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    Ben Okri is a prominent Nigerian poet and novelist. He is most famous for his novel The Famished Road, for which he won the Booker Prize in 1991.


    Okri was born in Nigeria, but lived for several years in London as a child before returning to Nigeria. He later returned to England to study comparative literature at the University of Essex. He then moved back to London to write. Okri’s writing is influenced by African (and other) myths and culture, as well as by writers and thinkers such as Plato, Dickens and Shakespeare. Many of his novels are set in his country of birth and explore people’s struggles with poverty, hunger and political instability, as well as African culture, myths and identity. Okri’s writing also investigates great existential questions about the meaning of life and perception of reality. His writing style is poetic, and he uses symbolism to support his complex, sometimes very existential writing.
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    The Famished Road is the first part of the trilogy (along with Songs of Enchantment [1993] and Infinite Riches [1998]) which tells the story of Azaro, an abiku, a spirit child, who decides to live in the material world instead of returning to the spirit world soon after being born, as abikus usually do. Azaro is born into a poor family and his life is a struggle, but he keeps living because he wants to make his mother happy. Azaro explores the world around him and learns about life in the land of the living and about struggles of life and poverty, but also about the value of mortal life and loved ones.


    The novel is told from Azaro’s point of view, and as he is a child and an outsider in mortal life, his outlook on the world is unique. This results in a deep exploration of life’s great existential questions in the form of an African/Nigerian myth which follows a dream logic.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    A SPIRIT CHILD


    Azaro, the protagonist of the novel, is an abiku, a spirit child. Abikus are happier in the spirit realm and seek to return to it shortly after being born, which leads to a cycle of birth, early death and rebirth. The spirit children form pacts with one another to return to the spirit realm as soon as possible. Azaro, however, decides to break the pact with his spirit companions and remain in the land of the living. He is mysteriously born with a smile on his face, to a poor family. He decision to keep living is mainly motivated by a desire to make his mother happy.


    THE HARDSHIPS OF LIFE IN POVERTY


    Azaro experiences mortal life in difficult conditions. His parents are poor: his father works carrying heavy loads at the market place and his mother works as a hawker. Their life is a constant struggle, but their love for each other and for their son offers them reasons to keep going.


    Azaro is determined to live, but he stays connected with the realm of the spirits and aware of magic elements in his environment. His spirit companions attempt to call him back to them, and he has several brushes with death. He is also sometimes able to connect with the past and the future and avoid dangers because of his spiritual connection.


    One day Azaro is abducted by priestesses who see his value. He manages to escape, only to be held captive by a policeman and his wife, who dress him in the clothes of their dead son and whose house is filled with spirits. Azaro calls his mother, who comes to save him. Azaro’s parents organise a party to celebrate his homecoming, but the celebrations get out of hand and Azaro’s father goes into debt as a result. The family is harassed by their creditors and by their landlord, even though they participated in the celebrations. Azaro’s father, who used to be a boxer, has violent confrontations with the creditors and he is labelled a troublemaker. Although he finally manages to pay his debts, the family keeps struggling financially.


    Azaro’s life is made up of going to school, wandering around his environment and spending time at a local bar at the request of Madame Koto, the local barkeeper, who thinks he could bring luck and attract customers. Madame Koto is a powerful woman who is rumoured to be a witch. She helps Azaro’s family when they struggle with illness and feeds him when he is at her bar (and later even gives him money, although she tells him to tell his parents that he found the money), which is much needed because of the poverty Azaro’s family suffers. However, the relationship between Madame Koto and Azaro’s family is complex because of their political differences. Moreover, Azaro is threatened by spirits who harass him in her bar.


    THUGS AND POLITICIANS


    Azaro becomes aware of politicians who visit his compound with their empty promises. There are two parties: the Party of the Rich and the Party of the Poor. Azaro’s parents support the Party of the Poor, but Madame Koto supports the Party of the Rich. The Party of the Rich visit the poor people in Azaro’s compound and give out milk to people and make grandiose promises about bringing roads and electricity, feeding their children and building schools, but the milk is spoiled and makes everyone sick. This makes people angry and they riot. A local photographer takes pictures of the events, as he has done on many other occasions, which brings him trouble with the politicians. He is forced to flee but comes back a few times and hides with Azaro’s family when he does.


    The politicians are accompanied by thugs who beat and harass everyone who does not support the party. Azaro’s parents experience violence and harassment because they support the ‘wrong’ party, the Party of the Poor. The thugs of the Party of the Rich start to frequent Madame Koto’s bar, which makes her wealthier and more successful. The Party of the Poor seems more humane at first glance, but the parties seem increasingly similar with their identical, abstract promises. This suggests a disenchantment with politics.


    CHANGES AND REALISATIONS


    Azaro often has trouble with a blind old man who seems to be able to see when he wants to, and who seems to belong to the world of magic. Azaro does not like him or trust him. One day Azaro is tricked (probably) by his spirit companions into throwing stones, one of which hits the blind man’s window. He is furious and demands that Azaro’s parents have the window repaired. They do this, but they are very angry at their son because this costs them a lot of money. Azaro is angry and desperate, and becomes ill and begins a journey to the land of the spirits. He hears his parents call him, but initially does not react to it. Finally, his parents manage to restore him to life with the help of a herbalist. Azaro’s parents try to treat their son with as much love and gentleness as possible when he wakes from his illness/spiritual journey.


    Azaro’s father starts to train for boxing again. He is called Black Tyger, as he used to be called in the past when he was a successful boxer. He wins a difficult match with a spirit opponent, Yellow Jaguar. Soon after this, Azaro becomes friends with Ade, who turns out to be another spirit child. Azaro and Ade spend a lot of time together and support Azaro’s father in his boxing.


    One day Black Tyger is challenged to a fight with the Green Leopard, a famous fighter who terrorises the ghettoes. Most people place bets against Azaro’s father, but he sends Azaro to bet for him. The match is brutal and difficult for Azaro’s father, but he finally wins, contrary to expectations. This means that they win a lot of money, which they desperately need, from the bets. After the match, Azaro’s father sleeps for two days and has encounters with spirits. When he wakes up, he is interested in politics because he wants to make life better for everyone. He buys books which he asks Azaro to read for him because he cannot read himself, and plans political campaigns and ways to better the world. He seems highly idealistic and unable to actually achieve the changes he wishes to bring about.


    Black Tyger faces his final opponent at a great party at Madame Koto’s bar. A man dressed in a white suit challenges him to a fight, which, at first, the man seems to dominate. Finally, Black Tyger rips the man’s suit and his non-human features are revealed. Black Tyger, although severely beaten by now, starts to dominate the match and finally wins it.


    Azaro, his father and Ade return home. Azaro’s father recuperates from the beating and visits the dream/spiritual realm again. Ade too seems ready to leave the realm of the living. When Azaro’s father has recovered, the family feels at peace. The novel ends by stating that a dream can be the highest point of one’s life.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    AZARO


    Azaro is a spirit child who decides to break his pact with his spirit companions and not return to the spirit realm as soon as possible, but continue his mortal life. His life is difficult because his family is poor and because he is harassed by spirits who try to make him return to their realm. Azaro is strong-minded and curious. He observes the world and pays attention to details. His vison of the world is coloured by the fact that he is still a child and learning about life, and by his being an abiku, a spirit child, and thus an outsider observing mortal life. Azaro’s journey includes resisting the calls of his spirit companions, learning about suffering, poverty and the mortal condition, and learning the value of human relationships and family bonds. Azaro’s willingness to live is mainly motivated by his desire “to make happy the bruised face of the woman who would become [his] mother” (p.6). While he has other motives for choosing to live, such as not wanting to remain forever in the cycle of birth, death at young age and rebirth, as well as curiosity about mortal life, his love for his mother seems to be the most important one, and the one that grounds him to the material world even when his life is filled with suffering. Similarly, he forms a bond with his father, who becomes his role model. Azaro’s love for his parents makes his hard life worthwhile, in a way that mere curiosity about mortal life could not. However, his curiosity is significant because it allows him to explore the land of the living, and invites the reader to investigate life’s great existential questions, as the world is seen through his fresh perspective.


    MUM


    Azaro’s mother is the reason he wants to live. Her love for her son is one of the most powerful elements of the novel. She is a poor woman whose life is a daily struggle. She works as a hawker, and makes very little money from her hard work. At home she is constantly looking after the needs of her son and her husband. She also tells Azaro interesting stories, which strengthens the bond between them. Although her life is difficult and she puts her husband’s and her son’s needs before her own, she is a strong woman who knows how to express her opinions, and who can take action when needed. For example, she is the one who comes to rescue Azaro when he is held captive by the police officer and his wife.


    DAD


    Azaro’s father is a strong man who attaches great importance to his moral principles. He has a harsh life, and he works carrying heavy loads at the market place. He changes in the course of the novel as he becomes more interested in bettering himself and his community, and as his bond with his son strengthens. He had been a boxer called Black Tyger in the past, and he decides to start training for boxing again. He wins three important matches that take mythic dimensions. His opponents are not always human, and the beatings he takes and still manages to come back from to win the match are extraordinary. To achieve this, he draws strength from elements of nature. Obumselu argues that “Dad is modelled on the figure of Ogun the favorite deity of the Yoruba pantheon” (Obumselu, 2011:32). Ogun, who can be described as “the spirit of creative enterprise and innovation” (ibid.:33), illustrates some of Dad’s most important characteristics. He connects with the world of the spirits and seeks to learn and to change his community for the better. He dreams of an ideal world, which might seem too idealistic to work in reality, but his innovative energy and strength remain valuable. Although the connection with the deity is significant, it should be kept in mind that Okri gives this character his own twist, and that the character is more complex than a simple mirror image of Yoruba folklore.


    MADAME KOTO


    Madame Koto is an ambiguous character. On the one hand, she helps Azaro’s family when they encounter illnesses, feeds Azaro and even gives him money in secret from his parents. On the other hand, she seems selfish and materialistic and supports the Party of the Rich. Her bar is the meeting place of various suspicious characters, both from the spirit world and political thugs. She is very powerful, and she is rumoured to be


    ADE


    

    THE BLIND OLD MAN


    

    THE PHOTOGRAPHER


    

    THE LANDLORD
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