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‘God is a comedian performing 
to an audience too afraid to laugh.’
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Introduction

Originally this book was published under the title Tales of Freedom.

The thirteen tales that come after ‘The Comic Destiny’ are stokus. The stoku is a new prose form. I went through a long period trying to find the smallest unit of fiction. The smaller I went the more I entered the realm of poetry. I sought the smallest unit of poetry and found the haiku. There are smaller units, but the haiku combines quantum essence with cultural force. I dreamt of an alchemy of story and haiku.

To write a story and preface it with a haiku seemed too obvious. I wondered if it weren’t possible to have both in one form, the suggestiveness of the haiku implied in the story. I chose not to be bound by the seventeen syllables and the three line spread of the technical haiku, but to have the implications, the weather, the lightning flash, and the spiritual provenance of the haiku itself. After all it was also an ancient tool to free the mind from illusion.

There are thirteen stokus in this book. If you operate on base twelve, the duodecimal system, thirteen becomes the number of liberation.

The stokus are short, so the reader can be forgiven for thinking they were easy to write. Each one is a sculpting that took a lot of time to find its form. Small things require more care.

All the stories in this book are in some way about freedom. They look at freedom from many angles, beginning with the freedom of form. But form is never wholly free. It must be crafted and discovered after much searching. The freedom of form here is the freedom from previous forms. Finding new ways to say new things. I sought a new way to tell each story.

The first story, and the longest, is ‘The Comic Destiny.’ It is important to me, in itself and what it yielded, the worlds it made possible.

It was written more than thirty-five years ago, in another form. I had found a language of humour, simplicity, and mischief. I was my own little Dadaist, upending in a nonsense tale nonsense tales themselves and arriving at a new destination. My art had to ripen before I could transform it.

‘The Comic Destiny’ contains the alchemical tincture that infuses The Famished Road. It is, in a way, the impish, indirect instigator of The Famished Road. If I had not written the one, I would never have written the other. The tincture, implicit in the faculty of imagination, is none other than freedom itself.

The story though is more than an instigator. It stands in its own mysterious light and contains themes that continue to preoccupy me.

Our destiny and destination is comic. The nature of that comedy depends on one’s perspective. If our destination is the grave, then all the seriousness with which we approach life is comic. If our destiny transcends the grave, then all the solemnity with which we approach life is comic. It is comic either way.

I kept ‘The Comic Destiny’ as a talisman for nearly thirty years. But I could not keep it forever. The time came when I had to give it away. Perhaps we keep things most when we give them away.

May a new incarnation make a new destiny for this book in the world.

BEN OKRI

Little Venice, London, 2019


The Comic Destiny


Book One


One

Old Man and Old Woman sat in the forest. Pinprop sat at their feet. They were in a clearing. They listened to footsteps running in their direction, and to a siren wailing in the distance. After a while the footsteps receded.

Old Man and Old Woman were silent. They sat behind a table. Pinprop sat in front. Every now and again Pinprop looked to the left and then to the right. He put his ear to the ground. He grinned.

Suddenly, Old Man, with dignity, said:

‘YES.’

Old Woman looked at him. Then she too said:

‘Yes.’

There was a long silence. Not even the wind could be heard. Old Man kicked Pinprop beneath the table and, sternly, said:

‘Pinprop!’

Pinprop sat up straight and came to his senses.

‘Oh, sir,’ he said. ‘Definitely yes. Indeed, sir. A big yes.’

‘Good. Good,’ Old Man said.
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