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This issue of the Journal o
f

Literary Studies/Tydskrif vir literatuur
wetenskap, guest-edited by Rosemary Gray, is dedicated to the works of a 
Booker Prize-winning author, Ben Okri. Linear threads of utopianism, 
history and civilisation, language and writing, notions of reality, politics, 

literary aesthetics and intertextuality, postmodernis1n and the postcolony 
form an interlacertine pattern that draws the six articles together into a 
coherent whole. 

It is, at once, easy and extremely difficult to critique the Okri oeuvre. The 
paradox inheres in the fact that, on the one hand, Okri's writings provide a 
richness and complexity that is both challenging and exhilarating for the 
critic. On the other hand, this Nigerian-born author's facility with words and 
his inimitable ability to capture in simple yet profound phrases "what oft 
was thought but ne'er so well expressed" (to quote a favourite Enlight
enment author, Alexander Pope) tempt one to sidestep critique and invoke 
and facilitate Okri's own voice as self-evident. 

Consider, for example, two of Okri's comments in his recent Steve Biko 
Memorial Lecture in Cape Town (12 September 2012), which embrace 
concerns that are explored in some depth in the articles in this issue. Having 
pointed to the African world's empathy with and support for the struggle 
against apartheid, Okri first posed the loaded question "After the nightmare 
is over, what are you doing with the day?" Then, reminding the audience of 
the last eighteen years of so-called liberation and the propensity of neo
colonialists to blame the past, while enjoying the fruits of the present, he 
transposed the adage "They came; they saw; they conquered" into an 
equally telling and all-en1bracing indictment of "We came; we saw; we 
squandered!" 

It is this sa1ne plain-speaking and cogent thinking that informs 1ny conver
sation with Okri in London ( 16 February 2011 ), with which this issue 
begins. In this interview, Okri was quick to rebuff the charge of opti1nism as 

evinced in the aphoris1n "light co1nes out of the darkness" in his Songs of 
Enchantment - part of his famed Famished Road trilogy - with a cultural 

relativist redefinition of the real, perceiving of reality as "a keyboard of 

I ife". Responding to my co1nment that his novels depict an unusually robust 

relationship between the child and either of its parents, Okri was quick to 
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