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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Hello, this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey. There's popular art that's painted 
for all the world to see and there's the printed short story that can 
be a private, intimate encounter between writer and reader . We'll be 
hearing about them both in today's "Arts and Africa". 

A collection of Ben Okri's short stories, "Incidents at the Shrine" has 
just been published here in London. Ben Okri has been living, 
studying, broadcasting and writing here for getting on for seven years 
but he began writing short stories for newspapers and magazines when he 
still lived in Lagos, Nigeria. He has several novels to his credit but 
to have his short stories in permanent book form has been very important 
for him as he's been telling Fiona Ledger . 

BEN OKRI 

First of all I started writing poetry and then after writing a lot of 
poems I began to write short stories for an evening paper. It was really 
with writing short stories that I first began to understand the special 
pressure of words, words are most effective when used in the short form. 
I have always, therefore, regarded the short story as the form for the 
refinement and the discipline of my writing. 

FIONA LEDGER 

More challenging than a novel? 

BEN OKRI 

It is more challenging, it is. It is tighter. 

FIONA LEDGER 

So you started off with poetry and short stories but it has taken all this 
time for a book, an anthology, : to come out. 
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BEN OKRI 

Yes. First of all, you see, the first short stories I wrote in Lagos were 
really bad stories, I mean by my standards. I read them the other day 
and they are awful. It took a long time to actually undersband the form 
and then begin to play with it; you can't really enjoy a form until you 
can bend it . Many of the stories I wrote were for the evening paper in 
Lagos called the 'Evening Times'. When I brought them with me to London 
and showed them to a friend she looked at them and said : "All of your 
stories have the same ending". 

FIONA LEDGER 

Had you not realised that? 

BEN OKRI 

I hadn't realised that. I just simply couldn't write them after that . 
It took a long time to regain the confidence to start writing stories again. 

FIONA LEDGER 

Were the stories in ''Incidents at the Shrine" written with an anthology 
in mind. 

BEN OKRI 

Yes, with a book of stories in mind. 

FIONA LEDGER 

The title story of the book is "Incidents at the Shrine". There you 
have a character called 'Anderson' who does seem to have fallen on very 
difficult times when he was sacked from his job at the museum in Lagos . 
But then he goes back home to his village of birth and he gets involved 
in traditional rituals through his uncle who appears as a sort of 
traditional priest. Now, that suggests some sort of solution, some sort 
of coming back and returning to a happier kind of circumstance . 

BEN OKRI 

First of all, I wouldn't say that it is a return to happier circumstances. 
The image-maker who is the uncle you talked about in the story, what the 
image-maker really does is to face Anderson with the inescapability 
of his predicament as a small man, first of all through a series of rituals. 
I don't think that is so much a resolution to his problems as it is a 
resolution in terms of his stance towards life, which is strenghtened 
by going back to his origins . 

FIONA LEDGER 

So an inner strength is built up in him? 

BEN OKRI 

There is both an inner strength and, as I suggested towards the end of 
it, a certain stiffening at the same time . 



-3-

FIONA LEDGER 

Of the eight stories that we have in this collection which is your 
favourite Ben? 

BEN OKRI 

Well, "Incidents at the Shrine" for one, that's partly the reason I chose 
it to be the title story. The real reason it is my favourite story is 
because it is the centre of gravity of the whole book, it's the story 
that contains the see, the metaphor, the image and the narrative centre 
of everything that the book is about in terms of history, the way history 
rises through the secret channels. 

FIONA LEDGER 

The ancient bit of Nigeria. 

BEN OKRI 

Yes. 

FIONA LEDGER 

Did you write it first? 

BEN OKRI 

No, I didn't. I can't remember which I wrote first . The earliest story 
there is "Crooked Prayer", that was written eight years ago. 

FIONA LEDGER 

But you found "Incidents at the Shrine'' became the axis around which the 
other stories seemed to revolve? 

BEN OKRI 

Revolve and emerge from, yes. It was the most difficult in that collection 
to write, I sweated blood to write it. 

FIONA LEDGER 

Can I turn to the first of the stories in the collection, "Laughter Beneath 
the Bridge" which is set during the Nigerian Civil War. It is about a 
young boy who is stranded in his school and eventually is rescued by his 
mother. He has a passion for a young girl of his own age and she is 
eventually taken away by the soldiers - by the Federal troops - suspected 
of being on the Biafran side. Was that autobiographical? 

BEN OKRI 

That is a question that one doesn't really like to answer. Obviously 
it has some autoqiographical strands but I am not going to say that it 
all happened to me because it wouldn't be fiction then . 
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FIONA LEDGER 

Do you rely on individual experiences in your life to build a short 
story around? 

BEN OKRI 

Well, Hemingway said that writing is best if it comes from experience. 
I agree with that 55% because I also place a great importance on the 
imagination. To be able to write well about anything, you do need to 
know something of the experience, that is basic. 

FIONA LEDGER 

I will press you, though, on this story "Laughter Beneath the Bridge". 
You won't tell me whether it's autobiographical but is it perhaps a 
very personal story? It felt very personal to read it. 

BEN OKRI 

It is in a way . I'm very fond of ''Laughter", it took me 17 years to 
actually remember that one went through an experience like that . 

FIONA LEDGER 

And how old were you during the Civil War? 

BEN OKRI 

The Civil War broke out in 1967, so I was eight. 

FIONA LEDGER 

"The Dream Vendor's August" which was your last story has a character 
that doesn't have very many redeeming qualities, Ajegunle Jo, who's a 
sort of fraud, not to put too finer point on it, and he sells these 
correspondence courses promising success and power. He cheats on his 
friend - he steals his friend's girl-friend - he becomes impotent and is 
totally unable to cure himself and has to go along to a medicine-man to 
be cured. 

BEN OKRI 

The thing about that story is that he sells dreams, he sells ideas on 
how people can improve their lives. 

FIONA LEDGER 

And makes money out of it? 

BEN OKRI 

And tries to make money out of it. But the thing that interests me about 
Ajegunle Jo is that how much through suffering you get wisdom. For 
him, he is in a beautiful position because he is able to short-circuit 
his pain directly into writing, in a way he is a writer. 
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FIONA LEDGER 

Is there an element of yourself in him do you think? 

BEN OKRI 

I had a great sympathy for Ajegunle Jo. That story was conceived when 
I went to Nigeria in '83 to cover the election and I went past a house 
in a street where I used to live a long time ago and I saw this man 
pouring out water from his galoshes in front of his house and I said: 
That is my dream-vendor. So it is an elemenw of my life - I mean the 

image of someone pouring out water from his boots as something poignant. 

FIONA LEDGER 

But you made him into a writer of sorts, with his correspondence course? 

BEN OKRI 

Yes, that is a point on which I could really enter. 

FIONA LEDGER 

What are your plans for the future? Are you going to write more short 
stories, or more novels? 

BEN OKRI 

I love the short story form, people don't write enough short stories. 

FIONA LEDGER 

Why the short story in particular? 

BEN OKRI 

The n~vel is a long dream. If you think of the novel as a long, intimate 
experience - a relationship that you have with a book. A book takes 
about a week to read, with a short story it takes you ten, fifteen, 
twenty minutes. It is a very intense short form. Short stories help 
purify my style in a way that writing novels has corrupted it. 

FIONA LEDGER 

So more short stories or more novels written on a tighter, more economic 
kind of line? 

BEN OKRI 

I think my plan for the future really is to go on writing as well as I 
possibly can. 

FIONA LEDGER 

Whatever. 

BEN OKRI 

Whatever. 



-6-

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Ben Okri talking to Fiona Ledger . And Ben's collection entitled 
"Incidents at the Shrine" is published in London by William Heinemann 
at £9.95. 

The art galleries of Africa may seem to cater for the educated and the 
tourist but Dr. Wolfgang Bender of the University of Bayreuth in 
West Germany wants ordinary people to wake up to what he calls the 
'moving galleries' of painted lorries that speed past and the wall murals 
ahd lttte shop signs which decorate everyday life . He wants popular art 
to have the respect and attention he believes it deserves. In a recent 
programme Bender was talking about the popular Sierra Leone musician, 
Ebeneezer Calender. And it was while he was visiting Calender in the 
capital, Freetown, that his eyes were opened to the attractions of popular 
art. 

WOLFGANG BENDER 

Two years ago I actually happened to walk down Siaka Steven's Street, 
the main road of Freetown, and came across those lorries painted all 
over. So I enquired who was painting all these nice pictures onto these 
lorries and somebody took me in a taxi and off we went and there I was 
at D.L. Conteh ' s who, in fact, did a large number of paintings on trucks 
in Sierra Leone and whose lorries drive - or his pictures you could say -
drive from Senegal to Nigeria. D.L. Conteh has a workshop and employs 
quite a number of apprentices. His speciality is lions because the 
name, Leone, means 'lion'. He takes up the lion motif and the lion fits 
very well to the strength and power of the truck, so the lion is a 
favourite picture on the lorry. D.L. Conteh also had,~n apprentice, 
now working on his own , called Osman Sankoh, both of them actually are 
in an exhibition that I was able to mount in Freetown. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

It was a successful exhibition by all accounts with nearly three-quarters 
of the eighty o r so paintings sold by the last day. Among the exhibitors 
was Chernoh Ba, who was commissioned to paint portraits of al l fifty- two 
Heads of State when the OAU met in Freetown in 1980, and Fode Koroma 
who signs his paintings with the nom- de-plume 'Amigo'. 

WOLFGANG BENDER 

His paintings are all over Freetown. If you walk down Kissy Road you 
will see many of his wall-paintings and he really gave the town its 
own specific character. He painted a lot of bars - back-yards , palm- wine 
places. But I also chose one quite well-known portrait painter called 
Chernoh Ba. He made portraits of the Presidents for example. Another 
painter is called Foday Koroma, he does wall-hangings in a serial type 
which are loved by everybody. My hope was that this popular art would 
get the respect and appreciation I think these artists deserve. Usually 
Western art standards are taken to judge the development of art in all 
parts of the world, so the popular artists are usually looked down upon 
as something which is not really art. But whereas in Africa there is no 
painting tradition I think these popular painters have a type of 
creativity which shows a new way and is not just copying Western academic 
standards . 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Wolfgang Bender asking us to walk down the street with our eyes open. 

Ebeneezer Calender is going to take over the last few moments of today's 
programme so for now, this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey saying goodbye . 


