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ABSTRACT

Since the emergence ®hings Fall Apartto now, Nigerian writers have always resorted to
pictorial depiction of what readers can deem asiable in their narratives via various realistic
aids and indices. But with the appearance of Ber'©karratives on the modern Nigerian
literary landscape, this seeming concrete and dmowining literary conditionality appears to
have been ruptured. This article attempts to desdien Okri’s poetics as regards the setting
of his narratives by detailing what artistic stgaés enabled him to align himself with tradition
in the portrayal of realistic setting, on one haadd enhanced his deviation from this by
creating fantastical out-of-this-world scenes irrkgobestriding the twentieth and twenty-first
centuries, on the other. It also teases out whatilige impress characters tend to make on
setting and setting on characters. Curiously,tese discovers that as Okri’s genius matures,
he appears to judge conventional setting impoitasb far as it is artistically agreeable with
and supportive of the dominant imagery figured bgjon characters. This article hopes to
further conventional theories of setting in Nigarrearratives by declaring that for the first time
in modern Nigerian narratives, the magical, thermbpble, the fantastical, the visionary, the
prophetic, and the realism-oriented tend to emard@akri’'s corpus, in a way tremendously at
variance with what is obtainable in Nigerian mytlegiends, and folktales.

Keywords: African literature, Ben Okri, fantasy, Nigerian matives, realism, twenty-first
century Nigerian novel.

1. INTRODUCTION

The mode Nigerian literary artists have always esito and the critical opinion
informing the criticisms of Nigerian narratives nsalism. Realism holds that
literature, no matter the genre, bears verisinmdices and pointers to the socio-
political and historical milieus out of which itrspgs and that a contract is entered
into by the writer when he writes. This is sustdifgy the reader, typically, a
person of ethnic or racial sameness with the writerOgungbesan’s (1979)
words, “African writers in general do not believat they should abdicate their
ethical role by eliminating themselves, and theietbe question of responsibility
to their readers, from their books. They valuertiation of writer to reader and
take very seriously their moral obligation to thairdience” (1). African writers
derived and still draw their mode of thought frone$tern academies as informed
by the utilitarian philosophy of the Victorian agehich later was ably steered
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and entrenched by Benedetto Croce, Georg Lukaak,Eaic Auerbach, the
“luminaries of a high European humanism” (Eaglet806: 93).

Little wonder then that when Chinua Acheb&lings Fall Apartappeared in
1958, it was studied in the Department of Anthroggl in most prestigious
American universities until the early 1990s whewats properly located (Gates
1992: 3, 20). Long after this work has been reledathe thinking that once
misplaced it is in operation in Africa, accounthiog writers’ depiction of realistic
settings, characters, and actions in narrativasc€are not left out. For example,
only last yearThingsFall Apart (1958) was said to depict, through a humanistic
aesthetic of tragedy corresponding to those olberglsewhere, the pains of the
African in the face of an encroaching and cruslnmsgory through a humanistic
aesthetic of tragedy corresponding to those oltenalsewhere (Adeeko
2011: 72—-86; Korang 2011: 1-29). This renderinguead in Nigerian narratives
until Ben Okri showed up.

2. CONTEXTUALIZING THE REALISM OFBEN OKRI’S
NARRATIVES

From the moment of his appearance to when his genaiured, Okri’s narratives
have been realistic, though with pockets of thedstical embedded within them,
especially inincidents at the Shrin€l993) andStars of a new Curfe\{d988).
Shortly after these works, witfhe Famished Rogd991), and, most of aliongs
of Enchantmen2003),Infinite Richeq1998), andAstonishing the Godd 995)
following those above, Okri did not only disrupetemooth history of his craft
and genius, he also, with a sleight of hand, underdhand deviated from the
narrative tradition of realism subsisting froffnings Fall Apart This article
describes, through the close reading critical nekthehat artistic strategies
enabled Okri to side with tradition in depictinglistic setting, on one hand, and
accentuated his deviation in creating fantastiotdad-this-world scenes in works
bestriding the twentieth and twenty-first centuri@s the other. It also examines
his alignment and departure by teasing out whatl@gampress characters tend
to make on settings and settings on characters.\Wany, conventional theories of
setting in Nigerian narratives, in particular, afftican literature, in general,
would be furthered leading this article to decliduat for the first time in modern
Nigerian narratives, the bizarre, the magical,ithprobable, the fantastical, the
visionary, the prophetic, and the realism-orientienld to merge intricately in
Okri’s corpus in a way enormously inconsistent witinat obtains in the Nigerian
literary tradition.

In addition to close reading, | shall make useiotifors’ “nationalist critics”
and “individual critics” (153, 154). The first hesleves “are preoccupied with
mapping the geography of African literature. [Edch nation or region is
presumed capable of producing a distinctive litegatof its own, a literature
conveniently contained within the arbitrary temi&b boundaries drawn by the
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former colonial powers” (153). Concerning “himsptimarily with differences,
for he is interested in defining the unique gemtithe individual writer” is the
individual critic, who pays attention to “the fuinge and magnitude of his artistic
achievement as measured by the fresh insights inedtan his works. It is
assumed that every writer has something differersialy and says it in his own
special way” (153, 154). In this typology, Lindfases both critics as mutually
exclusive, but | want to see both as complemerdad/would combine these to
analyse Okri’s setting as both a nationalist anchdividual critic would, thereby
seeing Okri as belonging to the Nigerian literargdition yet displaying his
individual stylistic and artistic peculiarities. Bert Armstrong rightly articulated
this national character of the written literatufeéSouthern Nigeria four decades
ago (1966: 117-32), though Nwakanma'’s analysistoim@manda Adichie and
the written narratives of the Igbo of the Easteant mf Nigeria has recently
affirmed it more theoretically (2008: 1-14).

In his formative years, Okri seemed to be affirming contract of realism he
met Nigerian writers holding with their readersHowers and Shadowd980),
for instance, Okri presents the maturation of de@kwe. His dream was to
become a teacher and to achieve this he must suatrtfmuthrashing demands of
a modern, developing, but complex Nigerian socifith an entrenched system
of corruption, his father being a major participaand lack of justice, he is
helpless, falls in love, lusts, and engages irfdhaliar vagaries of young adults.

The above realistic setting is typical of such veoals Achebe’slo Longer at
Ease(1960),A Man of the Peoplél964),Anthills of the Savanna(1987), but
the inroads they make on the protagonists areQuiti Amali, in the first work,

Is but a dormant onlooker at the corruption ofdlag, musing over the seething
pile around him and taking in all until Max stirsrh Jeffia takes a step further to
bemoan the corruption of the day by being diligasstimuch as his youth could
afford him, in remaining unsoiled. In the secondrkyahe corollary of the
corruption in the twilight of colonial disengagemeis noticeable in Obi
Okonkwo, who figures it. It is also indicated iretiireconcilable thoughts in the
trial judge’s mind concerning him. His taking bribbegan one day. Before he
knew it, it is not only ‘bribe money’ he was colliegy but also ‘bribe sex’. As the
first-time deep contrition significantly wears dffe dishes out recommendations
for scholarship for the qualified but able ‘bribethough indications are that his
conscience was yet alive. Thus, we hear that: @Dight to have felt happier. But
he didn'’t. [...] People say that one gets usethésé things, but he had not found
it like that at all. Every incident had been a hadtimes worse than the one
before it.” (No Longer at Easd53, 154). He becomes a mystery even to the
society that capitalized on hig to do him in. So Obi Okonkwo, the elder Mr.
Okwe of sorts, and many of the corrupt bureauahtsagos are represented in
the tragic aspect he cuts out for himself. At leatencing scene, the narrator
reflects:

Everybody wondered why. The learned judge, as we baen, could not

comprehend how an educated young man and so osaifalth. The
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British Council man, even the men of Umuofia, dmt know. And we
must presume that, in spite of his certitude, Med&srdid not know either
(2009: 154).

Above is the classic realism Nigerian narrative&enaf the corrupt situations of
the historical Nigeria.

Somehow, Omovo’s paintingsunscapein The LandscapeWithin (1981)
seems to answer the questions in the minds ofutieace and the trial Judge by
bringing into visual form what usually is spokeroabin hushed tones, heard of
in beer parlours, but not normally seen to be aomiéd, the particular reality of
corruption in Obi’'s society and, abstractly, thegsures of modernity and the
rapidity with which this is quickly localized foreHish purposes in Nigerian
narratives. He also appears to sketch out how pboru has permeated every
aspect of the society, unbeknownst to the judg&réat smeared Obi itNo
Longer at Easgleffia’s father irFlowers and Shadowsand the political class of
The Landscape Withimn the last workSunscapés censored and confiscated by
this clique because it depicted the horrible coons of the city’s helpless poor
in contrast to the city’s rich. Rather than bow, iseresilient, bringing to
culmination the realistic technique of Okri’'s afiiscreation. Besides Chinua
Achebe’sAnthills of the Savannaln much more modern works — Chimamanda
Adichie’s Purple Hibiscus(2003), Half of a Yellow Surn(2007), Sefi Atta’s
Everything Good will Com@007), Kaine Agary'&ellow-Yellow(2006), Helon
Habila’'s Waiting for an Angel(2002), and counting, clear description of
corruption as undertaken by major characters ismgifhis description does not
only offer a major realistic index with which toagnd these characters to the
Nigerian tradition of narratives, but also sengesdntextualize Ben Okri’s earlier
realistic narratives, through their settings, thBoas of characters, local idioms
as tribal languages, and picturesque descriptiomhat Jeyifo, in reference to
Wole Soyinka’sThe Interpreterscharacterizations, articulated as the “show and
tell” style (2004: 173). He explained further:

Each of these collective protagonists is compagsithiawn and also

functions as a technical device, but many Nigergaders of the novel

whose formative cultural experience goes backdg#riod covered in the
narrative have long played a sort of ‘show and wdilich identifies each

‘interpreter’ with the famous artists and writeffsttoe Mbari group, with

Soyinka himself — as more or less Egbo — featupraminently in the

speculations.

The Interpreterss thus also very much a novel of place, of a ifigec

milieu (173).

Okri's earlier novels can in like manner be clasasdnarratives of place, of
specific milieus.
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3. FECULIARITIES OFBEN OKRI'SREALISM: SETTING

The above setting, the specific social milieu inialkih characterization of
characters is enacted is the general sort becagbkecharacter is linked to extra-
literary concepts and persons. However, therecanaistent feature of setting in
modern Nigerian narrative, from Soyinka$he Interpreters (1972) to
contemporary ones — the presence of public plasgsas the bar and night club.
The bar is to the poor what the night club is te thiddle class. InThe
Interpreters,the ‘interpreters’ and some major characters featjunight clubs to
‘cool off as in most of Okri's narratives. Partlady, the bar is partly
instrumental for adherence of Okri’'s narrativeshe realist tradition. But more
than that, in Okri, the bar defeats the expectatmfrfrequenters. No other place
in the society exists like it where a low classsparescapes to from his sordid
dwelling to ease off his discontent; yet it fatbsachieve this end in him. It is the
case withThe Famished Roa&ongs of Enchantmenifinite Riches the short
stories ofincidents at the ShrinendStars of the New Curfewloreover, the bar
in his corpus also partly aids Okri's deviation nfrorealism to fantasy as
demonstrated iThe Famished Roaskries with the presence of fantastical and
other sundry elements. | shall return to this.

Following the realist strain, once and again, Enaokdnd Marjomi, both
friends, out of job, depressed, and exchangingréveturn to a bar to ruminate
on their sorrows and strategies on how to go s&lmore pint of blood to survive
in “In the City of the Red Dust” irstars of a New Curfewt was on one such
occasion that Marjomi becomes so bleary-eyed wrthkdthat he resorts to
breathing curses on the governor, the people,ledritire society, even slapping
his former girl-friend, Dede. In swift response h& crowd grew angry. They
pressed towards Marjomi, who seemed to relishdba of being beaten” (Okri,
“In the City of Red Dust” 68). Marjomi is beaten lgllow drinkers whose
warnings he undermined. The fracas associated ttivéhoar in Okri seems to
update its earlier representation in such textJtss Interpretersan upward
review that appropriates realism and posits paid sumffering arising from
uncaring leadership in many ways. For example,gagshere was combat in “In
The City of the Red Dust,” in a night club in “Stasf a New Curfew,” there was
also combat, though a different sort. In the lateedisplay of wealth between
Odeh’s father and Assi’s is the ‘combat.’ Theira ifinancial contest,” where “if
you attend, there’s no way you won't leave with diaals of naira in your pocket”
(“Stars of a New Curfew” 122). Later, what begissmaere bragging of who is
richer, spills over to the street of W. as thesoltboth men clash. They remind
us of the political thugs that foughtTime Famished Roaskries, Achebe’da Man
of the PeopleThe thugs in the latter work killed Max. Nevergés, the realist
orientation of the bar thus far is also challendedhints of fantastical elements
abound. In a hotel without electricity-generatingnp, power is cut and a young
man entertaining others on stage with singing balates as he sees his dead
lover, Maria, come back to him. The rest of theyste about the deep reflective
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intercourse they had. Peculiarly, this same episodethe nightmare had by the
nameless narrator of “Stars of a New Curfew,” wheaets of his body are
auctioned, undermines the realistic technique aadgurates the buildup of the
presence of the fantastical element in the cobestiof short stories that
culminates in “What the Tapster SawThe Famished RoadSongs of
Enchantment and Infinite Riches the sort never before represented in the
Nigerian literary tradition.

The first and second attempts to ‘steal’ Azaro Isydprit mates take place in
The Famished Road Madame Koto’s bar, a seemingly physical, bui/\feiid
place, in terms of description, where unearthhatirees, as perceived by Azaro,
and humans meet to relish palm wine and peppergougalk politics, and to
engage in brawls when occasion offers. Before Katts the Party of the Rich,
her bar was a place for the poor of the ghettducieg Dad, but after that, it
becomes a habitué for strange spirits, demonsdwaidgets, and, above all,
Azaro’s spirit friends. The bar complicates itdedfre as the material sub-scene
where Okri’s fantastical proclivities would showtto. Much as it accommodates
people through whom we see the impact of a hastiteng, it also serves as the
harbour for elements necessary for tilting Okriarmatives away from the
trajectory of realism to that of fantasy. TheFamishedRoad Azaro narrates:

The next time | went to Madame Koto’s bar the phaes full of big blue

flies. [...] All of them looked as freakish as theople who were there the

last time. [...] There was an albino, but he wdisatad had a head like a

tuber of yam. The man who was bulbous in one eyewlate and blank

like a polished moonstone in the other. The two mbo were sinister in

dark glasses now had white hair and curious hiprdedtions. The youth

who had no teeth was now woman. | recognized thieimeaeath their
transformed appearances. [...] One of them lookedhl lizard with small,
fixed green eyes. Amongst these strange people etkees who seemed
normal, who had stopped off on their way home fithieir jobs for an
evening’s drink. The place was so crowded thatdl teastruggle through

the tight-jammed bodies, all of them raucous, fithem singing, passing

abuses and bad jokes across the bar. | heard vbiaesvere unearthly

(133).

Azaro was to get accustomed to this scene in tieratorks.

But how did the bar get this far? While Azaro’s flanity augments, the
magical feature of the bar also doesSbngs of Enchantmerthe diabolic nature
and political influence of Koto flower, too, makiigr so unwieldy that the bar,
together with the drinking raucousness, becomeasemaate for her. Something
has got to be done; she brings a white horse h@gard of the bar and erects a
Jackal-headed Masquerade before it, at the vergrese to the bar. Along with
her new status following her joining the Party bbé tRich is the new spiritual
powers she acquires. Besides, “the new powers wenging converts. People
who had opposed them — those whose lives had beereled by their night
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fears, women who had borne too many children, miem lnad no money and no
hopes left, whose children died of under-nourisnmehnad all joined the Party,
had all accepted Madame Koto’s invisible patronagings of Enchantment
111).

The Masquerade and the horse censor political ,téllishing people and
cutting short the life of anyone portraying the tiaf the Rich as oppressors.
Their victims are “those who opposed the partyyloo spoke ill of it, and suffered
inexplicable pains, whose children fell to vomitingho became temporally
blind” (180), with the Masquerade engineering thesmheinous of these
atrocities. So in a way, the Masquerade and theehare serving as the secret
police of the day, the agents of the Big BrotheGebrge Orwell’'sl984 From
Koto’s bar, therefore, an inexplicable cautionamcé ripples to the wider society;
it serves as a great cruel conformational plackjgadly, as it does to its drinkers
in quenching their thirst for alcohol without leily go off that habit. The bar is
ordinary and typical a place, especially in a thualld country like Nigeria, but
also, so strange and far away from it going bycihrestitution of the drinkers and
the inimical influences they have on the ghetto wamity. Okri thus narrates his
stories using the traditionally familiar bar thatat once a deformation of the
conventional scene of relaxation realism hitherés Bupplied us in Nigerian
narratives.

Another distinguishing feature of this bar can petted. Atrocities such as
the killing of Ade by Koto’s driver and her senditiyugs to pounce on Ade’s
father, leading to his death, all take place withiavicinity of the bar. Again, the
spell of Koto’s bar shows up once more as two nmejackal-like voices rave
confessions: “they shouted in a horrific confess@bwhy and when they stabbed
him in the nape and throat and forehead and duimgdabdy on a patch of weeds”
(Infinite Riches61). And the bar, “for the sake of two weeks king at Madame
Koto’s bar,” is responsible for this and other ae crimes. The bar, notorious
for spurring people into mischiefs and other sotlis) has suddenly in Okri’s
narratives become a place where a regime of oppedssitalisation are hatched
and distributed across the social space of thaghet

In addition, it is in front of this bar that “soma® had dumped a bucket of
something disgusting”Irffinite Riches 15), reminding us of the question a
prostitute pesters a nameless night soil man widmbther bar in “Masquerades”
in Incidentsat the Shrine

‘So tell me, what kind of business are you in?’

He glared at her. He waved his hands.

He said: “You want to know my business?’ He laugh®deat poured

down his forehead. He said: ‘One day a man cameetdHe said | should

dump such and such in front of such and such asitanise. Why should

I? Because of money, that's why. So | took the nycared then | went and

forgot the address and | had to dump the thingantfof the house of the

man who paid me. What could | do? You want to kmaw business?
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Money business. Just like you. Everything na shiess you get money.
Dat's what I think.” (79-80).

Craftily, through anecdote, he tells her it is $hisiness, and she does not get it.
Artistically, from the above and most short storrescidents at the Shrin@kri
appears to have weaned the bar scene in “Masq@éraden the intrusion of
fantastical elements and placed it in a realistintext where he explores the
misery of the individual through his interactionshaothers. But the implications
of the bar scene in Okri's narratives remain — than attempt to represent the
bar or night club with familiar denotation, he sthees the denotation to include
other meanings, thus making room for the fantastcceamerge. What the night
soil man means is that everything a poor man/woduas is slavery, something
no one in her/his right senses, if given the freedo choose, would like to do —
say, prostitution. Thus, a commoner is forced byepty to do shit business, even
at the bar. Relationships are struck here, in #re dnd what's more, relaxation
from the painful twists of life is got here, tod.i$ a place where Sarah, the
Ghanaian exchangeable lady mistress to Cata-dega tafuge in “The Dream-
Vendor’'s August” and where Ajegunle Joe finds Ik@om the description of the
bar, one infers that it is more than a place forlking and relaxation with friends.
Its main functions included, essentially, the moaemic manifestation of the
inhibitive and corrosive elements and influenceghefwider society. The bar is
a place where a person like Dad, the night soil ,naaxad others, comes with
frustration and leaves with despondency; comesisgdédr an awakening of his
love life, but leaves with no excitement arounddmnsin nor in his affections, an
example being Ajegunle Joe; arrives with doubleittfes but departs with a
doubling of his double trouble, as in the examgléhe night soil man; in short,
it is a place in excess of its meaning as a veaugefaxation. It can also be said
that whatever principle governing the actions ohkers also makes them the
index of what obtains in the larger setting or sunding. This setting supports
and sustains servile business, be it night sodimgrostitution in “Masquerades,”
or patronising mysticism and occultism in “The Dre&endor’'s August,” or
watching elatedly as migrants are bulldozed offDsparities.” The people in
the setting of the last short story must have wargharacteristic attitudes, and
their attitudes speak of who they are. All theseaafunction of their environment
and no matter how these victims of environment wanbe freed from its
oppressing hold, their locale, their ‘captor’ emgstightening its hold.

| shall follow the lead already given by the bas,microcosm of the larger
contexts out of which spring characters. Characieitsirn, have influenced their
settings in the course of impacting the destinfegloer characters. But then, what
comprises conventional setting in literature? Ighti of Okri's works, what
specific trait governs his setting? And in whattgatar ways does his setting
deviate, complicate and assume a peculiar artstitus within the larger
framework of setting in the Nigerian literary tradin? A setting can be either
neutral or dynamic, depending on whether a geoggaplocation or character is
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given prominence in a narrative. In the case ofi,®ks is dynamic, mostly to be
gathered from the values a character espouses. Wg@escribes an environment
it is to make it bear on the characters’ destinfesir basic elements of setting:
the first, geography, including topography, scenengriors, and others; second,
the occupation and lifestyle of characters; thimge; and the last, the religious,
intellectual, and moral environment are importanliterature. But Okri mostly
places his characters in the last group, the peeapiritual, intellectual, and
moral atmosphere. He avoids the first in most sfrhature works. So we notice
that the conventional setting is not really his m@aieoccupation, accounting for
the namelessness of setting in the majority ofvimsks though a critic like
Kehinde approximates Lagos to the setting Tofe Famished Roaderies
(2007: 231-246).

Okri only discusses geography in snippets, and fioase bits, | intend to
derive principles for his settings’ description afdheir effects on the physical,
psychological, and on the existential space ofattars who are victims of their
settings rather than villains to their fellow chaeas. Inincidents of the Shrine
short story, “Disparities,” the narrator-victim sayNo one really cares. Everyone
looked at us, they did not really care; it was ¢benmon run of the place” (48).
What he says of the city of white people unto whalack people from once
colonized countries migrated is true of other ptadeom the ghetto offhe
Famished Roadsongs of Enchantmemfinite RichesIn Arcadia and the cities
of “A Crooked Prayer,” “A Dreamer’s Vision in Augiss’ “Converging City,”
“A Hidden History,” “Masquerades,” “Incidents atlshrine” inincidents at the
Shrine the cities of “In the City of Red Dust,” “Worldkat Flourish,” and “Stars
of the New Curfew;” and the villages of “In the Sloavs of War” and “What the
Tapster Saw” irStars of the New Curfevelf-interest is the number one rule,
every other thing follows. In this milieu, the matharacters are outcasts. On a
ladder, the chief characters of the storietnmdents at the ShrinandStars of
the New Curfeware held down to an inimical demonic environmelftyé
1957: 135), while irAstonishing the Goda work at the ladder’s lowest rung, we
see a member of that environment seeking to escadfm the courage to venture,
he is rewarded with success by the Invisibles,iiorw he is visible and by whom
he is made an Invisible.

Ironically, only one person is at home with thistsaf strange setting in “A
Hidden History,” a black man, List-Image, but h@ig of his mind. Or he has to
be out of his mind to come to terms with this eanment, a requirement he alone
possesses. His fondness for the most despised Ipiacss about the abstention
of those other animals from the scene. He seeims teplacing the old occupants
in a most atypical manner. The haters created deresthat sends former sane
occupants packing; now, at their exit, the vilenscereated is further made worse
by the abnormality of the insane, driving away thdsat made the departure of
the departed possible. Curiously, the setting tsspecified by Okri; neither are
migrants’ autochthonous homes. But with the mentidast-Maker, being Black
and with the historical allusion, “they had comaeswaering the call of their former
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rulers, to be menials of society” (81), one sursig®t in consonance with the
technique of realism, the setting must be one @dalcountries that attended the
Berlin Conference of 1884-5. Despite this realiime, nameless, whether place
or person, is an issue. The same namelessnesssafmpluncle Saba’s setting in
“Crooked Prayers,” Agodi’s in “Converging City,” drAnderson Ofoegbu’s in
“Incidents at the Shrine.” With these narrativegs]udingThe Landscape Within
and Flowers and Shadow®Okri makes an original poetical and artistic deep
impress on the realistic sub-tradition of Nigetiggrature and aligns himself with
the likes of Chinua Achebe, Wole Soyinka, John Mwy® Ifeoma Okoye, S. O.
Mezu, Amadi Elechi, Obinkaram Echewa, Festus lyiaylore Okpewho, and, in
the twenty-first century, with writers like Sefi t& Helon Habila, Jude Dibia,
Chimamanda Adichie, and others.

4. FROM REALISM TO FANTASY AND THE UNDERMINING OF
TRADITION

Nonetheless, Okri seems to set out on a journey iopposite route by differing
greatly from the ‘show and tell’ style of the abauathors. To do this, Okri has
had to undermine himself before undercutting thedition that gave him
platform. By implication, he first deviated frormhself before swerving from the
structure of representation of setting in the Nayeliterary tradition — in voice,
and patterning, and indices of realism. From th@eslof realism, we could see
him, sailing away far into the wide sea of “halhatiory realism” (“The Nobel
Prize”), “magical realism” (Aizenberg 1995: 25-3@nd “shamanic realism”
(Olivia 1999: 171-196). While asail, he finds nesmpany — Garcia Marquez,
Mia Couto, Syl Cheney-Coker, Isabel Allende, Luisrges, and others. He did
not join them in one go; only in trickles, whilellstiliating his narratives to the
Nigerian tradition. InStars of a New Curfewthe evidence of this new company
emerged as nightmare in “Stars of a New Curfew;Vihen the Lights Return,”
as hallucination, in “Worlds that Flourish,” as efiiddled consciousness, and as
coma in “In the Shadows of War.” It takes the fooifetishistic, purificatory
renewal and deliverance ritual in “Incidents at8mgine” and of reality-infecting
dream in “The Dream-Vendor’s August,” where a middets with Joe and gives
him bad luck to hold for him. The item given posestain negative implications
for his life until it was given back, still in aelm,in Incidents at the Shrind'he
presence of spirits, madmen, shrines, merging adges against another,
collapsing the known onto the strange, the decodlitige strange using the model
of the familiar, and so on are the gradual advaneind emergence of a jolting
technique that agitates both the larger Okri’'s aerpnd the Nigerian literary
tradition, especially Tutuola’s and Fagunwa’s and tealistic segment of this
tradition. The bizarre in the above works is lodatebetween realistic segments
of the plots.
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The varied elements of fantasy identified are w@ati’'s puts to use in
subsequent works Fhe Famished Roa&ong of Enchantmerinfinite Riches
and, to a very small degree Starbook(2007). He transformed them into a higher
mega-technique that is yet to have a namdésionishing the Goddviaybe
prophesy, philosophy, futurism, or vision wouldv&as one. We recall that the
bar is by far an eminent micro-setting that seg¢ssttage for his works’ deviation
from realism, as branded by the technique of nealts fantasy. Also noted was
that while Dad bears the imprints of the tempdratorical and corporeal setting,
Azaro, undoubtedly, holds similar fort for the gpial without losing his physical
features inThe FamishedRoadseries. The setting of both worlds complicate in
Azaro, especially in his most rebellious, call badene, in that the father, a
physical being resorts to a spiritual agent to battk one on a spiritual journey
and who is fleeing from the consequences of disebed of spirit companions.
| state that it is with Azaro and the traces of ¢$b#ing he bears, represents, and
perceives that Okri greatly deviates from the come@al setting of the Nigerian
narrative inThe Famished Roaderies the way Mbachu does with Zahrah’s
dadahoodn Zahrah the Windseek¢2006).

Azaro is ambikuy, a spirit-human child always billed to go backte egbe
mates, in the land of idyll through the vehicladeath. As we shall discover, this
route is not strictly adhered to at all times. Whrhany humans have a uni-
perceptional experience of reality, his is dualercpiving the spiritual and the
physical, owing hugely to his nature. Hence, he segonently becomes
indispensible in the description of the sort ofiagtthat undermines convention.
As my take indicates, even Okri sees through hes gjyist as we must describe
the scenario through the reality his eyes obsesugguhe first person narrative
technique. His sensory organs play supersensoss rbésides their natural
functions. It is therefore no surprise that he daelate that:

| heard voices all around me, the twittering, vidovoices of my spirit

companions wailing in disappointment. | ran tiletroad became a river

of voices, every tree, car, and face talking to ocas crossing my path,

people with odd night faces staring at me unknolyingt crossroads

people glared and seemed to float towards me megigcil fled all
through the night.

The road was endless. One road led to a thoughadspwhich in turn
fed into paths, which fed into dirt tracks, whicacame streets, which

ended in avenues and cul-de-saldse(Famished Road 13).

This cannot be the perception of a natural enviemmit is of a superreal. He
confesses, on one occasion, that “l saw a diffenesality” and,
in that new spirit world a creature ugly and maigeift like a prehistoric
dragon, with the body of an elephant, and the éd@ewarthog. It towered
before me.... Its face was incredibly ugly. A denaywof humans, of lost
souls, of spirits, of all things wonderful, thiseaeture opened its dreadful
mouth and roared. Beneath me the tree began togeh&uddenly it
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seemed the tree was no longer a thing of woodedtame a thing of
quivering flesh. The wood rippled slowly into flegstansforming beneath
me (246-247).

Later, wanderlust overcomes him and he wandersh8ig beaten by his father,
which opens up a circumstance, setting, and aetvihot once identified in
Nigerian narratives. The spirit companions whomakene perceives were to
stimulate his decision to leave the corporeal wahisbugh a literarily strange
means. He had destroyed the glass windows of thwligh blind old man’s house
and with his father having to pay dearly out of pesiury, he issues a threat: “if
you want to return to the world of spirits, retuBut if you want to stay, then be
a good son!” (325). He takes his life through st#frvation in response to this
brashness and the waiting allurements of the theagled spirit messenger. We
catch a glimpse of their intercourse:

On the third day of refusing to eat, | began tawéetine world.

[-]

‘Your parents are treating you atrociously,” heds&Come with me.

Your companions are desperate to embrace you. Tharteuly wonderful

feast awaiting your homecoming. They yearn for ylmwely presence.

You will be treated like a prince, which is whatuyare. Human beings

don’t care. They don’t know how to love. They dokrtow what love is.

Look at them you are dying and all they do is potiseir boots. Do they

love you? No!’

| paid attention to the words of the spirit... $3326).

The spirit's remarks echo the ghommids’ reproadhuimans in D.O. Fagunwa’s
The Forest of a Thousand Daem@h838). It takes his father an expensive ritual
to bring him back to life. The circumstance of dieufictivities takes place: one
in reality and the other in the netherworld. Adies in the former have
consequential and replicative power over the latteere an old woman, with her
weapon,
severed one of its [the spirit’'s] heads. The spatitout a horrifying cry,
utterly human. The woman slashed off its secondl hEaathers fell in
frenzy over me. The blood of the spirit spattergdface and momentarily
blinded me. When | looked again | saw Dad tower one, a white hen in
one hand, a knife of mincing sharpness in the ath&tum stood with her
back to the window, surrounded by nine blue candiad configuration
of cowries. Dad held the white hen firmly, wingsidaet and head. Blood
dripped down in his arms. [...] The knife in Datland descended swiftly,
slashed the air twice. The herbalist releasedraipgecry. The old woman
struck the spirit at the same moment, with a migwype of her weapon.
Dad slashed off the chicken’s throat. The old worsavered the spirits
last head. The spirit fought vainly in the cano¢ha&schicken twitched. Its
blood dripped on my forehead. The herbalist fédrdi The spirit's head,
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landing on silver, looked round, saw itself sepaatdtom its body, and let
out its final scream of horror, cracking the suefa€ the river. The mirrors
shattered. It became dark. Splinters and reflesticaught in my eyes.
(338-339).

The scenes afore-described are not dreams, haltiams, nightmares, nor
visions, nor do they possess any element of irtetite will-to-make on Azaro’s
part. And to think that physical and spiritual aos are pitted and, ironically,
complemented, one is in quandary to place thisesgea familiar model in the
tradition. But there is more. The closest we fisidhtertribal wars iThings Fall
Apart which Okonkwo recalls. Even then, it was not aalit- just war. Azaro’s
case above contrasts the entire supersensible .wWaéelds at the mercy of the
living as well as of the dead. It is doubtful tkameone going through the above
experiences would be comfortable in his in-betwstate. Unfortunately, he is
not.

What Azaro lacks in not perceiving, sometimes, ulgio dream, his father,
mother, and Madame Koto possess. And more thamingain another move of
deviation from tradition, Okri sets up inanimatel @mimate objects, breathes into
them to not just do what humans can, but beyond Wiey can do. Evidences
abound irfSongs of Enchantmeandinfinite RichesWhen told that Sami has run
away with his bet money, Black Tyger asks his ctaldun with him and they run
in the familiar and realistic and the strange aradegque scene(s), in one motion.
He narrates:

We ran for a long time. The air turned green. Artaykaughed in the dark.

An owl called. Ritual noises surfaced among thehbas Suddenly,

everything was alive. The air crackled with resmelectricity. [...]

We ran into a quivering universe, into resplenderd secret worlds.

We ran through an abode of spirits, through theatisolate forms of

homeless ghost. We hurried through as sepia fa§ thith hybrid beings,

through the yellow village of invisible crows, pastsurrant marketplaces

of the unborn, and into the sprawling ghommidsstdd alabaster

landscapes of the recently dead. We kept pushingthoough the

inscrutable resistance of the moon-scented aingny find the road back

into our familiar reality. ongs of Enchantmer4-25).

Several environments are described above, eachdgtinctive quality that finds
no correlation to the environment of Sami, the ahdee, nor that of their
“familiar reality” (Astonishing the Gog¢<29). This is strange enough, but to
consider that they were not in any way in chas&ahi in this wide hallucinatory
floating endeavour is stranger. The ease with wisithracters glide from the
artistically realistic to the wondrous in these Gknarratives when yet in the
course of describing a probable event marks Olohasartist who had done much
to undermine the convention of realism he met enNligerian literary tradition,
or that his artistic genius began with.
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Besides the entire ghetto which has come under Mad&oto’s demonic
oppression, the bar, in particular transforms tality into a shadow of its old self
and into the shadow haunting the ghetto. The Jdwailied Masquerade and the
white horse are positioned in the bar’'s frontage densorship of all hateful
political discussions in the bar and its vicin®nly Azaro, of all the multitudes
that marvelled at the strange beings, makes a ctiondetween the masquerade
and the blind old man, a sorcerer, and the horddvlEadame Koto. He describes
the Masquerade thus:

The Masquerade’s head was a mighty house. It wa®m® mind, but

many; a confluence of minds. | wandered in its canssness and found a

labyrinthine kingdom. | saw its pyramids, its csjats castles, its great

palaces, its seas, and rivers. | saw its moats madshlands, its
architectural wonders, its splendid dungeons artdrischambers, its vast
armies and police networks, its slaves, cabalsdramgineers, spirit-
distorters, reality-manufacturers, history-twistetsuth-inventers, soul-
transplanters, dream-destroyers, courage-grinters;corrupters, hope-
crushers, sleep-eaters, hunger-producers, moneefar Songs of
Enchantment114-115).

The masquerade, also knowregsvugwun Igbo narratives aggungunn Yoruba
drama, is a consistent and familiar presence irNigerian literary tradition. In
Things Fall Apartit is sacralized as it dons the paradoxical reatafrbeing one
of the spirits of the clan, though behind its @ffalm is a human being. The idea
of it being carried about by some ‘natives’ is wRdkings, in Soyinka’'©eath
and King’'s Horsemar1975), holds when he puts its regalia on, notdmig its
sacredness. Consequently, the fragile peace in Ganuips on it, bringing about
the tragedy ofrhings Fall Apart On his part, Okri neither sacralizes nor scoffs.
But in doing neither, he secularises it, givingit important diabolic political
bizarre function, magical censorship. | categolycadsert that never in the history
of the Nigerian tradition was the masquerade gihenabove depiction as OKkri
has done, not even through a narrator as Azar@ughrAzaro’s perception, the
Masquerade in the bar premises, a supposedly n@ameaphysical effigy, takes
a diabolic predisposition and purposes stretchangk lio the history of brutality
ever known to man since the Fall. It is therefooé meant for the good of the
public who are thrilled to see it. It, Koto, thera old man, and the white horse
seal up their definition and configuration as tbecés of evil. But a cause for
wonder is how Azaro could have, being a physicati@nd not leaving where he
Is seated, travel into the consciousness of thegMaade. This fantastical
element is owed to his nature. So his nature recately tied to the fantastical
setting in those narratives. By him, Okri makesdtieerwise unthinkable setting
to come into full view, to be realizable as wellthisikable.

Same applies ttnfinite Richeswhere Azaro’s capabilities also feature. Only
that, in the above narrative, Mum, with Dad and razZaaving had their share of
perceiving the otherworldly, joins the number as becomes one more female
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hand of Madame Koto’s. As “a spirit-child wanderimg an unhappy world”

(Infinite Riches 249), he describes a scene of the rally, a vatyral place that

has beings undergoing transformational processdtedron it:
Near a tree | saw Sami, betting shop owner whorbadff with Dad’s
money a long time ago. | saw him changing intoaamgrat, as if he were
merely taking off his coat, tearing off an outeyda of human identity.
Even as a rat his face was still familiar. Whercaeght me staring at him
he uttered a monstrous syllable, barely humannlagain, no longer
carried by my feet, but by a hot wind. The bad dreaf politicians were
wreaking havoc on the earth. A tree burst into 8amand a yellow star
pulsed into the remote regions of ash-flavouredspllew realities were
being born in the birth-throes of a new nation (296

We can compare the scene above to another raiglstic one that takes place
in Chinua Achebe’®\ Man of the PeopleThe politician is nhamed, Honourable
Chief M.A. Nanga; the setting is mentioned, Andii@ circumstances are
probable; and one could decipher the period asiggdbe First Republic era of
Nigeria’s history. It is the period of dirty polis (as even today) in a newly
independent nation like Nigeria, which in the Nigarliterary tradition subsisted
from the realism oA Man of the Peoplpublished in 1964 to Okri’s fantastical
works, includinglnfinite Richesof 1998. Odili captures the despondent mood of
this era, as well as his desire for love that wgping away: “What | felt was
sadness — a sadness deep and cool like a welymtth my hopes had fallen; my
twin hopes of a beautiful life with Edna and of enera of cleanliness in the
politics of our country” (Achebeh Man of the Peoplel30). Okri only subjects
the same setting of election, political chaos,racds to different techniques of
representation and like Odili, Azaro experienceslar reaction.

Besides the representation of the bizarréhe Famished Roaskries, there
Is Okri’'s most utopian exploration of an ideal @athrough the technique of
paradox of his entire corpus Astonishing the God4.995). His is the forging of
a utopia, or a utopian prophecy, while leading eeadhrough its maze. This
informs all the incongruous setting Astonishing the Godand the reason why
Green inventively classes him amongst the Romanfidhe William Blakean
sort (2009: 18-32). | also think it includes therfsial Taylor Coleridgean strand,
too, in terms of representing a utopia. Okri is ad¥ocating for people to suffer
in quest of an ideal, but that those who presetidlyhave suffered enough to
transform it into something sublime, something tbah usher in nobility of
ventures and essences of purity in all facets afdruexistence. So in speaking
less and unclearly, through this work, he speakshnaund very distinctly. Three
thresholds are identified in his bid to carry dug eibove irAstonishinghe Gods
On one side is a nameless young man; on anothemaless landscape from
which the nameless young man flees; and, on the tlas nameless island to
which he flees. On these tripodal thresholds rdbkts philosophic fable,
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Astonishing the Goglshe setting of which is at extreme to what olgamThe
Famished Roadsongs of Enchantmerndinfinite Riches
Appearances in this strange kingdom are utterlytradistinguished with
those of determinate human historical momentsatiertique of realism captures.
Except there is an exotic civilisation unmatchedhistorical Africa, no place in
Africa today boasts of the chessboard landscapéwseimed by a shore and an
entrance to the main cityscape. Within the citytanity, the atmosphere and the
nearby surrounding are unreal. There are “the mkke,” “places made of
moonlight” (Astonishing the God4.0), “a magnificent garden in which flowers
bathed in a celestial glow,” and “a white unicontivan emerald horn” (11).
And then to cross a bridge is not that casual, @kist cast it in initiatory and
ritualistic splendour to assert the more the staegs of the stranger. In this
initiatory process of crossing the bridge, all gdj@s and features of the outside
world in the young man must be expunged, shedhodiugh the nameless city’s
own method of integration. Though he is not conguktb enter it, it seems to be
a condition of the place that the environment fitkak the capacity of doing the
bidding of its people without being pressed tosoHE crosses it and he describes
the atmosphere of this kingdom and his experience:
He had entered another marvelous street. The nghinihade the
chessboard universe quiver. At first, as he wentrdihe street, he noticed
huge white and silver forms looming high up in tie He noticed the
great extensions of their dazzling and partiallypazaled forms. They
filled him with an unaccountably holy terror. Therms, alive in a way
that only the most awesome things are alive, enessgd him with their
total knowledge of his being. As he passed undemithe became even
lighter. He felt himself changing into light. ...

He felt himself sinking into those depths as hespd beneath the
charged immanent wings. And as he sank deepenawanvisibilities he
had a sudden monstrous suspicion of the endlessokss, the
bottomlessness of it, till he could imagine a staigavisibility that shaded
into the eternal, the infinite. ...

And when he opened his eyes he found himself Hathé¢he most
splendid black starlight. And up above, like a futgn god of the
mountains, a towering colossus made of primal Jighds the starling
presence of the great archangel of invisibility-(13).

This is a place where contemplation, a mere stobkieought, is action, setting in
motion the action so contemplated, the thoughtaifiig back towards the stone
of a familiar reality” (29). What about the phydisdructure of the place? The
narrator describes “the houses of the Invisibi’ ¢86): “houses, buildings, and
offices were all majestic and all of stone, butvds a stone that seemed in a
permanent state of dreaming” (36). What state alityeis this then? A subreal
vision. But we hear more:
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It was the harmonies in the air that made him stregehe visible city was
a pretext and a guise for an invisible realm. Alhgs suggested something
divine. [...] The visible city was a dream meantiézeive the eyes of men.
He sensed that everything seen was intended tasii@evonly that it
should pass away. [...] The city was a world; dretorld was telling him
things that he couldn’t understand for many yearsame. [...] And yet,
all about him, the city was yielding its forms. H@&s seemed to turn into
liquid, and to flow away before he reached thenhofse in the distance
became a mist when he got there. Fountains dis$aihte fragrances.
Palaces became empty spaces where trees dwellitudeo Cathedrals
became vacant places where harmonies were swaetbstair. (38—40).

For the first time in the fantastic segment ofdmgstic career, Ben Okri devotes
a full narrative to the description of a geographiocation: the courtyard, streets,
the bridge, the city, and the houses of an indeable locale and space, the first
of its kind in the Nigerian literary tradition. Herthe plot of the narrative is not
so much hugely guided by action as by cinematogecagggace of structures and
beings. One could say then tifedtonishing the Godss a geographical book of
African version of utopia. In comparisonAstonishing the Godsnd in terms of
the probable and the improbable, earlier fantdstioaks —The Famished Road
Songs of EnchantmeandInfinite Riches- seem to be less elusive, and go to
make light what critics have alleged regardingrtptlessness. However, by the
same token, he appears to have undermined thegbeirné description of setting
through the masterful application of the technigtiansformation. For instance,
he sees a “floating street” (49). It is impossifilea street to float. One cannot
term this science fiction. The closest descriptionthat it is a miracle of
engineering and transformation. The same applighadridge sub-setting. In
fact, the whole setting is a setting of transfororatin contrast to Tutuola, there
IS no particular talismanic, magical colorationadit It almost bears the bent of
science fiction, which convinces us that Mbachu tnmase picked up a hint or
two from Okri in heiZahrah the Windseekelin The Famished RoaahdZahrah
the Windseekerboth major characters are odd and weird persontheir
communities asabikuanddadarespectively.

Contrasting the people of the ghettolime FamishedRoadseries and in the
Nigerian tradition with those oAstonishing the Godne observes that the
condition of the community oAstonishing the Godapproaches the state of
divinity, godlikeness, and sacredness. Their uistihs are contrary to those
conventionally represented in Nigerian narrativdee universities, we are told,

were places for self-perfection, places for thenbgj education in life.

Everyone taught everyone else. All were teachdirsyeme students. The

sages listened more than they talked; and whenttilkgd it was to ask

guestions that would engage endless generatigmsfiound and perpetual
discovery.
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The universities and the academies were also plabere people sat
and meditated and absorbed knowledge from thecgldResearch was a
permanent activity, and all were researchers aptieap of the fruits of
research. The purpose was to discover the hidddging laws of all
things, to deepen the spirit, to make more profdtedsensitivities of the
individual to the universe, and to become moretorea(66).

The courts and the library did not miss Okri’s atiten,

Courts were places where people went to studyais,Inot places of
judgement. The library, which he took to be onddmg, but which he
later discovered was practically the whole citysvaaplace where people
went to record their thoughts, their dreams, th@witions, their ideas,
their memories, and their prophecies. They alsa wesre to increase the
wisdom of the race. Books were not borrowed. Bookse composed
there, and deposited. (66).

It is no longer the place Ezeulu would send histedearn the white man’s ways
and wisdom in Chinua AchebeArrow of God(1964). And the banks “were
places where people deposited or withdrew thoughtgell-being, thoughts of
wealth, thoughts of serenity. When people werthdl went to their banks. When
healthy, they went to the hospitals” (69). In teseming illogicality of both
places, this jarring of our predictable perceptioh what we know these
institutions to be in the Nigerian literary traditi, we are further dazed by:

The hospitals were places of laughter, amusemantkyecreation. They

were houses of joy. The doctors and nurses werdersasf the art of

humour, and they all had to be artists of one kindnother.

[...]

The masters of the land believed that sicknessldhmricured before it

became sickness. The healthy were therefore preksitie Healing was

always needed, and was considered a necessaf @ity life. Healing

was always accompanied by the gentlest music. Wieading was

required the sick ones lingered in the presenagext paintings, and sat

in wards where masterpieces of healing compositiayed just below the

level of hearing. Outdoor activity, sculpting, stdelling, poetry, and

laughter were the most preferred forms of treatm@soy.

These are not all; the unit of exchange is idd& Guality of thought, ideas, and
possibilities” and the currencies that are invisipi1). With all these and many
more, there is no reason why the nameless questeidwot be filled “with
amazement” (72).

It is clear that Okri has left our own world of @jence for utopia, and it is
this world that he now describes. Voltair€andide(1759) and Gustave Dore’s
Gargantuanand Pantagruel(1873) come to mind here, but not as glamorous,
fabulous, enchanting, enthralling, realism-divestatt as wish-inspiring in the
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reader as Okri'@stonishinghe Gods These narratives are outside the Nigerian
literary tradition but, curiouslyAstonishing the God$ears no categorical
resemblance in setting to Fagunwd@ke Forest of a Thousand Daemaomrs
Tutuola’sThe Palm-wine Drinkard

5. CONCLUSION

From the foregoing, Ben Okri has so far demongirastute difference from the
tradition he commenced his career with. | haveltiteread him as nationalist and
individual critics would by teasing out how alighsnself with Nigeria’s realist
literary sub-tradition of Chinua Achebe, Wole SdgnJohn Munonye, Ifeoma
Okoye, Amadi Elechi, Festus lyayi, Isidore Okpewhaod, in the twenty-first
century, with the likes of Helon Habila, Jude Dijb@himamanda Adichie, and
others in the depiction of realistic setting. | balso taken care to draw attention
to how he undermined the conventional sub-settirigebar and the setting of a
true-to-life third world ghetto and villages; retsmal to the representation of the
grotesque, fabulous, and marvelous with some lilsgnankling of realism; and,
finally, pitched his tent with the prophetic of tB&akean kind. Remarkably, too,
this piece discovered that as Okri's genius majuhes appears to judge
conventional setting only important in so far as drtistically agreeable with and
supportive of the dominant imagery figured by majoaracters. The first time he
focuses on setting exclusively, he subverts whitingegua setting ought to be —
a setting significantly at variance with what oh&in Nigerian literature. In
essence, he also has ruptured the seeming thedlyetissured, concrete and
smooth running literary conditionality of the segfiNigerian literature portrays.
This includes Jeyifo’'s ‘show and tell’ techniquepbi€china’s mimesis of
“traditional beliefs and practices” (Quayson 1927; Kehinde’'s Lagos; and
Moh’s “Nigeria” (2004: 74). Beyond these, for thiest time in modern Nigerian
narratives, he fuses the magical, the improbahéefantastical, the visionary, the
prophetic, and the realism-oriented in his corpua way tremendously at odds
to what is obtainable in Nigerian myths, legends| folktales. He seems to be in
flight from the space of the conventional, and hs twild flight, there is no
suggestion that Ben Okri, the Nigerian traditiopfedigal literary artist, would
come back to roost on his ‘homesoil’.
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