The Hero and His Journey:

Transformation In Twentieth Century Nigerian Literature

Archaic man contacted the sacred and became a “hero” by journeying into the unknown.  His community vicariously participated in this by passing on the tales of the hero’s exploits and by honoring him in ritual remembrance.  Here we find the source of many of mankind’s mythologies and of all traditional stories of adventure.  But today the unknown, the mysterious is difficult to find, and the traditional path of the hero harder to walk, because the “bush,” the “wild,” that place beyond the horizon, is no longer an unknown place.  We have mapped it, we can drive or fly there, we know its inhabitants; at least we’ve seen them on the Discovery channel.  Even those places we cannot physically visit are accessible by probes, cameras, or, in the most extreme cases, telescopes.  In any case, there are no longer any regions where monsters dwell.

Yet people today are not entirely divorced from their more traditional ancestors.  We still tell stories about places “where no man has gone before,” and about the men and women—the heroes—who go there.  The mythos of Star Trek is a perfect example.  We still search for meaning in things we cannot see or touch.  The relative value of this endeavor is not the issue here; the fact of it is.  But we find the old paradigm of the hero’s quest less and less relevant.  As our increasingly urbanized and secular world has steadily dispensed with the sacred as traditionally conceived, we have been forced to re-envision what the sacred means to us, and where and how we might experience it.  Hence, the hierophany,
 the manifestation of the sacred,  is sought less in the ritual or in the geographic unknown than in the subjective center of individual consciousness.  In a way, this development might actually be considered good, for the myths and parables of our ancestors pointed us in this direction anyway.  Whereas previously only shamans, saints and brave warriors—the spiritual elite—had access to direct experience of the sacred, now even the boy and girl next door do.  The sacred has become, oddly enough, egalitarian.  

Literature in twentieth century Africa is a perfect demonstration ground for this phenomenon.  In the works of two Nigerian writers, Fagunwa and Tutuola, we find the traditional mythic sensibility, stories of heroes venturing into the unknown, to meet ghosts and demons and monsters, to bring back boons for their peoples.  The bush in the writings of these two authors is a mysterious and dangerous place, and contemporary issues of poaching, deforestation, and urbanization are not to be found.  The literatures produced by these two men, while written in modern languages (Yoruba and English, respectively), recall the archaic oral traditions.  They are the stuff of folklore rendered in prose.  

In the work of still another Nigerian, Ben Okri, we find reference to the sacred as well.  Indeed, Okri’s literary world in his book The Famished Road is veritably saturated with hierophanies.  But these manifestations of the sacred are of a very different sort from those in Fagunwa, Tutuola, or traditional myth.  They have nothing to do with juju magic or the wonders of unknown places; rather, they are the immediate experience of an individual consciousness in the midst of the ghetto of Lagos.  The hierophany here is found not in the ritual or the hero’s journey, but in the subjective mind of “a peculiarly sentient child.”
  Whereas in Joyce and other modernists this retreat into subjectivity is considered a dissociating, isolating factor, Okri blends the stream of consciousness of the boy Azaro with a near constant awareness of the numinous.  Despite suffering all the traumas of urban ghetto life, he does not lose sense of the inherent mystery of being.

When traditional religious man confronted the sacred, it was always in opposition to the profane.  Existence was essentially binary.  “For religious man,” Eliade writes, “space is not homogeneous,”
 meaning that different orders of reality, of realness, were fundamental to the nature of existence in the traditional view.  The sacred was most real, the profane less so.  The hero’s mission, therefore, was to travel to the sacred place and bring back some blessing or other for his community.  In the words of Joseph Campbell, 

The standard path of the mythological adventure of the hero is a magnification of the formula represented in the rites of passage: separation—initiation—return: which might be named the nuclear unit of the monomyth.
  A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive victory is won: the hero comes back from this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fellow man.
  

This journey, it might be argued, is the “trunk” of the tree of literature.  The journey of the hunter, the shaman, the traveler, into an unknown place filled with spirits and wonders, was the stuff of the first tales told around the preliterate campfires.  What is interesting about African literature of the twentieth century is the near simultaneous appearance of these very traditional tales of mythic sensibility with stories that face head on the fact that the world the old stories assume no longer exists.  

In Fagunwa’s Forest of A Thousand Daemons: A Hunter’s Saga
, the earliest of the works we will consider, the hero is a hunter named Akara-Ogun.  When the writer of the tale meets Akara-Ogun, the hero is already “an old man”.  Akara-Ogun asks the writer to 

Take up your pen and paper and write down the story which I will now tell…  I would not myself have come to you today, but I am concerned about the future and there is this fear that I may die unexpectedly and my story die with me.



Akara-Ogun then proceeds to tell the writer the story of his origins and his journeys into Irunmale, the “Forest of A Thousand Daemons.” 

Akara-Ogun, as it turns out, is no ordinary fellow.  His name means “Compound-of-Spells”
 and he humbly refers to himself as “one of the formidable hunters of a bygone age.”  Although this is a traditional tale in the sense of following the script of Campbell’s “composite hero of the monomyth,” this sentence recognizes that times have changed, and that that script is rapidly becoming outdated and irrelevant.  But in his day Akara-Ogun was great, and his greatness was foreordained (as it is with most heroes) by his parentage.

His father was a hunter as well, “a great one for medicines and spells,” with six hundred amulets, and a house surrounded and guarded by incubi and birds of divination.  But even this great man was outdone by his wife, Akara-Ogun’s mother, a “deep seasoned witch from the cauldrons of hell.”  She was his senior wife and Akara-Ogun the senior child.  But the mutual jealousy of the wives led this woman to destroy the others’ children, leaving only Akara-Ogun.  For this, the father killed her.  The father eventually died when Akara-Ogun was twenty-five, and a year later Akara-Ogun had his first adventure in the forest of Irunmale, which he described as “the home of every vicious beast on earth, and the dwelling of every kind of feathered freak.  Ah, a most evil forest is the forest of a thousand daemons; it is the very abode of ghommids.”
  

Compare Akara-Ogun’s profile to that of the chronic drunk who is the hero of Amos Tutuola’s The Palm-Wine Drinkard.  

I was a palm-wine drinkard since I was a boy of ten years of age…  So my father gave me a palm-tree farm which was nine miles square and it contained 560,000 palm-trees, and this palm-wine tapster [whom his father hired to prepare the palm wine] was tapping one hundred and fifty kegs of palm-wine every morning, but before 2 o’clock P.M., I would have drunk all of it…

Aside from an ability to out-drink a small army, this man would seem to have little to merit him the achievement of great deeds.  But Tutuola’s hero, as he himself informs us, is more than just a drunk: “I myself was a god and juju-man [sorcerer],” and his name is “Father of gods who can do everything in this world.”

The adventure starts when his tapster dies, having fallen from the top of a palm tree—a fatal case of TWI, “tapping while intoxicated.”  The Drinkard can find no one qualified to replace him.  So

One fine morning, I took all my native juju [magical paraphernalia] and also my father’s juju with me and I left my father’s hometown to find out whereabouts was my tapster who had died.

But in those days, there were many wild animals and every place was covered by thick bushes and forests; again, towns and villages were not near each other as nowadays, and as I was travelling from bushes to bushes and from forests to forests and sleeping inside it for many days and months, I was sleeping on the branches of trees, because spirits etc. were just like partners, and to save my life from them…  After the seventh month that I had left my home town, I reached a town and went to an old man, this old man was not a really man, he was a god…

The ensuing adventure is but the first of one of a long series of bizarre encounters with ghosts, goblins, and a host of unnamable beings.  

In Tutuola’s second novel, My Life In the Bush of Ghosts, we find a character similar in background to Akara-Ogun in that he is the victim of polygamous, wife-against-wife rivalries.  The narrator is a seven year old boy, one of two boys of a woman who is the only wife of three to bear a son.  His distinguishing characteristic, surprisingly, is not magical or ancestral, but moral; he is of such an age that “I quite understood the meaning of ‘bad’ because of hatred and had not yet known the meaning of ‘good’.”
  

A local war breaks out and in the chaos the two jealous wives purposefully abandon the boys to their fate.  One is captured and enslaved by the enemy forces, the other, the narrator, flees into the bush, thus beginning a harrowing twenty-four year odyssey.    

After I had traveled sixteen miles and was still running further for the fearful noises [of the guns], I did not know the time that I entered into a dreadful bush which is called the “Bush of Ghosts”, because I was very young to understand the meaning of “bad” and “good”.  This “Bush of Ghosts” was so dreadful so that no superior earthly person ever entered it.
  

If this sounds suspiciously like the forest of a thousand daemons, it should come as no surprise—here, as in Fagunwa and in Tutuola’s earlier work, we have entered the realm of the monomyth.

In light of the above descriptions of each book’s principal character, Campbell’s enumeration of the traditional hero should also sound familiar:

The composite hero of the monomyth is a personage of exceptional gifts.  Frequently he is honored by his society, frequently unrecognized or disdained.  He and/or the world in which he finds himself suffers from a symbolical deficiency…
  [But] the tendency has always been to endow the hero with extraordinary powers from the moment of birth, or even the moment of conception.  The whole hero-life is shown to have been a pageant of marvels…
 

Obviously, each of our cited cases is a hero of the old paradigm.  Each is extreme in his existential circumstances.  Fagunwa’s character, Akara-Ogun, is the child of magical personages.  He is himself a “formidable hunter.”  His lack or flaw is not apparent until he actually enters upon his adventure, at which point—just as the going gets tough—he almost shrinks back.  He chides himself:

Is this not indeed matter for shame?  I call myself a hunter, yet on my very first outing after my father’s death I am forced to flee home in this manner!  I who affect the name of hunter!  No!  Sooner death than this disgrace.  I shall return to that forest—is not my name Compound-of-Spells?

We get the sense that his quest is motivated at least in part by a need to prove himself, to walk in his father’s shoes, so to speak.  If so, low self-esteem may well be his “symbolical deficiency.”

The Palm-Wine Drinkard, of course, is as his name implies, a chronic drunk—his flaw—as well as a god and sorcerer—his exceptional gift.  The little boy of Tutuola’s second novel is a victim of familial rivalry—he is one of the disdained—and is flawed by his moral incompleteness.  

  Given the person of the hero, the schema of the monomyth proceeds to the next stage: “the call to adventure.”  A herald that frequently precipitates the chain of events that becomes the hero’s journey is a tragedy, or “blunder.”  “[A]pparently the merest chance,” says Campbell, “reveals an unsuspected world, and the individual is drawn into a relationship with forces that are not rightly understood.”
  In Fagunwa’s tale the death of Akara-Ogun’s father seems to fulfill this function.  In The Palm-Wine Drinkard, the tapster’s demise sets off the search for his replacement, and the hero is forced to seek him among the dead.  In My Life In the Bush of Ghosts, the little boy is forced to flee capture and hide out in the bush, where he becomes an unwilling exile from the land of the living.  In general, “The familiar life horizon has been outgrown; the old concepts, ideals, and emotional patterns no longer fit; the time for the passing of a threshold is at hand.”

For whatever reason, the hero enters upon his quest.  In all but the highest myths of the universal religions, it is a physical quest, a journey to “there and back again.”
 

Once having traversed the threshold, the hero moves in a dream landscape of curiously fluid, ambiguous forms, where he must survive a succession of trials.  This is a favorite phase of the myth-adventure.  It has produced a world literature of miraculous tests and ordeals.
 

Our works of interest here are perfect examples of this.  In Fagunwa, Akara-Ogun travels into Irunmale not once, but three times.  “No hunter makes a habit of exploring the Forest of Irunmale as I did, no hunter undergoes such punishment as came to me.”
  On his first journey he meets Olori-igbo, Lord of the Forests.  He is assaulted by ghommids—the goblins of Yoruba myth.  He endures rain and the insults of a walnut troll.  He fights Agbako, the indomitable—but chivalrous!—wrestler of the forest, not to mention suffering still other trials and mishaps.  His second journey is much longer.  He is enslaved, becomes a king’s counselor, meets an old friend, and upon his return, becomes wealthy by means of a magic charm he brought back with him. 

Akara-Ogun’s third journey is by far the most important, and best exemplifies the classic archetype of the hero quest.  Subtitled “The Expedition To Mount Langbodo,” in page length alone it is half the book.  This time, the hero does not go for his own benefit or ego, but at the behest of the king.  Akara-Ogun is a man of renown by this stage, and the king requests that he assemble a company of heroes (seven are named and described, though others are implied), to journey through the forest of a thousand daemons to Mt. Langbodo on the far side.  They are asked to retrieve a “singular object” in the possession of the mountain king, which Langbodo’s ruler will happily dispense to any who come and claim it.  Whatever it is (we are never told), it is an object of immense power: “…if this thing came into the hand of any king, the king’s domain would win an abundance of peace and well-being, and its fame would resound to every corner upon earth.”
  For the sake of society then, Akara-Ogun and his comrades set off.

After many adventures, the heroes arrive there, and Mt. Langbodo, we discover, is situated one exit before heaven—literally!  It is itself a heavenly place:

Its beauty is beyond mere tabulation of details, its highways stretched out like endless lawns lined in bronze, the walls of buildings were built of mirrors, the doors of silver and the windows of gold.  The king’s palace glowed like morning sunrise, displaying the glory of God…

Here the king’s counselor—an immortal of sorts—dispenses wisdom to them through amusing homilies, and when they depart the king himself showers them with gifts.  Oddly enough, the magical thing they had come for is never again mentioned.  When they return to their homeland it is many years after.  Their king is ailing, their quest almost forgotten, but they are well-received and no mention is made of the fact that they forgot the thing he sent them for.  All of them retire as “men of means.”  Campbell remarks that 

Typically, the hero of the fairy tale achieves a domestic, microcosmic triumph, and the hero of myth a world-historical, macrocosmic triumph.  Whereas the former…prevails over his personal oppressors, the latter brings back from his adventure the means for the regeneration of his society as a whole.

Considering this, we might regard Fagunwa’s story as a fairy tale on a grander scale.

Tutuola’s Palm-Wine Drinkard  follows a similar pattern.  The Drinkard finally locates his tapster, only to have his tapster tell him that they can’t go back to the land of the living together “because a dead man could not live with alives and their characteristics would not be the same…”
  As compensation the dead tapster gives an egg to the Drinkard, an egg that, if allowed to soak in water, will give him anything he wants.  The Drinkard then journeys back to his hometown and crosses a river, the boundary between the world of the dead and of the living, the sacred and profane spaces.  Once back, he proceeds to alleviate a famine that has gripped the region.  Other magical mayhem ensues, but ultimately the Drinkard is instrumental in ending the suffering of the people.  My Life In the Bush of Ghosts is not so clear cut.  The little boy returns a grown man, having endured the multifaceted horrors of the bush, but he does not bring anything more than his memories and the ambiguous statement “that it is in the Bush of Ghosts the ‘fears,’ ‘sorrows,’ ‘difficulties’ all kinds of the ‘punishments’ etc. start and there they end.”
  Perhaps this is meant to indicate a spiritual and/or moral insight, thereby overcoming his previous moral incompleteness. 

To recapitulate: In traditional religious and folk thought, space is dualistic, with sacred and profane constantly bumping against one another.  Because of this fact, 1)a person of marvelous attributes (a hero)(2)goes on a journey into a dangerous and fantastic place because of some shortcoming or problem(3)where he encounters trials, temptations, monsters, etc.(4)He is victorious over these forces and wins some magical power, amulet, or knowledge,(5)which he takes back with him to his people.(6)This is either to his benefit or the benefit of others, or both.  Most if not all of these elements are present in traditional hero myths.  Having grown up in the first half of the twentieth century, both Fagunwa’s and Tutuola’s lives embodied much that was traditional and ancient, and their tales, too, partake of most of the traditional elements.  

In Ben Okri (born 1959), an author firmly ensconced in the second half of the twentieth century, we also find vesitges of this archetypal hero myth.  Azaro, the main character—one might more accurately say “consciousness”—in his novel The Famished Road (1991), is a child who retains the memory of his life before birth.  In fact, the book begins in the spirit realm, before his human birth:

In that land of beginnings spirits mingled with the unborn.  We could asume numerous forms.  Many of us were birds.  We knew no boundaries.  There was much feasting, playing, and sorrowing.  We feasted much because of the beautiful terrors of eternity.  We played much because we were free.  And we sorrowed much because there were always those amongst us who had just returned from the world of the Living.  They had returned inconsolable for all the love they had left behind, all the suffering they hadn’t redeemed, all that they hadn’t understood, and for all that they had barely begun to learn before they were drawn back to the land of origins.
   

This consciousness that becomes the boy Azaro makes a decision to return to the human world and stay a full term of life, rather than dying young and returning to the spirit realm as most of his companions preferred to do.  Concerning why he chose this course of action, Azaro-to-be says

I had no idea.  So much of the dust of living was in me.  But this time, somewhere in the interspace between the spirit world and the Living, I chose to stay…  It may simply have been that I had grown tired of coming and going.  It is terrible to forever remain in-between.  It may also have been that I wanted to taste of this world, to feel it, suffer it, know it, to love it, to make a valuable contribution to it, and to have that sublime mood of eternity in me as I live the life to come.  But I sometimes think it was a face that made me want to stay.  I wanted to make happy the bruised face of the woman who would become my mother.
 

So is Azaro a hero in the traditional sense?  That he is unusual there is no doubt.  Throughout The Famished Road Azaro, unlike the people around him, including his mother and father, remembers his origins.  “Often,” he says, “by night or day, voices spoke to me.  I came to realize that they were the voices of my spirit companions.”
  He is also blessed by abnormal powers.  

As a child I could read people’s minds.  I could foretell their futures.  Accidents happened in places I had just left.  One night I was standing in the street with Mum when a voice said:

“Cross over.”

I tugged Mum across the street and a few moments later an articulated lorry plunged into the house we had been standing in front of and killed an entire family.

His “mission” too would seem to fall within the domain of  the heroic.  He comes in search of experience and knowledge, but also out of compassion for a woman he feels certain he has been born to before.  These elements certainly endow him with a heroic, otherworldly stature.  

But in other ways, Azaro would appear to take Campbell’s monomyth and turn it on its head.  He does the opposite of  what Fagunwa’s and Tutuola’s heroes did.  Instead of journeying from the mundane world into a fantastic realm of adventure, he departs the land of the dead and goes to our world.  But what a world!  From early on it is established that this child experiences the “mundane” as a wonderland:

I watched crowds of people pour into the marketplace.  I watched the chaotic movements and the wild exchanges and the load-carriers staggering under sacks.  It seemed as if the whole world was there.  I saw people of all shapes and sizes, mountainous women with faces of iroko, midgets with faces of stone, reedy women with twins strapped to their backs, thick-set men with bulging shoulder muscles.  After a while I felt a sort of vertigo just looking at anything that moved.  Stray dogs, chickens flapping in cages, goats with listless eyes, hurt me to look at them.  I shut my eyes and when I opened them again I saw people who walked backwards, a dwarf who got about on two fingers, men upside-down with baskets of fish on their feet, women who had breasts on their backs, babies strapped to their chests, and beautiful children with three arms.  I saw a girl amongst them who had eyes at the side of her face, bangles of blue copper round her neck, and who was more lovely than forest flowers.

The impression that the world is an overwhelmingly fantastic place, virtually bubbling with hierophanies both strange and terrible, percolates through almost every page of Okri’s work.  Here, in contradiction to Eliade’s observation, space is homogeneous; sacred and profane overlap one another and, viewed through the eyes of Azaro, become indistinguishable.  For him, at least, there is no profane dimension to existence.  Everything is a hierophany.  Everything is saturated with the numinous.  While sitting idly in Madame Koto’s bar, “Lizards ran into the bar, stopped in the middle of the floor, and saluted me, nodding.  I nodded back and they sped on.”
  He tells his parents, 

“I saw a spirit today,” I said…

“What spirit?”

“With three heads.”

“Where?”

“In Madame Koto’s bar…”

“What did it say?”

“That I should follow it.”

“Where?”

“Where I came from.”

While watching his father spar one evening, Azaro observes:

What a new place the night made the ghetto!  The houses were still.  There were no lights anywhere.  The forest was a mass of darkness, a deep blue darkness, deeper than the surrounding night.  The houses, the trees, the bushes, made of our road a curious mountain range.  The houses were humped like sleeping monsters in the dark.  Isolated trees were a cluster of giants with wild hair, sleeping on their feet.  And the road was no longer a road but the original river.  Majestically it unfolded itself in the darkness, one step at a time.  It was when I wandered the road at night that I first became aware that sometimes I disappeared.  At first it frightened me.  I would be walking along, never able to see far, and then I would pass into the darkness.  I would begin to look for myself.  I became a dark ghost.  The wind passed through me.  But when I kicked a stone, or tripped, or when a light shone on me, I would become miraculously reconstituted.

This unique perspective is possible only because the book is told from a first person point of view.  But Azaro’s narratorial “I” does not so much tell the story as become the consciousness through which the story (such as it is) is given to us.  Ordinarily, of course, in the classic tale of the hero, the story would not even be related in first person; Hercules, Ram, King Arthur, Odysseus, never tell us their adventures first hand.  A narrator, usually unnamed, selects the elements of event and character necessary to relate the story.  This is what Fagunwa did with Akara-Ogun, removing us from him by having the hero tell his stories to a fictional writer and audience.  Moreover, Fagunwa’s narrator sees the function of being a hero as a matter of going places and accomplishing things.  The narrative is therefore given a particular structure, a plot; it follows the script of the monomyth.  Tutuola is more modern in that he utilizes first person point of view, but still, the experience of the hero is second hand for us because it is organized after the fact in a definite structure.  The first person “I” consciously imposes itself upon the material of the story to give us a beginning, middle, and end.

This is not the case with Azaro.  The little boy’s consciousness rarely imposes itself upon the elements of his experience.  Instead, we are confronted with the raw, immediate content of his subjectivity in a manner reminiscent of if not identical to the modernist stream of consciousness technique.  Azaro, being a mere boy, has little or no conception of trying to achieve a goal, and though he recognizes his uniqueness, he would certainly not think of himself as a hero in the fashion of Akara-Ogun or the Palm-Wine Drinkard.
  Because of the absence of a self-conscious narrator telling a story, The Famished Road has a beginning, but no discernible middle or end.  There is no plot to speak of, and nobody develops in the ordinary sense of characters in a novel; they are simply perceived in different ways by Azaro.

The situation, from both an existential and literary standpoint, is decidedly odd: Okri’s “hero” does not really do anything.  He lives in and remains in our world, in a thoroughly mundane, urban landscape.  Even his brief jaunts into the surrounding forests do not yield any adventures more mysterious or fantastic than those he encounters in his own home or in Madame Koto’s bar.  He does not achieve anything special for society or even himself.  Nobody around him does either.  Time passes, but “nothing ever changes under the sun.”  What then is the point Okri is trying to make?  

Writing in 1991, it would have been absurd for Okri to have his hero start in Lagos and then journey to some place far away to do battle with ghosts and demons.  Where would he go?  If he left the country, he would require immigration documents.  If he ventured into the bush, he would likely have to contend with Western tourists on safari, or at least game wardens concerned about poaching.  In modern Nigeria, with a population now surpassing one hundred million, how much bush is left, anyway?  And what dangers would he confront?  Lions?  With modern firearms, even the king of beasts does not present a great challenge.
  Since Okri wrote in English, the question of how he could convince his largely Western audience that there was any adventure still to be had in Nigeria, that the world was still in some way mysterious, must have been at the forefront of his concerns.

These problems arise because the familiarity we have with the world thanks to technology has largely destroyed the hero’s physical journey motif, unless one has a starship on hand.  The terrestrial unknown has pretty much ceased to exist.  The only alternative—and the one Okri chose—is to recognize that the hero’s “journey” is not truly physical, and that the sacred is not a geographic locale or in any way spatially related to the individual.  And this in fact is exactly what the hero myths of the universal religions tell us.  The mythos encapsulating Jesus is not fundamentally about going somewhere as much as it is about being something.  The Buddha mythos is even more explicit: the journey is one of consciousness.  Sacred and profane are not places, but attitudes, orientations, states of mind.  Indeed, in the Buddha’s teaching, the sacred (nirvana) is the cessation of consciousness as we know it.  Azaro’s perspective, while not so rarified as that of a Jesus or Buddha, is yet the hero's perspective in that he embodies the sacred as a fundamental attribute of his life. 

If Azaro’s consciousness of the sacred represents an implosion of normally dualistic space, then the plotless, timeless, changeless world we see through his eyes must also be an aspect of this consciousness.  If time beginning, time going somewhere, and time ending is the normal characteristic of profane duration as we experience it, then his consciousness must somehow represent a return to a primordial, sacred moment, something akin to an abolition of time.  Eliade confirms this suspicion when he says that “…by its very nature sacred time is reversible in the sense that, properly speaking, it is a primordial mythical time made present.”
  In other words, the hierophany exists outside the causal stream of time.  Indeed, even as Eliade speaks of the hierophany in terms of sacred space versus profane space, so he also speaks of “hierophanic time,”
 in which “the supernatural, the superhuman, the superhistoric” is revealed in a timeless “moment.”  Hence, if the literary “plot” consists of events whose significance derives from their interdependence and situation within a historical context, then sacred consciousness (inasmuch as it might be described in a literary narrative) must be plotless.  The hero’s journey is, ultimately, to be here now.    

Although it is inevitably reductionistic to try to answer the question “what’s the book about?”, one message Okri is definitely giving us is that, contrary to the view of the old paradigm, anyone can be a spiritual hero, regardless of whether his parents are professional sorcerers or work for Microsoft (assuming the two are mutually exclusive).  Your race, sex, and social status are equally irrelevant, and you don’t have to go anywhere.  What matters is an attitude of openness and attention, and an awareness of what is possible.  Azaro’s father, who throughout the book is erratic both in his employment and mental stability, has upon his recovery from near death a glimmer of this and of what Azaro has been living all these years.  He tells his wife and child

When you look around and you see empty spaces, beware.  In those spaces are cities, invisible civilisations, future histories, everything is HERE.  We must look at the world with new eyes.  We must look at ourselves differently.  We are freer than we think.  We haven’t begun to live yet.  The man whose light has come on in his head, in his dormant sun, can never be kept down or defeated.  We can redream this world and make the dream real.  Human beings are gods hidden from themselves.  My son, our hunger can change the world, make it better, sweeter.  People who use only their eyes do not SEE.  People who use only their ears do not HEAR.  It is more difficult to love than to die.  It is not death that human beings are most afraid of, it is love.  The heart is bigger than a mountain.  One human life is deeper than the ocean.  Strange fishes and sea-monsters and mighty plants live in the rock-bed of our spirits.  The whole of human history is an undiscovered continent deep in our souls.  There are dolphins, plants that dream, magic birds inside us.  The sky is inside us.  The earth is in us.  The trees of the forest, the animals of the bushes, tortoises, birds, and flowers know our future.  The world that we see and the world that is there are two different things.
  

It is hard to say whether the father really knows what he is talking about, whether he is not simply in one of his many manic states.  This, however, is not to deny the reality of his vision—for it is the world as Azaro has known it for the whole of his short life—but the father’s grasp on these truths may be tenuous at best.  Azaro, however, seems at peace with what his father has experienced and said.  He is beginning to confront the fact that, like the heroes of old, the greatest challenge will not be going “there and back again,” but integrating what he has learned into the life he will lead.  Azaro seems to recognize this issue when, in the last words of the book, he says

Dad didn’t say anything.  His spirit was gentle through the night.  The air in the room was calm.  There were no turbulences.  His presence protected our nightspace.  There were no forms invading our air, pressing down on our roof, walking through the objects.  The air was clear and wide.  In my sleep I found open spaces where I floated without fear.  The sky was serene.  A good breeze blew over our road, cleaning away the strange excesses in the air.  It was so silent and peaceful that after some time I was a bit worried.  I was not used to such a gift of quietude.  The deeper it was, the deeper was my fear.  I kept expecting eerie songs to break into my mind.  I kept expecting to see spirit-lovers entwined in the blades of sunlight.  Nothing happened.  The sweetness dissolved my fears.  I was not afraid of Time.

And then it was another morning.  The room was empty.  Mum and Dad were gone.  And the good breeze hadn’t lasted forever.

A dream can be the highest point of life.

Perhaps it is his recognition that even for heroes there is always the morning after, life to be lived, that makes Azaro a fitting hero for us, today. 

� The Rumanian scholar of religion, Mircea Eliade, coined this term.  In The Sacred & the Profane, he writes, “To designate the act of manifestation of the sacred, we have proposed the term hierophany.  It is a fitting term, because it does not imply anything further; it expresses no more than is implicit in its etymological content, i.e. that something sacred shows itself to us.”  (p. 11)  He says further that “the sacred is equivalent to a power, and, in the last analysis, to reality.  The sacred is saturated with being.  Sacred power means reality and at the same time enduringness and efficacity.  The polarity sacred-profane is often expressed as an opposition between real and unreal or pseudoreal…  Thus it is easy to understand that religious man deeply desires to be, to participate in reality, to be saturated with power.”  (pp. 12-13)  The hierophany, then, is the expression of an independent, wider, and more meaningful existence in the midst of that which is inherently mundane and inadequate.  
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36 Though one certainly might argue for a similarity of character and to some degree consciousness between Azaro and the narrator of My Life In the Bush of Ghosts.  Indeed, there seems little doubt that Tutuola’s second book was to no small degree an inspiration for Okri.








� It is interesting to note that Tutuola’s little boy in Bush of Ghosts not once had problems with the native wildlife.  Every trial was supernatural.  It seems likely that between 1954 and 1991 the Nigerian attitude toward the bush and its dangers underwent a radical transformation.
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� Okri, p. 498.


� Ibid, p. 500.





1
13

