leg didn’t move. The two mad7 men, still fleeing, stopped laughing. (105-6) 
All events are perceived by Azaro’s circling consciousness which tends to create a centrifugal effect upon the narrative by dispersing any attempt at locating a centre of meaning. Azaro as a witness observes that ‘the owl circling the scene cried out three times’ (107), which functions as a further clue to the riddle the narrative epistemology proposes—what the text describes as Azaro capturing ‘the surrounding stories as they drifted in the wind’ (102). Reading this passage in the forest becomes very complex as the narrative voice, which is already split into the abiku narrator and the ghetto child narrator, is further complicated by this other narrator who is a circling spirit. This polyphonic narrative produces Chinese-box formats that, as well as creating a metafiction that cross-references the West African folktale with the dominant story line, also functions as riddles which the reader has to re-read several times to unravel.8 

The Famished Road trilogy essentially narrates Azaro’s journey through a multiple-fold existence charged with allegorical, metaphorical and symbolic meaning. Okri assures: ‘The African mind is essentially abstract, and their storytelling essentially philosophical’ (Ways of Being Free, 117). As readers we journey with Azaro on his tumultuous initiation and on the way attempt (as does he) to unify the disparate action through a process of interpretation. This process resembles divination-as-signification, and finds certain parallels within the narrative practices of Itan (Yoruba for history), which forms an integral part of Ifá9 divination. Olabiyi Babalola Yai (1993) explains how Itan produces the of Pa itan which, while being inadequately translated into English as ‘to tell a story’, signifies the de-riddling of history. Pa itan therefore means to produce a discourse that establishes history as a maze or riddle10 (Yai, 1993: 31). Our proposal is that Okri’s complex use of narrative through the use of Yoruban epistemology creates ambiguities rather than affects closure, and thus mirrors the ambiguities of Pa itan divination where a story is a riddle.

An Afro-modernity in the Making

Having discussed narrative epistemology in conjunction with West African resource-base, we now shall turn to the difficult question of how one qualifies Okri’s abiku novels. Brenda Cooper contends that one of the principal aspects of magic realism is the writer’s maintaining an ironic distance with the magical world view while simultaneously establishing ‘a deep respect for the magic’11 (Cooper, 1998: 34). Therefore, on her own terms, Cooper has disqualified West African writers such as D.O. Fagunwa, Tutuola and Okri from the genre of magic realism. On the contrary, their attitude towards the magical elements of indigenous belief is one of creative translation but never one of ironic distancing. Abiola Irele clarifies this point greatly when he states: ‘Given such a [Yoruba] cosmology, the role of the traditional artist has consisted in transposing the real world in his work in such a way as to reveal its essential connection with the unseen, in giving to the everyday and the finite the quality of the numinous and infinite’ (Irele, 1981: 179). Okri explicitly states in Wilkinson (1992) that one cannot ignore the fantastic nature of Nigerian reality. The magic elements in his fiction thus correspond to a world view that people believe as reality, rather than an aesthetic exercise in mythopoetic. Paul Tiyambe Zeleza seconds this line of thought by assuring that spirits are not ancillary to the narrative in Okri’s third phase—rather than placing non-realist modes of representation at an exotic level within the text, Okri ‘offers entire texts as crafted mythical narratives that reinterpret the abiku myth in a bid to tell the painful truths about his nation and the human condition in general’ (Zeleza, 1996: 62). 

From the body of our discussion on The Famished Road trilogy so far, we can observe a marked resistance to closure and the fixing of boundaries which produces a de-neutralising of setting and de-centring of characterisation. This is coupled by a constant concern in his writing with the construction of reality through narrative (Elder, 2000: 415) which leads many critics to locate an affiliation of Okri’s writing with a postmodernist style. Hawley views Okri’s narrative as moving African literature closer to the postmodern movement (Hawley, 1995: 31), while Ogunsanwo posits Okri’s challenge to the archetypal forms of Western genre as containing parallels with the interrogation of the totalising imperative of master narratives (Ogunsanwo, 1995: 40). Wright (1999) further positions that hybridism and syncretism have become formal and thematic determinants of postcolonial societies and the interspatial zone of Okri’s abiku narrative operates within the space of African postcoloniality while maintaining certain affiliations with postmodern culture (Wright, 1999: 5). Wright furthers his argument by stating that the constant postponing of meaning embodied in the figure of Azaro contains much of Okri’s postmodern spirit. Ogunsanwo affirms that Okri’s exploration of the abiku seeks to break down the boundaries between the factual and mythical, the natural and the supernatural, which draws parallels with postmodernism’s crossing of boundaries between history and fiction; a characteristic that Ogunsanwo extends to the blurring between life and art (Ogunsanwo, 1995: 44). 

However, a more Afro-centred body of criticism, epitomised by the penetrating work of Abiola Irele, resists employing postmodernist theories for the analysis of African literature, seeing both as attempting to incorporate the essential differences of African discourse within its flux. Paul Tiyambe Zeleza takes issue with the labelling of Okri’s work as postmodern, defending his aesthetics as ‘African’ and thus a site of resistance from colonial representation. Zeleza’s principal argument is that Okri’s work represents a singular literary achievement that sheds ‘any lingering apologies to colonial and Western sensibilities’ (Zeleza, 1996: 62). 

Zeleza is correct in defending the incommensurability of cultural difference that Okri’s writings represent and, as Helen Tiffin assures, while postcolonialism and postmodernism do share many similitudes, ‘they are energised by [. . .] vastly different political motivations’ (Tiffin, 1988: 172). However, what one cannot effectively argue is that Okri’s narratives are completely closed off from modernity or that they celebrate some essential concept of Africanness—those notions of an indigenous and organic community that functions in African discourses as a metaphorical resistance against colonialism. To oversimplify the dichotomy of the archaic and the modern, or posit it in absolute terms is another pitfall of certain schools of African literary criticism. When analysing the progression in Okri’s narrative we have been applying a line of thought that corresponds to a decolonisation of literary practices, and this is a precept that one cannot fully abandon given the historical context in which postcolonial African writing is situated. So, while we do maintain that the author’s shift from realist-based epistemology to a more African-centric discourse is a metaphoric resistance of colonial or Western liberal forms of representation, this move is not locked with a binary struggle of good/bad, coloniser/colonised, but rather represent new sites of inscription that are valid in their own right and do not have to be exclusively theorised as what they are resisting. 

Returning to Tiffin’s observations on the common ground between the postmodern and the postcolonial, the concept of a decolonisation of literary practice is the equivalent of a postmodernist deconstruction of the master narratives. These postmodernist theories began to take hold within British academia at the beginning of the 1980s where the move towards textuality saw a surge in cultural studies that served to decentre the path of intellectual thought, promote the recognition of heterogeneity and locate the Eurocentric (Hall, 1992: 283). These theoretical innovations within academia did have a trickle-down effect in society in general, and as a sophisticated poet/writer, Okri was no doubt au courrant to these shifts in intellectual thought. The question we now pose is: to what extent did this prevailing atmosphere (especially within the diasporic communities) influence the decisions Okri took when he revolutionised his narrative epistemology? The answer clearly has to be that he was considerably influenced by this overall shift away from a monoculturalist prerogative within cultural practices within the UK and towards a recognition of multiplicity of meanings. Nonetheless, to maintain Zeleza’s objection of the inclusion of Okri within a strictly postmodern discourse we suggest that one situates his work within a postcolonial contramodernity, what Bhabha (1992) determines as renaming the postmodern from the position of the postcolonial. 

This renaming should be affected through what Michael Hanchard (1999) defines as ‘Afro-Modernity’, the cultural and political practices of African and African-derived peoples that represents a modern subjectivity which creates a relatively autonomous modernity distinct from Western European and North American modernism: ‘It is no mere mimicry [. . .] but an innovation upon its [Afro-Modernity] precepts, forces, and features. Its contours have risen from the encounters between people of African descent and Western colonialism not only on the African continent but also in the New World, Asia, and ultimately Europe itself’ (Hanchard, 1999: 247). For Hanchard, Afro-Modernity (which includes issues such as national liberation, civil rights movement, new artistic trends etc.) has ‘pushed egalitarian discourses of Western modernity to their limits’ (Hanchard, 1999: 249). This is performed through practices such as forefronting the distinctive role of history for African and Afro-diasporians, or the examining of racial time12 as one of the disjunctive temporalities of both Western and Afro-Modernity. 

Okri’s The Famished Road trilogy exhibits an Afro-Modern stylistics by harnessing indigenous forms at all levels of narrative, while simultaneously integrating this resource-base into a sophisticated chirographic tradition. Abdulrazak Gurnah has correctly stated: ‘Okri has an intimate and complex understanding of the “usages” of the novel form in English [. . .] [and] this style of fiction has been naturalised as an English-novel form’ (Gurnah, 1993: ix). Gurnah and Okri have made the UK their permanent home, and both are estimable examples of how postcolonial subjects negotiate new spaces within an ‘alien’ culture to play out those complexities that come about when occupying the metaphorical border space of identity. The Afro-Modern is thus one specific example of how new knowledges can occupy spaces within a postmodern culture without having to totally succumb to all its rubrics. 
If we accept that Okri’s fiction has become a naturalised postcolonial English novel, then his abiku discourse has emerged from a ‘minority’ position to take its place at the centre of a British literary heritage. This occupying of a privileged space represents an interruption into the homogenising of space and time as established by the ‘hegemonic’ discourses of the liberal West. This accedence is clearly linked to a process of hybridisation which reveals an estranging movement in the authoritative inscription of the cultural sign (Bhabha, 1996a: 58). We must, nonetheless, reiterate that we do not understand hybridisation as a merging of cultures or traditions that were pure from the outset. So, while a simplified notion of hybridisation may incur in this type of reductionism, here we employ the term as a contingent rather than absolute one. The process of hybridisation we have been discussing thus breaks down the anthropological binaries of high/low; ours/theirs and, through a process of reinscription, constitutes a cultural product that transcends essentialist binaries (Bhabha, 1997b). This reinscription, we assure, forms a part of the ongoing process that constitutes an Afro-Modernity which, while maintaining strong links with the cultural bases of African tradition, is neither cut off from modernity nor resists an inclusion of other cultural sources.

N o t e s
1. The term itself was first used by the art critic Franz Roh who described the inter-war art of the Weimar Republic painters as a form of ‘Magischer Realismus’, whose principal effect was to defamiliarise familiar objects. The term Magic Realism is thus born within a European context to champion fantastic elements in painting against the more ‘realist’ tendencies of the post-expressionist movement. In defence of the mystic African heritage of the Haitian people as an essential ontological precept, Jacques Stephen Aléxis had previously established a ‘Marvellous Realism’, coinage borrowed from Alejo Carpentier’s term lo real-maravilloso which established a move away from the precepts of European Surrealism; an initial positioning that both Negritude and Marvellous Realism shared. Aléxis’ Marvellous Realism celebrates a cultural syncretism which absorbs mythical African structures into colonial forms of representation to render a sense of reality within Haitian letters that was not solely framed within ‘irrational, mystic, and animistic’ but rather a distinct Realism that would afford a new sense of national identity (Aléxis, 1956: 8-9). 
2. Cooper draws upon Jameson’s (1986) understanding of Magic Realism as flourishing within a pre-capitalist society that has come into contact with a modern capitalist society, where narrative draws on the syncretism produced between the resource-base or ‘raw material’ of a ‘peasant society’ and the more sophisticated tropes of Western representation.
3. As Aizenberg contends: ‘Magic Realism cosmopolitan writers undertook a deconstruction of colonial Latin American history, to overcome the unreality imposed by the colonialist enterprise’ (Aizenberg, 1995: 27). 
4. While many of the formal features found in other postcolonial writings coincide with the numerous theoretical findings on Magic Realism, many postcolonial writers tend to shy away from this labelling precisely because their literary endeavours strive to project a distinct world view through complex groundings in indigenous ontology. So, while it is true that García Márquez did seek to construct a new literary genre that explored a distinct Latin American reality, this utopian precapitalist ‘marvellous real’ that borrowed elements from Afro-Caribbean culture, are manipulated from a cosmopolitan point of view. These resource-bases are simplified and subordinated to the realist mode of representation.
5. Harry Garuba (1993) describes The Famished Road as an ‘animist Realism’, a Realism constructed through the belief of a spiritual vitality that lies within all inanimate objects. Quayson (1997) contends that Garuba’s definition comes closest to defining Okri’s literary expression of indigenous beliefs while implying ‘a quasi-religious attitude to reality’ (Quayson, 1997: 148-49).
6. Bhabha, however, does contend that a common postcolonial project does exist where questions of slavery, indenture, migration, the colonial past etc. are linked together in a nonhomogeneous narrative construction. He asserts that this nonhomogeneous minority narrative serves not simply to authenticate cultural and historical difference but serves to ‘displace and exploit the other face of modernity’ which enables the construction of cultural symbols that serves to renegotiate issues such as communal living or gain a greater understanding of cultural interaction (Bhabha, 1995b: 239). 
7. These are the woodcutters who have been possessed by the tree spirits in revenge for violating the codes of the forest in their recklessly destroying of it. 
8. This scene is in fact a revisiting of a similar episode in the TFR where Azaro has wandered into the forest: ‘Birds cawed overhead, flying around in widening circles. [. . .] The world of trees and wild bushes was being thinned. I heard the ghostly wood-cutters axing down the titanic irokos, the giant baobabs, the rubber trees and obeches’ (242). The basing elements of the ‘Circling Spirit’ episode are already present here but in IR Okri takes the narrative epistemology one step further and rather than proceeding with other superfluous fantastic descriptions such as: ‘Nude women appeared and vanished before my gaze’ (242), integrates indigenous ontology into a complex system of representation. 
9. Anthony Buckley indicates that in Yoruba metaphysics Ifá divinations are verses that contain the whole of Yoruba knowledge about the cosmos. The central concern of this pre-colonial discourse is that of secret knowledge and its revelation where the Ifá divinations represent the embodiment of Yoruba esoteric knowledge (Buckley, 1985: 98, 140). John Mbiti expounds that the Ifá system of divination is connected with Orúnmila, the divinity of divination and its practitioners use a series of 256 figures to create a complex interpreting system that may include listening and interpreting sounds or establishing divination links between the physical and the spiritual world: ‘The diviner fulfils an intermediary function between the physical and the psychical, between the human and the spiritual, for the sake of community’ (Mbiti, 1969: 173-74). Henry Louis Gates, Jr. further elucidates that these 256 figures, known as Odu, are comprised of thousands of poems, which are an ‘extensive, highly structured body of lyrical poetry [that] stands as the verbal, literary, or textual analogue of 256 cryptograms that can be performed by the babalawo’ (Louis Gates, Jr, 1988: 20). 
10. Orúnmila, in Yoruban metaphysics represents the deity of wisdom, knowledge and divination and is known as ‘he who de-riddles itàn (history) through Ifa territory’ (Yai, 1993).
11. Galván et al. (2001) employ a similar argument when they argue how Magic Realism acts against the exoticism of Orientalist discourse. They employ the example of Alejo Carpentier’s celebration of Haitian voodoo, that works against Western reductionist conceptions of this African-derived rite as a depraved or grotesque site of an underdeveloped subaltern (Galván, et al., 2001: 57). This interpretation of cultural survival as a resistance to colonial discourse is correct, and that Magic Realist writers who appropriate other cultural material explore ethnic belief as a rich and complex non-Western ontology. However, if we turn to the attitude of Carpentier towards this resource-base, we must concede that while being one of respect it is still that of an anthropological point of view looking from the outside in. 
12. Hanchard defines racial time as ‘the inequalities of temporality that result from power relations between racially dominant and subordinate groups [which] produce unequal temporal access to institutions, goods, services, resources, power, and knowledge, which members of both groups recognize’ (Hanchard, 1999: 253).
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1The Transcending Road
You cannot step in the same river twice, for fresh waters are ever flowing upon you. 
Heraclitus
W

e have established that Madame Koto’s bar functions as a metaphor of space in the text and transgresses standard tropes of boundaries as conceived by Western epistemology. The road symbol, in this respect, is a conduit which the narrative employs to access those spatial boundaries that the text constantly collapses. As we have already evidenced, the road and Madame Koto’s bar are intimately linked; Azaro’s forays in and out of the fantastic are marked as journeys where the road almost always commences and terminates with the location of the bar. As Boehmer assures: ‘The road walked by the abiku is excessively topographic, charged with portents where a path can be a gnomic script of dream signals, a palimpsest of signs from other worlds’ (Boehmer, 1995: 321). 

The immediate intertextuality1 that Okri’s famished road motif suggests is with the Yoruba prayer: ‘May you never walk/ travel when the road is hungry’ which, previous to Okri’s Famished Road, was inscribed in Soyinka’s ‘Death at Dawn’: 

The right foot for joy, 

the left, dread


And the mother prayed, Child


May you never walk


When the road waits, famished. (Idanre and Other Poems, 12)

Soyinka employs this leitmotif as a symbol of human experience in much of his work,2 and the symbol of the road is linked to the Yoruba concept of life and death as being a gradual process of transformation where existence is considered to be one single rite of passage (Irele, 1981: 193,194). The Famished Road trilogy, in this respect, can be seen as Azaro’s initiation into knowledge, and this is something that we shall be discussing in further detail. Soyinka, in his work, conceptualises this road to enlightenment as a process of transformation through the figure of Ogun where he draws upon the cultic traditions of the deity. Traditionally, Ogun represents the god of creative essence and of war which symbolise one of the many faces or ambiguities of the deity. These mythical characteristics, nonetheless, have been extended into modern times to include anything that involves metal, be it road transportation or any other element from modern technology that entails danger (Barnes, 1997). 

Songs of Enchantment merges the road motif with this modernised image of Ogun when Ade, Azaro’s friend and abiku, on failing an attempted assassination on Madame Koto, rushes out of the bar and is persecuted by Madame Koto’s chauffeur who subsequently runs him over. This blood imagery refers us back to Soyinka’s ‘Death in the Dawn’—framed with a journey to the foothills of Idanre, Ogun’s dwelling place—where the narrator-protagonist runs into a white cockerel which smashes against his windshield. The violent impact of this incident is reinforced by the appearance of a dead man on the roadside, and these images of spilt blood signal the tragedy of a Civil War to come. Ade’s bloody sacrifice to the road draws clear parallels with Soyinka’s death motif and its relationship with a Nigeria that will be torn asunder: ‘The gates of the road opened. A red light poured out. [. . .] And when we saw the red light bleeding on the road we screamed, ran to the car, which had stopped too late’ (SOE, 194). A white snake which, previous to the road death, is menacingly coiled upon Madame Koto’s car, mirrors the premonitory nature of ‘Death in the Dawn’, where the bad omen refers to the violence of the civil war that will hypnotise the community into what the text describes as a sense of ‘unreality’. 

Ade, before his willed death on the road, utters a cryptic message that serves as a portent within the trilogy’s narrative structure: ‘There is a snake in my head. Did you know that elephants sleep on their feet, standing up?’ (SOE, 187). This does not reveal its significance until the end of IR where the narrative symbolically links Madame Koto’s assassination to the death of an elephant. Ade’s apparent non sequitur can easily slip the reader’s attention, but its significance lies in the fact that Ade’s sacrifice to the road sets off a chain of discrete episodes that unfold throughout Songs of Enchantment and Infinite Riches, and culminate in Madame Koto’s downfall. After Ade’s death, his father, the carpenter,3 emerges from the forest dressed in a white robe proclaiming (as he wields a hammer): ‘MY SON IS NOT DEAD! MY SON LIVES IN MY HAMMER!’ (SOE, 211, capitals in text). The symbol of Ogun’s hammer4 explores the motif of tragic violence5 as a necessary vehicle for transition and rebirth; what Soyinka’s ‘The Fourth Stage’ (1976) describes as Ogun’s plunging into the ‘chthonic realm’ to become a ‘conqueror of transition.’6 

In Yoruba ontology, Ogun is also the ‘Lord of the Road’ of Ifa inasmuch as he represents the ‘knowledge-seeking instinct’ (Soyinka, 1976: 27). However, while Soyinka’s ‘road’ explores the moment of transition from life to death, Okri’s layering of reality locates the living and the dead as co-existing which deconstructs the moment of transition from one form to another (Elder, 2000: 413). As both Wright (1999) and Quayson (1997) coincide, Okri’s road symbol is multivalent; it is the path of human history, understood as ‘part of a larger cosmic metaphysics which has its own autonomous laws and time scheme, regardless of human efforts’ (Wright, 1999: 16). The road as a famished road is symbolic of Azaro’s hunger for movement and experience which is paralleled with the ambivalence of knowledge and closure (Quayson, 1997: 122-23). Nonetheless, although Azaro’s initiation into knowledge is complicated due to his continual crossing over into parallel realities, it is his awakening to this consciousness that collapses the perceived frontier between different realities, and brings him closer to a new kind of knowledge.

Okri’s road can thus be read as an allegory of transformation through the reactivation of magic as an alternative ontology. The Yoruba have a strong belief that certain privileged persons possess an alujanún, a ‘second sight’ which is a kind of telepathic power (the inside eye) that allows a person to foresee the consequences of an action (Hallen & Sodipo, 1986: 107). Azaro is, by and large, the exclusive beholder of this premonitory wisdom in The Famished Road, while in Songs of Enchantment and Infinite Riches this knowledge extends to both Mum and Dad. If we compare Azaro’s characterisation in the FR that is, moreover, framed within a passive anti-hero mould, in SOE we find an Azaro with moments of great insight. Take for example his monologue on the mechanisms of hegemony as represented in the trilogy through the Masquerade:

The Masquerade’s head was a mighty house. [. . .] I wandered in its consciousness and found a labyrinth kingdom. [. . .] I saw [. . .] its vast armies and police networks, slaves, cabals, mind-engineers, spirit-distorters, reality-manufacturers, history-twisters, truth-inventors, soul-transplanters, dream destroyers. [. . .] I saw its great universities, its infernal libraries, its arid museums, its numberless colleges of spies. [. . .] What shocked me more than anything else was the uncanny sense of order in the kingdom. There was no chaos, no confusion, no alternatives, no dialectic, no disturbances. [. . .] I saw the invisible Masquerade of the Western world, saw their worshippers of order, money, desire, power, and world domination. [. . .] I saw at once that if I lived I would have to struggle for ever and without much hope against the insidious permeating extensions of the Masquerade’s kingdom. [. . .] I saw how my father and mother were doomed in the struggle. (114-16) 

Comparing this level of sophisticated thought to his mundane self, there is no explanation as to how Azaro the ghetto dweller has reached such a level of perception. Nonetheless, we know that in The Famished Road trilogy knowledge is not only accrued via empirical logic but also through a privileged access to the esoteric. In Yoruba metaphysics, the essence of being is divided up into ara (body) and emí (vital spirit of body/soul), and this emí continually returns to the earth where it freely chooses an orí (destiny). The highest privileged alújanún consciousness possesses seven emí, understood as an exceptional wisdom where each of the seven emí has its own duty to perform (Hallen & Sodipo, 1986: 105-14). So, if we look at Azaro through this concept of multiple emí where each voice speaks from a separate position of knowledge and vision, then we can understand this sudden shift in Azaro’s characterisation and his quantum leaps to wisdom.

Another example of these sudden illuminations can be seen when Azaro as a polyphonic narrator gains awareness of the significance of the white snake coiled on top of Madame Koto’s car, and identifies the snake/road motif as a portent of post-independence violence: ‘It was the day the future broke into our lives. [. . .] And in its impatience to become real the future pounced upon us in the form of counter-signs—a white snake, an epileptic road’ (SOE, 180). However, it is only towards the end of Infinite Riches that Azaro, as an initiate, fully grasps the meaning of the motif. He asserts ‘Then it occurred to me that in other realms [. . .] new things were emerging from the turbulence of people speaking the only language that is understood—the language of violence. [. . .] The road changed into a snake again, lashing out with its tail. Its cratered back was like an old sea-monster’ (IR, 294). As we can observe, these separate consciousnesses as narrative voices do not cognitively feed into each other; Azaro as witness/initiate does not benefit from the insight of the Azaro who is already initiated into higher knowledge. So, while the narrative structure thematically unifies the dispersed motifs of the road, the abiku, allegories of vision etc., each narrative voice is a discrete entity encapsulated within the multiplicity of Azaro as an emí consciousness. 

This question of the transformative power of emí, understood through the concept of incarnation, is present in many modern-day non-Western epistemologies such as Buddhism7 and Shamanism, and is a belief that has also informed the works of Western poets such as Lord Byron, Percy Bysshe Shelley, William Butler Yeats, William Blake8 etc. As Okri asserts in relation to Madame Koto as a multiplicity of beings within the text: ‘Essentially we’re talking about reincarnation, though I don’t want to use that word because it has metaphysical connotations. But it’s possible for a character to act like that [. . .] who sees that there are no divisions really in life, just a constant flow’ (Wilkinson, 1992: 84). 

Okri’s appropriation of other resource-bases is indicative of the hybridic nature of his mythopoetic discourse. In an interview with Mary David, Soyinka contests the idea that ‘universality’ retracts from the ‘Africanness’ of a text, and assures: ‘Many of the people who are critics only see the text, they do not see the intertext with other texts. [. . .] They know so little about the cultures of the outside world which exist right inside that culture’ (David, 2004, 23). So, while Yoruban metaphysics does hold a central part in Okri’s narrative epistemology, one can identify intertexts with Buddhist and Shaman philosophy, and other Western discourses such as classical mythology and romanticism. 

Both Lim Chong Lim (1997) and Bill Hemminger (2001) have furthermore argued that Okri’s work has identifiable parallels with Heiddegger writings on phenomenology which dealt with the understanding of humans, their place within the cosmos and the metaphysical considerations on the transcendental nature of existence. Both authors argue that these notions on existence are highly applicable to the celebration of the African world within The Famished Road and Songs of Enchantment which re-locate the human being into the world which surrounds him/her (Hemminger, 2001: 69). 

As Chong Lim correctly indicates, a central motif to both Okri’s abiku novels and Astonishing the Gods (1995) is that of the capacity of mankind to ‘redream the world’; an utopian aesthetics founded upon a multi-dimensional reality where repetitive allusions to blindness become symbolic of not perceiving the hidden potentials of a fractured or expanded reality (Chong Lim, 1997: 5-8, 46). An example of this can be found in Infinite Riches where Dad and the rest of the community become blind through their not being able to fathom (as with the protagonists in The Landscapes Within and Dangerous Love) the significance of the grotesque corpse of the carpenter that lies unmoved in front of Madame Koto’s bar. The public presence of the decaying corpse represents a clear violation of the traditional codes of behaviour,9 and the community’s inability to act in the face of such human degradation is indicative that a resuscitation of its core values is imperative. The text suggests that this process of human transformation is achieved through the discovering of the mystic facets of reality; a path towards supplementary knowledge which Okri defines in the last lines of Infinite Riches as a ‘karmic transformation’: 

The karmic dust of angels is everywhere.

The secret side of things is open to us.

The time of innocence is gone.

The age of dreaming has come. (IR, 194)

Infinite Riches repeatedly equates this idea of transformation to the motif of fire. In one scene Dad, on having been wrongly imprisoned for the murder of the carpenter, calls upon Ogun, the god of revolution, to come to his aid. The appearance of the deity in the form of a boy haloed with a golden crown is followed by a surge of flames; a visitation in which Dad burns all night long. The following morning he reappears from the angelic ashes with ‘a visage of pure golden horror’, an appearance that inspires such awe and fear in his gaolers that they rapidly discharge him. 

While the previous episode of fire and its aftermath speaks of a coming into power, the partial burning down of the Governor-General’s house relates the aforementioned phoenix-like motif to a new understanding of the other. Once the ravages of the fire caused by a Wandering Spirit have abated, we find the first draft of the Governor-General’s ‘African history’ has remained untouched by the flames. The first draft, (which draws clear parallels with the ethnographic style of colonial office reports) nonetheless, has become ‘covered with inexplicable spangles of gold ash’ (IR, 145). This angelic dust is an indication that a cosmic presence has penetrated the new space opened up after the fire’s destructiveness. The transformative nature of this ‘angelic dust’ comes to bear in a later episode when the Governor-General becomes unexpectedly enthralled by an indigenous rite he discovers being performed by his servants. This enlightenment has an immediate effect on his writing where he adds a new analysis on the colonial relationship: ‘Is it possible that those we colonize will later overrun us? [. . .] These people we call barbarians, will not, like ancient Rome, find that they both devour and regenerate our powers’ (IR, 186). It is at this point of writing that the narrative comments: ‘He was unaware that an angel, all celestial fire and gold, was poised just above him’ (186). 

Magic and its relationship to the motif of human transformation can thus be identified as an empowering of the colonised consciousness on the one hand and a move towards empathy by the coloniser on the other. Nonetheless, Okri constantly questions the indeterminacy of the supposed rigidness of the coloniser/colonised binary, and throughout the abiku novels there is a narrative reticence as to the colonial presence despite the abiku trilogy being historically located at the tryst of colonisation/ decolonisation. In the words of Brathwaite (1971), the text is re-affirming that the clash between indigenous and colonial culture bases was not monolithic10 but rather possessed infinite possibilities of asserting identity. 

Seen from a post-independence perspective, the many new African identities that emerged from the colonial era were complex and hybridised. As Adewale Maja-Pearce (1992) assures in his A Mask Dancing: Nigerian Novelists of the Eighties, Africa’s writers and thinkers must come to terms with this fact and abandon notions of ‘traditional African’ versus ‘modern Western’. Okri’s amalgamating of West African resource-base with world philosophy and Western literary traditions, in this respect, draws attention to this phenomenon and performs a ‘staging of cultural difference’. This idea is very relevant to Bhabha’s notion of the foreign elements that reveals the interstitial’ (Bhabha, 1994: 227). The translation of cultural material that postcolonial writers such as Okri achieve in their hybridic texts is what Bhabha defines as what happens when ‘newness comes into the world’. Okri, by informing his narrative epistemology through diverse belief-systems, opens up other times of cultural inscription through the time-lag within the cultural sign which allows for a distinct type of enunciation negotiated through a cross-boundary process (Olson & Worsham, 1999). How Okri incorporates these diverse cultural discourses into his narrative is not the amalgamation of one originary marking with another one, but rather is a process that involves the crossing of signs of difference which are reconstituted through a Third Space.

N o t e s
1. Bill Hemminger also locates an intertextuality in the FR with the Chinese collection of poems Tao te ching. Hemminger affirms that the word tao suggests a journey on a path or a road which later extends to method and a final reality: ‘Poem 8 of the Tao te ching compares the tao to water [. . .] [and] inscribed into the Way, human life becomes that which moves along a path that, like water, has no shape or direction’ (Hemminger, 2001: 67). Hemminger therefore draws a parallel between the Tao path and Okri’s river/ road motif.
2. The first section of the volume Idanre and Other Poems (1967), entitled ‘Of the Road’, is related to the third section entitled ‘Of Birth and Death’ where the cyclical nature of human experience is conceived as a constant passage from one stage to another. In ‘Death in the Dawn’, the voice of the poet recounts his experience of a white cockerel being smashed against his windshield, followed by the further bloody appearance of a dead man on the road. The stanza quoted above projects the sense of pre-destined tragic circumstances that frames the mood of the collection of poems—the Nigerian Civil War and the phantom of its bloody ethnic violence. Soyinka’s play The Road (1965) also has as its principal motif the search for the path to knowledge where the character of the Professor is on a quest to find ‘the Word’.
3. In this scene the carpenter is murdered in Madame Koto’s bar by her thugs in front of the dumb-struck crowd. Ade’s father’s death is announced firstly by the road motif, secondly through the mythical beast and only finally as an earthly agent: 

(a) ‘I thought I heard the road scream. A car horn blasted’ (SOE, 212). 
(b) ‘An eagle with the face of a jackal swooped down on Ade’s father’ (SOE, 212). 
(c) ‘The eagle vanished and a fountain of blood, thin and clear, burst from a vein in Ade’s father’s neck as one of the men stab him in the throat’ (SOE, 212). 
4. Azaro asserts: ‘I turned and saw Ade’s father holding his hammer up in the air, holding it high, as if summoning the mighty powers of the heavens to charge him with their divine thunder’ (SOE, 212). Soyinka, in Myth, Literature and the African World, assures that: ‘For the hammering of the Yoruba will was done at Ogun’s forge, and any threat of disjunction is, as with the gods, a memory code of the tragic myth’ (Soyinka, 1976: 36).
5. ‘Tragic terror exists therefore neither in the evocation of the past nor of the future. The stage of transition is, however, the metaphysical abyss both of god and man. [. . .] Ogun is the first actor in that battle, and Yoruba tragic drama is the re-enactment of the cosmic conflict’ (Soyinka, 1988: 32). 
6. This act is performed in Yoruba mythology through Ogun’s traversing of what Soyinka (1976) calls ‘the transitional gulf’ which is seen as metaphysical ‘abyss’; a chaotic realm which the god must dominate in the name of community.
7. In The Tibetan Book of the Living and Dying, the author transcribes Buddha’s recollection of past lives: ‘I remember many, many former existences I had passed through. [. . .] I knew everything about these various births: where they had taken place, what my name had been. [. . .] I lived through again the good and bad fortune of each life, and came to life again and again’ (Sogyal Rinpoche, 1992: 82). In The Famished Road, Azaro becomes aware of how: ‘Ade’s past lives begin to conquer him. [. . .] I [Azaro] saw his other images. I saw a murderer in Rome, a poetess in Spain, a falconer among the Aztecs, a whore in Sudan, a priestess in old Kenya, a one-eyed ship captain who believed in God and wrote beautiful hymns and who made his fortune capturing slaves in the Gold Coast’ (481). Furthermore, Azaro, on his various journeys through the tangential narratives within the FR cycle, encounters Madame Koto in other forms. In the FR she is a goddess on an island while in IR she is the blind old woman in the forest. 

8. Dad’s transformation into Black Tyger as the awakening pugilist hero evokes Blake’s poetic vision in ‘Tyger’ (Songs of Innocence and Experience, 1794). Okri marries the energy and destructiveness of Blake’s ‘tyger motif’ with the Yoruba god of Ogun. Both the tyger of Blake and Ogun bring forth images of the forging of iron in flames; the paradox of creativity through destruction. Ogun is the embodiment of the complexities of the human condition and we can find a parallel with Blake’s belief that good and evil were not monolithic concepts but rather the creative tension involved in humanity’s attempt to resolve its contradictions. 
9. Achebe’s Things Fall Apart brings home the importance of a correct burial of the dead (86). It is only when Dad defies the hegemony of both the Party of the Rich and the Party of the Poor, and buries the carpenter’s corpse that the spell of blindness is removed. As E. Bolaji Idowu assures: ‘a person whose dead body is not buried, that is, with due correct rites, will not be admitted to the abode of the blessed departed ones, and therefore will become a wanderer, living an aimless, haunting existence’ (Idowu, 1973: 174). This moment of collective awakening to the significance of the violating of communal codes concerning the living dead brings about a collective weeping ‘for the dead man whom we had all refused to see’ (286). This communal grieving therapy becomes representative of the need to assimilate the mutilating of nation caused by Civil War. As the narrative explicitly clarifies: ‘He [Dad] swore that there are dead corpses in the consciousness of all peoples, all histories and all individuals, dead things that need to be acknowledged and buried, dead habits, dead ways of seeing, dead ways of living, things that weigh us down and drag us towards death and prevent us from growing, choking out the sunlight’ (Songs of Enchantment, 289).

10. There are many incidents within the TFR trilogy where Okri gives the reader glimpses of the complexities of the colonial relationship. In The Famished Road, Mum tells Azaro the story about when the white man first came to West Africa: ‘In the olden days they used to come and learn from us. My father used to tell me that we taught them how to count. We taught them about the stars. We gave them some of our gods. We shared our knowledge with them. But they forgot all this. [. . .] They forgot that we are all brothers and sisters and that black people are the ancestors of the human race. They took our lands, burned our gods, and carried away many of our people to become slaves across the sea. [. . .] They are misusing the powers God gave all of us. They are not all bad. Learn from them, but love the world’ (TFR, 282). 
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1The Phenomenology of Sound
The earliest storytellers were magi, seers, bards, griots, shamans. [. . .] They wrestled with the mysteries and transformed them into myths which coded the world and helped the community to live through one more darkness, with eyes wide open, and with hearts set alight.

Ben Okri, A Way of Being Free
O

kri’s strategic moves in his narrative epistemology implied the transformation of many cultural resources and literary traditions. While this makes his work decidedly hybrid in nature, the most singular and outstanding development in his writing has been his conscious transcribing of African-derived orality into English writing. As Simon Gikandi (1987), Quayson (1997), Irele (2001), Yaw (2002) and the majority of African critics agree upon, for the majority of African writers, orality is a fundamental feature of their narrative, and the attempt to create a sense of African vocality through a written Europhone texture is of prime importance for the African writer. 

Okri’s exploration of the African imagination at a formal level of writing happened outside Africa, and it is precisely this diasporic condition that speaks of a need to ‘rediscover’ this oral heritage through a new narrative discourse. We have already discussed why he chose Yoruban epistemology to channel this search through the imaginative, and we saw the specific influences of Amos Tutuola and Wole Soyinka in this process. As one of the richer and more complex cultural expressions on the African continent, we argued why Yoruba resource-base was particularly appealing to Okri. We also established certain parallels between his appropriation of this specific culture and how Yoruba oral traditions and religious rites were appropriated and transformed all along the black Atlantic, framed within a non-essentialist understanding of culture. Okri’s inscribing of other knowledges onto the sign of the English book thus becomes a dialogical process where the author gives authentic agency to a new postcolonial writing. Seen in this light, The Famished Road trilogy enters into a process of abrogation which demonstrates that a regenerated English is capable of carrying the weight of the African experience. While not regressing to the structures of essentialism, this writing emerges as a newness in discourse which is understood as an incommensurable difference. 

This newness or strangeness we encounter in Okri’s writing system employed within the TFR trilogy is produced, to a considerable extent, by his appropriation of West African orality. Textual coherence, the use of symbols within the narrative, and how cohesion through motifs gives extra meaning, are all informed by Okri’s transcription of orality into writing. This strategy of hybridisation becomes the appropriation of different discourses which estranges the authorative inscription of the colonial cultural sign through a double voicing. As Bhabha (1994) assures, the colonial sign is inscribed within a doubling, and due to its instability it is open to hybridic transformation. By transforming orality into chirographic expression, Okri breaks down the Manichean binary constructed by imperial discourses which situated the coloniser’s culture as superior simply due to the fact that chirographic societies enjoyed certain ontological advantages over ‘primitive’ societies. 

Before we continue to identify those oral elements within Okri’s prose, it is important to indicate both how orality shaped traditional societies and, more importantly, of the ideological implications behind these ontological facts. As Jack Goody (1977) and Walter Ong (1982) have indicated, oral societies are limited by the fact that knowledge is retained through human memory. This simple yet profound observation produces a number of implications which Goody (1977) and Ong (1982) have extensively elucidated upon:

a.
Oral cultures adopt a protective attitude towards knowledge which, being limited by human memory, will not be glibly questioned. This tends to produce a valorising of belief over doubt. In comparison, chirographic societies enjoy a wealth of written information, passed down from generation to generation, which helps foment a sceptical attitude towards knowledge where all positions can be scrutinised, questioned and registered for further debate. 

b.
Human memory being the sole locus of a collective ontology means that a mythic rather than historical consciousness is developed within oral cultures. Rather than constructing the story of a community through a syllogistic rubric, history becomes condensed into myth where metaphor and metonym become phenomenological and epistemological structures which are deeply ingrained within the oral consciousness. These mythical narratives produce a fluid symbolic exchange between the individual and his/her collective consciousness.

c.
The face-to-face contact involved in the moment of oral production fuses individuality into a single communal being. Speech is tied to a specific occasion as compared to writing where the speech act is divorced from the time of utterance to enter the space of literacy. This reality produces a noetic economy within oral cultures. A homeostatic imperative is imposed upon the metaphysics of time where the present imposes its own economy on past remembrances.

d.
This time of oral production demands a lexis controlled by direct semantic ratification where experience and first-hand information give authority to the speech act. The audience, rather than being an isolated individual where the act of reading and writing throw the psyche back onto itself, becomes an externalised individual managed through the symbolic exchanges of ritual. The oral voice unites a community through its symbolic order, where its narrative, through genres such as folk tales, orations, riddles, genealogies, proverbs etc., binds cultural significance. 

e.
Given the restrictiveness of the time of orality as the sole transmission of knowledge, little distinction is made between the pragmatical and the non-pragmatical, the phenomenal and the numenal. All mundane reality takes on a spiritual significance. 

f.
Oral culture is empathetic and participatory rather than objectively distanced. Subjectivity is encased within a communal reaction, and a communal ‘soul’. As Ong assures: ‘Writing isolates while the oral incorporates [. . .] and the interiorising force of the oral word relates in a special way to the sacral, to the ultimate concerns of existence’ (Ong, 1982: 72, 74). 
However, as Goody asserts, one cannot enter into anthropological reductionisms that create Manichean divisions between oral and chirographic societies: ‘The division of societies or modes of thought into advanced and primitive, domesticated or savage, opened or closed, is essentially to make use of a folk-taxonomy by which we bring order and understanding into a complex universe’1 (Goody, 1977: 36). Clifford Geertz (1973) assures that culture is no more or no less than the totality of stories we tell about ourselves. Chirographic societies, therefore, simply produce different, but not superior, forms of culture through inscription as compared to oral societies that transmit cultural value through orature. 

Colonialism and the ‘educative mission’ represented the encounter of orality and a chirographic tradition and this encounter can certainly be described as a collision of history. Postcolonial theory has produced volumes of discourse on the devastating effects of this collision, while acknowledging that the outcome was the creation of a hybrid subjectivity. Authors such as Chinua Achebe are prime examples of this ‘crossroads’, and the narrative structure of Achebe’s first novel Things Fall Apart gave witness to this syncretism. Okri belongs to the next generation of Nigerians, and what we defined as the collision of history now had transformed into a post-independence state catapulted into a globalised context. It is harder to define Okri’s primary filiation with the symbolic order of orality. Having been brought up in Lagos (with an interval of four years in London) meant that Okri was, moreover, a product of metropolitan Africa with its own relationship with modernity, as juxtaposed to rural Africa where oral traditions still hold a central place within the collective consciousness. 
We know that the post-independence state inherited a colonial educational system, criticised by many African intellectuals that saw it as a denial of indigenous cultural development (Fanon, 1965, Cabral, 1973, Ngugi, 1986). Okri is a product of that system, and we have already discussed how Flowers and Shadows mimicked both the formal structures and the underlying ideologies of the English novel which played such a central role in both colonial and postcolonial education. Therefore, FAS was the expression of how Okri had interiorised a specific chirographic tradition, although the suppressed oral culture did emerge at crucial moments in the narrative. Okri’s exploration of new formats of expression that sought both a literate and oral narratives culminated in the abiku novels where a performance of what Ong describes as a ‘literate orality’ was achieved (Ong, 1982: 161). 

Transcribing West African Orality

One of the most evident features of orality that the narrative voice in the TFR trilogy employs are the formulaic beginnings and endings that frame narrated episodes. As Ruth Finnegan assures, ‘Opening formulas serve to arouse the interest of the audience, sometimes eliciting a formal response from them as well as setting the mood for the start of the narration’ (Finnegan, 1970: 380). In chapter one, book two of Songs of Enchantment, the narrative commences with the formulaic structure of: ‘They say that when strange times are coming the world takes on the aspects of a dream’ (SOE, 67). The reader now forms part of an imagined audience, while the use of ‘they say’ diverts knowledge away from the individual and into a collective consciousness that may well be in possession of this fact. The narrative voice makes use of this opening structure to introduce the idea of history as myth, where a mythopoetic prerogative is imposed upon a secular reality. 

This technique functions as a conceptual frame for the narrative, where the audience, aroused by the narrative prompt, is ready to enter into the tale. Book four, chapter one, returns to this idea when the narrator reminds us: ‘A dream can be the highest point of a life; action can be its purest manifestation’ (SOE, 275). This circular narrative functions as a signalling device that re-inforces central motifs, reminding the audience of their importance before picking up the narrative anew. The audience, recognising the leitmotif that operates within the discrete narrative episodes, is prompted to symbolically link together the distinct tales and derive meaning. Okri, by employing these formulaic opening and closing formats, attempts to transport the reader away from what Walter Ong describes as the isolating effects of sight (writing) and towards the unifying and centralising effect of sound (Ong, 1982: 72). Structuring narrative around these oral techniques is to inscribe the oral sign onto its written counterpart and thus create a new discourse that deconstructs the privileging binary of written over oral. 

What is noticeable about the narrative voice in the abiku trilogy is that there is a gravitating towards the collective in every sense. The complex ‘I’ narrative which narrates Azaro’s experiences in the ghetto and the forest is gradually abandoned for a collective ‘we’ that marks a narrative migration away from the individual and towards a filiation with the communal. The final book of Infinite Riches is almost completely narrated through a collective voice, and the final lines of the novel echo the sentiments of the imagined community: ‘we found that the much delayed elections were upon us. The elections would seal the fate of the unborn nation’ (393). The narrative voice now speaks from within a collective consciousness and through its communal voice. 
Other features of orality employed in the TFR trilogy are the mnemonic techniques used by the oral narrator when addressing his/her audience. The repeated motif of ‘seven’ in Songs of Enchantment is a case in hand. The narrative repeats formulary number groupings to remind the ‘listeners’ of previous narratives. SOE’s entire narrative point of view is framed within the allegory of seeing/blindness; a parabolic tale ‘for all of us who never see the seven mountains of our secret destiny [. . .]’ (3); a motif which Infinite Riches takes up in the recurrent leitmotiv of transformation. The book commences with: ‘We didn’t see the seven mountains ahead of us’ (3), and ends with: ‘Maybe one day we will see the seven mountains of our mysterious destiny’ (297). The number ‘seven’ functions as a mnemonic technique to remind the audience of the symbolic valley surrounded by the seven majestic mountains that the inhabitants, through lack of perception, fail to see.4 Not seeing becomes the ability to redream reality in Infinite Riches, and, throughout SOE’s narrative, the number seven becomes an excessively repetitive2 cabalistic motif that reinforces the allegory of the ‘seven mountains’. 
As Ruth Finnegan (1970) assures, the use of the bizarre is another mnemonic aid employed by the narrative in the abiku. As with Tutuola in The Palm-Wine Drinkard and My Life in the Bush of Ghosts, the fantastic and the ghoulish form a central part of Okri’s mythopoetic imagination. Madame Koto’s bar is a microcosm of the power relationships within the postcolony, and this fact is made memorable precisely by Azaro’s repeated encounters with freakish Tutolian-like creatures. Okri’s constant exploitation of seemingly unconnected fantastic episodes functions as another narrative mnemonic. The use of ghoulish creatures and of wild and absurd adventures in the forest may seem excessive to the reader, however, the impressions that the chaos and sheer cultural difference creates remain imprinted upon the reader’s memories. 

We can also find what Ong (1982) describes as ‘the phenomenology of sound’ exerting its pressure upon writing in the TFR trilogy through the noetic economy of characterisation. The reader knows about Mum, Dad, Azaro, Madame Koto etc. by their actions rather than through a probing of their psyche. Okri, in the abiku novels, does not develop characters through a subtle examination of personal history, psychology and inner motivation. His characters are ‘flat’ yet memorable in the reader’s imagination through their heroic deeds as compared to the psychologically ‘rounded character’ which is the essence of the modern Western novel. As Ong assures, ‘Mnemonic serviceability is a sine qua non [. . .] without a proper mnemonic shaping of verbalisation the figures will not survive’ (Ong, 1982: 70). 

Okri, therefore, deliberately avoids developing chirographically-styled characters in preference of the ‘you know what you can recall’ formulae of orality where heroes and villains are memorable precisely by being larger than life. However, this does not signify that characters in the abiku novels are not complex. As we have discussed in relation with Azaro, his characterisation is constructed through a multiplicity of distinct consciousness. In the same light, we find Mum and Dad undergoing constant transformations, becoming better versions of themselves. Mum can be a depressed street-hawker, a communal heroine who has successfully confronted a corrupt authority or a mystic with esoteric powers, while Dad is both night soil-man, a pugilistic hero who defeats the political thugs and a visionary. Characters in the trilogy can behave in a heroic fashion in one episode, return to their mundane selves in the next, and not develop psychologically from their mythical feats. These multiple selves, rather than interconnecting with each other to make a complex whole, function in isolation from each other and are memorable within their singularity. In the TFR, Dad transforms into the heroic mould of Black Tyger, a fearless boxer who takes on Yellow Jaguar, a formidable rival from the other world. His unnatural force is superior, however Dad, on the insistence of his son Azaro, uses his ‘special powers’ to vanquish his ghoulish rival. 

This heroic vocation in Okri’s abiku novels shows an appropriation of certain formal elements within the ijala poetry which forms a part of the Yoruba oriki. Ijala poetry is organised around the hunter’s perception of nature and of his use of physical and spiritual energy; powers which are the sole privilege of man within the Yoruba cosmology and of which the hunter is the epitome (Irele, 1981: 180). D.O. Fagunwa’s work was in its essence a written expression of ijala which conceived the supernatural as not just a prolongation of the natural world but actively co-existing with it. Tutuola and Soyinka borrow elements, as does Okri who, as we already discussed, complicates the dichotomy of the real and the supernatural as delimited by the boundary between the forest and the town. As Irele (1981) indicates, the psychic element of human consciousness within Yoruba culture is expressed by the ijala genre and is symbolised by the hunter’s confrontation with the spirits and figures of the forest that represent a projection of man’s terrors and obsessions (Irele, 1981). The special powers referred to in Black Tyger’s bout with the dead man refer to his jujus, and Dad in this episode is cast within the heroic mould of ijala. However, while the praising of a hero who overcomes obstacles in the forest becomes a metonymy of the triumph of community, in the Famished Road trilogy this heroic vocation is problematised as neither Dad is given recognition or praise for his Herculean feats, nor does community benefit from his victories.

The Famished Road trilogy takes the ‘protean forms, elusive shape-changers, opaque, fragmented, and deliberately cryptic nature’ (Barber, 1991: 8) of the ijala poetry and adapts these elements to its narrative paradigm. As Karin Barber indicates, detached from the scene of social action, laid out on the page, the narrative events of ijala may appear to the untutored eye as little more than a jumble of fragments (Barber, 1991: 7). The apparent lack of coherence in the abiku novels is thus due to this appropriation of ijala, where Okri deliberately uses episodic and non-sequential narrative as an attempt to reproduce its performative nature. Therefore, specific and disconnected events narrated throughout the trilogy gain cohesion at a highly symbolic and parabolic level. 

Burning in the Flame

To contextualise this narrative technique we shall return to the metaphor of burning in Infinite Riches and trace its episodic development throughout the plot-structure. Book one, chapter thirteen is the first episode which introduces the fire motif when the Governor-General burns all evidence of the colonial administration and his own diaries which contain evidence of his seven mulatto children. Chapters sixteen and twenty of the same book recount how the flames consume Dad, dissolving him into seven selves (once again seven is a mnemonic marker than unites disparate episodes). This motif, described by the narrative as ‘the virtue of fire’, produces in its wake the karmic dust of angels which brings about a change in Dad, and this same motif re-appears in Book two, chapter twelve of Infinite Riches when the Governor-General’s house is consumed by flames. The Governor-General has been writing his version of life and customs in the colony, however, in the aftermath of fire there appears a golden ash upon what the text has previously defined as a ‘colonial history’. In a moment of epiphany, he commences to write a distinct version which, nonetheless, never makes it to the final draft. 

Book five, chapter thirteen draws Madame Koto into the motif of consuming fire when a yellow angel visits and embraces her ‘with its flaming wings of gold’ (241). This embracing is the culmination of Madame Koto’s enlightenment which the narrative has prefigured as an awakening of compassion inspired by a celestial being. Paradoxically, her downfall (her attendants see her change of heart as being against their own interests) comes about through her receiving the embrace of fire (the karmic dust of angels) which generates in her a love for the poor and the suffering. As habitual victims of her oppressive practices, the community has perceived this karmic influence as a ‘mood of the angels [which] lasted several days in our lives’ (193). 

Despite the absence of an apparent syllogistic relationship between the discrete episodes that narrate events of fire, on a symbolic level, they operate as a phoenix-like motif which functions as cohesive device. Fire becomes the phenomenological actor that exercises control over the plot as we saw with the Governor-General who, as an embodiment of Colonial authority, is also drawn into the same unifying metaphysical concept of fire-as-transformation. Madame Koto, as the metonymic representation of indigenous leadership and thus antagonist to colonial governance, is bound to the same symbol of fire and its transformative qualities. The text thus seems to be suggesting that, through the allegorical ‘karmic dust of angels’, the established colonial relationship can move beyond what Abdul JanMohamed (1985) defines as the Manichean allegory where a rigid and binary objectivisation of the other is established. Furthermore, The Famished Road trilogy bridges a pre- and post-independence Nigeria, and the narrative thus suggests radical individual change as a vehicle to break the still point of transition that Nigerian postcolonial society is incapable of moving out of. 

As Abdul JanMohamed assures, ‘The importance of context is illustrated by the fact that meaning of complex concepts is defined by reference to concrete situations rather than abstract elaborations’ (JanMohamed, 1984: 29). So, in the case of the discrete episodes concerning the fire motif in Infinite Riches, or the river/road motif in The Famished Road, the narrative events encapsulated by these motifs must be understood as repetitions embedded within a flat surface where overall meaning is gained symbolically through a linking of each discrete episode. 

How textual coherence is framed within a series of discrete and seemingly unconnected episodes is mirrored by the cohesion of discourse in the abiku novels. Okri achieves this by inscribing the manner in which oral discourse ‘hangs together’ onto the written word. An example of this is how the narrator continually gives the same emphasis to all clauses instead of constructing a series of subordinated and modifying clauses to highlight the most important information and give a logical perspective to the rest of the enunciated elements: ‘Madame Koto grew distant. Her frame became bigger. Her voice became arrogant’ (FR, 269). In this example, each sentence operates as an isolated element and there is a marked lack of cohesive logical markers between them. One possible version could have been: ‘As her frame became bigger, Madame Koto grew distant and her voice became arrogant’. In many sections of the trilogy, a paratactic prose dominates the writing and the lack of subordination at a grammatical level is mirrored by the overall plot-structure which, rather than unfolding in a syllogistic manner, is constructed around a series of isolated episodes that play off each other against the flat background where all events are given equal importance. 

In light of our discussion we wish to contest Derek Wright’s evaluation of The Famished Road trilogy as a ‘glib throwaway mysticism in which irritating gimcrack and riddling elements appear to be indulged and cultivated, quite gratuitously, for their own sake’ (Wright, 1997: 160). In the past, similar criticisms of lack of coherence and episodic narratives that ran into cul-de-sacs were also levelled against the work of Tutuola and Soyinka by European critics. Gerald Moore (1962) and Bernth Lindfors (1973) both perceived Tutuola’s The Palm-Wine Drinkard as randomly strung together. However, Colm Hogan (2000) has effectively demonstrated how the apparently arbitrary episodes of barren wombs, drought and famine in Tutuola’s novel, all cohere through the Yoruba motif of fertility. The supposed ‘lack of closure’ that Wright complains about in the abiku novels is in fact an aesthetic choice with deeper ontological implications. In relation to this transforming of cultural material in the abiku novels, what becomes clear is that a textual blurring of pragmatic and the non-pragmatic elements is a constant throughout. Narrative reality is continually impregnated with spiritual significance and thus Okri breaks down the magic/empiric binary as established between Western chirographic culture and African oral culture. Okri, by translating these elements of West African oral tradition into a Western literary discourse, is thus performing an act of cultural translation, and is authorising cultural hybridity from a minority position. 

Questioning a Mythical Consciousness 

The narration of time is another case in hand of how Okri inscribes West African orality within a chirographic tradition. Madame Koto’s pregnancy marks the overall time span of the TFR trilogy, yet there are very little other temporal markers that indicate progression through time. The general impression the reader receives on finishing The Famished Road trilogy is that he/she has been living the eternal present of the community void of any past or future. As John Mbiti (1969) evidences, traditional African time is measured in specific events rather than through abstract time, and the TFR trilogy, while taking exophoric leaps into other eras, simultaneously locates narrative time within this homeostatic frame. The only bench-mark the narrative offers up as a timescale against which to measure the progression of events is the nine months of Madame Koto’s pregnancy. This time span, however, neither corresponds to the temporality of social and political developments that occur within community nor to Azaro’s personal growth. Past events are described as happening ‘a long time ago’ and are thus condensed into mythical time. This narrative blurring of time corresponds to the imperative of present needs within oral societies that impose an economy on past remembrances. 

The communal past is therefore dominated not by a historical but a mythical consciousness which indicates that Okri’s mythopoetic vision of narrative partially borrows from the homeostatic quality of oral culture. So, while on one level of the text the narrative does extend out towards other past and futures that are beyond the perimeters of narrative events (colonial history, the postcolonial impasse, slave narratives, indigenous myths etc.), the everyday lives of people are framed within a present divorced from the past and the future. This represents a conscious aesthetic exercise in story-telling which translates the formal aspects of myth into a singular narrative that maps the history of a community through the aesthetics of African orality. 

Okri, however, does question the limitations of an ontology solely based on a homeostatic imperative, and in Infinite Riches Azaro internally focalises the concerns of a collective consciousness that ‘didn’t see the things perceived, but only the myths we brought to them. Each moment offered us clarity and liberation but we settled for the comforting shapes of legends, no matter how monstrous or useless’ (IR, 34). The text thus explores the manipulative nature of cultures that produce in people a false consciousness where despotism and oppression are taken for granted. Azaro’s vocalisation of how community clings hopelessly to its discourses of myth becomes a central concern of the narrative which proceeds to deconstruct romantic notions of the atavistic, and sets about rewriting those conservative and traditionalist elements of West African folklore. Azaro’s heroic stature, as Quayson (1997) and Wright (1999) have indicated, is problematised, while the portrayal of Dad does little to revitalise the scepticism which Okri seems to have for a heroic tradition. While Dad is associated with the figure of Ogun, unlike Soyinka’s Promethean Ogun, the narrative affiliation with the Yoruba god of war examines and parodies the motif of heroic agency. Despite his pugilistic feats—both in the spirit world and in the ghetto where he defeats his opponent from the Party of the Rich—the community turn their back on Dad and he becomes a punch-drunk fool who embarks on chimerical projects that only inspire beggars. He is incapable of performing the transition associated with Ogun which signifies a departure from Soyinka’s appropriation of the Ogun myth who plunges into the chthonic realm to provoke change. By writing complex human attributes onto the characteristics of the epic hero3 Okri reinterprets the monologic imperative of indigenous folklore by translating it into the dialogic address of the Western novel. 

The final sections of Infinite Riches explore the need to revise certain myths so as to develop an autochthonous historicised consciousness. Although the community finds itself at the threshold of independence, Okri re-writes the optimistic narratives of colonial liberation with the cynicism of postcolonial realities. Historically, freedom and political rallies (once the colonial regime allowed political parties) played a central role in the struggle for an independent Nigeria. In Infinite Riches Madame Koto occupies centrestage at the political rally alongside the Governor-General, and is being groomed by the old colonial powers for the transfer of power. However, it is as if the community is already in possession of the knowledge of what is to come in the postcolonial era, and this causes a rejection of how the transfer of power will sidetrack the common people. As the only way possible to boycott the sham that the dismantling of colonial privileges signifies, the people revert to violence as a way to disrupt the theatre of power sharing that excludes them. Any memory of communal resistance is quickly erased—a recurring event in The Famished Road trilogy—however, the community finally gains an insight into the discourse of power and its manipulation of reality: 
But nothing astounded us as much as the rewriting of our lives by the new powers of the era. [. . .] It took rumours to awaken us. And our awakening made us doubt our collective memory. [. . .] And for the first time I began to think of history as a dream rewritten by those who know how to change the particulars of memory. I began to think of history as fantasy, as shadow reality. Then I thought of it as the reality we never lived. (IR, 344-45)

The consequences of the pre-independence political rally fiasco scene are transferred over into a post-independence narrative where an interim government has imposed a curfew upon the community. The general pessimism felt at the lack of a collective political will within the postcolony is described as a ‘collective hallucination’ where resistance has been forgotten and no questions are asked. This, combined with the disintegration of Madame Koto’s myth,4 produces a ‘combined stink in the air of the nation’s birth which made us seem stupid and sleepwalking, slow and slightly deaf’ (IR, 346). Excluded from history, Azaro observes: ‘we began to wonder if our rage so much as affected a single shadow in that hard world they rewrite as history’ (347). 

Madame Koto and how she is perceived on her death is central to the way in which Okri examines the discourses of history and myth in the context of modern Nigeria. Oral cultures tend to be polarised in the way their construct good versus evil, virtue versus vice, villains versus heroes etc. (Ong, 1982: 45), and Infinite Riches engages with these Manichean categories while simultaneously lending complexity and thus ambivalence to Madame Koto’s characterisation. Her first appearance in The Famished Road is when she single-handedly tackles a man, which is described as a legend ‘which would sprout a thousand hallucinations, [. . .] which, in time, would become some of the most extravagant realities of our lives’ (TFR, 37). However, while Madame Koto is initially larger-than-life and thus memorable due to her feats, as the trilogy advances, a tension of attraction and repulsion is created around her character. Upon her death, the ambiguities that have been accumulating around her person are vocalised. At the distinct ceremonies held for Madame Koto to mourn her death, Azaro observes: ‘My eyes hurt from seeing the stony faces of our neighbours who had been so traumatized by Madame Koto’s relentless domination, by her almost mythic tyranny, by the way she had disturbed our sleep with her infernal powers’ (379).

Madame Koto as an in-the-flesh character, becomes the archetypal post-independence African leader isolated from the ordinary people due to an excessive indulgence in privileges. This isolation brings about fear and mistrust, and mirrors the Manichean delirium of the colonial that Fanon (1965) spoke extensively about. As with the coloniser whose relation with the colonised is structured in terms of paranoia, we find a transferral of the paranoiac relationship into postcolonial times, the only difference being that the colonised turned coloniser has turned upon his/her people with even more virulence. This can be witnessed throughout the trilogy where the direct and nefarious influences of indigenous power can be felt much more than the colonial governing. 
Infinite Riches records a critical attitude to this absolute and corrupting indigenous power as personified by Madame Koto. Book eight, chapter eight amalgamates a scene where an elephant has fallen into a pit (dug by the white man to build a new road) with the assassination and the posterior decomposing of Madame Koto’s body. In the forests of West Africa, the elephant has totemic significance in that it is a metonymic representation of power (the panther and the crocodile having the same totemic signification in the savannah and river areas respectively). By connecting the moribund elephant with Madame Koto’s rotting corpse, the narrative satirises her absolute and totemic power base which was traditionally alien to African systems of governance and was precisely bestowed on African chiefs by the European colonisers so as to indirectly control their colonies through the local chiefs. As George B.N. Ayittey maps out in his Africa Betrayed (1992), one of the great tragedies of modern Africa has been the manner in which its leaders have adopted megalomaniac attitudes, and turned their nations into kleptocratic states. In many cases, phoney political ideologies are the hollow vessels that powerbrokers employ to gain power. Once that power has been established, they proceed to run whole economies as if they were a private property and install regimes of terror to keep the people in a permanent state of fear. 

In this respect, both Songs of Enchantment and Infinite Riches look at the accedence to political power through political propaganda in relation to the motif of music. The figure of the blind old man as true generator of terror and control from behind the scenes is also memorable for his music-playing, and his sporadic appearances within the narrative are constantly related to his accordion and harmonica playing. However, his music playing is so strident that Azaro assures it is ‘the ugliest music I have ever heard. [. . .] [which] made me slightly nauseous. Dad obviously hated it’ (TFR, 324). The importance of this repulsive music is that, as Finnegan (1970) elucidates, the use of political songs accompanied with their melodies are an oral rather than a visual propaganda: ‘It is perhaps not generally recognized how widely political songs are used in Africa. Songs are now accepted by African political parties as a vehicle for communication, propaganda, political pressure, and political education’ (Finnegan, 1970: 284). The narrative thus parodies the manipulation of orality for political ends, where the true intentions of the blind old man are revealed through the grotesqueness of his music. This reading is verified in the political rally scene we have previously discussed where famous musicians are employed to accompany the proceedings. 

The propagandistic nature of this exercise is revealed when the ‘angry dead’ and the ‘unjustly dead’ disrupt the proceedings and parody the cynicism of the politician’s music-making by putting on a ghoulish performance of their own: ‘And when they began to change the music into a madness-making sort of chaos—the peculiar groups of the dead amongst us began to laugh again’ (IR, 279). The irruption of the spirit world in the theatre of the political rally serves to reveal to the community the banality of leadership and their shirked-responsibilities by a parodying of myth-making through music. The circus-like ‘dance of the dead’ awakens the people from their zombified state induced by the terror regime installed by Madame Koto through her attendants. Excluded from the discourses of power, they employ the language of violence as a way to come out of their powerless state. While the community’s spontaneous response to the absolute regime is ultimately futile, it is important that they have at least awoken from a purely mythised consciousness and, in the words of Azaro, begin to reject those ‘comforting shapes of legends, no matter how monstrous or useless’. 
n o t e s
1. One example that Goody (1977) offers to break down the open/closed dichotomy is the fact that mobility of cult in African societies. For example, if we look at William Rea's ‘Rationalising Culture: Youth, Elites and Masquerade Politics’ (1998) we find that the Masquerade cult in West Africa has a transformative potential in its incorporating of new elements of modernity. As Goody assures, Africans do have a sceptical attitude towards witchcraft, divination and similar matters but traditionally these discrepancies were never recorded or passed down (Goody, 1977: 43). 
2. ‘We didn't see the chaos growing; and when its advancing waves found us we were unprepared for its feverish narratives and wild manifestations. […] The world broke up into unimaginable forms, and only the circling spirits of the age saw what was happening with any clarity’ (SOE, 3).
3. Madame Koto is described as an ‘ageless matriarch, […] sitting on an ornate chair, with seven red candles surrounding her’ (55); or Mum to Azaro: ‘Trouble is coming. My grandmother told me to be beware of the seven-headed spirit’ (80-81), are just a few of numerous and disparate examples.
4. However, as Quayson has identified, Tutuola had previously altered the heroic vocation within Yoruba lore choice of heroes partially (Quayson, 1997: 52). The heroes in The Palm-Wine Drinkard and My Life in the Bush of Ghosts can initially be seen as anti-heroes—the Drinkard is the epitome of laziness in a society that prides hard work, while the hero in Bush of Ghosts is a mere boy who, on commencing his initiation rite, is void of any special powers. So, while Tutuola's heroes are built upon the Yoruba mythopoetic, he has developed certain deviations that problematises the hero-quest.
5. Madame Koto represents the complex nature of power relationships in the modern African state. Take the current political situation in Uganda and the confrontations between the government forces and the LRA (Lord's Resistance Army). Joseph Kony, the LRA's leader, has been described as ‘a visionary of volatile character, a habitual converser with the spirit world, who exercises a quasi-hypnotic power over his people and who avoids any type of responsibility’ (El País, Sunday, March 14, 2004). These ‘qualities’ mirror those of Madame Koto's in the narrative of Infinite Riches where her esoteric powers have community reduced to a zombified state of existence. 
Translating ‘Africa’ in London
The tensions around origin and essence that the diaspora brings into view allow us to perceive that identity should not be fossilized in keeping with the holy spirit of ethnic absolutism. 

Paul Gilroy, Against Race
W

e have established that Okri’s hybrid discourse is formed by many sources, amongst them Yoruban metaphysics which takes its prominent place. If we look to the word àsà, which in Yoruban is loosely associated with the concept of ‘tradition’, we find it signifies both tradition and modern, a paradox that is captured in many Yoruba artistic representations. As Olabiyi Babalola Yai asserts, ‘This ability to reconcile opacity and difference and openness in an unending movement of metonymic engagements might explain the success and popularity of Yoruba culture in the New World where it has contributed greatly to cement and creolize African and non-African cultures despite a social climate of intolerance and invitation to mimetism’ (Yai, 1993: 36). Therefore, the process of hybridity is not a simple creolisation of rigid ‘traditions’, but the translation of a sophisticated indigenous ontology into the English novel form that simultaneously maintains the incommensurability of its cultural difference. 

Yai’s observation on why Yoruban cultural symbols and practices survived in the New World and were taken on by so many black Africans leads us on to Okri’s own choice of indigenous resource-base. His appropriation of Yoruban metaphysics is unusual as the general tendency amongst African writers is to work within the resource-bases of their own ethnic group as say J.P. Clark-Bekederemo, an Ijo/Urhobo (Quayson, 1997: 150). Okri, on the contrary, conceptualised the African elements in his narrative epistemology through Yoruba aesthetics in a manner similar to that of Soyinka. 

Soyinka’s ‘The Fourth Stage: Through the Mysteries of Ogun to the Origin of Yoruba Tragedy’ (1976) takes the Yoruban deity Ogun and situates him at the centre of his discourse as the embodiment of paradox, conflict and contradiction. Soyinka, through the image of Ogun, develops a mythopoeia of the archaic that he considers essential—a timeless reality of Yoruba myth symbolised in the figure of Ogun—while simultaneously defending African culture as non-essentialist so as to advance views on artistic dissociation, fragmentation and ellipsis (Jeyifo, 1988: xxvi/xxvii). The complexity of Yoruban metaphysics as put forward by Soyinka must have made it a very attractive resource-base from where Okri could explore a new aesthetic paradigm. This search sought to push African writing in English beyond its previously established parameters to forge a new sense of Afro-modernity; what we have discussed as Bhabha’s understanding of newness as an act of cultural translation that gives minority discourse authority and takes it from the margins and into the centre. 

Quayson (1997) has argued that Okri’s use of Yoruba metaphysics represents the creation of a Nigerian national literature where ethnic differences are erased in favour of a national sense of cohesion. While we do not reject the category of a ‘Nigerian national literature’ which would include its diasporan writers, we feel that Okri’s appropriation of Yoruba resource-base was not, as Quayson (1997) suggests, a gesture of choosing the national over the ethnic. While Nigeria is undoubtedly the locus of Okri’s inspiration for much of his work, we feel his appropriation of Yoruban aesthetics is better understood as a filiation with a Pan African and Afro-Caribbean1 understanding of that resource-base. This direction was profoundly influenced by his diasporic condition and, rather than emulate national cohesion by appropriating cultural material outside of one’s ethnic grouping (which would signal a conscious political involvement in his writing), Okri’s engaging with Yoruban ontology was moreover an aesthetic choice forged within a London scene where his contact with other African writers and poets was vital in the forwarding of his writing career. 

This question of choosing a resource-base as a gesture towards national cohesion brings us to the motif of Azaro as a one-on-one allegory of nation trapped within a tragic cycle of birth-death-rebirth. Azaro as a polyphonic narrator also gives voice to a hybrid and multidimensional subjectivity that creates a web of meanings that resists a reading of the national allegory as the text’s sole message. Closer attention to Azaro’s narrative voice reveals the abiku motif as delivering a parallel reading of a migrant consciousness living on the border of culture. The first clues that direct us towards this reading of the abiku consciousness as a metaphor of diasporan subjectivity are the constant references to his state of loneliness created by his special condition as an abiku. Azaro is a fish out of water within his own community, and if we combine this solitude with the motif of invisibility, an allegorical reading of diasporan identity emerges. 

Okri forms a part of what Victor J. Ramraj (1996) defines as those migratory groups who come from English-speaking regions and leave their homelands to become dispersed throughout the English-speaking capital cities of the West. Writers who emerge from this group show a tendency to focus on the individual’s attachment with the centrifugal homeland, where the narrative in many cases performs the sense of a liminal persona (Turner, 1967: 95). This represents the double consciousness of the diasporan as a transitional being moving between two discrete cultures (Ramraj, 1996: 216), while Avtar Brah assures that while the concept of diaspora embodies a subtext of ‘home’—the presumption of a people being indigenous to a territory—’the ways in which indigenous peoples are discursively constituted is [. . .] highly variable and context-specific’ (Brah, 1996: 190). What we find in the creation of Azaro as a narrative device is the expression of a hybrid subjectivity understood as a liminal persona, one who occupies the threshold between youth and adulthood, the world of the real and the supernatural, and the interzone that exists between cultures. 

Okri’s first years in London as a young (and sometimes homeless) immigrant have had a profound and powerful effect on his writing. The sense of deracination and loneliness experienced on arrival are conditions that haunt his work. Soyinka’s poem ‘Abiku’ (Idanre, 1967) expresses a similar mood where the poet, having severed his link with his community in a self-defining process, experiences the self-same sense of vagrancy and errancy of the exiled poet in search of political and artistic independence.2 As Bhabha asserts, ‘Being obliged to forget becomes the basis for remembering the nation, peopling it anew, imagining the possibility of other contending and liberating forms of cultural identity’ (Bhabha, 1990: 297). Just as ‘self’ and ‘other’ are the fundamental vectors of psychic space, ‘home’ and ‘non-home’ are the basic divisions of geographical space, and Okri in many ways is expressing the antagonism that arises between the homely desire for a stable and cohesive Nigeria and the unhomely realities of London. 

We have already equated diasporic consciousness as an ambivalent space of cultural enunciation that cuts both ways. Writing within a diasporic space tends to express a sort of ‘literary homesickness’, and if we closely examine Azaro’s cycle of birth-death-rebirth we find the figures of home, womb and tomb that function as unconscious motifs in the narrative. Does this therefore undermine the reading of the abiku as a national allegory? To begin with, we must contextualise the national allegory motif as defined by Fredric Jameson in his famous essay ‘Third-World Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism’. As Rosemary Marangoly George (1996) assures, Jameson does not say that all Third World texts are political, but rather that all politics in these texts corresponds to the allegory of nation. A close reading of much colonial fiction delivers this conclusion, however, within many anti-colonial and other narratives, this single denouement of the narration of nation tends to repress other story lines available for interpretation. In the case of The Famished Road trilogy, the abiku motif clearly functions as a primary motif for nation; a point the narrator constantly makes clear. While this interpretation is undoubtedly correct, the text also leaves behind it many other interpretations which go beyond this national allegory. Therefore, the motif of Azaro caught between the interstices of nation-forming is not the sole meaning that the text produces. 

We contend that Okri, within the diasporic experience of writing, employs the literary topos of nationhood as a way to bind the disparate political, ethnic and cultural elements of a fractured Nigeria. As Timothy Brennan assures, the diasporic writer, in proclaiming his/her identity with a country whose artificiality has driven him/her into exile, operates within an ambiguous logic of a recognition of, yet an alienation from, nationhood (Brennan, 190: 62). Boehmer correctly indicates that Okri’s shift from material to mythical fabrications of national reality becomes part of a generalised trend in postcolonial literature which depends more on the fictions of nation rather than on an authentic sense of national history to form a national identity or eschatology (Boehmer, 1995). It is a common trait among postcolonial writers to explore distinctive symbols ‘as signifiers of a national reality or as constituents of a sense of national being, rather than in the nation as a literal truth’ (Boehmer, 1995: 320). What we find is the need to interiorise and give coherence to the idea of nation that—regrettably in the case of many fledgling African states—is in many ways fractured with irreconcilable ambiguities. As Andrew Gurr (1981) assures, the ironic awareness of exile produces a self-awareness that can only be directed inwards; a condition that dictates that ‘the only subject completely open to the exiled writer is [that of] his own consciousness’ (Gurr, 1981: 16). Avtar Brah further indicates that ‘at the heart of the notion of diaspora is the image of a journey [. . .] [while] ‘home’ as a place left behind on initiating that journey becomes the mythical place of desire’ (Brah, 1996: 182,192). Therefore, Okri’s appellation for a democratic and whole Nigeria also represents his personal need to imagine Nigeria. 

The aesthetic time of inscription of The Famished Road trilogy becomes what Bhabha describes as an ambivalent and often ‘unspoken’ site of enunciation that haunts the site of the familiar, an unhomeliness founded within a distinct temporality (Bhabha, 1997c: 447-48). We thus propose that one of the allegorical meanings the road motif produces within the abiku trilogy is precisely a journey towards migrancy and its consequences: a perpetuated border existence. 

Behind the first person ‘I’ of Azaro’s narration of the Lagos ghetto lies the unspoken moment of cultural alienation that Okri experienced in London. Close observation reveals that Azaro is not the only narrator within the abiku trilogy, and behind him we hear another narrative voice that never appears on the stage but is important in extending the story beyond the boundaries of local setting.3 This invisible narrator speaks through an unhomely time of inscription which is symbolised by London, and expresses a desire to escape from the physical body trapped in an alien environment. Azaro’s constant crossings between the real and the other world are thus an allegory of a diasporic condition which is likened to that of a wandering ghost trapped between two disparate worlds. As Bhabha assures, ‘By disrupting the stability of the ego, expressed between image and identity, the secret art of invisibleness of which the migrant poet speaks changes the very terms of our recognition of the person’ (Bhabha, 1994: 47). Invisibility is a recurring motif in diasporic writings, and it is this ‘secret art of invisibleness’ that informs the narrative epistemology’s core where the unseen functions as a metaphor of cultural difference.

While these concerns were elliptically present in The Famished Road trilogy, In Arcadia (2002) directly deals with the themes of exile, invisibility and the confusion created by migrancy (be it chosen or forced upon). Books One and Two of In Arcadia are narrated by Lao, an African immigrant who suffers from a state of anxiety and nausea brought about by an acute perception to his difference in English society. Lao is the front man for a travel documentary on Arcadia, an ‘exotic’ presenter surrounded by a film crew he holds in disdain. Although Okri is careful to state in his introduction that the characters are all fictional, the book is based on his participation in a BBC television series ‘London to Arcadia’ and more specifically on an incident at French immigration control where Okri was almost not allowed entry. This is central to the narrative development of IA where Lao, faced with the French immigration authorities, becomes what Camus defines as a ‘humiliated consciousness’: ‘the consciousness of being automatically suspect, automatically distrusted, automatically de-humanised, demonised, because of colour difference’ (106). Although Oki offers hope for Lao through the process of inner transformation, the narrative has registered Okri’s anger at the ‘invisible lines in the world’ which ‘make some people more invisible’ (107). Lao, in the face of difference, hypersensitivity to colour and society’s ethnocentrism, takes refuge through isolation which is described by the narrative as being a type of hermit activity, very similar to the profession of writing. His condition is described as an ‘exile within England’ which functions as an ‘exile from colour grading a liberation’ (105). 

It is against this background of difference, isolation and estrangement that memories of the homeland become so important. Much of what Okri writes about in the TFR trilogy focalises these diasporic/migrant concerns through the already-initiated Azaro who relates his past life in the ghetto from an unnamed site of narration: ‘As I [Azaro] lingered in the Governor-General’s dream a wave of darkness washed me to an island, across the ocean, where many of our troubles began, and on whose roads, in a future life, I would wander and suffer and find a new kind of light’ (IR, 12). Here, London and Lagos become suddenly unified through Azaro’s oneiric consciousness, while the new kind of light’ refers to the re-imagining of the abandoned Lagos where Azaro’s futurity and that of the invisible narrator’s touch. The narrator also uses Dad and his astral voyages as a way to substantiate the allegory of the migrant’s journey: 

I [Dad] found myself on a strange island. The people treated me roughly. They were also white. Unfriendly people. Unfriendly to me, at least. I lived among them for many years. I couldn’t find my way on that island. I was trapped there on that small island. I found it difficult to live there. They were afraid of me because of my different colour. [. . .] I had to shrink the continent in me to accommodate myself to the small island. [. . .] I began to travel again. I travelled on a road till I got to a place where the road vanished into thin air. So I had to dream a road into existence. At the end of the road I saw a mirror. I looked into the mirror and nearly died of astonishment when I saw that I had turned white. (TFR, 437) 

There are two very revealing motifs operating within this extract: a) the theme of mimicry as a recognisable other that gives authority to colonial ontology (the returned image of the white man); and b) the subaltern’s need to come into representation (the need to shrink the continent). Okri has described himself as a ‘secret outcast’, a ‘secret mimic’ (Wilkinson, 1992) and In Arcadia engages with these issues through Gilroy’s (1987) premise that blackness and Englishness are mutually exclusive categories. As the narrator says of Lao, ‘True he had to learn to live as a hermit, a recluse, and had as little contact as possible with the ugly things that induced suicide upon his soul. He found this truce effective, this de-materialisation useful, this exile within England practical [. . .] so that his mind could wander and be strong’ (105). The idea of the hermit immediately draws parallels with the writer, and it is the process of writing that becomes an essential part of the negotiating of identity and a way to remember the homeland. Memory is an essential part of the discourse of identity, and for the migrant author, the act of writing becomes a form of therapy as with Lao’s hermit-like behaviour. The thrust in Okri’s writing is centred around his need to recreate his Nigeria from London. We can take this need to narrate Nigeria one step further and propose that rather than writing being a tool to assist memory (as Plato in the Phaedrus and Freud envisaged), writing, in the Derridian sense, gradually takes over until it becomes the model for memory per se (Howells, 1997: 99). 

The progression in Okri’s writing which we have been mapping throughout this study has been the fruit of a diasporan imagination, where Okri as a Nigerian-Londoner writes from the double consciousness of one who lives on the borders of culture. His narrative is conceptualised through a non-organic sense of community where no one single discourse can lay claim to originality or authority—what Bhabha defines as hybrid identifications laying no claims to an originary self-presence (Bhabha, 2000: 190). In A Way of Being Free, Okri assures: 
Obsessions about purity of blood have wiped out empires. We are all of us mixtures, and our roots are fed from diverse and forgotten places. The Yorubas of Nigeria trace their origins to the Middle East [. . .]; the English are a combination of Celts, Vikings, Brigands, and so on. [. . .] This is the history of bodies. The history of civilisation is even more eclectic. (Okri, 1997: 100) 

Okri’s hybrid prose draws attention to the constructed nature of these fixed notions of identity and culture, and his literary career is testimony to the fact that culture is in a permanent process of transition. This tenet which underlies all Okri’s work finds a thematic conduit to other postcolonial critics and writers such as Stuart Hall, Paul Gilroy and Edouard Glissant. With Glissant, Okri holds a special affinity in his denial of all essentialisms while simultaneously embracing the firm belief in a single rather than a fractured world that is rhizomic in nature yet singular in the diversity of all the cultures that make up its totality. Seen in this light, the unifying idea of Okri’s literary project can be defined as a manifestation of the African imagination through the English book which produces a cultural difference that embraces all humanity. 

n o t e s
1. During the 1980s Okri was a keen participant in the International Book Fair of Radical Black and Third World Books. This brought him into contact with the whole Afro-Caribbean diaspora writing community in London, and it was through this contact that he discovered new cross-cultural links between Africa and the Caribbean. 
2. However, as McCabe (2002) expounds, Soyinka in ‘Abiku’ draws heavily from the abiku oral tradition, quoting extensively from Yoruba oral texts which symbolise a non-individualistic attachment to them.
3. One example of this fact are the asides that this narrator makes which do not correspond with Azaro’s narration of events. In a scene in Songs of Enchantment when the family are at home, the narrative states ‘and when the voices stopped, leaving a single song sustaining the peal of an old bell (resonant with the warning that every domination is an illusion which we accept)’ (SOE, 136). This sudden bracketed interruption which makes a philosophical commentary upon the motif of the Christian bell, is the voice of that other narrator who feels impelled to expound upon the complexities of complicity involved in the colonial subject embracing colonial ontology. 
Conclusion
Having been borne across the world, we are translated men. It is normally supposed that something always gets lost in translation; I cling, obstinately, to the notion that something can also be gained. 

Rushdie, Imaginary Homelands
W

hile Okri’s work has gone through a remarkable transformation in its formal aspects of plot-structure, narrative voice and overall style, there remains a common thread that gives coherence to almost everything he has written. We can trace this moment back to when the young Okri experiences at first-hand the suffering of the poor in the face of the cynical indifference of governance when he accompanied his father as a lawyer in his daily dealings. The Famished Road trilogy is singularly messianic in its message for a future framed within what Okri elsewhere has defined as humanity’s capability ‘to create the beginnings of the first truly universal civilisation’ (Okri, 1997: 133). 

Many of the digressions in the Famished Road trilogy can be classed within the genre of utopian writing. Pamela Neville-Sington and David Sington (1993) in their Paradise Dreamed: How Utopian Thinkers have Changed the Modern World have argued that utopian thinkers have had positive effects on the modern world. One of the founding arguments of utopian thinking is the idea of the tablu rasa, what Corbusier defined as a ‘building on a clear site’, which was a metaphor for tearing down the edifice of social structures and starting from scratch. However, while utopian ideologies have been the forerunners of many modern political initiatives, one might question how the dreamed paradise that Okri constructs offers real political and social agency for those living in Africa today. Okri is aware of this utopian ideological that suggests a break with the past is somewhat chimerical and that one cannot ignore certain historical and materialist realities. ‘Harmonies of Politics and Heart’ registers this inconsistency in assuring us:

Mastery of material problems:

No spiritual way can reconcile

Itself truthfully with the raw wound

Of starving multitudes. (Mental Fight, 41)

While double-consciousness empowers and affords an intellectual confidence that sees beyond the authority of the Western cultural sign to detect its inherent flaws, one would have to question if cultural hybridity gives real agency to those subjects living at the edges of capital or within those neo-colonial spaces where basic human rights and material needs are not guaranteed by the state. There is also the questionable ‘abandoning’ of the subaltern’s fixed notions of autochthonous culture and identity that survived colonial indoctrination. Postmodern notions of the fractured self and a de-centring of knowledge are fine for societies which have got beyond issues of basic material needs, health care, a decent education system etc., and are sufficiently sophisticated to put cultural essentialisms up for scrutiny. In the case of the majority of modern African states, the empowerment we speak about in relation to hybridity refers moreover to a limited urban section of the society, while a vast number of African intellectuals opt for migrancy. Hybridity as a model of empowerment within an African context is therefore contingent to these aforementioned material realities and to the increased mobility within space which wealth affords.

With reference to Okri, we felt it important to reveal how his narrative discourse was strongly influenced by his diasporic condition. The abiku motif as an expression of the need for national cohesion also represented that subjectivity poised between Lagos and London, and the sometimes invisible condition of migrancy. The image of a fractured national body we identified in The Landscapes Within was also detected by Quayson (1999) in Famished Road trilogy through the trope of disability. So, while Okri expresses his desire for Nigeria to escape the tragedy of its birth-death-rebirth cycle, his ‘national allegory’ is much more complex than simple. It has been important for us to demonstrate how the narration of nation within the abiku trilogy was also the need to imagine a homogeneous homeland from the unhomely location of London. 

As a young writer, Okri commenced his journey to the old metropolis where he had to negotiate the conflicting aspects that make up a postcolonial identity. As Harish Trivedi (2005) correctly indicates, when Bhabha speaks of translation, he is also referring to the idea of a physical ‘bringing across’ which speaks of the diasporic movement of peoples. The motif of Rushdie’s ‘translated man’ refers to Okri’s ‘translation’ from Lagos to London and to the ‘newness’ he brought with him—a difference which, when transformed into discourse, reveals the interstitial. Within this in-between space emerge narratives that go beyond notions of mimesis of ‘original and copy’ or a division between past and present. 

The cultural translation that Okri performs in his writings is what Bhabha defines as the ‘translational transnational’. In our study, we have been exploring the link between how Okri re-created an image of home within the alien landscape of London and how this process activated an exploration and re-conceptualisation of diverse cultural material which included West African resource-base and a European literary tradition. We evidenced how Okri emerged from the shadows of mimicry to transform his own personal relationship with a colonial past to create a new literary space. We located this transformation within the sign of black difference which questions notions of black essentialism and a return to the African organic community. Rather than belonging to one ethnic group or one nation, this ‘black sign’ is a disseminated phenomenon which not only pertains to Africa but also to the black Atlantic or to the African diaspora. Through this process of cultural translation, Okri achieves a bridging of Africa with the multicultural site of London and the global.
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