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following conditions: ■

*

\ - I
\  NOTE: Delete one\of the following conditions

\ X a) The author agrees that the deposited copies of this thesis/report
\  may be made available to users at the discretion of the University.

\
\

\ ;

\

\
OR

(b) The author agrees that the deposited copies of this thesis/report 
Way be made available-to users only with iqy written permissionjfor
tne period ending • ■________ ~ After that
date, i t  is  agreed that the thesis/report may be made available to 
users; at the discretion of the University.* *

\  ’ .

• \

1 0  A p r i l ,  1 9 / 9  

Bate - : Signature of Author

ignature of SupervisorSignature of Supervisor Signature of Dean of Graduate Studies

* Authors should consult the "Regulation^ and Guides for the Preparation 
and.Submission of Graduate Theses and Reports" for Information Concerning 
the permissible period of restricted access and for procedures to be 
followed in applying for this restriction.

BORROWERS must give proper credit for any use made of this thesis, and 
obtain the consent of the author 1f 1t 1s proposed to make 
extensive quotations, or te r  reproduce the thesis in whole or 1n 
part. ' .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

t

ABSTRACT

Modem N igerian  drama in  E nglish  i s  an o ffsh o o t of p r e l i t e r a te  

t r a d i t io n a l  r i t u a l  and f e s t iv a l  drama. I t s  h is to ry  from the beginnings
I

up to  the e a rly  p a r t  of the 19th century  remains sketchyand mainly con

j e c tu r a l .  Prom the  e a r ly  1880 's , records of -concerts sponsored by the 

B ra z il ia n  Dramatic Company in  Lagos rev ea l the g radual development of 

s ty l iz e d  drama in  N ig e ria , though the dram atic p roductions 'w ere  mainly 

o f fo re ig n  m a te ria l. The in fluence  of the dram atic a c t i v i t i e s  of the  

B ra z il ia n  s e t t l e r  popu lation  on the growth of v a rio u s  amateur concert 

groups in  the major C i t ie s  of Southern N igeria  was tremendous, b u t up <

t i l l  the e a r ly  p a r t  o f^ the  20th century  the h is to ry  of th e ‘ th e a tre  and&

drama in  N igeria  could not be seen in  a c le a r  p e rsp e c tiv e . With the 

r i s e  of Hubert Ogunde in  19U1+* however, the  b lu rre d  o u tlin e s  o f th is  

h is to ry  grew d i s t i n c t  and tra c e a b le , though the f i r ^  e x ta n t, t ru ly  ,

N igerian  p lay  in  E ng lish , Henshaw's This la  Our Chance, was not published 

' u n t i l  1956. I t  i s  th is  h i s to r ic a l  p e rsp ec tiv e  o f the o r ig in  and develop

ment of the  th e a tre  and drama in  N igeria  th a t  the  in tro d u c to ry  chap ter 

o f th is  th e s is  p rov ides.
t

Although the p lays published  from 1956 to  1975 rev ea l no

d is c e rn ib le  l i t e r a r y  movement, an a ttem pt i s  made in  th is  study to
* 1

c la s s i f y  them 'in to ' th re e  convenient groups in  ch ap te rs  two, th re e  and

fo u r  r e s p e c tiv e ly . ’Chapter two d ea ls  w ith  s e le c te d  p lays in  which the

, p a s t i s  u sed , through myth and h is to r y ,  to ' a p p re c ia te  the  p r e s e n t . , In

the  d ra m a tis ts ' response "to myths and legends of N ig e ria , an in te n t  to  
■ v

i n s t r u c t  the  s o c ie ty  and to  warn i t - a g a in s t  the recu rren ce  o f c e r ta in  

p a s t eventB can be d isce rn ed . S ix p la y s , in c lu d in g  Eshu E legbara .

6i i  '
. . i
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Woyengi and The Imprisonment of O bata la . i l l u s t r a t e  the  d id a c tic  purpose

of the in te g ra t io n  of myths and legends in to  modern N igerian  drama. Two

•«- • h i s to r ic a l  p lay s , Kurunmi and The Cassava G host, re v e a l the  playwrights*. ^

commitment tS  c r i t i c a l  comments on contemporary s o c io - p o l i t ic a l  s i tu a -  
»

t io n s  in  the  country . ’ ,

Chapter th ree  t r e a t s  f iv e  p lays s e t  in  the  co n flic t-p la g u e d  

t r a n s i t io n a l  period  between the p a s t and modern tim es. D espite  the 

v a r ie ty  of c o n f l ic ts  dram atized in  these  p lay s , each p iece  p o rtray s  

c e r ta in  u n d esirab le  a sp ec ts  o f the N igerian  c u ltu re , questions and con

demns- those va lues th a t ' ha,ve o u tliv ed  th e i r  u se fu ln e ss . These p lays« •
p ro je c t  the c o lle c t iv e  experience o f a  people in  the  process of change; 

and the re so lu tio n  of the  c u ltu re  c o n f l ic t  in  each* p lay  suggests the old 

v o rd er in  t r a n s i t io n ,  y ie ld in g  p lace  to  the  new. >

Chapter fo u r examines the. t ra g ic  and comic, o ften  s a t i r i c  

ve in s in  which the, i l l s  o f so c ie ty  are  exposed and d e c rie d . While James 

Ene Henshaw's comedies m ild ly  s a t i r i s e  t h e ‘f o l l i e s  of modern N igeria ,
f

Femi O so fisan 's  and J ,  P , C la rk 's  p lays rev ea l a t r a g ic  v is io n  of man 

and-of the a b s u rd itie s  of h is  l i f e .  An attem pt i s  made to  show th a t  the
i * *
I lo ca liz e d  tragedies and absurd ities in  the plays are, indeed,'-part of

the universal experience of man.

The f i f t h  chapter concentrates s o le ly  on Wole Soyinka's drama- 

turgyT The towering figure of th is  playwright among h is  contemporaries,• 

the volume and the q u a lity  of h is  w riting deserve separate treatment so . 

as to r e f le c t  the true p osition  of h is work as the pinnacle o f  dramatic 

lite r a tu r e  in  N igeria.

The concluding chapter attempts to provide a v is io n  of the

N v *’ i i i  ■ -

\  ’ ■ «

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

, 1" J I4 I.
V
1

¥ ,  v¥

, Lfu tu re  of the  theatreflfend drama in  N ig e ria . But f i r s t ,  i t  examines in

„ ed rospec t the  p ra c t ic a l  problems confron ting  the growth of the th e a tre  
> \t '* , .

m* drama, e sp e c ia lly  the problems of language. T h e n .it  looks in to  the
i' I If** \

t.
• ' |iangera to  which the p layw rights a re  exposed when they ' sound too' c r i t i c a l  

■ ‘T/ipZ }the government, o r of some powerful in d iv id u a ls  o r in s t i tu t io n s  in-
w ^

The study then ends on the o p tim is t^ : note t h a t ,  g iven the 

m t crop-of e s ta b lish e d  and upcoming p lay w rig h ts , and given the

R a s in g ' p o p u la r ity  of drama, and the a r t i s t s '  in v in c ib le  sense of
1 h i;tW i*

;, the fu tu re  promises to  be b r ig h t  fo r  the  th e a tre  and drama 

-ria , d e sp ite  the  com petition  o ffe red  by the movies.

■i I  - ‘. i v - V ' SA ’ i'' rt i *•  ' .-*4 ! ► 1 ■» ' .
■ ’ *• 1 K

- •*» ’ i

v .v >  y y n V y .

. v \\ ‘ '*>, ' A i ’

* ’ * '\ 1,1
> ’V,-' A ,

; ; r : '>
. ...

■

f  X

- ‘T .- 'n JvV  
.  i - K y / . 'v / i U r

;V  V n 'V l ,'**■ v.* .w> ’ • vA '
' '.  V *rT** t ' hi r \ , .

x  } ,
-/ ' ’ t ‘ w ' ' X "' x  ■ ’• S  y y

iv

V

. <•' ... • t ■ v ‘ ■ *WV k. * - • . -A - - .■''•>-5- V
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PREFACE %

F u ll- le n g th  s tu d ie s  of modem N igerian drama are hard to come 

byv  though the volume of c r i t i c a l  a p p ra isa ls  “of se le c te d  works of in d iv i

dual playw rights keeps growing everyday. This study i s ,  th e re fo re ,

designed to provide a much needed c r i t i c a l  and d e sc r ip tiv e  survey of 
» * <

^modern N igerian drama in  E nglish . In  the execution of th is  ta sk , i t  has 

been necessary to l im it  myself to  a period from the beginnings to  1975 

because of the*staggering  frequency w ith which dram atic l i t e r a tu r e  is  

being produced in  N igeria . The lim itin g  of my examination to  se lec ted
a

plays published up to 1975 f a c i l i t a t e s  the b ring ing  in to  focus the f i r s t  

t h i r ty  years,"  or so, of modem th e a tre  and drama in  N igeria .

Although 1975 is  the c u t-o f f  po in t in  the s e le c tio n  of plays 

fo r  the  purpose of the survey, the b ib liography  has been made as’ 

exhaustive as p ossib le  to  include plays published as re c e n tly  as 1977, 

and background ^ n a te ria ls  published in  1978, and a lso  o th er te x ts  which 

were s t i l l  in  the p ress a t  the completion of th is  s tudy . D espite the 

ex tensiveness of the b ib liog raphy , the p o s s ib i l i ty  of om issions cannot 

be 'truled ou t.

In ny attempt to'put into  proper perspective the various 

aapeots of the origin  and growth of Nigerian theatre and drama, the 

technique most of the way i s  ex eg etica l, in the hope that some fresh  

l ig h t  w ill  be shed on the problems which have plagued c r it ic a l  comments 

that followed hard on'the production and publication of individual plays. 

But in  the main, the present study i s  only an introductory Burvey.

Certain partB of th is  th esis  have been s l ig h t ly  revised fo r  

publication as indicated in the "Vita."

v i i i
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

THE THEATRE IN NIGERIA

C o nflic ting  and o ften  m isleading a s se r tio n s  have been made
> ^

concerning the o rig in  and growth of the th e a tre  in  N ig eria . As recen tly  

as 197U, Ebun Clark attem pted "a h is to r ic a l  documentation of the deve

lopment o£ the th e a tre  from 19^6, the year he [Hubert Ogunde} formed h is 

p ro fe ss io n a l company, to the p resen t d ay ."1 She makes i t  c le a r  in her 

survey, however, th a t Ogunde's " th e a tre  ca ree r began. . . in  19U 1 when
m

he produced h is  f i r s t  opera, The Garden of Eden and The Throne of God,

by commission of the Church o f  the Lord, a Cherubim and Seraphim sec t 
2

based in  Lagos." .
•  9

J ,  A, A dedeji's  opinion is  a t  variance w ith EburuC lark 's. He 

c a te g o ric a lly  s ta te s  th a t  Hubert Ogunde "founded 'The A frican Music and 

Dance Research P a r ty ' and Jaunched him self in to  the  th e a tre  in  19t*5."-* 

But Ebun Clark c ite s  West African P ilo t  o f 2 [ $ T ]  March 19U6 to eupport 

h e r claim th a t  the "Tiger's Bapire in  which The A frican Music Research 

Party presented Hubert Ogunde, Beatrice Oypde and Abike Taiwo was the- . 

play that launched Ogunde Theatre, the f i r s t  contemporary professional 

company in  Nigeria; i t  was performed on Monday, l*th March, 191*6."^

1
Ebun Clark, "Ogunde Theatre* The Rise o f Contemporary Pro

fe ss io n a l Theatre in  Nigeria 191*6-197?." Nigeria Magazine. No. 11L 
(197U), 3 . ------ 12=41---------

2 Ibid . O
3

J . A. Adedeji, "Oral Tradition and The 'Contemporary Theatre 
in  Nigeria," Research in  African L iterature. 2 , No. 2 (1971), 135.

 ̂ Ebun Clark, "Ogunde Theatre," 3 .

i
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Another rep o rt, by Sam 0ba, rev ea ls  th a t Ogunde "worked as a policeman, 

but resigned in  19L5 to  form the Hubert Ogunde Concert P arty—the f i r s t  

fu ll- t im e  concert group in  West A frica ."^  And so the controversy over 

the date  of the estab lishm ent of the f i r s t  p ro fessiona l th ea tre  in  

1 &  N igeria continues.

In another study , Adedeji d ec la res: "Soyinka launched h is idea 

of the N igerian th ea tre  when he presented A Dance of the F orests and a 

troupe, The 1960 Masks. This bold venture opened up a new v is ta  in  the 

h is to ry  of the th ea tre  in  N igeria . At once s ig n if ic a n t ,  th is  was the 

f i r s t  i n i t i a t iv e  by a N igerian towards the b ir th  of the Nigerian 

th e a tre ." ^  Yet, elsewhere, the same c r i t i c  m aintains th a t Wole Soyinka
N

"founded the Orisun Theatre in  196h as the f i r s t  p ro fessiona l th ea tre  in
7

E ng lish ."  But Wole Soyinka him self m aintains th a t  "by 1962 or 1963 we 

were able to  bring out the f i r s t  f u l ly  p ro fessio n a l th e a tre  s t i l l  

a ttached  by an um bilical cord to th e -1960 Masks. . . .And th a t was the
O

Orisun Theatre Company."

These statem ents reveal co n trad ic tio n s  th a t  a re  more than 

merely apparen t. I t  i s  some r e l i e f ,  however, th a W . A. Adedeji concedes 

th a t  the " th e a tre  has a long t r a d i t io n  in Nigeria* The contemporary

^ See "Every Woman Member of my Troupe i s  my W ife," The 
Guardian (M anchester), 11* Aug. 1968, p. i*. Cf. "Ogunde .FestivaT- ' 77:
33 years on .the Stage 19W-77," Daily Times (N ig e ria ) , 23 Deo. 1976, '
P% tOe

6
Adedeji, "A P ro f i le #of N igerian Theatre 1960-1970," N igeria  

Magazine. Nob. 107-109 (1971), 3.

A dedeji, "Oral T ra d itio n ,"  135.
8

See "D iscussion," in  K. L. Morel*, E d ., In Person: Achebe 
Avoonor, and Soyinlca (S e a t t le :  Dniv. of Washington, 197^), p. 9<jT ^ —

i i
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*

t h e a t r e ,” -he claim s, " is  exem plified . . .a s  the product of two th e a t r ic a l  

developments which o rig in a te d  in  the communities o f the Yoruba peoples

Iof southw estern N ig eria . The th ea tre / in Yoruba language i s  the 'f o lk ' 

th e a tre  which o rig in a ted  from the so c ie ty  of masqueraders around the 

middle of the s ix te e n th  cen tu ry ."

(  An anonymous c lr i t ic ,  w ritin g  in  1966 on "An Experiment in

•  Drama," r e f e r s  to  the Yoruba Folk Opera as "bare ly  twenty years o ld ," "^

/  thereby implying 19bb-k6 as the probable date  of the  b i r th  of the th e a tre
- * a

in  N ig e ria . Also, Oyin Ogunba, who r e f e rs  to  the modern th e a tre  of the

.proscenium stag e  as  "borrowed mainly from Europe," b e lie v es  th a t  the

"borrowing has been o ff  and on fo r  about a cen tu ry , but i t  has in  the
t

p a st twenty years taken a  d e f in i te  shape, s ta r t in g  w ith  the  s ta g in g  of

m usical -works, l ik e  those of Handel and Mozart in  Lagos, Abeokuta and

Ibadan- in  the  1880's and lead ing ,on  to  the achievements of Duro Ladipo 
0 ^

and Wole Soyinka in  the p re se n t decade."

I t  was Echeruo who, in  1962, e s ta b lish e d  the f a c t  th a t  in  the 

e a r ly  1880 's, the concert was popular in  Lagos, much to  th e  em barrass- 

. i ment and d isg u s t of some p u r ita n ic a l  m iss io n a rie s . "At the  Annual
A
* •

. Conference of the Wesleyan Church in  1881," Echeruo n o te s , "sin*address

was p resen ted  which am ong^ther th in g s , expressed ocncern th a t  'some
' s

p la c e s , chapel, and school prem ises, s e t  a p a r t  as they a re ,  fo r  the 

9 j

N igeria  Magazine.  No. 89 (June 1966), 157.

A dqdeji, "O ral T ra d it io n ,"  131*.
'  10 a i g e r i a  m agazine* no. oy ^june iy b o j ,  15/.

a11 *Oyin Ogunba, "Theatre in  N ig e ria ,"  Presence A fric a in e , 10
( 1966) ,  65. "

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

f

worship and serv ice  of God, have been unlaw fully  abused by the holding

th e re in  of en terta inm ents which were not only devoid of re l ig io u s

tendency but seem to  e n te r  in to  undisguised com petition .w ith  the music

12h a ll  and the t h e a t r e '. "  This would suggest th a t  the th e a tre , what

ever i t s  language and le v e l of s o p h is t ic a tio n , was a lready  p a r t  of the 

l i f e  of Lagos people, probably even before 1880. However, the f i r s t  

known organized th e a tre  greup in  Lagos was formed by the B ra z ilia n  

Community. According to  Echeruo,

There are  sev era l records of concerts sponsored 
or performed by the s e tt le r -p o p u la tio n . The 
B ra z ilia n  Dramatic Company, under the patronage 
of the German Consul, H einrich Bay, performed a 
'grand th e a tre ' in  honour of Queen V ic to r ia 's  
b ir th d a y , on May 23, 1882. The stage on th e  
occasion, we are to ld , 'was ta s te fu l ly  d e c o ra te d ';  . 
and the performances consisted  .of 'humorous, 
dram atic and o ther p iec e s , songs and performances 
on the v io lin  and the g u i t a r ' .  . . .

B raz ilian  in te r e s t  in  concerts and th e a tre  
appears to  have o rig in a ted  from th e i r  e a r l i e r  
A frican experience previous to the slave period  
in  South JUnerica.^3

Although the B ra z ilia n  Dramatic Company i s  not a t ru ly  in d i-  

genous th e a tre  group because i t  was mad^ up of members of the s e t t l e r -  

popu lation , i t s  c o n tr ib u tio n  to  the development' of drama and the th e a tre  

in  N igeria  i s  monumental. I t  became the major in s p ira t io n  fo r  the form

a tio n  of numerous o ther entertairfm ent s o c ie t ie s .  The successfu l 
•» < 

prem iere-perform ance of the Ibadan Choral Society” on 29 December 1886,

the  B read fru it School Entertainm ent Society  which received  support from

12 \M. J .. C. Echeruo, "Concert and Theatre in  Late N ineteenth-
Century Lagos." N igeria  Magazine. No. 7k {Sept, 1962) ,  69*

A

13 I b id . ,  69-70.
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Mr. Charles Poresythe, H erbert M acaulay's concerts in  1889, and a 

dumber ox o ther Dramatic S o c ie tie s  in  Southern N ig eria , ^ would show 

th a t  the formal th e a tre  in  N igeria  was already  on a f a i r l y  strong.)£oot- 

ing as e a r ly  as the la te  19th  cen tu ry . But, no doubt, the th e a tre  in  

i t s  crude fonn has always been w ith N igerians who, n a tu ra l ly ,  a re  a 

m usical people w ith t ra d itis& a l love of r i t u a l s  and f e s t iv a l s  in  which 

im personation ( th a t  i s ,  m asquerading), dance, song, and sp ec tac le  are 

ind ispensab le  in g re d ien ts .

The problem rem ains, however, th a t  the whole h is to ry  of drama 

and the th e a tre  in  N igeria  cannot be presented  mainly because of the 

conspicuous lack of p e r t in e n t reco rd s . L ite ra ry  c r i t i c s  have been 

hampered by th is  lack  and by inadequate records which a re , a t  b e s t ,  

reco n stru c ted  w ith f a s c in a tin g  con jec tu res  in  th e ir  endeavours to  capture 

the  e n ti r e  history of drama and the  th e a tre  in  the coun try . The con

tra d ic to ry  a s se r tio n s  by the various c r i t i c s  c ite d  above may be regarded, 

th e re fo re , as f a in t  s tre a k s  of illu m in a tio n  in  the d a rk . S ca tte red  

p ieces  of evidence may e x is t  to  enable us to  recognize the sketchy ou t-
r ‘

l in e s  of the h is to ry  of the th e a tre  in  N igeria  before the 19th cen tu ry . 

U nfo rtuna te ly , the o u tlin e s  a re  no b e t te r  than mere s ilh o u e tte s  laoking  

d i s t i n c t  fe a tu re s  th a t  would p lace  the  e n tir e  h is to ry  in  a  c le a r  • - 

p e rsp e c tiv e .

The b lu rred  o u t l in e s ,  however, began to  grow ra th e r  d i s t in c t

towards the end of the 19th cen tu ry . But, l ik e  the "dingy somber-looking"

Chinese lamps and the "suspending lamps" th a t  h a l f - l i t  the h a l l s  which

*■

For a  more d e ta ile d  account, see Echeruo, "Concert and 
T heatre in  Late N ineteenth-C entury Lagos," 70—73*
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passed fo r  th e a tre s  a t  'th a t  tim e, the l i f e  o f the 19th and e a rly  20th

century  drama and th e a tre  in ^Southern N igeria  was r e la t iv e ly  sh o rt. In 

the words of Echeruo,
9

I t  i s  a t  f i r s t  s u rp r is in g  th a t  the t r a d i t io n  of 
t)je th e a tre  which has grown d u rin g 'th e  1880 's  
should have suddenly dted  o u t. I t  would appear, 
however, th a t  the  enthusiasm  of these tim es, in  
not being fundam ental in  concept and organic in  
i t s  development, depended e x c lu s iv e ly  on the 
honest ( i f  in  o th e r r e s p e c ts , m isguided) endeavour 
of these  'V ic to r ia n ' Lagosians to improve them
selves c u l tu r a l ly ,  through im ita tio n , in  o rder 
to  be accep ted .1 E sp ec ia lly  as these concerts , 
depended on the sm all m idd le-c lass e l i t e , they 
could only survive as long as  the in te l l e c tu a ls  
were w illin g  to  continue th e i r  support. The 
c o n certs , in  o th e r words, d id  not develop s trong  
and independent roots.--in-the N ig e ria n -so il  . When 
p ro fe s s io n a l, commercial, and l a t e r  p o l i t i c a l  
in te r e s t s  d iv e rted  the- a t te n t io n  of the  e l i t e , 
the s p i r i t  of these  concerts  began to  fade away.^5

I t  was no t u n t i l  Hubert Ogunde rose in  19W4 th a t  drama and the

t l^ a t r e  assumed a d i s t in c t iv e  shape in  N ig eria . Though Ogunde produced

h is  p lays predom inantly in  Yoruba, h is  e a r ly  success as a d ra m a tis t and

h is  p o p u la r ity  e sp e c ia lly  among the  Yoruba paved the way fo r  the  keen '

i n te r e s t  in  the  th e a tre  which p resen t day N igerian  p layw righ ts of

E ng lish  expression  were to ’ develop in  the l a t e  1950's and- e a r ly  1960 's.

Ogunde i t  was who, through h is  humble beg inn ings, drew a t te n t io n  to  the
* i

w ealth  o f un iquely  A frican m a te ria ls  w aiting  to  be tapped f o r  s ty l iz e d  

d ram aon  the  s ta g e .
I

The g en e ra tin g  s p i r i t  of drama in  N igeria  l i e s  in  the mode of 

l iv in g  o f the  a n c e s to rs . Like men in  any modern s o c ie ty , they  bought to1

15
Lagos," 7U.

Echeruo, "C oncert bnd Theatre in  Late N ineteenth-C entury

\
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"extend" themselvea "beyond the S t i f f  confines of the here and now. One 

of the m o s t- in te re s tin g  ex tensions by which modern man has te a m e d  to

share v ic a r io u s  experiences and to  ca tch  a glim pse oi'ysomething beyond
'*• ' 1 6  h im self has been through a r t  and l i t e r a tu r e . "  S im ila r ly , in  N igeria ,

as in  o th e r  p a r ts  of Black A fric a , our an cesto rs  engaged in  the a r t  of

s to r y - te l l in g ,  in  songs (o f te n  in  the form of n a tiv e  b a llad e  and

heightened ly r i c a l  p o e try ) , m usic, dance, mime, and sp e c ta c le  as various

forms of r e l ie v in g  them selves o f the boredom and monotony of th e i r

ord inary  work-a-day p r e - l i t e r a te  world, _ •

The a r t  o f s to r y - te l l in g  is  of g re a t s ig n if ic a n c e  to  the 

development of drama p a r t ic u la r ly  in  Southern Nige,ria. A s k i l l f u l  

n a r ra to r  would make h is  s to ry  much more in te r e s t in g  i f  he could in te r 

sperse  i t  w ith ,songs and a  dance o r two, because t h i s  would en liv en  h is  

s to ry  as w ell as draw h is  audience in to  spontaneous p a r t ic ip a t io n  in  

t e l l i n g  and a c tin g  out the s to ry . While he singe the  so lo , h is  audience 

takes up the r e f r a in .  He im ita te s  the c r ie s  and songs of the  anim als 

and b ird s  in  h is  s to ry , and uses mime and g e s tic u la tio n s  to  v iv ify  the 

d e sc r ip tio n  of the a c tio n s  of h is  c h a ra c te rs .  His r h e to r ic a l  questions 

are  o fte n  answered by h is  audience and t h e i r  responses, and occasional 

c ry p tic  comments have come to  be regarded  as being ancestra l"  to  audience 

p a r t ic ip a t io n  in ,  and re a c tio n  to ,  th e a t r ic a l  perform ances on the modern 

s ta g e . I t  i s  th is  im portant r e la t io n s h ip  between the  spontaneous 

behaviour of the  audience of a  s to r y - t e l l e r  and the  noiBy n a tu re  of, thjer 

audience in  a  modern th e a tre  th a t  c r i t i c s  have f a i le d  to  id e n t ify  in

*16 T« V. H atlen , O rie n ta tio n , to  the  T heatre  (New York*
Appleton-Century-Crof t s , 19f>2) , p. 2 .

i
)
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th e i r  commendable attem pts to  exp la in  the behaviour o f the modem
e ■

17 -A frican audience in  the th e a tre , \  v  J* t

iA .V a

\
In a s e n s e / 'a  s k i l l f u l  ti^ d itio n a V  s to r y - t e l l e r  i s  a p e r-  N

< ■
form er, a "d ram atist"  whose a c t in te g ra te s  im personation (through ro le -

r
play and im ita tio n ) , dialogue (by the use of jd 'irec t speech in  rep o rtin g

the conversation  of h is  c h a ra c te rs ) , and ac tio n  ( in c lu d in g  mime and
\

e l i c i t e d  audience p a r t ic ip a t io n ) ,  a l l  of which c o n s ti tu te  the e sse n tia l"  

in g re d ien ts  of drama -as we know i t .  Amos Tutuola s t r iv e s  to  achieve 

th is  "d ram atist"  stance of the n a rra to r  in  h is  novel F ea ther Woman of 

the Jungle (Londons Faber, 1962), which t e l l s  of the suspensefu l adven-
p

tu re s  o f the 76-year-o ld  v illa g e  ch ie f in  ten  n ig h ts , w ith  the ch ie f as

the  n a rra to r  who su s ta in s  the in te r e s t  of h is  audience w ith songs,
*

music, dancing and drinking each night.

H erbert Shore heads in  the r ig h t  d ire c tio n  when he s ta te s

th a t

A frican dance and mime were never simply a e s th e tic .
They were rooted in function and n ecess ity . . . .
Many of the very acts of African d a ily  l i f e  are in  
themselves forms of theatre in  the manner in  which 
they are s ty liz e d  and dramatized--the greeting  
from man to man, the breaking of land, planting  
the seed and harvest, the forms of courtship. . . 
b irth , marriage, and death, pmyere for  ra in .
A ll these things and more, have th e ir  own drama
t ic  r itu a ls , each adding depth of meaning,^emotional 
sig n ifica n ce , and'aesthetic  quality  to the a c tiv ity

17 For example, see K, A. B. Jones-Quartey, "Tragedy and the 
African Audlenoe." Qkyeame« 3, No. 1,(D ec. 1?66), 50-56* and "The 
Problems of Language in  the Development of the African Theatre," Qkyeame. 
ll, No. 1 (Leg. 1968), 95-102* T, D. Pawley, "The Black African Audience," 
P layers. Aug. A Sept. 1971* pp ..258-61* and Sonny O ti, "Tragedy’s Tooal 
Audience in 'N igeria ,"  Journal of Commonwealth.L iterature. XI, No. 3 
(1975)," 5> 62 . . )  ; ~

i

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

\

*

9

■ ■ •* ' i f  18i t s e l f .

Im p lic it  in a statem ent lik e  th is  one i s  the in d isp u tab le  f a c t  th a t 

drama has always been a  s ig n if ic a n t element in  the c u ltu re  of t ra d i t io n a l  

A frica .

In  N igeria , fo r  instance,, the Yorubas ( in  the  f iv e  south-
\  ii

western S ta tes  of Oyo, Ondo, tigun, Lagos and Kwara), the Ijaws of the
\

D elta  a rea , the Igbo of .Imo and- AnSmbra jjj^ates, and the E fiks of the

Cross River S ta te  have o ften  been c ite d  in  various s tu d ie s  to  i l l u s t r a t e
»

, N ig e ria 's  abundance in 'ind igenous m ate ria ls  w ith  high p o te n tia ls  fo r

19 - *.drama. W riting on "Aspects of N igerian Drama," fo r  example, J .  P.

Clark a s s e r ts  th a t ju s t  "as the roo ts  of European Drama goes, back to the

Egyptian O siris  and the Greek Dionysius so are the o rig in s  of N igerian
t  '

drama l ik e ly  to  be found in  the e a rly  re l ig io u s  and magical ceremonies 

alnd f e s t iv a ls  of the peoples of th is ' country. . The egungun or oro of 

the  Yoruba, the egwugwu or mmoi masques of the Ibo , and the ovu arid oru

18 -H. L. Shore, "Drums, Dances. . .And Then Some," Texas
Quarterly. 7» No. < (Summer 19610, 225-26.

t\  1 q ' *
I t n j i  B eier, "Yoruba Folk Operas," African Music. 1‘ (1951*)»

i  " v‘ "The Egungun Cult," N igeria Magazine, No. 5-1 (1&>6)| "The Oshun
I ' F estiv a l,"  Nigeria Magazine. No, (1957)* Robert Horton, "New Year in

the D e lta ~ a  Traditional F estiv a l,"  Nigeria Magazine. No. 67 (1960)? *
"The Kalahari Btine Society,"  A frica. 2 (1963)7 U lli  B eier, "The 
Agbegijo Masqueraders." Nigeria Magazine. No. 82 (1961*); S . A; Babalola, 
The Content and Form of Yoruba I ja la  (Londont Oxford Univ. Press, 1966); 
jV p . C^ark, "Aspects of Nigerian Drama," Nigeria Magazine. No. 89
(1966)| Oyin Ogunba, "Ritual Drama of the tjebu Poeple," Unpubl. Ph. D,
D issertation , Oniv* of Ibadan, 1^67I Margaret Laurence, Long Drums*and 
Cannons (London* Macmillan, 1960), e s p ., pp.' 1?-10, and 77-aOj Ola 
Rotimi, "Traditional Nigerian Drama," in Bruce K ing,-Ed., Introduction 
to Nigerian Literature (Lagos* Univ. of Lagos, 1971), pp. 36-W i M. J , C. 
Echeruo, "The Dramatic Limits of Igbo R ituals,"  Research in  African 
Literature. 1*, No. 1 (1973)J and 0 . Fubara, "Ovu Arusun F estiva l,"  
N igeria Magazine. No. 113 (1971*).
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a ’■* ’ ' V'‘"'v *  ̂ ^   ̂| . J* ^
w a te r‘mashueradet/of- the* iM w 'd re’ ty p ic a l of the n a tio n a l rep e rto ry

V.. A* * i' »| ^  v 4 ' 20
s t i l i  'generally^ unacKnqwljfdiged fiToday." Some of the most fa sc in a tin g  

■ of the ancestral,, o r '^ ^ h 'ip ld y s  {■which Clark" c i te s  and c la s s i f i e s  as ' '

suh-d ivisions .of trad ition al '-flifepia) include the Hew Year F estiva l of "
’ » ' *« ’  ̂ \ r ' * ' ̂  \j ''

Buguma, Mingi Oporo-po ( or . the'*wafter p ig ), The Tight-rope Dancer, and
■ • • v A 3 y /

other Efik or Ibiohio pla^^/TM®’ Afekn play Utughu or The Spider Play,
,i ■-<*/«.’ -v\

the annual I rokp f e s t iv a l ,  at, Qv »̂ the seasonal dance-dramas of the Ijaw,
' *  ̂P ’ ’ ' s , /

and the graduation drama \of I s i^ i .or tpu Ogu performed by the Igbo
-' * „

people of Edda near Aflkpo# The impression created in Clark!s study is
“ ■ ' '''V\

that the trad ition al p lays, d&nce.-dramas, r itu a ls  and f e s t iv a ls ,  lik e
'•* »' s •

many other indigenous African ."dramatic" productions, provide a rich
1 X

background for  the development of modern drama in N igeria. Clark's
* * t*

unequivocal equation of these r ituals'and  fe s t iv a ls  with drama i s ,
•» / „  '  ,   ̂ t 

9

* however, a b it  m isleading, . • »
». * *

/A n o th er -cr itic , M. M. Mahood, s ta te s  that "There have always
o '■* .*

been forme, o f drama in Africa though th$ body of actual drama is  small 

in  comparison with the great quantity .of 'pre-drama to  be found, on the „
. i-C t 1 r 1

one hand, in  re lig io u s r itu a l, ahd<c& the. other hand, in  the te l l in g  and 

' Binging of s to r ie s  for entertainment, V V  This view i s  indisputable, . The
_ i  ' .

‘contention, however, i s  that, Clark*a 'stdd^’ pay's,..little a tten tion  to the - .
' * ’ ' ■T'A'’- ‘ -

fro n tie r  hetwe'en pre-drama .and. drama W»V<>ĥ  |lahcAd points out, i s  not
« . *• ’■ ' 1 v  ■' ■. i

always easy to define.^ 2  ̂ . 'V)

In Q...D, Killam, A fricw yfoffiers on A frican Writing
(Londoni Beinemann, 1973) , P* 3p» :

i
*21 r* L; %tH. M. Mahood, "Drama, in  Npw-Sprri S ta te s ," Presence “

‘ A frlca lne. 32 (1966), 23.
22 ‘ V. *.» ' ^Ib id . , - *. • a

V ?  - t . r
r.  *  

*  '

’ * 'h xJ ' ' '■>
. ? 1 -
». 'HJf *■• "

!■t V
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This d i f f i c u l t  task  of de fin in g  the b o rd e r- lin e  between

r i t u a l s  and f e s t iv a l s  on the one hand and drama on the o th e r i s  the
* ' ✓

b a s is  of Echeruo*s essay  on "The Dramatic Lim its of Igbo R itu a ls ."  He

argues,, f o r  example, th a t  a "New Tam F e s tiv a l .  . . i s  a g re a t r i t u a l  and

festi-^e  even t. Behind the r i t u a l  a c tiY itie s  of the f e s t iv a l  i s  alm ost 

c e r ta in ly  a mythoa of a re tu rn in g  and beneficen t god who is  both wel-
t

corned and p ro p it ia te d . But the f e s t iv a l  i t s e l f ,  to g e th e r w ith i t s  

a sso c ia te d  r i t u a l  a c ts ,  i s  not drama which only emerges from the s e le c tiv e  

e la b o ra tio n , reenactm ent and re in te rp re ta t io n  of s ig n if ic a n t  aspec ts  of 

the  f e s t iv e  m yth."2^ * ' /

Echeruo emphasizes the .need, to  d is tin g u ish  between drama and
k 1 ** «’ a _ *

f e s t i v a l ,  and c i te s  the  Mbom- Ama F e s tiv a l  of Umunumo', t h e ’Odo F e s tiv a l 

and the 0.1 I v i ' F e r t i l i t y  F e s tiv a l  in ' Akii. t'o i l l u s t r a t e  the  necessary
9 . ‘

■* ' •

d is t in o tif ln . The d iscussion  of these f e s t iv a l s  i s  preceded by a quick
* I ' ' » *

glance at the Sumerian F estiv a l in which "the enactment. . .o f  the 

arr iva l of Marduk i s  embodied in the F estiv a l i t s e l f  as a ..ritual in c i

dent, That i s  to say, the drama i s  absorbed in  r itu a l action  and the 

aythoa i s  subsumed in r i t u a l .-’ Hence, though the F estiv a l has a great 

deal of dialogue', action , music, dance and decor, i t  does not c z y sta l-  

iase in  drama." His oonolusion', a fter  examining the thfeeT gbo f e s t i 

v a ls  c ite d  above, d is t in c t ly  maps out the fro n tier  between fe s t iv a l  
* ‘
(pre-drama) and drama proper: •

21 ' ■"M. J . C. Echepuo, "The Dramatic Limits o f Igbo R ituals,"
23-2U.

2^ *Ib id ., 25 .,
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The dram atic con ten t of the Odo f e s t iv a l ,  l ik e  
the o th er f e s t iv a l s  of Igbo people i s .  . .b u r^ e ^ ^ x  
in  the  r i t u a l  p u r i ty  of the f e s t iv a l .  What i s  j

• needed then . . . i s  to  fo rc e  th a t  r i t u a l  to  y ie ld  
i t s  s to ry ; to  cu t through the overlay of ceremony 
to  the  primary even te-m  the mythoa. R itu a l i s ,  
and has always been, a dead end: i t  cannot grow.

* I t  only sh rinks s te a d i ly  in to  in e v ita b ly  in 
ac ce ss ib le  (though powerful) symbolism^ The Igbo 
should do what the Greeks d id : expand r i t u a l  in to  
l i f e  and give th a t  l i f e  a s e c u la r  base . That way, 
we may be ab le  to in te r p r e t  and r e in te r p r e t  th a t  
se rio u s  view of l i f e  which is  now so dimly mani- 

, f e s t  in  out f e s t i v a l s .25

Bcheruo's c a l l  on the Igbo to  do what the Greeks d id  may be

in te rp re te d  as a c a l l  fo r  p layw rights w ith a gu id ing  i n t e l l e c t ,  who, by i

v i r tu e  of im aginative c r e a t iv i ty ,  a re  capable of harnessing  t r a d i t io n a l
«

myths, r i t u a ls ,  and f e s t iv a ls  so that they transcend th e ir  delim itin g  

confines and evolve in to  drama of considerable magnitude. Such'drama

t i s t s ,  had already emerged in  Yorubaland where Hubert Ogunde, the la te  

Duro Ladipo, the la te  Kola Ogunmola, and Obdtunde Ijim ere have been 

producing plays in  the vernacular for  about two decades. They represent 

the f i r s t  crop of Nigerians to e f fe c t iv e ly  in terp ret through drama the  

serious view of l i f e  which has for  long been m anifest in Nigerian cjyths, 

f e s t iv a ls  and r itu a ls .

w, Hubert Ogunde, N igeria 's  forem ost'folk  dram atist, has "Written?
!

about th ir ty  plays to date, among them, The Garden of Kden ( 1'91+it) * Mr. 

D evil'S  Money (19M>)» Strike and Hunger (191«6)» Towards Liberty (19U7), 

Yoruba Ronu (banned by the N, N. D. P. Western Nigerian government in  

1965), and recen tly . A lyel One d istin gu ish in g  c h a ra c ter is tic  of .Ogunde'a 

plays i s  that no f u l l  tex t of-any of them e x is t s ,  though the songs which
i '

2$ Ib id .,  ,30.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

t
f e

13

norm ally t e l l  the s to ry  in  each play are waxed o n .reco rds , many of which

are  s t i l l  a v a ila b le . His plays have d e f in i te  p lo ts  but the d ialogue is

improvised most of the .way. The r e s u l t  is  th a t  Ogunde's plays can be

f a i th f u l ly  presented only by the Ogunde Theatre Group. Even then, no

two productions of the same play can be exactly  the same j(n terms of i t s

dram atic dialogue.

Kola Ogunmola, a contemporary of Hubert Ogunde, wrote over

ten  plays before h is  death , includ ing  Love of Money, They Are Enemies,

and the most popular of them a l l ,  The Palm-Wine- D rjnkard , which iB an

ad ap ta tion  of Amos T u tu o la 'e  f i r s t  novel of the same t i t l ^ .  Oyin Ogunba,
»

who ra te s  th is  play as "about the  best th ing  y e t produced in  Yoruba

th e a tre , as a dram atization  of a one-man e p ic ,"  does n o t.b e lie v e  i t  can
* •, * '

" re a lly  be c a lled  an adap ta tion  since both Tutuola and Ogunmola draw

from 'the [same] o ra l t ra d i t io n  and Ogunmola's play i s  s ig n if ic a n tly
26d if f e re n t  from T u tuo la 's  nove l,"

*
Duro Ladipo i s  a more serious playwright than Kola Ogunmola.

He grew from a composer of Yoruba church musio in Oshogbo to an accomp

lish ed  playwright. His Oba Ko So brought him to lim eligh t at the Berlin  

Theatre F estiva l in  196L, and at the Conmonwealth F estiv a l in England 

in  1965. This play, which dsalB with the tumultuous l i f e ,  death, and

26 .0 . Ogunba, "Theatre in  Nigeria** 68, I t  i s  hard to aocept 
Ogunba'-a argument. Jean-Paul S artre's The F lleS  i s  as d istan t from 
Sophocles' and la r lp id ea ' B lectra as modem ex isten tia lism  i s  from Creek 
olaasioism j and -nothing i l lu s tr a te s  the gu lf between Elizabethan and 
n eo -cla ssioa l drama b etter than Lryden's A ll For Love which transforms 
the p o l it ic a l  struggle between Anteny and Octavius in to  a mere! lo v e-  
honour c o n f lic t  within the framework of heroic tragedy. Yet, The F ile s  
i s  as muoh an adaptation of E lectra as A ll For Love i s  an adaptation of 
Shakespeare's Antony and Cleopatra. I t  i s  the prerogative o f the play
wright, I b e liev e , to modify h is  source material to  s u it  h is  pdfrpoae.
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d e if ic a t io n  of A lafin  Sango, derives from Samuel Johnson 's H istory  of 

the Yorubas (1921). His o ther plays include Oba Wa.ia,t and Mo re mi. which, 

l ik e  Oba Ko So. is  a m y th o -h is to rica l play modified fo r  the stage from 

Johnson 's book. Unlike Ogunde aiid e a r l i e r  Ogunmola, Duro Ladipo, who

" is  as much a poet as he is  a m usician. . .and fw ho] f i r s t  explored the

28

27
wealth o f t ra d i t io n a l  Yoruba poetry in  h is  p lay s ,"  has w ritte n  te x ts

fo r  h is  p lays. J These have been tra n s la te d  in to  English by U lli  B eier.

Obotunde Ijim ere  is  another playw right of Yoruba expression . 

U lli  B eier has published a c o lle c tio n  of th ree  of h is  plays in  tra n s

la t io n  under the t i t l e  The Imprisonment of O batala and Other P lay s .

The two o th er p lays in  the volume are  Everyman (Eda in  the o r ig in a l 

Yoruba v e rs io n ), ahd Woyengi. Obotunde Ijim ere  got the in sp ira t io n  to 

w rite  from h is  experience w ith Ladipo 's Company fo r  which he wrote one 

of h is  plays Eda. The Imprisonment of Obatala remains h is  major p lay .

I t  i s  based on a  Yoruba myth of the crea to r-god , but made s ig n if ic a n t  

by i t s  apparent p o l i t ic a l  a lle g o ry . -It "explores the  philosophy of 

Yoruba [o r la a j worship and t r i e s  to show the  in te rp la y  of cosmic forces
* i

that are personified in the Yorubrf imagination as C p r is s i-su pern atura l
29beings, half human and h is to r ic a l, half divine and eternal,"  Obotunde 

I Ijia ere  has a lso  got to h is cred it a fourth play e n tit le d  Born With the7
27 U lli  B eier, in  "Introduction" to hiB English adaptation of 

Obotunde Ijim ere's The Imprisonment of Obatala and Other Plays (London* 
Heinemann, 1966), p. v . — —

28 One of thebe p lays, Moreml, se lected  for treatment in  th is ,  
study, i s  published in Three Nigerian Plays, with introduction and noted 
by U ll i  JSeier (London* Heinemann, 1967).

29 U lli  B eier, "Introduction" to The Imprisonment of Obatala 
and Other P lays, p. v i .

•

o ,
,     .........
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F ire  on His Head, the p lo t of which is  taken from Johnson 's H istory 

of the Yorubas.

n cAlthough the works of Hubert Ogunde and Kola OgunmdW deserve
\

more a tte n tio n  than the cursory mention accorded them, i t  w ill su ff ic e  

in th is  study to c i te  them mainly 'to  show the im portant place they 

occupy in  the evo lu tion  of the Nigerian th e a tre . The th e a tre  which these 

two d ram atis ts  and playw rights developed grew out of the rough and ready 

t r a d i t io n a l  drama of the Yoruba people, with a l l  the c ru d i t ie s ,  colour, 

and pageantry of local r i t u a l s  and f e s t iv a l s .  This th ea tre  has, widh 

ju s t i f i c a t io n ,  been termed as the "Folk Opera" th e a tre . ’ According to
rt *

Martin Banham, ^  4 « ,

The Folk Opera, as i t s  name im plies, r e lie s  greatly  
on loca l themes—in Ladipo1s case a concern with 
the lore  and d e ta ils  of Yoruba history—and,, with »
Ogunmola and Ogunde, simple m oralistic ta le s  often  
vaguely b ib lic a l,  told  through song, dance and ' 
dialogue.- The Folk Operas are .often veh ic les for  
f in e  th eatr ica l d isp lay , not only of dancing and 
singing but a lso  drumming, instrumental playing, *

* acrobatics, clowning, mime, costumes and scenery. . . . 
[However] , the Folk Operas have, become a great 
deal more polished in the past few years, though 
th e ir  main audience s t i l l  remains the popular 
audience of the towns and v illa g e s  of the Western 
provinces of N igeria . V

The explanation for  the lim ited audience of the Folk Operas in  

N igeria i s  simple* the "Folk Opera" theatre i s  invariably a "Yoruba"

^  For a le is u r e ly , yet c r i t ic a l ,  d iscussion  of th is  play and 
i t s  author, see "Discussion between U lli  Beier. . .and Gerald Moore," 
Cultural Events in A frica. No. 25 (Dec. 1966), III-IY .

^  Martin Banham, "Notes on Nigerian Theatre* 1966," B u lletin  
of the Association for  African Literature in E nglish . No. I4 (196<>),
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th e a tre , and the language problem n a tu ra lly  r e s t r i c t s  the audience to 

Yoruba-speaking people. This is  why the "Folk Opera" th e a tre , desp ite  

i t s  s ig n if ic a n t  con tribu tion  to  the growth of the th e a tre  m  N igeria , 

cannot be c a l le d  the N igerian  th e a tre . ,ft£? Ogunba observed, the 

N igerian th ea tre  "has not yet re a lly  come to stays i t  s t i l l  looks fo r

ward to  the time when Nigerian peoples, o ther tfa^n tty? Yoruba, w ill 

develop dramas m  th e i r  own languages . " ^ 2

Even i f  drama develops among every e thn ic  group the way i t  has 

_,-~gKpwn in  Yorubaland, i t  w ill s t i l l  be drama in the various vernacu lars , 

and the audience w ill continue to be r e s t r ic te d  by language'? This is  

the agony of the m u lti-lingua lism  of the Nigerian so c ie ty . However, 

the problenTof language which l im its  the,, audience of the Folk Opera or
a

Yoruba theati%-«-as i t  would lim it the audience of the th e a tre  in any of

the o ther Nigenafti tongues—has been considerably removed by the develop-

ment of drama in  English . This co lon ia l m aste r’s language is  more widely
*

spoken in ,N ig eria  than any of the indigenous languages and, th e re fo re ,
^  '

any play w ritte n  in English would enjoy a. wider readersh ip  and a t t r a c t  

a la rg e r  audience across the nation  and ou tside  i t ,  3>  The only problem,

of course , ib  th a t  the N igerian drama in  English deprives a la rg e  number
i

32
0.  Ogunba, "Theatre in  N ig eria ,"  88 .

33 For  fu lle r  d iscussions of the problem of language in written  
.African. lite ra tu r e , see , for  example, S . ' Ac quay e , "The Lai%uage Problem 
of t>& Developing African Theatre," African Arts /  Ix ts  d’Afrlaue. 2,
No. 1 (Autumn 1968), 58-59? K. A. B. Jones-Quartey, "The Problems of 
Language in  the Development of the African Theatre," Okyeame. L, No. 1 
(Dec*. 1968), 9S-102; Chinua Acheba, "Bnglish and the African W riter," 
Transition, ii, No. 18 (196?), 27-30? and B. 1. Chukvudere, "The Problem 
of Language in African Creative Writing," African Literature Today.- 3 
(1969), 15-26.  BasL’
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of non-English-speaking th ea tre -g o e rs  of the enjoyment and "education1*
» ft

they would normally derive  from plays l ik e  Yoruba flonu and Oba Ko So.

I t  -is understandable, th e re fo re , th a t the "Polk Opera" th e a tre  continues
♦ '

to th riv e  desp ite  Ahe rapid grov/th and increasing  p o p u larity  of modem 

N igerian drama of English expression .
■* . w

In  Oym Ogunba*s c a l l  f o r  dramas in  languages o th e r  than

Yoruba, and in  Echeruo's c a l l  on the Igbo to do what the Greeks d id , the '
•>

m essage-is very c lears  both c r i t i c s  clamour fo r  indigenous drama. A 

s im ila r  c a l l  was made in 1950 when, according to  Echeruo, "one
' V

e n th u s ia s tic  ’Nigerian made an appeal through the D aily Times: 'D nless we 

are  prepared to ge t down to i t ,  un less we a re ,p repared  to put down on ~ 

paper fo r  p o s te r ity  our t ra d i t io n a l  hymns and fo lk —tunes, un less we are 

prepared to  CREATE, then we might as well ru le  out the word PROGRESS 

frtfm our d i c t io n a r y '. " ^

I t  i s  obvious th a t  th is  c a l l  was not answered in  1950. But i t
** ‘5 *is  m isleading th a t  " I t  was not u n t i l  1960, the year of Independence', th a t

the c a l j  was answered by Wole S o y in k a ."^  The hbnour of answering the

c a l l  deservedly belongs, not to  Wole Soyinka,' hu t to  James Ene Henshaw.\
In the "Preface" to h is  f i r s t  volume of ^three plays This Is  Our Chartce 

(1956), Henshaw s tre s se s  the need to  p reserve good t ra d i t io n s  in  a l l

developing .countries, includ ing  Nigeria* Henshaw may be likened , with
/

some ju s t i f i c a t io n ,  to  C hristopher T^hrlowe whom John Gassner ap tly  

d escrib es  as "a s l ig h t ly  sodden Joita th e 'B a p tis t .  . .who heralded  one

Lagos," 71*.
^  Boheruo, "Concert a /d  Theatre in  Late N ineteenth-Century

^  J ,  A . A dedeji, "A /P ro file  of Nigerian Theatre 1960-1970," 3 .
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g r e a t e r  than  h im se lf  C that i s ,  S h ak esp eare ] ,  though undoubtedly w ithou t

knowing ,who i t  would he , or g re a tly  c a rin g ."  However, the John -the-

B a p tis t  ro le  of M arlowe,is analogous to  th a t  of Henshaw only in so fa r  as

both a re  fo rerunners of g re a te r  a r t i s t s  than them selves.

Apart from h is  f i r s t  th ree  p lays pub lished  in  1956, nothing

e s ta b l is h e s  Henshaw as N ig e r ia 's  f i r s t '  p layw right of any worth b e t te r

than  h is  own words:

In N ig e r ia . . ;one o ccasio n a lly  sees well-known 
plays staged  by good p la y e rs , but the scenes of 
these p lays always take place in  surroundings f a r  
removed from the A fr ic a n 's  own. Often the th ings 
which a re  spoken about in  the p lays have no re 
la t io n s h ip  w ith the problems which face  the 
A frican audiendte.

W hilst i t  says much fo r  these' g re a t  works 
th a t  they w il l  always be staged  in  the world, 
there  i s  n e v e rth e le ss  a need fo r  p lays to  be w r itte n  
and produced in  the A fr ic a n 's  own surroundings, 
and w ith c h a ra c te rs  fa m ilia r  to - th e  o rd inary
A frican .37

I t  must be .adm itted, however, th a t  when Henshaw published h is  f i r s t  th ree  

p lay s , th e re  was n e ith e r  a  s in g le  p ro fe ss io n a l th e a tre  group performing 

in  E nglish  nor a re a l  th e a tre  b u ild in g  in  l lig e r ia . The p r o l i f e r a t io n - 

of dram atic s o c ie t ie s  in  the v a rio u s  Secondary schools and tea c h e r-  

t r a in in g  co lleg es  only Remonstrated the growing in te r e s t  in  dram atic 

productions which were, to  say the l e a s t ,  am ateurish . But a t  the  Uni

v e r s i ty  C ollege, Ibadan (U n iv ers ity  of Ibadan ̂ as from 1960) ,  s tuden t 

dram atic a c t i v i t y ,  though f a r  from “being" p ro fe s s io n a l, waB on a s tro n g er

36
p. 212.

37

John Gasaner, Masters of the Drama (New YorK: Dover, 19U5), 

J. E. Henshaw, "Preface" in This Is Our Chance (Londonf
Univ. of London Press, 1956)-, p. 5.

i
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fo o t in g  than in  the secondary schools and t e a c h e r - t r a i n i n g  c o l le g e s .
«

About 1957 an Arts T hea tre  P roduc tion  Group was formed, composed mainly 
*

of the U n iv e r s i ty  s t a f f  and a few s tu d e n ts .  The Group produced p lays

ran g in g  from the C la s s ic s  to  the Modems, as  the fo l lo w in g  record  of

produc tions  shows:

• 1957 ( A p r i l ) :  Noah. by Andre Obey
(Dec.) : The Merchant of Venice .J K v Shakespeare

1958 (A p ril): The Government In sp e c to r , by N ikolai
Gogol

(Dec.) : Ring Round the  Moon, by Jean  Anouilh
1959 (A p ril) : A Midsummer N ig h t's  Dream. by

Shakespeare
1960: An Enemy of the People, by Henrik Ibsen
1961: The C ru c ib le , by A rthur M ille r
1962: King A rthur and His K nights. by Dryden.

A group of C lassics  students-known as "Hoi P h ro n tis ta t i"  produced in 

November 1958 P la u tu s ' p lay  M o ste lla ria  (<4r The G host). E a rli.e r- in  - 

February th a t  year, The M usical Society  and The Music C irc le  had success

fu l ly  performed M ozart's "The Magic P iu te ."  Growing contemporaneously 

with these groups was The U n iversity  College Ibadan Dramatic S ociety .

Among the worthwhile productions o f the ea rly  years of the  Society  were 

The Gentle People of I rv in  Shaw in  A pril Y)S8, Sophocles! Antigone in  

November 1958, Wole Soyinka 's The Swamp Dwellers and The Dion and the 

■Jewel in  February 1959, and l a t e r  on, B e r to lt  B re c h t's  The Good Woman of • 

Setzuan. s ta r r in g  Wole Soyinka and E lizabe th  Osisioma.

The experience and achievement of these amateur' groups a t  the 

U n iv ers ity  College have been responsib le  in' more ways than one fo r  the 

estab lishm ent of a number of amateur th e a tre  groups ou tside  the U n iv ers ity ,

- - Dapo Adelugba, "Nationalism  and the Awakening N ational 
Theatre of N ig e ria ,"  Unpubl. M. A. T hesis , Univ. o f ' C a lifo rn ia , Dos 
Angeles,' 196b , p. 3b.
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p a r t ic u la r ly  in  the p rin c ip a l c i t i e s .  In Ibadan, fo r  in stan ce , a 

th ea tre  group known ae "The P l i e r s  of the Dawn" was formed in 1958 by 

two young N igerian b roadcasters. I t  was on th is  group th a t Wole Soyinka 

 ̂g ra fted  h is  wealth of experience a t  the London fioyal Court Theatre to 

form a new group,, -The 1960 Masks." This new sem i-professional dramatic 

company consisted  of w ell-p laced sen io r - c iv i l  se rv an ts , businessmen, 

graduate teachers, radio  and te le v is io n  d ire c to rs  in  Ibadan and Lagos,
' *  V

and a lso . . .ta le n te d  studen ts in  the U niversity  College, Tbadan, and 

m  the S ixth form in  CSecondary] schools in  Ibadan ."39 D espite immense 

d i f f ic u l t i e s  in  g e ttin g  the m embers.together from Lagos and Ib ad an 'fo r 

re h e a rsa ls , the company came up with a most successfu l production of 

Soyinka’s A Dance of the fo re s ts  as p a rt of N ig e ria 's  Independence 

c e le b ra tio n s . Produced in  Lagos and Ibadan, the p lay  won the Encounter 

Independence play award.

Other th ea tre  groups began to sprout in o ther p a rts  of the 

country, such as the Theatre Express (1965) in  Lagds, and the Eastern 

Nigerian. Theatre Group in  Eougu. The l a t t e r  was a rev iv a l of the old 

grdup known as the "Ogui P la y e rs ,"  and was championed by John Ekwere. 

According to E rnest Ekom, "desp ite  lim ita tio n s  of th e a tre  f a c i l i t i e s ,  

f in a n c ia l  support, in d if fe re n t audiences and d ile tta n tis m , the  amateur 

th e a tre  in  N igeria  g radua lly  s e tt le d  down to  evolving in to  a modem 

th e a tre  of indigenous experiences.

%■

39 I b id . , pp. 69—10.

1960- 1967,-  J E *  ,he„ Theatre in
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What was obviously m issing, however, was an e ffe c tiv e  co

o rd in a tio n  of the e f f o r ts  of ind iv idual th ea tre  groups and a r t i s t s  spread 

a l l  over the country. The annual N igerian F e s tiv a l of the Arts which 

was f i r s t  held in  1950, and the Regional (now ’S ta te )  F e s tiv a ls  of the 

A rts and C ultu re , only brought together Nigerian dancers, m usicians, 

craftsm en, and o th er a r t i s t s  to  d isp lay  th e i r  a r t .  The F e s tiv a ls  u sua lly  j
s

la s te d  fo r  only a few days. One such F e s tiv a l,  organized in  1975 by the 

N igerian Broadcasting Corporation (W est), and captipned "C u ltu ra l F e s t i 

v a l ,"  la s te d  from Monday, June 16 to  Friday', June 20. I t  fea tu red  a 

c u ltu ra l  c a rn iv a l, an In te r-U n iv e rs ity  debate , a s-ymposium on c u ltu ra l  

rev iv a l as an anathema to  modern c iv i l i z a t io n ,  t r a d i t io n a l  market f a i r ,  

arjd bargain , and to end the F e s tiv a l ,  a concert of t r a d i t io n a l  dances, 

ahd a Yoruba play Baba Alado Esan, presented by The N. B. C. Theatre*

D esirab le  as f e s t iv a ls  of th is  na tu re  a re , they cannot and dp not pro

vide the a ll-y ea r-ro u n d  e ffe c tiv e  coord ination  that- the steady  growth 

of the th e a tre  in  N igeria  re q u ire s .

As e a rly  as 1961, the g re a t need f o r  such a coord inating
• 4

nerve-centre, was re a liz e d  by a committee^of a r t i s t s ,  comprising Ezekiel 

Mphahlele (P re s id e n t) , Wole Soyinka, U ll i  B eier, Yetundb Eaan-v Frances 

Ademola, the la te  D. 0. Fagunwa, Mabel Aig-Imoukhuede, Amos Tutuola, 

and l a t e r  on, Demaa Nwoko and ^Ohn Pepper C lark. The committee 

approached the P aris-based  Congress fo r  C u ltu ra l Freedom fo r  a s s is ta n c e  

in  e s ta b lish in g  in  Ju ly  1961 the Mb&ri Centre^1 in  Ibadan, the f i r s t

hi ' -
"Mbari" l i t e r a l l y  means a  meeting p la c e , an assembly. The 

name derived from the Owerri Mbari Houses, sh rines ' b u i l t  f o r  r i t u a l  
a c t i v i t i e s ,  and dedicated  to  Ala (Mother E a r th ) , ' the  goddess of c re a t
i v i ty . -

* /
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indigenous o u l tu ra l  c en tre  in  N ig er ia ,  The aim of the  Centre was to 

promote "understanding  and a p p re c ia t io n  of permanent v a lu es  and new 

tren d s  in  a r t ,  - l i t e r a tu r e ,  music, and th e a t r e ,  and to  seek complete
} P 1

i n t e g r a t i o n  of these  va lues  in to  our stream of l i f e . "  Both Wole

Soyinka and J .  P. Clark used the f a c i l i t i e s  a v a i l a b le  a t  th e ,C en tre  to  

g re a t  advantage, in  developing t h e i r  a r t i s t i c  t a l e n t s .

 ̂ In sp ired  by~~the atmosphere and achievement o f  the Ibadan-based

'y* I ^ a r i  Centre, Duro Ladipo s ta r te d  h is own Mbari-MbayoNlen tre  in  Qshogbo

i in  1962 under the influence of U lli B e ie r. Another Mbari Centre came

in to  ex istence  in  19&3 i-n ShugUj with John Ekwere a s  the b rain  behind

i t s  estab lishm ent. The sh o rt- liv e d  ex istence oft these Mbari Centres was

not un like the l i f e  span of the Mbari houses from, which .the Centres got

th e i r  names. G. P arrinder p o in ts ’ out th a t the "Ibo Mbari houses are

only temporary tem ples, since though they are b u i l t  a t  some sp e c if ic

command of a god, they are never.repaired  and soon f a l l  to  ru in s . " J
*  •

S im ila rly , the Mbari ( l i te r a r y )  Clubs were not revived once they folded 

fo r  lack  o f-finance  or e ffe c tiv e  adm in is tra tion , or both.

D espite lim ited  funds, and o ther p ra c tic a l  problems, the Mbari 

c u ltu ra l  cen tres were la rg e ly  instrum ental in  the growth of the con

sciousness fo r  a N ational Theatre Movement, In  1961+, fo r  in s tan ce , the 

Mbari Centre in  Ibadan " se t the basis fo r  th r iv in g  N ational Theatre.and

"Forward" to  Whirl brochure, c ite d  by J ,  A. A dedeji, "A
P ro file  of Nigerian Theatre 196O-I970," J>.

’^  G. P a rrin d e r, West A frican R eligion ( Londont Bpworth, 1969j 
o r ig , p u b l.,  19b9 ), p. 61, P a rr in d e r 'e  statem ent h as , however, been 
challenged by some Ibo people I  spoke to  on th e .is s u a . T heir claim  is- 
th a t  Borne people a re  u sua lly  d e ta ile d  to  keep the M bari’Houses tid y  and 
shiny con stan tly .
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fo s te re d  an atmosphere fo r  th'fe form ation of the Drama A ssociation  of 

N igeria  in  December of th a t  y ea r. The A ssociation aimed to  promote high 

standards of th e a tr ic a l  perform ances, advise the N igerian A rts Council

on a l l  th e a t r ic a l  a c t iv i t i e s  in  N igeria , and work immediately on the
;

idea  of a N ational T heatre , but i t  was s t i l l - b o r n ." ^ 4

Wole Soyinka had h is  problems with the 1960 Masks, wh'ich he 

terms "a kind of community th e a tre  -but w ith a very strong*"sense o f pro

fe ss io n a lism . . . .But th is  was not the th e a tre  1 wanted, and from the 

beginning they Cthat i s - the members J understood th a t  they were there  to 

encourage a new younger group of f u l ly  p ro fe ss io n a l a c to rs  and 

a c t[ r ] e s s e s ,  . . .So th a t  by 1962 or -1963 we were ab le  to  b ring  out the .

f i r s t  f u l ly  p ro fessio n a l th e a tre  s t i l l  a ttache^  by an um bilical cord to

’ ’ • kSthe i960 Masks. . . .  .J^id th a t  was the Orisun Theatre Company.” I t

was t h i s  new company th a t  Soyinka used f o r  h is  "very ca u s tic  p o l i t i c a l

sk e tc h e s ,"  l ik e  The New Republican an d 'Before the B lackout, th ings he

could not do w ith the i 960 Masks because'many of i t s  members were c iv i l

se rv a n ts . The Oifisun.Theatre f e l l  to  p iec e s , foowever, when,. in  August
& '

1967," Soyinka was held in  d e te n tio n , and i t  never f u l ly  recovered, 

d e sp ite  a l l  the e f f o r ts  made to  keep the th e a tre  group a liv e  while 

Soyinka was in  d e te n tio n .1

As Adgde4^has c o rre c tly  observed, the emergence of the 

th e a tre  in  N igeria,-prospered more under the s ta b i l i z in g  in fluence  of

^  J  ie d e j i ,  "A P ro f i le  of N igerian Theatre' 19607-1970,"'

M prell, E d ., in  Person. , . ,  p . 95'.^  bn, K. It. M
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* ' * 1 6our u n iv e rs it ie s !  In i 960, the U niversity  of Ibadan Students Drama-' 

t i c  Society was forced by the temporary closure of the Arts Theatre on 

.campus to experiment with an i t in e r a n t  th e a tre . The 'd ining h a lls  in 

the various h a lls  of residence were converted to  m ake-shif.t th e a tre s .

This inconvenient but in ev ita b le  arrangement enabled the Society to  take 

th e  th ea tre  to the student audiences. So successfu l was th is  experi

ment th a t  i t  gave the Society the impetus to in i t i a t e  the U niversity  

of Ibadain T ravelling  Theatre in 1961. I t s  aim "was to spread the 

experience of good th ea tre  to  p laces outside the campus and to  demon

s t r a te  to  schools and co lleges as well as community dram atic groups a l l  

over the country the id ea , meaning and s ig n ifican ce  of the ’ th ea tre  in 

s o c ie ty ’ . In  itfcs opera tions , the th ea tre  reached la rg e  communities. .
I W

i t  used open .spaces in  .the towns and the stad ium s'o f the  c i t i e s . "

The i t in e r a n t  venture of the T ravelling  Theatre experienced 

i t s  major success in  a country-wide tou r w ith a b r i l l i a n t  ad ap ta tion  of 

M o llire ’s Les Fourberjes de Scapin, under the new t i t l e  That Scoundrel 

Suberu in  March 1961. . The adap ta tion  was the b ra in c h ild  of th ree  s tu -  

 ̂ d e n ts , A lfred' Opubor, Brownson Dodo, and Dapo Adeiugba. This i n i t i a l

success encouraged the T rav e llin g  Theatre to  embark upon a second 

country-wide to u r in  March 1962 w ith A Taming of a  Shrew, an adap ta tion  

of Shakespeare's The Taming of the Shrew.. A th ird  nation-w ide tou r 

follow ed d u r in g 'th e  E a s te r -Vacation of 1963 with an ad ap ta tion  of another

Shakespeare p lay , The Comedy of E rro rs . Another a d ap ta tio n , Panda, was

'  *

^  J .  A. A dedeji, "A P ro f i le  of N igerian Theatre 1960-1^70," 7. 

I b id . ,  B. • . .

*
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a f o s te r - c h i ld  of Nkem Nwankwo's novel of the same t i t l e .  According to 

A dedeji, Panda, "w ith which the T ra v e llin g  Theatre toured N igeria  in  1965 

and 1966, was a s ig n if ic a n t  experiment in  ' t o t a l  t h e a t r e ' a n  ad

m ixture of Ibo dances, masquerade^, customs, ceremonies and sp e c ta cu la r  

fa n fa re .

The U h iv ers ity  of Ibadan "Theatre-on-W heels" had the  ra re  

opportun ity  of mounting on wheels "A Shakespeare 's  F e s tiv a l"  designed to  

c e le b ra te  the g re a t p lay w rig h t's  fo u rth  centenary in 1961+. With s izab le  

g ra n ts  from the R ockefe lle r Foundation and the B r itish .C o u n c il , th is  ^  

huge experiment in  play ad ap ta tio n  achieved i t s  o b je c tiv e , which was " to  

show the N igerian populace not only what B pectacle Shakespeare 's  th e a tre  

was but a lso  as a way of exposing the masses to  the techniques and 

promise of Western th e a tre  practice."**9

When the U n iv ers ity  of Ibadan School of Prama was e s ta b lish e d

in  1962-63 w ith  a  generous g ran t of two hundred thousand d o lla rs-  from
< r
the  R ockefe lle r Foundation, i t s  f i r s t  p ro je c t was a  six-m onth p ro fessio n a l 

t r a in in g  programme o ffe red  to  the Ogunmola T ra v e llin g  T heatre Company,

The b e n e f it  derived  from the  t r a in in g  programme was dem onstrated in  the ■ 

su ccessfu l p roduction  of The Palm-Wlne P rin k a rd . a Yoruba ad ap ta tio n  of 

T u tu o la 's  novel of the same t i t l e .  This daring  experim ent tu rned  out to  

be, a tremendous c o n tr ib u tio n  towards the development of the  p ro fe ss io n a l 

th e a tre  in  N ig e ria . ^ . Z

The th e a tre  worjteifop of the School of Prama has s in ce  i t s  

• ‘ U8 ‘* Ib id . . ‘

**9 I b id . ,  9. .

±
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estab lishm ent introduced both diploma and degree programmes, with con

c e n tra tio n  on p ra c t ic a lly  a l l  aspects of the th e a tre , includ ing  the 

h is to ry  of the th e a tre , a c tin g , s e t designing , choreography, p lay - 

w r itin g , modem techniques of production, and d ire c tin g . The f i r s t  

concrete evidence of the achievement of the School was the emergence m
f

, \
1965 of the p ro fe ss io n a l "Theatre E xpress,"  formed by th ree  of the f i r s t

g raduates of the School. Before the d ev asta tin g  c iv i l  war broke out in

1967, another graduate of the "dram atic c irc u s ,"  Sonny O ti, had already

® s t a r t e d  h i s  own th e a t r e  i n  P o r t  H a r c o u r t . ^  By the  time Wole Soyinka

- became the new D irec to r of th e ’School in  1967 the sem i-professionalism

of tHp S ch o o l 's  dram atic  p roduc tions  had a lre ad y  been accorded i n t e r -
\

n a tio n a l acclaim , f i r s t  a t  the F i r s t  World F e s tiv a l of Negro A rts - in

Dakar in  1966, and then during -the World U niversity  Drama F e s tiv a l  a t

Nancy, France, in  1967.

The School, now known as the Department of Theatre A rts , once 
i
I m aintained an a c tin g  company, the Theatre A rts Company. I t  was o r ig in -

J a l ly  in i t i a t e d  by Wole Soyinka in  h is  capac ity  as Head of the Department

a f t e r  h is  re le a se  from d e ten tion  in  October 1969. I t  was th is  group 

. , th a t  Soyinka took to  the United S ta te s  in  1970 to  perform h is  new play

| Madmen and S p e c ia lis ts  a t  the Eugene O 'N eill Theatre f e n tr e ,  W aterford,

J  Connecticut,I "■ *

; During the , 197U-75 qession alone, the group which has now

assumed a new name, The Unibadan Masques, had a- record  of e ig h t perform

ances as fq 11ow8 1

50 ' ,^ E rnest Hcom, "The Development of the  T heatre  in  N igeria
1960-1967," 37.

! I 
i r
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197b: November: D iagnosis, by finmanuel Avbiorokoma
December: Three Dancea of a Man, and A Dance

^  Workshop C reation , by O rv ille  Johnson
1975: January : Kolera Kole.i. by Feral Oaofisan and

Dexter ‘Lyndersay 
February: A Son, Come Home, by Ed E u llina
March : Day of D e it ie s , by Jimi Solanke and

Wale Ogunye®r 
April : The Child F a c to r, by Emmanuel Avbiorokoma
May : The Golden CuJse fNow The Curse] , by

Kole Onfotoso '
June : The D ivorce, by Wale Ogunyemi

The s ig n if ic a n t  th ing  about these productions is  th a t  most of the plays 

are  w ritte n  by .N igerians—a n o ticeab le  improvement o -^ r former yea rs , 

p a r t ic u la r ly  when i t  is  re a liz e d  th a t  the Arts Theatre Production Group 

of the same U niyersity  produced only fo re ign  plays from 1957 to  1962 as 

has been e a r l ie r  rev ea led . * .

While the theatre grew from strength to strength at the Uni

versity of Ibadan, other Universities were not completely insensitive to 

the need to develop the theatre to a professional level in Nigeria. For 

instance, at the University of Nigeria, Nsukka which was established in 

1960, the Music Department was responsible for the rise of an orchestra 

of talented students who initially supplied background music to dramatic 

productions. Early in 1965 the Dramatic Circle of the University started 

to experiment with the theatre-in-the-round, like the University of
I

Ibadan Travelling Theatre. Unfortunately, however, dramatic activities
t

did not have the opportunity to develop as they did at Ibadan. The 

University had to close down when, during the civil war (1967-1970), 

Nsukka town jfell on 11* July 1967• ^nd it was not re-opened until March 

1970. A year after its re-opening, however, there was a revival of 

dramatic activities. Since then, the University theatre group has had
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on reco rd  a s e r i e s  of s u c c e s s fu l  dram atic  p ro d u c tio n s .

The p rospec ts  f o r  the development of the th e a t r e  were much 

b r i g h t e r  a t  the U n iv e rs i ty  of I f e ,  l i e  I f e ,  than a t  the U n iv e rs i ty  of

N ig e r ia ,  Nsukka of the  pre-1967 e r a .  There the O n  Olo^wh Centre has
/i

grown to be a  s o r t  of M bari, a meeting p lace  f o r  w r i te r}  a r t i s t s ,  and

a c to r s .  The c u l t u r a l  c e n tre  i s  m aintained by the U n iv e r s i ty  of I f e

I n s t i t u t e  of A frican S tu d ie s  w ith  g ra n ts  from the  Ford Foundation. In

h i s  cap ac ity  as D ire c to r  of the I n s t i t u t e ,

P rofesso r Michael Crowder. . .w ith  a c o te r ie  of 
- s t a f f ,  of a r t i s t s ,  w r i te r s ,  m usicians and drama

t i s t s ,  has inaugurated a t  I fe  an annual F e s tiv a l 
of the Arts aimed to  b ring  together the works
and ideas of some N igerian c re a tiv e  a r t i s t s  and
o th ers , to id e n tify  the U niversity  with i t s  
b e lie f  in  the quintessence of c u ltu re  and remind 
the people Cof3 the m erit and values of th e i r  
g rea t c u ltu ra l  h e rita g e . The f i r s t  festivaU fcas 
held  in  December 1968. But what has become 
memorable in  the I fe  F e s tiv a l of the A rts i s  in  
the unique c o n trib u tio n  of the Ori Olokun Company 
under the d ire c tio n  of Ola Eotimi to  the develop
ment of the N igerian th e a t r e .51

>
Since i t s  premiere production of Ola R otim i's  The Gods Are Not To Blame

o *
a t  the I f e  F e s tiv a l in  1968, the Ori Olokun P lay ers , subsequently re 

named as the U n iversity  o f I fe  T heatre , has proved to  be a v e r s a t i le  - 

p ro fess io n a l th e a tre  group. One of i t s  memorable productions was Kole- 

Omotoso's play The Curse—o r ig in a lly  The Golden Curse—in  June 1975 a t 

the U n iversity  of Ibadan A rts T heatre , B illed  fo r  the  same n ig h t, and 

preceding The Curse was a  b r ie f  experim ental’pantomime on the p eo u lia r  

problem of water shortage* "Buokets." Both "Buckets" and The Curse were

51 Ad
11- 12.

J .  A . A dedeji, "A P ro f i le  of N igerian Theatre 1960-1970,"
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d ire c te d  by Ola Rotimi. With the re tu rn  of Wole Soyinka as-P ro fesso r

of Comparative L ite ra tu re  the fu tu re  of the U n iversity  of I fe  Theatre,
i

look3 a l l  the b r ig h te r .

Ahmadu- Bello U niversity  has recen tly  ,Joined the o ther Uni

v e r s i t i e s  in N igeria  in  the development of th ea tre  a r t s .  l a - 1972 the
, • • I

U niversity  es tab lish ed  a Centre fo r  N ig erian 'C u ltu ra l S tu d ie s . I ts

primary purpose was to promote the Performing Arts both w ith in  the Uni

v e rs i ty  and in  the Northern S ta te s . The f i r s t  achievement of the 

Centre was a production in  October 1972 of Shaihu Umar, an adap ta tion  

of A lhaji Abubakah Tafawa Balewa’s novel of the same t i t l e .  The adapt

a tio n  was the work, o f both Umaru Ladan and D exter'Lyndersay, who were 

s ta f f  members of the Centre.

In  January 1973 the Centre es tah fished  a Dance Company, 

jo in t ly  d ire c te d  by James V ilee and P e te r Badejo, and financed bx the 

Federal M inistry  of Inf.orm atiQ R^thfltural J y fa i r s  D iv isio n ). I t  was 

th is  Dance Company th a t formed "the nucleu^ of*the Performing Arts 

Company which was e s ta b lish e d  on 1 Ju ly  1975, dnji^sponsored by the 

U n i v e r s i t y ,F r o m  the record of the productions of tTU? f&mpany), i t  is  

c le a r  th a t  concen tra tion  has been on plays in  Hausa. TtW f i r s t  play in  

English  ever produced by the Company was Between Dusk and Dawn, by Bode 

Sowande. But the a c t i v i t i e s  of the Centre have, not been lim ited  to 

stage  p re se n ta tio n . According to  Crowder,

the Centre t a ls o ]  collaborates with the Adult 
Education and General Extension Services Unit 
in  presenting ABU Theatre QAhmadu B ello  University

52 Michael Crowder, "Performing Ariis at Ahmadu B e llo ,"  West 
A frica, U Aug, 1975, PP* 900-901. ——
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T heatre] weekly on R adio-T elovisian  Kaduna. . . .
Perhaps the most e x c itin g  pew venture in 

tne f ie ld  of the Performinjg Arts is  the Uni
v e r s i ty ’s recen t dec ision  to mount a degree 
course in  Drama which w ill i n i t i a l l y  be run by 
a Sub-Department of the English Department in 
c lose  c o lla b o ra tio n  w ith the Centre. Ahmadu 
Bello U n iversity  thus becomes the .second Uni
v e rs i ty  in N igeria  to o f fe r  a P. A. Honours 
Programme in  Drama.53

The development of the th e a tre  in  N igeria  has now reached a 

s tage  where the various p ro fessio n a l and sem i-p ro fessional th e a tre  

groups have a t  th e i r  d isposa l the r ic h  experience and se rv ice  of young

graduates in  Drama. Unless f u l l  and e ffe c tiv e  use i s  made of th is  crop
"\

of young ta le n ts ,  the p ro fessiona lism  th a t the th e a tre  m  N igeria  re

q u ires  and deserves may remain an un realized  dream fo r  years to  come.

A cting, form erly looked down ufion as a  c a re e r , i s  becoming 

mSre resp ec tab le  in  N ig eria , and the masses are  now more than e v e r ' 

before a e s th e t ic a l ly  o rien ted  to a p p rec ia te  good drama on the s ta g e .

T heatre-going  i s  now accepted le s s  as a  luxury fo r  th'e e l i t e  and more
¥

as an educational en te rta in m en t. Many th e re  are  who would be w illin g

to  pay one N aira (#1.00) or more to  watch a good p lay . There should

not be much tro u b le , th e re fo re , in  m ain tain ing  a p ro fe ss io n a l th e a tre

group, provided th ere  are  good indigenous plays to  be p resen ted .
*

F o rtu n a te ly , the s p i r i t  of the s ix t i e s  had already  brought 

about the awakening of n a tio n a l consciousness,1 not only among the  pro- 

j  ̂ moters of th e a tre  groups but a lso  among p o te n tia l  p layw righ ts. Weary of
[ t
! i watching fo re ig n  p lays which were not always immediately re le v a n t to the
V_F

j . j  \ 53 I b id . ,  p. 901.x ̂
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N iger ian  s i t u a t i o n ,  young N ig e r ian s  s t a r t e d  to t r y  t h e i r  hands a t

w r i t i n g  p lays  based on m a te r ia l s  drawn from t h e i r  own backgrounds and
*

ex p e r ien ces  in  the contemporary N igerian  s o c i e ty .  T h e i r  l a t e n t  e n e rg ie s ,  

once r e le a s e d ,  produced a s e r i e s  of p lays rang ing  from those d e r iv ed  

f r o m 'lo c a l  f o l k t a l e s ,  myths, and legends ,  h i s t o r i c a l  p lays  and ad ap t

a t i o n s ,  through pungent s a t i r e s ,  some of which b o rd e r  on the t h e a t r e  of
’ t

the  Absurd, to  m etaphysica l probes i n to  l i f e  and d e a th , ana the  t r a n s i 

t i o n  between the two s t a t e s  of e x i s t e n c e .  Wole Soyinka , _by^v^.rtue of ? 

h i s  p ro d u c t iv i ty  and the high q u a l i t y  of work, has emerged as the le a d 

i n g  p layw righ t in  N ig e r ia .  O ther p layw righ ts  of E n g l ish  ex p ress io n  

in c lu d e  ' J . 'E .  Henshaw*, Zulu S o fo la ,  Pemi O sofisan ,  Obotunde I j im e re ,

Wale Ogunyemi, Ola' Rotimi, J .  P . Clark, to mention only a-few whose*
r 'plays continue to be produced on stage, or on television. ,

In succeeding chapters, a study of the works of these and • 
other playwrights wil\ enable us to feel the pulse of modern drama in 

English in Nigeria, a pulse that began to beat audibly from the time 

Henshaw published his first three plays in.the volume This Is Our 

Chance in The plays ̂ ritten since the appearance of Henshaw1 s

first plays present an interesting pattern. Although they do not reveal 

the emergence of a literary movement when examined chronologically, they 

can be re-arranged into three convenient broad groups. The first group 

includes plays in which the past is recreated through myth and history 

in ordfer to appreciate the p rese n t. The'plays in the second group 

examinevarious aspects of the conflict between tradition and modernism; 

and the third group consists^of plays treating modem and timeless themes.

*
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Si

I t  should  be added t h a t  some of the p lays  . in  the th i r d  group take a 

s e r io u s  look a t  s o c ie ty ,  i t s  tragedy and a b s u r d i t i e s .  Although th i s  

c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  i s  no t without i t s  problems, i t  p rovides  a c l e a r  v iey  

of th e  Nigerian  so c ie ty  from the p a s t ,  through the c o n f l i c t - r i d d e n  

t r a n s i t i q i i  p e r io d ,  to  the p re sen t .  The c l a r i t y  of t h i s  view i s  m anifest  

in  tfte them atic u n i ty  in each group of p lays s e le c te d  f o r  s tudy in  the 

chap te rs  t h a t  fo llow .

r
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE PAST IN MODERN NIGERIAN DRAMA

( i )  The Use of- the P a s t through Myth:

Iri h is  t i r e le a s  p u rsu it  of knowledge of .h im self, h is  w crld,
t

h is  p ast anc h is  fu tu re , man has always engaged in  numerous m etaphysical 

sp e c u la tio n s . As f a r  back as the tim e of Aeschylus, and probably 

.before th en , these sp ecu la tio n s  have been expressed through drama. • 

A eschylus, f o r  in s ta n c e , through h is  preoccupation w ith  the r e la t io n  of 

God to  man, "succeeded. . . in  e s ta b lis h in g - th e  t r a g ic  form of drama, fo r  

tragedy  i s  in  essence the th e a t r ic a l  re p re se n ta tio n  of themes wherein 

man i s  s e t  in  r e la t io n  to  the u n iv e rse . I t  i s  an e ssay , no t in  so c ia l 

r e la t io n s h ip s ,  but in  th e 'e te r n a l  p rob lem of good and e v i l .  I t s  q u a lity  

i s  m etaphysical. In  tragedy the  su p e rn a tu ra l becomes, as i t  were, p a r t

of the n a tu ra l:  man and f a te  become one. How deeply Aeschylus was
* 1obsessed w ith .such  c o n sid e ra tio n s  i s  revealed  in  Prometheus Bound."  a

t f *
p-lay in  which the co n fro n ta tio n  between Prometheus and Zbus ferm ents 

in to  a c r i s i s  th a t  w ill  ev en tu a lly  b r in g  about a  r e c o n c il ia t io n  between 

the god and h is  enemy. Sophocles in  Oedipus flex and E urip ides in  The 

Bacchae have a lso  given some se rio u s  a t te n tio n  to  the  fundam ental and 

c ru c ia l  question  o f the r e la t io n s h ip  between m a^and th e  gods.
V.

S im ila r ly , in  N igeria  lo c a l  m ythological sp e cu la tio n s  have 

been in te g ra te d  in to  dram atic works in  a  way th a t  ex p la in s  how. N igerians 

once sough t, and to  some e x te n t s t i l l  seek, refuge  in  a r e l ig io n  th a t  

accommodates monotheism as w ell as polytheism , owing to  the  n a tu re  of

 ̂ A. N io o ll, World Drama (London* H arrap, P« 39*
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th e  A fr ican  pantheon. ■ This p a r t  o f  t h i s  s tudy w i l l ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  a t tem pt 

to  provide  a .genera l conspeotu'h of the A frican pantheon as re p re sen te d  

i n  a s e l e c t io n  of N igerian p la y s .  - "

The African pantheon , l i k e  the B ib le ,  has i t s  own G enesis ,  

f e a tu r in g  the- c re a t io n  myth, the v a r io u s  d i v i n i t i e s  and t h e i r  r e l a t i o n 

sh ip  w ith  one an o th er  and with man. I t  would he m is le ad in g ,  however, 

to  t a lk  of an A frican  c r e a t io n  myth because such a myth -varies ,  even 

w i th in  the same n a t io n ,  from one e th n ic  group to  an o th e r .  N ig e r ia  i s  

a case in  p o in t ,  as w i l l  be shown l a t e r . ’ I t  i s  h e lp f u l ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  t a

b ea r  in  mind the  d e f in i t i o n  of the  term "myth11 as a guide in  d i s c u s s in g  ’ 
*

any v a r i e t y  of A fr ican  c r e a t io n  myths which may share  c e r t a i n  common ■ 

concep ts .

Raphael P a t a i ,  in  an a t tem pt to  i s o l a t e  the  m yth ical  elements*

in  ancien t Hebrew and Jewish fo lk lo re s , defines myth as "a- t ra d i t io n a l

r e l ig io u s  c h a r te r , which operates by v a lid a tin g  law s, customs, r i t e s ,

in s t i tu t io n s  and b e l ie f s ,  o r  exp la in ing  so c io -c u ltu ra l s itu a tio n s ' and

n a tu ra l phenomena, and tak ing  the form of s t o r i e s , ’be lieved  w ithir\ a
2given so c ie ty  to  be t ru e ,  about, d iv ine  Beings and h e ro es ."  Elsewhere, 

Robert Graves and Raphael P a ta i  jo in t ly  define myths as "dram atic 

s to r ie s  th a t  form a sacred c h a rte r  e i th e r  au th o riz in g  the continuance 

of a n c ie n t in s t i tu t io n s ,  customs, r i t e s  and b e lie fs  in  the  a rea  where 1  

they  are  c u rre n t, or approving a l t e r a t i o n s . A l t h o u g h  th e re  are  severa l

* Is

I

. B. P a ta i , *Vfhat is  Hebrew Mythology?" T ransactions of the 
New York Academy of Sciences. 2nd s e r ie s ,  27, No. T ^ N ovTT^tU), 73.

^ R» Graves and R. P a ta i , Hebrew Myths; The Book of Genesis 
(Garden C ity , N. Y,: Doubleday, 196U), p . 11. — —■ — ■
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o th e r  d e f in i t io n s  of myth by renowned sch o la rs  of mythology, the above 

two w ill  s u ff ic e  fo r  the p resen t in q u iry  in to  myth and the N igerian 

drama; they con ta in  the h asic  elem ents ’of myth: a sacred  c h a r te r ,  .drama

t i c  s to r ie s  about d iv ine  beings and heroes, and lo c a l  currency of socio

c u ltu ra l  m ilieu . v '•

. Two fa s c in a tin g  N igerian  c re a tio n  myths adapted f o r  the s tag e  

p resen t anthropomorphized d i v in i t i e s , i n  c lo se  a s so c ia tio n .w ith  man in  

h is  t e r r e s t r i a l  home. Wale Ogunyemi's Eshu Elegbara^4 dram atizes "the 

coming to  the world of the gods -and goddesses," w ith  O batala as the

4 5j • C rea to r god. Obotunde I j im e re 's  Woyengi, ano ther c re a tio n  myth p lay ,

J  ‘ v a r ie s  from Bshu Elegbara in  th a t  i f  f e a tu re s  a C rea to r goddess,

j Woyengi, and concen tra tes on the c ru c ia l theme of p re d e s tin a tio n , These
t i %
j p lays a re  worth examining to g e th e r  since  they provide two v a r ia n ts  of

! the  c re a tio n  myth .in N ig e ria . ' ' -

i .. For a p lay  re p re se n tin g  the Yoruba .c rea tion  myth, Eshu

E legbara may be a m is le a d in g - t i t le .  Yet i t  i s  s ig n i f ic a n t .  The play

f ' functions, in its own little way, as a means of justifying the ways of

Obatala, the Creator god, to-the lesser gods; To some extent, this is 

similar to Milton's purpose in Paradise Lost, which is to-"assert

■ Etamal Providence, / And justify the ways of God. to men" (Book I,
i * 6  ** ® 25-26). Like M ilto n 's  S atan , Eau in  th is  p lay  i s  the  p e rp e tra to r  of .

^  Orisun Acting -Editions (Ibadan , 1970). A ll c i t a t io n s  and 
. . page re fe re n c e s  a re  from th is  e d it io n .

5 '• ’ f T In  The Imprisonment of O batala and O ther P la y s , T ra n s .,
U l l i  B e ie r (London: Heinemann, ppv 79-109.

6 This i s  the c o rre c t  S p e llin g  th a t  w i l l  be used in  'thiB study  
excep t where i t  i s  quoted as "Eshu."

o .

v  - .

i  -  .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

the  c r i s i s  th a t  e v e n tu a lly  leads to  the ex e rtio n  of d iv ine  ju s t ic e .

By naming the p lay  a f t e r  E su 's  .p ra ise  name, the p layw righ t draws the
*  * •

audience's attention to the emphasis'he places on Esu’s role as an anti-

’ hero who,, like Satan, leads '"a splinter coalition of fallen allies. . . r - - * «
7against a c e le s t i a l  h o b t,"  hut w.ith only partial success.

Eshu Elegbara .opens with Ogun's song in which..thb multi- • 

functional divinity observes the contrast between Light which beauti

fies everything and Darkness that envelops the earth. The opening of 

j Ogun's song is significant for two reasons: it roughly describes, the

! ’ pre-creation formlessness that is common to all creation myths; and it

also reveals Ogun's ability to distinguish betweeji darkness and light,

•| ' and by inference, between evil and good. Ogun may be the god of iron
ii and war who bathes in blood rather than water; but he is cautious

! enough to piay: ^May I not stumble on thorns / For, the butterfly that
' ' 's runs into thorns will have its clothes tom? (p. 8). Ogun reverently

appears before Obatala, who sits in all splendour on his throne. It is 

revealed that Ogun, the "Ambassador Cf goodwill" (p. 8), has just re

turned from an important mission to the terrestrial waste that is -tp̂ 

become the home of human beings. Obatala expresses his appreciation 

for the job of pioneer explorer well executed:

.Thank you for electing 
To pave the way for us.

It is your ability,
Lacking in the rest of us 

J - T o  trace unexplored roptea •
t *
% *'f  . 7

H. Ef-Toliver, "The Splinter Coalition," in T. Kranidaf, 8d., 
New Essays on llnfedifle Lost (Berkeley, L. A,: California University 
Press,   *

\  ■ ^  ‘  f - 

* '  * ,
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That earned you th is  g rea t assignment,
» Which was so well performed. (p . 9)

I

I ’

As o ther d iv in i t ie s  a rr iv e  a t  the assembly of the gods, the id e n tity

of each i s  revealed . I t  i s  hard to  t e l l  what source Ogunyemi used in

po rtray ing  the gods-. I t  seems strange th a t he completely leaves out

Olorun, or Olodumare, who, among the Yorubas of southw estern N igeria ,

is  held as the Owner o f  the Sky, Owner of S p i r i t  or Breath,- the Supreme

Being, in v is ib le  and unfathomable, and as the Almighty King, om niscient

Owner and C reato r.o f Heaven and' ea rth  and all- th a t e x is t  in  both. The'

Yorubas strong ly  believe iri Olo'run as the Supreme God who has delegated

some of h is  powers to le s s e r  gods. .As Geoffrey P a rrin d e r c o rre c tly

observes, Olorun

i s  believed to  have dwelt form erly Aear to  the
e a rth , but to  have re t i r e d  to  the d is ta n t
heavens in  consequence of human misdeeds. He
i s  the judge of men, ndw and a f te r  death , ’the
s i le n t  but a c tiv e  judge* f  adake-da.iol. and
hence the g iv er and. su s ta in e r  of the moral law. . . .

A ll le s s e r  d iv in i t ie s  depend upon God, so 
th a t  he i s  supreme Lord and. not ju s t  f i r s t  among ’
equa ls . Yet the strange f a c t  i s  th a t  th ere  are  
no pagan temples in  Yoruba country to  which men 
may come to  worship £ OlorunJ. Other gods have 
th e i r  temples.And p r ie s ts ,  but not the- supreme 
God. Nor are there  f e s t iv a ls  held in  h is  honour, 
e i th e r  o c c as io n a lly 'o r annually , "as they are  
held fo r ' the o ther gods.®

F lirrinder goes on to  wonder whether Olorun i s  ju s t  a remote .God whose

removal from the scheme of Yoruba theology whould have no g rea t e ffe c t

on the peo p le 's  p rac tic e  of re lig io n ., William Bascom explains what •

seems to have b a ffled  P arrin d er:

8 • 0 .

G. P a rrin d e r, R elig ion in  an A frican C ity  (London: Q, U. P.
1953), pp". ‘
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He ro io ru ftj c re a te d . . . a l l  o ther d e i t i e s ,  and, 
l ik e  Nyame among the Ashanti and o th e r Vest 
A frican  "high gods," he stands above and beyond 
them. Unlike o th e r d e i t ie s  he has no s p e c ia l 
worshippers or c u l t ;  prayers- are  addressed to  
him, but.no  s a c r i f ic e s  axe o ffe red  d i r e c t ly  to 

• him, .and he has no sh rin e s . N evertheless he is  
n e ith e r  so remote nor unconcerned th a t  he does ,
not in tervene  in  a f f a i r s  on e a rth , and most, of 
the s a c r i f ic e s  by the babalaw o.are taken to 
Olorun by Eshu, s if te r  having been placed a t  one 
of E shu 's many sh rin e s . As the d e ity  who 
assigns and co n tro ls  the in d iv id u a l d e s t in ie s  
of mankind, Olorun vcan be considered a s  the  God 
of d e s t in y .9

The s ig n if ic a n ce  o f these lengthy quo tations is  th a t  they axe 

h e lp fu l, among o ther things-, in  understanding why Vale Ogunyemi might ■ 

have l e f t  Olorun out of the c re a tio n  myth in  Eshu E legbara .' Although 

there  i s -no mention of Olorun in  the p lay , th e re  i s  a s l ig h t  h in t  a t  - 

h is  remote ex is te n ce . In  P a r t  I I I ,  sh o rtly  before the t r i a l  and ex

p u lsion  o f E§u, Orunmila s ings:

I  a c t w ith  a u th o r ityTemf d ’a§egbe oo 
Qmp Odu-are,
Afe gbe ee 
Qmp Odu-are.

Sont of Odu-are,
A cting w ith a u th o r ity
Son of Odu-are. (p . 33)

V
Orunmila*s refe rence  to  h im self of the "Son.of Odu-are** (Olodumare) . 

p o in ts  to  h is  acceptance of the remote ex istence  of Olorun," God 

Almighty, whose power of c re a tio n  has been delegated  to  O batala. In  

, t h i s  pl^Cs i t  i s  a b i t  confusing', however., th a t  O batala should also", 

appo in t Orunmila as h is  v ic e r o y ,:thereby a t t r ib u t in g  to  h im self the 

major d is tin g u ish in g  c h a ra c te r is t ic  a sso c ia te d  w ith Olorun:
r

V. Bascom, The Yoruba o f Southwestern N igeria  (New York:
Bolt,. Binehart and Winston, 19^9) 78—79- 6 .  Parrinder, R eligion
ip  »n A frican C ity,, pp. 6 -9 .

/

j .
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We'lcome a l l  and thanks fo r  accepting  
To journey w ith me 
To e s ta b l is h  the world.

,4
I  am encouraged by your j
In c lin a tio n  to c re a te  and , ^  \
To im m ortalize y o u rse lf  Cs io ]
I ,  th e re fo re , e x e rc ise  no doubt th a t
This task  w ill  be amicably accomplished, b

However, J need someone 
. . As a r e l i e f ,  a deputy , •

Your k in g , to  be ex ac t.
Someone in  th is  company 
Learned, knowledgeable 

.And versed in  see in g  in to  the  fu tu re .
Him you must recognize and re sp e c t.
I t  i s  my g re a t  p leasu re ,- th e re fo re ,
To -ask Orunmila to  the  th ro n e . • (pp.

This i s  the  d ec is ion  which sparks o ff  d issen s io n  atoong.the d e i t ie s ,  

championed by Egu. He succeeds, d esp ite  an i n i t i a l  se t-b ack , in  per

suading Ogun, Osanyin, and l i e ,  in to  a c o n s p ira to r ia l  demand fo r  eq u a lity

w ith Orunmila. But the a u th o r ity  o f Obatala i s  not to  be challenged, 

and he makes th is  very c le a r  to  the co n sp ira to rs  in  an in can ta to ry  

command: \
w

When the  bat- came in  here masquerading,
I  ordered him to  Remove h is  mask 
And be did w ithout a  counter word.
Let the s o i l  enjoy the f a l l  of r a in ,
I  s a id . Without a  word, he compromised. . *
T herefore, compromise w ith me a l l  of you _
And t ry  to  be one. Good mornihg. (p . 2)

.O b a ta la 's  power as adake-dalo ( th e  s i l e n t  b u t a c tiv e  judge)

i s  dem onstrated when the repercussions of the r e v o lt  of the  gods begin

to  s u rfa c e . I ro n ic a l ly ,  §ango, the  f i r s t  to  warn Bsu a g a in s t s ta r tin g -

o f f  the worlyd With b i t te rn e s s  and d issen sio n  (p . 18), is, the f i r s t  to

f e e l  the  e f f e c t  of d iv ine  ju B tic e . With te a rs  in  h is  ey es, Sango, the

v,
■ m m M M i a m a u i a
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god of thunder and l ig h tn in g , complains to Orunmila;

But sickness has a lso  taken .possession  of my 
' ' ^  o th er ch ild

Arid th is  has broken open the a lready  healed
wound , _

In f l ic te d  on me by the death of my f i r s t  son.
Shame, oh the'sham e of. coming to  you 
Contributed immensely to  my lo s s . (p .  23 )

Sango repen ts  fo r  f lo u tin g  the au th o rity  of Orunmila and re g re ts  h is

dealings w ith Esu. Convinced of the  genuineness of Sango's repentance

and goodw ill, Orunmila sends him away with the assurance th a t  h is  son

J ' w il l  l iv e ,

; ■ Ogun comes in next to  t e l l  h is  troub les to  Orunmila a t  the

advice of Osanyin, the god of m edicine, whose son has been cured by

| j O b a ta la 's  'v iceroy . l ik e  Sango, Ogun re g re ts  h is  p a r t ic ip a tio n  in the
1 '

, j conspiracy a g a in s t Orunmila, and promises to  "q u it a l l  /  Conspiracy
I  ' • ;

| ! a g a in s t your good person" (p . 28). Again, Orumflila show s'his magnani-
[ i

!• ' t mfty by fo rg iv in g  Ogun and a ssu rin g  him of the recovery of h is . sor*. Rut

. he warns Ogun; "B itte rn ess  i s  what,you must guard a g a in s t /  And, your

a sso c ia tio n  w ith Bshu" (p . 29) .
^ 1 0When l i e  (E arth  d iv in i ty )  . a r r iv e s  to  apologize to  Orunmila 

j and to beg fo r  fo rg iveness fo r  h is  tra n sg re ss io n , Esu s tr iv e s  to  dissuade

j ‘- i  • him. l i e  however, d isreg ard s  E su 's  empty boast to  he lp  hum in  h is  ja^e-

I ’ * ' •
7 10 - *, The Earth d e ity  i s  usually  a goddess. To make th is  d eity

' a male, as Ogunyami does, i s  to disregard the symbolism of the Earth as ■'
, "womb* that g ives l i f e  to  the fo e tu s , and hides .the dead. The Earth i s

a lso  normally noted for f e r t i l i t y  and productivity,, two  ̂important 
. functions that are ordinarily  associated  with the fem ale. See G.

Parrinder, Vest African B ellg lon  (London; The Epworth P ress, 19U9), pp.
37-M . ‘

\

/ ' ’
* ‘ K i  . ' f

. ■ ■ A . . , , —  -  '------         ^ ----------------------------------------
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You outrageous id io t!
You shameless dog, was 1 not
In  the same pool w ith you when Ikutan le
My son expiredC?3 Did you not prevent
Me from washing the e v il  o ff  my head
Which caused Alengba, my beloved son to  die
Screaming back to heaven and
Leaving me to  griefC ?3
Now Tetoregun,
My only rem ak ing  son is  rubbing 
Shoulders w ith death., s t i l l  you c a n 't  do 
Anything about i t .  You keep on.
B e l i t t l in g  Orunmila who sees everything 
And knows every th ing . (p . 3^)

Although th is  address is  d irec ted  to  Esu in  the absence of Orunmila, i t

i s  enough to  redeem l i e  because Orunmila, the a l l - s e e in g  and all-know ing

d e ity ,  i s  f u l ly  aware of l i e ' s  h e a r t - f e l t  repentance a l l  along. l i e

leaves Orunmila fu lly  fo rg iven , and w ith the guarantee th a t

Teteregun w ill be w ell again
And fo r  ever be an immortal
For upon him the ^entire world is  b u ilt:
Only from him sustenance sh a ll come
To survive [su sta in ? !  the dwellers of the world, (p. 32)

What the foregoing scene reveals i s  a rhythm o f action  which
X

i s  designed to move from transgression through repercussion and penitence 

to. pardon. The s ign ifican ce  of such a design l i e s  in the e x p lic it  

didacticism  which can hardly be missed. The crime of prideful d issen

sion  has been severely  punished, and the process of self-redem ption  

' has been completed, except in  the case o f Esu. Obalala orders Osanyin 

to summon a l l  the d e it ie s  ?to w itness my /  Judgement o f Eshu" (p. 36)•  

Although Efu's4 " tria l"  amounts to  a travesty of lega l^ roceed in gs  

(s in ce  he i s  not given any opportunity to defend him self a fter  the
is

charges have "been read to  him by Orunmila), one fe e ls  Esu deserves the
'* m ' «

yerd ict pronounced by Obatalrft
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We find  you g u il ty  of 
Jealousy , im m orality,
Causing confusion among the elements 
And immortals.
• « • • • • • •

You are th e re fo re—re je c te d .
Your home w ill be a t  the crossroads.
The sun s h a ll  smite you by day.
The ra in  w ill h i t  you hard on your head.
You w ill liv e  in discom fort 
Without sustenance except on
The ch a rity  of whoever chances to pass. (pp. 37-38)

The ostracism  of E bu i s  not unlike the expulsion o f  Satan and 

h is  demonic host-from  heaven in  M ilton 's  Paradise L ost. Bsu has been 

condemned to  e te rn a l  discom fort as an o u tcas t the c ro ssroads, but he

re ta in s  h is  d iv ine powers even though depraved. I t  i s  th is  depraved 

divinity .^thart he e x h ib its  in  P a rt Pour of the play wheVe he se ts  about

confusing’mankind, represented by Lagbaja, Lakasegbe, Lamorin, and
11Tamodu. I t  i s  ap p rop ria te  th a t  the play ends w ith the comments of

Ogun on the f ig h t  among the four humans, and on the c h a rac te r t r a i t s  of
1

Bfu, so as to  d rive  home the relevance of the play to  contemporary’ 

Nigerian society:

They do not know th a t
I t  was the curse 'hunger w ill  tame a l io n ’
Which made Eshu e le c t  t
To become Orunmila's efrand boy.

„Eshu Laluu
The crossroad s dweller
The tr ick ster  god of m ischief. . .
The a l l  powerful 
Jealous god 
Strong over mankind;
Black cloth  over cactus,

. 11 Each of these four names i s  usually used in  Yoruba fo r  an 
u n identifiab le  person, or anybody who, for one reason or another, cannot 
or may not be identifiedT fy h is name. I t ' i s  not th is  anonymity, however, 
that Ogunyemi s tr iv e s  fo r , Lagbaja and the others could be anybody— 
mankind.
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J

The v e r s a t i l e  in t im id a to r  
Who sympathizes with 
Whom he im p l ic a te s .  1
The brave do pray
Not to be tr^pked by Eahu. (pp . Sh -^S)

Implied in  t h i s  pdgskge i s  the b e l i e f  t h a t  d is sen s io n  and s t r i f e  are

a t t r i b u t a b l e  to  Esu.Vfle is  the i n s t i g a t o r  of mar.'s f a l l  from grace and
\

th e re fo re  the  agent of h is  d e s t r u c t io n .  Man has to  watch and pray to 

avoid being the v ic t im  of E§u 's  t r i c k e r y .  More e x p l i c i t  in  the play 

than t h i s  b e l i e f ,  however, i's the moral le sson  th a t  p r id e  goes before 

d e s t r u c t io n .  The l e s s e r  gods are  m o r t i f ie d  fo r  t h e i r  p r id e fu l  d is sen 

s io n ,  and E§u, who remains r e c a l c i t r a n t ,  i s  londemhed to e t e r n a l  d i s -
4

com fort.  The s in n in g  d i v i n i t i e s  a re  l ik e  p o l i t i c i a n s  and o f f i c e r s  in  

contemporary N iger ia  who a re  too proud and too am bitious to  be anywhere 

excep t in  p o s i t io n s  of a u th o r i t y .  The f a l l  of such p o l i t i c i a n s  and
a •

public  se rv an ts , l ik e  th a t of the gods, is  u sually  preceded by fo o lish  

and irre sp o n s ib le  moves to a l t e r  th e i r  p o s itio n s  by foroe o r by t re a 

chery. But man, ir re sp e c tiv e  of h is  s ta te  in  l i f e ,  i s  n a tu ra lly  ambi

tio u s . I t  i s  when h is  ambition reaches ino rd ina te  he igh ts th a t h is  f a l l  

becomes in e v ita b le . This is  the poin t th a t  Eahu Elegbara end up makings 

and i t  shares th is  d idac tic ism  with Woyengl', another c re a tio n  myth p lay . 

)in  i t s  own r ig h t .

Before d iscussing  Woyengi. however, a f in a l  word needs to  be 

sa id  about Eshu Elegbara. '  The play is  r a th e r  s l i g h t ,  with a slender 

p lo t .  Eahu E legbara. l ik e  The Scheme (1967^, belongs to  Wale Ogunyemi's 

period  of appren ticesh ip  as a playw right. I t  would have been more 

successfu l than i t  i s  i f  i t  had concentrated  upon an aspec t of the cosmic 

h is to ry  o f mankind in stead  of a ttem pting  to  cram into* such a slender play

J
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the myth of C rea tio n ,  the F a l l  ( o f  tne d e i t i e s ) ,  t h . i r  Redemption, and \V* >
the F ina l Judgement (on Esu),  Eahu E lagbara succeeds, however, m

in t ro d u c in g  some of the p r in c ip a l  Yoruba d i v i n ' l i e s  and t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s  '+■ I
s  '

t j  man. In  order to avoid r e p e t i t io n ,  a f u l l e r  d iscussion  of these *
)

■ d iv in i t i e s  w ill be saved fo r  the treatm ent of $lays in  which they are

more f u lly  po ttrayed . <

Unlike Eshu E legbara, which%eems to chew more than i t  can 

conveniently  swallow, Obotunde I jim e re 's  Woyengi concetitrates on the .1

un iversa l theme of p re d e s tin a tio n , based on the Ijaw c rea tio n  .myth.1  ̂ |

To ap p rec ia te  fu lly  what Ijim ere  does with th is  Ijaw myth one needs to j*

examine the concept of p red e s tip a tio n  held by o ther peoples of N igeria  y t  

besides the  Ijaw s. Among the B in is , fo r  in s ta n c e , a person is  con

s idered  as an embodiment of two beings: the l iv in g  being in  th is  world__

agbon, and the s p i r i tu a l  being in  heaven—erinmwin. According to M. E.

A. Omijeh, a t  inca rn a tio n , "the s p i r i tu a l  e n ti ty  has a su p e rio r, super

v isory  ro le .  J t - i s  believed  th a t before a person is  born in to  th is

• world, he p resen ts  h im self before God (O sa). h is  C rea to r, what he
13 *d e s ire s  and wishes to  be on e a r th ,"  J th a t  i s ,  he p red estin es  (h i)  h is

own life. Omijeh goes on to'explain that this done, God equips the •

person w ith the resources with which he i s  to reajtize h is  se lf-ch o sen
ft *

12 See Gabriel Okara, "Ogboinba» The Ijaw Creation Myth,"
J I a c k  Orpheus, No. 2 (19$8), 7-17. This i s  the source m ate ria l fo r  
I j im e re 's  p lay . Also see "A frican Genesis" in  th is  is s u e , pp. 5-6.

^ M. E. A. Omijeh, "Ehi—Some Notes on the Paradox of S e lf 
p re d e s tin a tio n  in  Bini R e lig io n ."  N igeria  Magazine. Nos. 110-112 ( 1971+),
101. J v
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d e s t in y ,  the most e s s e n t i a l  of which i s  a s p i r i t u a l  g u a rd ian ,  e h i . a
» \

c lo se  p a r a l l e l  of the C h r is t ia n  guardian  ange l.  "This ehi s tands  by ;

him while the in d iv id u a l  makes h i s  re q u e s t .  I t  i s  to  him th a t  the 

f u l f i lm e n t  of the d e s t in y  which the  in d iv id u a l  has p re sc r ib ed  i s  en- 

t r u s t e d .  He i s  thus a l ink  between the Supreme Being and the in d iv i 

d u a l . " 114

The s i g n i f i c a n t  th ing  about the B im  conception  of p r e d e s t i 

n a t io n  i s  b e s t  r e c o g n i s e ^ i n  the name "Aisagbonhi,"  which means th a t  

"Once one a r r iv e s  in  t h i s  world, one cannot ' h i '  f o r  o n e s e l f . "  The 

im p lic a t io n  i s  t h a t  once a person i s  b o m , what he p re d es t in e d  f o r  him

s e l f  in  heaven cannot be changed-, t ry  as he may.1'* The name "Aisagbonhi" 

t h e re fo re  sums up the b as ic  philosophy behind th e  i i n i  conception of 

p r e d e s t in a t io n .  J

The* process of p r e d e s t in a t io n  i s  more e la b o r a te  as mytho

log ized  by the Yorubas. The type of l i f e  a man lives- in  t h i s  world i s
Q •

in e x t r i c a b ly  bound up w ith  h is  d e s t in y  which,' accord ing  to  Yoruba 

b e l i e f » i s  predetermined in  one o f  th ree  ways. F i r s t l y ,  th e re  i-s the 

'Akunlefran method; th a t  i s ,  a newly " f in is h e d "  person , before  being  bom  

in to  t h i s  world, knee ls  before  the  C rea to r  to  choose h i s  own d e s t in y .

Such a d e s t in y  i s  C harac ter ized  by u n r e s t r ic t e d  choice of the p e rso n 's  

f r e p  w i l l .  . Seepndjly, a p e r s o n 's  d e s t in y  may be God-ordained and handed 

o v e r . to  him before  journeying  in to  th i s  world to  be bom  o r  rebo rn .

This form of p re d e s t in a t io n  i s  d esc r ib ed  by the Yorubas as Ikunlegba—

iU Ib id ., W2'.

15 Ibid.
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" th a t  [d e s t in y ]  which i s  received  knee ling  down." T h ird ly ,  a p e r s o n 's ,

d e s t in y  may be termed as ayanmp— " th a t  [ d e s t i n y ]  which i s  ing ra ined
1 \ \ /  \in to  o n e 's  being" a t  c r e a t io n .  In  ayanmo, as in  kkunlggbk, one has no

'p r iv i le g e  of- choosing one 's  own d e s t in y ;  every th ing  depends on th e .w i l l  

of the C reative In te l l ig e n c e .

Common to t h i s  tr im orphic  conception of p re d e s t in a t io n  i s  the , 

b e l i e f  t h a t  once determined a p e rso n 's  d e s t in y  cannot be changed.

According to  Idowu, as soon as the r i t u a l  o f choice or recep t io n  of 

o ne 's  d es t in y  i s  completed before Olodumare, " the person s t a r t s  on h is  

way in to  the world. He a r r iv e s  a t  the gate  between heaven and ea rtf i ,  

and encounters  On’ibode— 'The G a te -K e e p e r ' , " ^  who in t e r ro g a te s  him in 

o rder to  e s t a b l i s h  h is  i d e n t i t y ,  where he i s  going, and the purpose of 

h is  journey . The person who i s  soon to  be bom in to  the world w i l l  then 

g ive d e t a i l s  of h is  destiny.. Onibode' s ta sk  a t  th i s  po in t i s  to  put h is  

s e a l  of approval.  The im p lica t io n  i s  th a t  the p e r s o n 's  d e s t in y  i s  

doubly sea le d ,  f i r s t  before Olodumare, and then a t  Ibode (HeavenSgate). '

On c ro ss in g  the void of t r a n s i t i o n  between heaven and e a r th ,  the person 

lo se s  a l l  memory of h is  doubly sea led  d e s t in y .  The I f a  o rac le  may

reveal h is destiny  in p a rt or in f u l l  to him, but any e f fo r t  he makes to
• ■ 17change i t  w ill be in e f fe c tu a l.

The foregoing o u tlin e  of the Bini and Yoruba conceptions of

p red estin a tio n  enables us to grasp the Ijaw notion o f the sub jec t as' i t

^  Ei B. Idowu, Olodumare; God in  Yoruba B e lie f  (London; Long
mans, 1962), p. 17h.

17 Cf. Idowu,- Olodumare, pp. 176-8?, concerning the a l t e r a b i l i ty  
of onel s destiny .
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i s  dramatized, in  Woyengi. This p lay  has been wrongly i d e n t i f i e d  as

*  ' 1 8  "a  myth o f  c r e a t i o n ,  e x p lo r in g  th e  Yoruba b e l i e f  in  p r e d e s t i n a t i o n . "

The myth i s  b a s i c a l ly  of. Ijaw  o r i g i n ,  though i t  b ea rs  a c lo se  r e 

semblance in  some d e t a i l s  to  the Yoruba concep tion  of p r e d e s t in a t io n .

One s i g n i f i c a n t  d i f f e r e n c e  between Ijaw  and Yoruba c r e a t io n  myths i s  

w orth n o t in g .  Olor'un (Olodumare'), and h i s  p r in c ip a l  d ep u ty -O b a ta la ,  to  

whom i s  d e le g a te d  the power of c r e a t i o n ,  a re  bo th  m asculine d i v i n i t i e s  

in  Yoruba mythology. But th e  Ijaw  v a r i a n t  of the  c r e a t i o n  myth has a- 

female d e i t y  as the  c r e a t o r —Woyengi (Our Mother)'. This  un ique concep t-  

ion^of  the C re a to r  d e i ty  i s  l i k e l y  to  be frowned-upon i n  a t r a d i t i o n a l  

s o c i e t y  where male chauvinism cannot accommodate fem ale le a d e r s h ip .  The 

lo g ic  behind Woyengi as  th e  C rea to r  d e i t y  in  Ijaw  mythology d e r iv e s  

p ro bab ly  e i t h e r  from th e  m a t r i l i n e a l  s t r u c t u r e  of t r a d i t i o n a l  Ijaw 

s o c i e t y ,  o r  from the  n a t u r a l  r o l e  of th e  woman as  p r o c r e a to r .  I t  i s  

u n d e r s ta n d a b le , t h e r e f o r e ,  t h a t  the  p lay  opens w ith  th e  Swordbearers

s in g in g  the p r a i s e  of Woyengi as
\  * /

Mother o f the w orld,
You a re  b rig h t .'and .rad ian t l ik e  the sun 
When i t '  r i s e s  in  the e a s t .

You made thousands o f c re a tu re s  
Prom your s in g le  form.
You c re a te  the c h ild  . J 
In  the m other's  womb.- .
You make,the seed flow in  man 1
And the blood in  woman. (p , 81) ^

*l8 L. S. B la ir ,  A review of The Imprisonment of O batala and 
O ther P la y s , in  A frican S tu d ie s , 26, No. 1 (1967), U9*

19 A ll q u o ta tio n s  and page re fe re n c e s  a re  taken from
in  The Imprisonment o f O batala and Other P lays (London: Heinemann

"Woyengi" 
nn, 1966) .
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The sexual symbolism i n  the l a s t ' f o u r  l i n e s  s t ro n g ly  suggests  how the 

beauty  of a woman c rea ted  in  Woyengi's image .would norm ally  arouse a 

v i r i l e  husband to  insem inate  the  w i f e 's  f e r t i l e  womb in  the process of 

p r o c re a t io n .  But the woman s t i l l  has to  c a rry  the baby fo r  about nine 

months before  she g ives  b i r t h  to  i t .  Her ro le  in  the p rocess  of pro

crea tion .  i s  th e re fo re  more demanding than  t h a t  o f the man. She, r a th e r  

than  the  man, bears the burden ox g iv in g  l i f e  to the f o e tu s .  I t  i s  not 

i l l o g i c a l ,  th e r e f o r e ,  to  make a female d e i ty  the C rea to r  in  Obotunde 

1 ' I j i m e r e ' s  Woyengi. 1 l

In scene i of the play, one of the five creatures, who kneel
i ’ . ' ’
j be fo re  Woyengi to  choose t h e i r  d e s t i n i e s ,  asks to  be l i k e  Wbyengi— a

j -mother with humerous children: ,

Mother of the world— •
Let me be a mother.

, Let me be fruitful, arid hear children ' =•
, : One, two, s ix ,  e ig h t—

Let m e'bear ch ild ren  u p t i l  my womb d r ie s  up.
Let me teach them to walk and to speak,
Let me live to. see them bear children
In  th e i r  tu rn . (pp* 85-86)

This re q u e s t  by Lakpe c o n t r a s t s  remarkably with the d e s i r e s  of the o th e r

fo u r c re a tu re s , p a r t ic u la r ly  those of Ogboinba. „ Unlike Lakpe, Ogboinba

• . wants nothing to do with children. All she desires .is an unrivalled
supernatural ppwer to control the entire world:

Let me have power! - • ( /
\  . ' * • Let me share your [Woyengi1sj secrets.

, Let me be a yoman—*but let my womb be dry.
L i t t l e  I  care fo r  ch ild ren  o r w ealth. 

i Let me lea rn  the s e c re ts  of herbs and leav es ;
" Teach me the language of the coockal and the

h o rn b il l.
| Let me have power to heal and to kill,

Give me conimand over the word,
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Let me mould the l iv e s  of men in my hand.

Let me command the  s p i r i t ,
Let me be second only to you. (p . 86)

This is  a most unusual d estin y  f re e ly  chosen; but Woyengi g ran ts  Ogbo-

in b a 's  req u e s t. The im portant th ing  to  note in  scene i  i s  th a t  a l l  the

f iv e  c rea tu re s  make th e i r  choices of d es tin y  with the f u l l  foreknowledge

of the ir r e v o c a b il i ty  o f any chosen d e s tin y . ‘Woyengi has warned them

a l l  to choose th e i r  f a te  w isely  because

Every wish you u t te r  
Before you wade in to  the world \
Through .the r iv e r  of l i f e  

. Must come to  pass.. (p . 83,)

Scene i  then s e ts  the  stage  fo r  the a c tio n  in  the rem aining s ix  scenes.

In  scene i i ,  the ac tio n  focuses a tte n tio n  on the l iv e s -o f  Lakpe and 

Ogboinba. The former i s  happy and contented a s  she shares her l i f e  and 

joy w ith her ch ild ren . The l a t t e r  enjoys her powers, no doubt, bu t,she  

i s  d riven  to  extremes of jeal.ousy because of her barenness which she 

now re g re ts .  She cannot bear to>- see her neighbour Lakpe surrounded by ' 0

J e ig h t 'c h ild re n  while she h e r s e l f  cannot have even as much as a mis

c a rr ia g e . Consequently, she reso lves?

I  w ill  not s u f f e r  i t  
I  w il l  not bear my shame another day!
1 s h a ll  re tu rn  to. Woyengi and challenge -

my fa te !  * , (p . 92) ' u

I may be too l i t t l e  fo r  the o th er world—
But I  am much to^  b ig  fo r  t h i s  one!
My h e a rt i s  b u rs tin g  w ith power?
I  must try  my s tre n g th  a g a in s t Woyengi! (p . 9i+)

In  h e jr.fpo itand iness, she contem ptuously d isreg ard s  Lakpe's advice to  

r e f r a in  from h a t p r id e fu l  determ ination  to  challenge Woyengi and coerce 

her in to  revoking her u n a lte ra b le  d e s tin y . Scenes iii-^Tshow  Ogboinba
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a t  the height' of her power and v ic to ry  over thps.e who stand in h e r way.
e ' ,

She. triumphs over Isem bi, Icing of the fo re s t, of t r a n s i t io n ,  over Olokun, 

k ing of the, sea , which i s  norm ally out of bounds to  l iv in g  human beings,
f

apd over the -Cock who guards "the l a s t  kingdom of those who d ie"  (p . - *

101), w here'only dead people a re .g ran ted  r ig h ts  of- passage. • A fter

having su ccessfu lly  crossed th is  th resho ld  lead ing  in to  Woyengi's

heavenly abode., Ogboinba proceeds to confront her Creator, armed with -

e i t h t  "pow ers,"-six  of which she has ju s t  confisca ted  from the s p i r i t e

• she has vanquished. The e ig h t powers are  to  her what the e ig h t ch ild ren

are  to  Lakpe. <\ \

Ogboinba's challenge of Woyengi r e c a l ls  fb-mind an account of

a powerful w re s tle r  who overreaches him self by daring  to challenge h is

personal god: . . ., .

•Once there  was a g re a t w re s tle r  whose back had 
•never known the ground. He w restled  from v il la g e  , 
to  v illa g e  u n t i l  he had thrown every man in  the 
world. Then he decided th a t  he must go- and 
w restle  in  the land  o f the s p i r i t s ,  and become 
champion there  as w e ll. He went, and b ea t every .

- s p i r i t  th a t came forw ard. Some had eeven heads, ... 
some ten ; bu t he beat them a l l .  His companion 

•who sang h is  p ra is e  pn the f lu te  begged him to  
come away, but he Would n o t. He pleaded' w ith 
him but h is  e a r  was n a ile d  tip. Bather than go 
home he gave a  challenge to the s p i r i t s  to  b rin g  
out t h e i r  b e s t and s tro n g e s t w re s tle r . So they • . ,
sen t him h is  personal god, a  l i t t l e ,  w iry s p i r i t  *
who seized  him w ith  one hand and smashed him on, - 
the stony e a r th ,20 .

Aehebe, who gives th is  account, a lso  adds the moral of the s to ry : "no

m atte r how s trong  or g re a t a man was. he should never cha llenge  h is

Chinua Aehebe* Arrow of 6<k (Londonr Heihemann, 196b)» PP* 
31-32. ' ' • ^
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21c h i ,"  th a t  i s ,  h is  personal god. To do so is  to  in v i te  d is a s te r  on 

o n e se lf .

. , , Ogboinba has committed a crime worse than cha llen g in g  he r c h i ,

, and the rep ercu ssio n  i s  g rave . She i s  not o n ljid iv e s te d  of a l l  her.

powers, personal and fo rc e fu l ly  acqu ired ;- she i s  a ls o  chased in  scene

v-ii by Woyengi until she goes into hiding in Lakpe*s eyes.. Woyengi,

whose in te n tio n  i s  to a n n ih ila te  Ogboinba, has to spare h e r l i f e  because

she cannot harm Lakpe who i s  now expecting  h e r n in th  c h ild ;

■ WOYBJGI: So there-you  are  hiding{
In a pregnant woman's eyes!
Clever you abe to  the last*,
Knowing I  w il l  not 'break my own law 
And h u rt a -p regnan t woman! ,

t Well then* so be i t !
Live you in  the woman’ s eyes. ' v.

j But know th a t  never more
I W ill you lead  a  l i f e  of your own,
j Never be given smother beginning,

• • ' May- you lead, an e x is ten ce  o f  f e a r
j . /  • P eep ing .ou t of o th e r  p e o p le 's  eyes. -
* -: And may you be a  warning to  mankind;
' When they look a t  each o th e r 's  eyes, , *

They w il l  see you s ta r in g  a t  them'
And remember your mad adventure
Never more s h a l l  man b e .so  b o ld !  (p.- 108)

’ Since* what ° we see when we look in to  someone e l s e 's  eyes i s  our own
*

" re f le c tio n , Ogboinba becomes, th e re fo re , symbolic of m an's p rid e  which

i s  th e  cause ,o f  h is  d e s tru c tio n . Ogboinba may,he s a f e ,  bu t she i s  now
-  * ■ >

condemned to  e te rn a l  dependence upon man’s eyes fo r  h e r e x is te n c e . This 

form of e x is te n ce  i s  a  f a r  cpy from the c i ta d e l  of power w ith  which she 

i s  a sso c ia te d  in  the  f i r s t , s i x  scenes. Her f a l l ,  l ik e  th a t  o f E§u in  

Bahu E legbara , both of which are  symbolic of, m an's f a l l  from.God’s g race ,

21 'Ib id . ,

■ . / :
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is  the consequence of pride which prompts her to. challenge Woyengi and 

to attem pt to a l t e r  a destiny  which has been irrevocab ly  sealed .

The excellence of Woyengi res id es  n o t only in  i t s  sw ift and 

d e f t ly  handled p lo t, and well worked out d idactic ism , but a lso  in  i t s  

'vigorous spontaneity of language, and in  the s k i l l f u l  in te g ra tio n  of
\ * I

«*■ 6
‘ " - incan tato ry  verse and the voice of au th o rity  which emphasizes the •

i r r e v e r s ib i l i ty  of Q gboinba's,. indeed m an's, d e s tin y , once i t  i s  sanction

ed and sealed in  heaven. The success of Woyengi in  dram atizing the uni- 

j v e rsa ! theme of p redestina tion  is  excelled  in  the reperto ry  o-f modern

N igerian drama, perhaps, only by the more complex play The Gods Are Not.

To Blame, an' adaptation of Sophocles1 Oedipus Rex.

I t  should be s tressed  from the o u tse t th a t Ola R otim i's 

, adaptation  of the Greek play is  no mere im ita tio n . According to  Ben - .

| Jonson, one of the four re q u is ite s  of a. poet, o r maker, i s  Im ita tio n ,
i

J  ̂ ' th a t  i s ,  the a b i l i ty  "to  convert the substance; o r Riches of - a n  other

P oet, to .h is  own use. To make choice of one e x ce llen t man.above the

. , rest*  and so to follow h im ,- t i l l  he grow very Bee: or,- so 1/lke him, as
22the Copie may be mistaken fo r  the P rinc ipa l.,"  R otim i's a b i l i ty  to 

im ita te  as Jonaon recommends is' what has enabled him to tpansfo rm  h is  

source m ate ria l, not only to  r e f le c t  the Yoruba' b e lie f  in  p red es tin a tio n ,
'' * - e

but a lso  to  attem pt a p o l i t ic a l  in te rp re ta tio n  (w ith in  the N igerian con

te x t)  o f the c la s s ic a l  Oedipus legend.

liike Oedipus Rex, The Gods Are Not To Blame presen ts the

: * ' ' *

22 ‘ •' • • ,Ben Joneon* ffiJgber, o r D iscoveries, in  Works, B id ., C. H.
H erfprd, e t .  a l .  (Oxford* 0 . U. P . ,  191*7), Y in ,  738-39*- ‘
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tragedy  of a p rin ce , fa te d  to be both a  p a tr ic id e  and a re g ic id e , and

e v e n tu a lly  to  marry h is  mother by in h e r i ta n c e , As a r e s u l t  of th is

i r re p a ra b le  d is ru p tio n  in- the n a tu ra l o rder of t5i& u n iv e rse , and the

curse consequently  in cu rred , the e n t i r e  fajpily i s  destroyed  in  the end.

A bare—boned summary l ik e  th is  cannot claim  te  do any ju s t ic e  to the  ‘
*

complex Oedipus s to ry  t jia t  has in tr ig u e d  c r i t i c s ,  p layw righ ts, l ik e  

C o rn e ille  and V o lta ire , and- p sy ch o lo g is ts ,, l ik e  Sigmund Freud fo r

se v e ra l c e n tu r ie s . As a c r i t i c  argues,, taken a t  the  l i t e r a l  l e v e l ,  "the
t .

play  i s  i n te l l i g ib l e  as a murder mystery."' . . .But no one who sees or

reads the p lay  can r e s t  con ten t w ith  i t s  l i t e r a l  coherence. Questions

as  to  i t s  meaning a r i s e .  ; , .The f i r s t ,  and most cleeply in s t in c t iv e

e f f o r t  of* the mihd, when confronted v i th  th is  p lay , i s  to  endeavor to

2^reduce i t s  meaning to  some -.set of r a t io n a l  c a te g o r ie s ."  "

C o rn e ille ’ s and V o l ta i r e ’s v ersions <Jf the Greek play are 1
i

(jp a n ife s ta t io n s  of t h e i r  understanding  o f the complex Oedipus drama "as 

a  fa b le  o f the  en ligh tened  moral w i l l ,  in  accordance w ith the p h ilo -
* i ,p|

sophy of th a t- t im e ."  F re u d 's  red u c tio n  of the p lay  to  psychoanalysis 

i s  th e  p roduct of the  b ia s  0f  h is  d isc ip lin e .. P h ilo so p h ic a l, p o l i t i c a l ,  

h i s t o r i c a l ,  and th eo lo g ic a l in te r p re ta t io n s  w il l  continue to  open up
’i • .

new perspectives worth exploring; One such perspective that w i l l  be 

c lo se ly  examined -in th is  study has heen opened up\by~\0lii Rotimi’ s p o li

t i c a l  in terp reta tion  of the c la s s ic a l  drama in  hijs adaptation The Gods

• 23 . ■ J
F .• Fergusson, The Idea o f a Theatre (Princeton , N, J .:

Princeton Univ. P ress, p. •16."*"""

^  I b id .■

. . .  ■ < T ' ’ ■ ' ' . . . ‘

V  ' ■.

4.. . . .  * -
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Asked what prompted him to  w rite  the p lay , Ola Hotimi exp lains

at length:
f i  ,

Foremost. . . .was the prevailin g  s itu a tio n  in  
N igeria a t that tine*—namely, the c iv i l  war.
The t i t l e .  . ."The Gods Are Not to  Blame" does 
not refer  to the m ythological gods or mystic 
d e it ie s  o f the African pantheon., Rather i t  
alludes to nation a l, p o l it ic a l  powers such as 
America, Russia, France, England, e t c .—countries  
that d ic ta te  the pace of world p o l it ic s .  The 
t i t l e  im plies that these p o l it ic a l  "gods" shouldn't 
he blamed or held Responsible for  our own national 
fa i l in g s .  I t  Cshouldj be reca lled  that during the 
Nigerian' c iv i l  war, the Biafrans blamed Russia and 
B ritain  fo r  aiding Nigerian F ed era lists in, the 
attack against them'. The F ed era lis ts , on the other  
hand, blamed France", and to some ex ten t, America. . . 
for  abetting the B iafrans' cause o f secessio n . •
But the root cause of that s t r i f e .  . .was our own 
lin ger in g , mutual ethnic d is tr u s t  which culminated 
in  open h o s t i l i t y .  The frigh ten in g  ogre of 
tribalism  s t ir s  in  almost every form of our 

* national l i f e .  . . Ŝo long as th is  monster i3  
allowed to wax and in c ite  disharmony among us, we 
must not blhme external p o l it ic a l  powers fo r  th e ir  
in it ia t iv e  in  se iz in g  upon such d isun ity  fo r  the 
fu lfilm en t of th e ir  own ex p lo ita tiv e  in te r e s ts .
That's the message the play attempts to im part.2  ̂ „

This lengthy•answer i s  as illum inating in  certa in  respects as

i t  i s  d isconcerting in others. No one would dispute the fa c t  that

tr ib a l bigotry, was the in v in c ib le  monster that almost ruined Nigeria as

a  nation . Granted, the big world powers cannot and should not be hleysd

Ola Rot i n i ,  The Gods Are Not To Blame (London: 0 . U. P . , 
1971). A ll quotations and page referen ces are taken from th is  ed ition .

* ' 26 Hotimi,- Recorded interview at the University of Ife  on 
8 March 1973* in  Pem-Sayt Interviews with Sight Nigerian Writers. Bd«,
B. Lindfors, Occasional P ub lication , N o .9 t l9 7 h ) » 61-62.
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. f o r , th e  d e v a s ta t in g  war which was {tflgg&red o f f  by d i s t r u s t  and hope-
\

l e s s  d i s u n i ty  among N ig erian  le a d e rs  £nd t h e i r  fo l lo w e rs .  The b ig  

q u e s tio n  rem ains: does The Gods Are Not To Blame r e a l ly  c a rry  t h i s  very 

im p o rtan t messuage a c ro ss  to  th e  audience and the  n a tio n ?  A c a re fu l  

a n a ly s is  of the p lay  re v e a ls  th a t  th e  answer to  t h i s  q u e s tio n  i s  m  

the  n e g a tiv e .  I f  a n t i - t r i b a l i s i n ' i s  a l l  th a t  Ola R otim i in te n d s  to  

p reach  in  th e  p la y , .his e f f o r t s ,  u n fo r tu n a te ly ,  have n o t been to e  « 

s u c c e s s fu l .

The r e a l  achievem ent o f The Gods Are Not To Blame i s  b e s t
a

• id e n t i f ie d  when th e  p lay  i s  examined a s  a  work o f a r t .  The type of 

p o l i t i c a l  message a ttem p ted  by the p la y w rig h t, as re v e a le d  in  th e  len g th y  

passage quoted above, amounts to  th e  im p o sitio n  o f an o b tru s iv e  elem ent 

upon the  p la y . I n te r n a l  ev idence w i l l  be c i te d  to  prove th a t  such a. 

p o l i t i c a l  message i s  in e f f e c tu a l .  M eanwhile, th e  ta sk  on hand i s  th e  

'exam ina tion  o f  th e  t r a g ic  movement which g iv es  the  p lay  i t s  meaning and 

form .

One in te r e stin g  innovation in  the play i s  the Use of the 

Prologue, not found in  Oedipus Rex. This prologue affords the Narrator 

the opportunity to furnish th e ‘audience'with the background of the 

legend, the c r is is  point of which i s  dramatized in  the play:

NARRATOR. The struggle of man begins a t b ir th .
I t  i s  meet then that our play begirt with
b irth  o f a c h ild .
The place i s  the land of Kutuje.
A baby has ju st been born
to Sing Adetusa and h is w ife Ojuola,
the King and Queen of th is  land of Xutuje. . . . (pp. 1-8)

This background would normally be known ( in  i t s  Greek or ig in ) to the 

Greek aUdience and would, therefore, be superfluous in  Oedipus Rex. In

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

an ad a p ta tio n , however, the  N igerian audience would req u ire  the b r ie f in g  

th a t  th is  prologue p rov ides. (

Fergusson, in  h is  study of the tra g ic  movement In Oedipus Rex, 

has suggested "Purpose, Passion (o r  S uffering) and P ercep tion" as the
C
" tr a g ic  rhythm of a c tio n  which is  the substance o r s p i r i tu a l  con ten t of

27the p lay , and the c lue  to  i t s  -ex trao rd in a rily  comprehensive form." A 

S im ila r tra g ic  rhythm is  id e n t if ia b le  in  The G o d s \re  Not To Blame.

In  Act I ,  scene i ,  th e  townspeople s u p p lia n tly , approach King 

Odewale to  seek a so lu tio n  to the epidemic th a t  has d efied  a l l  the 

po ten t c u ra tiv e s  th a t the medicinemen can th ink  o f . King Odewale, in  

co n su lta tio n  w ith h is  c h ie fs ,  has se n t fo r  Baba Fakunle ( th e  co un te rpart 

of T ire s ia s )  and a lso  " se n t Aderopo to  i l e - I f e ,  the land of Orunmila, 

to  a,ak the a l l - s e e in g  god whyfwe a re  in  pain" (pT 12). Aderopo a rr iv e s
f

in scene i i  t o ‘announce: "The oracle said  that there . i s  a curse in  th is  
%

land, and u n t il  that curse i s  purged, our su fferin g  Vi31 go on" (p . 19) .  

He adds that the curse i s  a man who has murdered King Adetusa, la te  

king of Kutuje: "He was s la in  in v io len ce , and i t  i s  fea r fu l to know 

that that same murderer s f i l l  l iv e s  in peace in  th is  same land; The 

oracle warns-us that we have l e f t  our pot unwatched, and our food now 

burns" (p . 21).

Odewale's inquiry in to  the manner of King Adetusa's death 

ju s t if ia b ly  Mouses in  him the fear  suspicion that h is predecessor 

was m aliciously murdered: "My people, I fear  and I .tremble. Suspicions, 

heavy s u sp ic io n  f i l l  my heart. . . .When the frog in  front f a l l s  in  a

27 * c

P. Fergusson, The Idea of a Theatre. p. 18.
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p i t ,  o th e rs  behind take c a u tio n . I t  w ouli be me n e x t. Me an Ijekun

man, a s tra n g e r  in  the m idst of your t r i b e .  . . .When c ro c o d ile s  e a t

t h e i r  own eggs, what w ill  they  not do to  f le s h  of a frog?"  (p . 2 } ) .

These fe a rs  and su sp ic io n s  a re  genuine and lo g ic a l .  They serv e  as the 
*

c a ta ly s t  fo r  Odewale's d e te rm in a tio n  to  expose the re g ic id e  and make the 

c r im in a l pay fo r  h is  crime which has been the ru m  of Odew ale's s u b je c ts .  

Odew ale's q u est fo r  the s la y e r  of King Adetusa n e a tly  p a r a l l e l s  the  

q u es t of Oedipus fo r  the s la y e r  o f King L aius. However, R o tim i's  ad a p t

a t io n  of the Greek legend tran scen d s i t s  source m a te r ia l by the additional 

in g re d ie n t of o a th - ta k in g  a t  the s lir in e  of Ogun.

Odewale's fa ta l oath is  worth quoting in f u l l  because of i t s  

sign ifican ce to la ter  developments in the action which w ill  be pointed 

out la ter :

Before Ogun the God of Iron, I stand on oath.
Witness now a l l  you present that before the fea st  
of Ogun, which s ta r ts  at sunrise, I ,  Odewale, the 
son of Ogundele, shall search and fu lly  lay open 
before your very eyes the murderer of King Adetusa.
And having seised  that murderer, I swear by th is  
sacred arm of Ogun (the matchet of oathj, that I 
sh a ll straightaway bring him to the agony of slow 
death. F irst he sh a ll be exposed to the eyes of the 
world and put to shame—the beginning of l iv in g  
death. Next, he sh a ll be put into  la stin g  dabkness, 
his eyes tortured in their  liv in g  sockets u n til  
th e ir  blood and rheum swell forth  to f i l l  the hollow 
of crushed eye b a lls . And then, the fin a l agony: 
we shall cut him from his roots. Bxpelled from th is  
land of h is b irth , he sh a ll roam in darknfess in  the 
land of nowhere, and there die unmoumed by men who 
know him, and buried by vultures whodcnow him not.
(Solemnly. )  Hay the gods of our fathers—Qbatala,
Qrunoila, §ango, $9p<?nna, S^u-gl^gbara, Ag^mf,
Ogun—stand by me. (p. 2l»)

This i s  dramatic irony at i t s  b est. Odewald pronounces h is own end
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w ith o u t knowing th a t he is  the c rim in a l in: I s  se a rch in g  f o r .  The lo ca l

gods a re  invoked as w itn esses  to an oath th a t ,  once s e a le d ,  cannot be

re v e rse d . An oath oi t in s  n a tu re  b efo re  t i e  s( n n e  o f Ogun w^fl net

, be taken l ig h t ly  by any audience fa m il ia r  w ith the w rath and ra sh n ess

o f^ tlie  god of iro ti and war, and cu s to d ian  of sacred  o a th s . Idowu makes

the po in t that since "Ogun is  u b iq u ito u s  anti nas h ie hane. in  every pie,

he is  regarded  as a p re s id in g  d iv in i ty  over oaths and covenant-m aking " ^

o r the cem enting of p'ac't'^^ ^ t^ o u r [law ] c o u r ts ,  people who a re  n e i th e r

C h r is t ia n s  nor Moslems take t h e i r  o a th s  to  ‘ speak the t r u th  and nothing*
0 »

; bu t the t r u t h '  by’ k is s in g  a  p iece  of iro n —a machete u s u a lly . The p ac t ’ j
i o A »

;• o r covenant made b efo re  Ogun i s  co n sid ered  mo3t binding.** The Yoruba
«*

aud ience would norm ally be f a m il ia r  w ith  the  f i n a l i t y  of O dew ale's type 

of oath  and, th e re fo re ,  expect every word u t te re d  on oa th  before  Ogun's 

s h r in e  to  come to  pass soon as Odewale d e te c ts  the c r im in a l in  the 

m idst of K utuje peop le . * >

Act I-which ends with Odewale's oath may be considered as the * 
equivalent of the "Purpose" movement in the- tragic rhythm of action in 

the play, Odewale w ill  from now on stop at nothing-in his search for 

the murderer of King Adetusa. Little doer he, knpW that his quest id to

become a search for the obscure reality of'his own past, and that he is
^  ’ . . . ” } the very criminal he is out .to expose and destroy. - j

The whole of Act II is, devoted to -Odewale's quest.’ It is in

this Act that Odewale*s past gradually comes into focus,'especially as,

froprthe moment that Baba Pakunlfe is forced to reveal vthe cause of the’

28
E. B. Idowu, Olodumare. pp. 87~88,

/
/
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misery, of the people of K utuje. I t  i?  e s s e n t ia l  to ro te  th a t  Baba

Fauiinle, the b lind  se e r , is  not a mere ad ap ta tio n  c f 'the  c la s s ic a l

• • T ire s ia s . A$ ndte.d e a r l i e r  ir. Wale Ogunyem’s Esh’u E legbara , Orunmila

i s  the a l l - s e e in g  .’d-ivina'.ion god, ana n is  o rac le  is I f a . According to

Johnson, I fa  was in troduced^in to  Yorubaland by one S e t i lu ,  a Nupe man

*•_ who .was ,hiih4, f,rom -birth:

S e t i lu !^  parents re g re tt in g  th e i r  m isfortune in 
having a  blind son', were a t  f i r s t  of doub tfu l 
mind. . .whether ,tc .k i l l  the c h ild , c r  spare 

• . i ts  - life  to* be borne a  burden on the fam ily .
P a ren ta l, fee ling 's  decided them to spare the 
child ... I t  grev -lip a p e c u lia r  c h ild , and the 

■ ..paren ts were aston ished ;.a t h is  ex trao rd in a ry
' power? of d iv in a tio n . At thef e a rly  age of 5*

- ' he began to  e x c ite  t h e i r  wonder and c u r io s ity
by f o re te l l in g  who would pajP them a  v i s i t .  . . 
and’ 'With what ob j e c t . .  As ,he\advanced in  age, 
he’ began■td p ra c tic e  t s i c ]  so tb^ry  and m edic ine ,^9

This account of the legend of S e tilu  as a d iv in e r  s tro n g ly  suggests
+ . e

, thai:-O la Rotimi might.-h^ve c rea ted  Baba Fakunle as a hybrid of Sophocles' 

T ire s ia s  and S e t i lu ,  the legendary o j jg in a to r  of Yoruba I f a  o rk c le , who 

made I le - I f e  h is  permanent residence  a f t e r  he had been expelled  from h is  

. Nupe home. - .

P ressured and ig eu lte d  by King Odewale, Bat^a F a k u n le .f in a lly  

re v e a ls  th a t  Odewale him self i s  the m urderer he seeks (p . 28 ), and th a t
*r

he i s  a "bedsharer" (p., ?§ ). This r e v e la tio n , considered  by Odewale as 

a m alic ious aqcusatiorf, marks t h e ,beginning of the k in g ’s s u ffe r in g . 

E a r l ie r ,  Aderopo ^ad d e liv e red  the message c f I f a  o ra c le , saying th a t  ■

T " '  
*1 :

■; t

,ri
!'

J
J ’ #
! > .  .

29- j. - S . Johnson, The H is to ry of the Yorubas {W estport. Conn.i, 
Negro, C niversiltiea  P re ss , 19?0 ; o r ig .-rpubl. ,  London; Routledgt A Kegan 
P au l,. 'U d .,- ' 1921), pp . 3%-33. J '

■ > w ’ ' •
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the curse in  the community was a reg ic id e . How Baba Fakunle confirms 

the oracle  and even rev ea ls  the id e n tity  of the crim inal* Aderopo had 

a lso  e a r l ie r  o ffered  to summon Baba Fakunle: "My lo rd , may I go now to
9

bring  Baba Fakunle fr.cm Oyo?" (p . 22). Odewale p ieces every th ing  to

ge the r in  h is  mind, ar-d, w it! ju s t i f i c a t io n ,  h is e a r l i e r  susp icions 

(p . 23) are rein forced  by the la t e s t  development:

I should have known. fThe hyena f l i r t s  w ith the , 
hen, the hen is  happy, not knowing th a t her death
has come. I  am an Ijekun man. That is  the'
tro u b le . I ,  an Ijekun man, came to  your t r ib e ,  ^
you made me k ing, and I was happy ,.ignoran t th a t  
p lo ts ,  subversion, and in tr ig u e s  would fo rev e r keep 
me company. Oh, but you w ait. . .you w ill  know me.
One by one I w ill catch you: one by one, I •w i l l  f e l l  
you a l l .  F i r s t ,  th a t  boy, Aderopo or whatever he 
c a lls  himself-. ■ He wants to be King, so what did he ,

' do? He bribed the Seer to  eome and in s u l t  me, to  
c a l l  me murderer of h is  fa th e r .  . (pp-. 30-30

Odew ale,.at th is  p o in t, is  worth comparing w ith King Oedipus.
<•

While Oedipus' susp icion  of Creon as p lo t te r  ag a in st h is  l i f e  i s  un

founded, ^though understandable, -Odewale's susp icion  of Aderopo, even 

i f  wron£» i s  j u s t i f i a b le .  The room fo r  susp icion  has teen  c rea ted  by 

,the f a c t  th a t  the move .to go and c a l l  Baba Fakunle ^ t  a po in t in  the 

play o rig in a te s  from Aderopo. While Creon i s  onlV -d b ro th e r to  Jocasta  

Aderopo i s  a son to  O juola. Among the Yhrubas, Aderopo's lineage  would 

normally make him a p o ten tia l k ing, whereas Creon's p o s itio h  as b ro ther 

to the Queen would not be considered by the Yorubas- as c o n s ti tu tin g  a 

se rio u s  th re a t  to  the re ign ing  king. Odewale has a s trong  case , there

fo re ,,  f o r  basing h is  susp icions on Aderopo’'s  a lleged  am bition to  oust 

him a s 'k in g  of K utuje, (

Tlbe foregoing analysis of Odewale's suspicions should ju s tify

■ I
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hid re fu sa l to  accep t Baba F akun le 's ' r e v e la tio n  o th e r  than as s p ite fu l

and m alic ious. To c le a r  h is  name, th e re fo re , Odewale in te n s if ie s  h is

in q u ir ie s  as to the- t ru th  of the id e n ti ty  of the m urderer cf King Ade- .

tu sa . A s e r ie s  of c irc u m sta n tia l evidence drawn from O-dewale's past

g rad u a lly  g ives the clue to the id e n t i ty  of the re g ic id e  he seeks.

In an attem pt to  circum vent Odewale's d es tin y  th a t  he would

k i l l  h is  f a th e r  and marry h is  mother, h is  paren ts hc.d arranged fo r  the

n ine-day-o ld  boy to te  abandoned to .d ie  in  the f o re s t  f a r  away from

K utu je. But he had.beer picned up ey a farm er, and hau grown up with

a couple whom he took fo r  h is  re a l  parents' a t  Ijekun . When in s in u a tio n s

from neighbours prompted him to a s c e r ta in  h is  tru e  lin eag e  from an I f a

p r i e s t ,  and h is  destiny  was revea led  to  him, he f le d  from Ijekun  in

o rder to  avoid the b ru ta l  fa.te rey-ealed to  him. These and o th e r  c lu es ,
*

when pieced to g e th e r, give Odewale and h is  m other-y ife  the co rro b o ra tio n

needed to  a s c e r ta in  Odewale as the man who’k i l l e d  King Adetusa a t  "the

place where th re e  foo tpa th s  meet" (p . 5U}* Odewale-'s account of h is
*•

'con fron ta tion  w ith an old man whom he k i l l e d  confirms th a t  the- man he 

had k i l l e d  was indeed h is  fa th e r,^  and', th e re fo re , the woman by .whom he 

hds had fo u r .children i s  h is  r e a l  mother. /

At th is  s ta g e , the rhythm of t ra g ic  a c tio n  changes from

"Passion" (o r  S u ffe rin g ) to "P ercep tio n ,"  Tormented by the  r e a l iz a t io n  

th a t  he has been the cause of the curse in  K is kingdom, and stunned by ' 

the h o rrid  s u ic id e ,o f  h is  m other-w ife, Odewale ha? no choice but to> fr

implement in  every d e ta i l  the  oath  which he swore before the sh rine  of
t ,

Ogun, I t  i s  th is  t ra g ic  end th a t  Odewaie'e oath  i ro n ic a l ly  p re d ic ts .  .

i t
‘ 'J
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' I f  there  is  one im portant lesso n  d e riv ab le  from the  p lay , i t

i s  th a t  s t r iv in g  to  a l t e r  o n e 's  d e s tin y , even i f  u n w ittin g ly , w il l  only 
30make th in g s worse. • King Oedipus, in  one of h is  ra re  moments of p e r-

• t •

c e p tio n , l a m e n t s t

I t  was Apollo, f r ie n d s ,  Apollo, 
th a t  brought th is  b i t t e r  b i t t e r n e s s ,  my sorrows 

• ■ to  com pletion, •
But the  hand th a t  s tru ck  me 
was none but iny' own.

Curse on ’the man who took
the c ru e l bonds from -off my le g s , as I lay  . — .

' 0 in  .the f i e ld .
He s to le  me from death  and Saved me, 
no k ind ly  se rv ic e .

’ ' Had I  died then
I would not bfe. so burdensome to  f r ie n d s .

Then I  would not have come / . .
to  k i l l  my fa th e r  and marry my mother ,

infam ously. "
Now I am godless and c h ild  o f im purity ,
b e g e t te r . in  the same seed th a t  c rea ted  my

wretched s e l f .  ' „
- - I f  there  is  any i l l  worse than  i l l ,

. th a t  i s  the lo t  of O edipus.31 ’ • . j

Except to r Aderopo's s ta tem en t, " I t  i s  th e  way the gods meant i t  to

happen" (p . 7 0 ), ihe in s ig h t of Oedipus in Oedipus Rex has been removed

from Thd Gods Are Not To Blame. In  i t s .  pla.ce, Ola Rot-imi has s u b s ti tu te d

Odewale's regpet for  h is  precocious rage: * — -  - >

1 once slew a  man on my farm in Bde, 1 could •’ |
have spared .him. But he spat'on my tr ib e . He „ ;
spat on the tr ib e  I thought was my own tr ib e .
The man laughed, and laughing, he ca lled  me a 
'man from the bush’tr ib e  of. Ijekun'. And I

*30 • • ' iCf. E. B. -Idowu, Olodumare. pp. 176-82.

: ^  Sophocles, Oedipus The King, in D. Green and, rI Lattimore,’
i i E ds., Greek Tragedies (Chicago: Univ. o f Chicago P ress, h?6Q)., I ,  168- 69 .! ' . — — _ ,. •

f  ’
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\

lo s t  my reason. . Now I find  out .thair th a t very 
. man was my. . .own f a th e r ,  the King- who ru led  

th is  land before me. I t  was my f f j i g h t l  from 
the blood I  s p il le d  to ,calm  the h u rt of' my .
t r ib e ,  th a t brought me to th is  land to  do more 

• ho rro rs . _ • (p . 71)

The emphasis in  the, above • speech seems to be placed on
0

Odewale's perception of h is -u n b rid le i rage as the cause of h is  dow nfall.

Several references have been made -in the play to the temper of Odewale.

Baba Fakunle mak^s him re a l iz e :  "Tour, bad temper, l ik e  a d isease  from

b i r th ,  i s  the curse th a t has brought you troub le" (p . °29). Alaka r e -

-ca lls : " ’Scorpion' I used' to  c a l l  your King because of h is  temper"

(p . U2). And to A laka's c ry p tic  remark th a t  he d id -no t teach Odewale

h is  ho t temper, Odewale r e p l ie s ;  "No, no, Sango, th e  thunder l io n ,
. ‘ /

taught ,m e'tnat one!" (p . ,11). But Odewale has.Once recogpized th is

g re a t  weakness in  him, ,in c o n tra d is tin c tio n  t e  the v ir tu e 0of patience
v .

demonstrated by 0ju o la : "Give me some o f ' her p a tien ce , I .p ra y . Sbme. . . 

some of her cool h e a r t . . , l e t  her cool s p i r i t - e n te r  my body, and cool 

'th e  h o t, hot,1 hotness in  my blood— the hot .blood of a g o r i l la !  (C leansing 

him self in  the sacred w ater. ) pool me, Ogun, cool me" (p . 39). These 

• passages, p a r t ic u la r ly  the l a s t  one, rev ea l th a t  Odewale has alyays 

known th a t  he has a hot temper which, according to  Alaka, has brought 

him tro u b le . But h is  own discovery  towards the end of the play th a t  

^  J tu s  temper has con tribu ted  s u b s ta n tia lly  to  h is  undding i s  a 'r e a l  reve- 

^ -^ ia tid rrT re . him, .■ ‘

However, Ola Rotimi argues, th a t  t r ib a l  b ig o try  c o n s ti tu te s  

. Odewale's tra g ic  flaw , and r e s ts  h is  case on the fo llow ing  passage in 

th e  flashback  scene:
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ODEWALE'S VOICE: That i s  the end. I  can
"bear in s u l ts  to  m y se lf , b ro th e r , but to  c a l l  

. my t r ib e  bush, and then  summon r i f f - r a f f  to. 
mock my m other tongue! I  w i l l  d ie  f i r s t ,  (p .  Ub)

\ ,

R otim i claim s th a t- Odewale "d isc o v e rs  th a t  he i s  in  f a c t  a prom inent 

p a r t  of th a t  community, th a t  'very e th n ic  group which he has long  su s

pec ted  of. t r i b a l  ffreachery a g a in s t  him.- He could have found out h is

tru e  . id e n ti ty  e a r l i e r  had he t r u s te d  the in te n tio n s  o f  the c h ie f s  around •

32  'h in u "  This i s  c le a r ly  a  case o f.m isp laced  em phasis. G dew ale's f ig h t

f o r  the d ig n ity  of h is  " t r ib e "  i s  provoked by King A d e tu sa 's  abusive
 ̂ ♦ • 

tongue. His form of t r ib a l is m — i f  a t  a l l -  i t  i s  t r ib a l i s m —- i s  much.

c lo s e r  t o  p a tr io t is m  than to  th e  m onster which Rotim i wants to  use as
<7

th e  symbol of t r i b a l  d is u n ity  in  N ig e r ia . To r i s e  in  defence o f o n e 's  .

m otherland—-be i t  a - v i l l a g e ,  a  t r i b e ,  o r  th e  e n t i r e  n a tio n — is  p la in  
i *

p a tr io t is m . Rotimi i s  probably  .con fusing  t r ib a l is m  and O dew ale's form^--;^

o f p a tr io t is m  as two sp ec ie s  o f 't h e  same m onster.

The type o f p e rcep tio n  imposed on Odewale in  the e n d . is  ou t o f

harmony w i th •th a t  rhythm of t ra g ic ' a c tio n  which has moved from "Purpose".

in Act I, through "Passion" (or Suffering) in Act II, and to" "Perception"
» 1 •  *

"in the third and final Act.. The focus suddenly shifts away from the 

central - theme of the irreversibility of Odewale1s destiny as exposed in

ttie. P-rologue to a political message for which the. action in the play has' -
not adequately, prepared the audience. /.The impressive three-movement 

structure’ of the play tends to be slightly undermined by the overt 

introduction of an obtrusive political message.

32 *Ola Rotimi, Recorded in te rv iew , in  Dem-Say. Occasional 
P u b lic a tio n s , No. 9 (197U), 62.
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One has to . tu r n  to  Obotunde I j im e r e 's  The .Im prisonm ent of

O b a ta la . ard 'D uro  L ad ip o 's  Moremi, f o r  p lay s  which e f f e c t iv e ly  in te g ra te

contem porary p o l i t i c s  w ith ’ d ram atized  myths o r le g en d s . . Both p lay s  a re  ’

. r e l a t e d ,  n o t only because o f  t h e i r  re le v an ce  to  contem porary p o l i t i c s  in

N ig e r ia ,  bu t a lso  because they  o r ig in a te  from my.ths o r  .legends connected 
»

w ith  th e  people of I l e - I f e .  Moremi i s  an im portan t legendary  f ig u re ,

whose s o n 's  d ea th  and d e i f i c a t io n  a re  commemorated a n n u a lly  m  I l e - l f e .

Of eq u a l s ig n if ic a n c e  t o * I l e - I f e  p eo p le , however, i s  th e  f e s t i v a l ’held-

ev e ry  year" in  honour of O b a ta la , th e  C re a to r  god..,
* ’ .  •

According- to  a  v a r ia n t  "of Yoruba c r e a t io n  myth, Ob’a t a l a  was

ass ig n ed  to  th e  d u ty -o f c r e a t io n  by Olodumare; b u t,  f e e l in g  t h i r s t y  on 
)

h is  way to  the  w orld , he drank palm wine e x c e s s iv e ly . ' In  h is  drunken-
• • o

n e s s ,  he c re a te d  the  a lb in o ,  the  hunchback, th e - c r ip p le ,  the  b l in d , and
i■

the  d ea f and dumb. For t n i s  aouse o f the  power o f c r e a t io n  d e leg a ted
* ”  • .

•to h i* j  the  Supreme C od 's  v ic e ro y , O b a ta la , was im prisoned, in  th e  sac red

•c ity  of I l e - I f e .  But th i s  im prisonm ent, though w e ll d e se rv ed , only 

brought c re a t io n  to  a  h a l t .  P e s t i le n c e , ,  s t e r i l i t y ,  poor h a rv e s ts ,  

d rough t ahd famine a l l  o v e r th e  lan d  marked h is  p e r io d  o f  im prisonm ent.

When he was f i n a l ly  r e le a s e d ,  l i f e ,  peace , and'1 p le n ty  re tu rn e d  to  the
^  '  ” 

l a n d j f a n d .h is  p r iso n  ex p e rien ce  has made him a  much reform ed d e i ty .

T h is i s  th e  b r i e f  summary o f th e  myth which'Obotunde I j i o e r e  d ra m a tise s  .

i n 'The Im prisonm ent o f O b a ta la* ^

One m ajor d if f e re n c e  between “the account o f , th e  O b a ta la  myth \

I n ’The Im prisonm ent o f O batala. and O ther P lay s  (Londons. 
Heinejmann, 1966). , ’ • . '

I
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given, abdve an d 'I j iipere' s adap ta tion  of i t  in ,'h is  play l i e s  in  the 

lo c a tio n  of O b a ta la 's  imprisonment. ’Unlike the myth which s ta te s  th a t
i 1

O batala was imprisoned in I l e - I f e ,  the playw right c re a te s  a more4 II
p lau s ib le  motive fo r .th e  god 's imprisonment a|t Oyo. Naybe Ijim ere  has

i
use! a d if f e re n t  ve.rsi.cn of the myth fo r  h is  p lay . A fte r a l l ,  as 

Fergusson a s s e r ts ,  " I t  i s  tr.e way with myths th a t they generate  whcsl^X^
-jl . ^

progenies of e lab o ra tio n s  and varying v e rs io n s ."  However, I j im e re 's

vers ion  of the myth w ill su ff ic e  fo r  the purpose of the study of the

■ ■ ' 3^moral and p o l i t ic a l  a lle g o r ie s  in  The Imprisonment of O batala .

O ta ta la 's  im pulsive dec ision  ( in  scene i )  to  v i s i t  h i s  fr ie n d
36 ' *Sango c re a te s  a s i tu a t io n  whereby S a n g o 'f i e r c e  natu re  i s  exposed.

y  1 •• '

O batala h im self acknowledges Sango as **the owner’ of the pa lace , /  Who 

s p i t s  f i r e  from h is  mouth, who d a r ts  f i r e  'from h is  eyes" (p . 5}. But 

Yemoja (G b a ta la 's  w ife’) fe a rs

th is  man, • L
Who r id e s  f i r e  l ik e  a ho rse , •
This man wno has prater,

, Yet takes blood to wash. \
- He covers him self with the cloth  of death \

He shaves h is  children’s heads with, lightn ing! \

■ k j  ■

The nature of Sango, the f ie r ce  -god o f thunder and ligh tn in g , i s  out

lined  to- emphasize thd ju s t if ic a t io n  for  Yemoja’s stern warning to her

3i»,

y>

F. Fergusson, The Idea o f a Theatre. p. 15.

For other Versions, see , for  example, S. B; Idowu, 
Olodumare. pp. 20 and 71-7i*$ Gv Parrinder, Vest f fr ic a n  R elig ion , pp. 20 
and 27$ V. Bascom, The Yoruba of Southwestern N igeria, pp. Si-82; and 
J-. A, Adedeji, "The Flace of Drama in  Yoruba R eligious Observance,”  Odu. 
3, No. 1 ( 1966) ,  88-9i*. ' . ■ ' T *

36 The v i s i t  motif i s  another variant of the or ig in a l myth.
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husband against his proposed visit. In the argument 'put forth by

Cbatala resides me basic Yoruba philosophy of friendship, a philosophy

. . that hag same universal validity: • ■

A friend is precious like a child’
You cannot buy a friend in the. market.

A friend’s temper cannot Be so foul—
That we should cease to love him.
His actions -cannot be so crooked—
That we should cease to respect nin. ,
His -face cannot, be so ugly—
That we should cease to admire him. (p. ?)

In short true friendship is not a function of material w-̂ al'h, physical

attributes and individual idiosyncrasies; and a true friend makes

allowances fo" the human weaknesses of Lis friend. However, Obatala's

argument does net seem to impress Yemoja, as the following speech shows:

Shango may be your- friend,
But he is surrounded by ruffians, '
By Warriors who kill the owner of the house 
And paint the'hearth with his blood.
They k i l l  on the l e f t ,  they, k ill-o n  the r ig h t,
And they will not welcome you
B ripger.o f peaee. (p.. b)

Through tnis speech,- Ijimere hints at the contrast between Sango and

Obatala as a prelude .to the characterization of Obatala in scene i i .

Ijim ere  discloses the nature and fate of Obatala through the div‘ination

of the Babalavo (the p r ie s t  of I fa  o rac le ), ar>d in the praise song of

the women. The in terestin g  thing to  note in  .this scene i s  the way the

Babalavo prophesies Obatala's success on h is journey despitd in i t ia l

. set-backs: -

The river abuses the rock—
The rock kbeps q u iet.
The r iver  attacks the rock—
The rock does not f ig h t back.
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.The r iv e r  sval'lovs the -rock—
The rock holds s t i l l .
But vher, the dry season cooes 
The r iv e r  is  lo s t  'in  the sand 
His f ish e s  tu rn  white b e ll ie s  to  heaven,
But the rock remains immobile 
Where God had planted ' i t .
'Shango nay th riv e  in  war,
Orunmila may th riv e  through wisdom
But you w ill th riv e  in  su ffe r in g . (p . 11)

„ . j
Tnis passage is  c ru c ia l to a f u l l  understanding o f the moral 

a l le g o ry ,in  the p lay . The imagery of permanence, immobility and dura-
• * ( f ' *

b i l i t y —the rock—bears a G o n trad is tin c tiv e  r e la tio n s h ip  with the 

imagery of in s t a b i l i ty  and tran sien cy —the r iv e r  fiow. This r e la t io n 

sh ip  re p re s e n ts ,the enactment of the v ir tu e  of patience as con trasted

w ith the repercussions of ra sh n ess . Obatala is  the "rock" who w ill  be
/ *

tr ic k e d  and abused by Eau, and.im prisoned ("swallowed") by Sango, 

fo llow ing  the trumped up charges of the  th e f t  o f S an g t's  bedecked war 

horse ‘in  scenes i i i  and iv ..

As the a c tio n  p ro g resses ,° th e  s tru c tu ra l  p a tte rn  continues
k. j •

to  re in fo rc e  the meaning of the p lay . Yemoja's advice, and warnings to 

O batala in  scene i  fin d s  a p a ra l le l  in  Oya's warnings to  Sango in  

scene iv :

Hy Lord, Shango,
Who rides f ir e  l ik b  a horse!
The nan who thinks of nothing but the 

ir r ita t io n  o f the itah 
Could e a s ily  scratch him self to the bone!
-Beware of rashness!
The knife that th in k s-it  i s  only destroying  

a13 old sheath 
Is  ir. fa c t  destroying i t s  own. house! (p . 23)

The beauty o f a passage lik e  th is  l i e s  in . i t s  proverbial tejture-. The

Yorubas say that proverbs are the horses of speech; only the w ise and
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th e  re aso n ab le  can r id e  them. In  an g er, man e a s i ly  lo s e s  c o n tro l of

h i s  reason  and th e re fo re  sh e lv es  h is  wisdom. Sango os angry . He cannot

r id e  the horse 4c f  speecn p rov ided  by b is  w ife in  the w arning quoted

above. C onsequently , l ik e  O b a ta la , Sango im p e rtin e n tly  shuns h is  w ife 's

words of wisdom. The d if fe re n c e  between th e  two d i v i n i t i e s ,  o f co u rse ,

is  th a t  O bata la  n e g le c ts  h is  w ife 's  adv ice  because he nas made up h is

.mind to  accepb  h is  f a te  in  tne  i n t e r e s t  o f f r ie n d s h ip ;  bu t Sango tu rn s
*  • ^  

oown O va's w arnings out o f b lin d  fu ry  and ra sh n e s s . The re p e rc u ss io n s

■of t h i s  ra sh n ess  a re  b est exp ressed  by Oyas
>

But a la s  a cu rse  has f a l l e n  on th i s  c i ty .
Some women d ie  in  c h i ld b i r th ;  they bleed 
f l n t i l . t h e i r  body us d ra in ed  and d ry .
Cr e ls e  the f r u i t  r o t s  in  t h e i r  womb 
B efore i t  sees the l ig h t  of day.’
For some time now, the swelling belly
And the  pendulous heavy b re a s t s ,  a woman,'s p r id e ,
Seem like a death sentence.

A curse has fallen on Oyo,
The com on its stalk is worm-eaten 
And hollow like an old honeycomb;
The yam in the earth is dry and stringy like- 
Palm vpod. '
I fear that we am paying now
For the k in g 's  in ju s t ic e .  ( ? .  31)

#lt is significant that Sango does not even notice the misery in his 

kingdom. Bis fury, pride, and power have blinded him, and alienated ' 

him from the realities of the doom of his subjects. But .once these 

are made known to him, and the cause revealed by the Babalawo, Sango 

realizes his ctiae; and Obatala is qui'clb to. forgive and to forgett
• He who admits his fault f
Will not be kept kneeling for long
Shango
My suffering was not your doing.

! I
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I had an account to  s e t t l e  '
With the God of f a te .
The owner of heaven has not fo rg iv en  me 
For in  my drunkenness ‘
I had made the Albino
Whose bleached sk in  is  so re  l ik e  the le p e r s ,  
I had made the hunchback 
To whom women Close th e i r  th ig h s  
And th e  b lin d  man
Who i s  h e lp le s s  l ik e  a b a t in  s u n lig h t.
Eshu, confuser of men,
Has brought my s tif fe r in g  about.

But l e t  us now re jo ic e :
The t a s t e  of f r ie n d s h ip  l in g e rs  in  the  mouth 
Like b i t t e r  ko la n u t. (p . 3D)

I t  has been necessary  to quote O b a ta la 's  speech so ex te n s iv e ly  because 

i t  re v e a ls  no t only h is  own magnanimity but a lso  h is  own genuine rep en t

ance fo r  the crime he had committed a g a in s t  Clodumare. His imprisonment 

i s  h is  penance, and h is  magnanimity a dem onstration  of m s  re co g n itio n  

o f h is  own need fo r  pardon. The play thus ends w ith  the d e s ira b le  re 

c o n c il ia t io n  of O bata la  to  Olodumare, and o f Sango to  O b a ta la . The 

exp erien ces of O bata la  and those of Sango, and the  re s o lu t io n  of the 

c o n f l i c t  o f the gods adequate ly  symbolize man's need fo r  p a tien ce  in  

suffering , particularly i f  such a suffering i s  the  consequence of an 

o ffe n c e  committed. B esides, the play  dem onstrates th e  d e s i r a b i l i t y  of

mutual tru st, peaceful co-existence, and magnanimity when an individual 
«

ia  wronged. This is. what makes the moral allegory in  the play hardly 

separable from the p o lit ic a l a llegory.

The danger in attempting a p o lit ic a l interpretation of The

ever, by the fa c t  that the myth of Obatala predates the contemporary

—Imprisonment of Obatala is  that the p o lit ic a l a llegory , once id en tified

may reduce the play to a topical drama. a v e r te d , liow-
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p o l i t i c a l  eventw nicn has i t s  p a r a l le l  in  the p lay , th a t  i s ,  the 

im prisonment of C hief Obafemi Awolowo."^ A sumtnary of the in d ic tm en t, 

t r i a l ,  im prisonm ent, and re le a s e  of C nief Awolowo is  e s s e n t ia l  as a

b a s is  f o r  the p o l i t i c a l  in t e r p r e ta t io n  of I j im e re 's  p lay .
& ■ *

On November 2, 1bt>2, C h ief Awolowo, along  w ith  tw en ty -six

o th e r  members of h is  p a r ty , was in d ic te d  on charges of p lo t t in g  a

i v io le n t  overthrow  of the c o n s t i tu t io n a l ly  e le c te d  N igerian  Government.
/ 4 .

The marathon trehso ti t r i a l ,  which began m  Noveirber I'-lcf, came to  a

dram atic  end on 11 September 19c>3.

J u s t ic e  George S . Sowemimo, p re s id in g  a t  th e  Lagos High

» C ourt, found .C nief Awolowo g u i l ty  of tre a so n ab le  f e l i ^ y ,  consp iracy  to

commit a fe lo n y , and unlaw ful im p o rta tio n  of f ir e a rm s . He sentenoed

Chief Awolowo to ten years imprisonment. Jail, sentences ranging from

, _ two tb  seven y ea rs  were a ls o  handed down ’to* sev en teen  otriersV w hile
« -jQ

three were acquitted, ■
‘ ' *Before the sentence was delivered, Chief Awolowo made a

dramatic thirty-minute speech that was as moving'as it was portentoup...

He saidi "It is an irony of history that as one of the architects of

Nigerian independence i  have spent almost half of Nigeria's three years'
rq

mdependencw.under one form of confinement or another." He a lso

V7 'A.distinguished.lawye.r, national leader and^President of the 
banned Action Group party, former Premier of Western Nigeria up t i l l  
1959. U ntil h is imprisonment, he was the leader of the Opposition in the 
Federal Parliament. He has h is eye on the Krecutive Presidency in 19/9'.

•jQ
"Nigeria's Awolowo sentenced to 10 years," Africa Report,

I ■ 8 , No. 9 (O ctober 1963), 16-17,

|  ^  "Awolowo i s  given 10 years," The Times (London), 12 Sept.
i 1963, P. 10.

i

I

\
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declared in  p a r t :  " I  nave rendered serv ice  to t'-.is country winch 

^  ' , h is to r ia n s  w ili regard as im perishable. ! have known triumphs and

setbacks., ana 1 have n e t  them with equa, ^ in a s ." ^ 0 He expressed  tne 

g re a t  f e a r  th a t  "The tw il ig h t  of democracy and tne ra le  o; Law in  

' ' _ N ig e ria  i s  changing in to  d a rk n ess . But m  th is  very c o u r t and in tne

on t i re . Fedorat i on t..e s p i r i t  of the new' N ig eria  is  ali'-'ady a c tiv e  and

( a t  work.'*^1 ’ *\

V - Perhaps the  mqst. ominous s ta tem en t C hief Awolowo made was to

• tne e f fe c t  th a t h is imprisonment would mean th a t h is  valuab le  serv ices
S V •

would be lo s t  to  the nation  and th a t  there  might be a heighten ing  of

p sy ch o lo g ica l te n s io n  wnich haa a lread y  damaged the n a t io n 's  economy.

■ H e.concluded by prophesying th a t  was g o in g ' to p r is o n , leav in g

“N ig e ria  in  daricness, 'and th a t  the n a tio n  would remand in  darkness u n t i ^ j

he^came out tof j a i l .

I t  w i l l  be r e c a l le a  th a t  the tu rm oil th a t  N ig e ria  experienced

while Chifcf. Awolowo was in  p rison  was surpassed , m  the e n tire  h isto ry  
- • •  

of modern N igeria , only by th f  19b7-70 c iv i l  war.

C hief Awolowo was f in a l ly  re le a se d  on 2 August 1966, fo llo w in g

the second coup of 2d Ju ly  which sacked the A gu iy i-Ironsi m ilita ry

government th a t  oame to  power in  the dawn coup of -.To January  1966. Back0 .

in  h is  home town, Ikervne, on 3 August, Chief Awolowo made another memo- 

ra b le  speech which sa id  in  p a rt  th a t  " in stead  o f. scheming vengeance 

a g a in s t thcrse who have wronged or harmed uA, we should s t r iv e  to  see '

I ; "Days of Judgment," West A frica . 1h Sept, Wb3, vp. 10}5. •
: i  • 1 > 1  *• • The Times (London), 12 S ep t. 1963, p. 10.

' i  - !
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w:.:it le ssen s  wt car. o s c fo liy  ica,r:'. : rom^t! .0 lu s t ,  n o  tr.c ;*t. oa.xTri tens

‘ k~x’iJ tra g ic  ever, to e: tne past-.;our y e a rs ."\
Obotunue Ijim ere  may r:ct have c o n sc io u s ./ w rit ter. r.is '( -ay 

af a:i a lleg o ry  0:' the ind ic tm ent, t n a . ,  ir.eer; concen t, ar.c. re lease  0: 

Chief Awolowo.. b u t 'tn e  po in ts  of s im ila r i ty  re tween t-'.e expeno .ces

of C r a ta l  a and those of Chief Awolowo are too g la r in g  to be a .stressed
<• * $ as-mere co in cid en ce. Hubert O^ur.sie's y ly -  Yoruta Rcru» i.ad ea r lie r -

*

s a t i r i s e d  power p c .i . i ic f  ir  N igeria  lead ing  to ttie enslavement’ of tr.e 

Yorubas and t h e i r  leaner ir. the North. I t s  c a l l  fo r  unity . among tr.e ,9* •
Torabas is  'b a i l t  in to  the t i t l e  of  the p lay—Yoruba Rpnu (?h ::ik 1 

Yorubas). The re-le'ase of ire  Yoruba lead.er _in -the'play- i s  not un like 

tne re le a se  of Chief Awciowh. A s e n s i t iv e  audier.ee f a m ilia r - with.
' ' ■ ' - ’ ' ' 'i

Yortiba Ronu. and watching The Imprisonment of O batala w ith f u l l  Know

ledge of the 1dc-f-c3 marathon trea so n  t r i a l  in  N ig e ria , would have no

d i f f ic u l ty  drawing two- conc lu sio n s. One is  th a t the Action Jrdup
**«•. * «• >

.eaS er was in  a way a m etaphorical re in c a rn a tio n  of O batala of I l e - I f e ;

the o th e r  i s  th a t I j im e re 's  play i s  an ingenious a lle g o ry  of the C h ie f 's

ind ic tm en t, t r i a l ,  imprisonment, and re le a se  from ja il ,*  though n o t in
’ '■

a l l  i t a  f in e  d e v i l s ,  •

The argument may- he r a i le d  ‘th a t the re le a s e  of O batala b rings

back to  the community of Qyo abundance, and the- re ign  of peace and
, * 

happiness—according to the dram atised legend, whereas c iv i l  u n re s t
4  ’  • k - •

( ' cu lm inating in  the Biafria war fo llow ed the re le a se  of C hief Awolowo.
r

T h ii tegument i s  d ru c ia l  to! the v a l id i ty  or the p o l i t i c a l  a lle g o ry  1 

^  "Gowon’s P la n ,"  West A fric a , 1j Aug. 19#o, p. •djo,.
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have attem pted to point out in tne 1'^i.y. Such an -rrgur.ent loses i t s

steam the moment one considers the Epilogue spoKen by Esu:

Nov tne\ are happy. . 
n ■ Obatala r e s ts  in the ssy lik e  .1 swarm 0"' pees.

Ke watches the world in  siier.ee v
Ogun nas r e t i r e a  tv the dark tores'*, oi E k i t i ,

Ir. Oyo tne ce leb ran ts  are ■ sleep ing

They w ill wane ap to  times of p lenty:
For years to come . '
The ea rtn  w ill never f a i l  them .

*

Their women w ill conceive
As soon as Iney. have weaned tne v tn e r  c h ild . ' •
These are tne times fo r  the weavers,
The goldsm iths and drummers.and p raise  s ingers 

„ -‘To gro* f a t  on the v an ity  .of women, (p . U2). ‘ „ .
* ‘ 1 .  i • * * 
This sec tio n  of the Epilogue i s  f u l l  of the imagery of l i f e ,  product

i v i t y ,  joy , and peace, and i t  po in ts to tne promise Of a ff lu en c e . ?ut 
+ • '• , * •

y  . '

Efu i s  f u l ly  aware th a t  in is  period of plenty is  ephemeral,' and may he

replaced  by s t r i f e  and d es tru c tio n , since l i f e  and death cp -e x ia t on

e a r th .  Consequently, he warns: . „ . . .
«

The time w ill came when the ' owner of Heaven,
. .Will send me back te^confuse the heads of men. ‘ .

I Then Ogun w ill  b u rs t out of h is  fo re s t
1 To cool h is ,p a rch e^  "threat With blood. ’

-For the owner of the ,world has in terlocked . .
' ; *■ c'reatior. and death - -'

Inseparably  l ik e  mating dogs. (pp. iO-Uii)
t • * • „ .

* '  . i f
E su 's  words cannot be taken t« o * lig h tly , considering  h is  suocess in

sowing trie seed of d iscord  m  the p lay . The confusion and bloodshed '

tie ,envisages and anxiously aw aits a re -no t beyond whfct he is  capable <?!

fom enting. Eis wont? should be takeh s e r io u s ly ,’ th ere fo re , as a warning, 
y  '  . . , .

" th a t  ffite fo rces  o fW ar and F a te , Who have tem porarily  r e t i r e d ,  . .w il l

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

IS

s t i l l  tr iu a p h  ag a in ." '* ' ' •

- I t  i s  s ig n i f ic a n t  m a t  E su 's  w arring  i s  sounded a t  the con-
<9 .

e lu s io n  of a p lay  m r lis - .e d  in  l^ b c ’a t  a t in e  when c o n s u lta t io n s  were 

J e in g ’h e id  by N igerfar. le a d e rs  to  a v e r t  tne n a t io n a l  s t r i f e  and .b lood

shed th a t  were imminent. I f  Q u a e r e  ..wrote The Im prisonm ent of O batala 

as a p o l i t i c a l  alleg-dry , the w arning of Esu could then  be the p lay

w r ig h t 's  w arnings a g a in s t  the outbreak  of c i v i l  was and genocide.
4 #

-Bsu i s ' a  m alevolen t fo rce  to  re reckenec w ith  ir, tn a t  h is  

jsaYage treacr.e ry  does not n e c e s s a r i ly  have to be provoked. In Wale 

Ogunyemi's Eshu E legbara. fo r  in stan ce , he m aliciously  i n c i t e s  the • 

c o n f l ic t  o f  the gods aigi ensu res tne discom fort of th e  c h i ld re n -o f  H e 

who, o u t 'of ignorance, refuse  to acknowledge B su 's d iv in i ty .1' Esu a lsc  

fe a tu re s  in  The Imprisonment o f O bata la 'a s  tne co n fu sio n is t and tro u b le 

maker. To defy h is  d iy in ity ' e i th e r  by d isregard ing  h is  w arnings as 

s ta te d  in  the  Epilogue- in  The Imprisonment, of O batala, or by neg lecting  

to  o ffe r  him reg u la r p laca to ry  s a c r i f ic e s ,  is  to 'in v i te  a f f l i c t i o n  and 

d is a s te r  -in the' community. This concept of th.e need to  honour or to 

p lac a te  ,a d iv in i ty  by reg u la r s a c r i f ic e s  o r f e s t iv a l s  l i e s  beneath 'the  

rhythm .of the t ra g ic  a c tio n  in  another legendary p lay . 'Moremi. ̂  by 

Duro Ladipo. -

Moremi, an ad ap ta tio n  of Samuel Johnson 's account o f the

&*<

> i

to 1 . S. Blair* A review of The Imprisonmeht of Obatala, L9.

hU
th 1

hs

The 1967-70 Biafra, war has proved Ijim ere  to  be a play
w right w ith the fo re s ig h t of a "p rophet."

« _

In U lli  B eier, Ed., Three Nigerian Plays (London; Longms 
1967). A ll references to  Duro. Ladipo1s Moremi are from th is  volume.-
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Moreai* legend i r  I l e - I f e ,  fceases a tte n tio n  or. tn ree interwoven themes. t

These are : man’s ob lig a tio n  to the gods, an examination 'of ti:e r e la t io n -
v

sh ir  between the people e f  I l e - I f e  ana tn e ir  gods; p a trio tism  and sacrx- 

-  f ic e ,  as demonstrated in Xoremi.'s o ffe r  of Oluorogbe- ,as s a c r i f i c i a l  lamb 

for- the purpose of atonement; and peaceful co -ex is tence . 4

The r io t  of Moremi may be s l ig h t ,  but th is  is  f u l ly  coopen- . 

Sated fo r  i n ’mere ways than one; * Tr.e f i r s t  scene in troduces the 

audtepee to  the iaarket at- Ife., and ingeniously  revea ls  th a t  a n a tive  of.
t *

I fe  can be recognized by the-absence of t r ib a l  marks on h is  face (p . I*).

Even i f  he-fias t r ib a l  marks or. •his f a c e , ^  'these- are  hardly necessary

to  d is tin g u ish  the' I fe s  from the Igbos who ra id  the m arket, and perform

a triumphant war dance as they make 3way with women cap tives  and easy

plunder from the market. • '

The recu rren t v ic to r ie s  of the Igbos are ra t io n a liz e d  in

scene i i  by an I fe  Chief-: ‘ * . . .

The Igbos a re  the owners of the land . i ' .
oo which Oduduwa b u i l t  th is  town. -
Let us p ro p it ia te  them with p resen ts
or e lse  the s p ir i t s  of the s o i l  * ,

! . w ill  e te rn a lly  work ag a in s t u s .

No human enemy i s  too strong fo r  us. 
But.'the Igbos invade out. town
With the  s p i r i t s  o f t h e i r  an ces to rs , ,
Fearfu lly  dancing in th e ir  midst.
We.do n e t bow to  human might '  " _ .
But to  the sacred owners of the s o i l .  (p p .‘ Sbio)

w W _ , -
- - .. ; • 1' ■ • ‘ • /

Ib is i s . a  no tab le  v a r ia tio n  in  Ladipo’ s ad ap ta tio n  of Johnson’s-
>. • '  T

^  S. Johnson, The H istory  of the. Yorubas. p . 108, claims th a t  
" Ife  marks a re  th ree  h o rizo n ta l l in e s  l ik e  those of the o r ig in a l  Basorun’s 
marks, each, being s h o r te r ,  about ha lf-inch , long. Otherwise I f e s  a re  
u su a lly  p la in  faced.’"

. ' » * * *
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account whic:; s ta te s  th a t  the I f e s ' " p ro p i t ia te d  ar.d s a i le d  upon tn ep r
i 7

gods fo r  n e lp , o a t received , ho re sp o n se ."  la d ip e  p ro v id es  some ju s 't i -

f ic a t io f t  f o r  the  Igbc r a id s ,  but th i s  .u -.n a rd lv  p la u s ib le .-  The I f e s

cou lc^no t have conquered the Igbos and a p p ro p ria te d  t h e i r  land  in  the

, f i r s t 'p l a c e  i f  the Igbos had always used th e i r  m asquerades, *

a n c e s t r a l  s p i r i t s ,  to  s e t  tne I f e s  in -d is a r r a y .  However, the case i s

- made th a t  -the -gods of the' land frown upon- th e  I f e  p eo p le , apparen tly .,

,< fo r  th e i r  fa i lu re -  to p ropiti-a te  the d e itie s , a f t e r  tn e i r  conquest of the'

Igbos. This lack of co rd ia l re la tio n sh ip  between the conquerors and

.the gods o f ^.he land re q u ire s  adequate re p a ra tio n  or. the p a r t  of the

I fe  people. • -

I-t Is  th is  re p a ra tio n , undertaker, single-handedly  by Moremi,

th a t  forms the basis  of the a c tio n  in  scenes i i i - v i i i .  , The r iv e r

goddess, Esinm erin, en lig h ten s  Moremi on how to overcome the Igbos at’te r

e x tra c tin g  frops her the covenant th a t  she f i l l  s a c r i f ic e  what she loves

most “as atonement /  to  pacify  the sacred ground of I f e "  (p . 12).

U lli  B eier argues th a t  in  Johnson* s account of the legend,.

"Moremi does n<jt--realise the g ra v ity  of her promise^ to  the' r iv e r  goddess

Bsinmerin. Rather she is  being bricked  in to  the s i tu a tio n  where she has

to s a c r i f ic e  her c h ild . Ladipo on the Other hand gains tra g ic  and
I ft

dramatic in ten sity  by. making the sa c r if ic e  a. voluntary decision ."  

This i s  m isleading. No one trick s Moremi in to  o ffer in g  her sen. She 
• ‘ 1 <> . ' 

free ly  prom ises.(in Johnson's account) to o ffe r ‘ to the goddess the most
* * . * i

Ib id .;. p. *

Three. Nigerian P lays, p. x i .

I .  ■ ‘  -
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costly  s a c rif ice ' i f  sne is  successfu l agams;. *::e lo ro s . I t  :-s her 

ignorance of the in rlro a tio r . of r.er free  or.oice tr.at costs r.er her or.lv
! . . • 

sen, who happens to- be the r e s t  "costly "  s a c r if ic e  Xorer.i could o f fe r .

\

But in  the p lay , i t  i s  the xcddess vhc ieT.at.

What you love -most 
that alcne
can be accepted  as a to r .en e n t■ 
to  pac ify  the sac red  ground of I f e .  (p . I f )

I f  the-goddess i s  to  be judged as -trick y 'an d  c a llo u s ,  i t  i s  l a d i t v 's
* “

v ers io n  ana. n a t.Jo h n so n 's  th a t  f i t^ e  tne  d e s c r ip tio n .  Since Moresi is

tr ic k e d  in to  o f f e r in g  h er only son, Oluoroghbo, s n e -d em o n stra te s ,

th ro u g h -h er' compliance w ith S s in n e r in 's  demand-, tn a t  h e r  r a t r i o t i s u
'  • , '

tran scen d s h e r m aternal a f f e c t io n  fo r  h e r son, T his,. in d eed , i s ’ where 

the tr a g ic  in te n s i ty  o f 'th e -p la y  " lie s . - 

 ̂ Th^ s tre n g th  of Moremi .d eriv es  from i t s  alm ost f la w le ss
f  «  t  ,

• in te g ra t io n  of theme, p lo t  s t ru c tu re ,- a n d  language in to  a  t r a g ic  rhythm

. t h a t  moves th e  soul and ap p ea ls  to  t h e ■i n t e l l e c t ,  L adipo’s d iv is io n  o f

’ * the play in to  n ine s h o rt scenes i s  as cu rious ds i t  i s  in t e r e s t in g .  A

• numerologist asserts that "Nine,-the perfect form -of-the perfect three, 

was the" number of the heavens and o f , the angelic hierarchy., .which the 

virtuous human mind resembled. . . .Moreover, nine aptly .symbolizes the 

goal or end of moral e f fo r ts , since i t  i s  the la st. Of the d ig its ."  .

•Unfortunately,- no consistent system of number* symbolism e x is t s  among the 

Yoruba people. The point may be made, therefore, that Quro- Ladipo's 

d iv is io n  of Moremi into  nine scenes may have'been merely expedient. All

Lo ‘ - ' » .
- A..Fowler, Spenser and the Numbers of Time (New York: Barnes 

4 Noble, 1$6it),'pp. 55-56. .

i t, t-
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. the saae, i t  ;s  q^ ite  in te re s t in g  to  ro te  the rel-avar.oe- of tr.e s tru c tu re  

of "the play to i t s  irseattt:;.:.

Tne d e if ic a tio n  i ;  Cl-iorojfto in ooer.e ix is  a  f i l l i n g  con

c lusion  to  the rhythm of t r a c ts  a c tio n  or tr.e p lay. Ir  h is  capacity  as 

s a c r i f i c i a l  l a r t ,  Ci.iorogbc ;s  l ik e  C hrist,-"the Lanh of led  wr.c takes 

avay tr.e s i r s  -c: the w crlc. ru t  C h r is t’s sav in g 'c i^ s io n  wculc hot have 

been comple ted without the H esarhecticr .and the Ascension, the symbolic' 

v ic to ry  over death ar.i the lie v il. S im ila rly , Cl..crogbo has to ascend 

to  heaver., tc  the c e le s t ia l  sphere where h e ,w ill e te rn a l ly  mediate.

betw een’hehven and e a r th , and p ^ -tec t I l e - I f e :  v ; ,
? *

VQHSSr Oluorogbo ■ •
f ig h te r , or, ea rth  a n d -f ig h te r  in  heaven!

. Oluorogbc ' - •
^Messenger between heaven and ea^rth!

Oluorogbo . ’
who w ill keep war from Ife  in  times, to  Come! (,p. 2$)s

In  commemoration of Oluorogbo*s dea th ,-an  annual. ceremony of .ancestra l 

. mask dance is  inaugurated a t  the end of the p lay . The death .of Olu

orogbo "is the means by which the I f e  people are d e liv e red  from, and 

reconciled  v iti i ,  the Igbo invaders. Th-iis i s  rem in iscen t of the 

redemptive m ission of C h r is t , through su ffe rin g  and death on the Cross, 

-which reco n c ile s  mankind tq God.

The. parallel between Oluorogbo, and Christ -facilitates thp
f  , - '

establishment of the s im ilar ity  .between the music and dance with which 

the Igbos and the I fe s  celebrated the .d e ifica tion  of Oluorogbo and the
a»

settlem ent of the long-standing s t r i f e ,  apd the "ninefold harmony 

(whichJ /  Make up fu ll'co n so rt to th ’Ang^jike symphony"^? when .C hrist's

cq .
J M ilton, TOn the Morning of Christ’ s N ativ ity ,"  s t .  x i i i .

V I
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b i r t h  ' is anrcur.ced : c  tr.e world. I t  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  t ha t  t r i g  "jtusick
 ̂1

sweet /  . . .As never was ty  n c r ta l  Yir-ger s tro c k "  i s  f i r s t .  :rer.tior.ed

in  a t  a n t a ix  o f tn e  N a tiv i ty  Ode. H ardly ea r t h i s  te  by sh e e r  -accident,

I t  i s  th e  sane a u s i f  th a t  was. heard  ' .

^Vhile the Creator  great  *  ’
His c o n s te lla tio n s  s e t ,  \  . .

And the w e ll-b a la n e 11 world on hirtees hung,
And c a s t  the  dark  fo u n d a tio n s  deep, , t
And r id  the w e lte r in g  waves t h e i r  oooy char:: e l  keeb.

• ‘ ' • (1 1 . tC C-iu)

This i s  the music of cy and peace. I t  b rings r e c o n c il ia t io n  and

y s a lv a tio n  to  tan k in a . I t  i s  the sweet m u sic .th a t rep laces  ’t h e ,"h o rrid

c la n g t  and "r.ideous humm," and tne ."voice of weening. . iar.d loud.
c ' ’ • • • • ■ -

lament" ( l .  183} o f the heathen” gods as they r e t ir e  to th eir  groves.
_ \

■ -S im ild rly , in  Horemi. the solemn and d ig n if ie d  Igbo ^rumming and ■

, dancing in  scene ix  mark the end of the s t r i f e  and of invasion  in  l l e -  

Ife;, , U nlike former-war c r ie s ,  the f in a l  dancing and s in g in g  a re  ak in  

to  the  harmonious music of the spheres a t  C h r is t ’ s b i r t h ,  and the  re 

c o n c il ia t io n  they c e le b ra te  i s  a p tly  dem onstrated as the two kings 
\ * ’ * ’ .

embrace each o th e r ,
f * ' ‘ 1

,I»t can be deduced from the foregoing an alysis that "Horemi 

shows a f in e  insight in to  the' workings of Yoruba r e lig io n ."  However, 

the play i s  more than^just an in sigh t into  ’the, vorkings of Ycraba r e l i 

gion  with i t s  p a r a lle l in C hristian theology. The Igbo raids 0# I-fe 

.people would.-"have continued to  promote in te r - tr ib a l-anim osities and to

. 51 Ibid., 1U ‘
■ * d o

U ll i  B eier, in  Three Higerian P lays, p. x i i .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

A 
t- :* k* . f

J*

[MorenuJ is  a soi'i.-ig iraffia 'whion .1 e iv :'d s heavily or. *ts r -o r  p.cotio 

tex tu re  and or. the beauty of the a u s ic ,*  " , 1

No study .of the uoe of the paot through'nytr, in modern Nigerian
. * . kI

draaa wouiu be complete 'without y close look, a t .^ la rk 's  O xidi. The

i r a n a t ic  s ta tu re  of th is  play derives from toe fa c t th a t ,  a ltrough  i t
* %

is  pest s tud ied  as a revenge, tragedy , i f  embraces almost a l l  the mapor

themes in  the o ther f iv e  stfth icai; plays already examined. The m alicious

incitem ent to. conspiracy and c o n f l ic t  spearheaded by Sg-u'ir tlgunyeci’ e

Bshu Blegbara is  aurpamamdby the s in i s te r  ro le  of Ole who uses the

a g ita tio n  fo r  a new kihg ia  Orua as a mask to  ge t r id  o f O s i i i .  The

p rid e fu l re lian c e  of Ogboinfea on her'pow ers in  s trong—headedly coKr

fro n tin g  her c re a to r  in  I jim e re ’s Woygrgi i s  s im ila r  to Oreame’sf •

excessive use of her supernatu ra l powers Which reco.il on her in  the end.
. .

^  Three.'Nigerian, P lay s , p. x i i . '

^  Q iid i (London: 0 ,-0 . P . ,  19t>o)• All re fe ren ces  tc  th is  
play are  taken from th is  e d it io n . . .
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A lso, i t  s.iould S ' ted that t.-.t thenc of y ro e c c i....-' rage t.-.at -o 

c e n tra l  to the tragedy iv. l . t r .  The doco Arc Not To Mace av.i The 

Imprisonment of O.batala c o n tr iv -te s  i:, large, reas.tree  t t r a g i c
M «

a c tio n  iv. O rid i. . Ave. f i r .a l l ly ,  Ocldi shares with' .Ycrer.i tve t her.es of /
P

war «arc. feud Mg v arid tr.e censert oh the r.eed to' honedr a gee. threag-. 

re g u la r  s a c r i f ic e s  and occasional- ooncecorative f e s t iv a l s .  All 'these 

sake Osidi the cost s ig v if te a r.:  e; the mythical or legev.c.uVy clays 

se le c te d  fo r  treatm ent :v th is  chap ter. .

Although the c h a rac te rs  jr. aM idi .are predor.inunt ly ro.or.x , the 

whole ac tio n  i s  l i f t e d  stove the o rd inar. rlar.e of m ortal l i f e .  Accord- 

ing to  .C lark», the plAy i s  based' or: tne Jyaw legeY.d of ' 210:1 , n a rra ted

in  seven days to  dar.ee, music find a lo e . Outlining: the theme of tr.e
e P

p lay , C lark w rite s : " I t  i s  the s to ry  of a posthumous sor. brought up by
iJ ’

a w itch grandm otivr to avenge ar. equally  famous f a th e r  k i l l e r  at war by 

h ia  own com patriots to s p ite  "the id io t  k ing , h is  b re fh e r. hut the her.' 

overreaches him self in  the  course of h is  quest fo r  veogeas'.ce, and ir. a 

tu rn  Of dram atic irony th a t knocks one over, he yust narrowly misses 

h is  d6om a t  the  hands of Sm allpox."' '

This synoptic  o u tlin e  'S trongly suggw&ts th a t,"  even trough 

O tid i i s  a f a i th fu l  dram atic re -c re a tio n  o f the Iyaw saga, and eveV. • 

though i t  i s  a record ing  of an Ijaw  s p i t  belonging to .people who *in a l l  

p ro b a b i l i t ie s  never read any Greek, or Homan, or & g lis h  revenge tragedy, 

th e  play has a l o t  ‘in  common w ith both c la s s ic a l  su*i S lisab e th an  revenge 

p lay s . This is  not to  say th a t Oajdl has f o r . i t s .  pro to type any o f the

^  C lark , "Aspects of N igerian  $)ra»a," lo c , p i t , ,  pp. 25-do.

■ A  . ' ’ ' ' ‘ ‘ ’ ■ ’ '
' ' '  * . " *
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s ".ac*. isv.oc. iwe;.,-:e t i -. s ,  Goiv.  ̂ i s  t .' o - .s . _ .: , .  : ..o. , .u a *

av.y : v  so.-; l a n c e  oe iw e e v  i : .c.o. o ld s : -  c l a y s  : ’ . * ' .  v. . t r u e . :  * . . or.

s ' o u l d  v.c* l e a d  a : . y ;o a u e v  *.  : \ e  o ,.es ’. '. ova :  l e , .:' v c :  , ' :t v  o o r -

c I . .S v o r .  : ‘ \ » t  f o r  : »c fo cc  ar.d p l o ;  ~MCla:S , .-.us : v t . . r : t V .  ‘ c tv s  G r c w s  

arc  Vi : i l l i - co*.:..u.s , o v-o oi v.’ .< . c * ,0  0 0  . . .co t -', vcc

: ' :v i  moo.sr: A fr ic a ."  ' CiarK :.-x s 1 1:' has wanies. i r.-st
- »

a sso r t .-ins liko tr .is : *

The ix p lio a t.o : :s  not tiwit oik- group o f  people 
sor;vvec th is - and m at _ propertt.Y f iv e  av.ctr.or 'cat 
that there car arc. m fac t tr«fro do occur a rra s  o f  
coincidence av.u correspondence in tr.e way of liv in g  
among several peoples separated  'ey vast I t s  tar. cos '
=uia time,' ar.d whp' apparently  .are of 0. i s t  i r o t  
c u ltu re s , p rac tic e s  and persuas- or.s, Por exarpl: , 
the orcf.est"a  a:'.! tr.e leader^chorus arrangement of 
charac te rs  occupies as much a p rin c ip a l part ;n 
N igerian th e a tre  as i t  d id 'in  Greek th e a tre .  But 
th is  is  not to say one is . deb tor to the o tr.e r , I t
i s  a m atte r of correspondence and co inc idence .1̂

>
I t  is  in te res tin g :, however, tiia t O sjdi contains the -a;,o r p ro p ertie s  of 

revenge tragedy which A. H. Thorndike defines as "a d i s t in c t  species of

the tragedy of blood. . ..whose leading  motive is  revenue and whose main
A

a c tio n  'deals with the progress of th is  revenge, leading to the  death of
■ • . th e  murderers and of ter. the death of. the avenger himself,.*

The p lo t s tru c tu re  of O&idi q u a lif ie s /  i t  to  be c la s s if ie d  as

a  revenge tragedy. Consequently* a s tru c tu ra l  a n a ly s is  of the play is

0 . 8 . Larson, "N igerian Drama CoeteS of Age," A frica  Report. 
1,?. No.- 5 (Ray 55-5itc. •

**7' 1 C lark, "Aspects of N i ^ r i w  Brama,* loc* o ; u ,  p, A ,
/  <&'  A. H. Thorndike, "The R ela tions o f Hamlet to  Contemporary 

Revenge P la y s , " 2 S ± *  17, Ho. 2; new s e r ie s ,  K>, No. 2 (1902), 125.

:

j

i
f
' ■*
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require.'. o :m-t  *.. ,t . iv; - r  .v rupee t . w  .cot:"'..; .ir.m.u-

t ; : o s .  :\..t i* '.e-p t : i  u: :\.u '. . . r h a p r : \ \ i  v -  ; . .10 , . • u
t

neceeu.iry iv exar.i’ t> tr.e *1 ic.i. tn.\* .ev a o '.o n .

( Dvii'. cevtuNo .,os e-iu t : a t  V * . . : . to v. e: .c ce l* -
•S s

of tr.e enger.de :v\-- c '  iv .I  .uid i t s  r ..:v .i ',: u- . ?h- ’qroooss

-te g .n o  hit:'. .1, co5ur..ir.i t\ v.•.i : v q u i : Y o  p . : r . f ;v\ i ' , h ,t c o y  .u.u.
I. w

tsalice rh 'v r iit  the v . r : a t . or ,lv .•". vo b ir th  t w r ,  : r  .u'd revenge."

Tr.e s it . ia i .o :  now u on  I / x thur. * h : , teeny :. T'v t : a t  b e fa ll. '
4

Orua ie - t ro  d u v e t  re su lt  a!' Ye v au ltin g  r o h t a ' i .  a::,: - i . l :  tar} ar t i-  

t io n  of the people of tr.e c ity  who, according* ;o t'-e c ra c '. g -'cum and 

I f  a iv. I l e - I f e ,  "have enelaved too many, /  Ravished too ajc.% 1 ir.u.s"

(p . 7 ). Consequentiy, Orua has become " lik e  a  tre e  f a i l s '  iv. tne ore:."0

(p . r )  w ithout a k i::g. The kings die r.o sootier thor. they are o-throned. 

Six such kings have died w ith in  fo u r-flo o d s , th a t  i s ,  it: fou r \ e a r s .

The predicament of the people of Orua re c a l ls  to ntittd th.e
- t

■> misery of the Ife s  in Moremi. Like the I fe s  who conquered the Igbos

• ’ and^appropriated th e ir  land w ithout any compensation, or p ro p it ia t io n  of

the gods of the land , Orua people ha'fre beer, ex tend ing  th e ir  empire by
»

fo rce  of arms. ,Fut Ofe set's nothing unusual in th is ; '

I t  is  not as i f  Orua 
& .Were the f i r s t  eagle ever to spread abroad

The shadow of. i t s  wings. (p . ?) t ■

| The repercussion  of the m ilita ry  ra id s  on neighbouring v illa g e s  by Orua

people i s  m an ifest, not only in  the sn o rt- liv e d  re igns of th e ir  k ings, «

i '  ‘ «  . -  ;. |  ' "  'The P oe try  and Drama of John .Pepper Clarfc," in Fruce King,
I i BcU, In tro d u c tio n  to  H igerian L ite ra tu re  (Lagos; U niversity  of Lagos,
' * 1971). p 7 t « .  ~
i . 1
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• ■rsy which 1e- *

r- i

AY‘or a l . ,  :* .. : rco. a . watt1'- ;»' ,ptc t-.e 
0:'  t:-.t wi.cl- . . " . I . ;  f l a w . ' ,  ' i n a - ' - u ,  w".\ a., y, ., a ;t *  ^

You:: oo: c, w.tr > Y: -c.v, -c .mo. . f f a l ?  So-,
Thao f e s t i v a l  :• • one..:- }.x. h a ^  •

oolot'rat ee.
Fo;- l,o- y ,  :,ew 1. :.y row o.-mnot o.v.r.t o’.
Tne f . nyere of n'y tvo ".ar.o.o. .Do yo.. :a.\ .
1: Vt h:v'. Tv'ti- y , wt y o  .. a  J c o l e h : 'n ’.o ?  ( p .  .«)

Such a r a t : onalicat-.or. l ike  th is  r.ay. k-.-’o t : i  argurvr :  <eir*- a

Viciouc c .oc to .  I t  f  orcsrtfuiows Vt :,.it a;v of 7 • •- o • ’

o.ovi,ls too a e y t . : of Yhxmcal of Stato of Or.a  s .•■•r-.o'.t : t choose a 

new \i::c» The ag i t a t i o :  for  a row wf g to uisoourvoo. r\  .u Elder  w!\ 

counsels*

Mai., none of these ren  was common yam wo 
Buried w ith pivepec.‘.s of fu r th e r  y ie ld .
T herefore, in stead  of choosing another '

-4. And having him p lan ted  long before Ju t tu rv e s : ,
why don* t we.

So and find  how we may wash
Ourselves o on pie te ly  c le a r  .mo. so o.. olodge .i-a t ' t . . : ,  
how '
S ;to  tr.e permanent ooo ."a: t o f  our, i '  "O’ ? (pp. r.-’’)

4*

opposing tn ia  s . ^ e s t i a n ,  Ofe a rg u es : "We req u ire  a king to pour /  Our 

f a th e r s ' l i r a t i o n  to wash ourselves clean* (p . ■’)* The E lder oor.oedes 

the t ru th  in  O fe 's  C ontention, but po in ts out:

Bwxn as Aa&oana-oweri,
Or any elder for that s e t t e r ,  can o ffer  
The same s a c r if ic e  in  our name. Our gods and 
Ancestors w il l  not refuse o fferings, of foou from 
Our hands i f  these are c lean . (p . .7).

And so , the controversy rages on as to  which cooes f i r s t* —the en th rone- 
*
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T -■''.Tiugedtif’e vie' k i:ig ’ C r ,.i, Te:‘,..;,ce.'.e.'.'r v-r:' i ; ,e.n c: -., . ‘ I ’ i,:., .* W. le

ooyinxa's  Tne Strong f r e ^ a . I*. r..av be *, :.at Tty'-renese has

been er.oson nv't necessar i ly  .\.b : d, sperati.cn for  a •.•>1. king,  lut
(

.ooause tne e iw v.ijj;  . f ..e \ outage r I rot iusr O i i d i . req. .. -v a " c a r r i e r "  to

l i b e r a t e  t *10 land fro:. fit '  curse f i a t  l i e .  low irpit. ?h* ortnronorvent
✓ *

of Temugedeg6 sparks off a ohui” of events w:uci. m i i p  d i s a s t e r ,  r.ot

::ly ..pen £he Or, 1 d '. fam ily , but a ls o  upon1 t h e 'e n t i r e  community l’\e
»

, - . 0. i sue te r  i s  tr.e p r is e  which -the e n t i r e  o-.ty pave fo r  “sk ip p in g  the» * * - H
i.

im portan t r i t u a l ,  of p u ri’f lo a tfo t. t.uat shoals, normal Iv precede tr.e cho ice 

and c o ro n a tio n  of a new* r, in g . ’ The s o c ia l  a t r . f e  and Meat! ir, the via.,

iruiy be ex p la in e d , : h e r e f 0 r e , as tr.e revenge of the gods v is i te d ,  iron the
•  *

people o f Oruai ■ -
* * >

In  O a*di, ti-.e fundam ental m otive fo r  tin- t r a g ic  a c tio n  is  tne*
f  ■ . . .  >

revenue 0* young O cidi on the m urderers of h is  f a t t i e r .  The f i r s t  s ix
0

scenes o f  th e  p lay  are  d e v o te d ’ to  tne  p lo t  a g a in s t  O c id i 's  l i f e  fo r  

i n s i s t i n g  th a t  t r ib u te  be paid  to  h is  i d io t  b rv tn e r ,  -tiie. ne5b--king. O rea ' 

(O z id i 'a  w ife ’ s) p rem onition  of the loom ing d i s a s t e r  prom pts h e r  to  warn 

h e r husband a g a in s t  p-MtfiCjipatang an. the " r a id "  p u rp o r te d ly  o rg an ised  to
* v ‘ * y

f e tc h  the  k in g  the  t r i b u t e  due to  him. I f  O zid i has any t r a g ic  f law , i t

i s  h is  contemptuous d isreg a rd  f a r  h is  w ife 's  warning. H e '^ p en d s  too 
> "

■m

* J4

I\ ■ -I • '' * > -I
 ̂ . ' 
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/

heav ily  on h is  prowess. Not .even the bad omen—a l iz a rd  scampering out 

of h is sh rine—w ill dissuade him from jo in in g  in the ra id . Clark 

achieves the proper tra g ic  and dram atic e f fe c t  by providing Ozidi with 

a d isc e rn ib le  tra g ic  flaw .

Ofe, with the cunning o f .a  fox, the m onstrosity  of a python, 

and a remarkable mob-psycholo-gy, secures 'the cooperation -of two o ther 

in tr ig u in g  v i l l a in s  to  behead O zidi. The severed head i s  then presented 

to the id io t  king as h is t r ib u te ,  an a c t which i s  symbolic of the end of 

h is re ig n  as f a r  as the v i l l a in s  are concerned. This ac t is  as h o rrib le  

a s , i f  not in  f a c t  more frig h te n in g  than, those found in Shakespeare’s 

T itus Andronicus, and W ebster’.s The Duchess*of M alfi. As Adrian Roscoe 

I , observes, "S ix teen th-cen tury  productions of Seneca and h is  im ita to rs

j are boldly ou tstripped  in  th is  orgy of blood "and h o rro r . " 60

| The crime i s  committed th a t i s  to be avenged, and the r e s t  of
I - ,

f the play in v ariab ly  concen tra tes 'o n  the plans and progress of th’e re 

venge of O zid i’s death . One im portant Senecan p roperty  of revenge
*

* ias;i-hg ;'J1 "is the* presence or appearance of the vengeance-seeking

ghost. Although Ozidi has been m alic iously  assa ss in a ted  in  an encounter 

w ith h is  enemies, and although no obsequies have been performed to  put 

h is  soul a t  r e s t  in  h is  grave, h is  ghost n e ith e r  haunts h is  murderers 

as the ghost of Tantalus spreads i t s  b a le fu l in fluence  over the house ' I

of Pelops, in  Thyestes. nor does i t  appear to  young Ozidi as Hamlet's 

f a th e r ’ s ghost does in  Hamlet, crying fo r  revenge. However, the Senecan 

ghost i s  not without i t s  equ ivalen t in  O gidi. Oreame, the w itch grand- • f

Mother is  Gold (Cam bridge:.p. u . P . ,  1971) ,  p . 218.

r *

4  ' > * ' .
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m other, assumes th e  r o l e  of the . s p i r i t  of revenge, t r a in in g  and 

in s p ir in g  f le d g lin g  O zidi fo r  th e  revenge of h is  f a th e r 's  treach ero u s
l

m urder. She re in fo rc e s  h er own t r a in in g  w ith the  "m ortar and p e s t le '

charm" (p . 1+3) which she obtains from Bouakarakarabir i , the old man of 

the f o re s t :  • «

Indeed , I  would 
Another served'm y c h ild  the fa re  before he 

tak es  on '
His f a th e r 's  fo e s .

My daugh ter [O rea] had a son f o r  Q zidi a f t e r  
His d ea th , i t  i s  what I  am t e l l i n g  you.
Now th a t  issu e  must go fo r th  and s c a t t e r  /

death  among 
His f a th e r ’ s enem ies. ,

The p erio d  o f t r a in in g  and p re p a ra tio n  o f young O zidi i s ‘a p e c u lia r  

v a r ia n t  of th e .p e r io d  o f p ro c ra s t in a t io n  in  t r a d i t i o n a l  revenge p lay s . 

O z id i, during  the  period  o f h is  t r a in in g ,  g e ts  to  know the a c tu a l 

m urderers o f h is  f a th e r  through an unw itting , re v e la t io n  by the  wives of

—^he co llab o ra to rs

y THIRD WOMAN: Look here , young man,
Nobody in sp lts  me, the' wife of Azezabife,
And liv e s  to t e l l  the- s to ry . When Ozidi 
Took on more fe a th e rs  than the eag le ’ s 
My husband i t  was whoj f i r s t  plucked o f f  
His shook of fe a th e rs .

SECOND WOMAN: Who cut o ff h is  neck
But my man Oguaran?

, FIRST WOM̂N: And.when i t  was time to  pick up
His stubborn head and carry  i t  

.In to  Orua fo r  h is  id io t  b ro ther to drink from,
Who d id , yes, who did? I t  was Ofe 
My hdsband, i t  was hei And l e t  me t e l l  
You, fo o lish  boy, my- husband su ffe rs  no 
Overbearing a c ts ,  and .w ill punish you 
For th is .  (p> ?0)

What these women have u tte re d  i s  more than young Ozidi needs-to  know to
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convince him of the id e n t i ty  of h i?  f a th e r 's  m urderers. This proof i s  

e s s e n t ia l  to  engender in  him the f u l l  s p i r i t  o f revenge. But in stead  of 

being overwhelmed by g r ie f  and .becoming insane , as p o te n tia l  avengers 

are prone to  be, Ozidi becomes p recociously  fu rio u s  and possessed. All 

could have come to no th ing , however, were i t  not fo r  Oreame whose w itch

c ra f t  continues to make more than a man out of Ozidi ju n io r . Combining 

her w itch c ra ft w ith e la b o ^ t?  t r ic k e ry  and the po ten t power she has 

obtained from B ouakarakarabiri, she ensures th a t 'O z id i accom plishes h is  

revenge as ru th le s s ly  and as- b lo od ily  ae h is  f a th e r  had befen murdered.

i t  should be noted here th a t  Ozidi i s  not by. na tu re  a v i l l a in ;  

n e ith e r  has h is  honourable performance o f a so n 's  duty to  h is  a s sa ss in 

a ted  father'm ade him one. I t  i s  understandable, th e re fo re , th a t  he 

begins to , f e e l  remorse a f t e r  the death of h is  ad v e rsa rie s :

This cdurse
, . I  have follow ed w ithout’ d ev ia tion

Doing my duty by my dead f a t h e r . ’ But now 
•“'l ik e  a r iv e r  ,at a w hirlpool I  am come to  

A spinning s to p . Worse, l i k e 'a  lio n  plucked c lean  o f 
His whiskers-, I  growl now only in  my s le e p . (p . 90)

Not even the p u r if ic a tio n  r i t e s  performed seem to he e ff ic a c io u s  enough

to  s top  young Ozidi from havihg d readfu l nightm ares, fo llow ing  the

revenge of h is  f a th e r 's  dea th . This is  a new dimension* to  the p lo t

s tru c tu re  of revenge tragedy . Perhaps the mcfat M acchiavellian  o'f a l l  of

Shakespeare’s  revenge v i l l a in s  i s  Richard I I I .  In  the ghost scene,

Richard i s  shaken to  the po in t of d e sp a ir , but r a th e r  than repen t when

h is  conscience w ith  "a thousand sev era l -tongues" pronounces him g u il ty

of s te rn  murder, he s c o ff b a t  conscience, saying:

S o ft! I  d id  hut dream.
0 coward conscience, how d o s t thou a f f l i c t  me.'
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The l ig h ts  burn b lue, I t  is  no^ttead m idnight.
Cold fe a r fu l  drops stand on my^Jembling f le s h .
What do I  fea r?  myself?. ^

(Richard I I I . V. i i i ,  178- 82)

When Hamlet stabs the King, he ra th e r  trium phantly adds: v

Here, thou incestuous, murderous, damned Dane, •
Drink o ff  th is  po tion . I s  thy union here?
Follow my mother.

(Hamlet. V. i ' i , ‘336- 37)

Like Richard I I I  and Hamlet, Hieronimo in The rD—Hli ŝh Tragedy and 

Barabbas i^ T h e  Jew of M alta express* no re g re ts  a t  the accomplishment
7

of th e i r  revenge p lo ts  a g a in s t th e i r  enemies. Ozidi d if f e r s  from any 

of these avengers.whose conscience"is not allowed to  bother them a f te r
v

tak ing  th e i r  revenge. He seems to crumble under the pressure brought

upon him by .h is re c u rre n t nightm ares. These nightm ares a re  designed
*

fo r  two purposes. F irs t ly ., th ey ,be tray  O zid i’s tim id n a tu re , which 

could have stopped him from  tak ing  h is  revenge on h is  f a th e r ’s enemies 

had i t  not. been f^ r  Dreams’s w itc h c ra f t  and the m ortar and p e s tle  charm ' 

th a t made him more courageous than he normally would have been, O zid i’s 

revenge i s  too honorable to  genera te  any r e a l .g u i l t  f e e lin g , but t h e ’ 

blood he has s p i l t  i s  more than what h is  e s s e n t ia l  na tu re  can cope w ith.

Hence the nightm ares. Secondly, the nightmares c re a te  a s i tu a tio n  th a t 

w ill  lead to  fu r th e r  a c ts  .of v io lence through which Ozidi w ill  overreach 

h im self. „Ohe of h is  nightmares is  a dream -attack by Engbesibeoru, the 

“g re a t Scrotum King h im se lf" ’(p . 91) .  T h is ‘dream i s  in te rp re te d  by 

Bwiri as "signs and symptoms" th a t p z id i should ta k e 'a  w ife (p . 95).

But f i r s t ,  he .has to  f i g h t  w ith  and overcome Tebesonoma, the m onster 

w ith  seven heads who speaks in  seven tongues. "G radually , the  ground i s  

being  p repared  f o r  O z id i’s  ex c esse s .
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_ The1 a s s e r t io n  has "been made e a r l i .b r  th a t  0 2 id i i s  no t a

v i l l a i n  by n a tu re . . I t  should ce pointed ou-t, however, th a t  he'grows to  ’ - ;

be one under the in flu en ce  of- the w itch c ra ft of Oreame. I t  is  under ^

the s p e l l .o f  Oreame th a t  O z id i , 'l ik e  a l l  v illa in o u s  avengers, overreaches

h im se lf in  the course o f h is 'r e v e n g e .  He overpomes Tebesonojta w ith  the
< • 

he lp  o f h is  w itch  grandm other. B efore h i s  d e a th , th e  m onster th re a te n s :

I s h a ll  be.avenged. In the next town l iv e s  * .
a  woirian

J u s t  d e liv e re d  o f a s o n . ' ,  .sh e  i s  my s i s t e r  
. . '.Take i t  from .rile, O z id i, excep t you murder 

w” . : her . . ‘
Twenty years  from now, as you did „ ■
With y o u r 'f a th e r 's  a s sa s s in s , you" s h a ll  "be - • '

c a lle d  to accountj - .
Compelled to  cross the r iv e r  ag a in s t a l l  t id e .  (p . 101)

The above th re a t  po in ts t o >the p o s s ib i l i ty  of a v ic io u s  Crime-"revenge

cycle;- but th is  cycle quickly  broken, again , only w ith the help, of . £

Oreame. A ll th is  would show th a t  beyond the revenge of h is  f a th e r 's

*• death , Ozidi now consciously  depends on h is  grandmother fo r  p ra c t ic a lly

every th ing  he does. Even h is  im pulsive abduction of Odogu's wife is  to  t

be a tt r ib u te d  to  her in flu en ce . For example, when Odogu's "wife f in a l ly

gives up the s tru g g le , she says to ’ Ozidij , ,

ifere, come and s i t  by me;
• Yes, l ik e  th a t ,  l ik e  th a t l  How l ig h t  you a re !

' ; ’ And i s  th is  how you trem ble before b a t t l e  ?
See, my palm can almost reach  round youi w r is t ;

; ' Indeed; you a re  not a t  a l l  b ig  of bones, O zid i. (p . 109)

y O z id i 's  lig h t-w e ig h t, as no ticed  by Odogu's w ife, i s  not to. be taken

f only l i t e r a l l y .  Obviously, w ithout O re a d 's , w itc h c ra f t  to  back him up,
• 1 A

Ozidi has no "weight" a t  a l l .  Also, th a t  he trem bles before a woman ° 

who lu re s  him in to  s-ex should in d ic a te  th a t  Ozidi i s  no t a f u lly  formed 

e>
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man, a s  h i s  physical- a t t r i b u t e — sm all-bonecl w r is t— co n firm s.

• # 'As i f  O z id i,h a s  no t had enough co n q u ests , he has to  do f la t t ie

with Odpgu, as the S to r y - te l le r  rev ea ls :
<* " , .“ ‘ * ' ' •

’ • _ - . . .  .and now
' We are  in  a f i e ld ,  l i t t e r e d - w i th  b o d ies '

Of su p p o rte rs  -from b o th ' s id e s  in  th e  b a t t l e
Between Odogu th e  Ugly and ' ,
Ozidi over the wqman he abducted. (p . 111) .

"Once more,.Oreame tak es  over th e  f i g h t ,  and co n fro n ts  Odogu's w itch -

m other Azema in  th e  b a t t l e  of the  w itch es , the  outcome o f which determ ines

w hether O zidi o r Odogu w ins th e  f i g h t .  As soon as Oreame overpowers

Apem'a, O z id i, with, the a s s is ta n c e  of Oreame, c u ts  down Odogu. At th i s

p o in t, Ozidi i s  too possessed to be h is  r e a l  s e l f .  B linded by the
• V 1

power of the herb th a t g ives him v ic to ry  over Odogu, Ozidi "mows down 

h is  own grandmother" (p . >1it); h is  oniy accomplice in , and so le  i n s t i -  

| g a to r  o f , the revenge o f h is  f a t h e r 's  a s sa s s in a tio n .

I • . ' She death o f1 Oreame i s  not merely in  keeping y . th  the  demand

th a t  the  accomplice in  a revenge tragedy should meet h is  o r her death ."

’ j  Oreame c o n s ti tu te s  the deqs ex machina th a t  has propped up the ac tio n

throughout and beyond the process o f the revenge^ and once h e r am bition 

has been re a l iz e d , and the bounds of ju s t i f i a b le  revenge outstepped , i t  

.j. 1 ^  p oe tic  ju s t ic e  th a t the e v i l  she has p e rp e tra ted  Should r e c o i l  on

’ . |  k?** She i s  destroyed TSy. tfte very  agent she has used, to  e f f e c t  her

' , - 1 planB of revenge. ' ‘ -

The plaoe of the death  of the avenger, u su a lly  by su ic id e  in

t r a d i t io n a l  revenge tra g e d ie s , i s  taken in  Ozidi by an unusual in c id e n t

which g ives the p lay  i t s  e s s e n t ia l  A frican o p tlo o k .- Of course , i t  should"

M S
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be borne in  mind th a t  the manner' and circum stances of th ^  revenge in

th i s  p lay  iflajce O zidi more an agen t o f revenge than  a" p r in c ip a l  avenger. ’

In  th e  tw in  scene m  Act V, O zidi ju n io r , narrow ly escapes d ea th  a t  the 
' • %' p ' , #

‘Rands' of. the Smallpox King sim ply because h is  m other Orea a l le g e d ly  ' 

' m istakes him ( th e  .Smallpox King) fo r  common Yaws.", I t  i s  most u n l ik e ly ,

- th a t ' the v i s i t  o^ th e  Smallpox King would be m istaken  f o r  o rd in ary  yaws. 

That the  e n t i r e  people of Orua have f le d  on the a r r i v a l ’ o f the ' epidem ic 

King should make i t  c le a r  th a t  he i s  e a s i ly  recogn ized  by a l l .  Orea i s
■e -

only f ig h t in g  a p sy ch o lo g ica l war a g a in s t  the  epidem ic " v i s i t o r , "  She

* 61 ” 'evokes Tamara .(or Gyin, the Ijaw  C reator goddess) to come to he r a id .
«

^ ft
«, % r  eerofcbing o f Ozidi w ith w ater, soap and Sponge i s  a  symbolic p u r if i 

c a tio n  ceremony; but she equally  d e fie s  the Smallpox King by c a ll in g  the 

rashes on O z id i's  body "a mere r i o t  of yaws’* (p . 120), She may have 

■said th is  to  negate the power of the"d isease  over her son. „Her Incan- • 

ta to ry  command to the Smallpox.King f in a l ly  saves her son:-

When a guest 
Comes on a v i s i t ,  he goes home a f t e r .  ■
Return th e re fo re , our la te  v i s i t o r ,  tak ing .your f le s h
With you, but leave behind fo r  us
Our skin and bones. , (p , 120)

And so , the. Smallpox King departs in  anger; and the p ro tagon ist survives

what could.have been otherwise a fiikal, a tta c k . His world i s ,  however,
\  *

now a bleak and lonely  one. "The town of Orua has been deserted  by the

61 *  i ■

. > See C lark, A Reed in  the Tide (London: Longmans, 1965),
* p, IjO: **0yi» i s  the creator mother of the Ijaw people in the Niger

D elta . She i s  the Supreme Being .with the second name of Tamara, th a t  i s
She who moulds." Cf, Obotunde Ijim ere*s Woyengi. based on G abriel
O kara 's a r t i c l e ,  "Ogboinbar The Ijaw C reation Myth," whioh names the
Ijaw  c re a to r  mother as .Woyengi. , .
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townspeople, fearing^ the  f a t a l  epidemic .brought by the sW iip d x K ln g  ''

. and h is  en tou rage . The departu re  o f the  Ring and. hl's re tin u e^ rep resen ts  

,. "  t the f in a l  stage of p u r if ic a tio n  which w ill  ..redeem the , people of‘ Qrud ‘ ..

and fu tu re  .generations from -th e ir  a n c ien t g u i l t . '  ' ’ ■

< . * T he 'fo rego ing .d iscussion  shows beyond- doubt th a t ,  "even though*

the \heme and s tru c tu re  of C)zidi derive d i re c t ly  and ex c lu s iv e ly  from

th e  o r ig in a l  Ijaw -saga of O z id ifof Orua,, the play belongs to  .the  revenge 

, ’ ' t r a d i t io n ,  w ith which Clark is  undoubtedly fa m ilia r ,  . But th e ,a f f in i ty  

; ■ . be tween, 0 ^  and plays 1 ike *yd; s The Spanish' Tragedy. Shakespeare ' s '

y ^ .u3,Aftdronicua and Hamlet, and W ebster's The Duchess of M alfi, i s  

s t r i c t l y  sd in c id en ta l because Clark mainly reproduces h is  source ’ .

/  ^  m ate ria l in  considerable d e ta i l ,  both in  m atter and form. And the co-

\  -incidence proves tiM d f t f f ^ s a l i ty  o r  the theme of e v il  add revenge.

; • however, becorned more s ig n if ic a n t  than conventional revenge

' _ .trag ed ie s  in  i t s  preoccupation, not only with e v il  and revenge, but more

im portan tly-w ith  the purgation  .of ev il, from thex s o c ie ty .’ This i s  what

' e lev a tea  the 8 ta tu a  of Temugedege from th a t  of ap id io t  King to  th a t  of
t  1 ■ 'a

the " c a r r ie x ^ ^ th a t  i s ; ,  he , whoee enthronement as King of Orua has

; .  brought about the chain of e v e n ts 'th a t  even tually  fo o te rs  the expulsion

• , of e v i l  from the  community of. l&rua. ‘
' ' k * '

The s ix  plays t re a te d  in  the examination o f the use of mjtfh 

. . ir f modern N igerian dpama provide a .v a r ie ty  of myths and.legends through

 ̂ •. w h ich .five  playw rights endeavour to  enquire in to ' the various experiences

’ \  - /  of ”*  in  *» l* tion  tp, the un iv erse . The playw rights a re  not concerned

• . in  thSsa p lays w ith h i s to r ic a l - 'r e a l i t ie s  of the m ythical aoeounts adapted

f o r  the s ta g e . Theirs i s  not - th e  in te l le c tu a l  c u r io s ity  which today '
\ *

• . , *

with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

I

* v . __- , fjb -
m otivates archeo log ical and p re h is to r ic  research* in to  the di-ip dawn

. of. the universe as conceived, and handed down to N igerians by th e i r  

an c es to rs . The m ythological or legendary accounts a t  th e  d isposal of 

the playw rights are transform ed in to 'a  quest fo r  a thorough understand

ing of man's re la tio n sh ip  to  the world in which.,he l iv e s .  The proven 

tru th  or otherwise of the p layw righ ts ' source m ate ria ls  is  imm aterial 

to  th e 'g o a l of th e ir  quest. ^

•. The tru e  genealogy of the gods, fo r  in s ta n c e , is  not c ru c ia l

to  the aud ience 's  ap p rec ia tio n  of Ogunyemi's Eshu B legbara. or I jim e re 's  

The Imprisonment of Qbat&la. D espite the au d ien ce 's  awareness of
» ‘ N. ' ‘

• Woyengi's opnipoten.ee, her in a b i l i ty  to  destroy, Ogh#nba before the 

re b e l 'h a s  a chance to  hide in  Lakpe's eye i s  not. queried . Rather these 

. and o ther m y th ica l.specu la tions a re  a o c ep te d as  adapted by the playr  

w rlghts in  th e i r  exp lo ra tions of the p ast in  o rder to  explain  and under

stand the p re se n t. , Btjch. spepulartions cannot be sub jected  to  s c ie n t i f ic  

in v e s tig a tio n  fo r  iq r  proof of h is to r ic a l  accuracy. Y et, as P a ta i '  

. a rg u es , "myths do have a  h is to r ic a l  k e rn e l, [ th h t  i s ] ,  h is to r ic a l  t r a d i -  

d itio n s  dan. and do' assume m ythical forms and survive as myths fo r  a  long 

time a f t e r  the memqry of the h is to r ic a l  even i t s e l f  has sunk in to  o b li-  

v ip n .* He goes on to  exp la in  th a t "When a h is to r ic a l  even i s  tra n s 

formed^ in to  myth i i - lp s e s  a  lo t  ,in .acouraoy and in  d e ta i l ,  becoming 

' em bellished , in  the  pro^ass by many a f a n ta s t ic  fe a tu re  th a t  can render

62
Si, k , fo g s ! , Th£ Problem of Tragedy (F red eric to m  Oniv. of

tfe* Brunswick P re ss , 1960), p. J9 .

i f ,  Myth and- 
■Pnentide-H all, 1972), p , 67.

^  R. Patai, Myth and’Modern Man (Bhglevood C l i f f s ,  N. .fTs
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the e n tire  myth in cred ib le  to the c r i t i c a l  o u t s id e r ." ^

Like the p layw righ ts, tiM  audience and, c r i t i c s  a lik e  are  le s s  

concerns!w ith the c r e d ib i l i ty  of the h is to r ic a l  kernel in  the myths j
transform ed in to  drama in  N igeria  than they a re  w ith the s ig n if ic a n ce  ‘

of the e x p l ic i t  exp lo ra tion  of ancien t mythe to contemjtorary N igerian ' ^

S itu a tio n s . The ad ap ta tion  of mythB and legends in  some of N igerian 

dramatic works r e f le c ts  the hew s p i r i t  which fo s te rs  the  rev iv a l and
i

p rese rv atio n  of the c u ltu ra l  p a s t. I t  a lso  in d ic a te s  an in creasin g
■ . . "V

regard  among c re a tiv e  w rite rs  fo r  the myths and legends through which

the ancesto rs c h a ra c te r is t ic a l ly  expressed them selves, d ram atists ,, l ik e

o th e r c re a tiv e  w rite rs  in N igeria , continue to^re§^5pnd to  the iinpulee of
»

symbolic form ulation which nourishes lo c a l myths, and legends, not be

cause of any enchantment wi/h ,the magic quality of the myths, but be

cause the myths and legends are replete1 with didacticism  from whifch con

temporary so c ie ty  can derlv4 tremendous b en efit. Where p ara lle ls  e x is t  

between situ ation s in mythology and contemporary so c io -p o lit ic a l  events 

(as i l l u s t r a t e d  in I h ^ /ZapriBonaenVof Qbatala) .  mythical plays are*  

known to have been written and produced to in struct the soc ie ty  and to 

Warn i t  against the recurrence of the tragedy of the past% s recorded in  

- mythB or legends v^th some h is to r ic a l ingredient. I t  i s  th is  d id ictic ism ,
I  }
|  among other, thin^fe, that the mythical plays treated so far  share with the

h is to r ica l d*ama that w ill  be examined next.

( i i )  The Pae of the Past through H istory:

To define the Nigerian h istory play in terms pf a olbar-cut

^  Ib id ., p. 73.
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genre i s  not an easy ta s k . The h a ir l in e  d is t in c t io n  between the h is to ry
 ̂ •

and some of the myths of N igeria  may be recognized in  plays l ik e  Duro 

L adipo 's Mpremi. Oba Ko So. and Oba Wa.ia. These p lay s , p a r t ic u la r ly  the 

f i r s t  two, are  more m ythical than h i s to r ic a l ;  y e t ,  they Sbal with
A - /

legendary f ig u re s  in  the h is to ry  o f the Yorubas handed down through 

genera tions by word of mouth u n t i l  the accounts were recorded by h is to 

r ia n s  ana in te rp re te d  in  dram atic forms. The a c tu a l h is to r ic a l  events 

which in sp ired  Oba Wa.ja have a lso  formed .the basis  of Wole Soyinka's 

Death and the King' s Horseman. H is to r ic a l in  corftent as these two plays 

a re , they s t i l l  r e ta in  some m ythical q u a li t ie s  in  them. In plays lik e  

th ese , no r ig id  c r i t e r i a  may be ou tlined  to d is tin g u ish  the mythical 

from the h i s to r ic a l .  However, where the theme and the development of 

the ac tio n  in a play grow out of an au th en tica ted  h is to ry  of N igeria , 

such a play may be deemed to belong le g itim a te ly  to  the dram atic genre 

c la s s if ia b le  as h is to r ic a l  drama.

Thifl section  of th is  study w i l l ,  therefore, examine some of 

those plays which deal with aspects of Nigerian h isto ry , be i t  ora l, 

.w ritten , or reconstructed* from availab le  documents and other sources.

I t  should be borne in mind from the o u ts e t ‘that the emergence of h is to -
ff

r ic a l drama in  Nigeria is  r e la t iv e ly  recent. While the f i r s t  known 

extant play in English, Henshaw's This Is Our Chance, appeared in 1956, 

the e a r l ie s t  known h is to r ica l drama in N igeria, Enwinma O gieriaikh i's  

Oba Ovonraawen and Oba Bwuakpe6  ̂ was not published u n til 1966. Since 

then, a t le a s t  s ix  h is to r ic a l plays have been w ritten by Nigerians.

^  (tondoni 0n iv . o f London Press, 1966) .  i l l  e ffo r ts  to get 
a copy of th is  play; were abortive. I t  would appear i t  i s  out of prin t.
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These a re  Wale Ogunyemi's I.jaye War, and K i r i j i ; Ola R o tim i's  Kurunml 

and Oba Ovonramwen„ N ogbaisi; E ien ta  E ze 's  The Cassava G host; and Wole. 

Soyinka’s Death and the King1s Horseman;
, •$ t j,

Ogunyemi's I jaye War and Rotim i''s Kurunmi are in sp ired  by the 

same 19th -cen tu ry  p o l i t i c a l  h is to ry  of the Yorubas. These two plays are 

b a s ic a lly  the same in s p ite  of d iffe re n c es  in  minor h i s to r ic a l  d e ta i ls  

• s e le c te d  fo r  d ram atiza tio n , and d e sp ite  the p lay w rig h ts ' d e lib e ra te
\

m o d ifica tio n  of c e r ta in  h i s to r ic a l  f a c ts  f o r  dram atic purposes in  both 

p lay s .

W ritten  in  1968-and published in  1970, I.jaye War is  the 
«

e a r l i e r  of the two p lay s . Kurunmi was f i r s t  performed in  1969 a t  tfie 

Second Ife  F e s tiv a l of the A rts , and was published in 1971. The tempta

t io n  is  to  consider I.jaye War as the more au th e n tic  p iece,"w hich  might 

have in fluenced  the w ritin g  of Kurunmi. Even i f  th is  were t^ue owing 

to  some curious s im i la r i t ie s  between the two p lay s , the order of appear

ance i s  not enough a c r i t e r io n  fo r  any judgment s in c e  i t  i s  -possib le  

th a t  both p layw rights might have- c o lle c te d  th e ir  m a te ria ls  from the same 

so u rces . **

Opmyemi's play seems to be a a e r ie s  of ep isodes w ith very 

l i t t l e  -overall in te g ra t in g  dram atic s tru c tu re  and hard ly  any p r in c ip le

of re la tion sh ip  _other than the chronological,. This makes Ija^e War more
5 t

a dramatic h istory  than a h is to r ic a l drama. In con trast, Kurunmi con

centrates* on the dramatic in terpretation  of the Ijaye-Ibadan warfare ofc

the 19th century. In sp ite  o f the greater appeal of the dramatic 

structure of Kurunmi which makes i t  preferable to I.jaye War, both plays
i

w il l  be examined for  the purpose of comparison.
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Asked in  an ' in te rv ie w  conducted b y ’B em th  L indfo rs why he 

s ta r te d  to  w rite  h i s t o r i c a l  p la y s , Ola Rotimi d e c la re d  th a t  d u ring  the 

long v a c a tio n  of 1968 he chanced upon a new p u b lic a tio n  by 3 . P. Ade 

A jayi and Robert Sm ith, e n t i t l e d  Yoruba W arfare in  the N ine teen th  

Century (Cambridge:, C. U. P . ,  1961*). He'found the accoun ts  o f the  raw 

b e ll ig e re n c y  of the Yoruba fo re b e a rs  a t  once f r ig h te n in g  and c a p tiv a t in g . 

T his s ta r te d  him th in k in g  of b u ild in g  a- play around Kurunmi, one of the 

prom inent f ig u re s  involved  in  some of the  in te rn e e ifte  wars th a t  to re
A

th e  Yorubas a p a r t .  Rotimi added th a t  Kurunmi had i t s  prem iere perform 

ance a t  t h e 1Second I f e  F e s t iv a l  in  1969* and commented:

Our f i r s t  performance in  Lagos tobk p lace on the N
very day of. B ia fr a 's  surrendei— Januaxy 15, 1970 
. . .a  curious coincidence r e a lly .  My research on 
the Ijaiye-Ibadan  wars. . .revea led  unbelievab le  

s s im ila r it ie s  to the Nigerian c i v i l  war which was 
a t i t s  b lo o d iest peak a t the time of my w ritin g  
the p lay . There were s tr ik in g  s im i la r it ie s  not 
only in  the s itu a t io n s  and p r in c ip le s  that p rec i
p ita ted  both wars almost a century apart, but a ls o  
in  the p o litico-econ om ic s tr a te g ie s  employed by 

, both s id es  in  the prosecution of the wars.
S k e le ta lly  put, the war involved se ce ss io n  and 
cou n ter-secession  e f fo r ts  in  which the s e c e s s io n is t  
fences f in a l ly  crumbled not so much fro #  m ilita ry  
pressure as ffom the dehumanizing atrophy caused by 
the e f f e c t s  o f severe economic r e p r is a ls .66

67After a carefu l study of Kurunmi. i t  becomes c le a r  th a t, . 

although th is  h is to r ic a l  tragedy de.rives .d irectly  from bhe 19th-century  

IJaye-Ibadan warfare, i t  c a sts  a su ggestive  glance a t contemporary 

s o c io - p o l i t ic a l  events not o n lf  in  N igeria  but a lso  elsewhere* in  A frica .

^  ^Interview  w ith Ola H otim i,” in  Dem-Say, p. 65 .
67 (ibaflan: 0 . 0 . P . ,  1971). A ll References to  the play are 

from th is  e d it io n .
w>.

I

i

X~
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. The s tre n g th  and beauty  of the p lo t  o f  Kurunmi a re  th e  outgrow th of 

R o tim i's  proven a b i l i t y  to  in t e r p r e t  h is to ry  m  such a manner th a t  i t  

i s  made re le v a n t to  contem porary e v e n ts . The p lay  tra n sc en d s  mere r e 

p o rtag e  of the headstrong  c o n fro n ta tio n  between I ja y e  and Ibadan fo rce s  

and t h e i r  a l l i e s .  The s u b tle  a n a ly s is  of the p o l i t i c a l ’power s tru g g le s  

in  th e  p lay  i s  as re le v a n t  to  N ig e r ia  and, to  some e x te n t ,  R hodesia , of 

the  s i x t i e s  as i t  i s  to  th e  Yoruba kingdom of m id -n in e teen th  ce n tu ry . 

J u s t  aS the  war be'bwe.eti I ja y e  and Ibadan was th e  r e s u l t  of the p r id e , 

im p la c a b il i ty ,  and vaulting 'am pi/toO T o f c e r ta in  in d iv id u a ls ,  so oayi th e  

o i v i l  u n re s ts  cu lm in a tin g  in  th e  B ietfra war be tra c e d  to  the  u n b rid le d
' n

„ am bition  o f some p o l i t i c i a n s  to  remain in ' power in  N ig e r ia  in  the e a r ly

* Xs ix t i e s .  The ph ilo soph ica l ju s t i f i c a t io n  fo r  the need to reform  the

t r a d i t i o n a l  c u l tu re  of th e  people w ithou t n e c e s s a r i ly N ^ c r i f ic in g  t h e i r
o

peace and s o l id a r i ty  i s  th e re fo re  geared  towards th e  fo rm u la tio n  of a

m oral and p o l i t i c a l  d o c tr in e  which might gu ide fu tu re  p o l i t i c a l  lesdej^s

in  a v o id in g -p o litic a l i n s t a b i l i t y ,  and unnecessary s t r i f e  and bloodshed.

Throughout Kurunmi. the atmosphere i s  ten se  even during the

in te rm itte n t  J .u lls  a t  the various war camps. The mood is  one of b e l l i -  
' * 

gerency; and the message is  d e s tru c tio n  and dea'th. I t  is  im pressive,

th e re fo re , th a t  the play is  ap p ro p ria te ly  s tru c tu re d  to  r e f l e c t  the

d e s tru e tiy e  c o n f l ic t  th a t  u n d erlies  every ac tion  in  i t .

As the play opens w ith the bacchanal c e le b ra tio n  of the f e a s tv « .

of Qrorun. Abogunrin1 a in can ta to ry  "prayer" a t  the sh rine  of Ogun, and 

the tone of the carousing of the orowd, g ive the prem onition of c iv i l  

s t r i f e .  The announcement o f the coming of Kurunmi puts a stop  to the
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c a ro u s in g . The im p ressio n  im m ediately  c r e a te d \ i s  th a t  th e  r e l a t io n 

sh ip  between Kurunmi and.' h is  s u b je c ts  th r iv e s  o n V e a r  r a th e r  than  on 

love  and re v e re n c e . T his i s  borne out by th e  l i t a n y  of p r a is e  pained 

ch an ted  by A sunrara, th e  p r a is e - s in g e r :  „

Im pish demon, g o b b le r of h ead s, so le  husband 
of M osadiwin.

H usband-itf-ch ief. among husbands; tak e  away
your g r i t ,  and a b a t t l e  d u l ls  down “

• » • • • • * • « • * » • ■ • • • • • • • •
A m ountain , s t i f f l y  e r e c t  above ground, a  

tow ering  m asquerade, a ,f ro z e n  g r in  on 
i t s  f a c e ,  a ram in  a  grim  d u e l ,  the 
neck, s t i f f e n i n g  b e fo re  a b r u ta l  b u t t .

The c h i ld  would e a t  w ith  an e ld e r ,  b u t 'f e a r  
w o u ld n 't l e t  him. gg

  -And so in s te a d  of e a t in g ,  c h i ld  s t i f f e n s .  (p p . 11»-15)

T h is  i s  a r e a l i s t i c  c h a ra c te r  s k e t c h 'o f ’Kurunmi. Through th e  p r a is e -

s in g e r , -Rotimi exposes the hero ic  s ta tu re  and b e l l ic o s i ty  of the F ie ld

M arsh a ll o f I  jaye b e fo re ''? ^  p u ts  in  appearance on th e  s ta g e .  And when

he shows up, h is  f i r s t  speech (pp. 1$-1?) confirm s A su n ra ra 's  p o rtra y a l

of him and h is  im p la c a b ili ty . The speech i s  r e p le te  w ith proverbs and

maxims, i l l u s t r a t i n g  the philosophy of succession  in  accordiahce w ith  *

tr a d i t io n ;

KURDNMI: The gaboon v ip e r 1
WHen the-^gahoon v ip e r  d ie s , ‘ ,
i t s  ch ild ren  take~Tipr-ita__ha^its, '
poison and a l l .  ‘ "   .. '
The p la n ta in  d ie s ,

. i t s  sap lings  take i t s  p lac e , 
broad leaves and a l l .  * -
The f i r e ' d ie s , i t s  ashes .
bear i t s  memory w ith a  shroud 
of w hite s tu f f .  (p . 15) ;

68
Cf. I.jaye War (Ibadan; Orisun Acting E d itio n s , 1970), p. 19.
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The Yorubas would normally complete the above l in e s  with something lik e

j-  j  "When 1 d ie , may my ch ild ren  l iv e  a f t e r  me." But Kurunmi g ives a

p e c u lia r  tw is t to the maxims, using  the ph ilosoph ica l concepts of

succession  to ju s t i fy  .h is clamour fo r  the p rese rv a tio n  of t ra d i t io n .

Kurunmi s ta te s  h is  case before h is  people:

. .■ .we have ju s t  cpme back from a meeting with 
A lafin  A tiba in  Oyo. Oni I fe  was p re se n t, Timi 
Ede was s i t t i n g  next to him, Bashorun Oluyole 
of Ibadan, on my l e f t .  . . .Oba Atiba came down 
from h is  high th rone . In  h is  .r ig h t  hahd, the 
sword of Ogun; in  h is  l e f t  hand, the b o lt  of 
Sango. 9 He came towards u s: 'Swear, my p e o p le ,' 
s a id  he, 'sw ear to  Ogun and to  my fo re b e a r,

, Sdngo, that'm y soiv, Adelu, w ill be k in g -a f te r
me. . . . '  'C low n,' I y e lle d , 'o u t  of my cursed 
s ig h t ! ' ( S p i t s . ) »I s h a ll  be no p a rty  to  per- 

} version  and d is g ra c e . '  I picked urp my s t a f f  and
j walked ou t. , \  _  (pp. 16- 1?)
t ,
] , ,

j v Kurunmi opposes A lafin  A tiba’s p o l i t ic a l  ’move, arguing th a t  "Whenever,

j an A lafin  d ie s , h is  f i r s t  son. . .must a lso -d ie  w ith him" (p . 19).

T herefore, should Atiba d ie , the  e ld e s t  p rin ce , Adelu, should accompany 

h is  f a th e r  according to  the t r a d i t io n  of the land . This i s  the  firm  

stand tgdcen by Kurunmi among a l l  o th e r im portant ru le r s  in the kingdom. . 

Afccording to  him, "A k ing , a r u le r  whb s e e s ^ tru th ,bu t i s  too weak, too

cowardly to  uphold t ru th ,  th a t  r u le r  has f a l le n  low, lower than the  most
<> ,

. , depraved slave in our bushland" (p . 18). Much as Kurunmi s t r iv e s  to

stren g th en  h is  case in  upholding the t r a d i t io n  of the  lap d , he i s  a lone 

f ig h te r  and h is  voice i s  e a s i ly  submerged by the consensus o f the  o ther

; - ' . V  . . "  '
i '  The sword of Ogun, and the  b o lt  of Sango are  symbols of
! a u th o r ity  and d iv ine  ju s t ic e  re sp e c tiv e ly ; but A la fin  uses Ogun's sword
|  - f o r  the  purpose.of o a th -tak in g , and. Sango*s b o lt  to  rep re sen t h is  d e if ie d
I • a n c e s to r , c a lle d  to  w itness the o a th - ta k in g * ritu a l . Cf, Odewale's oath
|  before  Ogun's sh rine  in  The Gods Are Not To Blame. p . 2l±.

•' i ' . ' ■ • ’
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r u le r s  who support t h e ,A la fin  in  h is  unprecedented move to  reform the 

law of succession  in  h is  kingdom* Thus, in  the  opening scene of the

p lay , the t ra g ic  c o n flic t 'A h a t w il l  culm inate in  bloody w arfare i s  s e t
* i

in  Kurunmi'd s tro n g  opposition  to the proposed ascen t of Adelu to  the j *
p ‘ 

throne of Oyo. ' , -

The imminent d is in te g ra tio n  of the kingdom is  sym bolically

presaged in  the  v io le n t c la sh  between th e  C h ris tia n  converts  and the
' . ‘ 1 ■ 

c e le b ra n ts  of the  Ekungun f e s t iv a l  in  Act I ,  scen^ i i .  The appearance

of I ja y e  C h ris tian  converts a t  the. ToWn Square—presumably' the arena  fo r
' j * ,

the c e le b ra tio n  of the f e a s t  ‘of Orprunr- i s  an i l l —timed and i l l -c o n s id e re d  

ex erc ise1 which ought to  have been lim ite d  tO 't&e Church. The s ig n if ic a n c e  

of the p ub lic  hymn sing ing  on the  day of O r/run E s t i v a l  i s  th a t  the  

r e l ig io u s  c o n f l ic t  th a t  ensues p o in ts  to  the  e x is te n ce  of in te rn a l  con

f l i c t s  in  I ja y e .  The im pression c re a te d ;a s  th e 'p la y  p rog resses in to  
% '
the th ird  scene of the f i r s t  Act i s  th d t ,  l ik e  a house d iv id e d .a g a in s t 

i t s e l f ,  I ja y e  i s  doomed to  f a l l  u n less  the s o l id a r i ty  6f the people i s

ensured. " I

I t  i s  th is  p ress in g  need fo r  s o l id a r i ty  th a t  Wale Ogunyemi 

s t r iv e s  r a th e r  o v e rtly  to  dram atise by opening I ja y e  War w ith a  peace 

m eeting, a ttended  by re p re s e n ta tiv e s  from Oyo, Ibadan, Ijay e ’, and 

Abeokuta. The peace’meeting which ends in  a  c o n s p ira to r ia l  resp lve  

a g a in s t Kurunmi provides the h in t  th a t  th e re  i s  no unanim ity among, ‘

the  Yoruba people , and th a t  the s tag e  i s  s e t  f o r  a  c iv i l  war th a t  w i l l

fu r th e r  divide- them. *

In Kurunmi, the Ijaye le a d e r 's .u n ila te r a l d eclarati< g  of war 

against Oyo tad Ibadan provokes a , s p l i t  w ithin the a r w  of Ijaye,
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(pp. 37—U1)• Five l ie u te n a n ts —Epo, A kiola, Asegbe, Fanyaka and Amodu—
#

accuse Kurunmi of growing too pow erful, so powerful th a t  he has chosen 

to  wage war a g a in s t Adelu and h is  a l l i e s  w ithout f i r s t  co n su ltin g  his,, 

man. Kurunmi quickly  senses the  d i s a s te r  th a t  the d is s e n t of f iy e  6f 

h is  men could cause. Consequently, h e ‘sends g i f t s  to  Balogun Ogun- 

koro ju  and Areagoro A jay i: ' " ¥ e l l<them th a t  Kurunmi alm ost shed te a rs  

when he saw-sons o f 'I ja y e  prove th a t  I ja y e , small though she i s ,  w il l  , 

never be stepped upon" (p> 1*1)'. Kurunmi''s concession and the taming of 

h is  arrogance a t  t h i s 'p o in t  may be construed as a t a c t f u l  move m eant.to  

ensure the s o l id a r i ty  of I ja y e  people . He assu res  h is  men of h is  regard  

f o r  .them by.sw earing before  the sh rin e  of Ogun th a t  he would hencefo rth  

always "seek the  E lders of Ijaye. f o r  counsel in  any a c tio n s  -I itean to  

take** (p . 1+2). B ut, as w il l  be shown l a t e r ,  th is  move does no t mend ■ 

a l l  the cracks in  I ja y e 's  f o r t ,

r In Wale Ogunyemi’s version, Ijaye War, Kurunmi does not need 

the threat of mutiny to recognise the need for solidarity among his 

subjects. Apart from-the unsolicited'support of Abu, his mother-in-law, 

Kurunmi. seeks help, and is assured\pf. the cooperation of his followers 

and of Labudanp, the royal diviner. The Kurunmi who appears in the 

opening scenes of Ijaye War is a men of action and determination, but 

he is not quite the rash and impulsive warmonger in Kurunmi, with his 

pxideful ambition and jealous-guardianship of tradition.

In his dramatization of the Ijaye-Ibadan warfare in Kurunmi, 

Ola Hotimi keeps in constant foous the conflict structure. Act I ends 

with Kurunmi's .tactful arrest of the growing mutiny within his own army.
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In  c o n tra s t ,  Act I I  opens-w ith c le a r  in d ic a tio n s  of the lack of unani

m ity among the E lders and W arriors of Ibadan in  th e i r  re a c tio n  to. 

Kurunmi's d ec is ion  to  wage war a g a in s t King Adelu. Ogunxnola, i s  the 

cantankerous in d iv id u a l who favours support for  the  young King a g a in s t 

Kurunmi. The controversy  alm ost breaks[up Ibadan, e sp e c ia lly  when 

Ogunmola-—"the hawk"—is  sym bolically  con tras ted  w ith  Ib ikun le—"the  

black crow," as the "brave" i s  w ith the "cow ardly."

Ib ikunle*s argument' does not ju s t i f y  h is  being, branded as a 

.♦'coward." He po in ts  out th a t  "of a l l  b a t t l e s ,  the b a t t le  a g a in s t one 's  

own b lo o d -b ro th e rs , the agony of war brought upon one'e^own b ro th e rs , i s  

m ost-ho rrid  and h e a r tb re a k in g "  ( p . '5 0 ) , The same r a t io n a l i ty  may be . 

employed in  viewing a l l  c iv i l  w ars. For in s ta n c e , the 1967-70 B ia fra  

war might have been averted  had the fTpe of lo g ic  and sentim ents in  

Ib ik u n le 's  argument been allowed to  p re W il. Rotimi continues to  

emphasize th is  view as the p lay  p rog resses .

In  Act I I ,  scene i i ,  a t te n t io n  i s  focused on Kurunmi's ag b o 'Ie  

once mcrre. Kurunmi i s  being accou tred  fo r  b a t t l e .  A ll e f f o r ts  by ReV, 

Mann to  s top  the imminent war a re  a b o rtiv e . The C h ris tia n  m issionary 

c i t e s  Luke 61 27-29, and Matthew $ :  UU to  preach peace, to le ran ce  and 

pa tien ce  to  Kurunmi (p . 53)» but these  C h ris tia n  views of l i f e  sound 

r a th e r  queer and unreasonable to  Kurunmi who p re fe rs  the g ive-and-take  

philosophy of the  frog*

. . . .The philosophy of’ a frog  i s  the true ph ilo
sophy of l i f e .  S it  down, l e t  me t e l l  you, Ehn, 
whenever two frogB meet a t  n ight, do‘ yoii know whai 

- they ?ay to one another? L isten . . . .The f i r s t  
frog  w ill  say to the secohd frog* 'Bu m i- i- i* .
Y.ou know what that means? (Rev. Mann shakes h is
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head.)  I t  means 'g iv e  m e-e -e '. Now, the second
fro g  w il l  answer! Mbu o -o -o '.  .

'G ive and ta k e , ' T hat, my f r ie n d , i s  the b es t
philosophy of l i f e .  (p p .’ 514-55)

I t  sounds more reasonable  to  Kurunmi th a t  a man should h i t  back when h i t .

by an adversary  than  praying fo r  o n e 's  enemy as counselled  by Rev. Mann.
•  -

This scene has provoked a  review er to  w r ite ;  "In  a l l  the 

tu rbu lence  and the rum blings of war, th e re  i s ’an i r r e le v a n t  ta lk  of 

peace—th in g s l ik e  lo v ing  your enemies and doing good to  them th a t  

wrong you-rrby a  white couple who are  them selves i r r e le v a n t  in  every, way 

-e x c e p t 'in  so* far as"they  are  the c h ro n ic le rs  of these  bloody deeds and i

the. w hetstone on which Kurunmi sharpens h is  b r i l l i a n t  ,w i t , O l a  Oke, ‘ 

the  rev iew er, seems to  have l o s t  s ig h t of the, s ig n if ic a n c e  of the 

presence of Rev, and-Mrs. Adolphus Mann in  I ja y e  w ith in  the c o n f l ic t  

s tru c tu re  of the p lay . Rev. and Mrs. Mann are  more than mere chroni

c le r s .  I t  should be remembered th a t  the C h ris tia n  co n v e rts , whose c lash  

w ith  the  c e leb ran ts  of Ororun f e s t iv a l  s e ts  the  tone o f C o n flic t and 

s t r i f e  in  the p lay , a re  fo llow ers  of these  m iss io n a r ie s .*  T heir presence

and work in  Ijaye: &*1® therefore responsible in  part for  the clash  of
•  - * 

in terests-betw een  the Christihns and the- tra d itio n a l’ worshippers-of
* * • a ‘ * *

Ororun. The m issionaries are therefore instrumental ,io the weakening of 

70
Ola Qkej "Tragedy b ea u tifu lly  rendered,'" N igeria Magazine. . .

No. 10? (S ept.—Nov, 1969)« 527. One wonders i f  Oke would have con- **• /
sidered S. A. Aluko's ."Rlea fo r  Peace,* West A frica .  26 Aug, 196*7, 
p. 1102, as "an irre levan t ta lk  -,of peace* when the Nigerian o iv i l  war 
was tearing  the nation apart. Of, Oluropo Sekoni’ s review of Kuxunjji 
in  Ba Shiru, 7 , No. 1 (1976)» 86-81., Sekoni argues unconvincingly that 
" c la r ity  of event and un ity  ,qf* meaning are adversely a ffec ted  by Rotim i's 
in c lu s io n  o f  Reverend and Mrs. Mann and other white characters in the |
vprld o f Kurunmi" (p. 81 ) .

/

/

A .

\
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the .s o lid a r i ty  of Ijaye  people, a weakening th a t  adversely  a f fe c ts  the 

p rosecution of the war a g a in s t Ibadan and a ll ie d , fo rc e s .

Rev. Mann's appeal to  Kurunmi to  be p a tie n t  and to  prevent the 

outbreak of war 1* not only in  acoord w ith h is  m issionary  re s p o n s ib il i 

t i e s ; ,  a ls o , i t  serves as a ^ood^counsel' to  s o f t e n th e  G eneral's  h a rd - , '
N

heartedness. This counsel i s  shunned and the repercussion  deepens' the

tra g ic  h is to ry  of Kurunmi's tenure of o f f ic e . The care  fd r  the s i c k , '

wounded and famished by the two m issionaries, a lso  enables the audience

to  watch them perform th e i r  d u tie s  among the people not only in  the

Church but ou tside  i t  as w e ll. In  a way, th is  makes them an a l ly  of ■

Kurunmi, and therefo re  "ac tiv e ly "  invol-ve^dNin the war. B esides, th e ir

advice, to  Kurunmi to stop the war may b e -lik en ed -to  the various appeals

which Colt Odumegwu Ojukwu disregarded  before announcing the secession

of B ia fra , a.move which amounted to  the d e c la ra tio n  of war-on the r e s t  
*

of N igeria , To mdss a l l  these po in ts and term the  Manns and th e i r  a c f i—

. v i t i e s  as " ir re le v a n t"  i s  to  f a i l  t o ■ app rec ia te  the d idactic , and dram atic

purposes whieh Rotimi s tr iv e s  to accomplish in  making the Manns an 
' - . 1 • * 

in te g ra l  and fu n c tio n a l p a r t  of the Ijay e—Ibadan co n fro n ta tio n .

Vheji- the  war proper begins in  Aot I I I ,  Kurunmi i s  shown as a
• * ' * *

s t r a t e g i s t .  J e -o rd e rs  the f o r t i f i c a t io n  of Twawun, the major source of*

rood supp lies  fo r  I ja y e , To ensure u n flin ch in g  lo y a lty  he d e ta i l s  h is  

- f iv e 's o n s  to  "defend’Iwawun or th ere  d ie"  (p . 61). f ia r l ie r  on, he had

• issued  an e d io tr ,  * ' • -
* *■

■ . . .henpeforth no one s e l l s  food, out o f Ijaye .
Secondly, a l l  farm crops already pluoked or  
unpacked w il l  stay preserved in  the land. Any • * 
man,' woman, or b east.th at flou ta  th is, order, . 
seeks instant, death. * (p* 2?)

r :

j
i
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■ The embargo.-on the exportation of food i s  partly in defiance of King 

Adelu, to whom pertain tributes are due.* I t  a lso  ensures adequate ‘ f

food supply for Ijaye people while the whr la s t s ,  Besides,, i t  i s  an |

economic sanction which cuts o ff  food supply to Oyo and would-be a l l i e s ;  ’ *

Tl^se war-measures are not^ unlike the steps taken by the Federal Mild- ~

ta jy  Government of N igeria  in  1967 to  is o la te  and demoralize the

s e c e s s io n is t  B iafran fo rc e s . As most a n a ly t ic a lly  minded observers •

would-agree, , i t  was not the guns, as much .as the economic sanctions, • .

th a t  ensured the v ic to ry 'o f  the F e d e ra lis t  fo rc e s . However, the Ijaye

fo rces  requ ire  more than economic sanctions to' win the waf ag a in s t a

combined Ibadah-OyO Side. ,

, ' \  ^  ^n l t i a l  a c c e s s ’ of Ijaye  a g a in s t Ibadan {Aot I I I ,  scene - ' '•
* e i

! ‘ • i i ) ,  iro n ic a lly , leads them to th eir  f ir s t' crushing defeat. The Ijaye

warriors beat tack the Ibadan advance; but contrary to  Ogunkoroju’s 

-sp eo ific  orders-"Stay on th is  side of the r iver.' No one -  l is t e n  to ' 

me, everybody -  tjo one crosses the river" (p. 62)— the Ija y e  warriorB 

ohdee Ibadan force? across- the River O s*,,only to discover that Ibadan

so ld iers  have lured them'into a death trap:
• fc ' > ' " 1

1ST WARRIOR}. The bushmen started running back *
* • aT ^r  7Ur f i r s t  f ig h t , so, we. « .gave ohase. ?

3Rb,WARRIOR: As we reached mid-stream— . *

. ‘ 2S& WARRIOR: They, out us o f f ,  from-the/rear* ‘
* ’ ' • » * 

j ■ OGHMCQRpJflfr So out of a  Whole amy o f  fiVe » - 1
r. “ hundred, only three o f you oaae bach I >'*

KUKDMCt ttio the chan?

OGDTBfoBDJUi 1 .warned you not to 'pu rS uei d id  I  not;? * ? ‘ .
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*
The experience of the I ja y e  army a t  th is  p o in t in  th e  war hears an

in tr ig u in g  p a r a l le l  to  the  b a t t l e  a t  Ore in  August 1967, a f t e r  the

s e c e s s io n is t  army had crossed  the R iver Niger 304' advanced through the

Midwest (now Bendel) S ta te  in to  the then  Western S ta te , only to  s u ffe r

71a crushing d e fe a t a t  Ore. The h in t  of the  imminent t o ta l  co llap se  of 

I ja y e  i s  given in  Act I I I ,  scene-^v, where Rev. and Mrs. Mann read from 

th e i r  d ia r ie s  th a t  " Ija y e  is  no match fo r  Ibadan, /  e i th e r  in  human 

reso u rces  o r in  war m aterial'*  (p . 66); and one may add, even in  war * 

t a c t i c s .  Two d a tes  a re  c ited  to  emphasize t^ a t  I ja y e  w il l  soon f a l l :

Way 5*
J ja iy e  arms a re  f a s t  running o u t.
Pood too i s  running s h o r t .  ' 1 '

-May 10, i860.
* The death of I ja iy e  is  any time now. (p . 66) »

What makes these dates transcend mere chronicling i s  the /a c t  that in

actual h istory  (Ajayi and Smith, pp. 88- 89) ,  Ijaye reoeived no re in force-  
♦ • 

ment from the Bgbas u n til  May 19, 1860., The dates then provide the

.pertinent h is to r io a i sense of time lapse during which the hopes of ,

v ic to ry  for  Ijaye continue to d w in d le .* Rotimi keeps to"the h is to r ic a l

sequence of events as much as p ossib le ; but h is  introduction of the two
* \

„ dates atj th is  point in  the play creates an important dramatio structural
• v

design beoause i t  immediately precedes the coming of. the Bgbas ( in  scene 

v i)  to  boost the strength and morale of the desponding Ijaye fo rces . The 

% important thing to note in the scene of the a rr iva l of the figbas i s  that

^  See tThe C on flict Widen," West AXrioa, 19 Xug, 1967 r PP* 
1D69-7Q; Correspondent, "Nigeria War Diary," ib id . ,  pp. 1070—71; Anon., 
"Benin Boomerang?" West A frica . €6 Aug. 1967,  pp; 1097-98; and Corres
pondent, "Nigeria War Diary," ib id . ,  pp. 1098-99.

t
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not even the Egbas are in  f u l l  accord about the war, or about the ro le  

they are supposed to  play as an a l ly  'of Ija y e . By c o n s is te n tly  ompha- !

s iz in g  in te rn a l r i f t s  among the various war camps, Rotimi successfu lly  J
keeps the c o n flic t  m otif and s tru c tu re ' in ta c t ,  ir re sp e c tiv e  of whether '■

the ac tio n  is  in  Kurunmi's ag^oM e, on the b a t t le f ie ld ,  in. the Ibadarf ‘ !

war camp, o r even a t  the Town Square. Consequently, the tension  in the “ ‘

play hard ly  slackens.

However, in  scene v i i ,  there  is  a l u l l .  The h is to r ic a l  d e ta i l

 ̂ dramatized in th is  scene re fe rs  to the l u l l  in  the war during the rainy

season, when f ig h t in g  i s  im possible, o r , a t  l e a s t ,  d i f f i c u l t .  The

playw right uses the l u l l  to  in troduce a  b r ie f  comic scene provided by .

th e  dialogue between Ib ikun le  and Ogunmola. The b r e v i t y  of the'com ic 
? ' > 
scene i s  emphasized by Ib ik jun le 's  sudden change of mood as he dares I

Ogunmola to  step  out of the: war camp (p . 69) . Thd ensuing confron tation

i s ,  however, brought under con tro l in  order to  enhance the conso lida tion  '

of the s tren g th  and s p i r i t  of the Ibadan w arrio rs . The duration  of the

comio r e l i e f  c re a te s  an im pressive s tru c tu ra l  design th a t  emphasizes

the natu re  of the business on hand. A lengthy comic scene in  a play
*

th a t  deals w ith a d evasta ting  c iv i l  war would be out of harmony with the 

general tone of the p lay . Rotimi qu ifk ly  drops the comic dialogue 

between Ib ikun le  and Ogunmola in  o rder to  in troduce the s tra te g y  fo r  

v io to ry  which the ^badans p lan . „

I t  would have been mere hiptory re-enacted had the ultimate ^
w  .

v ic to ry  o f Ibadan been a tt r ib u te d  so le ly  to  m ilita ry  s u p e r io r i ty .

Rotimi th ere fo re  in troduces a superna tu ra l w ans o f fo rc in g  the I jay es
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and the Egbas in to  making a ta c t ic a l  e rro r  th a t  c o s ts  them the war.

Kujenyo, the aged w itc h d o c to r , o ffe rs  to  lu re  the enemy troops with h is

magic s p e ll  to  cro-ss the 036 R iver, a th ing  forbidden Ijaye- people in

war. The m otif of c rossing  R iver Ose in  scenes T i i i  and ix  may have been

12taken d ire c t ly  from h is to ry  but i t  i s  used in  the play mainly to

emphasize the f a ta l  t a c t ic a l  e r ro r  th a t  destroys I ja y e 's  hopes of ever
)winning the war ag a in st a superio r Ibadan s id e . River Ose i s  a n a tu ra l

geographical d e lim itin g  f a c to r  on the ex ten t of I ja y e 's  p u rsu it o^-tK eir

enemies. B esides, the I ja y e s  are  not supposed to  chase th e i r  enemies

beyond the bank of the r iv e r .  Crossing the r iv e r ,  th e re fo re , symbolizes

I ja y e 's  excess which tu rn s  out to  be as d e c is iv e ly  d e s tru c tiv e  as the
71Ibadans would want i t .  J

Unlike Rotimi, Wale Ogunyemi in  I.jaye War a t t r ib u te s  the 

^ v ic to ry  of Ibadan and i t s  a l l i e s  to  two fa c to rs . The f i r s t  of these is  

the s u p e rs tit io u s  b e lie f  th a t  "Kurunmi has a magic c lo th  which he t i e s  

to h is  s ta f f  on the b a t t le  f i e l d .  As long as th is  c lo th  remains in  h is

possession , success on [Ib ad an J side  i s  remote'1 (p . 37). With w ile ,
ft

Basorun Ogunmola secures th is  magic c lo th , thereby d e p le tin g  Kurunmi's 

powers (p . 1*5). More p lau s ib le  than the d isp o ssessio n  of Kurunmi of h is

72
For the h is to r ica l d e ta ils , see Ajayi and Smith, Yoruba 

Warfare in  the Nineteenth Century> pp, 90-91.

^  Of. The b a ttle  for  Onitsha during the Nigerian C iv il War.
■See G riot, "The View from the Bridge," West A frica. 21 Oct. 1967, pp. 
1'355—57. Also see Correspondent* "Var Ma^y," ib id . ,  p. 1351« "Last 
week-end, federal troops appear to have mounted a crossing of the river  
Niger by boat, Biafran forces blew up part of the bridge a t Oni.tsha end." 
It-iB  believed that the Federal troops lo s t  th e ir  l iv e s  in large numbers 
in th ie  move which destroyed the C6 m illio n  (W12 m illion ) symbol of  
Nigerian unity .
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clo th*  is  Ibadans* ta c t ic  or lay ing  in  ambush fo r  Ijay e  w arrio rs . 

Alore of Ioadan plays the Ijay e  ^  tune of a bkta drum, and with th is
A

fa m ilia r  ttine he lu res  the unsuspecting Ijaye  so ld ie rs  in to  the trap  

s e t by Ibadan:

BASOHUN OGUNMOLA: . . . (To Alore) You know th e i r
war tune? you Jieard them play i t  a t  Abeokuta, 
d id n 't  you?

ALORE: I know the tune, Basorun.

BAS0RU1J OGUNMOLA: Then play the tu n e" .T h ty  fo o ls
w ill rush down th ink ing  #e are  th e i r  tten.
Now, everybody hide and be ready to take them 
unawares* , ( i ja y e  War, p.

e *
, Ogunyemi and Rotimi may d i f f e r  in th e i r  various accounts of the v ic to ry  

of Ibadan, but .they both c rea te  the impression th a t  the Ibadans are  

b e t t e r \s t r a te g i8 ts  than the I ja y e s . Also they both p ro je c t the Yoruba 

b e lie f  in  su p ern a tu ra lly  poten t m edicines as e s s e n t ia l  supplements to 

o m ateria l weapons in  f ig h tin g  an enemy. I t  i s  the Ibadans' s k i l l  in

combining e ffe c tiv e  war ta c t ic s  w ith moral and physical s tre n g th , and •*

po ten t in can ta tio n s  th a t  e s ta b lish e s  th e i r  supremacy and v ic to ry  over

the Ijay e  w arrio rs .

In Kurunmi, when the Manns realize how hopeless Ijaye's  

position i s ,  they decide to leave Ijaye for Lagos. It is  th is move, 

added to the demoralizing death of Kurunmi's five  sons, that fin a lly  

breaks the sp ir it  of Ijaye and the Bgba a lly . When i t  becomes d ea r  to 

Kurunmi, the "elephant," that the "bull-frog" he has contemned earlier  

on (p. 29) may soon ride rough-shod over him, rather than buret, there 

remains only one lin e  of action for the General to take:

When a leader of men has led his people to d isaster,
and what remains of h is  present, l i f e
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i s  but a shadow of h is  proud p a s t,

% t êni t  i s  time to  be le a d e r  no more.
(B rinks poison from calabash  bowl.) ( d. 91)

f  j
+ -

With q u ie t  d ig n ity  th a t  b e tray s  h is  pride r a th e r  than h is  cow ardice, 

Kurpnmi makes a_ f in a l  w ish, addressed to  Mosadiwin, h is  w ife , and to 

Abogunrin, h is  ^ide-de-cam p:
/

My curse upon you bcfh ,
i f  my body s tay s  here fo r  the v u ltu re s  of 

Ibadan to peck a t .
,  My curse upon you and upon your seeds fo r  ev er, 

i f  my sk u ll  se rv es  a s sdrink ing-cup  fo r  Adelu.
In  the R iver Ose,

-Where my honour was J ip r ie d , 
th e fe  w ill  you "also Yury my body.
You w il l  dam the r iy e r ,

^ and deep in  the sand of i t s  bed,
*yop w il l  hide my body. # f
.Then you w il l  l e t  the  r iv e r  “flow again  
£dr everi • /
over the oneness of my body and my honour* (pp. 93-9U)jt

a
In I.jaye War, Kurunmi, in his final moments despair, blames the gods

and h is  a n c es to rs , fo r  h is  shameful defeat**

- You gods, where are you? I was confident of my 
ir success* now the dawn has broken on mp and l e f t  me 

gaked on the s tr e e t . A man do longdr'plants a seed 
and liv e  [ a io 1 to harvest i t  before the gods put-Sv " ' 
blanket of shame over him. Jty hope ia  gond, my 

,lig&t i s  pat out, my tongue crushed between my teeth .
(shouts) Why, should th is  happen to me, my anoestors?

. • ' f (p. 50) .

The painful regret expressed by Kurunmi for "fighting a u seless battle"

(p. 50) in  Ijaye War oontrasts with the dignity with which Kurunmi dies
i * *■

in Ola Rotlmi’s Kurunmi. But whether Kiminmi comAits suicide by stabbing
1 ^  > *

(as in Ijaye War). or by poisoning (as in Kurunmi) . the impression created 
*

,by both Ogunyemi an5 Rotimi is  that Kurunmi d ies "honorably." a fter  fig h t

ing g a lla n tlj^ n  a war that he was doomed from the s ta r t to lo se . In

V
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Kurunmi, the honour of the General l i e s  in  the fa c t  th a t he re fu ses  to 

compromise h is  conviction th a t  P rince Adelu ought to  have died with 

h is  f a th e r ,  A lafin  A tiba of Oyo. The audience-, l ik e  the p o l i t ic a l  and 

war leaders  who oppose Kurunmi, may nod; see eye to  eye w ith Kurunmi in  

h is  f u t i l e  s tru g g le  ag a in s t the v io la tio n  of the t r a d i t io n  of the land; 

but Kurunmi. has to  be admired as a'man who f ig h ts  and d ies for*what he 

s tro n g ly  b e liev es . What remains questionable in  kurunmi -is h is  approval
* • n

of Somoye’ s plans to c ro ss the River Ose. This concession i s  i t s e l f  a
t «

g ross v io la tio n  of.*dhe t ra d i t io n a l  b e lie f  'th a t Ijay e  is  sure to  lo se  a

war i f  the R iver Ose i s  brassed in  p u rsu it of the enemy.

The,,death of Kurunmi precedes tile departu re  of Rev. and Mrs. 
i> v

’ * 7) ” •
Mann from Ijay e  in  a c tu a l h is to ry . But fo r  dram atic purposes, Rotimi

rearranges the order o f even ts and brings h is play to  an efid w ith the '
0 4

death  of one’of the most venerable and h is to r ic  f ig u re s  in  Yo rubai and. 

Qgunyemi, in  h is  own p lay , remains more f a i th f u l  to h is to ry  than Ola
9'

Rotimi does by p lacing  the death of Kurunmi before the  departu re  of the 
*

Manns. This arrangem ent, though f a i th fu l  to  h is to r y ,  d e tra c ts  from- the 

dram atic worth of the ending of I.iaye War. The departu re  of the'Manns 

a f t e r  the- death of the hero seems a n tic lim a c tic  in  the  h i s to r ic  tragedy.

I t . i s  understandable,'however, that Ogunyemi's in tention  is  to in tro-
J 1 1 ’
dues a fturthsi* h i s to r ic a l  a iT 63tt detention* and .fina l re le a se

of M r.^ o p e r—to  emphasize, the re tu rn  of peaoe and u n ity , even i f  tempo

r a r i l y ,  to  Yprubaland. , I '

x ^'Samuel Johnson, in  The H istory of the YorubaB. n. 160.
olaijBs that Kurunmi "died of a broken heart in ’the month of June, 1861."

.Rev, and Mrs. Mann l e f t  Ijayd .at 11. a . m.'oh Monday, 17 March 186?,
according to Ajayl and Smith, 110. ‘

• -*■

!■ !
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In Kurunmi as w ell as in .Ijâ r© War "the outcome of the b iv il

war seems_to v in d ica te  the need fo r  the reform ation ,of the t ra d i t io n  • )
' 1

which req u ires ' the Crown Prince to commit -suicide Or be decap ita ted  on •

the death of the' re ign ing  k ing . What c o n s titu te s  Kurunmi's t ra g ic

flaw i s  h is  stubborn defiance of thfe re so lu tio n  of the E lders of the •

kingdonf to- s e t aside a t ra d i t io n a l  p rac tice  th a t  i s  believed to  be

, capable of jeopard izing  the s o lid a r i ty  of the YoruW.-' ‘ Like the B r itis h  
• *

C o n stitu tio n , the t ra d i t io n  guiding the ascendancy to  the throne of
' |

• A lafin  of Oyo i s  U hvrittenf and, th e re fo re , opera tes on the p rin c ip le  i

o f expediency. Kurunmi ; s re fu sa l to  adapt, reg a rd le ss  of the v a l id i ty

o f .h is  reasons, i s  what p re c ip ita te s  the bloody war out of which the

Yorubas might emerge a more un ited  people.

Ogunyemi*s and R ctim i's  d idac tic -pu rposes .cannot be missed. 

Kurunmi has been portrayed as the only b ig  c o tto n - tre e  s ta n d in g .in  the 

way, not only of the Egbas (Kurunmi. p. ?1) ,  but a lso  in  the way of an 

end to  the war, in  the way of the s o l id a r i ty  of, the Yorubas under the 

common leadersh ip  of the A lafin  of Oyo. His removal (h is  d e a th ) ,w h ich  

i s  more o r  le s s  a s a c r i f ic e ,  paves the way fo r  the-dawn of a u 

Yoruba race . The relevance of th is  d idactic ism  to contemporary Nigerian 

so c ia l and p o l i t ic a l  s itu a tio n s  oattnot be over-emphasized5 'but i t  would 

be unwise to  attem pt to -be  too e x p lic i t  about th is  relevance . ' ”

f c  *

• »
One of the most prominent, a s s e ts  of Kurunmi i s  i t s  language, 

V ir tu a lly  every time an e ld e r  or a leader speaks,-he  colours h is  u t te rsftjgk3* he colours h is  u t te r 

ance w ith r ic h  p roverbs-or maxims th a t a re ,loaded  w ith  connotative •
•  * ' '

meaning. To the Yorubas*'proverbs are  the horses o f  speech; when-sense
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or meaning i s  t o s t ,  proverbs a re  used to r e tr ie v e  i t .  Take fo r in stance  

the maxim: "The 'day the  t a l l  iroko t re e  lo se s  i t s  fo o ts  /  i s  the day the'
cp , *

baby ant s h i t s  on '" its  head" (p. 16). The iroko t re e  in  th is  saying 

rep re sen ts  the Yoruba people , and i t s  ro o ts  would be a metaphor fo r the' 

t r a d i t io n  th a t  nourishes the l i f e  of ,the people. To destroy  o r  lose  

o n e 's  t r a d i t io n  id , l ik e  an iroko t re e  lo s in g  i t s  ro o ts ,  to be doomed.

This exp lains why "Kurunmi w ill  n e v e r-p ro s tra te  h im self t o 1 shoot a deer 

w ith  a fa th e r-o n e  morning, and then squat w ith’ the son in  the evening 

to  shoot a goose!" (p. 21). i.

Elsew here, ’ Kurunmi, re a c tin g  to the dem oralizing news of 

Ibadans' v ic to ry , consoles h im self: " I t  i s  the w ater th a t  i s  s p i l t .  The

calabash  i s  s t^ ill  unbroken" (p. 89). -This^ i s  the rough equ iva len t of 

"As long as there  is  l i f e ,  th e re  i s  hope." To lo se  the water in  a r e 

cep tac le  i s ,n o t  the  end of the world; i t  i s  when the c o n ta in e r i t s e l f

i s  destroyed .that a r e a l  problem a r i s e s .  Iwawun may be taken , but
*  * • ‘

Kurunmi w il l  not give in  to  d e fea t as, long as h is  f ig h tin g  s p i r i t  keeps

him hanging on, even i f  d e sp era te ly .
f  .

When Kurunmi re fu se s  to  toe the l in e  of the  o th er E lders of

•the  lan d , Timi p o in ts  crtut how the a c tio n  of Kurunmi w il l  ru in  him rat'her

than the  kingdom.of th e  new A lafin : "The cow d e feca tes  and th in k s she i s
' " / ‘ 

s o il in g  the p a s tu re ; we s h a ll  see whose.buttocks, g a t  so ile d  f i r s t "  (p. 21).

And Osundina makes the  p o in t th a t  " lik e  a baboon, Kurunmi cannot see the*

u g lin ess  of h is  own bu ttocks"  (p. 47 ). The im p lica tio n  here i s  th a t  '

Kurunmi i s  too drunk w ith  power to recognize the d is a s te r  he i s  co u rtin g  fo r

him self and the people he le a d s . These say ings, and o th e rs  l ik e  "A s t ic k

L

I A
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already touched by f ir e  is  not hard to set ablaze" (p. h8) ,  "A roaring 

lion  k i l l s  no prey"'{p. h8 ) ,  and "a man with grass on his buttocks 

must npt forget himself when he goes tfo put out a neighbour's fire"  .

(p. 7lO, give the dramatic dialogue the rhythm ,and potency i t  requires 

for  e ffe c tiv e  communication,
e * , • ‘

Wale Ogunyemi's Ijaye War suffers from in e ffe c tiv e  .dramatic

dialogue' despite i t s  use of proverbs and maxims'. Hardly does- the

prosaic language ever transcend the narrative pattern 6f'> speech. i t s  

%communicative1 power r e lie s  heavily for  e ffe c t  on the. actors, rather than

on the in tr in s ic  potency of the verbal texture. . In Kurunmi,-,01a -Rotimi

avoids f la t  and drab prosody by assigning to each character a d is t in -  . .
* - ■( . « 
guishing mode of speech, and by balancing poetry against prose. The

■* J v
* •  *

result, i s .  an in fin te  vari-ety of. speech rhythms, uailke the monotony.-

that characterizes the tone and rhythm of JjflayeWar. ‘

• A careful look' a t both I.iaye War and Kurunmi reVeals that the
’ - '  \  '  ' '  • 'e sse n tia ls  of good drama—"action, character and dialogue—-are integrated

in proper balance more in Kurunmi than in  I.iaye War, Here l ie *  the

‘. dramatic richness which makes Kurunmi superior to I.lays War, though both

plays dramatize the same c iv i l  war that tore apart the Yoruba in the

la te  19th century. ’ *4
f . . ■ • V One oommon characteristic  found in .p ractica lly  a l l  modern

Nigerian h istory plays i s  c iv i l  s tr ife .*  Vale Ogunyemi has written

ariother h is to r ic a l play K ir ij i  (Lagos: African U n iversities  Press,

1976); which dramatizes the continuing story- of* th e-in tern al s tr i f e  in'
- '  '  .  ’ ■ '  ■

Yorubaland, and i s  based on the Ekitiparapo war in  the la te  19th century,

(1879-1886), The discusaidn of I jaye War add Kurunmi. and the mehtiCn

'
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of Ki r i j i ,- ahouldnot create 'the impression that -only Yoruba warfare 

features in  Nigerian h isto r ica l drama. -  .

in  1929, the Aba women's r io t  that spread over the major 

c it ie s  in  the fojjmer Eastern Nigeria came as the climax of the people's' 

. prolonged resentment of the introduction of d irect taxation by the - 

Colonial government. This h isto r ic  ev^nt provides Ezenta OJze with the 

material for hie play The Cassava.Ghost. 75 Unlike ValeOgunyemi and 

Ola, Rotimi who draw the m aterial'for their h is to r ica l plays from events 

that predate the playwrights' time, Eze has- the advantage of having

been "educated at C. K. S.; [C hrist the King'School], Aba about ..the time 

of the Aba women' b r io t ." ^  . ' •

The scope of The Cassava Ghost strongly suggests that, Ezenta

Eze i s  preoccupied-with .more than the h isto r ica l Aba women's r io t  of
■77' ' ‘

1929. According to the back-page blurb,'

Aimed with no more than Cassava Sticks, standing ' 
both for weapon of defence and l i f e  g iver, the 
women of Nagase march against the forces of co lo- ‘ 
n ia l domination in  a determined gesture that sur- 

. ' passes in Scope the e ffo r ts .o f  th eir  menfolk.
* women's organisation under the leadership of '

Tina, the hepoine of th is  play, undertakes a 
movement of revolt that i s  to have*unforeseen 
p o lit ic a l QonsequenceB and which demonstrates

ax. 15711 « ■ * • » • '  AU *” * *

S a , Casgava Gfcgat, hack-^age blurb. •

n y ° nmt» « * > . .* & *  » « .sa ss s l a £ i
12 of

1930, ‘Lagos, 1930j and Report of a  Co—iaslon  of inoulry appointed to
2 i£|urb5n ^  in  the |a iabar ^ d  O W »S ?P ^ in oea . ~*

Sessional Paper* No. s!6 of l9307 Lagoa, 1930.
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the power of t^ieir resolution  and th e ir  great 
value to the n a tio n a list struggle in  A frica.

. . .felt the play i s  not only a recreation  
of a sign ifleant, inoident in  Nigerian h is to r y , 
but, a lso  a dramatic work whose characters and 
whose general sweep of actidn restores [ s io ]  
the fervour of the h is to r ica l event i t  r e c a lls .

I t  should be borne in mind that The Cassava Ghost was published 

in  197U, fourteen years a fter  N igeria 's independence, 'and at a time-when 

the most gory of a l l  the disturbances in  modern N igeria—the c iv i l  var-r- . 

was already becoming h istory . A mere dramatic re-creation  o f  the Aba 

women's r io t  of 1929, which has been1 overshadowed by the 1969-70 c iv i l  

■ unrestB and warfare, would therefore make The Cassava Ghost'both top ical 

and in s ig n ifica n t. Ezenta Eze avoids both to p ic a lity  and in s ig n i f i 

cance by making the thmme of h is play the general struggle for  freedom, 

a struggle that was as important to the people of the Southern Pro

vinces Vn 1929 (when S ir  Graeme Thomson was Governor) as i t  was to the 
■ \  '• a

entire people of Nigeria in the post-independence years, particularly

under Yakubu Gowon' s m ilitary regime.

Essays play may be temporally distanced from ips h isto r ica l
*

source, m aterial by as much as almost half a century, but'itB  relevance
•*

to dontemporary Nigerian p o lit io a l situ a tion  i s  of a tim eless.q u a lity .

I t  should not be surprising,'^thhrefore, to find that The Cassava Ghost, 

though an outgrowth of h is to r ica l events, i s  rep lete  with s a t ir ic a l  

thrusts, aimed- not only at c o lo n ia lis ts  and their  form of admlniatra- 

tion  but also  at th eir  Nigerian muccessors whose tyranny and corruption
j " 0 ' .

are an objectionable betrayal of '"the trust put in them py the people'

.they ru le ,.

....   —.1 '
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■ 1® ®- piny like The Cassava Ghost. the socio-political coiv-

sciousness of the playwright cannot but surface frtfjn time to time-, 

particularly in the views and sentiments expressed by some key charac-
r t ’ * '

ters who may appear as the playwright's mouthpiece. Leading characters

like Tina and Kamanu and -even the Governor General and- Governor East'

often serve as transmitting media for Ezefs occasional commeints on

persons and situations connected with the women's revolt. Yet. one
/  9’ 1 * , . - , • * * ' 

should be wary of.rushing to the conclusion that The Cassava Ghost is .
merely a polltioal^satire. J

Beminiscent of Hauptmann's The Weavers, the aotion in The - ,

Cassava Ghost is, strictly speaking, the pulminatipn and final.eruption 

of a revolt among( a pauperized people. The play deals with a cdmmunity
- L  ' .  /  * * . . . .  - ‘ . ■'. I '■ ,\n°t individuals, or small groups of people) involved in a socio—

y ‘ political conflict: the proletariat against Colonial administrators.

The CasdaVa Ghost may be construed as an augury of a new order in
"* * s '

Nigeria, on the "eve" of the bloodless coup of 29 July 1975. It arti- 

• opiates the destiny of all,orders that are fated to pass away, and . 

bpeaks for the humanity that has been .subjected to oppressive rule, for * 
all those who refuse -to be'exploited and trampled down by the few in 

positions of authority: in short, for the victims of-history. This is 

' what enhances the universality of the group situation in the play in.
j spite 6f its localization in Hagase.^

fhe play is divided into three lots, eaoh of which is sub- 

divided into two scenes. This division fosters a dramatic structure '
■ ■ ‘ T  ' '■ *

f 78 An obvious flotionallsatlon of "Higeria."

a i ■ I. i i ■ a
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• which i s  .neither fu lly  trad ition al nor exclu sively  innovative; yet i t
; '  » - 

i s  convenient for  e lic it in g ' the fundamental revolutionary essence of

the play. In Act I* the playwright attempts to present the major 

characters in a stimulus-response situ ation  in  order to lay the ground 

for the f in a l statements on the d e s ir a b ility  of s o c io -p o lit ic a l freedom.- 

In the opening scene, Tina and Kamanu held a dialogue which 

, reveal*  that there have been fu tile , struggles in  the recent past against 

unfair laws imposed upon the people of Hagase. I t  i s  a lso  gathered that 

Tina's la te  husband, Kosoko, was k ille d  in one of the disturbances 

, connected with the f ig h t  for  equitable law and p o lit ica l-  freedom. I t  

i s  s ig n if ic a n t, therefore, that the action  in;the' play opens on the e v e  

of the third anniversary of Kosoko's cold-blooded murder. 79 The causes 

o f former r io ts  as w ell as the ju s tif ic a tio n  for the r io t  being,planned 

to coincide with the third anniversary of Kosoko's death are carefu lly  

outlined . Tina’s moral indignation against the unjust and exp lo itative  

tax law may be regarded as r e flec tin g  the general resentment o f the 

people of Nagase:
' . ,’v' "» < ' ' • f

Bach governor-becomes a m illionaire when he r e t ir e s .
Iheir. oountry i s  becoming more and more prosperous 
day by day. Think of' f t —two sh illin g s  s ix  penoe 
from kO m illion  people. . m illion  pounds, eyexy 
year, never accounted for and never to  be. And yet 

- there are no improvements in  anything. The roads, 
the health, the standard o f l iv in g 1—everything has

79
• > . ,  ■ ■Kunl* Adepeju, a second-year history student a t the Uni

v ersity  o f Ibadan, was shot by polioe on 1 February 1971a during a 
s .^ d ta t demonstration against inadequate ca fe ter ia  serv ices . I t  i s  
intefm ating to note that Bae's play was published in  m L  coinciding  
with thd year of the third anniversary of the murder of Kunle Adepeju. 
Chahoes are that the third anniverirfary of Kosoko'a death in  f e e 's  play 
has been inspired by the annual commemoration of Kunle Adepeju's deat*.
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remained the same' o r grown vpxsfe fo r  the laB t 
two y ea rs . .My Cod!, ‘fh ia  expl.oiitati.on must
9nd* •• v;V -: - &  ( pp .  12- 13)

-

Tina, l ik e  her ^omenfolk, i s  very bitterjAboUt "the inequality , d is 

respect and in ju stice  to which the wotfieri o f 'th is  country have beep sub

jected" (p, 16), Women have .been;.forced/to pny taxes, but are denied ' 

representation in  the running of the/government a t  a l l  le v e ls .  The 

governments underhanded p lot tpdisorganijse the'-.Liberation Movement is  

■ now too "clear to Kamanu and Tinai \ I"

KAMAN0' ''
Madam, the’ government i s  .des|te?ate--so ' desperate *
that the Governor General., i s  sending' an emissary 
to "you. I have here, a copy of the. le tter -y o u ' 11 
receive. ’

. (Kamanu produces -the l e t t e r ’and hands i t  to  
Tina. -jShe reads/l t  to  h e rse lfT)

I t ' s  a l l  a tr ick —a p lot to disorganize you* I f
you accept h is o ffe r , our hopes are gone. 80 (p . 17)

Consequently, Kamanu pleads with Tina (the women's lib era tion  leader) •

for  the formation of a common front. With the Liberation Movement under
t

a united f la g , the f ig h t for  p o lit ic a l  independence and against the

taxation  of women without any participation  in  the government would* be

much ea s ier . The opening soene, i t  may be concluded, puts the upcoming

action in  i t s  proper perspective before the audience, and reveals enough
* «

of past events to enable*the audience to see the ju s t if ic a t io n  for  the

development that the playwright plana out in  the play.

Jn Act I ,  scene i f ,  another charaoter, Doctor Akri, i s  in tro

duced to demonstrate the divide-and-rule ta c t ic  of the Colonial govem -

80 ’

Cf. Kehgide's attack on the government in J . p . C lark 's’
T™ B aft, in  Three Plays (Londont 0. D. P .,  196fc), pp. 130-31,
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merit. Doctor, Akri i s  portrayed as a "stooge, t r a i t o r ’, m urderer" (p . 2i^),
* s

A former l ib e ra t io n  f ig h te r  along with la te  Kosoko, Doctor Akri has now 

been s^lenoed by h is  appointments by the government as "ch ie f medical ' 

o f f io e r j  Member of the  L e g is la tiv e  Council and [ h is  d eco ra tion  a s ]

'• Member of The D istinguished  Order of the  [ B r i t i s h ]  Bnpire" (p . 26)-.

These honours have forced  the "one-tim e s tro n g , outspoken n a t io n a l i s t  

[ t o ]  c a p itu la te "  (p . 31) aftd-to tu rn  a g a in s t h is  own people and th e i r  

ju s t  cause. ♦

To Doctor Akri,, th e  demands o f the women "are  unreasonable
’ t '

and many. Why shouldn’ t  you pay head-tax  when women co n tro l 75 per

c A t  of the wealth? 1 Why should you want vo ting  rig h tB ,' when 99 ,9  per 

.oent of you can’ t  read  or w rite?  And then -the freedom, whatever you 

Hean by i t ?  And i f  you-get th ese , you’l l  ask fo r  more" (p . 38)*. The 

"stooge" i s  nbt bothered th a t  the  government''!s no t doing anything to  

r e c t i f y  the  99*9 per cent i l l i t e r a c y  among the women. He has been 

brain-w ashed in to  opposing a l l  th a t  i s  fo r  the  good of h is  own poeple.

So warped i s  h is  mind that p o l it ic s  has ex ten sively  corrupted h is pro

fe ss io n a l ethioO. Frustrated by Tina’s determination to execute the 

women's plans to r io t ,  Doctor Akri deolarest "When your dead and 

wounded reaeh the h osp ita l, I ' l l  probe and cut i* to  them—not with low ,*  

nor with a ffe c tio n . But, I ' l l  wash my hands with th eir  blood, l ik e  the" 

high p r ie s ts  of y o u r  native gods" (p . 39) .  I t  can be deduoed e a s ily  

from th is  speech that Doctor to r i  has alienated  him self from h is  own 

people*8 trad ition a l way of l i f e  since he now regards the'“native gods 

as "your" d e i t ie s ,  not h is;

* ,

I
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, In the portrayal o f Doctor Akri, there i s  a d iscern ib le

in tent on the part-of the playwright to inveigh against the Akris, the

p o lit ic a l  tra ito rs  in contemporary N igeria, who are known to have

sacrificed , the welfare of^their people to gain th e ir  own s e lf is h  ends.

But the government i t s e l f  i s  not exempt-from Eze's in vective . Shortly

a fte r  the departure of Doctor .fieri, whose presence and utterances have

rekindled the revenge motive behind Tina's action , Inspector A llison

a r r iv e s ,  acco m p an ied ^  ^rp policemen, -to a r r e s t  T ina. She p ro tests*

"You break in to  my- premises, t e l l  me I'm under arrest and want me to

surrender,my hands to be handcuffed. What kind of'law  do you. have in

th is  country now-a-^iays? Where l i e s  the justice?" (p. 1*5)1) Here, i t

i s  not d i f f ic u lt  to see that Eze, through Tina, inveighs against the

government's brazen betrayal of fundamental human r ig h ts .
*

A ll along, fime has c o n s is te n c y  impressed i t  upon h is audience
/  ^

that the government has been using the natives against themselves. ThV 

three policemen who have come to arrest Tina are a l l  n a tives , according 

to the stage d irection  on page 14*, The women have come to rea lize  th is  

deplorable ta c t ic  of the government. But the arrest and detention of

th e ir  leader would seem to have triggered in them th e ir  plans to r io t ,
•

Act 1 ends with Inspector A llison  t e l l in g  Tlnai "If I were 
you, I'd prepare for  a hard, long journey* (p. 1*6). This would,be

, 1 , a
r e c o g n iz e d  immediately by the audlenoe as a hint that Tina may be in  

detention for  long in order to f o i l  her plans and avert the r io t  before 

i t  g e ts  a  chance to  spread. She may even be transferred to Fernando Po 

island  into  ex ile —a oomrnon fa te  suffered by "trouble-makers" in  ^plonial

i
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days. In spec to r A lliso n 's  l in e  may be considered, th e re fo re , as fo re 

warning Tina as to the next l in e  of ac tio n . I t  keeps the audience 

guessing: What ia  the government up to? What would Kamanu do to  fo re -  

s t a l l ,  any harm to  the p e r s o r ^ f  T ina, a n d 'to  the general cau*e of the 

people? W ill he succeed? ■ W ill Tina d ie  in  ex ile?  Is  everything lo s t  

w ith h e r-a rre s t?  These are  some of the questions which make Inspecto r 

A llis o n 's  foreboding statem ent succeed in  build ing  some suspense and 

c re a tin g  a  form of tension  as Act I ends with a b lackout,

. There is  very l i t t l e  ac tio n  throughqut Act I I ,  except fo r  a
* •

s ig n if ic a n t  development which a f f e c ts  the d ire c tio n  of the course of 

a c tio n . In  a l e t t e r  signed by Dikeogu Kamanu on the behalf of the

•Amalgamated Workers Onion of Nagase, an ultimatum is  addressed to  the
ft

Governor General: , '

"We demand the immediate release of Madam Koeoko 
at exactly  3 p. m. today* Failure to comply with 
th is  demand leaves our forces o f lib era tion  no 
alternative than the complete annihilation of you 
and your forces. Save you rself, save your 
country, save the-empire. Dikeogu Kamanu, Pre-
Bident of thb Amalgamated Workers Union of '
Nagase." (p ,

The matter, form, and tone of th is  ultimatum may seem ridiculous on 

f i r s t  reading} but a careful analysis w ill  show that everything i s  cal

culated to intim idate the Governor General. A successfu l r io t  by the

Workers Union may mean the end of the career of the Governor General as 
* ■

an individual because he may get k ille d  in  the r io t ,  or h is home govern

ment may order h is  return to Sngland for  h is  fa ilu re  to avert the up

heaval. I f  the Colonial adm inistration oollapses by force of arms

(cassava s t io k s ) , i t  may sp e ll the doom of the Nagase sector of the
• \

\
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empire th a t  was once thought of as im perishable. .I f  the empire f a l l s  

as a  r e s u l t  of s im ila r  dem onstrations in  o th er co lo n ies , the status#and
,  t

f a te  of the Governor General.1 a country may be a t  stake  s in c e , according

to  T ina, h ia  country feeds f a t  on the e x p lo ita t iv e  taxes c o lle c te d  from

the colony of Nagase, a n d 'o th e r co lo n ies . The Governor, General may not

take the ultimatum given him too se rio u s ly ; but i t  is  doubtful i f  he

does not understand the im p lica tions of 'the clauses th a t  may sound*

unreasonable to  the common man. The ultimatum serves as a new fo rc e ,

th e re fo re , introduced to  com plicate the course of a c tio n  in  the p lay .

Although the ac tio n  does not develop a l l  th a t  much in  Act I I ,

two im portant conversations provide the audience with an in s ig h t in to

what is  happening elsew here, and the a t t i tu d e  of the Governor General
a  ■ '

towards the whole s i tu a t io n . In scene i ,  the d ialogue between Tina and*
I * *j Kamanu during the la t te r * s  v i s i t  to  T in a 's  p rison  c e l l  rev e a ls  th a t ,

| with the exception of a few, a l l  the members of the p o lice  force, the

army, and the prison guards are members of the Liberation Movement.

Kamanu inform s Tina th a t  he has e n lis te d  th e i r  in te r e s t  in  the re v o lt  

th a t  w ill  unseat the C olonial government. A lso, a  cable has been sen t 

to  th e  C olonial O ffice in  London demanding*the re le a se  of T ina , and 

"immediate B elf-govem m ent'for the country" (p . 56 ). The s tra te g y  of' 

the L ib era tio n  Movement i s  th a t  "Once the o rder to  shoot [down the
r
j r io tin g  women3 i s  given, the guns w ill  be turned on whoever g ives or

relays the orders. By God's help, th is  day, the third anniversary of 

the death of. our master* a new nation w ill  be born" (p . 56).

Scent i i  foouses a tten tion  on the dialogue between the Governor.
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General and h i3„w ife , Mrs. London, The tw o-fold .s ig n ific a n ce  of th is

dram atic dialogue is  th a t  i f  a ffo rd s  the playw right the opportun ity  to ,

s a t i r i z e  Colonial a d m in is tra to rs , and by in fe ren c e , p o l i t i c a l  lead ers

in N igeria  g e n e ra lly . At the same tim e, i t  c o n s ti tu te s  the f i r s t

major c r i s i s  in  the  p lay . Mrs. London's im patience, her v a u ltin g
v

am bition and innate  ru th le ssn e ss  be tray  her as incom patible with. her.

husband. Eze succeeds in  p o rtray in g  her as the  symbol o f co lo n ia l

oppression , and as a re p re se n ta tio n  of tyranny which has thrown th e

Governor General in to  a dilemma. Nothing sh o rt of fo rce  of arms would

p lease  her in  d ea ling  w ith the people Nagase. In a dom ineering tone,

she v i r tu a l ly  o rders her husband: "A duty i s  e n tru s te d  to  you. That

duty must be done. . . .Now* y o u 're  going to  s i t  th e re  (p o in tin g  to  the
♦

Governor General' s desft) and order the Army and the P o lice  to smash 

th is  in surrection . When some of them d ie , the r e s t  w ill  behave" (p . 61).

S ir  John Walter London's reaction  to h is w ife 's  in tractab le  

aggressiveness leads to an amazing revelation  which forma the basis of 

the sa tir e  in  th is  section  of the play. The f i r s t  sa tir e  i s  on thei
n e p o tis t ic  appointment of the Governor General of Nagase:

GOVERNOR GENERAL . <
I  was a p o lic e . . .a  sergeant. In  nine years 

o f marriage you've reminded me of i t .  over a thousand 
tim es. . .the same s tu f f .  . ..the aame s tu n t. . . .
You've pulled i t  over and over again to g e t  your 
way. Ybu took me o f f  the s tr e e ts  where I  patrolled  
day and n ight. Your Tather smuggled me in to  high 
so c ie ty , pushed me up the ladder—

rSS. LONDON
(S it t in g  by the Conference Table). You should be 
gratefu l for  that.

' GOVERNOR GENHIAL I
Aren't you tired  o f repeating the same th ing over'

-

. T
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and over again?. . . .Now, the world knows th a t  
a one-time P a tro l S ergean t‘became a Governor 

, General b e c a u se th is  w ife 's  fa th e r  was a  L ord.
f  ' . • ' '

MRS. LONDON
• Oh, shut up! . And s.tbp th is  r id ic u lo u s , s i l l y  

behaviour. ' . .

GOVERNOR, GENERAL 
Governor General'! The g r e a te s t  man in  th e  lan d .
What a sham. . . .Look here J e ss ie  (approaching 
her)- I  was much h app ie r.as  a P a tro l Sergeant— 
poor but happy. I was a l iv e .  . .with" Seeling  
and sympathy fo r  people. . . .1 was a human 

' being. But now-, a l l  t h a t ’s gone—a th in g  of the
p a s t. With you as a w ife, your g re a t am bitions
and th is  exalted- Im perial. Cro’wfr to  uphold, I 'v e  
become nothing but a h e a r t le s s  b e a s t. (pjT. 60-61)

The p e c u lia r  fo rce fu ln ess  of the  s a t i r e  in  the above dialogue derives 

from the f a c t  th a t i t  does not provoke a d e ris iv e  lau g h te r , a t  le ife t

nqt among an audience made up la r lg e ly  of people who have been sub jec ts

*> of co lon iza tion  a t  one time or ano ther. In stead , i t  may provoke a

j ’ \  drawn out d isoordant h is s  from a  contemporary N igerian audience whose

wild fu ro r  ifihy be s e t  ablaze by th e i r  aw areness,of s im ila r  s i tu a tio n s  

around them-. ' ■

The Governor General oonsiders himself as a m isfit,on  h is job.
- . ’  ̂ V

[is self-reprimand and hie criticism  of the manner "and circumstances of

h is  appointment recall to mind Sidney Whitmer in  Edgar Mittelhozer’a
81 1

—  Morning At -The O ffice. Sidney, i t  i s  stated, "had come to  Trinidad 

in 19i|5i immediately after his discharge from the Amy in, which he had 

served since 1 9 ^ .“ His uncle, Mr. Hoetock Lenfield, one of the princi

pals of .the London o ffice  of the Tucurapo company,, had arranged his

8*1 * ' * ■ f 
(London: The qpgarth Press, 19$Q). •

/  - ' ’
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appointment a s  overseer" (p . ■2$). S idney 's re a c tio n  l a t e r  on—an 

in v ec tiv e  th a t  i s  as c h a rac te rized  by -emotionalism as th a t  of- S ir  John
f

W alter London—is  worth quoting from the l e t t e r  he w rite s  to  h is  mother 

in  B r is to l :

"I'm  ab so lu te ly  fed  up w ith T rin idad . The • 
l i f e  on th is  e s ta te  i s  cramping my s p i r i t .  At 
f i r s t ,  the sensa tion  of fe e lin g  l ik e  a king 
was novel ana p re t ty  good. In England I  was a 
nobody, but the in s ta n t  I  a rr iv ed  here my white 
sk in  alone was s u f f ic ie n t  to -g ive  me en tree  in to  
the  b e s t c i r c l e s .  . , . I 'v e  met chaps th e re  who, 
in  iiagland, would be s n if fe d  a t  by a'Hoxton- 
charwoman. . . .

"I'm  s e rio u s ly  th ink ing  of re s ig n in g , but 
befo re  doing anything rash  I'm  going to take 
a  t r i p  to  town th is  a fte rnoon  to  have a chat 
w ith E^erard M urrain. H e's the chap I to ld  you 

t< qf vhcr came' out here , soon a f t e r  the' Dunkirk >
- mess, to  take up the post of a s s is ta n t  manager - 

o f E sse n tia l P roducts. He's°supposed to  ,be. the 
Chief Acoountant, to o , rbut h e 'q  to ld  me fran k ly  
he d o e sn 't know a damn things about accountancy."

. , • .(p p . 25-27).

So f id  up i s  Sidney th a t  when he goes to  hand, in  h is  l e t t e r ,  of res ig n 

a tio n  l a t e r  in  the  d a y ,'h e  is.to<^,drunk to  be bothered when he swears:

"To h e l l 'w i th  the bloody B r i t i s h  Sm pirel" (p . 11+1), and 6 a lls  Mr.

* / *M urrain an "E xp lo iting  snob!1* (p . 1.1+2'),. -
* ' ' &

ThS con ten ts  and. sentim ents of Sidney W hitmer's l e t t e r  may

be compared w ith an excerp t from the dialogue between the Resident and
» '• , *

Simon P i l k i n s , t h e  D is t r i c t  O ff ic e r , in  Wole Soyinka 's Death and the
82King1evHoraeman:

•• PRESIDENT: Nose to  the ground P ilk in g s , nose
to  the ground. I f  we a l l  le.t these  l i t t l e
th in g s s l i p ’ p as t us. where would the empire .

^  (London* Eyre Methuen, 197?)*
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be eh? T e ll me th a t ,  Where would we a l l  
be?

PIIKINGS' ( lc5w v o ice ): Sleeping peacefu lly  a t  - <
home I  b e t .  (p . j

A piece l ik e  th is  would probably draw a chuckle and a few r&pid nods

•from the audience. In  The Cassava Ghost, how ever,-the s a t i r i c  th ru s t '

cuts “uch too deeply to  e l i c i t  anything sh o rt of an angry response from

-the audience. The s a t i r i c  c a th a rs is  attem pted by Eze in  Act I I ,  scene <

i i  of his. play would then depend fo r  i t s  purgative e f f e c t  on the ex ten t 1

tq. whioh the e l ic i te d  ind ignation  j o l t s  the audience to  censure, not • I
* - ‘ I

only^ the Colonial A dm inistration of Bagase, but a ls o  .contemporary

Nigeirian adm in is tra to rs  whose l i f e ,  and mode of .appointment, a re  c le a r ly  

'm irrored in  S ir  John W alter London's. ‘ . 1 *' i

: I t  should be noted, however, th a t  the Governor General i s  in  a

p ecu lia r  s i tu a tio n . He i s  not trained, f o r  the  post he holds in  Nagase;
*  *

y e t,  -the aud ience 's  ind igna tion  i s  d ire c te d ’not so much ag a in st him as

' _ ^  i s  g a i n s t  the  co lon ia l a u th o r ity  th a t n e p o tis t ic a l ly  posted him to

the colony of Bagase. Although the  Governor General canno t‘be ex

culpated com pletely, he-manages to  win our p ity , i f  not indeed o u r ' 

adm iration , by hiB reco g n itio n  of some e th ic a l  p r in c ip le s  lead ing  to h is ' j

g u i l t - f e e l in g ,  he ^gndemns the so -c a lle d  "eminent a u th o r i t ie s  in  co lo-
i ’ - • 0
| . . .  h ia l  p o l ic ie s , [ th e ]  hard-bo iled  p a tr io ts "  (p . 72 ), includ ing  hie

fa th e r—in-law } who are  responsib le  fo r  th e  c iv i l  d iso rd e r  th a t  his- wife 

.how blames on h is 'a l le g e d  weakness and cowardice-. • •

S i r  John W alter London' S newly-acquired moral re c titu d e  . V-

' c lea rly , d istin g u ish es 'h im  from h is  w ife. For in s ta n c e , Mrs. London ‘ 4

claim s: "Dr. A kri, In sp ec to r A llison  and many o th ers  a re  f in e  fe llow s,

. ' :  : T  . V < v - : 'S ;:
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They think Tina i s  simply out o f-her mind" (p. 7 t ) .  Her in tu itio n , 

whioh she displays on a few occasions, does not seem to  help her in  

correctly  analyzing the situation* The Governor General has to remind 

her that her "heroes" are indeed the real enemies of th e ir  own people: 

"Jessie , don't forget that back home Dr. Akri and Inspector'A llison' 

would have been hanged as tra ito rs . They’ve been our agents. I don't 

respect them. . .don't, lik e  -them e ith e r . I only use them" (p; 71).

This disagreement between-.husband and wife creates the impression that 

the Governor General i s  gradually d r iftin g  farther away not only from • 

•his wife but a lso  from the princip les and, id eo log ies o f  colon ial 

authority. *

Before the action'p icks up again with the repprt of the murder

of Peterson (pp. 80*781) ,  the Governor General d e c la re s : *..

■But, we dan't l iv e  with, old ideas fo rev er .-. . 
trampling on others' heads.' . .e lim inating  
‘oppositions and enslaving the weaker ones? What,
when the tid e  turns? The weak become the strong 
and the oppressed the oppressors?

. ‘ MRS. LONDON ' '
( in  an out-burst of scornful laughter) You're 
dreaming. So, some day Africa w il l  be the 
power. . . , So powerful as to  colonize Europe,
America sad Russia?

GOVERNOR GENERAL 
I  don't oars who Colonizes whom, . . .What 
frightens, me i s  not- the fear o f tfleir colon izing . ■
us, but the fe a r  that in  attempting to s e t  the 
clock of h istory  backwards we're not only doing 
ourselves great harm, but a lso  the entire c iv i l 
ized  world. (p . 75)

I t  should be Obvious that the en tire  dialogue between the 

Governor General and h is  w ife in A o t l l  has been designed primarily to

agftl^MjMMimajl*iMmsmsea(eiMmsesmmea^.v.~<̂ ^ n r r g |1||(1|r>gM| j | . _ ; ..........    ;__ >„ —  •— ----
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■ a ffo rd  Eze the opportunity  to  u t i l i z e  h is  s a t i r i c  weapon to  e f f e c t .  At 

• . the  same, time the dialogue, prepares the audience f o r  the Governor

G e n e ra l's  f in a l  se lf -p u rg a tio n . By the end of the second Act'; h is  mind
m

has been disabused of a l l  in c lin a tio n s  to  oppressive ru le .  Be has befen -

so lib e ra te d  th a t  he now sees him self not any more l ik e  h is  own shadow,

"Shapely, v is ib le , but life less ."  (p. 80) .  He i s  a chahged person. His 

. metamorphosis i s  a c lear-cu t resolution  of his e a r lie r  dilemma, and“i t

c o n s titu te s  a  major tu rn ing  poin t which paves-the way .fox the f in a l  j .

denouement in. Aot I I I .  ,
• , '  *

The Governor G enera l's  transform ation  is  only p a rt of the

general pattern of tran sition  in  the play a ffec tin g  in d iv id u a ls'in

so c ie ty  and the so c ie ty  i t s e l f . .  E a r ly - in  Act" I I I ,  even P e te r  ahd Paul— j
Chauffeur and Cook resp ectively  in  the Governor General's employ—are

not far  from experiencing such a 'tran sition :

„ ' PAUL ' '
* • "That woman [Mrs. London} throw whisky fox  

. v f  face th is  morning. When 'e f in ish  abuse fce'
. proper-, 1e c a ll , me old monkey. Huml The. one V
. thihg wey make I  stay  here and taJce a l l  th is  -
nonsense don go. I  think I  don tl®e~nowr—

, PETER
' , - -Don't lo se  hope, map. You're not a l l  that old.

Soon, y o u 'll  be working under b etter  conditions 
. and making, good money. You can marry three young . * ' .

. g ir l s .  . .have many children. • ' (p . 95)

Paul, who i s  only a domestic servant, considers P eter’s optimism as only

a draam c a lc u la te  to  make him feel- good and forgbt h is  troubles.

- ' raTER
„ low’l l  forget* W e'll 411 forget our troubles some 

Aay* You see,- when 1 was in  Burma, I never thought *
, that some day I'd  forget the Suffering. Bays and ' "
I ' ways without food or water. , .th e  deafening b la st
I

/

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

.133

of s h e lls  and. bombs and the no ise  of p lanes 
overhead. Yet, you craw led, not r a is in g  your 

' head ,.even  to. k i l l  ^ snake ro lle d  around- a  .branch 
above you.

. PAUL . /
(R eacts f r ig h tfu l ly ')  U-u-uhl

. . PETER
,  ' ' Oh, yes . Ahead of you, behind, o r  beside you,

. . a  comrade stops*--blown .to p iec e s . You wish
i t  was you to  erid the  su ffe r in g . Yet, the  
o rder i s  g o , you go on—tc  your s a fe ty  o r 
d e s tru c tio n —you don’ t  know, . . :Mind you, t
t h i s  i;s .nothing compared to  what d id  happen—

.a s to ry  which no s o ld ie r  can e v e r- fu l ly  t e l l . ,  v ' •
(pp. 95-96)

This d ia lo g u e , which is  quoted only, in  p a r t ,  could very  w ell havte been 
'I ■ o ' s

in sp ire d ’ by the  experiences of- the 1967-70 B ia fra  w ar,, and i t s  im port-

j ande a s  a  landmark in  the  process of the  n a t io n 's  t r a n s i t io n  from a

j . dark and d reary  s ta te  in to  a b r ig h te r  new day,

j - • ‘ One admirable th in g  about Eaenta Eae i s  h is  s k i l l f u l  in te - 8

f \  g ra tio n  of dram atic d ialogue and a c tio n . The- dialogue- between P e te r ,

. Paul and Mark in  Act I I I ,  scene i  does not c o n s ti tu te  a mere s id e  comment

. ' 'on the experiences of- dom estic se rvan ts  in  the  se rv ic e  of the Governor

G eneral. R ather, i t  serves as a p re lu d e .to  the  sweeping change th a t  “is  -- 

to  mark the end of the c a re e rs  of co lo n ia l admini s t r a t u s  in  Nagase, as 

. ‘ w ell as the c lose of the  chap ter of co lo n ia l r u le  in  the n a tio n . The

b i r th  o f the  new day which P e te r  hopes f o r  in  Act- I I I ,  scene i.fo rm s the

; cbre o f the a c tio n  in  the c lo s in g  scene of th e  p lay . •

Bie d isin tegration  of c o lo n ia l is t ,  an tic ipated  in  Act XI s ta r ts
* ' \ ’ ' ' ’ , '

to  be m anifest in  the d isco rd  th a t  marks the. in form al d iscu ss io n  among

• ’ t^ie th ree  Regional Governors, p r io r  to  t h e i r  m eeting w ith the Governor

■- * t • ■ , /  “ * ' •

_ i _ ____ —  :
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General to discuss the a ffa ir s  .of sta te  as a matter of emergency. Since

. only Governor East shares the. pacifi'st Views of the Governor General,

the scale of ̂  any resolution ( i f  there is' one) passed at th is  meeting is

bound to t i l t  in" favour of the use of force against the r io tin g  women 
* , 

of Nagsae. .

When the clim actic confrontation taken place between the 

leaders of the Nagase lib era tio n  Movement and the council of the•Govern

ors, .the action d issip ates disappointingly into-achoolboyish d isplay.
*  " '  * ~

This i s  a, point where some sw ift and. decisive ac,tion i s  expected on the 

part- of Kamanu who now has control of the nation 's armed forces . Inr 

Stead, he engages in  a. rambling and po in tless d iscussion  with th e  

Governors, Mrs. Ipndon and the Imperial boo.t-licker, Doctor Akri. The 

impression-created in  th is  scene i s  that i t  may be a sign  of the play

wright's lo ss  of h is grip .on the p lo t. The exchange "between Kamanu and 

those present at the meeting of the Governors, i s  a damaging drag on the 

action . . ’ ,

The strength of the’ play tends to go limp towards the end, 

and the utterances and action of the. freedom figh ters  constitute, a 

mockery of the whole revolution. Tunde, Tina's houseboy,.is dressed 

' lik e  the Governor General ( p .1 3 1 ) .  Even- before true freedom i s  gained, 

the women have started  to celebrate. The introduction of the drummers 

• who supply the music i s  rather ill- t im e d , i f  hot indeed- p o in tle ss . Even 

in  th e . 8peeobes of Tina and Kamanu, -the obtrusive voice of the play

wright'can be recognised e a s ily . Besides, .the oharactera oan hardly be0.
^"distingu ished  one from the other any longer by th e ir  s ty le  of speech,
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except where names or other id en tify in g  clues', are given.
* V * . .

Dramatic dialogue, which'has been the strength of the play 

a l l  along, suddenly-goes f la t  and s ta le  as'Nagase i s  a t  the'threshold  

of p o lit ic a l  independence. At a point, "Tina r i s e s , stands behind .
• « , , p  '

Tunde, holding h is  shoulders" (Stage D irection ), saying: "Here, we have

one of p o ster ity ’ s leader L sic ] ,  L et’s hear h is  verdict* (p. 1L2).
1  ̂‘

This tpm  of events i s  nothing sh ort of a travesty o f  ju s t ic e , power

and authority. There are two ways of -interpreting a l l  th is ;  i t  i s  

e ith e r  an ind ication  o f power slip p in g  into  the hands of unthinking 

rabble, or th e‘playwright1s ineptness in  reso lv ing  the c o n f lic t  se t  in  

the play. Either way, the conclusion of the play i s  somehow out of 

jo in t  with the preceding parts. To create the impression that the new 

day fought for and achieved by the Liberation Movement i s  to' be spent 

under the ru le  of no b e tter  than rabble-rousers i s  to  make the achieve

ment of independence the curse, the tragedy of .Nagase of the new era.
# 1

An a lternative way of a ssessin g  the s itu a tion  at the end o f  the struggle  

by the freedom figh ters  i s  that probably Ezenta Eze ends the play in  

order to launch a f in a l s a t ir ic a l  thrust on the mode of ru le J.n post- 

.independence N igeria . Granted that th is  were the .sa tir ic  design of the 

ending, Kamanu, rather than Tunde,' would have beeh tipped for  the post
7

o f Governor General. B esides, Eze would s t i l l  need to t i e  a few loose

ends together. The cablegram from the Colonial Secretary in  London,, for

Ipstanoe, is  a oass- ihypoint. The cablegram7 reads:

Office of the Colonial Secretary, Church Bouse,
Great Smith Street, Dondon,Narch 195$.- Bis 
Excellency, John V alter London, Governor'General 
of Nagase. You are authorised by the. Prime Minister

; ■■■ - ' ' . . .  

i • ■ ' " •
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to  negotiate with the Liberation Party, and to '•
prepare for a general e lec tio n  to  be followed.

- ’ ■ followed immediately by a constitu tional ooh- 
« ference in Dondon for  Nagase's independence.

S. W. Peace-Jones, Colonial Secretary. (p , 114*)

The contents of th is  cablegram are"clear enough, though the Ipgic behind

preceding a -constitutional conference with a general e lection  which 1

ought, to  be guided by the constitu tion  of the country i s  questionable.

The real problem, however, i s  that the cablegram does not seem to have

any s ig n ifica n t bearing on the action that follow s i t s  reading. There "

i s  no indication that Tina and Kamanu are as, suspicious of the proposal

in  the cabled- message as Tina was of the le t t e r  from the Governor

General, e a r lier  in the-play (p. 29) .  Since the Colonial Secretary's

message i s  not opposed by Tina and Kamanu e ith er  verbally or in action ,

.there i s  every cause to b elieve  that the Governor General i s  .s t i l l ,  in

power. But Eze seems to be in a big rush to  end the play with the -

achievement of independence for Nagase. %  creates the impression that

the cablegram amounts to the granting of independence by tipping Kamanu

as the newly Tina-appointed Prime M inister whose rule begins immediately

as symbolized by the replacement of the Imperial Flag with Nagape's Star 

of David.

The h o istin g  of the national f la g  of Nagase, and the.singing  

of what appears to be the national inthem, even before independence i s  

granted, amount to a u n ila tera l declaration- of independence. This would 

normally be in  tame with the s p ir i t  o f rev o lt ,th a t pervades the play. . 

However, the playwright f a i l s  to show the audience T ina's and Xaaanu'a 

disregard for  the cablegram from the- Colonial Secretary whioh favours

\ /
i - \
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dialogue and Systematic granting of independence to Nagase. Of couxse, 

Eze i s  using h is prerogative as an a r t is t  to modify h istory . The 

extent of th is  m odification, unfortunately,, tends to undermine rather 

than support the dramaturgy of The Cassava Ghost. ” '

Prom tha,foregoing d iscussion of h is to r ica l plays in Nigeria 

i t  is-obvious that the playwrights are not'n ecessarily  interested  in 

th e ir  source material for  i t s  h is to r ica l sign ifican ce only. However 

fa ith fu l to the h is to r ica l fa c ts  out of which th e ir  plays have grown, 

or whatever the m odification of h istory they fr e e ly  introduce, the play

wrights, are more in terested  in th eir  source m aterial for  i t s  dramatic 

worth. ■ H istorical fa c te  mdy constitu te  a  lim itin g  factor in"the 

w riting of th e .p lays, but the e ffo r ts  of the playwrights to re-create  

h istory  on the stage often resu lt in works of art that profoundly enter

ta in  and educate. Also, the playwrights take advantage of available  

h is to r ica l material, to  be c r it ic a l  o f contemporary so c io -p o lit ic a l s itu -  

‘ ations in  the country. In sp ite  .of the tendency towards the s a t ir ic a l ,  

however, none o f '& ¥  play* examined in  th is  chapter can be c la s s if ie d  

as s a t ir ic a l  drama, at le a s t ,  not in the vein of. Soyinka's The T rials  

S i  Brother Jsro, or Henshaw's Dinner For Promotion, and others to be

studied in  succeeding chapters. I t  may be said  in 'conclusion that ^hat-
• 1

ever drtaatic  flaws may have detracted froa the' excellence o f plays' lik e

gurunml, I^gge Var, and The C **fv* Ghost, these plays are an invaluable
' - 

contribution to the repertory of ‘ h istorica l drama in Nigeria.

In the mythical agd h is to r ica l plays examined in  th is  ohapter, 

i t  i s  d e a r  that no attempt i s  made by any of the playwrights to portray

t .
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the past with n osta lg ia , or to romanticize i t .  Rather, the a r t is t s  

endeavour to project the past in a manner that enriohSfs^otn: knowledge 

and understanding of the contemporary Nigerian so c ie ty  that grew out of 

the dim or recent p a st. Between th is  past and the contemporary soc ie ty  

i s  a tra n sitio n a l period which i s  noted for i t s  c o n f lic t  of cu ltu res.

I t  i s  in th is  period of tra n sit io n  that the plays to be considered in  

the next chapter are s e t .

r,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

CHAPTER THREE

THE CONFLICT MOTIF IN UPPERS SICERIAN DRAMA

( i )  The C onflict Between Tradition and Modernism:

The p o lit ic a l  "wind of change" which started  to blow through 

A frica in  the la te  1950* s has grown from 'strength to strength in  recent 

tim es. Predating th is  p o lit ic a l  revolution that has fostered  the 

attainment of nationhood in  v ir tu a lly  a l l  the former co lon ia l t e r r i

to r ie s , however, i s  the cultural revolution whidh. iB s t i l l  a t work 

today. In N igeria, i t  was f i r s t  noticed-in  litera tu re  with the prize-  

winning performance of James Ene Benshaw's The Jewels of the Shrine in  

1952. But i t  was not u n til  Achebe published Things P a ll Apart in 1958 

that the cultural revolution which started humbly in 1952 was accorded 

the f u l l  recognition i t  deserved. C ritics  were quiek to discern in the 

novel Achebe's preoccupation with cu ltura l, r e lig io u s , and generation 

c o n f lic ts  which set asunder the unity1 that opce characterized the Igbo 

clan.

These con flicts soon emerged as the most recurrent in the

early works of African w riters. What distinguishes the w riters, one
■ >

from the other, is  the individual's approaoh. Some, like  Okot p'Bitek

in  h is Song of Lawlno. launch a sa tir ic  attack on the middle-ciass

educated African who unreservedly abandons his native culture in favour

o f Western values and ways of l i f e .  Others, like Achebe in Things Pall

Apart and Arrow of God, alamour for a workable compromise between the

conflicting  African and Western cultures. And there are those who, •

lik e  Henshaw in Companion for  A Chief and Children of the Goddess, use
" e

V
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the stage to decry the reten tion - of certa in  aspects of the culture of 

the people of N igeria.

In N igeria, most of the e a r lie r  dramatic works attempt to 

capture the mood of a fast-changing so c ie ty , representing the c o n flic ts  

and tensions that were restructuring the soc ie ty  and a ffe c tin g  important 

changes in  the ind iv idual. Among these e a r lier  works are the plays of ^

J , E. Henshav, J .'P . Clark, and Vole Soyinka. In th is  chapter, however, 

only se lected  works of Henshaw, Zulu. Soi'ola, and Clark in  th e ir  explora

tion s of the cor^ lic ts  between trad ition  and modernism w il l  be examined.

Henshaw deserves a prominent place ‘in the annals of modem 

Nigerian drama in  English. Granted, he is  by profession  a medical 

p ractition er  who, in  h is own words, only "strayed in to  play-w riting"; 

y e t, h is  play Jhe Jewels of the Shrine won the fienry Carr Memorial Cup ^

at the A ll Nigeria F estiv a l of the Arts in Lagos in  1952.  ̂ Henshaw is

fu lly  aware of the reciprocal relationship between the writer and ’his
/•

soo iety . Consequently, he allowe Himself to be guided by th is aware

ness in oreating dramatic situations in which he fa ir ly  sa tis fa c to r ily  

plays h is role as a writer in the contemporary Nigerian sooiety .

Vhat in it ia l ly  motivated Henshav to "stray into play-writing' 

was the, pressing need in "all rapidly developing countries. '. .to .p re-
* j  v  _

serve good traditions, and a t the same time to graft upon them, where
2appropriate, the best from other countries.” When ,Henshaw wrote h is

„a>
s

 ̂ See the blurb, Children of the Goddess (London: Univ. of 
London Press, 19&»)• ^

2 '*"Preface" to This Is Our Chance (London: Univ. of London
Press, 1956), p. 5* „

M

. I
II
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f i r s t  three plays early  in the f i f t i e s ,  African drama was seldom seen

 ̂ The former Western Nigerian Television (VNTV) Service started  
operating in 1959, with the slogan "Tirst In ATrioa*"

^ •Prefaoe" to Children of the Goddessr. p. 5.

** "Introduction1* to  farmer f o r  Prometion (London: Univ. of 
London Preen, 1967). p. 5*’

L

on the stage , and the c a ll  for a rev iva l of the fa s t  disappearing . j

African cultural heritage was hardly above a whisper. According to
*

Henshaw, "there was l i t t l e  organized e ffo r t  to popularize African drama. t

3 ARadio was a ch ild , and te le v is io n  ■ only a rumour. However, with the w

attainment of independence came numerous outbursts of la ten t energy and

enthusiasta, among which was the awakening of gretft In terest in drama,

e sp e c ia lly  J**~* with an African background.

Henshaw has always been fascinated  by the tremendous "power

of lite ra tu r e  as an instrument for  influencing people and e ffe c tin g

changes in  s o c i e t y . H e  does not cherish the "art for a r t 's  sake"
/

school of thought because he b e lieves lite ra tu r e  has a so c ia l function ,

to perform. His views are sim ilar  to those of Keshokov. Leaning on

Maxim Gorky, the father of Soviet l ite ra tu r e  who onoe said,"The .writer

i s  l ik e  the eyes andeara of h is  epoch," Keshokov claim s that the w riter- *

ocuSt sharply focus his visiorr in- order the better to 
..penetrate' the profound process going on in  his sooiety, 

to see the stru gg le  e t  antagonistic forces for what 
they really  afe and to remain peroeptive to the socia l 
contents and features of h is epooh. . . .He, . .’i s  in  
oonataht interaction with the world, h is soc ia l being, 
the morals of h is time and the given so c ia l ambiance.
. . .The writer and sooiety  are two in one, in d iv i- 1
s ib le . They do not merely co-ex ist at par. They
represent Jk» en tity  even in  such oases tfhere the two s

• t

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

11*2

p a rts  are  in  c o n f l ic t .^  •

Keshokov goes on to contend th a t fo r  a w rite r  to grasp  f u l ly  the so c ia l 

phenomena of h is  tim e, he needs to  adopt the r ig h t  view point from which 

he can perceive a l l  the com plexities of_ the-process of s o c ie ta l ' growth— 

(o r  decadence), includ ing  c la ss  C onflic ts  and the s tru g g le  of id eas .

As long as the w r ite r  cannot d is s o c ia te  him self from the a sp ira tio n s
u, *

and the numerous problems of h is  own people, he ought to  be a- committed 

. in te r p re te r  and w itness-o f h is  tim e. He i s  duty-bound to  con tribu te ', 

through his- l i t e r a r y  work, to  the growth and progress of h is  so c ie ty .

• I t  i s  from th is  po in t o f view of the so c io lo g ica l approach to  l i t e r a tu r e  

th a t  one can b est app rec ia te  some of the p lays of Henshaw, Sofola and 

C lark, which deal p rim arily  w ith  the theme of c u ltu re  c o n f l ic t ,  and the 

p a re n t-c h ild  c o n f l ic t .

Henshav's f ir s t 'p la y  This Is Our Chance? explores the con flip t  

"of cultures that characterizes tbft bulk o f ’early  contemporary African 

lite r a tu r e . Set in the f ic t i t io u s  West African .v illa g e  o f Kdloro in the 

la te  nineteenth century, the play examines the c o n f lic t  between tradi

tio n , represented by Chief Damba, and Ajugo, the Prime M inister of the 

v illa g e , and modernism which ia  championed by Bambulu, the v illa g e

, school teacher, and Bhuei, the progressive second Court M inister. The
« » •• • * t 

d iv is io n  of the major characters in to  two opposing camps enhanoes the

development of the action in  the play.

'  • • " ' ' '

^ A. Keshokov, "The W riter's Bole in. Society ,"  African 
Statesman. 5 , No. 1 <1970)^1*1. .  ~

This I b Our Chance (London: Univ. o f London Press, 1956). 
This volume a lso  contains The Jewel* of the Shrine, and A Man of  
Character.. A ll c ita tio n s  frcm these plays are taken from th is  volume. I

' *n -
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The s to ry  i s  about two neighbouring  v i l l a g e s ,  Koloro and 

U dura, th a t  have been in  a 'lo n g - e s ta b l is h e d  h o s t i l e  r e la t io n s h ip .  They 

h a rd ly ..r e a l iz e  th e  'fo rc e  o f the wind' of change th a t  i s  g ra d u a lly  r e 

moving th e  d if fe re n c e s  between them. In h is  c a p a c ity -a s  the  v i l la g e

schoo l te a c h e r  and” tu to r  to  P r in c e s s  Kudaro of K oloro , Bambulu has been 
* .

■ p reach in g  th e  need f o r  p eacefu l c o -e x is te n c e  and' i n t e r - v i l l a g e  cc*-

o p e ra tio n  f o r  th e  sdke of p ro g ress  and s t a b i l i t y .  Both Chief-Damba o f

K oloro and Chief*M boli o f Udura co n s id e r Bam bulu's p reach in g  as in im ica l
-1 ■. ^  ' >■"•Hi

to  t r a d i t i o n ,  and, th e re fo re ,  u n a c c e p ta b le ./

However, Bambulu1s id ea s  have begun to  -in fluence some o f^ th e  

p ro g re s s iv e  e le m e n ts 'in  the  community. S ec re t i n t e r - v i l l a g e  m arriages 

have s t a r t e d  the two v i l la g e s  d r i f t i n g  c lo s e r  to g e th e r  th an  ev e r before-. 

One such s e c r e t  m arriage has been c o n tra c te d  between P rin ce  Mamu *of 

Udura and P rin c e s s  .Kudaro o f K oloro , bo th  o f whom should  be _swow

enem ies. This g iv es  r i s e  to  v io le n t  and f r ig h te n in g  r e a c t io n s  from
s '  ■ . - .

f a n a t i c a l  t r a d i t i o n a l i s t s  who a re  opposed to  any form of c o rd ia l
*

r e la t io n s h ip  between Koloro and U dura, The l iv e s  o f  the newly m arried  

c o u p le , a s  well' as -that o f C hief Hamba a r e  a t  s ta k e .  T h re a ts  o f  d n t e r -  

‘ t r i b a l  w arfare  a re  in  th e  a ir*  But th e  a n t i - s n a k e -b i f e  v acc in e  produced 

by Bambulu m iracu lo u s ly  saves th e  s i t u a t io n .  The youngar son o f C hief /  

M boli i s  b i t t e n  by' a sn ak e . P r in c e s s  Kudaro, who i s  h e ld  hostage in

■ Udura. t r e a t s / t h e  young p rin c e  w ith  Bambulu1s  a n t id o te  which she has taken
" T- * ' T

w ith  h e r  when she eloped  w ith  h e r  lover*  The m iracu lo u s e f f ic a c y  o f  the  

m edicine prom pts C hief Mboli to  ,send an am bassador of peace to  C hief 

Damba, -with p resen ts , f o r  the C hief and f o r  th e  te a c h e r  who d isco v ered
i . k

• a
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such a  powerful remedy fo r  snake b i te s .  This f r ie n d ly  g es tu re  from 

Chief* Mboli tp rns out to  be the beginning pf a  la s t in g  rec o n c ilia tio n .

between the two m utually h o s ti le  v i l la g e s .
*» ' . . .

' The message in  the play i s  made qu ite  c le a r .  ’ Chief .Damba

argues th a t "T rad ition  i s  sacred . Custom i s  above a l l .  To question 

T rad itio n  is  s a c r i le g e . I f  men do not resp ec t T rad itio n  how can so c ie ty  

, stand?" (p . 19) .  ■ But Enusi, the p rogressive second Court M in iste r,

t r i e s  to  make the Chief re a l iz e  how unprogressive h is  views a re : "You 

j ' regard  your daughter in  th is  case as a pure young ro se , o r an' ea rly

, ,  p e ta l of d e lic a te  h ib isc u s , and T rad ition  as a.’ sword y i th 'a  burn ing  and

sh in ing  b l ^ e  hanging over i t  ready-to  destroy  i t  f o r  ever" (p . 29) .  

j At the end of the p lay , Bambulu i s  made to say:

I

We sh a ll need the schools not. only to  teach  the 
c h ild ren  how to .re a d  and w rite , but how to  p la n t 
and reap b e t te r ,  ’how- to p-lay and" sing  b e t t e r ,  and 
how to liv e  and grow up happi-ly. Our v illa g e s  

. sh a ll  be f r ie n d ly  to  each o th e r. We s h a ll  not 
p lace the b a r-o f t r a d i t io n a l  enmity in  th e i r  path .
N either s h a ll  we henceforth  allow  the tyranny of- ‘ •

„ ignorance and s u p e rs t it io n  to  go under the c loak ' 
of Custom and T ra d itio n . The world ou tside  moves 
f a s t ,  ay Lord, and we taust move with i t .  This is' 
our chance. . * (p . 38)

To throw tway th is  ."chance" i s  to  c lose  the door to  education ,

growth, p ro g ress , peace, happiness, a n d 's ta b i l i ty ,  a l l  of which-can be ' 
> ' ' 

achieved only* through.open-mindedness, love, and the s p i r i t  of co

opera tion  and s a c r i f ic e .  True enough, as Qgunba observes, " In  concrete 

terms, w ith in  the contex t of present-day  N igeria  t h i s  ,play is. an appeal'! 

d ire c te d  * towards the Ibos and .Ib iobios o f N igeria  t.o mend th e i r  age-long 

q u a rre ls  and prepare  f o r  the. g re a te r  task  of the. f u tu re ."  In the same
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b re a th ,  however, th e  c r i t i c  makes th e  q u e s tio n a b le  a s s e r t io n  th a t  " th e

p la y 's  s ta n d in g  as a work o f a r t  i s  g ra v e ly  compromised s in c e  i t  m erely

see k s  to  su p p o rt a commonplace p o l i t i c a l  ph ilo so p h y  o f good neighbotuS

l in e s s . ." ^  .. . . - . j

, A c a re f u l  a n a ly s is  o f th e  p la y  would r e v e a l  t h a t  th e  ap p ea l

in  i t  tra n sc e n d s  th e  l i m i t s  s e t  by Ogunba. * The p lay  ,con ta inp  an ap p ea l

•for peacefu l co -ex is tence  and; coopera tion  anywhere. I t  i s  app licab le-

to  peoples- o r n a tio n s  w ith  s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l  problem s s im i l a r  to  th o se
. 1

t h a t  have f o r  a long  tim e rfe tarded  th e  r a t e  o f p ro g re ss  and c i v i l i z a t i o n  

in  th e  v i l l a g e s  of Ddura and K o lo ro . The A r a b - I s r a e l i  war i s  a  case  in  

p g d n t. i n t e r - t r i b a l  co ld  war and m utual d i s t r u s t  c o n tin u e  to  c o n s t i tu te  

an  i r r i t a t i n g  s tu m b lin g -b lo ck  to  p ea ce , p ro g re s s , and s t a b i l i t y  in  many 

A fr ic a n  n a tio n s  to d ay . A ll t h i s  makes th e  p lay  more r e le v a n t  th an  i t  i s  

g iven- c r e d i t  f o r .  *■ ,

Henshaw'a p e rcep tio n  o f the so c ia l  and p o l i t i c a l  problems 

"facing A fric a , p a r t ic u la r ly  N ig e ria , i s  th a t  of a w r i te r  who re fu se s  to  

s tan d  aloof- a t  a time when the clamour fo r  peace and p ro g ress , fo r  

t r u s t  and cooperation  among peoples o f d i f f e r e n t  c u l tu r a l  backgrounds,

and fo r , the ed u ca tio n .o f the m asses, i s  on ,v i r tu a l ly  .every t i p .  Through 
' * - 

I s  Our Chance and many of h is  -other p lay s , H enshaw ^identifies him

s e l f  w ith  the s tru g g le  o f developing n a tio n s  f o r  s o c ia l ,  economic, and 

p o l i t i c a l  advancement'. • . -

This Is  Our Chance may be p a c if is t ,-  as,Ogunba remarks} but
- * * . * '' ' - **

s ' * "  ̂ -
0 . Ogunba, "Modern Drama in  West A fr ic a ,"  in  C. Heywood, ,E d ., 

P e rsp e c tiv e s  on A frican- L ite ra tu re  (bondon: Heinemann, 1971), p. 8^.'
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r a th e r  th an ''d e tra c t from the m erit of th e 'p la y , ‘the pacifism  re in fo rces  

, • i t s  c o rif lic t- re so lu tio n  s tru c tu re , Ogunba ca ll's  i t  a "palpable design” >
ft-

which cannot be e n tir e ly  admired because " in  try in g  o v e rtly  to  preach • 

a  p o l i t ic a l  philosophy in  this- p lay , the playw right would appear to
ft •

■transcend the leg itim a te  bounds of th e a tre ,  ..We r e c o il  from h is  preach^-
. 1 - , ■ ' . 9

ing  and p re fe r  the round-tab le  conference f o r 1 o u r -p o l i t ic a l - s o lu t io n s ."  ,

The. c r i t i c ' s  ob jec tion  to  the th ea tre  usurping the fuftofion of, the
' 1 0  .  "Church i s  qu ite  understandable, but the d idac tic ism  in -This I s  Our

Chance h a rd ly .assumes the tone or-form  of a serfeon from the p u lp it .

Two v i l la g e s  are  in  mutual enmity. - T o 'reso lve  th is  c o n f l ic t ,  another,
‘  -  - V  1 * ■ »

one i s  s e t  u p --th e  c o n f l ic t  of c u ltu re s—so as . to  open the eyes of -the
i ' * . * * '

in h ab ita n ts  of both.communities to  the s i l l in e s s  arid self-desefeructiveness 

of th e i r  form o f - re la tio n s h ip . The c u ltu re  c o n f l ic t  in  the p lay  may, 

th e re fo re , be considered as designed to  Serve as an a n tid o te  to  t h e , 

antagonism which has poisoned the mind's of Udura people -against the 

, in h a b ita n ts  of Koloro. , ' , . .
1 «u

. I f  anything a t  a l l  d e tr a c ts  from the excellence of the- p lay , 

i t  i s  probably the p layw righ t’s handling of the p lo t ,  e sp e c ia lly  a t  the 

denouement s ta g e . s The miajor c o n f l ic t  in  the p lay  is . between T rad ition  

and Modernism. The development of the c o n f l ic t  i s  adm irable up to the 

C r is is  p o in t. The -denouement, based on -the e ff ic a c y  of ulu'-s a n t i - ' ' 

snake^bite  vaccine , i s  t p o - c o n tr iv e d ' to  be convincing. However,- the

9 1 1 - * •
Ogunbap "Theatre In  N ig e ria ,” Prdsence-»4fricalne, 5 , No.

U . * *■ s
16 1 ? ' Ibidy.
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p layw righ t's  use of th is  deus e x  machina fu r th e r  emphasizes the triumph

of modernism o v e r- tra d it io n  where the l a t t e r  i s  in cap ab le ,o f 'p ro v id in g

so lu tio n s  to  some aching problems. Yet,.'oho is . tempted to  agree .with
*

Ogunba th a t  " th ib  kind of p lo tt in g . . .im p lies  a f a l s i f i c a t io n  o r over

s im p lif ic a tio n  of the e s se n tia l  natu re  of th in g s ." '11.
r  . ' ’ ’ . , '

- The language in  the play i s  a t  times as d isturb ing- as the

handling of the p lo t . ' A fter reading Achebe1s novels, or the plays of

Soyinka and C lark, or even those of Ngugi, in  which th e 'la n g u a g e .re -  ■

f le e ts - id ie  African mode, of thought -and speech rhythpi, one can f u lly

ap p rec ia te  Axworthy's c r i t ic is m  of the language in  This I s  Our Chance.
* * ' * ' * * *

He observes th a t " a l l  the c h a ra c te rs . . .speak approxim ately Standard, ' 

English} in  ignoring the co lou rfu l v a r ie t ie s  of West A frican English 

the author has denied h im se lf ' th a t pow erful'device of c h a ra c te r iz a tio n ’ 

exp lo ited  b y  a l l  our te s t 'a u th o r s —the c o llo q u ia lism ,^  Henshaw's use 

of approximate standard- English i s  probably a d e lib e ra te  ac t designed 

• to avoid the f a te  which Amos .T utuola 's work had su ffe re d ; e sp ec ia lly  

. from the hands of N igerian c r i t i c s ,  h u t a t  le a s t  he could have dona 

w ithout c lic h es  l ik e  "J have stepped in to , the r in g . The dip i s  ca s t"  

where they a re  le a s t  a p p ro p ria te . - *

More d isconcertirig  than th e .u se ,o f, c lic h e s  i s  Henshaw's 

..almost c h ild is h  d isp lay  .of h is  v ast knowledge of medical term s. The 

"apparently  unmotivated in tro d u c tio n  of terms lik e  "p rophylactic

\  .

I

A

11

12
0 . Ogunba., "Modem Drama in Vest A fric a ;"  p . 83.

/  ■ Gt J ,  Axworthy, A review of This I s  Our Chance* i n , Ibadan,
-No. 1 (October 1957)» 28. —— , v — —
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th e ra p e u tic s , ,K "asphyx ia ,"  "m io tic ,"  " p y re t ic ,"  and "m ydria tic"  in tru d e s  

; Upon the s im p lic ity  of the  dialogue, in- th e  p lay . . The im pression i s  not 

c re a te d  a t  any p d in t th a t  Bambulu’ s le v e l  of education  i s  high enough 

t-o ju s t i f y  h is  a c q u is i tio n  and ^casual pSe of these  m edical term s. Of , ,

. ’ c o u rse , Henshaw may be d e rid in g  the  v i l la g e  sch o o lm aste rs 'o f  the past

who used to.memorize b ig  wotds from the d ic t io n a r ie s  in  o rder to impress 

t h e i r  l i s te n e r s  by in f la t in g  thfeij- sentences' w ith  h igh-sounding, but 

h a rd ly  ap p ro p ria te  Swords. ■ Otherwise* the  m edieal terms in je c te d  in to  

_' th e  p lay  be tray  Henshaw' s pedan try , r a th e r  than Bambulu’s . N everthe less, • 

b e a u tifu lly ,re n d e re d  passages a re  not found wanting in  the p lay , as the 

. • metaphor in  the fo llow ing  speech i l l u s t r a t e s .  In  rep ly  t o  Chief Damba's

a c cu sa tio n  th a t  Enusi t r i f l e s  w ith " T ra d itio n , which is  the most 

im portan t th in g  in’” the  whole problem” ^(p, 29 ), Enusi d e c la re s : "You 

} r  may regard  your daughter ,in th is  case a s  a  pure young ro se , and T rad i-
I * .

t io n  as a  sword w ith a 'b u rn in g  and sh in ing  blade hanging o v e r - i t , . r e a d y  

' to  d estro y  i t  f o r  ever" (p . 29 ). The f u l l  impact d f th iS  passage i s .
V* • ( 9 k

f e l t  when, towards the end ,o f .the p lay , Bambulu .pleads w ith  Chief Damba

f o r  clemency over Ajugo, the v in d ic tiv e  t r a d i t i o n a l i s t .  He ex p la in s
® '  *

' t h a t  Ajugo "performed w ithout b ia s  the b i t t e r  duty o f  h is  o f f ic e  which
. » t “« ;

‘ i s  d ic ta te d  by T ra d itio n --and Custom. I f  th e re  is. any v i l l a i n ,  th e re 

f o r e ,  i t  i s  T ra d itio n , and not t tu s  man" (p» 3 7 ). The d e s c r ip tio n  of.
I ■ ’ ' ' - v - - ■ ' • * ' •

i  T r a d i t io n ,in  terms of th e  metaphors of the v i l l a i n ,  the ty ra n t ,  o r  A

d e s tru c tiv e  sword g a th e rs  enough l in g u i s t i c  fo rc e  th a t  enab les the .p lay - * 

v r ig h t  to  re le g a te  T ra d itio n  (o r  those a sp ec ts  of i t  which a re  obnoxious) ' 

* to  the  background, making change and modernism triumph over v ic ious

' ! : • : ' X ; ;■ ' ' / / • '  - . x  •
^ - • ' - .

* .  , - o '  > ‘ ' 1 ’ ' '
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I t  has been necessary  to- ta lk  o f This I s  Our Chance a t  such

leng th  b e c a u s e 'i t  i s  the p lay  in  which the -•playwright* s basic  dram atic

philosophy i s  o u tlin ed . In the words o f Banjbulu, "The world ou tside

moves f a s t ,  my Lord, and-ire oust move w ith i t 1* (p., 3$ ). A ll the o th er 
' ■ ■ . V *

seven p lays, even D inner-For Promotion, which i s  a s a t i r e ,  opera te  in

•varying.degrees on th is  philosophy. , . ' . . _
1.3Henshaw's Children of the Goddess v p icks up from where This 

Is  Our Chance leaves o f f ;  b u t, a s  Ogunba observes, i t  " h a rd ly ‘shows, 

any improvement in  m atter and form o-ver i t s ’ p redecesso r. There is  the 

same p u e rile  id ea  o f showing an obvious, stereo typed  c la sh  of t r a d i - ’ 

t io n a l  and modem forms,- the  'same overgenerous use of the  -deua ex

madhina and the-same unedifyirtg la n g u a g e ," ^  Ogunba's observation  no t-
- ' ‘ 1

’w ithstand ing , th is  play is  more a ^ b itip u s  than any of the th ree  p lays 

in  the volume’This- Is  Our Chance.. What Children of the Goddess lacks, 

in  organic s tru c tu re  ^uid language i s  somehow compensated fo r  in  i t s  . 

co n cen tra tion  oh the theme of c u ltu re  c o n f l ic t  and th e  e f f e c t iv e  

re so lu tio n  of the c o n f l ic t ,  . .

. • Although the p lay  i s  s e t  in  the imaginary V estj& fi’ibah Vi!

of Labana, names lik e  Ekpenyong and Effef-iom s tro n g ly 'su g g e s t th a t " 

L abana,is a pseudonym fo r  any. town s itu a te d  in  the old C alabar province. 

I t  i s  a lso  s ig n if ic a n t  th a t  the .ac tion  i s  s e t  in  the  l a t t e r  h a lf  of the

London

■1*1

P  Children of the Goddess and Other Plays (London; Univ. of, 
P r e s s ,J19^Uj« A ll references to  th is  play are from th is  volume.

0 . Ogunba, "Mddem Drama in  West A frica,"  p. 83 .
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n in e teen th  cen tu ry , when in t e r - t r i b a l  war, s la v e ry , cannibalism ,, and •* t

th e  k i l l in g  of twins were a l l  p a rt  .o f 'th e  l i f e  of some N igerian peoples. 

In  Children of the Godd&se Henshaw attem pts to  expose the' inhuman 

t r a d i t io n a l  taboo on m ultip le  p i r t h s ,  in  th is  c a se , tw ins.

In  h is  p a in stak ing  study of the ethnology, of Southern, N igeria , 

P. AmAury T albot observes: "Tr

P ro v in ces ' a g rea t abhorrence 

' 15norm al." M ultip le b ir th s  w

'here i s  inborn ito~the t r ib e s  of the Southern' 

of a l l  h i r th s  which' a re  considered as ab- 

* e re  a lso  considered as abnormal ampng the 

Yoruba, Edo^ ib o , Ijaw , alhd Ip io b io . For in s ta n c e , in  -Ondo, "tw ins 

yere  l i f t e d ' i n t o  a po t, which\was then thrown aWay I n  the  bush. . . .  

Twin's were always k i l le d  by the E k i t i j  a t  a grove in  Akure £'no t.jpart of 

E k i t i  ahy longer}  no Cfewerl than 333 pots,, each c o n ta in in g .the rem ains'
! ' i 1 6of tw in s , were;found in  1897 by Hev. Ogunbiyi." A s im ila r  p ra c tic e  

was common among the Ib io b io  w ho.usually kii*le<£ the twins b e fo re <throw

ing  them in to  the Bad Bush in t p o ts . A lte rn a tiv e ly , ' the twins were
■ 17squeezed in to  the pots and l e f t  in  the bush to  d ie .

By the  time Henshaw' wrote Children of the Goddess, the

abominable custom of the murder of twins’ had disappeared p ra c t ic a l ly

everywhere. However, o ccas io n a lly , shocking rtews of the d e s tru c tio n  of

15 • / 'P . Amaury T a lb o t, The Peoples of Southern N igeria  (London*
Prank Cass, 1969) ,  I II*  Ethnology. t l 9 .  ■ / ^ - /  '

16
I b id . ,  722. Also se.e 723-30 fo r  the f a te  of twins and 

th e i r  p a ren ts  in  v a rio u s 'N ig e rian  communities o f the 19th  cen tu ry .
17 See "The tragedy  of Twins,? an i l l u s t r a t i o n  in  V .P .  

L iv ingstone, Mary S le sso r  of C alibar (New Yorks George H. Doran C o ., ’ 
n ,  d; ) ,  face  page 1 wi.
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^  tw ins, p a r t ic u la r ly  around the Calabar a rea , appeared .in the newspapers. 

I t  was not w ithout some Cause, th e re fo re , th a t  Henshaw's play appeared 

in  1961*. '

I -Children of the Goddess i s  divided in to  th ree  A cts . The f i r s t  

r e a ls  w ith the value placed on ch ild ren  in  A frican m arriages, and pre

pares the audience fo r  the b ir th  o f A sa r i 's  twins who w ill  become the 

c e n tre  of the c u ltu re  c o n f l ic t  l a t e r  on in  the  p lay . A sari, the young

e s t  wife of'K ing Amansa, has been unable to  have c h ild ren , a n d j.s  about 

to  be banished as the custom of the' land demands. "However, her s a c r i 

f ic e  to  Ndemeyo, the water goddess, i s  efficacious-; and, the Act ends 

w ith the welcome news of A s a r i 's  pregnancy. Consequently, A sa r i 's  

banishm ent, a lready  pronounced,: i s  revoked..

I t  i s  ,in  th is  opening Act th a t  Henshaw in troduces the pre-r 

, v a rie a tin g  prophet, whose ‘in te rp re ta tio n , (o r in te n tio n a l d is to r t io n )  of 

the  Oracle reeks w ith v in d ic tiv e n e ss , and s p e lls  nothing but doom fo r  

Amansa's kingdom. Apparently, the p ic tu re  which the audier.ee get of% t

E ffe f io m is  d e lib e ra te ly  sketched by the playw right to d is c re d it  fa ls e

, prophets whose a r t ,  o r quackery, fo s te rs  the re ta rd a tio n  of progress ,
! ‘

and c iv i l i s a t io n ,  E ffe fio m 's  in te rp re ta t io n  of the two white fea th e rs
- . " ' '  

in  A s a r i 's  s a c r i f i c i a l  t ra y , and the "two swallows CUhichJ flew so low

th a t  one of them a c tu a lly  touched him with i.ts  wings" ( p . ,20), betrays

h is  p re tension  t.6 o racu lar s k i l l ,  Die proof of Effefiom  as a sham comes

e a r ly  enough in  the p lay . He d iv in es  fo r  the king:

The goddess i s  not p leased^w ith-A sari Amansa. My
! Lord, do not harbour a  woman w ith whom the goddess

i ld i s p ie a s e d .  Do not place y o u rse lf  and th is

'i . ■
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f  kingdom in enp ity  w ith -the  s p i r i t s  of our fa th e rs  
on which r e s t  the good fo rtune  and p ro sp e rity  of 

'o u r  people. My Lord, send Adari Amansa away, (p . 18)

A sa ri’s pregnancy proves Effefiom a fa ls e  prophe'i who allow s h is  p re -  .

jud ice  and d e fec tiv e  j^ rso n a l ev a lua tion  *of a s i tu a t io n  to in tru d e  upon

h is  O ffice as p r ie s t  of the O rac le .'

As the p lay  moves in to  the Second Act, Effefiom  shows up, ■.
/

prophesying' th a t the steam er th a t has^m st berthed on the shore "is* a

' * > • 18sh ip  of wkr, and those, white men are  very dangerous people" (p i,-27).

However, in. s p ite  of the f a l s i t y  of th is  prophecy, i t  prepares the 

audience' f o r  the  a r r iv a l  of the m issionaries  whose presence and 

a c t i v i t i e s  in  Labana w ill b ring  about sweeping changes in  the p eo p le 's  

l iv e s  and fo lj t-b e lie f s .

 ̂ Ogunba i s  c r i t i c a l  of Henshaw's manner of in troduc ing  the two 

m iss io n a rie s , Rev. and Mrs. McPhail: "as usual the C h ris tian  m ission

a r ie s  a rr iv e  alm ost from nowhere, they a re  l e f t  in  a s trange place by 

the cap ta in  of the ship  th a t  brought them becaus^ 'he  must s a i l  with

the  tide* and then they make s t r a ig h t  fo r  Labana where they a re  received
19 ’with mixed f e e l in g s ."  - This c r i t i c a l  observation  i s  not w ithout i t s

v a lid ity *  I t  po in ts  out the ineptness* of the playw right in  handling a‘

dram atic s i tu a tio n  Which has i t s  sourde in  h is to ry . Yet, the scene i s

not e n ti r e ly  d ram atica lly  p o in tle s s .

I t  i s  h o t c e r ta in  what source Henshaw used fo r  the in tro d u c tio n

10 Of. Achebe's more e f fe c tiv e  and more convincing use of a 
s im ila r  o rac le  in  Things F a ll  A part, p.’ 12$.

19 ‘* Q. Ogunba, "Hodern Drama in  West A fr ic a ,"  pp. 83- 8J4.
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of rthe m iss io n a rie s . What is  urim istakable, however,yis the f a c t  tha^y^ 

M rs^,Caroline MePhail i s  modelled a f t e r  Mary M itchell S le sso r ."^  The

account of the a r r iv a l  of -the McPhails in  Labana is  not un like th a t of
'  " > 1 * 

the a r r iv a l  of Mary S lesso r in  Old Town (Calabar) on 11 September I87n.f

Henshaw's -casual d ism issal of the sh ip  th a t brought the McPhails r e c a lls

to mind how the steajner E thiopia which brought S le sso r  to Calabar fades

in to  o b liv io n , in L iv ingstone 's  account, once S le sso r s tep s  out o f  i t .

.Even the m issionary a c t iv i t i e s  of the  McPhails are So s im ila r  to those

of S le sso r th a t  the in c id en ts  which appear improbable in  the second Act

gain  c r e d ib i l i ty  i f  we are fa m ilia r  w ith the h is to ry  of Mary M itchell

-S lepso r in  C alabar. However, since not every member o‘f  the audience

may a s s o c ia te 'th e  McPhails w ith 'S le s so r , Henshaw owes i t  to  h is audience

t<y» c rea te  a more .convincing motive fo r the hasty departu re , of the sh ip0
* ’

- th a t  brought the M cPhails, and to  make the predicament of the m ission-
% •

aries m ore-realistic  and le s s  arbitrary than they are, particu larly  in ■

moments o f c r is i s .
a »» *

The r e a l - c r i s i s  in the play i s  reserved fo r  the th ird  and f in a l
• - f

Act .̂ But Henshaw e le c ts  to  precede th is  c r is is  point with the revelation  

of the id en tity  of Ota (Abraham V ilberforce) as the long lo s t  son of 

Kkpa Bteh, the k ing's third wire. Fo(ur proofs are used as the means of 

recognition: the scar on O tu's.neck, "the r itu a l marks which only 

Amsns»*s children bear" (p. 51), the scar on Otu’s righ t knee, and the

^  Mary* M, S lessor (2 Dec. 1.81*8 -  12 Jan. 1915) i s a Scot
t ish  factory g ir l  who, spent the la s t  39 ypafrs of her l i f e  in  Southeastern 
N igeria as a.m issionary (187&-1915)-*

21

fo r  d e ta ils .
See V. P. Livingstone, Mary S lessor of Calabar, pp. 21-21*

o.

til
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;

l i t t l e  nole l ik e  a g r a in 'o f  sand under h ie  l e f t  e y e - l id .  I t  i s  th is
4

l a s t  p roof whicli convinces Anieye o f O tu 'e  tru e  i d e n t i ty ,  and she

ap o lo g ises  to  C aro line  Mcl>hail fo r  having maligned h e r .  The:, cones a
. . .  9

dram atic  flaw jw hicTT'^an-hardly he m issed:

CAROLINE: Of course you have a grievance. But N
why did you hate A san Asians a too? She has 

'"--.done you no wrong.
ANIEYBl"->Since my c o u s in 's  spn was l o s t ,  I 'v e  

lookeiNwj.th jealousy  on every woman w ith a 
c h ild . B\H.vnow th a t my co u sin 's  son i s  hack,
I wish no har6>-4o Asaxi Amansa's c h ild , (p . 5^)

This i s  a s tran g e , i l lo g ic a l ,  and unconvincing exp lanation  by Anieye.

Asari has not got a chfld  y e t.  Besides* ""the im pression^created  e a r l ie r
* v  *N

on is  th a t  A sa r i's  ch ild le ssn e ss  is . what has crea ted  in  Anieye-the un-
a \  «-

. b rid led  i l l - f e e l i n g  towards her (p , 18). I t  could b£\.that Henshaw
s,

wants the audience te  see Anieye as a m iserable l i a r ,  butH tie motive fo r
v V

v V
such a c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  does not su rface  a t  any' po in t in  the play.

More bew ildering than Anieye*s i l lo g ic a l  exp lanation  is  the.^ 

hunting, episode involv ing  Rev. McPhail. This i s  o s ten s ib ly  contrived 

to  dism iss the s u p e rs t it io n  th a t A sa r i 's  s p i r i t  l iv e s  in  a v a i l in g  

leopard . Rev. MaPhail and o th e rs  have ju s t  returned from a  hunting 

exped ition :

MCPHAIL: Good day. Your Highness, My C h ris tian s  
and I have shot, and brought home a leopard 
a liv e .  f (p . 57) ' '

But the king does not consider McPhail*s deed as h e ro ic :

KING: You think you have shot a leopard . No, 
white man, you have not^shot a  leopard .
You have shot Asari Amanda's s p ir i t .

JtACpHAIL: (too puzzled for  words) I have shot
a t  Asari Amansa's sp ir it?  King AoanfiaK
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~ ~  p le a s * ^ lis te n  c a re fu l ly  to  what I have done. I
have sh o t a dangerous leopard  which, was always 
th re a te n in g  your- p e o p le 's  l i v e s .  '  (p . 57)

Y et, McPhail has brought the  sane "dangerous leo p ard "  hone a l i v e ,  and

wounded—winch makes i t  a lo t  more dangerous than e v e r . A ll McPhail

says sounds most u n lik e  what a C h r is tia n  m issionary  would do. I t  i s

- d o u b tlu l  i f  McPhail h im selt would bask in  s e l f - g lo r y  fo r  wounding an

anim al and le av in g  r t  ip; the agony of slow d ea th , no m a tte r  how danger-

C ^is such an anim al may b e . , Hervstiaw seems to  have, been c a r r ie d  away by

h is  in te n t io n ,  to prove the a b s u rd ity  of a s u p e r s t i t i o n ;  and he ends up

p re se n tin g  Jiev. M cPhail, the C h r is t ia n  m issio n a ry , a s  a c ru e l man. His

a c t io n  in  bringing^hom e the woundea leo p ard  i s  i l l o g i c a l ;  but Henshaw

needs the  anim al a l iv e  to  d isab u se  the minds of the  n a tiv e s  of Labana

o f t h e i r  s u p e r s t i t io u s  b e l i e f .  *
*. , ‘

W ilberforce (O tu), who i s  a s  muph a " s tran g e r"  in  Labana {his 

n a tiv e  land) as Rev, and Mrs. McPhail a re , t r i e s  to  exp la in  the super-
• i

s t i t i o n  to  C aro lin e  who co n s id e rs  the  b e l i e f  as " r id ic u lo u s  nonsense!";
• L.

VILBERFORCE: I t  may be to  us, s i r  [ s i c 3. but i t
i s  our p eo p le 's  fundamental b e lie f  here th a t 
everyone i s  born w ith two so u ls ; one I s  in  
the, person, the o ther i s  lodged in  the  h e a rt 
of an an im al. or even in  the trunk of a p a r t i 
c u la r  t r e e .  Both sou ls a re -n ecessary , however', 
to  keep the person a liv e .  (p . 58)

L a te r on, he concludes another lengthy exp lanation , say ing , "They now

want the animal [the wounded leopard ] a liv e  so as to  pl’f e r  . i t  to  the
f  "

goddess" (p. 58 ). F ir s t ly , Wilberforce i s  the le a s t  qualified  to talk  
0 *

22
Cf. J ,  G. F raze r, The Golden Bough, ch . LXVII. esb . do. 

793- 96. .
• \
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. * '. 'i* -  —-

> « ■ «• 
of the t r a d i t i o n a l  b e l ie f  o f Labana people because he has net liv e d

•  f .  1

• l o n g  enough m  the con.-nur.ity to  ‘know sc much about the c u l tu r a l  m ilieu , 

Secondly, Henshaw's lo g ic  in  the  • passage quoted above i s  q u es tio n ab le  

-since n e . i s  the  one who d e v ise s  the  d e fe c tiv e  ex p lan a tio n  fo r  th e  boy.* 

Every s a c r i f i c i a l  anim al is  s la u g h te re d  b efo re  i t  i s  o ffe re d  to  a / 

d e i t y . '  f,I f  the  leopard  in  d i s t r e s s  has to  s ta y  a l iv e  so .th a t A sari may
ft

l i v e ,  where l i e s . t h e  lo g ic  in -w an tin g  tc  " o f fe r "  th e  leo p ard  to  the  • 

goddess? The muddled th in k in g  ass ig n ed  to  W ilb erfo rce  becomes more 

co n fu sin g  w h e n .la te r  on the  k ing  t r i e s  tc  ex p la in  th e  p e o p le 's  a-bhor-
t> • . *

rence of A s a r i 's  tw in c h ild re n  who a re  considered  as a " h o r r ib le

a f f  l i c t io :

jilN d: Ea.ch of u s , s t r a n g e r ,  has two s o u ls ;  th e 'g o o d
and the  e V il . With th e se  tw ins th e  two- soulS  

.have a r r iv e d  to g e th e r  i n  human s h a p e [ s j . ’ How 
are-w e to  know which i s  th e  good and which i s .  
the bad so u l?  N©t even th e  O racle, can t e l l  us 
that* . S ince we do n o t know, our custom i s  to*do - 
th e -o n ly  th in g  wtiich i s  s e n s ib le .  ' (R a is in g  h is  
,voic.e) J fe s t ro y ’bc^th of them. (p .  6i*)^

I f  " s p i r i t "  and " so u l"  mean th e  same th in g ^ - th e  essence  o f e x is te n c e —. 

W ilb e r fo rc e 's  and th e .k in g 's  e x p la n a tio n s  o f the  d u a l i ty  o f  the  s p i r i t ,

o r .s o u l  a re  a t  v a r ia n c e . The. k in g - ra is e s  h is  v o ice  to  em phasize the  
■’ ' '  • ■ ' 

in e v i ta b le  a c tio n s  "D estroy b o th  o f them ." ' Y et, o n ly  a  few m inutes .

l a t e r ,  he exp la in s: * ,

KING: No. harm s h a ll  come to  them,- y e t. We s h a ll
. . . f i r s t  give 'them a chance to  su rv ive , fo r  one/

■ week* >
' MCPHAIL and CAROLINE ( to g e th e r) • One week? 

v KING: A fte r one week they s h a ll  stand t r i a l  to
c le a r  them selves, I f  th e y  succeed in  the, 
t r i a l ,  then they s h a ll  l iv e .  (p . 6L)

f t  would seem that- the k ing  wants to  attem pt what the  Oracle i t s e l f  i s
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n o t com petent to  accom plish . I t  i s  d isconcerting - th a t  c o n f l ic t in g  and , 

in c o n s is te n t  u t te ra n c e s  l ik e  those in  the above passages a r e  b u i l t  in to\ ^  S '

, th e  p lay  m ainly because the p layw righ t wants to  .use the o rd ea l of the
*  '  '  •

tw ins to  v in d ic a te  the  e f f ic a c y -o f  the  p ray ers  o f the C hristian -s  as they

-• trium ph over the v ic io u s  v in d ^ c tiv e s s  of E ffefiom  'and the  inhuman

. t r a d i t i o n  he upholds.

In  s p i te  of a l l  th ese  d e fe c ts  in  m a tte r  a s  w ell as in  form,

Henshaw manages, to  get h is  p o in t ac ro ss  in  the k in g 's ’ speech a f t e r  both
;  - > *  ‘  .

P e te r  and Paul .(the tw ins) -have m iracu lo u sly  o u tliv e d  t h e i r  o rd e a l. He

k n ee l,s .b e fo re -flcP h a il (an unheard of g e s tu re  by a . k i n g ) a n d  d e c la re s ;

C h ris tian ,m an , I want to  jo in  your rank.- From now
o n ,- I  prom ise you th a t  -no one w il l  m olest any tw ins
in  t h i s  kingdom or in  any o th e r ,p la c e  where I ,  King 
Amansa, have any in f lu e n c e . I ,  ICing Amansa, who • 
would n o t g ive  you th e se  tw ins whom I b e lie v e d  to  be 

. e v i l ,  w i l l  now g iv e 'y o u  my whole h e a r t  to  b e lie v e  
the th in g s  which you have brought from God to  te ac h , (p . 75)

The in te re s t in g  th ing  to note is  that' Asapi remains unconverted to

C h r is t ia n ity  desp ite  the safety- of he r twin ch ild ren . With q u ie t con-
V '' - r ■v ic tio n  she a s s e r ts ;  "The goddess CNdemeya} haftddne i t  a l l  fo r  me. I t

. wa&. she who gave them both to  me, and i t  is  she-who- has.saved th e i r

l iv e s  now" (p . 76). She prom ises; " I  sh a ll go- tomorrow and give thanks 
* ' " ’* * 1 

• to  the goddess" (p . 7 6 ).. This brings the play back to  where i t  began;

and the t i t l e  of the p lay-earns i t s  s ig n ifican ce  when C aroline reminds.

A sari th a t  the twins "are al,so the ch ild ren  of the- goddes^'" (p . 76). .

■Here l i e s  the -point of-Henshaw's expressed conviction  th a t "The events

which the p lay  po rtrays not only s treng then  th e - f a i th  of the .'young'
>

C h ris tian s  of Labana in  th e i r  new ,re lig ion , -but. also., confirm  the
’ ’ *  . • .

1 ■ . .
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■ c h ild re n  o f  th e  ind igenous r e l i g i o n , i n  t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  w orship’.

T his a ttem p t a t  a compromise between C h r is t ia n i ty  a n d ,ind ignqus r e l i -
■ _ ;  . ‘ • v  (l '

• g ion  would, h av e ' been more .su ccessfu l had e f f o r t s  not' been unduly con

c e n tr a te d  on p rov ing  th e  a b s u rd ity  of th e  fundam ental b e l ie f s  in  th e

• ind igenous f a i t h .  _ -

More im pressive than C h ild ren  of th e  Goddess, and probably  

- th e  (jmost su c c e s s fu l of Henshaw's p lay s  d ea lin g  w ith  the theme of c u l tu r e ’ 

c o n f l i c t ,  i s  Companion F o r  ji C h ie f. This one—a c t  p la y , s h o r t  as  i t  , 

i s ,  succeeds where o th e rs  have f a i l e d  to  in te g ra te  theme, a c tio n ,-a n d  

d ia lo g u e . The ac tio n , in  the  p lay  d e r iv e s  from the  o ld  t r a d i t i o n  .among 

th e  Ib io b io  (and , of co u rse , among^many o th e r  N ig erian  e th n ic  groups) 

which accords the k in g , o r an im p o rtan t c h ie f ,  in  d ea th  many 'o f the 

p r iv i le g e s  he enjoyed d u r in g .h is  l i f e t im e .  These in c lu d e  w ives, s l a v e s , - 

and m a te r ia l  w e a lth . When the  k in g , o r a h ig h -ra n k in g  c h ie f ,  d ie s  'he 

i s  "aocompanied" on h is  journey  to' the  la n d ’^ f the dead u s u a lly  by h is  

b est-loved  w ife , sev era l s laves to  carry  h is  heeds and f a v o u r i te  jew e ls ,

and- some v iands. The d e ta i l s ,o f  the funera l, r i t e s  vary from place to
25 * .

p lac e . Henshaw bases h is ,p la y  on one o f the  v a ria n ts  of such r i t e s , '

w ith  considerable m odification  fo r  dram atic purposes.

.. 5 *fhe p lo t  of the s to ry  in  the  ,play is  a simple one. The ch ie f

of Boka v il la g e  has ju s t  d ied . As the custom of the land demands,, :a

21 ’ ' .
. Henshaw, "In troduction"  to  Children of the Goddess, p . 11.

Pi * * *' * ‘ ‘ '
In  Children of the Goddess and Other, P la y s . pp. 79-96.

25 • ■
For d e ta ile d  accounts of a v a r ie ty  of Death and. Funeral

• ceremonies among the Ibdb io , see P. Amaury T albo t, The Peoples of
Southern N ig e ria . I l l ,  537 . ' ’ ’ ”~

i .
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member o f . th e  v i l l a g e  i s - 'to  be d e c a p i ta te d ,  and h i s  head b u ried  w ith  t h e -

c j i ie f .  T ubaru , th e  f e t i s h  p r i e s t ,  tak es ' advantage of . th i s  custom and ’

v in d ic t iv e ly  chooses A d e ig ra , w ife o f Suoma (T u b a ru 's  fo rm er r i v a l  in

l o v e ) . 'a s  th e  "companion" f o r  th e  c h ie f ,  A deigra p lo t s  w ith  .th e

v en g e fu l f e t i s h  p r i e s t  to  behead h e r  husband ip  h e r  p lace  so th a t^ s h e  --

can’ ’become the ' p r i e s t ' s  w ife , som ething th a t  Tubaru h as  always w anted.'

But unknown.to anybody, even th e ' au d ien c e , A d e ig ra  a n o th e r  husband p l o t

th e  d ea th  o f Tubaru whose head i s  th en  b u ried  w ith  th e  l a t e . c h i e f .

. In  Companion For A C h ie f , Henshaw i s  -p reoccup ied  with^the*

V a r ia t io n  o f ‘th e  thetae-'of c u l tu r e  .c o n f l i c t ,  th e  e x p lo ra t io n  of which ‘i s  -

more e f f e c t iv e  in  t h i s  p la y  th an  in  an y .o f th e  p la y w r ig h t 's  work *~
‘ ‘ f -

examined so  fa r .-  The p la y  i s  d iv id e d  in to  two s c e n e s , .  In  th e  f i r s t *  ' '
- • • +  ,  - - ■ '• 

scene- th e  a c tio n  -moves s w if t ly  from th e  e x p o s it io n  o f  th e  abom inable ’

t r a d i t i o n  o f  .the  la n d ,  th rough  th e  im m ediate r e a c t io n  o f.tip e  e n t i r e

community as th e  d ea th  o f th e  c h ie f  i s  announced, to  .the m alice -m o tiv a ted

a c t io n  of Tubaru in  p re s e n t in g  th e . f e r n  o f  d e a th  t o  Suoma. Henshaw tak es
1 ' - * :

. th e  t ro u b le  tp  s t a t e  why th e  High P r i e s t  s in g le s  p u t  Suoma' s household  .

t o  p re s e n t  th e 'h e a d  t h a t .w i l l  "accompany* th e  dead c h ie f .  A sienp ,

Suoma1s  ‘m other, p o in ts  o u t th e  ag e -lo n g .e n m ity  between th e  houses o f  f

T ubaru .and  Suoma; and e x p la in s  a t  le n g th  why T u b a ru ,w ill  p o t  sjjare

Suoma (pp . 83- 8I4) .  What emerges ,frdm A sieno1s lengthy  exp lana tion  and

from Tubaru 's t r a d i t io n a l ly  u n e th ic a l demand f o r  A d e ig ra 's  head (p . 85) .

i s  T u b a ru 's  d eep ly  en tre n c h e d /m a lic e  which w .ill be condemned in  th e  end,

• even, i f  .o&ly im p l i c i t l y .

The v in d ic t iv e n e s s  of Tubaru prompts t h e . in t r i g u e s  designed- by
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Adeigra to save her husband's life as well as her own. What slightly 

weakens-the design of the intrigues' is that the audience is as- ignorant 

of the plot as the other characters in the play, exceptJ perhaps, Suomsi 

A sly w.ink by Adeigra in the direction of the audience, after the de-- 

pasture of.Tubaru, would have dropped' the hint that Adeigra has other 

plans-besides what she agreed to do with Tubaru’s assistance. Th,e play

wright’s intention, to surprise the audience with'the sudder, turn of 

events in the end-may. have been responsible for the utter secrecy, of " 

Adeigra'1 g plans. Henshaw succeeds, however, in keeping the. audience in

suspense at the end of the first' scene. _ .
- , -c . 4 

Scene ii opens in an ominous.atmosphere, with- the hooting of

the owl heigh ten ing  the ten se  moment prepeding the a r r iv a l  .of Tubaru.

Adeigrars "gamble* pays off. Tubaru, we are■informed (after the. unusual-
' 1 . " ■> 'i ■' » ’ . I.turn of events, has been murdered, and his head conveyed by Suoma for 

Interment "as a Companion for the Chief" (p . 93)* Henshaw’s,handling o f 

the denouement may be a bit‘flawed by his- failure to take the■audience 

into his confidence on Adeigra’s plot; but the explanation offered .by
r XAdeigra later on sounds acceptable:

Tradition oalled for blood, but it was vengeance 
which called for my husband. I turned'the hand 
„of vengeance against the person Who wanted to . 
destroy us. Long before Tubaru can^.to murder 
ay,husband I woke Suoma up, gave him a good knife •

• and told -him what to do,. ’. . .When Tubaru “entered ■ 
my husband's room, the room was very daifr and he - ,
could not see my husband behind the door* He moved 

* , • towards the bed to kill Suolpa. But my husband was.
ready for him. / , •

ASISSO: But why did you not tell me?
*' ’ * ' - . ' ■ ADEIGRA: Walls have ears, mother, I could not risk it.

. :  '  * ’ (PP. 93-9U)-

j £
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■ '  '  !

■ ■ . ■ ' ' .■ . • 1ol .
■ 4 

" . " ’ i  f

. ■ • • I t  i s  cle 'ar from th is  exp lanation  th a t A deigra 's consent to d ie (pp."

• . 87-88), ana her p lo t with-Tubaru to  be head- Suoma,* ar.e only an ingenious -

ru s e 'to  make Tubaru's V ind ictiveness and_inhumanity r e c o i l  on him.

There i s  something A lcestian  in '1 A deigra 's pretended consent, to. d ie  in  ; ,

_ p lace  of h e r  husband, and als-o in  her fake farew ell speech, A lcestis

* - ■ o ffe rs  to  d ie  in  B urip ides'' A lc e s tis  'in o rder th a t  h e r  'husband* King.
* a ' 1 t• ' ’ , *

. . .  Admetus of Thessaly (com pletely devoid of heroi'c n o b il i ty )  -may l iv e ;

but she i s  redeemed from Death. . S im ila rly , Adeigra is  redeemed from 

■ ' ■ death^ but by her own. ingenu ity  and with, the .f u l l  Cooperation of - hpr,

- husband. . ' . .

. • -Many fa c tp rs  are responsib le  fo r  the uniqueness of Companion
® , ~ **”  .  • '  r  ~ '  • *

• For A Chief among Henshaw's c u lt if re -c o n flie t  p lay s . The playwright* •

seems to  have overcome the d i f f ic u l ty  of handling h i s  p lo t . .  Â ll ac tio n s

and u tte ran ces  in  (the play are  properly  m otivated; and th e  progress of .

•the~ sw ift ac tio n  i s  enhanced by p ra c t ic a lly  every in c id e n t and by the 

dram atic d ia logue . The use of in tr ig u e  to  e f f e c t  a  stsdden tw is t to '-the .
" ' ’ - s ' * ’ ' . .

- a c tio n  keeps- the  audience in  su sp en se 'u n til the f in a l  exp lanation  .dis

en tangles the knot th a t has puzzled the audience ever s in c e  the ’ac tion  

. • . assumed com plicated-proportions. I t  i s  a b ig  r e l i e f  a lso  th a t  the play

w right avoids in  th is  p lay  the .overt d id a c tic  sta tem ents th a t  charge-- 

.■ te r iz e  the o th e r p lay s . The message in  the r e s o lu tio n 'o f  -the. cu ltu re ,

c o n f l ic t  in  Companion For A C h ief-sinks deep in to  the aud ience 's  minds 

w ithou t any serm onizing. Tubaru, .and.the, inhuman' t r a d i t io n  he person- 

. •' •' . i f i e s ,  have.been d e fea ted ; bu t .-the v ic to rs  have to  flee , from the land .

fo r  f e a r  of rep ercu ssio n s. . At l e a s t ,  the beginning of the.end  of an

' , * , * * ( * • , -v '
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< ' ' . ♦ * •

' undesirab le  . t ra d i t io n a l  r i t u a l  has been marked.'-'The' f l i g h t  of Siiorv., 

Adeigra, Ainana, and Asie.ho " in to  the darkness o u ts id e" (p . 95} 'symbol- - 

i c a l i y  dram atizes the .continuing strugg le , between t r a d i t io n  and change 

as caused.by m odernist tendencies .in a growing so c ie ty .

_From the' foregoing d isc u ss io n s , i t  i s  'c le a t  th a t Henshaw 

explores, the theme of c u ltu re  c o n f l ic t  to expose c e r ta in  undesirab le

' , , elements i n . t h e _c u ltu re  o f the peo p le 'o f southern N ig e ria , aha to ,en-
■> '  '  ■ *■ '  '

courage the .'promotion of change, peace, and progress^ .The achievement 

■ - - , .. ‘ o f a l l  these in ev itab ly  involves a continuing process of.; growth, not

only of the so c ia l,, economic, and p o l i t ic a l  aspects of the N igerian 

p o c ie ty , but' a lso  of the in d iv id u a l perbon, e sp e c ia lly  V sychologica-lly.

■the mental growth of in d iv id u a ls  in so o p e ty  o ften  leads to
. • , - ’ ' < ° ■

• . c o n f l ic ts  between people of d i f f e re n t  convictions and in c l in a t io n . One
i  . _ • • . ' ■ • . J ■ ■ . ■

such c o n f l ic t  a r is e s  from the t r a d i t io n  of p a in t s ,  choosing a wife o r  a 

husband' fo r  th e i r  son dr. daughter. Th-is paren t-ch ild , c o n f l ic t ,  which 

fo rm s 'p a rt o f the c o n f l ic t  between t r a d i t io n  and modernism, i s  what 

'Zulu Sof.ola and j ,  P. Clark s tr iv e  .to explore in  Wedlock of the Sods 

and The Masquerade, b o th 'o f  which w ill be d iscussed nex t.

" * 1 '

(**) Marriage, and the .Parent-child C on flict:

I t  was. common p ra c tic e  among parents in  N igeria  and o ther

p a r ts  o f A frica  to  arrange a wedding5between th e i r  two young people

w ithout the one' n e c essa rily  knowing the o th er as h is  or. her marriage

companion. This, p ra c tic e , .which remained in  fo rce  u n t i l  as re c e n tly  as

the m id-tw entieth  cen tu ry , p a r t ic u la r ly  among the i l l i t e r a t e s ,  derived
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from the comcoaly accepted p reroga tive  of the  paren ts to choose a ,wife . 1

o r”a husband fo r  th e ir  m arriageable c h ild . The consent of the  pros

pec tive  w ife o r huSband was not sought because i t 'w a s  considered n e ith e r  

necessary nor im portant. Even where two young lovers  w ere ,free  to 

choose each o th e r , the consent of th e i r  paren ts  was mandatory before the " 

wedding could_ takd p lace . , I t  was not u n g u a l , -th e re fo re , to  f in d  the

choice of the.young" lovers being tremendously in flu en ced 'b y  the ta s te  ^

. ■ ' < 26 . * ' ■
o f” th e ir -p a re n ts .  To defy the wish of one 's paren ts in  the, m atter of

. choofing a  marriage paptner was to commit st crim e,punishable by d is 

in h e r ita n c e , or in  extrem e' d ases, by e x ile  or even dea th , very- o ften  of
,* ' ‘ ’ j*

both d e fia n t lo v ers . This igf b a s ic a lly  the c u ltu ra l  background upon - 

' which the "parent-child con flic ts , i n ,,Wedlock' of ■ the  Gods and The Masque

rade sire bu ilt*  - • • ^
. - -V,'

• Although the  tra g ic  ac tion  in .-Wedlock-o f the Gods i s ‘jaotiva-
• * . ' ’ 1 

ted  by s p ite fu l  revenge, th e ' theme•of revenge is . considerably  played
' i  '  \

down to  g ive prominence to  the theme of f ru s tra te d  b u t,.in d e s tru e tib le  

love. Thi's theme, according to  the b lu rb , " is  derived from the myth of 

the m arriage between Thunde^ suid L ightning among the Chima people of 

Mid-Western N ig e ria ,"  now Ben&el S ta te . The myth bears 'no resemblance ' 

to  the Yoruba conception of Sango—the god of the sky, thunder and „ 

lig h tn in g ,.a n d  h is  ind ispensab le  wife Oya, the  goddess of the R iver N iger.

,  , No .echoes a re  even heard of the sacred m arriage o f Zeus—"god of sky and.

( " ■ •  - ;  ■■■ ‘ .  ■ .  .  • ,  • ■ ■ . .  ■ '
. f  ■■ .

- Cf. Obiebhina, l i t e r a tu r e  fo r  the  Masses (Ehugut Nwankvo- 
i f e j ik a . V'-Co. Publisher,si 1971), p . 21.

2?  " "(London: Evans, 19T2). A ll refe rences  to ,th e  play a ^
taken from th is  e d i t i o n . .
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.28w eather, v ie ld e r  of the thunder,- flashed, of lig h tn in g ," '"  and Hera—
• ' . S.  • ' • .
goddess, o f  s a rr ia g e  and the home. Yet, Sofola f in d s  th is  unique myth

to he as deserving of se rious a t te n tio n  as any o ther vers ion  of. the myth

o f thupder and lig h tn in g  in  order to explore the theme o f love in-con- 
 ̂ . .

f l i c t  w i th 't r a d i t io n a l  taboos.
• - 29Asked in  a tape-recorded  in terv iew  how f a i t h f u l  Wedlock of

. the Gods is  to the  o rig in a l myth a? known among th e  Chima people, ‘Zulu

Sofola declared th a t -she only took the  core of the myth to  evolve her

p lay . According to  he r,

The sto ry  sim ply-says th a t  Ogwdaa {L igh tn ing ! was 
’ given to  another man a g a in s t 'h e p  w}.sh. She refused  

to marry -that- man because she was' in  love w ith  
1 ‘ Uloko .{[Thunder]. Bvery, evening she would s i t  under 

a trb e  and cry to  the gods to  help her avoid .the ■ 
upcoming m arriage, Uloko would come and jo in  her
and cry . The paren ts  [o f  Ogwoma  ̂ would cktch her
and d riv e -lTloko away. . . t

P irta lly , th e  gods heard h e r  cry and to ld  he r a. 
th a t  when next she came under the tre e  and Uloko 
came', the t ip  end of. the  t r e e  would come down and , 
she should h ^ d  on to  th a t  t i p .  Then Uloko should 
hold on to  her le g s . Then the gods would make the 
t re e  r i s e  up and take them in to  the sky. When 
they go t th ere  they would become Thunder and Light
n ing , never to  sep ara te  again .

, Sofola explained th a t  the wrong im pression has o f te n  been

c re a te d  th a t  th ere  was no r e a l  love re la tio n s h ip  between men and women

in  the t r a d i t io n a l  N igerian  .so c ie ty . The myth of Uloko and Ogvoma 

( th a t  i s ,  Thunder and Lightning)- aroused her c u r io s ity  and she thought:

28 C. Seltaan, The Twelve Olympians (New York: Thomas Y.
n S i u ^ T 1962) , p T 3 2 . ‘Crowell Co., 1960} Apolle

90 *> '
This interview conducted by me a t  Ibadan on 21 August 1975 

has been s lig h t ly  edited to r id  the tex t o f -s l ip s  and rep etition s t^at 
characterise informal d ia logues. I t  i s  not published.
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“I f  th e  p eo p le 'w ere  a b le  to  e x p la in .  . .why thunder and l ig h tn in g  a re  

alw ays to g e th e r ,  th rough  th e  id ea  of love' th a t  s h o u ld -e x is t ,  betw een car.

and wocianj th e n , i t  o u s t  be- th a t -o u r  .people m  the  p a s t  must have ex

p e rie n ced  love.."  So, she dec ided  to  use th e  sy th  " to  ‘e x p la in  and to  

expose other areas of our l iv e s .w ith in  the context of c a r r i a g e ,  lo v e ,"  

'a n d -d e a th ."  . ' - ■> 0. .

B efore exam in ing 'w hat S o fo la  does w ith  h e r  a d a p ta t io n  o f the

Chima a y th  o f Thunder ana L ig h tn in g , i t  i s 'n e c e s s a rv  to  g iv e  a b r i e f  
V . '

p lo t  summary of the adap ted  v e rs io n  s in c e  the p lay  i s  no t as  w e ll known

as the works o f ,  s a y , S o y in k a , C lark  o r R o tim i, I n - th e  "P ro d u c tio n ,

Note" preced ing  the te x t  of the  play the playw right s ta t e s  th a t
1 " . • . • l '

Ogwoma, the widow, had been fo rced  by her 
parents to marry Adigwu'because they needed money 
from her bridewealth to  cure th e ir  son who was 
very s ick . Ogwoma had nothing'but hatred fo r -  
Adigwu* she waS in ten se ly  in  love with Uloko whom 
she could not marry because he did ndrt have the 
money that her parents needed. Fortunately for  
her the loathed husband d ied , and she considered * . ' 
h erse lf freed . Rather than complete the period 
o f mourning and be inherited  by her husband's 
brother.in  the tra d itio n  of le v ir a lio n , she 

. . became pregnant by her lover who etern a lly  holds
her heart. Taboos are broken, the .parental fam ilie s  
art! disgraced and the mother-in-law i s  f i l l e d  with 
a Sense of vengeance fo r  her son-who .she -believes •

. , was in ten tio n a lly  k i lle d  so  that the lovers might
have th e ir  way. From then' on i t  i s  a struggle^for  

, hj, survival ort the part of the lovers who d ie  vowing '
• " \  to  continue th e ir  love , im possible on .earth , as,

■ _■ )  thunder-and ligh tn in g  in  the heavens beyond. 30

The s ig n ifica n ce  o f  th is  lengthy summary i s  that i t  r e v ea ls , among other

th in g s, that Jkaiggk £ £  Ssdg i s  a pdlythematic p lay , juxtaposing one

' ■ > -  • f
30 ‘ •

Wedlock of the Odds, p. 1,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

*
theme with the o th er, arid weaving everything in to  a fa b r ic  of enchanting 

design . I f  the play " is  a tragedy w hich-finds i t s  ri£ » *■

. ^  -ieath and mourning,";^ i t  c e r ta in ly  grows in to  a s e r ie s  of e v il  and

 ̂ revenge, hum an-suffering, and c o n flic ts  which are resolved ir. the f in a l
t * ^

symbolic triumph of love over the tyranny of t ra d i t io n a l  taboos and 

C?nyiction&.

- Through the plight- Of the. jo in t  heroes of the p lay , the play

w righ t achieves the. proper t ra g ic  e f fe c t  th a t would appeal to any 

• |ud ience  anywhere. The success of the play derives from S o fo la ’ s s k i l l  

ir. arousing  the passions in  the audience and appealing  to  th e i r  under

stand ing  in  a -s in g le  attem pt to  account fo r , th e  misery and p a r t ic u la r  

lo ts  of Uloko and Ogwoma, She embodies in  her sh o rt but am bitious play 

the pro tagonists*  philosophy of l i f e ,  e sp ec ia lly  in  the  scene of s u f f e r 

ing  th a t - i s  c ru c ia l to  the a c tio n . Sofola a lso  succeeds in keeping a

proper balance between passion  and reason. T h is> x$m plifie s  the over

a l l  balance o f design of the play i t s e l f ;  •

The f ir s t  balance noticeable in  the play i s  in the composition 

♦  of the characters, made up of six, males and s ix  fem ales. This balance 

would have been in sig n ifica n t had the playwright not s k i l l fu l ly  divided 

the characters into  camps which allow for p ara lle ls  and contrasts to be 

drawn between pairs of characters. This balanced d iv is io n  o f  the 

characters in to  camps a lso  enhances the proper balancing’ of action  and

characterisation ,

| ■* . , '"*jf

^  Wedlock of tije Gods, p. 1 .

•" . ) '
, i  • - ■ ' ■ . •  ^  _  ___
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V
\  ' As the  p lay  oJ>ens, Odibei i s  seen , d is t r a c te d , ,  sea rch in g  fo r

w^at she su sp ec ts  to  be the  e v i l  m edicine Ogwoma used in  po isoning  h er 

so n , Ogwoma*s l a t e  husband. Her su sp ic io n  is  based on the f a c t  th a t
"to J

"Adigvu d ied  o f a sw ollen stomach. A man who d ies  l ik e  a pregnant 

woman [d o e s j  not d ie  a n a tu ra l  dea th" (p . 6 ). The n a tu re  and' circum

s tan ce  o f Adigwu's d ea th  serve as an in c i t in g  fo rce  fo r  the  -evil th a t 

- ' O dibei w ill  p e rp e tra te  i n 't h e  p lay .

In  the  Sane opening scene, Ogwoma, the' t a rg e t  of O d ibei’ s
• '  t

p lo t ,  ex p la in s  h e r c a se . One o f the a sp e c ts  o f  th e  t r a d i t i o n  to  which
* 3  '

sue cannot reconcile  h e rsd lf  is  the general b e lie f  th a t "a man's 

.daughter is  a source of wealth to  him" (p . 9). This makes' a marriage

able g i r l  npthing b e tte r  than mere merchandise to be sold o ff  to a 

w illin g  s u i to r ,  en rich in< \the  f a th e r ’ s purse a t  the expense of her 

happiness. What aggravates\Ogvoma's anger and •'■blunts her conscience is  

| the fa c t  th a t she had beeYi " tie d  lik e  a goat and whipped a long-the road

to  a  man t s h e j  hated" (p . 9 ) . The th ree years of her c h ild le ss  marriage 

to Adigvu have"been no b e t te r  than ,a bondage. This exp la ins why -she
i i " - I

does not re g re t her pregnancy fo r  Uloko, the mar. she lias always wanted 

to marry. Indeed; she is  excited  th a t she is  now carry ing  Uloko*s baby, 

even though, as the custom 'of the land re q u ire s , she is  s t i l l  in

mourning fo r  the  death o f Adigvu.  __

The ground is' thus prepared fo r  the e te rn a l antagonism between 

Odibei and Ogwoma. Sofo la’s s k i l l  in  handling the p lo t in  the play is

^  Also see pp. 19-20} and o f . Chinua A^hebeis Things F a ll 
A part, pp,:.16-17.
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fu rth e r  demonstrated m  her in troduc tion  of UldJco m  th is  opening 

scene. Ogwoma rom anticizes lier love fp r Uloko, and only a few moments
e • r

l a t e r ,  Uloko shows up, confirming to the audience by h is good looks

Ogwoma's mental p ic tu re  of him tn a t has shut p ra c t ic a lly  every th ing  
’ *  *  ’

e lse  out of her mind and l i f e .  The rad ia n t smile on her faoe on seeing  

Uloko sharply c o n tra s ts  with, the frown aiid fury with which she has 

spoken ag a in st har unhappy marriage to th£ la te  Adigvu. This b rie f  

scene i s  designed to  se t the s p i r i t  of revenge a t  work-in Odibei*. The 

playw right ensures that the two happy lovers are seen together in wapm 

embrace by Odibei who fe e ls  incensed by-what she consi4ers to  be out-
'■ i  m> .  c . ^ .

rageous} and the-ten sion  begins to  r i s e .
* ' ' m * .

Vtjat keeps the tension  in  constant a sc e n t, y e t  in  co n tro l, i s

; », tlie m anipulation of the a c tio n  and characters  in  p a ra l le l  s itu a tio n s .

For in s ta n c e , Anwasia, a c lose  friend  and 'confidan te  to  Ogwoma, rebukes

her frien d  fo r  being fo o lish 'an d  blinds

Don't you.see anything wrong in a woman being 
pregnant for another man while she i s  s t i l l*  in 
mourning for her dead husband? s ,

* y
*■ , *.

Dever h is i t  been heard that only a month a fter  • 
a man's death h is wife iB already pregnant for  
another man. >

No matter how much *a woman loves a man, ttje fods 
forbid what you have done. Tod seem to forget 

' “ that you are s t i l l  in mourning. (pp. &-?)
\

I" In addition to being a rebuke, Anwasia's'words unfold to -the audience

the, custom which Ogwoma has flouted  by her hasty pregnancy. This rebuke 

i s  a lso  .designed as a>parallel to Ddo's chastisement of Uloko for h is  

over-zealousness in reclaiming Ogwoma at such* an awkward timet
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A woman mourns her husband.for th ree months.
Ogwoma has completed two, c o u ld n 't you'have ' 
waited fo r  the remaining one month?

What o ften  destroys you young mfen is  rash and 
, hasty  ac 'tion . A woman who lo ses  her husband 

must not be v is i te d  by any- o th e r man u n t i l  she 
has been c leansed .- Any a c tio n  ag a in s t th is  is  
an. abomination and our gods deal very severe ly  •

> with such o ffen d e rs . (p , 3^)

T his f u r th e r  ex p la in s  the taboo broken by both Uloko and Ogwoma; and
• • 1 - /

^ ' , l ik e  the rebuke .of Ogwoma by Anwasia, Udo’ s words reveal the th re e -fo ld
I , ’

purpose intended by Sofo la: to educate the audience on the t ra d i t io n  1 /
t , 1

" w ith in  which Uloko'and Ogwoma are. expected to opera te ; to c rea te  ^
= t

p a ra l le l  s i tu a tio n s ;  and’to keej£ the two lovers  conscious of the "path

to  death" they are_ paving fo r  thebse lves by th e i r  rev o lu tio n ary  a c tio n .

,Qnce the path to  death is  la id , 'O d ib e i  s e ts  and co n tro ls  the^.

paed of the ac tion  u n til  she ta k e s , her* revenge. She vows to avenge h e ^

so n 's  death no t-on ly  on Ogwoma but a lso  on Uloko. , The balance of

ten sio n  a r is in g  from O d ib e i's  th re a t  i s  supplied  by a»counter th re a t  by

Nneka, mother to  Ogwoma, t o 'f i g h t  Uloko and Ogwoma in  $ rd e r  to  save

Ogwoma and the fam ily's name and honour. These p a ra lle l s itu ation s

are balanced o ff  by .another pair of scenes;

NNEKA. That Uloko w il l  see . He w il l  know that 
some medicines are stronger than others.
(Hakes for the door. ) °

. \  ‘
OGWOMA. . (stopping h er). Don't touch him. Don't 

dare l e t  a pin scratch h is  body. (p. 20)

This scene should be placed sid e  by side with that in  which Nneka con

fron ts  Uloko:

NNEKA. You are e v i l .  . . .And your l i f e  w ill  see  
nothing but misery. That bastard which you

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

17t>

?  have p lan ted  in  ner w ill .not oeo ycdr face ,, 
nor w ill he. ta s te  h is  r.ct.her’ S ciTk', . ‘ .

* " .  ’

- . Don't think'* 1 am pow erless. Ogwoma w ill  he .»
forced to  v e n t  your medicine .and your. " 5
b as ta rd . , . . •

. ’ '.'LORO. Don’ t  dare touch 't< sit c h ild , yen hear!
|  ■ Don't dare loach e it r .e r  of thepi (*p. .3^) , - ’

A ‘ a '

The s ig n if ic a n c e  .o f-m e  s im ila r i ty  in  I 'Ickc' s ar.u Cgvoma-’ s words is

V' £ 1 th a t  they c o n s titu te , p a ra l le .  an m a t ions which are  apparen tly  designed

as' proOf of th.e lik en ess  ir.' tn v ir  thoughts, and love fo r  each, o ther,
. • * * 

and, th e re fo re , of tneir-er.v .iab le  c o m p a tib ility . 'The in s t in c t  of ’pro

te c tio n  th a t i s  a t  work-in U loko 's 'and  Ogwoma’s ’addresses to-NneWa can
‘ • ■. . S '

b<? seeh a ls o  a t  work when the two mothers blame the desp ised  .p o te n tia l

son-in -law  or. daugirte r - i  nV 1 aw f o r  the taboo, .broken, 'j , ’

Ogoli* >Uloko’s .mother, a ttack ?  ajid b lades • Ogwoma fo r  being

I responsib le  fo r  the impending danger that looms lArge-on her son. Sh<*
1 •  .

f e e ls  shame fo r  the ugly s i tu a t io n  in to  which Ogwoma's lSpe fo r  Uloko.
1 ' t * •

has brought- the fam ily , ° On her p a r t , ' Nneka, Ogwoma’ s m other, f ig h ts  

Uloko fo r  debasing hex4 daughter'. L a ter on, the twe m others, Ogoli and 

Nneka, confron t each other* (p . j9)» each«expressing her d is g u s t 'a t  -what- 

the Son o r the  daughter of the o ther .has done to b r in g  shame on h e r own 

• fam ily,. ‘ Their b ick e rin g s ,.‘however, do-not holve any problem.

Sofola  prbyides the fo rum .for a ,p o ss ib le  peacefu l se ttlem en t 

o f .the mesby problem th a t  i s  g rad u a lly  going out of .’c o n tro l .  In  Act 

I I ,  sdene i ,  Ibekwe summons a- ab a tin g  of the Cnowu fam ily  to  which* ' * ' ’ * ; * 1 ‘ r - i
•.Ogvoma’1 s  f a th e r  belong^.- But in s tead  o f , la d in g .to *  a r e s o lu tio n '’th a t

'••o'' • ‘ '' ‘ ’
would have a r re s te d  the impending d i s a s te r ,  the m eeting b reaks up in

> , ' I ' - - \ - . '
1 f 3 
f ■

. \  -

t
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co n fu s io n , w ith cr.arges alia co u n te r charges s e t t i n g  Ilekwc inxi the 

o th e rs  in  i r r e c o n c i la b le  d is c o rd . ' -

• T hat the  probierr of CgV?*ia." cannot be .solved w itr.irf the C.uowu „ • 

fam ily  i s  a s tro n g  in d ic a t io n  th a t the  fam ily  ci<eetit\g nas , oeer; in t r o 

duced p r im a rily  to expose the-'fam ily  feud > th a t ,  was p a r t ly  "’re sp o n s ib le  

' f o r  Ogwoma being v i r t u a l ly  so ld  away to, Adigvu." The m eeting p ro v id es  f- 

a form o f f la sh b a c k , th ro w in g ■ some l ig h t  on th.e remote cause c f  the 

■| present, m isery o f  the fa m ilie s  of both Uloko and Ogwoma. • -Without the 

■ fam ily  feu d , which comes to. l i g h t  i.n th e  mud—s lin g in g  m eeting , 'IpeKwe 

■ would have been ab le  to  approach the'members of th e 'T am ily  f o r  he lp  

when Bd02 i e ( (Ogwoma1 s b ro th e r )  was t e r r i b l y  i l l . ,  And'‘th i s  .would have 

saved Ogwoma from an unwanted And d is a s t ro u s  m arr ia g e . ■
'  ̂ ’ if * * * • * * * ' i '

The tim ing  pf the m eeting of the Onowu fa m ily ’. i s  adm irable.-

Not only does i t  show th a t  a house divided a g a in s t i t s e l f  i s  looped’ to

f a l l ;  i t  a ls o  h e ig h ten s  the f e a r  o f the  impending tra g e d y . The te n s io n
, a ' •1 • • \ 

reaches i t s  climax ’in the f in a l sceite (A ct-III , scene i i )  of- the play

'"where Odibei succeeds an working her e v i l  magic or* Ogwoma.,' She pre

pared a deadly poison, ‘and summons Ogwoma by means of powerful in— •

' . cantationh (pp. $2-53)» With an e ffe c t  on Ogwoma that i s  very Sim ilar

to jabdern hypnotism. Ogwoma. drinks the poison, unconsciously; but •,
• r

before dying,! she manages to. t e l l  Oltoko: ."Meet me ther^* (p .'S h ). ttlbko 

. then dashes- out with great determination for-revenge -m Odibei.

The point of the en tire  tra g ic -s itu a tio n  tp  the Xdvers is
4 ? ' - ' '  " -i * ’ ' - . ' f ’ . •'
summed up in tJloko',s dying speech- af ter  drinking ib.e '.poisonous 1 - 

potion that, had already k ille d  Ogwoma. He addresses ^gwoma' s oorpser

-I . - L * ■ * ' •
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Your' love w ill .now cone to yon, •
Ours, is  the wedlock; of 'the gods,1 , . ■'
Together we, sn a il  fo rever he- lig h tn in g
and, th u n d e r- in se p a ra b le !  ' • _ ' ■
Our love sh a ll  l iv e  forever?
Your l ig h t  to- k£§p i t  aglow,

. My thuiider to  demolish a l l  obstacles.- ’ - ‘ • *
' We s h a ll  leave th is  cursed place;

- . , "We s h a l l 'r id e  on^the co tton  of the heavens;
■ We sh a ll  r id e  to where there  is  peace! ’ • t

The ra in  sh a ll cool our, sweats and pains; " .
- - . The,sun sh a ll  'dry our tears ';
• . - The s ta r s  sh 'a ll crown Our heads;

The n igh t shall, hide, .and p ro te c t-u s .
. ,r Over .and around we s h a ll  together roan; .

'B eautify ing  as we. impress! * ’ (p . |>b)
- ' - «“■ •.

On the stag e , ‘Uloko* s g radually  f a i l in g ,v o ic e  as he -holds Ogwoma’s- hands' 

■ and f a l l s  to  h is  death over h is - lo v e r  b r in g s .to  a  serene end-an excel! , 

le n t  play th a t  depends for- its-, dram atic e f f e c t  p a r t ly  on th e ‘well .

f balanced, p a ra l le l  s tru c tu re . ' W ithout’ such a  s t r u c tu r e , . th e  c o n flic ts
’ 9 • ’ ’ '

* between ftloko’s and Ogwomat s fa m ilie s , between the demands o f memorial
* ? - ‘ ' - * ' < * v ** ' • -

r i tu a ls  and Ogwoma’s d es ire  for. freedom, between the  claim of, p a re n ts ’ 

.'’r ig h ts  to-choose a  spouse fo r  th e ir  m arriageable ch ild  and- the ch ild 

re n ’s preference fo r f re e  choice, could not have been’as d ram atically
 ̂ ^  ’ ■* , " . . . ■ - 

exposed-and-resolved a s  they' have .been., -In the p lay , the rhythm and 
* * . - - . ’ < ' ■ 

syntax of the"native  tongue of the China people, the proverbs and ,the -
- " ‘ ‘ i  ̂ .1 *''* *

in can ta to ry  pronouncements, merge Wit!) the sw iftness Of the a c tio n  to
r „ t  '  - '*>•, . ^ ,

-- fiiye to commonplace themes- a f re sh  and s tim u la tin g  trea tm en t. The 

product is  a  b r i l l i a n t  p iece in  i t s  own r ig h t .

The tragedy of Uloko and- Ogwoma bears some -resemblance to  the 

development of the t ra g ic , s i tu a tio n  in  C la rk 's  The Masquerade, ^  in

‘ ' •* .

" ‘ ^  In  Three Plays (Loodom 0 . >0.1 P .*  1961;}* r- .-

-i
4
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which' the  a c t io n  c e n tre s  upon th e  p a reh t-tfh il^ i .c o n fro n ta t io n  over th e  

cn o ice  o f a  husband. Like S a r i f  Sasnon 'S  B ear P a re n t to i 'O g r e ,  The
. •*- " ‘ * 3 %

, ' M asquerade d e a ls -w ith  a youftg g i r l  who chooses as h e rh u s b a n d  "a man

• 1 who i s  d isapproved  of by h e r  f a t h e r /  C la rk 's  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 'o f  th e  ‘

1 • f a th e r -d a u g h te r  co n flic t"  is ,-  however* more p ro fo u n d -in  The Masquerade .. /

thar. EaSuon-’-s tre a tm e n t o f  the. sair.f q o h f l ic t  in  Dear. P a re n t and O gre,

and more n a t u r a l i s t i c  than  S o fo la * s km y th ica l approach  tp  th e  same 
• ' * ’ * - * *

1 ' m b iif  i n  Wedlock o f th e  'Gods. , . -

■ • ’ C la rk ’ s h an d lin g -’o f the  c o n f l i c t  i s  r e m in is c e n t;o f  S h a k e s - '

p e a re ’s -.treatm ent o f  a s im ila r  s i t u a t io n  in  The W -in ter's  T a le , A lthough
..  , ' v’ i . ' ' ‘ - 

„ S h a k e sp e a re 's  p lay  i s  a p a s to r a l  .romance’ w hile  C la rk 's  is ,  a dom estic

■; tra g e d y , t h e ’ two p lay s  sh a re  a . common m otive beh ind  th e  fa th e r -d a u g h te r

~ . ' * o r  fa th e i^ s o n  c o n f ro n ta t io n .  Jn  b o th  p la y s , th e  d i f f e r e n c e - in  s o c ia l
* \ ' v /  ’

* . r

<s , " • s t a tu s  is . th e  key f a c to r  in  the p a r e n ts ' o p p s i t io n  to  .the -p roposed  ,

m arriage  of t h e i r  c h ild re n ’, h o t p o l i t i c a l  p r e ju d ic e ,o a s  i s  th e  p a y i n '  

B ear P a re n t and. Q gre, o r th e  e x p e d ie n tia l-  g reed  f o r  ©oh^y, as  in  Wed-

lo ck  of the  Gods. I n  The W in te r 's  T a le , f o r  in s ta n c e ,  K ing’P o l i x e n e s ' -
* . . ■* '* -p' - * 1
e x c e p tio n  to  th e  proposed m arriag e  between h ip  so n  F lo b iz e l  and

’ . P e r d i ta  stem s. from th e  m istaken  i d e n t i t y 'o f  th e  g i r l  a s  a  mere
.  • i  ‘ .  • •»

< shepheirdVs d a u g h te r , Trfhose supposed s o c ia l  s t a tu s  b e tra y s  h e r  a s  too

w ild  a  s to c k  to  .be g ra f te d -o n  to  such  a  g e n t le  and-nob le , s c io n  as
' * ■ ' ' * ' 

P l o r i z e J . .S i m i l a r l y ,  in  T he' M asquerade. D ib i r i  and Umuko r e f u s e  t o .

accept Tufa as a son-in-law' once "they discover Tufa's i lle g it im a c y . He
' ' • " ' ' ' - g-

i s  regarded in -so c ie ty  as a "cur without pedigree" (p . 75 ). - Judged in
" ’ ! - 

accordance w ith 'th is- peculiar adcial s tr a t if ic a t io n *  Tufa would normally

ny ■ y  1 /̂  •
* . '  O I
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.b e  regaz'ded, as  being  unworthy o f T i t i  who ."Was, b rough t up-on a sound

' fam ily  /. S tru c tu re ,  the  n e s t  sol-id 'in  a l l  th e  D e lta "  (p . 72}.

* '.Like -the osu in  Things B a ll  A p a rt, Tufa i s  looke-d-supor. as no

b e t t e r  than  an o u tc a s t and’ as f e l l  co n tam in atio n ,, n o t only b'y D ib i r i  - ■
‘ * ( *

b u t 'a l s o  by the n e ig h b o u rs ’who to g e th e r  r e f l e c t  th e  consensus o f ' t r a d i - .

\ t i o n a l .  Itjaw s o c ie ty  on th e . is s u e  of i l l e g i t i m a c y , 'S i n c e ’th e  fathezr-. 

-daugh ter .e o 'n f lif t  i n 'The Masquerade cannot, be. am icably  re so lv e d , the 

only way o f a v e r t in g  the c u rse  which th e  mismatch o f Tufa and T i t i  would
S ’

have-brought to  Ebiama v i l la g e  is ,  to  s to p  the proposed m arr ia g e . To do
9 • ' ' , '

t h i s , - D i b i r i  sh o o ts  bo th .-h is d au g h te r and her husb an d -to -b e  T ufa% and_
‘ • ’ " ’ • - 

co n s id e rs  t h i s  a c t  'as a com pletion  of the  p ro c e s s -o f  c le a n s in g  th e  land-

o f - I t s  p o l lu t io n . ' ' • -

The d ram atization  of th e  f a th e r -d a u g h te r  c o n f l i c t  in  The ' '
•>  ̂ „ ' . < ' 0

Masquerade gdins a s ig n if ic a n t  a d d itio n a l dimension when examined be

yond th e  domestic lev e l,.. At f i r s t  ’the cou rtsh ip  of -Tufa arid T i t i  seems 

un-A frican . Qopsider, fo r  example* the fo llow ing passage:
\ , • . V

. '‘flT lz Oh, what magic m oonlightl Look a t  the  sands,
They a re  l ik e  ‘a  s i l v e r  spawn ‘ . .

', ; In  th e i r  f i r s t 'o u t in g  w ith th e - t id e .  ■. .
And see how they g lid e  tb  meet,.the moon! v

TOTAf As I to-you! Your f le s h  funder f lu sh  .
Of cam f la s h e s  many tim es lo n e l ie r  than gold • -. s
Or p e a rls  washed up by the-'stream s. And *

• The f i r e  in, your eye? is . , ■ • ^  ■ /
Several suns, by the  moon, ' Let me f e e l  '■*'
The unguent flow of your f le a h ( 'and I ’ve drunk 

. J ;  ’ For l i f e ,  , . ‘ ‘ *--Cp. 5i*)

The language and the-sen tim en ts  in , th is .p a ssa g e  are  a? a ffe c te d  as those

•found in  the works o f . sonneteers l ik e  P e tra rch  and Sidney, and th e re -
' • - ' V  ■ ' ' ‘ , - - , :

f o re ,  r a th e r  out of p lace i n . T i t i 1s v i l la g e .  Even the eavesdropping
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neighbours are  quick to  notice-- the Y areighness in  t-he lo v e r s ' e x t e r n

o f c o u r ts h ip , Ori^^jf th e  neighbours v e n e e rs : "Vhere d id  the young man

■grow’ h is  tongue of sugar?" (p . 5?}, The same neighbour l a t e r  remarks

- th a t  "Such wooing v a s  nev%r of th ese  p a r te "  (p . 5?)* Yet,-.however out

of place the  language and the sen tim ents,'in  the’ yo.urrg lo v e rs ' d ialogue

-- may be in  th e -v i l la g e  at E biuaa, they  a re  re le v a n t  to '.th e  co n flic t"
_ . ‘ ' .«■_** * 

m o tif ‘i n ’the p lay . ., ,

, . The cou rtsh ip  sc e n e ■c re a te s  ah atmosphere which emphasizes

; the ' c o n flic tin g  pu ll between e x is t in g  t r a d i t io n a l  (o r  t r ib a l )  'customs,' -

s t r i c t l y  Upheld by the o ld e r ones in  s o c ie ty , 'and the 'impassioned <‘

• independence th a t "marks the "revolutionary a tt i tu d e , and p r io r i  t ie s  of
4 - '  ^

the y o u th s. This i s  -no ticeab le ,'in  the. rea c tio n s  of the fisherm en and 

the young lo v e rs1-to th e - t id a l  wayes and the" p o s itio n  of the moon, /

■ Tufa and ',T iti see nothing but beauty and. harmony .in  the atmosphere o f .

the magic m oonlight. "The " s i lv e r  spawn” sands are  washed by the .tid e ,

' and T i t i  remarks: "And see how they g lid e  to  meet the moon-t" (>p. 5U).‘ •

Peaceful c o rd ia li ty  i s  a l l  the lovers can read" in to  th e  phenomenon.
’ - \ * ‘7 v

< B ut-the n e ighbou rs .see ' the r is in g  t id e  and th e i i t i l t in g  moon crescen t as

portending  -d isa s te r : - • . ' ' . , .

SECpttti NJEGHBOUR;: -Look upi, and seei' The moon-'s 
; \f fc e s h  bowl .

■ .Is  q u ite  upturned. I t  i s  c le a r ly  
S p ill in g  over' towards my l e f t ,  • -

- . FJBST NEIGHBOUR* f e s ,  that’ s right} the t i . l t  i s
prominent. ■ -

i . . I t  i s  never so but'there i s  d isa ster  . , .
General down the whole d e lta . ( p» 5.1) '’► - ' , l> * - ‘ , ’’ ' - .* • o‘ . < •

The young lovers find the' atmosphere ideal for  the celebration  of the -.
; ‘ . ' • "  * -i.. . ...................  ' 1 .• '■

>
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-•eve pf t h e i r  wedding. The• n s r.e rse i: nodghtcu-rs huvc a d i f f e r e n t  ex-

p lin a tio n -f.o r  what they -co n sid e r to  be an u iina tu ra l -cner.orjer.o:'.:

FIRST NEIGHBOURi■ . . .And d o n 't ' forge-1
• I t  i s  tomorrow the -young dashing s tra n k e r  • '

C a rrie r  the  g i r l  o-ff to  o th e r  -creeks. -Such 
A m erm aid'of a g i r l . '  Nov I  . . .
I t 1shor. ao'count of her abandoning‘us*

•. , . .Heaven and sea  have, put up. th is  shpw . , - _ -
' Cf- anger, ’ h ..’ 53) . v

The c o n tra d is t in c t io n  between the young lo v ers  'and the o ld er

fisherm en in  t h e i r  choice of .je taphbrs 'and' imagery to-expree's th e i r
• s * - ■ . • -

re a c tio n s  to  a n a tu ra l phenomenon isr s ig n if ic a n t  -tc.'the ‘s t r u c tu r e 'o f

the action- in  the' p lay ; 'I t - c a y  be seen, as designed by Clark to  s e t ’ i

th'e tone of c o n f l ic t  e a r ly  i n ’the play -and to foreshadow the major 
' ' ‘ f  ̂ 1 .  ̂

t r a g ic  c o n f l ic t  between the young 1 overs'.-and th e  d isapprov ing  p aren ts

of T iti. '. For example, .a rg u in g  ag a in st ffee ca tch  between h i ’s - daughter

■ and Tufa, D ib ir i  a sk s: , '

• jSid' he t a i l  you ^ ls c  h is  f a th e r  -
. „ „ Usurped the- bed of h is  d ld e f  b ro th e r , yes ’ .

B raten ly  ih  h is  l i f e t i E ^ ,a h & ’for-.shaoe :
Of- i t  a f te r , hanged h im self in  b ro ad .d ay lig h t 

• . While th is  u n fo rtu n a te  abused husbasid' ,
■ ’ . Walked o f h i s  awn w ill  in to  the sea?

T ITI: • Well., i s  th e  seed t o ’be crushed ahd c a s t"
Away because o f aberration  

.' And blunder by those who la id  out- • ■ J
The f ie ld ?  • * 1 . ( j .  6&)

T i t i^ s . r e p ly  to  her. f a t h e r 's  q u e s tio n 'ap p ea rs  to  b e ■the question  th a t  
«

l ie s ;  beneath the tragedy in  The Masquerade. Using the principle: o f
" 1  ̂

*the-eye-of-the~beholder,* Clark succeeds in juxtaposing the trad ition 

a l i s t ,  conception of so c ie ta l; norms with the questioning s p ir i t  of the 

younger generation . Part of the highly charged argument generated by*
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ta ro s itz .o ir  cs vo^th  ancr. ’because i t  .juves th e  vat. f o r  th e
- * 

i-r.ev ij^b le  c a th a r s i s , . _ >

The s to ry  i s  v e i l  kr.oyv. th a t  Tufa i s - t h e  f ru o t  of an in c e s t 

uous a f f a i r . ( i n  Song of a . lo a t ) , The r e a l  but -lecherous f a th e r  i s  re ad ; 

so  i s  th e  rear who ought to  .naye re or. r .is . fat.ue.r, had-he, reer. ve teh t;f 

T ufa is*  th e r e f o r e ,  i  ■ ■ 1 *n vifiv V.  ̂ ^  V v iJvl t  J , J  . .0  \  S. V^I^. • t . r i b  vi! ^  *  >■ .* «0 »i » i

bixjcfo /  To h .s  31oo.<i"- (p * ' ; ) . I j  ; s  ..Nv ,r .e ra lly  reg a rd ed  a s 'a  r .fs -
'  ' V  '■“v  - . -*• -
fo r tu n e  g i r l ,  a v i rg in  fo r  th a t, n a t t e r ,  to  he r.arrieo . to  such a

mar.. D ib i r i  th  h is  d e ie rc iu o d  d au g h ter:

'' X • know you
Have s e t  your hea r: on th is  .uan. . ,

• * a• •. ,* •* v* « 4 * t ,•
;. • -Put consider the t a i n t , /

T h^ 'had^sap .tha t oust flow out " •'
fin one beughNinto the o th e r , no, p o llu te
The one stess t^dp really- is  standing  ■ • • •
*T<? bejir th e  'g r a f t ,  what w ill  become ‘ ' • . " s
Of- us- ' (p i eo)

fudged by fh^ moral' standards of T i t i ’s  so c ie ty , her choice of a

husband i s j  a t  b e s t, a haphazard one. "Only a g i r l  born of s la v e s  / .O r

found without--lier flower*, (p i ? l )  would fo o lh a rd ily  plunge in to  a a rr ia g e  
* ' ' 1 , k%

w ith  a'man of T u fa 's  lin e a g e . I t  would acfeunt. to a  "bitch." .‘g e tt ih g  •
- ‘ ' ' * v * '

m arried  to a -"mongrel," or to  a -"c u t w ithout p e d ig re e ."  Tookc, moved

by her sense e f  oa Je m a l re sp o n s ib ility -, s p e lls  out the reasons • fo r  h e r  .

% Cf. The, V in te r 's  T a le . IV. iv ,  92-97t

PQUXBSBt , You. awe, sweet maid,' We marry 
k  g en tle -sc ion  to the w ild est s t o c k ,- 
And make Conceive a bark of baser kind 
Ity bud o f nobler races t h i s . i s  an art  
Which does mend nature, change i t  rather, but 
The art i t s e l f  is ,n a tu re .
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disapproval of'suer. ar. i i  1-eater. -ir. a leng thy  passage, addressed to 

Tufa in  rag ing 'con tem p t:' 4

. -T

I'* ■ ‘ .

, - * • * ’  ̂* 1 
. Where, i f  you succee^ in  your, scheie ■ ' * .

• - ’ '.  Vould you'have takeh year Pride?, daughter ’■ ’■ t‘
Was brought up 'o r.'a  sound fam ily ' - ■
S tru c tu re , .the co st s o lid  in  a l l  'the D e lta , '' ' r

- ■ P ray , uha't m ctrer' have -you •
Po fa #  besr Welcome, 'sihg  '$pr beau ties?   ̂ Indeed • •

•’ Have you-the m other.or S is te r  to *
O ffer her hoaerV-r the t r ip le  soon ’ ‘ ■
Before the' bride-, moves to  her ovr. household?
Arid what fa th e r- in -law  had you-' in  s to re  • • , _,

' .  -.Tc shower my d au g h te r ,w ith -g if ts  th a t are - 
More th ah 'h e r  due , ' thejapiece of land to  farm,
Sot to  ta lk  o r  the 'u ab re lla  for- wife ■ ‘ .
And grandchildren to  take s h e l te r  i n i  . , .

• Wien;owls W at th e ,a i r ?  .. (pp» Tf” '? )  ■ / '

Under-normal circum stances, these loaded*, in su lt in g  questions.

' and -ptker arguments put-, fo r th  sc f a r  would dampen the g rea t enthusiasm.

■of any g i r l  who hopes to carry  a s tra n g e r  o f T u fa 's  o a s t, Put the
' - * \ e * 'Ivye-honour c o n flic t  whroh voids c re a te  ‘in  X iti i s  e a s i ly  and • '

'irrev o cab ly  reso lv ed /in  favour of 'c a rr ia g e  to Tufa. As proof o f her/-1 '

determ ination to  be "Tufa’s-w ife , dhe walks out or her parents,-, knowing .

f u lly  well. they, a re  a s ' re so lu te  in  th e i r  opposition  to  her choice of a

husband as  site is^ in  her decision  to  honour her pledge to  T ufai Slse'

ends u p 'b e in g 'sh o t dead by .her fa th e r" fo r  her i n t r a c t a b i l i t y ,  ,

■ . Considering the appeals o f D dbiri to  , ? i t f  and‘Uwtko‘s im-

passioned speech disapproving o f.T ufa , one would tend to  see Clarfc as

committed to  upholding a t ra d i tio n ^  But th is  v ie w .a lte rs  as soon as

one l i s t e n s  to  T u fa 's  la*entati<&  in  h is  dying speech:

For. I am .that unmentionable beast , '
Bom o f woman to b ro th e r and f u r  whoa b ro th e r 

r  , Drove b ro th e r •.to t e r r ib le  death . T h a t's  not ,

I
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A ll. My mother V-hA' thoy say engendered 
. »,. The seed,' on expul'sior.,,-o-i , i t  * w ithered .

‘in ' the a c t ,  ar.d i t  ‘was l e f t  of in  old wooac;'

•• . W ithout-w it to, pi:ok-3u?'up-v^ivi take ' , s
, In to  ano ther country* WfNv did she do i t ?  Or., . . ’

■' Why did she escape th e i r  s tra n g lin g  st- ut 
• • - f i r s t  cry? ■'. , * 1

'  •  *  '  *  *  •  *  *  «  *  ” •  •  '  '  ■* '  *

- • ?x;t I vr.cse conufg, . r i g h t  :rer.; d ecep tio n , '•
• Tp th is  apparent decep tion , has •

. Beer, the  . d ra in in g  o f  a l l - t h a t  was pure and ’ ' \
lo v e ly , how is  i t  -they l e f t  oe loose  ' . •

.To l i t  ten  such d e s tru c tio n ? .. (pp, 5c—d") '

.The iaage iy  o f the engendered seed, and* the aetaphjCr/of i t s  expulsion  ■

revea l th a t Thfa. himself., i s  aware of the .horai s lip , th a t  a ttended  h is

«cenceptipr. and' the i l le g i t im a c y  of h io  B irth.. ■ B *alIcing t i e  p re d i-  .

 ̂ earnert o f Tufai One tends to  sympathise- with, h i r  -ir. the above speech.
Ji. " ' * ’ - '

-A pparently , C lark ’ s sympathy l i e s  w ith  h is  p ro ta g o n is t i ;f  whose dying- 
1 , ’ ‘ * > ' * $ *

■ \ .words the- tragedy of«The Masquerade r e a c h e s 'i t s  clim ax. The darker i s  , 
\ ‘ ■ - ■ 1 1 - - 
, I th a t■,. once' the  a s s e r t io n  i s  made th a t  C lark’ s sympathy l i e s  w ith  Tufa,

a * . * ■ , i
, the tendency is  to  f e e l  that- the p layw righ t’ s t r a g ic  v i s io n . i s  d ire c te d

a.t subverting  the values'A nd B e lie fs  o f the t r a d i t io n a l  so c ie ty  ir.

.'which Tufa and T i t i  have cooe to  th e i r  d e s tru c tio n .

.G eoffery Brer®ton once asked whether a " tr a g ic  Vision*' i s -

n e c e s s a r i ly  a  "subversive* v is io n , and went on to a s s e r t  tfcat-, . -

. t h e a o a t  d i r e c t  in te n tio n a l cha llenge  to  e x is t in g  * \
s o c ie t ie s  o r s e c tio n s  of -it f s jo  l  a re  made through . \

, ,, s a t i r e  and comedy. ,  . . . i f  one i s  sim ply-look ing  for*  •
.su b v e rs iv e  v o ice s , th is  i s  the r ic h e s t  f i e l d  to  sx -  ' 

p i e r s .  Tragedy, on th is  coun t, can claim  no s o c i a l  •
. . r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  the .subversive view , ; i t  m ight,

. how ever,, be s a id  th a t  the  comic g en res  stiop sh o rt a t  *
the  more s u p e r f ic ia l  a sp ec ts  o f s o c ie ty , w hile only 

i tragedy i s  equipped to  challenge, th e  values behind
i W i n  s h o r t ,  i t s  gods. . I t  i s  doub tfu l i f  such a 

, '■challenge can be made w ithou t a  S p i r i t  and m i .
appearance o f ’h igh  se rio u sn ess* , th e  elemen? w ith

- - * A  y
y

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

i S x . '

7

1 ,

■ w hich 'tragedy ' i s  norm ally asso c ia ted  a,::.: which 
i t  reinfcrdes by .throwing in the.h igh est stak es— • 
human haf?irtess and human .liv e s  ,3^

V ieved;ir. the bight ef ? re r e to n 's  a s s e r t i c - ,  C la rk 's  v is ie -  of l i f e ,  as 

i t  su rfaces  ir. The Masquerade. c ar.no:- Vo regarded as be : :g .n . :v e r s iv e .  . 

Rather^ i t  im p lic i tly  questions th e 'v a l id i ty  of any vrudgaert?.'ra<Je from . 

any fixed.m oral s tan d p o in t upor. a mar f c r  tra n sg re ss io n s  committed in - ,  

..ad v e rten tly , or fo r any, V io la tio n s  f c r  vh io i he cannot ;u s tii '.ia b ly  be
' .  » ■ ■ '  tfc • . ‘

. he ld  re sp o n s ib le , ■ .

* The Masquerade is  C la rk 's  s im p les t, ye t most e f f e c t iv e  Sdlay 

in  i t s ’use of dom estic tragedy  to p ro je c t some fe a tu re s  of A frican 

c u ltu ra l  h e r i ta g e . ' The c o n f l ic ts  ir. the play—pare::t-daughter C o n flic t, 

and t r a d i t io n - f r e e  w ill  c o n f l ic t—ore worked, out to throw Ah i n d i r e c t , ' '  

though se r io u s , challenge a t  some of the values whioh'have fo r  so long

.been cherished  in  s o c ie ty . But a t u e  po in t ir. the p lay  does Clark
1 ’-> - • ' , ' 

impose h is  views on' the audience, •
. ‘ ‘ ■ ■ 4 '

. The three playwrights whose works are Examined in th is  
' - * 1 

chapter are' a l l  preoccupied with questioning th«/ r a tio n a lity  of some

aspects of the Nigerian cu ltu ra l heritage which are in ’ c o n f lic t  with

modern views o f nar. and h is  w orld , Janes She Henshaw Is  more e x p l ic i t  *
' d ■ • a

.than J ,  F . Clark: in  h ie  condemnation of c e r ta in , inhuaian p ra c t ic e s  in  

. p r e - l i t e r a te  Nigeria® s o c ie ty . But Henshaw's h a n d lin g .o f h is  p lo ts  . 

b e tra y s  h i i  amateurism as a p layw righ t, except' i n  Companion For A C hief 

where s ig n s ' Of improvement begin to  appear, Even th en , Henshaw i s  s t i l l

^  1 , B re rs to n , P r in c ip le s  o f Tragedy (London* RouHedge A I ,  
Pawl, 1968), p. 7 2 , ^  . *

* .. •
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ou tc lassed  b'i, Voth Clark -and ‘Zulu Sofola in th e ir-  exp ;c  ra t-o r. of
' '  ■■ , ** .

,-aspects of the oessaonplace tner.e of oultart. C orf; i c t . . -diari. estffyes as
r  * ' ■ . ■' 1 1 ' f ^  ^

■ . th e  :r.ost successfu l of* the -Chive playw rights i r  :;;s  .in te g ra tio n  oJf 
«> u, ' .’ ; .

la iw aate  hi.'d ac tio :: to  achieve a r iv c o r iV-iwciO e f fe c t  ::. The y,asuue“
i • .* *' ■ - '  '

rade . hut Sofola*$ s k i l l f , . l  Mere, ir.y of c h a ra c te r s ',x y  .Ualo.cer or.

fy arU lio l e x tra tio n s  rocoEsr.Onas Wea.eok of tr.o Zoos very hiftr.iy.

Altlicu*;h o i l  . th e f iv e  plays' stuc.ied m  th is  ch ap te r are eel

ir. coenudii ire s  undergo 1:1̂  o n e .fe re  Cf t ra n e i 't io r  Cr .me th e r  ir.‘ the 
* ’ * ’

• p a c t, .uta deal w ith  eos&ohplace thetr.es th a t tend to have 1 r-e-'t/ the 1 r .

. p o p u la r ity ' ir. recen t works of A frican a u th o rs , one cannot f a i l  to

. reoo^tnite tiie s-i*5u .fioan f p o s it io n  they occupy ir. the develcp*r.e,nt of „
• ( e ' • ■

ooaem  A frican l i t  e ra  t  or e . T hey-pro jec t ,the c o l le c t iv e  experience cl'-
\  K '  '  ■ -  *  • 1 *

a people who have reached a sta .:e  in  the process of growth ch arac te r

ised  by the s .tru ^ le , of a n ta g o n is tic  ideas and :\> n » s . The respTution

. of ’the ensuing c u ltu re  c o n f l ic ts  u su a lly  r e f l e c t s  tr.e old order ir. *» *■
t * - *

t r a n s i t io n ,  .y ie ld in g  p la ce to. the  new. S im ila r ly , the c u ltu re  c o A 'i ic t

th a t  pervades these p lays has now been -replaced in  modern A frican  works
' - 0

of l i t e r a tu r e  with: nore t io e le s s  themes as^w ill be Seen.ir. the yluya 
. ,

-which are  s tu d ied  n ex t., '
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CHAPTER POUR .

MODERN Aff> TIMELESS THMSS

■ TH  ̂ general d r i f t  o f  recen t works o f A frican  l i t e r a tu r e
* of

w ritte n  ir.- E nglish  is  a liv ing : proof th a t ar. in c reas in g  number Ai'rioar.
‘ ’ '* h

c re a tiv e  w r ite rs  are  emerging as <f̂ e Conscience of,coders; so c ie ty  

ra th e r  than remaining as ex p la in e rs  of A frica  to  A fricans and to  thf* 

w orld. Themes, o f enduring and u n iv ersa l - q u a l i t ie s ,  l ik e  the f a l l ib i -  

„ l i t y  of human n a tu re , s o c ia l  And p o l i t ic a l ,  e v i l s ,  th.e tra g ic  v is io n  of 

avail .md h is  world, and the astoundipg paradoxes and absurd ; tjfbs oV
; k . * * , i '  '

l if e >  n'owforr. the b as is  fo r a g rea t amount of recen t Ui go risen l i t e r a 

tu re  of English exp ressio n ,. 1 .
 ̂ • o

The most' common manner ir. which those themes are  e f f e c tiv e ly  ,
v e •  * j

explored is  s a t i r e ,  be i t  through d i r e c t  in v ec tiv e ,, «£• i ro n ic a l  moral

i s in g  c r i t i c i s m  An attem pt w ill be a»de, th e re fo re , „in  the f i r s t  

- p a rt  of th is  chapter to  examine th ree  p lays by Henshaw which a re  basicr 

a l ly  moral ic ing  o r i t ic i s a *  In th.e l a t t e r  p a r t ,  .one play by Osof i san 

and two by Clark w ill be examined to  reweal the p lay w rig h ts ' t ra g io

v is io n  of t h e i r  so c ie ty  and of l i f e  g e n e ra lly .
#

( i )  M oralising  C ritic ism : \

There i s  in Henshaw a ftron g .d esire  to see some kind of 

^change in  h is 's o c ie ty . His aversion for the so c ia l e v i l s  of h is  tidtg?

m otivates him to attempt so c ia l reform through h is  s a t ir ic a l  p lays.
'  '  "  ’

The siiccess of these plays in. which he inveighs against objectionable
" * •

human behaviour depends not necessarily on whether they e ffe c t  the
*

desired socia l change or not, but on the effectiven ess of Henshav,'3 art
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of generations plays A support mg rolV tc  Uv th e r e o f  uorai decadence r ; 

Henishaw crea tes  a  dram atic c i t ja t io n  m  which ;e th  tj.*> "offended"
a  , « ■ '

(Okorie) and the "offenders".(A rob,and 0,'ina) a re 'e q u a lly  g u ilty  o f
( '  . - :

dubious q o fa ls . What nakoc those three "characters and tV  s itu a tio n  »
* \  *

* ' in  which they are involved p lausib le  is  the. f ia e l i ty  of tIve playwright

^ ^  to the ac tual l i f e  of h is t i r e .  Indolent youths who* lik e  Arob §nd 1 ‘

Ojima, adv aab itio u s  fo r  easy Vealth c o n s titu te  a la rge  proportion, of
* * • ' • • ' . ' - . ' J ' t

j - < the eross-sec^ ton  of the n id  twentieth-^century human sc e n e 'in  N ig e ria .

\ The .old age a t  youths lik e  these .can hardly be d if fe re n t f ro r  th a t of
f  ,  _ . , , . ■ .. .  . . . . .
i. Okorio. He who spends h is.you th  in  s lo th fu l  -Vagrancy is  bound to be-1

’ * ■ ' ' ' - . ‘ f  ' ■ ■ ' '
p o v erty -strik en  in h is ol‘d age. This is  th e -ac ra l lessor, th a t l ie s

« ’ •> , '  °  - 
*'* ' . ' t beneath the so c ia l c r i t ic is m  In The Jewels of the S h rine , ,Tut, ra th e r
f r ' n  « < > *w ‘ l ^ i
t than emerging as a tour da. fo rc e , the s o c ia l ’c r i t ic is m  -in the  play
‘ ' * ‘ . ‘ -

limps p a th e tic a lly , particu la rly*  in  the end, because of the question-
/ . * ' ‘09 'r > '

able d ispensation  of ju s t ic e  which defeats the vefl? acra l, re c titu d e
e • ‘ ■* ’

th a t the. overa ll s a t i r i c  tone of the comedy s tr iv e s  to  advocate.

■ t f  Henshaw's a tte m p t.to  present the c r i s i s  po in t of the sto ry

■, of Okqrie and h is g r ^ |s o n s  hardly g e ts  o ff  the ground throughout the

play , -The ro le  of the S tranger a t the e n d o f  the play h a s . l i t t l e  o r ,

no dram atic link  w ith h is  dialogue w ith Okorie when the play opens,
•  * * *

When the S tranger leaves Okorie ea rly  in  the p lay , the l a t t e r  bids h is

’ s tra n g e r-fr ie n d  fa re w e ll, and addst " I f  you c a l l  again and I aa a l iv e ,
* ’  1 'i  *

! I w ill  welcome yqu back" (p . 1x1). An a d d itio n a l "Don't, fo rg e t what we

'.  . ■ . . ■ - -»
' In  This la  Our Chance, "pp. )>»58..

V " ' rr ~r ’ /
"■ . -i • > . . . *  •*

' . ’ } * • ' C;-
~ * ‘ *

j ■■■ -  ‘ ■
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> •- «>

have ju s t  d iscu ssed " 'w o u ld  have"dropped the  h in t  th a t  a d e a l has been- • 

s tru c k  between Okorie and \he. S tra n g e r . As i t  i s ,  th e ',d ia lo g u e  b e tray s  

a m issing  link-w hich., had i t ib e e n  su p p lied , would have made th e - r e tu r n
t * \

of the S tranger more p la u s ib le . ,

' The s t r u c tu r e ,  th e  d ram atic  d ia lo g u e , and th e  scene o f d i s 

covery  in  the  p lay  ^ r e  flaw ed by Henshaw’s ih e p tn e s s ,-a n d  by h is ,

s a c r i f i c e  of* dram atic  e f fe c ts -  fo r  a-m oral le s so n . • D esp ite  i t s  s h o r t -  •* • . v* » m
‘.comings, however, The Jew els o f th e  S jirine i s  no t a  complete f a i l u r e ’ on

th e  stage,.. Perhaps th e  most s ig n i f i c a n t  s ta tem en t in  the. p lay  which •,

. im p l ic i t ly  condemns Okorie is  the uncompleted b e n e d ic t io n 's ta r te d  by •

him: *"May God— " (p . 5U). O bviously, thffe incom plete p ra y e r fn d io a te s

^the p ass in g  of O korie. I t s  r e a l  s ig n ifican c e ,-  however, l i e s  in  th e .

f a c t  th a t  Qkorie i s  a d e c re p it ,- c u n n in g  rogue. Such a w ily  c h a ra c te r

cannot d ie  w ith  a genuine b le s s in g  on h is  l i p s .  Whether Henshaw
- • ' * 

in tends th is , perception o£ Okorie, ’or no t, i t  i s  a strong'..point in  the

c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  of th e  s e n i le  o ld  man.'
♦ ’

Scene iv  is  probably the most su c ce ss fu l ' of the fou r scenes

in  th e  p la y . A t ru ly  comic in c id e n t- - th e  f i g h t  between Arob and Ojima

' ’ ' * * '* 'over who did more fo r  QkOrie (pp. 55-56)—saves the play from being a

to ta l  bore. The f u t i l e  f ig h t  rev ea ls  the two grandsons a t  the peak of

th e i r  e x p e c ta tio n s , and makes- th e i r  shocking disappointm ent in  the 'end

more p a th e tic  than i t ,  would .otherwise have been. ’

' Viewed as a popular 'comedy which should be taken l ig h t ly ,

. . The Jewels of the Shrine would have been .more e ffe c tiv e  as a so c ia l

s a t i r e  had Henshaw endeavoured to extend the r id ic u le  to  Okorie.. As'
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b ig  a  joke, as the -play may be, the exposure, and downfall of Okorie 

(the  modified "Volpone" of the p'lay) would, have l i f t e d ai t  above the 

plane o f , m ediocrity . Of course, i t  has to  be adm itted that, th e  play 

i s  only a  fa rc e  wi-th a m ildly in s tru c t iv e  p o in t. '

, Henshawfs th ird  p lay , A Man of C haracter. 2 w ith a l l  i t s  

f a u l t s ,  i s  no‘t  any more successfu l a so c ia l c r i t ic is m  than The - Jewels ' J 

of .the Shrine-. Set in  a f i c t i t i o u s  West African»towft, the p lay  t r e a t s '  

the c o n f l ic t  between open hdhesty and "get-riob-quifek" co rru p tio n . '

Perhaps the most e f fe c tiv e  treatm ent of th is  theme in. A frican l i t e r a 

tu re  fco date  i s  in  Ayi Kwei Armah's s o c io -p o li t ic a l  s a t i r e  The Beauty- 
. *  * •* , -* ' 

f u l  Ones Are Not Yet Born- (1968). The v icious s a t i r e  in  th is  novel

bo ld ly  o u ts tr ip s  Henshaw’s m ild ,a ttac k  on co rrup tion  in  h is  p lay . : ’ - ’ |

Axworthy observes - th a t  in  A Man of. C haracter Henshaw ’'draws ._  — 1 • , .
% * ' *

l iv e ly  ch arac te rs  and g ives them w itty  th ings to  say;, but h is  d id a c tic  

zeal sometimes, tre a d s  heav ily  on h ie  wit.'*-3 What th is  percep tive  

statem ent overlooks-is  th a t  Henshaw's ch a rac te rs  .’a re  not always con- . " '

v incing . The c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  of Ayodele i s 'a ,c a s e  in  point* Her • 

decision  to walk- ou t on her husband fo r  re fu s in g -a  t r i b e  from Anosse ' 

c o n tra d ic ts  h e r declared  adm iration fo r  Kobina' s  u p r ig h tn e ss . This . • 

c re a te s  the im pression th a t  Henshaw i s  a poor inven to r of c h a ra c te rs .

When Kopiechi and^Diyego put in  appearance in  K obina's houe'e, fo r

ins.taiice^K pbina o f fe rs  them ^Whiskyj g in , or. brandy" (p -. ,  76). I f

2 ’ ,  ’ • '  ’
In  ThiB I s  Our Chance, pp. 59-93.

3 • : ‘ .. ' ■ • • ■1 ’ :
0 . J .  Axworthy, A rev iew ‘.of A Mart o f C haracter. Ibadan. - •

No. 1 (1957)., 28. , . ■ ----------------------------  ----------

{

• <

■ , i
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Kobina can .e n te r ta in  very im portant guests  w ith  these d rin k s , he can' 

hard ly  be l iv in g  the  Wretched l i f e  the  audience- are, m ade'to be lieve  he 

does by Serirtya.and Anosse (o r Henshaw?); ^

What be trays Henshaw's amateurism more obviously than the

d e p ic tio n  of h is. c h a rac te rs  in - th is  p lay  i s  h is  use of a,second p lo t
• . ' • ■ • ' • • - . ;  ' ‘ , '  1 i

which f a i l s  to  serve as a su b -p lo t. Henshaw abandons,the. honesty-, - • j

co rrup tion  c o n f l ic t  once Ayedele- walks out of her m atrim onial home.

•Instead o f 're so lv in g  .the c o n f l ic t  between Kobina and h i s  fam ily by

v ind ica ting . Kobina*? -honesty and exposing the co rru p tio n  o f the o thers

rid icu le ,;. HerfshaW in troduces an e n t i r e ly  d iffe re n t"  p lo t—the th e f t  r

of £^00 from -the pub lic  sa fe—to' prove K obina's innoc'ence and honesty.

This second-.plot i s  so loo^p ly  linked  w ith the ' primary p lo t  th a t, i t  i s  '

po ssib le  to  is o la te  two independent p lo ts  in  the  p lay . N either p lo t

can be acclaimed as e f f e c tiv e ly  handled. The one i s  abandoned while •
i ' ■ i ■

the o thgr i s  considerably  contrived .. This weakens the s tru c tu re  of the
* ‘ ' ’ /  v ’ - ■>'

play alm ost to  the p o in t of d is in te g ra tio n ;  and. the  c r i t i c a l  voice 

lo ses  i t s  power with such a weak s tru c tu re*

For a play which successfu lly  b len d s. the comic w ith  the 

s a t i r i c ,  and keeps the audience laughing most of the evening in  the - 

th e a tre , one must tu r n 'to  D inner For Promotion.*1 Though no t w ithout 

i t s  own wfeak p o in ts , -th is  p lay .deserves a  c lo se r, look than both. The . .

Jewels; of the Shrine and A Man of Character.

In  Act 1 , Henshaw‘exposes the."antecedent f in a n c ia l  problems 

fac in g  Tileku aiid Seyi.1. This enables ‘us to  see a so c ie ty  in  which. , ‘ -

‘ -  K  s  ' .

- 4 (London: Univ. .of-London P re ss , 1967) .  ’/  ■

; ’ •; ’ '• ' - j • ' V
r‘ , ■ ' ■ ' • > 1
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, co rrup tion ' and its  many a tten d an t i l l s  3 *  a  fu n c tio n  of economic, 

f a c to rs .  I t  i s  in  th is  opening.Act th a t  the s a t i r i c  and comic tones 

th a t  pervade the play are e s ta b lis h e d . Bor in s ta n c e , Henshaw-creates 

a oomic s itu a tio n , in  which S ey il asks Toru fo r  a k is s  (p . 21). The' :

• “' ‘ .dialogue between, the two co n cern in g -S ey il's  req u es t would be 'recognized  

by the N igerian audience as Henshaw's s a t i r e  on the " fo re ign"  c u ltu re -- ' 

o f k is s in g , as-'b lind ly  im ita ted  by the  young educated ones who. are ‘ 

in fluenced  by the k i'ss in g 'scen es  th°ey watch in  the. movies.

Among the more se rio u s  so c ia l i l l s  which Hertshaw condemns in  

h is  p la y - is  the p ra c tic e  of issu in g  fa lse -ch eq u es . In  Serika's re fu sa l 

,of a cheque from^his two in so lv e n t te n a n ts ,. Tikku and S e y il, the joke 

on " ru b b e f-b a ll cheques"-can hard ly  be m issed. ' Although Henshaw' a 

- s a t i r e  i s  predom inantly mild i n  th is  p lay , the playwright succeeds in  

exposing to  rid-icule many of 'the so c ia l i l l s  in  h is  s o c ie ty . ' One of 

the im p re ss iv e ‘s a t i r i c a l ,  th ru s ts  has fo r  i t s . t a r g e t  the  moral dep rav ity , 

of the boss in  the- o f f ic e . T o ru 's  dialogue with h e r  lo n g -lo s t and "

, newly re tu rned  a fito r-lo v e r, Koyeh,- provides the s a t i r i c  .comment. ■ Toru 

has jj is t  l e f t  her- s e c re ta ry - ty p is 't  job because h e r  boss always wanted 

. her to  s i t  on h is  lap  (p . 29). This i s  an obvious g i b e a t  highly  

placed' ■officers whof .take advantage o f th e i r  female w orkers' need, fo r
' * \ * * ’ t (W

.job se c u r ity  and advancement .to coerce them in to  a n 'a f f a i r .
i " ‘ • i ' *

T o ru 's  account of her unemployment days a lso  rev ea ls  the 

•p ligh t of the. job -hun ter in  Nigeria*

Cf. Mann&n' e p lig h t in  -J. C. .de (JrAft, Sops and Daughters 
(London* O .-U .P ,,, 1961+). ‘ * /

• J
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TOEUi Then I  d r i f te d  a l l  over the  p la c e . ' Always «
passed th e . in terv iew  hut never g o t the job . .
Something always-went wrong. I n  one ' ease  they., 
sa id  I  had f a i le d  my n te d ic a l .- B ut I  knew I  had " . 
passed . , •

^  . KOYEB? W asn't i t  c o n fid e n tia l?  ,, »
TOHUs Yes, bu t the  good d oc to r showed me the r e s u l t

' • befo re  p u ttin g  i t  in  the c o n f id e n tia l  envelope, (p . 30)

To secure a j a b ’in  N igeria  of the f i f t i e s  and s ix t i e s ,  i t ,w a s  not?-

enough to  be q u a lif ie d  fo r  the  p o s t. One a lso  had to  have a  .big

„b ro th e r , ox b e 'p rep ared  to  "grease" the* palm of the  r e c ru i t in g  o fficer,-

o r , i f  the  ap p lic an t’ was a young lady , very- o ften  she had to 'b e  p re -  .

pared to  y ie ld  to* the advances o f  p ro spec tive  em ployers. Very r a r e ly

was a p o s it io n  f i l l e d  w ith o u t,th e  "su ccessfu l"  a p p lic a n t having been

drawn in to 'o n e  form- of co rru p tio n  o r ano ther. I t  i s  th is  form of

nepotism  and- corruption., th a t  Henjjiaw r id ic u le s  through th e  Toru-Koyeh

dialogue c ite d  above.

,  ‘ The s tre n g th  of D inner f o r .Promotion l i e s  i n / i t s  d ram atic  

d ia lo g u e . Bpweve-r, the-power of the, s a t i r e  is  lim ite d -b y  the  a u th o r 's  ■ 

m ildness. Henshaw's c r i t i c a l  vo ice lack s  the-em otional potency th a t

one f in d s  in  Soyinka, o r even in  Femi O so fisan ,. b u t h is  in d ig n a tio n  a t
9 • ’ * ‘ '

the f o l l i e s  and f r a i l t i e s  o f -h is  people i s  .quite c le a r ,

. 1 I t  i s  worth n o ting  th a t  d ialogue i s  n o t the  only fe a tu re

th a t  d is t in g u is h e s  Dinner. For Promotion from Henshaw's o th e r comic 

p lays i n  which he c r i t i c i z e s  th e  s o c ie ty , The appearance of the  oharac- 

" t e r s ^ l s o  provokes some d e r is iv e  lau g h te r  among the aud ience. The, d i s -  . 

gu ise  o f  Toru a s  "A lice" i s  a case in  p o in t. According to  th e .s ta g e , 

d ire c tio n *  "She wears a la rg e  o versized  b lack wig which covers most of 

he r face  and wt^loh con tinues as j |  p ig* -ta il long enough to  reach  he r
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. ■ \  *1.

se& f^ ( p .  5-3). The genera l appearance of "A lice n 1b .designed-to poke"1
‘ * - ' ' fun  a t  la d ie sw h o , in  th e i r  w igs, look awkward and r id ic u lo u s  though

they s t r iv e  to  look so p h is tica ted *  She i s  indeed a c a r ic a tu re  of the

modern, *"w estern ized” N igerian  lad ies- in  b ig  c it ie s 'w h o  end up as

laughing stocks when they parade' them selves down the s t r e e t  as models
t - %

of new tre n d s  in  fash io n .

-A fter.an W ening  f u l l  o f laugh ter-p rovok ing  in c id e n ts  and the 

exposure^ of the in tr ig u e s  and c o u n te r - in tr ig u e s  which p ra c t ic a l ly  ru in  

Tikku’s  and S e y il’s d inner fo r  prom otion, and a f t e r  the c h a ra c te r is t ic 

a l ly  Senshavian_untangling of the knots*, t,he comedy fo ld s  up w ith Toru’s

announcement o f  her s e c re t  wedding to  Koyfeh, p rov id ing  a happy ending 
■ - - *’ ' 

tq  the p la y . . B inner For Promotion provides a- p le a sa n t evening during

which the audience- are  given a glimpse of them selves. .The p layw right 

takes a long view of the p l ig h t  o f poor, c i ty  dw elle rs  in  modern N iger

i a ^  s o c ie ty , and attem pts a m ild ly  shocking expos£. of human“fo jfliee  and 

f r a i l t i e s ,  G ranted, Henshaw-1 s view pf the, poverty  of low-income c i ty
. -a ' « i

dw elle rs  in  h is  p lay  hard ly  ranks w ith ' th e  hard  look which b, p layw right1
. * » ' -

l ik e  Errol John takes a t the agohy o f  the poor in  Trinidad fn Moon, on 

a Rainbow Shawl. N evertheless, Henshaw’s play i s  as revea lin g  o f the 

laughable so c ia l i l l s  that po.verty may prompt fru strated  young people 

to perpetrate in  modem Nigerian so c ie ty  a& John’s  play iB of the p i t i - .  

able p lig h t o f some West Indian, commuiii/ti^s^ At the same -time, by
* ‘ /' ' * f* ' * • *

putting the words ,ih the mouth of the ta lk a tiv e  IJria, Henshaw BatirizeB  

the rich  (represented by Sipo) who use, or abuse, th e ir  wealth and 

p osition s o f power to hinder the advancement o f the poor in  soo iety:

. '  n
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I f  you are having a d in n e r  te  g e t something -frd-m u s ,' 
tken you a re  w asting your tim e, because people l ik e  
us who have found our way to  the top can be ungrate—

• '■ f u l ,  you know. ; . .Some of us-had to., s tru g g le  so -- . <,
hard th a t  by the tirpe. we’g e t to  the top we have be
come so d i s s a t i s f ie d  th a t  no th ing  can r e a l ly 'p le a s e  ;

- u s . ' _ (PP* 66-6?)

‘ The im pressive tj^ing about- Dinner For Promotion is  the' p lay-, 

w rig h t’s a b i l i t y  to  assemble to g e th e r a v a r ie ty  of (characters picked 

from a c rp a s -se c tio n  of the so c ie ty :  the young s p e n d th r if t  whose ambi

t io n  f o r  easy w ealth  d r iv e s  him- in to  chronic  in so lvency ,, the  w ealthy ' 

businessman, the in d e fa tig a b le  r e n t  (o t  debt)^collector.w hose*m ethod^of 

o p e ra tio n .a p p a re n tly  d e riv e s  from the yOgomalo11' group o f t r a d e r s ,  the

^nagging s is te r - in - la w , and e ld e r ly  people and t h e i r  id io sy n c ra c ie s .f 
. \

There i s  ample evidence from the  th re e  p lays tre a te d  above

t h a t - Henshaw considers h im self as a ’’physic ian" to. h is  so c ie ty  , th a t

he s e ts  h im s e lf  the ta sk  of purging i t  o f  what he "d iagnoses".as. s o c ia l

and moral i l l s  through h is  p lay s .-  Although th ese  p lays a re  e s s e n t ia l ly

comic, they con ta in  ex tensive  s a t i r i c a l  comments on contemporary

so c ie ty , im p l ic i t  as ha makes h ia  s o c ia l - c r i t ic i s m ,in  these  p la y s , ' - •

Henshaw emerges more a comedian than  a  s a t i r i s t .  Yet th e  lim ite d  s o c ia l '

s a t i r e  i n  h is  p lays deserves to  be d iscussed  even i f  only as a  p relude .

to  the  d isc u ss io n  of more se rio u s  works by more ta le n te d  p layw rights

l ik e  Oaofi&an and C lark , in  which the t ra g ic  view of so c ie ty  i s  more 
* ■ ’ - *r . 

profound than Henshaw'e v is io n . , , , '

g  -

Wiese i t in e r a n t  I j§ sa  tra d e rs  were .no ted  f o r  t h e i r  un 
re m itt in g  pa tien ce  a s  they s a t  in  a crouching position^ a t  the doors o f 
t h e i r  deb to rs  u n t i l  the  money owed them was f u l ly  paid  up. They would 
r e s o r t - to  any. a n t to  d is tu r b  the- peace Of t h e i r  deb to r*  so  as to  -hasten 
the  payment of t h e i r  money. . >

■i
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.. C reative a r t i s t s  who. g iv ^  expression- to th e i r  tra g ic , view of 
. ‘ * v ,k* • . \  ‘ . * * '

I j f e  o ften  share w ith s a t i r i s t s  a disenchantm ent w ith the  world around

them. What d is tin g u ish e s  -the s a t i r i s t  from those who a r t i c u la te  a
<’* '  ,• - ’ ' '■ •..tragic vision of- man and his World'is -the tone of their condemnation of'

- ' • . v ‘ • ■ < /  
so c ia l  e v i l s .  Very o fte n , how ever,’the d ram atization  of the tragedy  of

man and his .werld is interspersed with .venomous satiric comments which

a re  designed to  heighten th e 'a u d ie n c e 's  t ra g ic  sense on seeing the-

tragic consequences of some of their‘own frailties presented on .the
*

.stage. When prdperly introduced, such comments have the effect of pro- 

Viding a more sustained catharsis. This is the case, particularly, in- 

. Femi •QsofisanrS'A Restless Run of Locusts.̂' .
\ ' fOsofisan's play is-a serious indictment, of political mal-'

♦
p ra c tic e s  in  N igeria , The tragedy of the play i s  that., o f  the' e n t i r e

' - ’ ‘ * 1 1 » * ‘
. n a tio n , brought about by a system of government th a t  is  ae a lie n  to  the

people as the language of the c o lo n ia liB ts  who in troduced the p o l i t ic a l

system in to  the so c ie ty . Id  th e .p la y , Osofisan s e ts  out to  expose and

to condemn in strong termfe the deplorable intrigues of Nigeria's former

p a rtisa n  p o l i t ic ia n s  J rep resen ted  by Chief M ichael Kuti, and Sanda.

Adeniyi-. But the p lay w rig h t's  task  in  th e  play transberids th a t  o f the

s a t i r i s t  because the focus of h is  a t te n tio n  l i e s  in  the t ra g ic  con*

. sequences of .the p o l i t i c a l  in tr ig u e s  he condemns; and the t ra g ic  note

i s  re in fo rced  by th e tp la y v r ig h t 's  e f fe c tiv e  use o f inveo tives  arid pro*.

. vocative irony .

■ ' •' 7 ’ •  ̂ ‘
(Ibadan: Onibonoje Press, 1975)* ' , '

i

!■
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■' I  : The p lay  opens ( in  Drama One) w ith Sanda Adeniyi ly in g  • 

wounded and unconscious in  the co rner of a room that* i s ' i p  complete, 

d is a r ra y .-  Sandy's co n d itio n  exposes th e 'th u g g e ry  and v io lence  th a t  i

u su a lly  a ttended  e le c tio n e e rin g  campaigns, and the p a r t is a n  p o l i t i c a l  /■
' \  *

r iv a l r y  i n  N igeria  before the m il i ta ry  coup erf January 1966. _Qn . 

recovering  frottf h is  uncpnsoious s ta te  Sanda d is c lo s e s :  ;
4 ' .  * * ’ 6 >

' > .Sanda: (Coming back in to  the room) .  You want \to
. f know what happened here," so 1 w i l l ; t e l l  you.

. , • ‘ No, ;-it was not- a hurricane that swept th is
. .p lace and knocked things a l l  oyer. No, i t  was

•_ n ot'th e  wind., I t  was. your fa th er’ s thugs I
/\ Iyabo: , No, th a t's  not truel -

» Sanda: I s n 't  i t?  They swooped on us before we ^  .
_ ' ooul’d" defend, ourselv'es. They, were mapy and.

< ’ • ■ • v^ll-armed.-' We had no chance. You'can see
■ , ’ 'th e -resu lts  y o u rse lf . , >• _ (p. 3)

• ■ , At f i r s t  One. may charge .that i t  betrays poverty of invention
x  ■ ' '  .  ’ ’ *

. t ' . - to  open the play with Sanda irt h is  serious con d ition  while his. brotherj
t  ' t * * *  4

, j who-was a lso  a vietim  of the same K u ti-in etiga ted  thuggery, is  reported

to. have been taken* away for  emergency treatment a t  the h o sp ita l. Itj

,mâ ' be argued that the Party Leader's "Ah, Sanda, you're upt" (p . 3) »

. provides enough evidence that he was aware of Sanda*s con d ition , but

in ten tio n a lly  chose to  leave him unattended. However, a carefu l’ look 

■ * , a t  the iron ic  tone in  the play reveals that the design of the opening.

scene i s  of v i ta l  s ign ifican ce  to  the structure of the tragedy* The
* ' ‘ * * * . ' f „

J , , ..point seems to be "save the party 's candidate f i r s t ;  i t  dose not matter

.who e ls e  may be in  danger of death." In the p re-m ilitary  regime, the
' ' ' * ' u

. party was supreme and therefore the en d -a ll of a l l  p o l i t ic a l  a f fa ir s .
• 1 1

. .  " )  The emphasis ir o n ic a lly  placed on the party as the only rea l thing

that matters d oveta ils  with the ending of the" play where the sane

1 !
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concept is. evoked to  demand co ld ly  th e  f o r f e i tu r e  of the  .terms of 

Sanda's oath of a lle g ia n c e  to  the p a r ty , ffhis i s  one p f , th e  p o l i t i c a l  

a t r o c i t ie s ,  which O sofisan d e c rie s  in  h is  p lay . •

DraSna; One %- very sh o rt scene which s e ts  the tone , of con

f l i c t  an d , ten sion  underly ing  p o l i t i c a l  r iv a lry  during  th e -e le c ^ id n s  

the p arliam en t in  th e 'p la y . I t  a lso  exposes the open c o n fro n ta tio nv  ■, \ * ' . •
t h a t  lead s  to  the tragedy  .of both the Adeniyi and the K uti f a m ilie s . 

The b it- te r  iro n y  in  “tfiis  opening scene makes more g la r in g  the mal

p ra c tic e s  Of p o l i t ic ia n s  and the repercussions of these  on in d iv id u a ls  

on fa m ilie s , and on' the n a tio n ,

! The r iv a l ry  between the p o l i t i c a l  p a r t ie s  to  which^ the  

•Adeniyis and Chief K u ti b e lo n g 'is  a  microcosm of the  nation-w ide p o li

t ic a l ,  r iv a l r y ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  among tp e .fo rm er th re e  major p o l i t i c a l '  

p a r t ie s  and th e i r  A llie s  during ^he c iv i l i a n  ru le  e ra . In  the  p lay , 

the  immediate e v i l  e f f e c t  of such a& rivalry  i s  dem onstrated through 

the r e la t io n s h ip  between. Sanda pf the  Adeniyi camp and Iyabo, jfeughter 

o f Chief K u t i , d e v o t e d  l i t e r s  a re  s e t  %  a g a in s t the  o th e r by 

p a r t is a n  _ p o litic p *

• Iyabo* D on 't you/love me* again? Have you 
fo rg o tte n  mar a lready? , L is te n , leave  my 

■ f a th e r  and Arour b ro th e r  to  t h e i r  f ig h t in g .
'„Jt does no/e concern u s . We have love . 
v D on 't l e t / t h e i r  h a tre d  contam inate ub.

Sandat Tunde 's h a ll  be. avenged! Go aw a/ijfoS --. 
a re  no th ing  to  me now b u t ,my- amais r r B ~
daughf& rr-— _

8 l *These were the N orthern Peoples Congress (N. P , C .) , the 
Aotidn Group (A. G .) , and the N ational Council of N igerian  C itizen s  
(N. C. N,
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Iyabo: (Broken) No, no. Say you s t i l l  love me.
Say y ou 're  s t i l l  my Sandal s

Sanda: Go away. Your Sanda i s  dead. Your ’ 
r ' j  f a th e r  k i l le d  him too . (p . 1*)

Under normal b ireum stances, the love between Sanda'and Iyabo sgCuld

r e f l e c t  the f r ie n d ly  re la tio n s h ip  between the  .Kuti and Adeniyi fa m ilie s .

Hoveyer, p o l i t ic s  has so s e t  the two fam ilie s  one ag a in s t the o th er

th a t  i t  now th rea ten s  the -romance-of the young lo v e rs . The dialogue

between Sanda and Iyabo c ite d  above seems to  make the p o in t th a t  love
c ** '

..conquers d l l  except p o l i t ic a l  enmity. I f  the love, between Sanda and '
* ♦

Iyabo cannot .reconcile  th e i r  fa m ilie s , i t  should a t  le a s t  be given a

chance to- grow d esp ite  p o l i t i c a l  enmity, as Iyabo pleads w ith Sanda.

'V  . pj?0m the . experiences of the Adeniyi and Kuti fa m ilie s , the
' ' ' *

, audience get a ta ste  of the national chaos which sworn p o l it ic a l  enmity •
^  >  i

i.s capable o f engendering. » ‘
* y

In h is  attem pt to  expose the tragedy o f p o l i t i c s  in  N igeria ,

O sofisan i s o la te s  a few s p e c if ic  m alp rac tices , and o ften  assumes the

stance  of a s a t i r i s t ,  as i s  m anifest in  the fo llow ing  d ialogue:
< * •

Sanda: Yea we sh a ll go on! . . .T e ll your
fa th er , he may win, he may reach parliament,
but he w ill have to pass f i r s t  over my dead
bodyl !

Iyabo: Sanda, you! - i
- Sanda: Yes, me. Ab from th is  moment i f  the Leader !

, w il l  agree, I am going' to replace my brother
on the soapbox. I am go in g .to  stand in  h is  
place.

Party Leader: " Hurray! Take my hands boy! Thank X
• • ywxT’thank you. I was afraid that we'd

never find another candidate to match him. . . ,(p . 5)-

Skoda i s  a self-nominated cahdidate approved of executively  by the

Party Leader. The opinion of the party caucus does not seem to count.
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This indeed i s  an example of an  undemocratic p rocess of nom inating a 

cand idate  f o r 'e l e c t io n .  I r r e g u la r i t i e s  l ik e  t h i s ,  o r the kidnapping 

of r iv a l  can d id a tes ,, o r ■the ■flagrant r ig g in g  of e le c tio n  r e s u l t s  were 

‘the ro o t causes of the d isa s tro u s  coup of 15 January 1$6^, and o f the. 

th re e -y e a r  c iv i l  war and carnage th a t  alm ost destroyed  N ig e ria . When 

O sofisan assumes the stance  of the s a t i r i s t ,  however, h is  in te n t  is  

n o t n e c e s sa rily  to provoke any d e ris iv e  lau g h te r among the audience. 

R ather, he i s  i ro n ic a l ly  emphasizing how f o l l i e s  l ik e  slogan, chanting 

*>y the masses who hard ly  know what they are  shouting  f o r ,  the black

m ailing  of p o l i t i c a l  ‘r iv a l s ,  and o th e r  dep lo rab le  t a c t ic s  a re  r e s -# #*
* t ' *

ponsib le  fo r  the tragedy in  the  p lay  as w ell as in  the n a tio n ,
f

In Drama Two, the a c tio n  s h i f t s  to -K u ti’ s liv ing -room . The * «► ^
in v e c tiv e  in  th is  second p a r t ,  as in  the  r e s t  of the p lay , i s  d ire c te d

a g a in s t in d iv id u a ls  and p o l i t ic ia n s  g e n e ra lly . In  the  looks and ^
*

a c tio n s  o f Chief K u ti, the audience can e a s i ly  d isc e rn  the d iv erse  

e f f e c ts  o f unb rid led  p o l i t i c a l  a s p ira tio n s  and in tr ig u e b . P o l i t ic s  ha$ 

ghanged K u ti’ s p e rso n a lity ,"  temperament, and genera l outlook on l i f e .

J u s t  as Sanda i s  to  n o tic e  the change in  h im self in  a  m irro r (p . 32),
. '

so i s  the  changed person of Chief K uti r e f le c te d  in  the  m irror^  image 

of h is  w ife . Like a l l  d e sp era te  e le c tio n  can d id a te s , Chief K u t i 'i s
• a

under stre ss , and the tension in him i s  fa s t  draining h is s e lf -  

confidence and increasing his desire to resort to violence and under

handed means of getting r id .of his p o lit ic a l opponent.who poseB a 

serious threat to his p o lit ic a l career*

The p ressu re  on C hief K uti to  ga in  p o l i t i c a l  power a r is e s

- L  ■ "  ' ■ ■ '  ■
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prim arily  from the s takes  involved. He has thrown in to  the campaign 

the e’n t i r e  l i f e  savings of the fam ily and a heavy loan , the s iz e  of 

which i s  too s taggering  to  revea l (p . 16). In 'N ig e r ia , candidates have 

been known to have committed su ic ide  a f t e r  su ffe rin g  a crush ing  d efea t

a t  the p o l ls .  The high hopes of becoming parliam en tarian s prompted th e
5 ;

candidates to  keep in v es tin g  larg e  sums of money on the campaigns to  
? *

b rib e  the v o te rs  (a s  Kuti confesses in  the plajT), This is  what makes

 ̂ the p o l i t ic a l  party  nothing "but a group of swindlers and bankrupts, . .

a l l  f ig h t in g  to grab something fo r  themselves!" (p . 16). O sofiBan's

c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  of Chief Kuti and Sanda may be seep , th e re fo re , as a

C arica tu re  of some p o l i t ic ia n s  of h is  tim e. , *

I t  was not.enough to spend large  slims o f  money to  win an

e le c tio n . The se rv ices  o f thugs were' secured to' coerce opponents in to

subm ission, o r to  remove them .by. fo rce  from the p o l i t i c a l  ra c e , as

demonstrated in  the fo llow ing re p o rt:

1st Thug: A ll done, C hief. ’
. Chief Kutix You got him?

1st Thug: Sure!
2nd Thugx Him an ' th ree  o th e r b a s ta rd s .
1 s t Ttajg: Yes.- And h is  b ro th e r too .
Chief K u ti: You mean Sanda? ‘ n
1 s t Thug: Yes sah! An* the house too , we

f in is h  am. ' .
Chief K u tlt Sure th ere  was.no mistake?
1 s t Thug: No, worry, ogah. Ve sabi our-job  

w ell. See?
(They show him th e i r  daggers, b lo o d -s ta in e d ), (p . 12) 

This passage prepares the tfcdienoe fo r  the com plication a^d the awful 

d iscovery  when Xyabo cornea in  a t  the p o in t where her f a th e r  assu res her

mother th a t  he w ill  refun^  every penny he has withdrawn from the fam ily

account onee the e le c tio n  i s  won:

*
V'
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Chief K u ti: ' The, s ta k e s * a te  to o h ig h . I  must 
•win. And a t  -a lT ,costs . By a l l  means! . /  

Iyabo:- Including murder, fa th e r?
(The parents start in surprise. Mother is 
shocked). - «• , . ' (p, 17)

■After revea ling  th a t 'Chief Kuti- i s  responsib le  fo r  the "death” of

Ttikde (who, unknown to Iyabo, i s . s t i l l  alive--), Iyabo decides to  go
„ ’ - • ■*• .  • *

*w h e r e b e l o n g s ,  "To those whb f i ^ ’t~ c le ih "  (pr-2-l)-/ The jiramatic^-
t  ' *.irony in  th is  statem ent is  no t made 'manifest- u n t i l  the  shocking, re* 

v .v e la tlo n  in  Drama Four exposete' the treacherous plains of the. Adej(iyi 

p o l i t ic a l  camp, to  cover, up the recovery ofTOndg -and-to-pu b lic ly  charge 

Chief Kuti w ith h is  murder in  order to  ru in  h is  chances- o f winning the 

■'elect;ion. N either K u ti1 s p a rty  no r Adeniyi1s may be sa id  to f ig h t 

, c lean . Osofisan i s  th e re fo re 'u s in g  the dram atic irony in  Iyabo 's - _

, speech as a j e t s t o n e  fo r  h is  in v ec tiv e  ag a in s t p o litic ian s ,~ aT m ajS rity  ■—  

of whom, in  O sofisan 's  view in  the p lay , a re  desp icab le  crooks**
* - ' ' r  ■ *. 1 * • *

Mrs. K u t i 'a  appeal to  Sanda a t~ th e  .T h re e --"Come 7

/ .w i t h  me and ta lk  to  Iyabo. Help me persuade h e r  to remove tfye c h ild ."
' *

,(p. ftO)-r-may th ere fo re  be seen as o f greart s ig n if ic a n ce  to  the b it- te r  

iron ic-'tone th a t  perypdes'the  tra g e d y 'o f ' A R estle ss  Btm of Loousts. ,

Her desirfe to  terminate her daughter's ^regnapcy vividly- demonstrates
J  “

her determ ination tp ,s to p  the genera tion  of p o l i t ic ia n s  in  the fam ily .
‘ • ’ • ‘ - * V

, B esides, she fears ' th a t Sanda w ill  be to  Iyabo what' Chief K uti has 

been to  hp r* (lyabo 's  m other): an incom patible m arriage p a r tn e r , T hif

parallel.is borne opt by the aversion for politics .which both'mot ^ r
/

and- daughter erprees, as opposed to the die-hard obstinacjr VTtli which . 

Chief Kuti and Sanda determine to stick to politics regardless of

’i
II

' - f- r
r
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- whoever is  in j& is tre s s y  or'w hatever e ls e  s u ffe rs ,
\ „ ' ; • t \  * , • '

Osofisan e f f e c tiy e ly - gives,,a sample of the tragedy of p o li-

. t i c s  in  N igeria  from the tragedy th a t  b e fa l ls  the. Kuti and Adeniyi

fa m ilie s , For in stance ,, in  Drama Four, in  which the ac tio n  s h i f t s  to

K u ti 's  house, the hare liv in g -ro o m .(as  indicated, in  the stage direot-r

, i ° n) serves as a  dram atic re -c re a tio n  of the d e so la tio n  which " ju n g le " ’

p a r t is a n  p o l i t ic s ,  could b rin g  to  fam ilie s  ajid even to  e n ti r e  coftununi—‘ '*■ ' 'J
t i e s .  The head of the Kuti fam ily has been destroyed by p o l i t i c s .

What i s  l e f t  for_ the surv iv ing  dependants to do, in, Mrs. K u t i 's ' words '

quoted by Iyabo, is  to  go "Wherever go .the  homeless and the fo rsak en .’

With the wind and the dust of the roads" (p . 1+2)v  .These a re  w eighty■'

words coming from a woman who ha tes p o l i t i c s  and p o l i t ic ia n s  w ith

venom. Through, her invec tive  a g a in s t Sanda, O sofisan b i t t e r l y  inveighs

ag a in s t p o l i t ic ia n s  .whose abominable a c ts  b ring  nothing but -"agonies

th a t  p ie rce  a m other's wOmb a t  the s ig h t of each new dead" (p . iiO)s

. Mrs. Kuti} D on't make me laugh! You marry my
J. daughter! By what sc a le 'd o  you weigh your- ’
( - s e l f 'f o r  such an honour^ You p o l i t ic ia n ,
_> w ith your obsession .CforJ voteB and b a llo ts

and banners!: You employer o f th u g s, ho 
. . b e t te r  than a th u g 'y o u rse lf!  You. w ith  no'

human decency, no human fe e lin g , ju s t  savage 
. , beast! You wrecker Of homes! You low est

. .dog! You .mud! .You,, dirt! I  could kill yod! \
'' (is fmy she has advanced o£ him, taken him
by the collars, and ia shaking him violently. ;
He struggles’ freely 

Sanda* ■ Let me go!' Please! .
Mrs, Kutit (she pursues hirQ, What virtues are- 
' 1 ' left in you, you scum? You with your tale 

of love and’ sacrifice and paini . ...What 
- makes you think you are clean enough to marry
my . daughter? . .‘ ,The -child I brought-up .in 
tenderness! You want tb further corrupt her, 
you filth!, You everything that Is hateful '

.4 •
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and desp icab le! ,
Sanda: M other. . .1 ’
Mrs. K u ti: A ll 1 ever hated  in  husband* I

heap i t  on you now!. F o r 'e v e r!  I cu rse  you 
as  I  cursed him even th e re  by h is  dead body! 
Let the town be clean  of- you* of you both

’ and men l ik e  you! (PP.; 38-39)

Here l i e s  the  burden of the  indictm ent and condemnation of ru th le s s  • 

p o l i t ic ia n s  in  A R e s tle ss  Run o f L ocusts . . Every a c tio n  and i t s  con- 

. sequences in  the  p lay  a r e ' geared towards the expression  of the" p lay - -\- 

wri'ght'.s t ra g ic  view .of p o l i t i c s  and. p o l i t ic ia n s  i'n N igeria  of the 

f i f t i e s  and s ix t i e s .  O sofisan  may b'e seen , th e re fo re , as u sing  M rs.1 

K uti as a  mouthpiece to  condem n .po litica l i l l s  th a t  brought tragedy to"
T ’ ’ . * . ' '

in d iv id u a l homes, <«hd chaos a,nd carnage to  the  e n tire , n a tio n .

Both Chief K uti and Sanda may be considered as -trag ic  f ig u re s  

beoause th e ir -d e a th  resu lts -fro i^ -an ^  i r r e p r e s s ib le  am bition to  become' 

Members-of. P arliam en t, which c o n s ti tu te s  t h e i r  t ra g ic  flaw . However,, 

considered  in  terms 'o f t h e .b i t t e r  irony  th a t  pervades - the  p lay ,, th e i r  

d ea th  rep re sen ts  the purging of th e i r  type from th e  s o c ie ty . , Given , 

th is  premise* one may conclude th a t  th e re ,.e x is ts  in  O so fisa n 's  p lay 'an ' 

in te n t  to  reform  s o c ie ty ,- to  purge i t  of p o l i t i c a l  crooks who are, 

. in s t ig a to r s  of c iv i l  u n re s ts  and th e re fo re  p e r p e t r a t o r  of n a tio n a l 

s t r i f e .  This ta sk  i s  s im ila r  to  th a t  h f^ th e  s a t i r i s t  b v e n  though Â, 

R e s tle s s  Run of L o cu sts ' i s  b a s ic a lly  a trag ed y . rW ; K u t i 's  "L e t the 

town-be clean  of you, of you both and'men l ik e  you!" becomes s ig n i f i -  

can t as- an expression  of the  p la y w rig h t 's  wish which confirm s him as a 

s o c ia l  refo rm er in  h is  a r t i c u la t io n  pf h is  t r a g ic  view of h ia 's o c ie ty .
; C  f * / /This i s  riot to  say th a t  4he p lay  is  a sim ple d id a c t ic  drama.
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O sofisan1 s preoccupation with the problepKof e v il  as mani

fe s te d  in  N igerian p o l i t ic s  exem plifies the concert)-' o f ' l i t e r a r y  a r t i s t s  

^who dram atize the .tragedy of man and of h is  w orld. As a r a t io n a l ,  g re 

garious anim al, man has always been involved in  p o litic s - . P o l i t ic s  in  

i t s e l f  i s  hot .evil since human.beings need one form of government or 

^another,to  coex ist’ p e ace fu lly . However, .the p ra c tic e  of modern p o l l-  

t ic ia n s ,  which of course i s  n o t new, i s  what makes ’.p o l i t ic s ' Jock e v i l ,  

O sofiean 's  in v ec tiv e  on p o lit ic ia n 's  and th e i r  mode o f opera tion  i s  as 

app licab le  to  Nigepia of the 'f i f t i e s  .and. s ix t ie s  as i t  i s  to-.any n a tio n  

a t  any given time as long as th ere  e x is t  s itu a tio n s  s im ila r  to  those • 

dram atized in  A R estle ss  Run of Locusts. The concern of O sofisan in  

th is .p la y ,  though prompted by a sp e c if ic  experience' th a t  .is  i d e n t i f i -  • 

ab le  in  time and, place j transceiids temporal and local- l im ita t io n s . 

P o l i t ic a l  chicanery and the t ra g ic  consequences of p o l i t i c a l ’ r iv a lry  ., 

and enmity a re ; s t i l l  very much w ith the people .of N igeria  and e lsew h ere  

T h is .is  w hat-gives O sofisan’ s p lay  a tim eless and u n iv e r s a l”q u a lity ,
V . . ’ s. _ ’ •

A s im ila r  q u a lity  i s  very much in  evidence in . J ,  P . C lark’s 
> * ‘ * • 
in c is iv e  a r t ic u la t io n  of h is  t ra g ic  v is io n  in  both Song of a G oat'and

«

The. R a ft.  These p lays provide what may a t  f i r s t  he regarded as ’two 

alterna-feive or co n trad ic to ry  V is io n s  .o f man and of l i f e .  The f i r s t  of 

these  i s  based on the theory th a t  man is  the a r c h i te c t  o f h is  own ' 

fo r tu n e , i l l  o r g ood .' H is tragedy  normally comes as a  r e s u l t  o f a

tra g ic  flaw  in  h is  ■ otherw ise e s s e n t ia l ly  good nature '. s The seoond i s
* • .« . • . 

nourished by the b e l ie f  th a t  man’s l i f e  has -been p re-ordained  by God,

o r by the gods. Given th is  concept, man's tragedy i s  regarded, as

I
\

f . !

S . "
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f u lf i l lm e n t  of the prVilpdtined terms o f h is  e x is te n c e , w ith  F a te , the 

gods, or the an ces to rs  as the a g e n t 'o r  agents of im plem entation. Ah.

'a ttem pt w i l l  be made in  the study of C lark’ s p lays to  show th a t  these
. \ / *  ' ■ ” 

two v is io n s  are not n e c e s s a r i ly  c o n tra d ic to ry  as the appear .to  be. •

One has to ;b ^ .fvexy s e n s it iv e  to  the language in  C la rk 's  p lays to  . '■
■ . • .  /  • " ‘ ; - • . • ;  ■

a p p re c ia te  f u l l y  how th ese  two a l te rn a t iv e  v is io n s  o f man-and of l i f e  1 '<

are  ingen iously  blended in  each of the. p lays - to .b e  d iscussed* .

* In  Song of a  Goat, fo r  in s ta n e e , ' C lark  examines a  s i tu a t io n
' * '  , ' ' ' 

in  which Z ifa , the p ro ta g o n is t, i s  to r tu re d  -by h is  h e lp le ssn e ss  in  the

fac e  o f a d v e rs i t ie s  which, he regards a s  a  p en a lty  imposed upon him by

some m alevolent god f o r  a .c r im e 'h e  cannot f u l ly  d isce rn .- However,

C lark makes Z i f a 's  f a t a l i s t  view of h is  l i f e  more p la u s ib le  by n e t  ; j

a ttr ib u tin g *  the tragedy o f  Z ifa  s o le ly  to  oppressive. F a te ;-h e  - p rovides , j

, the p ro ta g o n is t w ith a -d is c e rn ib le  t r a g ic  flaw . But the t r a g ic  flaw  f

in  Z ifa  i s  a l l  p a r t  of th e - fu lf i l lm e n t  of h is  d e s tin y  which has been. >

sealed  i n a  fam ily  curse t h a t  has  irrev o cab ly  doomed the Z ifa  fam ily ■

two g e n e ra tio n s 'b a ck . I t  can be seen, th e re fo re , how. Z i f a 's  t r a g ic* ‘ p
v is io n  serves as a  ta k e -o ff  p o in t f o r  C la rk 's  d ram atiza tio n  of h is  own 

v is io n  in  Song of a  Goat.

The p lay , l ik e  C la rk 's  o th er p lay s , has o f te n  been regarded 

as being im ita tiv e  of Greets and E lizab e th an  tragedy . Echoing the views

o f c r i t i c s ,  fo r  in s ta n c e , Nketn Nwahkwo .a s se r ts  th a t  ''th e  s tru c tu re  of
- - o

Song o f a  Goat i s  derived .from  Greek Tragedy." H ila ry  S purling  ; ’
• * , * ’ . t '* ’■ , ' > .

t  • f

9 ; ’ * '* * ' ' ’N, Nwapkwoj Review of Song of a  Goat.' N ig eria  Magazine. '
Ho. 72 (March 1 9 6 2 ) ,.8D, , , . .  ' . . ^ i _ , - . '

■ 1 . - >■-  ' : '  , '  ' . ■ ' ■ * .  , ■

• '  ' ' , • • .. '■ ' ,■ r. i
- i- ■ . . , ’ V ■' • ..j,
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im p lies  t h a t  C lark borrows th e  t i t l e - o f  h is  p la y , h is  c h o r u s g o d s , 

m essengers, p ro p h esie s  of doom, f e a r f u l  c r im e /, a n d 'a  fam ily  cu rse  i n  -
1 * - ‘ . s ' * c

Song c f  a  C oat, .and s t a t e s  t h a t  "Mr. John Pepper C lark  makes-no a ttem p t 
' • , ' * 

to  d is g u ise  the  a p p a ra tu s -o f  Greek trag ed y ; i f  a n y th in g , he-em phasises
« , '  , f '  , • r t  '

i t  so. th a t  we may enjoy hid borrowings as old f r ie n d s  in  a  fre sh  
* * i 0 ' ’ * * *s e t t i n g . 11 An anonymous rev iew er o f ‘C la rk 's  Three P lay s  m ain ta in s

th a t  th e  vision-, of an in escap ab le  doom 'm anipulating  ev en ts  in  Song o f

. ■ " i t * ' 'a  G o a t-and The Masquerade rem inds us of th e .G re e k s .

, C ontrary--to what th e se  -and o th e r  s im i la r  rem arks su g g es t,

• C lark i s  n o t a  s e r v i le  im ita to r  of th e  ’Greeks o r of th e  E liz a b e th a n s .

I t  i s  m isleading, fo r  example, to  consider Clark as merely- Nigerian,- '

iz in g  th e  c l a s s i c s ,  a s  suggested  by Frances'A dem ola in  h e r  review  ' '

. 12 ' .a r t i c l e ,  nJ .  P. Clark and H is'A udience," 
* v . ' 

pointed b u t, the. question

As Clark h im self has

i s  not th a t  one group of people borrowed th is  and 
th a t  property  from; an o th e r•but th a t  th e re  can and 
in  f a c t  there  do occu r-a reas  of coincidence and 
correspondence in  the way of. living'am ong, se v era l 
peoples separated- by v a s t d is tan ces  and tim e, and 
w ho'apparently  are  of d i s t in c t  c u ltu re s , p ra c tic e s  
and persuasions. For example, the o rch e s tra  and 
the leader-ohorus arrangement of ch arac te rs , occu
p ie s  as much a p r in c ip a l p a rt  in  N igerian  th e a tre  
as i t  did  in  G reek !theatre . But th is  i s  not to  
say one i s  deb to r t o ‘the o th e r . I t . i s  a m atte r '
of co in c id en ce .13

i

10 H. S purling , Review of, Song of a G oat,, in  The S pec ta to r.
2ii Sept. 1965, P. afiO. “

11

12

13

The Times L ite rp ry  Supplement. . 13 Aug. 1,961;, p . 728. 

A frican Forum. 1, No. 2 (F a ll  19651.-89.
*

Clark,- "Aspects of N igerian Brama," la c . o i t , , p . 21*.

.1 - '

**• f-
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This explanation  no tw ithstanding , the t i t l e  of the  play s tro n g ly  in d i— 

ca te s  th a t  the playw right i s  fa m ilia r  with the o r ig in  of tragedy in  

Greek r i t u a l s ,  The appearance 'of "goat" or refe rences  to  i t  about 

th i r ty - f iv e  times in  the play should s ta r t 'o n e  th ink ing , about i t s  many 

le v e ls  of meaning.' "Goat" in  th e .p la y  may mean the - s a c r if ic ia l  anim al, 

o r- th e  v ictim  o f a crime, or the- cuckolded husband. This, l a s t  lev e l of 

meaning c rea tes  the im pression th a t  there  is  something o f ;th e  E liz a 

bethan conception of -the g o a t.a s  a symbol of lu s t  in  the  p lay , p a r t i 

c u la r ly  when the blood of the s a c r i f i c i a l  goat s ta in s  E b ie re 's  d re s s , •

' ahd' ih  a symbolic m anner'betrays the gui-lt of the two a d u lte re rs .
' • * r « w "

The t i t l e  of the • play h in ts  a t  the t r a g ic  a c tio n  which 
 ̂ . « 

depends-for i t s ' e f f e c t ‘on the various le v e ls  of meaning of the key-word

"goat", a t  d e f in ite  po in ts  in  the p lay . The tra g ic  ac tio n  i s  divided

in to  fou r movements, each co n trib u tin g  in  a  cumulative manner to  the

fo rc e fu l expression o f 'C la rk 's  tra g ic  view of l i f e .  In  the f i r s t

Movement C lark e x p lo its  e f fe c tiv e ly  the imagery o f the seasons to

expose the p lig h t of Ebiere ,ahd Z ifa . E b ie re 's  l a s t  "harvest*  whs'
.  *1 , _ . •

Dode; whom she had a  d i f f i c u l t  time b ring ing  in to  th is  world. Her 

"harvest"  season has s in c e  then been succeeded t>y a. s e r ie s  of* tfdry* 

seasons. The apfroach of each new ."planting" se&son and of " sp rin g " ', 

b rings  nothing but ag on iz ing -though ts .to  Ebiere,and her husband. Owing 

to  Z ifa ’ s impotence, h is  p iece of land (Ebiere'.e. womb) has been ly ing
* * * v  4

fa llo w  fo f  th ree  floods* This i s  ths p a in fu l p lig h t recogtiizsd ~byr 
/* t *

Maaeew w hen,,in  the course of h is  dialogue w ith Z ifa , he remarksi

I f  your w ife has • > »
Been f a i th f u l  to  the  po in t of f o l ly ,  th a t
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I§ your business and h e rs . But why must you 
Send her oh to  me to ' take the  b i r th  cure 
When the  f a u l t  i s  "not w ith  her£?] (p . 8)

v

1-U

This "passage provides the evidence that."Z ifa  is"u fjw illin g  openly-tq  

admit h is  sexual inadequacy. *In anguish he continues to  wear the  mask
i *

- which has in c re a s in g ly  become m o rt 'tra n s p a re n t:  <■ . • • .

What I  want i s  
A way o u t, a way to  le a d  me 

" . Out of th is  b u rn t 'p a tc h  of e a r th . (p . 10). . , ,

Z i f a 's  "patch  of ea rth "  which he fefu seg  to  give up i s  n e ith e r  "burn t"

nor barren '. A ll i t  r e q u ire s  is ' e f f e c t iv e  c u lt iv a t io n  and seed ing .

vi A ccordingly , Ebiere is- a*ptly-described in  te rn s  o f - th e  imagery of the

hen t h a t - i s  " in  a s ta te , f o r  brooding*' (p . 10).. In  c o n tr a s t ,  Z ifa , .

whipping h im self in to  a fre n z y , se e s 'h im se lf  as
’ 4 » * • . i

*•' ... th e  coojc w ith  th e  flaw ing r e d ,c r e s t
But touch th e  th in g  and- y o u 'l l  f ih d  i t .  •
Colder than  a d o g 's  nose. ’ , -(p . 11) ' .

#  »  ,  * *

Here lies; the complex which w il l  not l e t  Z ifa  consent to  M asseur'? 

proposed s o lu tio n  to  h is  and h is  w ife 's  prbblem. By em phasising th is  

complex, C lark sy s te m a tic a lly -b u ild s ' up in  h is  p ro ta g o n is t a  t ra g ic

-flaw .' * '' J 1 ' ' #
* 1 ' - ’ * . '

' . • The fo rego ing  d isc u ss io n  shows'-that the  F i r s t  Movement i s  an •

embodiment of fo u r a sp ec ts  of d ram atic*p lo tt e x p o s itio n , discovery*,

p o in | o f  a t ta c k , and foreshadow ing.' The e x p o sitio n  m an ifests  i t s e l f ‘i n '

th e  re v e la tio n  of the  c ru c ia l  problem which i s  to  f o s te r  the  tragedy ,
. . . .  • >  ’ ■ ■ '

in  the  p la y . The u n ra v e llin g  of th e  ro o t o f Z i fa 's .  problem, i s  made

^  Song of a. G oat, in  J .  P . Clark-} Three P lay s , (Lohdont . . ,
0 . U. P .it 196li)JF A3*l”page re fe re n c e s  a re  to  t h i s  e d it io n .

T

♦ -
I • f
: :i"'

, f
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through the dialogue between Zifa and Masseur. The charge against Zifa 

i s  that he. has brought h is  father back home-among,his people a T it t le  

too early "For One who died of the white taint" (p. 10); And for  th is
, V ' 1

alledged ''.‘crime" Zifa has been subjected to the anguish of impotence'; "

- 2 ifa  could do one of two things: e ith er  learn to l iv e  with ■

his predicament and su ffer in s i le n c e ,as suggested by the "experts '•

between swamp and /  Sand" (p . 9) whom'he- has consulted ; or agree th a t

Tonye,- h is  younger and v ir i le  brother should "Take/over the t i l l in g .o f -  .

the f e r t i l e  /  Soil"  ( p> 11), a s proposed by Masseur. This second a lte r -

native-has e a r lie r  been-suggested to. Ebiere for  considerations

' >4nd-let.m e t e l l  you, my ch ild , fo f  ' , :
’Every ailm ent in  man there  i s  . ,. '«
A le a f  in the fo r e s t . I f  both- fam ilies  .

, . Cherish each-other so much,- a good proposition '* /
Wouldrfbe for your husband to make you over 

' . To another in h is  family! ' (pp. h-?) ' ‘ *.
4 * »

« » v * ■ . . " ‘ '
• ' He should .make you over-

To h is younger brother. T h a t'll be a retying ' ‘
Of -knots, not a breaking or loosening  

■ - _ Of them. ' . . (>• 5) '

This proposal marks the beginning o f ‘ real action in  the play, Masseur 
* . . . - ’

■ emerges;as the in c itin g  force  whose suggestion triggers o ff  the course

' of. action  that i s  to be fu l ly  realized  in  the Third Movement, Masseur,

through h is "good proposition" early in .th e  play, .is  therefore re s-  
N * * 1' . 
ponsible for  throwing the f ir s t ,  pitch  which se ts  in  .motion^ the mechanism 

* ' * ' 
that w il l  p recip ita te  the tragedy of Z ifa, Ebiere and Tonye. Se i s  ,

fu lly  aware of the dilemma which "his proposed "cure" must have in s t i l le d

in to  Ebiere'a mind. Consequently, at the dnd o f  the F ir st Movement he

makes a statement which h ints a t the aotioh that w il l  lead, tp the c r is is  ’

j-."I
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• . .  ̂ * ' 4 > • . • •
in  the Third Movement-, and b rin g  the a c tio n  to  i t s  ca tas tro p h e  in  th e

' , P in a l’Movement; ' >

^ j J e 11, th e re  goes a man.deep ftjrio u s  as
A r iv e r  underground. I  hope'he keeps 
The l i d  down on h is  w ife fo r  I, f e a r  
She i s  f r e t t i n g  a lre ad y . (p« 13)

This p re f ig u ra tio n  of-w hat i s  to  come does not end w ith the  com pletion

, of th e  F i r s t  Movement. J u s t  as the f i r s t  fo u r a sp ec ts  of the  p lo t
► J I ■

o u tlin ed  above flow in to -one an o th er in  the F i r s t  Movement w ithout any

o b tru s io n , so  does the Second Movement d o v e ta il  smoothly vi-th the
. 1 ' *

F i r s t  Movement through the expression  of a n o th e r ..ch a ra c te r’s -fears of

an impending d i s a s te r .  f

B a s ic a lly , th e  e n t i r e  Second Movement i s  devoted to  Orujco-

r e r e 's  ominous p resage . The f i t s t  r e a l . in t im a tio n  of impending tragedy
* • . j  *

i s  contained iii th e 'a p p a re n tly  u n in te l l ig ib le  a r t i c u la t io n  of he r

"double v is io n ,"  f o r e te l l in g  the  f a te  of the fam ily . In  her customary

fre n z y , she claim s th a t  she hears* the anguished* cry  of a  goat and th a t

"A leopard  had the poor th in g  in  h is  g rip "  (p . 15). The s ig n if ic a n c e

of th is  imagery of the beast of prey and i t s  V ictim  i s  not immediately

understood by the members of th e  Z ifa  fam ily . Bren among th e  neigh-

j ; bokrs who fu n ction  as the chorus in  the  p la y , 'only one i s  s e n s i t iv e
. • ’ ' • V

enough to  b e liev e  th a t  i n  . '

A fam ily  l i k e  th a t  th e re  always w i l l  sp rin g  . '
Bp leopards . But th a t  they.'have goats 

- 1 In  t h e i r  m idst ope may as w ell go
And seek eggs among cocks. (p . 18)

The id e n tity * o f  the  le o p a rd -f ig u re , o r the  g o a t- f ig u re  in  the p lay  is  
. . .  - 1 -  ̂ i

not riade too e x p lic it . One may conjecture, however, that i f  the goat
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• i s  the cuckold then Z ifa  i s  the "goat" in  the  p lay . A lte rn a tiv e ly ,

| Z ifa , who i s  honoured fo r  c o lle c tin g  leo p a rd s ' sc a lp s , (p . 19),. i s  the.,

s tro n g  man of the fam ily  who w ill  destroy  not only h is  b ro th e r  bu t
% ,

a lso  h is  w ife in  h is  "hunt" fo r  the daring  v io la to r s  of the moral norms 

of Deinogbo so c ie ty . The prime he-goat th a t w ill  be-despoiled  w ill  then 

bq Tonye. - . - '

The lo g ic  behind th is  a s se r tio n  does not fu lly  unfold . i t s e l f  

^ u n ti l  the  rhythm of the trag ic- "Song" r is e s  to  a crescendo l a t e r  in  the

Third Movement.- I t  i s  in  th is  Movement .that com plications s e t  in  as a
\

new force -affec ting  the d i r e c t i o n  of the course of the a c tio n  which now 

progresses ra p id ly , p ropelled  by the charged emotion of E b iere . Her 

f r u s t r a t io n  has been.bottled* up in  her fo r  too long , and has now 

reached such a  p roportion  th a t  her bea ting  of Bode, whom she i s  ba th ing ,
a

i s  obviously a case of tra n s fe r re d  agg ression . This aggression  i f  

fu r th e r  tran sfe rred ..to - Tonye when he rebukes her fo r  knocking Bode on

the head. She pioks a q u a rre l in te n t io n a l ly  w ith Tonye so as to  c rea te

a co n fro n ta tio n  during  which,she can e f f e c tiv e ly  express her f ru s t r a 

tio n  and d e s ire  f o r  sexual f u lf i l lm e n t .  ' ^

Ebiere c o n tro ls  the  speed and d ire c tio n  of the d ialogue with 

a  p rofio ienoy  th a t  compels Tonye to  t r a i l  behind her w it . P lay in g  the, 

em bittered  coquette  i tc h in g  fo r  sexual- g r a t i f i c a t io n ,  she lu re s  Tonye

in to  sex in  a most dram atic manner. This fu r th e r  com plicates is s u e s
*

and brings the p lo t to  a  o r i s i s  p o in t. Etoi&re's l a s t  speeoh in  th is

Third  Movement i s  most rev e a lin g :
i

So I  am crazed , com pletely gone leaveB -plucking,
And youf A ren!t you shuddering too, Oh,

f
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So shuddering in your^heat of manhood you 
Have thrown me? Now, hold me, do hold on and 
F ig h t, fo r  i t  is, a  th in g  not forbidden!
{Cock crows beyond.)  (pp . 27-28)-

There i s  enough evidence in  the p lay  to  show th a t  what E biere and Tonye

have done i s  forbidden, in  t h e i r  s o c ie ty . The e x p ia tio n  suggested by

Masseur, which would have 'p laca ted  the gods and an c es to rs  of Deinogbo
?  ' 

community to  accommodate the taboo broken, has been l e f t  unperformed!

So la rg e  a cowrie may pass th ro 1 i t s  noee,
A b ig  gourd o f  palm wine and th ree  heads of,
Kola-nut, s p l i t  b efo re  th e  dead of 

. The land , and the deed i s  done. (p . 5)

The ominous cock-crow th a t  g re e ts  Tonye’ s and E b ie re 's  sexual union 

may have fo r  a moment awakened in  both of them a  sense of g u i l t ,  but 

th e ir -b e tr a y a l  of Z ifa  doe^ .nd t seem to  foB ter in  them any r e a l  com

punction , a t  leaa i*  in . E b iere  who i s  only too happy to  f e e l ’ l ik e  a f u l 

f i l l e d  Woman once a g a in . T his no tw ithstand ing , the  Tonye-Ebiere a f f a i r* » 4
*is a b e tra y a l no t only of the blood re la t io n s h ip  of the a d u lte re rs  to

Z ifa  but a lso  of the an c es to rs  and of the  ra c e . Speaking in  r id d le s  
*

to  young Dode, Orukorere rem arksj

My son, 1 have seen a  s ig h t  th is  dusk to  make
The eag le  b lin d . I  heard the-nock crow !
As I woke up from s le e p . That was sign
Of omen enough bu t l i t t l e  d id  I know
I t  was th is  g re a t  b e tra y a l o f btfr ra c e .

And what i s  your poor f a th e r  
To do should he hear th a t  the  l ia n a  haB 
Entwined h is  t re e  of l i f e ?  I  sk id  th e re  was 
A se rp e n t in  the house b u t nobody As u su a l 

t J f i l l  take me' s e r io u s ly . Yet the  h is s  o f the c re a tu re
Vas up among the eaves, down under the 
S td o l. ‘ (pp. 28-29)

O ruko rere 's  q u ie t lam ent th a t  hex warnings have a l l  along been d ia -

Blood of goat ° I
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regarded i s  a p p ro p ria te ly  a r t ic u la te d  as the a c tio n  approaches the 

concluding moment of the  most in ten se  emJ^ional s t r a in  in  the p lay , 

th a t  i s ,  the, dram atic clim ax. As the P inal Movement s e ts  in ,. Z i f a 's

so lilo q u y  rev e a ls  h is  susp ic ion  o f  the incestuous r e la t io n s h ip  between 

h is  w ife and h is  b ro thel1 (p . JO).  Although he i s  convinced of th e i r

g u i l t ,  he req u ires  a d e f in i te  p roo f, which he g e ts  during  the supposed 

c lean sin g  r i t u a l :
%

ZIFA* You s h a ll  ♦ ", I
Be s a t i s f ie d  w ith a l l  th a t  I do today , ° 0 1
Mother. Here, Tonye*, hold the goat by 
The f e e t  and I w i l l  by the^hornp. And you,
My.wife, see how w ith one s troke  o f4my kn ife  t .
I  sever the-head  from -the trunk . * *

ORUKORERE: A brave s tro k e , my boy, a brave s troke  I
. There was only one man in  a l l  the creeks

Who could do i t  l ik e  '/tha t, but he d ied  many , >
Years ago.' „ * !

ZIFA: See how erecij \
- The blood sp u rts  I I t  should c leanse  the compound 

Of a l l  co rru p tio n  today. But hold on,
One l i t t l e  d e ta i l  more and we s h a ll  begin o
In  r e a l  e a rn e s t.

TONYE* What i s  th a t?
EBIERE* The blood-, i t  has so ile d  my c lo th e s .
ZIFA* "W ell, never mind th a t .  A l i t t l e  soap soon 

Washes th a t  o f f .  Here, Tonye, hold f o r th  
The head w ith a l l  i t s  h e m s.

TONYE* There!
ZIFA1* Good. Now, p u t i t  in s id e  the p o t.
ORUKORERBt What i s  i t  you ask of the boy? 0
EBIERE* The man i s  mad!
TONYE* Why, the th in g  i s  im possible.
ZIFA* I t  i s  n o t. I  sa id  put the head in  the p o t.
TONYE* I  w il l  i f  you so d e s ire .
ZIFA* Yes, I no t only d e s ire  i t ,  I  demand 

■ I t . , T h a t 's  r ig h t ,  j u s t  l ik e  th a t .
TONYE* I t  w on 't go in  any f u r th e r .
ZIFA* Who to ld  you? T here, push, b ro th e r , push 

Oh push w ith a l l  your might!
TONYE* The pot w i l l  break i f  I  push h a rd e r .
ZIFA* So you know th a t?  But never mind*. Push 

1 say , t i l l  the  head e n te rs  in , hornB 
And e a rs i  a l l  o f  them.
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0HUK0RERE: The woman has fa in te d !
V z f l’A: Has she? Let her then , and you my

B ro th er, you see how the pot i s  broken!
^ * TONYEi This was a t ra p , a t ra p ,  and you thijik

1 You have- caught some g ra ss -c u tte -rs . ^
'V*ZIFA^ HaveA't 2? Y ou ,just w ait and se e . (p p * ,3 ^ p37)

'  This passage i s  the most symbolic' and most r i t u a l i s t i c  p o in t in  the

' • p lay . I t  R epresen ts the  c r i s i s  p o in t where extreme emotion and ten sion
/

culm inate in  the c a ta s tro p h ic  end of th e ,th re e  p r in c ip a l  c h a ra c te rs .
» /* -

/  Z i f a 's  d ec is ion  to  hold the horns of the  s a c r i f i c i a l  goat while Tpnye
*

; /  ' holds the.-legs dem onstrates Z i f a 's  acceptance of having been, cuckoldecj

’ A ccordingly, he demands a r i t u a l i s t i c  and pub lic  re-anactm ent / £

* , ouCkoldry when he compels h is  b ro th e r to  push the  severed h e w  of the
* , s . *

goat' w ith d^ts-horns (a  .p h a ll ic  /symbol) in to  the saci% fiflfa l p o t( 

symbolizes the  womb. By fo rc in g  Tonye to  a c t o iA /fm blic ly  .and i** S * , * _ >
is t ic a l ly *  h is  incestuous r e la t io n s h ip  w ith

« -  C % s '

exposes the a b e rra tio n  of the  a d u lte re r^ th ro u g h , whaV fs as much a 

• tra v e s ty  of the c leansing  r i t e s j /a n d  a d esec ra tio n  of the d ay 's
>  X - -  S

s a c r if ic e ,  as i t  i s  a travesty  of, the sexyal act i t s e l f .

, “ E biere's fa i lu r e  to  ‘p laeap^the gods and th e^ n cestors o f .

the land with the s a c r if ic e  q/xChe "Blood of goat /  So large a cowrie 

maqr pass thro! i t s  n o s ^ ^ p ^ 5) before, her se iu a l union with Tonye is  

a trag ic  exror»o|>i5mie8ion which may be attributed  to her pride and 

• \ se lfishn esp^ 'both  of which co n stitu te  her tragic flaw . I t  is'through
.  * i • ^

*  \  1 .1 ; - her arror of omission., that she con trib u tes-io -th e  d isa ster  that b e fa lls

g  ; r^ t h e  family.
/  •* ■ 9 In the death of Ebiere through m iscarriage,'and in  the

su icid es, of Tonye by hanging and of Z ifa  by drowning l i e s  the f/bus o f
*V » ,

.... ‘ _  . : \
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C la rk 's  tra g ic  view of man and h is  l i f e .  Although Z ifa 's  re a c tio n  to  '
♦  * *

given s itu a tio n s  in  the p lay  a re  p rim arily  guided /by the. I  jaw community
’ *

• code of honour,.vhis s e lf -p r id e ,  which has been crushed- by’ h is  impotence,' 

d riv es  him to extreme despera tion  and v io le n t . 'trag ic  paBsion th a t  - ' 

matches th a t  of any c la s s ic  trd g ic  hero.

* Th® death  of the th ree  major characters, may be considered as "•
, *  *

r i t u a l i s t i c ,  c le a n s in g .th e  fam ily  of i t s  ourse only p a r t i a l ly .  The •

p ro ce ss 'o f  c leansing  does not run i t s  f u l l  course u n t i l  another tragedy- 
, . t - . ’ * (*

takes place in  The Masquerade. a  b r i l l i a n t  sequel to Song of a  Goat.

Yet, Song of a Goat i s  a  complete play, in  -its ovrti r ig h t ,  w ith a  f u l l  ’

message communicatgd. e f fe c tiv e ly  to  the audience. Dan Izevbaye does

not share -th is view. According to  him, -the. tense s i tu a tio n  in  the  play

is  th a t  " in a b i l i ty  to  have ch ild ren  o ften  has the  cohsequence o f s in ."

He a s so r ts  th a t the play "does not succeed because of the f a i lu r e  to

communicate' th is  tense  s i tu a t io n . I t s  h ighly  m etaphorical and evasive

language .which s ta te s  by analogy is  obviously meant to  approach the
■>

s i tu a t io n  ob liquely  because of the d e licacy  of the problem, bu t i t  is
pW c

a drag on the a c tio n ."  I t  i s  in te re s t in g  to  note C la rk 's  exp lanation , 

which may -have in sp ired  Izevbaye 's  c r i t ic is m . Clark;draws the  a t te n t io n  

of the reader to  the language device ' which he c a l l s  '
t  ■ • . /  .

th a t  o f in d i r e c t io n ,which fe a tu re s  prom inently’ * -- ,
iiyny  own play Song of a Goat. That the  doctor 
and p a tie n t  [and., o f course , o ther c h a ra c te rs ]  
in . th p t  p lay  do np t approach the business on hand 

' w ith  th e  d ire c tn e ss  of ..an arrow does not mean the ,

15
p . 168.

h .  ISevbaye, "The Poetry  and Drama of John Pepper C lark ,"

m S S m
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• 1
playw right is-' unapprecia tive  of the importance -
o f■ speed a*fid despatch# R ather, i t  i s  a.xffpo^-*.' •
n i tio h  by him o f a living- convention observed 

.among. the-peop le  of the Community tre a te d  in  ■ 
the p lay , namely, 'th a t  yon do n o t ru sh ‘in  where 

. - angels f e a r  to  tread# i .Accordingly; 'd e l ic a te  
, issu es  dre handled d e lic a te ly  by these people. . •

_ '.This app ro ach 'is  ev iden t in  t h e i r  manner of'
' -nego tiating  m arriage between one fam ily -and 

, another and. of announcing the news of death  to
the.persons most a f f e c t e d . i  ‘ ' • J -

* ♦ 1 '
From - the fonigoing exp lana tion , i t ' i s  obvious th a t  C lark-has

been.d e lib e ra te  in hi.s choice-of language fo r 'M s . ch arac te rs ., He h'as

- c a re fu lly  and v iv id ly  presented- the people of Dein'Ogbo community in  

th e i r  tru e  l ig h t .  -Their b e lie fs^  in c lin a tio n s  and aversions a re  por

trayed a r t i s t i c a l l y .  Seen a g a in s t the^. background of the co lle c tiv e .' 

consciousness of h is  society,'. Z i fa 's  tragedy exem plifies th a t  of the 

common man. ■ Rather than accep ting  a p ra c tic a l  so lu tio n  to  h is  g re a t ■ 

problem s,;he considers" himself, as the v ic tim -o f the .a rb itra ry  male

volence of the gods', and of h is  an cesto rs i Here l i e s  the. core' of the 

tra g ic  view o f man which Clark a ffe c tiv e ly  communicates in  the play

through the medium o f'"m etaphorica l and evaoTVe^language." B ut-the
- . ** ̂  h'-.-

tragedy in  Song of a  Goat. transcends th a t ’of Z ifa  the in d iv id u a l.' 'The 

'.'movement of the ac tion  in  the play s h if t s  the emphasis from the' -tragedy 

. pf an - ind iv idual in  so c ie ty  to  the. tragedy of humanity in  g en e ra l.
‘ . i '

The darkness a t  the end,Of the' play—" L e t,th e re  be no l ig h t ' ' 

' again in  th is  house" (p . U5)—is  an appropria te  atmosphere fo r  the end 

, of a  tra g ic  s i tu a tio n  ,i»  which the audience is  i e f t  in  th e  dafk .as to

1 6 ‘ Clark* "Aspects o f R igerian  Drama," lo c , c i t # ,  pp. 3^-32, .
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what fo llo w s. The second. N eighbour's c lo sin g  remark—"Come.away, to 

morrow' i s  a 'h e a v ie r  day" (p . h5)—a t  b e s t,  h in ts  a t . a  fu r th e r  tragedy
■ . ’ ’ « 1 ‘ , >0 , „ , *" 4 ’

th a t' l i e s  ahead. Nothing i s  c e r ta in  except-' t h a t  which has happened.; 

and t h i s  i s  what makes man incapable  of c o n tro l lin g  h ie  fu tu re .  - In  the 

a l te rn a t iv e  c lo se  .to the p lay , the n o tion  of man's h e lp le ssn ess  in .th e  

hands o f Fate  cannbt be m issed. I t  Seems th a t  C lark c a n 'h a rd ly  ‘d ism iss

the n o tio n  in- Song of" a Goat th a t  th ere  a lso  e x is t s  a r e a l  m onster in
>  . • • • - . ' '  , ' . ‘ .

the gu ise  of b lin d  Fate  which p e r s is te n t ly  ac tiv a t.e s  the b e a s t- in  man .

and d riv es  him to  h is  d e s tru c tio n  w ith  provocative in d if fe re n c e :  ■ ’ '•
’ • - - • '.y , •£*if  . ' -

MASSEUR: This w as” no fire-begun, '•
■ By o rd inary  hand.. A ll f i r e  comes \

From God, else.W hy th e , thunder?
The young woman, being t in d e r , ■ - ,
Caught i t  f i r s t , ,  consuming fan n e r
And helpmate in  the  p rocess , I  sought ’ ,
To b rin g  them w ater b u t 'a l l  - ■-
1 had'was ,a b ask e t. NoW, see - * . *
How b u rn t to., charcoal the  lan d ’ '

• -Lies, even to  the  shrubs on the ,h ed g e , - (p . U7)

"All e f f o r t s  to  solve Z i f a 's  and E bi,dre 's problems only lead  to  th e i r  

d e s tru c tio n , and inescapab ly  to  th e  ru in  of the’ i l le g i t im a te  o ffsp rin g  

(Tufa in  The M asquerade). i i f a ' s  p l ig h t ,  i t  would seem, has been pre

d es tin e d  through, the  curse  th a t ' hangs low on the fam ily . His se lf-p rid fr  

which i s  his- only d isc e rn ib le  t r a g ic  flaw  i s  only  a  fu n c tio n -o f  the  

cu rse ; and h is  d e s tin y ’, exem p lifies  the  l o t  of man’in  t h i s  t r a n s ie n t ' - 

world. As Masseur p h ilo so p h izes: ..

' . A o h ild , :. '  -
Once out. of the. womb, w il l  shout,- *-
Even like- the  ch ick  o r seed lin g  • '
Out of i t s  S h e l ls . And whether
For p a in , f o r  laugh , who can t e l l ?  B-ut now, you
Have i iv e d  to  t h i s  day, perhaps ,you. a re  r ip e  •
To hazard a  craok a t  l i f e ' s  n u t . S t i l l ,  ,

- \

" t

.  1

• t
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Do n o t, my people, venture' overmuch
Else in  .u n rav e llin g ,th e  kno t, you ■
Entangle yo u rse lv es. I t  i s  enough .

. ’ You know how th a t  each d a y  we liv e ' .
. H ints a t  why we c rie d  .out fit b i r th . ' (p . US)

1 ' ,! _ ' • , ■ ;
In  th is , passage,-M asseur shares the  anguish of th e  v ictim s.Q f the"whims

of F a te  in  the  “p lay , and b rings to  f in a l  -fpcus th e  t r a g ic  sense of l i f e  
e * '

which C lark  ob liquely  but fo rc e fu l ly  p resen ts  in  Song of a Goat, and 

continues to, ex p lo re"in  i t s  sequel The Masquerade.

^ ' ■ C la rk 's  tra g ic .v ie w  of l i f e ,  in  these  'two~p3Vys -gets more ■

fr ig h te n in g  in  The R a f t . Like the f i r s t  two of h is  p lay s ,. The Baft 

a ffo rd s  C lark a  len s through which he takes a  d r i t i c a l  lo o k 'a t  man and • 

so c ie ty . I r r e v e r s ib le  d e s tin y , man1b- h e lp le s s n e s s 'in  a d v e rs i t ie s ,  

h o s t i l e  and uncompromising s o c ie ty , the m alevolent fo rc e s ’ of the gods ; 

working a g a in s t man,-and man's own im perfect na tu re-—a l l  >hese and- 

o th e r  unpleasant experiences of. man in  h is  journeys/through l i f e  add up 

to  shape. C la rk 1s cum ulative- t ra g ic  v is io n  of l i f e  in, The R a f t .

Various c r i t i c a l  opinions have been expressed' on the  dram atic 

worth of The B a f t. P e te r  Kennard, fo r  example, contends th a t  the p lay  

‘ " is  n o t r e a l ly  a drama a t  a l l  bu t a  s e r ie s  of fa b le s  heav ily  ov erla id  . 

w ith  symbolism and h a lf  perceived  id e a s . , . i t  m eiely s e le c ts  the  most

obviously suggbstive .inciden ts  om ittin g  a whole, h o st of undigested
s , . 1 &  ' ' < * ’ ' 

symbolism." M artin E s e lln r: who im p lic i t ly  sha res  Kennard’s view,

comments th a t  the " fo u r men on the  r a f t  could bn ly  be in d iv id u a lize d

^  In’ J .- P . C lark , Three ^ lay a  (Londons O.TJ.P., I96b,)»

' P . Kennard, "Recent A frioan Drama," Tjbe B u lle t in  of 
A sso c ia tio n  f o r  .A frican  L ite ra tu re  in  E n g lish . Mo. 2 (19®^), 11•
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ind  f u l ly  m otivated by being tre a te d  f a r  more r e a l i s t i c a l l y ,  i L e ft 9.5 < ■ ' ,■

■ s ty l iz e d  g en e ra lise d  f ig u re s  t h e i r  a c tio n s  seem u n n e c essa rily  a rb i -
/ • ig  . # • , , , ■ r-
t f a r y ."  , And. l ik e  Kennard, who argues th a t  the. p lay  has.'no u n if ie d

s t r u c tu re ,  Dan Izevbaye- considers  .th e  p lay  as "a s e r ie s  .of,, aneedotes

and local'.'gossip  lo o se ly  s tru n g  to g e th e r ,” adding th a t  the s ty le  of the
SO 1 ' ° ' '  ■ •play i s  d ig re s s iv e . However, a '-ca refu l a n a ly s is  of ̂ the predom inant '

issu e ' in  The R aft re v e a ls 'th a t-  the p lay  i s  more lo g ic a l  in  i t s  s tru c tu re , ’

than  the a lle g a tio n s -s u g g e s t . ‘ There e x is ts  a ’sy n th e s iz in g  elem ent, a .

common th read  th a t  runs through the  apparen tly  .unconnected .anecdotes) \

id le  t a lk ,  and even the s a t i r i c a l  comments, th a t, in te rsperse '-  the  p lay . - .
’ - ■ ■ • ■ V v ' - ■

This common th read  i s  the  t ra g ic  View of l i f e  which Clark .c o n s is te n tly

exp lo res-th roughou t the play'.

Through'the f a te  o f the  r a f t  and i t s  crew, C la rk ' dram atizes 

the  m isery of man a d r i f t  on a 's h ip  of d e s tin y , f lo u n d erin g  under in

ex p lic ab le  fo rc e s . I t  -is m an 's-ignorance of th ese  fo rc e s , .and" h i s  fri

a b i l i t y  to  solve the  problems th a t  b ese t him on h is  journey through •••
» 1 ■*

l i f e  th a t  make h is  world m iserable  to  l iv e  in.. Be m erely d r i f t s  along
•  p i '  ■helplessly, but not necessarily, aimlessly. Any efforts he makeb to

1 r  *  '

19 M. Esslin,- "Two Nigerian Playwrights," in Introduction to 
African Literature. Ed‘.. Bill Beier' (London: Longmans, 1967)*p. 260.

n 20 r , , *. '' "the POetry and Drama of John Pepper Clark," p..169,
21 'T.O. Mcboughlin, "Three Plays of John Pepper Clark," ' ..

English Studies in Africa. 18, No. 1 X1975)* 34, asserts that Kengide 
."repeatedly sees the .journey, on the-raft as symbolic ef his people's 
aimlessness." The truth is that the course down* the Niger to Burutu ie 

. well known to the lumbermen, but the storm sets them adrift,. Their - ' 
failure to steer the raft back to its course does not show their aim
lessness (.rather, it reveals the helplessness of the men under the 
cifcumstancO in which they sail their raft down the Hiver Niger.

/

- -

• J
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■ bring- the fo rces m ilita tin g  pgaipst him under control, w ill  only 

aggravate h is  m isery, p a r t ic u la r ly  where h is  optimism runs counter to  

h is  predestined, p a tte rn  of l i f e .  This view i s  common In  .Nigerian l i t e r a -  

, 'tu re s  . i t  i s  developed, in  I jim e re ’s Woyengj and. in 'O la  R otim i's The-Gods 

Are Not To Blame. The same concept of p red es tin a tio n  seems, to .'underlie  

C lark’s dram atization ef the- i l l - f a t e  th a t  bedev ils  the journey o f the 

lumbermen desp ite  th e i r  e f f o r ts  to solve their.p rob lem s. '•

F or example j in  the second movement o f  the p lay , "yind-Lash,”' 

a  storm develops-and the winds get v io le n t. Olotu q u ick ly  suggests: 

”Gather up the baskets then , and r o l l  up / ‘.The m ats. A wet bed, we can 

...a t le a s t  save- ourselves" (p ,‘ 110), But Ogro orders h is  mates to stop

r o l l in g  up the mate, and po in ts out: *J)on’t  you see you .can s tr in g  /
*

Them in to .s a i l s  and so; p u ll out of th is  tangle?” (p.. 111).. As soon as

Ogro’s suggestion i s  implemented, -the r a f t  i s  re leased  from the giddy '

sp in  .of the dreadful', O sikoboro.w hirlpool. B u t','a s  f a te  o rdains, in  ‘

man’s l i f e ,  moments of. joy. are- o ften  juxtaposed w ith moments of sorrow.

No sooner ..has the' r a f t / s t a r te d  to  d r i f t  again , to  the lumbermen’ s g re a t 
* 1 • ' * * ; 

d e lig h t and- r e l i e f ,  than, tragedy s t r ik e s ,  According to  th e  Stage

D irec tion , th ere  i s  ”j |  loud creak, then a b r ie f  cracking  sound, and the

ra ft breaks in  two, the portion with the billowing s a i l  pu lling

fu rio u s ly  away. Op I t  I s  Olotu" (p , 111). ' ' ■ . . -

I t  is  through th is .in c id en t that-Clark illu s tr a te s , the ambi- 
- * ' *. 

valence' of nature, There i s  a sim ilar ambivalence in  Synge’s Riders .

to  the §e&  lii/vh ich  the tra g ic  in te n s i ty  cen te rs  on th e h e lp le sq n e ss

o f  man in  a cruel world, regardless pf h is  e ffo r ts  to make the beat of ,

' . \.

* i . i; y
■ '•?*

■ I B l B H H H B B H B M H I I H B H i i i a a a a a a i H M i a i i i a a a i M M a H
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a l i f e  th a t  i s  doomed from the s t a r t .  The sea  which s u s ta in s  the 

fam ily  of Old Maiiiya (and the e n t i r e  -society of the is la n d  o ff  the  West 

'  o f I re la n d )  tu rn s  out to  he the  death - of h e r s ix  sons, h e r  husband, a n d .- 

h e r fa th e r- in - la w , Derek W alcott, t r e a t s  a  s im ila r  theme in  The Sea a t  

1 D olphin.  C la rk 's  trea tm en t of the same theme in  Th&̂ R aft emphasizes 

t h a t  l i f e  can be a /s t ru c tu re  o f i ro n ie s .  The benevolent fo rc e  of 

n a tu re  th a t  enat^es the  lumbermen to  escape from the dangerous -hold-up .

- in  the w hirlpool Qf OsikpbVro l a t e r  tu rn s  out to  be the m alevolent 

power th a t  breaks up t h e i r  r a f t  and sends t h e i r  ca p ta in  O lo tu , to ‘h is  ' 

d e s tru c tio n , j- ‘ .

Thfe v io le n t  s p l i t t i n g  .up of the r a f t  ..in the sto rm , and the 

consequent s e p a ra tio n  o ftO lo tu , may take  on an a d d it io n a l  dimension i f  

in te rp re te d  in  p o l i t io a l  term s. B ldfed Jones.observes th a t  "Clark ' 

f in d s  th a t  h'is p lay  i s  being taken as a symbol o f N ig e ria  a d r i f t , "  and '

contends th a t  such an " in te rp r e ta t io n  may n o t be fa r . fe tch ed  a f t e r  {
v 1 * - < s  ' * * -  * < ~ • +

1 22  * '  • 

a l l , "  But C lark den ies th a t  the  p lay  i s  an a lle g o ry  o f the  N igerian

situation* ° . * '
* • ' '

I t  i s  a  p lay  which has been-seen by some c r i t i c s  i f
as. being an a lle g o ry  of the N igerian  s i tu a t io n —one 
of the fo u r  o ld  reg io n s’ breaking away, seceding , 
when the  r a f t  b reaks ufc. I  te l l.th e m  I  w io te i t  in  
1963* and d o n 't  remember try in g  to  w r i te .a  p o l i t i c a l  • ■
th e s is*  But then  they  i n s i s t  th a t  th e  seeds ve re  *
a lread y  th e re  by 1963', th a t  th e re  were sighs and 

' symptoms of d i s t r e s s  th a t  were to  lead  to  the, , ** . 
th rea tened  break-up of the. n a tio n , So, maybe aub- 
consciously  1 was th in k in g  a b o u t .a l l  t h i s .  . But . 
e s s e n t ia l ly  I  was try in g  to  c re a te  si human co n d itio n  ■ .

22 ' * ' ' ' ‘ ■ '
. I .  D, Jo n es, "A frican  L ite ra tu re  1966- 6 7 . "  A frican  Forum.

3,  No.‘ 1 • (Summer 1967), 5r ’ * ' 1 ''
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which I  knew ex isted , no t only in  N igeria  bu t 
. elsew here. . The p lay  may, however, have a t  the  1 

■same tim e .some.remote o r  c lo se  connection w ith 
p o l i t i c a l  r e a l i t y  -in N igeria  a t  one ti'me, though 
b a s ic a lly  i t ' s  an in v en tio n , a  work o f my 
im agination . 23 .! •'

The above- exp lan a tio n  leads" Claris' s  rea d e rs  and audience to  

b e liev e  th a t  The R aft i s  e s s e n t ia l ly  a  dram atic r e -c re a tio n  o f th e  

m ise rab le_ p lig h t of human beings "no t only in  N ig eria  bu t [ a ls o ]  e ls e 

w here." By the time Clark w rote h is  p lay  in  19^3»‘ q u ite  a  number of 

A frican  S ta te s ’h a d -a tta in e d  independence. T his independence, however, 

was, and s t i l l  i s ,  co n s ta n tly  th re a te n e d  by o ccasio n a l coups and coun ter 

coups* P o l i t i c a l  i n s t a b i l i t y  and widespread c i v i l  u n re s t  besmirch the  t

pages of A f r ic a 's  post-independence p o l i t ic a l ,  h is to r y .  With a l l  i t s  <■

growing p o l i t i c a l  freedom, A frica  con tinues to  grope f o r  a  d ire c tio n *  I '

C la rk 's  " r a f t"  may,- th e re fo re , be J u s t i f i a b ly  in te rp re te d  ds symbol- . 

iz in g  any of- the  independent A frican  n a tio n s  a d r i f t .  This i s  why the 

human co n d itio n s  which th e  p layw right p o rtra y s  in  The R aft cannot be 

d ivorced  com pletely from p o l i t i c a l  im p lic a tio n s . B ut, given a p o l i 

t i c a l  in te r p re ta t io n ,  the  r a f t  would sym bolize, more than anyth ing  e ls e ,  

the  weakening/and d is in te g ra t io n  o f the  s.hip o t  s t a t e  which has been 

V sub jec ted  to  unm itigated  s t r a in s  f o r  boo lo n g ., Such a  d is in te g ra tio n  

need n o t take  th e  form of se c e ss io n , although the se ce ss io n  of the  

defunct B ia fra  s ta t e  seems to  have v in d ic a te d  the views of c r i t i c s  who

> see  a  fo re c a s t  of se cess io n  in. the  breaking  up of the  r a f t ,
, '  • * 1 •

4 Probably more rewarding than an attempt to  impose a  theory of

d aric , in "Interview with JohJi Pepper Clark," Palaver.
3 (1972), 17. . •
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secession  upon the  p lay  i s  the exam ination of the  dram atic sign ificance- ' 

of the lac k  of cooperation  among the lumbermen. The u n ity  o f the j a f t s -  

men-has been threatened^ by the d ivergen t views held  by O lotu and Ogro , «

concerning a  numbe,r of is s u e s , in c lu d in g -th e  r e l i a b i l i t y  of O lo tu 's  *
“■ * ' , > 

W rist watch. The f i r s t  evidence of non-cooperation  among the. lumber- ”

men may be found a t  the  end o f "ONE: TlBE-VfASfi,n when the  r a f t  d r i f t s

in to  the, sp in  of the OsikobOro w h irlpoo lt '

. KENGHJE: It* means we a re  in  the arms .
O f-the g re a t  OsikOboro w hirlpool '
I t s e l f ,  you fo o l!  . ' ■

• IBDBOs R ight in  th e  p i t — *
OGftQ; And we may never f in d  re le a se  

Prom i t s  v ice!
OLOTO*. I s  t h a t  a l l ?  I th ink

You a re ',a l l  gone s o f t  apd possessed . Even
K engide 's head seems to  have f i l l e d  ou t ^
In  f e a r  of some undiscovered merpeople 

' Supposed to  in h a b it  th e  p lace! Rut you w ait 
• And sees w e 'l l  row ourse lves out of here < ;•

. v Qaick en o u g h ,,w ill puht the r a f t  f re e  as
sure  as  the  sun • ,v

Sucks up th e  morning m ist—y es , you w ait " ;
And see!

KENGIDEr Now I  see why we of the D elta ,
Never w i l l  make good. You b elieve  a l l  ‘
The ta le s  tampering with the stars
That axe to ld  you abroad, but never any one ■ .
At home about youg ovm r iv e r s . Truly •.
We are a castaway ̂ .pdoplei
(Olotu has already whipped out a bamboo pole ■ 
and i s  a l l  s e t  to punt. )  '

OLOTOi Ogro, w i l l  you add your hand? And 
\  ‘ You, Iboba, i f  that marfover there w il l  not,

IBOBOj Stop! You stir^Up more^trouble. , ,"v.
' . OGRO; Oh, doesn 't hp'lcnow? Ten such p o le s , ■

Tied end to  end, w il l  not plumb the f lo o rs  
Qf OsikoborOi
(Olotu flounders on with the plumbing, a l l  
others looking onT**eaoh in  h is  own shade o f  
shook. ) (pp. 101-102)

The above passage has been designed, among other th in gs, to exemplify

v h -  . • * - . '
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• -the disagreem ents among the men which have been allowed to  b lu n t th e i r  

sense o f cooperation  in  the face of d i f f i c u l ty .  The leav in g  of Olotu 

to  the  ta sk  o f punting the r a f t  out o f th e  w birlpob l b e tray s  the men's 

lack  of the s p i r i t  of coopera tion . .This lack  is  a negation  of the 

much deaired  coord inated  e f f o r ts  which the men re q u ire  to  ensure the 

success of th e i r  trip .dow n to  Burutu.- This i s  the  t r a g ic  flaw  which is  

resp o n sib le  in  p a r t  fo r  the t r a g ic  end of the lumbermen. ' '

I f  the  r a f t  i s  accepted  as a symbol of the sh ip  .of. s ta tg  in  

1 any A frican  coun try , then the flburidering  o f - th a t  ship^ p a r t ic u la r ly  in  

N ig e ria , may be a t t r ib u te d  to  the  d isu n ity  and poorly  coord inated  

e f f o r ts  of th e ,p o l i t i c a l  lea d e rs  who are  charged w ith  the onerous task

• of s te e r in g  th e  f r a g i le  c r a f t  sa fe  to  p o r t .  In  N ig eria  w h^re 'the  

n a tio n a l coat of arms hears the im pressive in s c r ip t io n  ^Uni'ty and'

i F a i t h , t h e  r e la t io n s h ip  among" the lumbermen i n ,The R aft would be seeni ——  —

a s .a  symbol o f the  b e tra y a l of th e  motto on the  n a t io n 's  coat of aim s.

This b e tra y a l  has c o n trib u ted  in  la rg e  measures to  the  s ink ing  of the

sh ip  of the  f i r s t  R epublic . .

One more issu e  of in te r e s t  ra ise d  in  The R aft i s  w orth-

examining fo r  the  s r io u s  comment the p lay  passes on s o c ie ty ,  w ith i t s ;

impact on man, both in d iv id u a lly  and c o l le c t iv e ly .  The mioroco.Bmic

world of the lumbermen on the r a f t  i s  e e t  a g a in s t the so c ie ty  from

which they have been temporarily separated by the nature of th e ir  J

occupation.* In  th a t  s o a ie ty , the  have-nots l iv e  in  growing h a rd sh ip ,

w hile those in  h igh p laoes enjoy in c re as in g  a ff lu e n c e . The government

and o th e r .employers o f  labpur a re  nothing b e t te r  than what Kengide a p tly  

> -  ■ *
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describes as "tyo faces to  one c o u n te r fe it  c o in ."  According to  him,

I t  was
In  the fu rio u s  f o r t i e s —a t  t h e ,time of the Great 
S tr ik e . Now, you d id n 't  know I  worked 

' For the Niger Company a t  one timer did you? Always 
Making mopey.for some'man o th er 
Than i t s e l f ,  th a t  has been my fo rtu n e . Well 

" Ybu d id n 't  possess a  w ife as mine and fo rg e t  v
About fin d in g  some e x tra  funds. That was how,
P e rso n a lly , I  got. ,in the s t r ik e  deep to  my' neck.
But you know how l ik e  the Waters a t  Bussa 

I The whole th in g  w ent. The' p o l i t ic ia n s
And papfers who had promised Je rich o  i t s e l f ,  ■
By th e i r  own d iv is io n s*  caused a breach 
In the w all we workers had a t  th e i r  inc item en t staked 
A ll to  b u ild . • So, Government Or Niger 
Company, two faces  to  one c o u n te r fe it  co in ,
Ae u sual won the f i e l d .  Not only th a t ,
They went on to  r a is e  taxes and p ric e s  on .
Everything money could buy in  the  slUop—from buckets j
To um brellas—they ra ise d  them a l l , 'w h i l e  lowering 

• Those on our crops, (pp. 130-31)

C lark, through Kengide, inveighs not only a g a in s t man’s inhumanity to- ,
* I

man a s p r a c t i s e d  w ith impunity by those in  p o s itio n s  of power, but a lso  *

a g a in s t the  widening g u lf  between the r ic h  and the poor, a g a in s t  the • ' n *■ ;

d isru p tiv e  ye t continued co -ex istence  of a b je c t poverty  and l im it le s s  .

a ff lu en c e , a g a in s t an aggravation  of so c ia l in ju s t ic e  and in e q u a lity ,
*

a l l  of which enhance the a c c e le ra tio n  of the d e s tru c tio n  of a so c ie ty
m

in  which co rrup tion  in  a l l  i t s  ra m ific a tio n s , p o l i t i c a l  v ic t im isa tio n ,

oppression .of innocent c i t iz e n s ,  and in se c u r ity  o f l i f e  and p roperty
r

are  the ru le  r a th e r  than the exoeption .
. v - , a

I t  may be in fe r re d  from The H aft th a t  C la rk 's  tra g ic  v is io n  '

of l i f e  grows out of h is  conv ic tion  th a t  man i s  but a  h e lp le s s •c re a tu re , 

no b e t te r  than a puppet fo r  Pate to  m anipulate a t .w i l l .  His i s  a 

fore-doomed ex is tence  th a t  he can do very l i t t l e  to  a rlte r . Man’s quest ,

1 i
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fo r  some meaningful and purposefu l ex is ten ce  as he journeys through 

l i f e  i s  o f te n  f ru s t ra te d  by circum stances th a t  a re  beyond h is  c o n tro l. 

This i s  what makes us a l l  l ik e  the lumbermen on the r a f t ,  always 

d r i f t i n g ,  w a itin g  fo r  the joum ey^to  be over, o r  fo r  the fog to  c le a r .  

Very o ften  nan recognizes the’ danger in  h is  p a th , bu t l ik e  the r a f t s -  

; men, he i s  unable to  a v e rt i t  by h is  own a c tio n s . In s h o r t , as Clark

would put i t ,  nan i s  l ik e  a reed  in  the t id e .
✓

This t ra g ic  view of man as a h e lp le ss  d r i f t e r  through l i f e  

is  a p p ro p ria te ly  re f le c te d  in  the s tru c tu re  of The -Raft. ( The play, i s  

designed w ithou t a " p l o t . ” The whole of the a c tio n , i t  would seem, i s  

in te n tio n a lly  made to  be a rb i t r a ry  and unm otivated, a t  l e a s t  on the 

su rfa c e . I t  should b e 'n o ted  th a t  the world of The R aft i s  populatedfT—1 ’
w ith  c h a ra c te rs  who remain w ithout any development t*hrough r e la t io n 

sh ip s . Like the  c h a rac te rs  in  the th e a tre  of the Absurd, they a re , 

s t r i c t l y  speaking , "human beings who, in  th e i r  d a ily , l iv e s  confront a 

world th a t  has s p l i t  up in to  a s e r ie s  of d isconnected fragm ents and
0 0

l o s t  i ts -p u rp o s e , bu t who are  bo longer aware of th is  s ta t e  of a f f a i r s  

•and i t s  d is in te g ra tin g  e f f e c t  on th e i r  p e r s o n a l i t ie s ,  a re  brought face 

to  face  w ith  a  heightened re p re se n ta tio n  of *this sch izophren ic  u n i-
Aj

v e r s e .H Viewed in  th is  l ig h t j  the  a o tio n  in  The R aft i s  not w ithout 

a d isc e rn ib le  s tru c tu re ,  though i t  does no t develop along the conven

t io n a l  begirm ing-m iddle-end p a tte rn  of p lo t .  The a c tio n  g rad u a lly  

evolves in to  a  complex p a tte rn  which adequately  communicates the  trag ic .

* • ' '  \' #%| 'u* '
M, B aslin , Bie Theatre of the Absurd (New York: Doubleday, 

1961; Rev. Bd., 1969)» p. 3 ^
\

\

f
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poetic  v is io n  which Clark s tr iv e s  to  communicate to  h is  audience.

The fragmented world of The B aft may be seen , th e re fo re , as 

one of ab su rd ity , as a stage  on whi'ch men are  merely p lay e rs , each 

**>- a c tin g  out h is  own p a r t  in  .a u n iv ersa l tragedy. L ife  in  such a world 

i s  nothing more, nothing le e e , than a p lay , a  tragedy , in  which man's '•

d a ily  experiences a re  -but a c ts  and scenes 'already p re d e s ig n e d  to  end
J

on a c a ta s tro p h ic  n o te . What the aud ience.are  presented  ’in  The Raft i s  

a rough s l ic e  of such a l i f e .  I t  i s  in ' th is  l ig h t  th a t  one should 

in te rp re t  the various in c id e n ts  in  The R aft in s tead  of summarily d is 

m issing them as merely a rb i t r a ry ,  unm otivated, and even nonsensica l. 

Indeed, the p lay  provides the cumulative climax of the t ra g ic  sense of 

l i f e  whi^h Clark^ has sy s tem atica lly  developed from Song of a  Goat 

through The Masquerade. '

I  'The foregoing study of the plays of fenahw , O sofisan , and

Clark rev ea ls  th a t  the so c ia l phenomena in  N igeria  are  an in te g ra l  p a rt

of the N igerian th e a tre . These playw rights a re  conscious of th e i r  ro le

as the conscience of th e i r  so c ie ty . This awakening consciousness has

urged them, to  look a t  t h e i r  so c ie ty  and, whatever th e i r  lev e l of

achievement as a r t i s t s ,  to  evolve a dram atic expression  th a t  r e f le c ts
»

how they r e la te  to  the so c ie ty .

Henshaw, fo r  in s tan ce , assumes the fu n c tio n  o f a  "physician" 

whose d iagnosis exposes c e r ta in  so c ia l  i l l s ,  and whose in te n t  i s  to  

reform  so o ie ty  by means of the d e ris iv e , lau g h te r provoked by the 

■ s a t i r i c  cem en ts in  h is  p lay s . Hip su c cess 'a s  a  so c ia l c r i t i c  i s ,  how

ever, lim ite d  by h is  in ep tn ess  in  a r t i s t i c a l l y  reproducing l i f e  in
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’’p lay ."  HiS lack of - p ro fess io n a l ism in p lay-yrriting  bfecomes g la rin g  

when h is  work i s  placed side  by side  with th a t of^OsofiBan and Clark.

O sofisan 's  confident dram atic expression  of h is  v is io n  of 

p o l i t ic s  and p o li t ic ia n s  in  j i  R estless  Run of Locusts has a g re a te r  

impact on the-audience than a l l  the s a t i r i c  comments of Henshaw put 

to gethe r can achieve. Although O so fisan 's  play i s  a tragedy, i t s  b i t t e r  

irony and provocative invec tive  s trong ly  suggest th a t O so fisan 's  in te n t
3 6

is  a lso  to reform the so c ie ty . The development of the a c tio n , the . . .
*. * ' ? 

method of c h a ra c te r iz a tio n , and the m anipulation of the dram atic

dialogue in  the p lay  po in t in  the d i r e c t i o n \ f  oh play meant to  e f fe c t

im portant change in  the a t t i tu d e  of N igerians towards p o l i t i c s .  'However,

the le s s o n ,in  the play w ill  be of tremendous value to  o th er nations a t

any given time in  h is to ry  where the peace, p rogress and p ro sp erity  of'

the people are  jeopard ized  by unhealthy p o l i t i c a l  p ra c tic e s .
/

C lark’s m ission /in  Song of a Goat and The Raft is  to  examine

the c ru c ia l question of the tragedy of dian, of l i f e ,  and St so c ie ty .

The v is io n  th a t emerges from h is  examination of a l l  these' is  a carefu l

blend of two apparently  con trad ic to ry  concepts of raan'.s l ife x  f i r s t ,

th a t  man comes to  a tra g ic 'e n d  through a flaw  in  h is  e s s e n t ia l ly  good

nature} and sedond, th a t  man's l i f e  i s  p redestined  by God, o r by the 
<*

gods. The a r t i s t r y  w ith which he evolves h is  tra g ic  v is io n  of man, of 

l i f e ,  and of soc ie ty  in  the above two plays can. be excelled  among
9 { t

N igerian  d ram atists  only by Wole Soyinka 's ingenious th e a tr ic a l  s k i l l ,  

a unique s k i l l  which has n e c e ss ita te d  the treatm ent of h is  plays 

se p a ra te ly  in  the chap ter th a t ' followss. ’

a
i
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chapter Five

y • SOYINKA'S DRAMATURGY ’
ft ,

( i )  In tro d u c tio n ; 1
\  .  '  &

No se rio u s  survey o f modem N igerian drama in  E nglish can

f a i l  to  recognize the uniqueness of Soyinka's dramaturgy. "His dram atic

.> works, ’l ik e  m ost,of h is  o ther .w ritings, reveal " the  season of a mind,"^

f u lly  ccJnmitted in  i f s  percep tion  of a so c ie ty  which has i t s  ro o ts  in

shared m ythical, h i s to r ic a l ,  and r i t u a l  experiences. The-perception,’
■ * q

as p ro jec ted  in -h is  w ritin g s , has -teen, moulded and 'reshaped by h is

immediate so c ia l and p o l i t i c a l  environment, and by h is  m etaphysical
‘ 0

, excursion in to  l i f e  through myth "and r i t u a l .  To ap p rec ia te  f u l ly  h is ’ 

c re a tiv i ty ,-  th ere fo re ,, one needs some in i t i a t io n  in to  the c u ltu re , &

The’ atmosphere of myth and r i t u a l  .that.'pervades the world^ of

some of Soyirika's p lays a t t e s t s  to  what Soyinka M m self describes

wa complete immersion in  my t ra d i t io n a l  world view and v a lu es-o f so c ia l
• 2 ’ 1 *■ 

cohesion.'* However, Soyinka 's c a re fu l in te g ra tio n , of myth and r i t u a l

' in to  p lays l ik e  Jt Dance of .the F o re s ts . The Road. The-.Strong Breed. The

V. ' -1
# • Soyinka, "M assacre, October *66," i n ld a n r e  and Other Poems

. (London; Eyre’Methuen, 1967),, p . 52, — t- t

2 . '  • - 

Soyinka, "Drama and the R evolutionary Id e a l ,"  in  Ip  Person:
Achebe, Awoonor, and Soyinka a t  the  U n iversity  of V ashington. Ed. K . L .  . 

. M orell (S e a t t le :  Urtiv. o f W ashington,* 1975), p.T"£8,'

• - '  , *  mythology,, and t r a d i t io n a l  so c ia l m ilieu  .of th e  Yoruba ra c e . Without - !
!. • . 1 ’ ;  ’ • . j
j, such an i n i t i a t io n ,  in  whatever form, any c r i t ic is m  of Soyirika's work ‘ - (

. Vruns the  r is k  of m isleading in te rp re ta t io n s  and" a s se r tio n s  which w ill  •'

a t b e s t  bg only h a lf - t r u th s  since the richness, and s u b tle t ie s  of mean- 

. i‘. i n g ’w ill  remain undiscovered. ‘ ° "•£

A
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• Swamp D w ellers, and Death and the King1s Horseman should not m islead us
* y ‘ 

in to  c la s s ify in g  these playe as m ythical r i t u a l  drama. R athqr, the

myths a n d .r i tu a ls  in  them provide an immediate, d e fin a b le , and tang ib le  •

frame of reference  fo r  Soyinka's u t i l i z a t io n  o f the  ro o ts  of Afriean

drama. I t  should be noted th a t  not a l l  of Soyinka's plays fe a tu re  a

probe in to  l i f e  and man's, psychic experiences.. Common to  most of them,

. * however* i s  what-Soyinka id e n t if ie s  as "an active,- c re a t iv e ,  and* tra n s -
‘ , /  ‘ ~ '

' * j ’ •  ̂ ' *
la ta b le  ten s io n ,"  rooted  in  man's l ib e ra t in g  awareness-. Soyinka re fe rs  

to  " the  tensions crea ted  by two, th re e , or four- beings, of another c u lt

ure and values s tru g g lin g  to  f re e  themselves from any form of incubus" 

and goes.on to  note t h a t ’ " these tensions tend to  f in d  a complete v is 

c e ra l  id e n t i ty  w ith hum anity 's in te rn a l  process of' s tru g g lin g  f r e e .

... I t  i s  no t s u rp r is in g , th e re fo re , th a t ' c o n f l ic ts  generated  by a  craving

. jf f o r  s e l f - l ib e r a t io n  by "the ind iv idual a s se r tiv e  w il l  w ith in  even a  con

d itio n ed  consciousness"-*underlie the  rhythm of t r a g ic  a c tio n  in  p lay s ,/ x 

l ik e  Die Strong Breed and Camwood on the Leaves. O ther forma of oppos- 

• m g fo rces  and values are. found in  The Lion and the Jewel and The Swamp .

. D w ellers. These four;-.plays w il l ’ be the  f.o'ctts o f a t t e n t io n . in  the p e rt 

se c tio n  in  an attem pt to  show Soyinka 's a t t i tu d e  towards change as pro

voked by the in e v ita b le  c lash  of values and o th er so c ia l  fo rce 's . •

( i i )  th e  C o n flic t M otif:

- • C onflict in some \of .Soyinka'^ plays i s  probably,best treated

•" '• - , ; 3 v ' *  * • • . , " •- '
“ Soyinka, "Drama, and' the R evo lu tionary -Idea l, " -p.  65.

• ‘ Ib id . * ’ , ' ' ‘ ' ' ‘

^ .Ib id t> p* 66,  ̂ . ■

' ■ * '  ̂ ‘ * '\ ■ 

' : :  ■ : :  • : :

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

~Y

under th re e  headings: the  so c ie ty  in  t ra n s it io n ?  the p a re n t-c h ild  con

f l i c t ;  and th e  c i ty  versus th£ v i l la g e ,

(a) Society  in  T ra n s i t io h :

Of a l l  the twelve .piays of-Soyinka p u b lis h e d " to 'd a te , The 

Lion and, the  Jewel^ con ta ins the  mast d i re c t  sta tem en ts on so c ie ty  in  

t r a n s i t io n ,  Th^ i.s»laden v,ith im p lic i t  -questions cha llen g in g  not 

only some of the values of t r a d i t io n  -and conservatism , hu t a lso  those 

r of modernism and change. C r i t ic s  have o fte n  id e n t i f ie d  the  theme of- 

thiif- p lay  i n  a  v a r ie ty  o f  ways, S. A kanji, f o r - in s ta n c e ,  claim s that- 

the  p lay  " is  a  h i la r io u s  comedy about a proijd young v i l la g e  g i r l , . S id i ,
» ' ' 7  ■ „ - '  • . .  1 ‘  o  -

who i s  f in a l ly  brought to  f a l l . "  The back page b lu rb  of the  tw e lf th  

im pression (.1575) claim s: "How th e .L ion-hunts th e  Jewel i s  the  theme of 

th is  r ib a ld  comedy."- Timothy: Holmes holds th a t  the  p lay  " i s  o s te n s ib ly ' 

a s to ry  about the wooing of.ta p r e t ty  g i r l  by two very d i f f e r e n t  msn,

w ith  a dram atic in te r e s t  c rea ted  by the choice th a t  S id i .  . .has to
8 '  ' '  '  ’  'make." B em th L in d fo rs , who sees the a c tio n  in  th e .p la y  as a b a t t le  • * * *

of th e  sexes, p o in ts  out'; "The play recounts how w ily , - o ld  B ar ok a.,

through a c le v e r  ru se , succeeds in  seducing young S id i ,  a  conceited
q -

v i l la g e  g i r l  who has re fu sed  to  marry him." Kay JJpNeive argues that-

6 - -
(London: 0 . U. P . ,  >953)* A ll1 re fe re n c e s  to  .the play- are

taken frpm’ this edition,
7 ' . . . .

A review of The Lion and the Jewel and The Swamp D w 'e llers ,.
Black Orpheus. Ho. 6 -(Nov, 1959), ^0 . y  "

8 * 1 * • - ' ' ’T.- Holmes, “"Five Soyinka P lays:' a  rev iew ,"  The New A frican .
2y:No» 6 (July 1963); 112,. ■ • , ' ’ ^

' ’ , -1 - 9 " * • * ' r 4 S'  B. L in d fo rs , "Wole Soyinka'and the Horses of Speech,"
Spectrum. 3 {.h111® ,1?73)i 92-83. . .

i-
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the p lay  " is  a. th re e -a c t  come&y about a sophomoric youth of modern
♦

mechanized world who i s  the. r iv a l  of _an- o ld e r , more roguish  man, not 

form ally  schooled, but wise in ' the ways of human n a tu re .

What these ca p su lrza tio n s  lack- is  a proper p erspec tive  of 

•Soyinka's preoccupation  in  'The Lion and the Jew el. The playw right i s  

in te re s te d  in  the story- of the lo v e - tr ia n g le  invo lv ing  Baroka,- Iiakunle, 

•and S id i.o n ly  in so fa r  as i t  se rv es  as  a means of exp loring  c e r ta in  

id eas . P resen ting  the p lay  a t  the quadrangle of the  Continuing Educ

ation- C entre , U n iversity  of N ig e ria , Nsukka,-in March 197.1, Kalu Uka 

wrote in  a production note:- . - -

E sse n tia lly  Yoruba in .in s p i ra t io n , ' employing some o f '
.. the h ap p iest .elements 'in  Yoruba myth, such- as  the • 

fabled'; v i r i  1 i ty  of the 'm ighty race of l i o n s ' ,  the 
p lay  touches- .chords- th a t  v ib ra te  s t i l l  in  every  heart- 
in  whatever p a rt  of the country or w orld. I t  ,is a 
c h a rita b le  p lay , beginning w ith issu es  th a t  are v i ta l -  

. t o  i t s  immediate s e t t in g  in  a  period  o f .change, t ra n -  
- s i t io n  and c o n f l ic t ,  then reaching' ou t to  the  u n i-  , .
v e rsa l oppositions between youth and agej between 
expexiehoe.and pedan tic  idealism."* 1 • .

This i s  a  commendable .in s ig h t in to  the major -issues in  the p lay  j but 
- • - - ■ . * - > 1 

i t  seems to  lose  s ig h t of the um bilica l c o rd 'to  which the issu es  ' j

iso la te d  in  the above passage, a re  in e x tr ic a b ly  a tta ch e d . Oyin Qgunpa ,

sounds.qu ite  convincing i n  h is  reco g n itio h  o f the c e n tra l  issu e  in  the
' a * * " , '| * '

play as "the-dilemma -of choice between the r iv a l  worlds o f t r a d i t io n  and

10 K. M. McNeiye, "Wole £>oyinka, N igerian  D ram atist," ' Unpubl. 
A, Thesis', .Uq iv . of Kansas, 1967,. p . .28 . - - '

• "  11 . • .
Cited by Kalu. Uka in  "New D irec tions in  th e a t r ic a l  p rac tic e

a* NSukka, 19?0->75i*' a paper p resen ted  a t  the F i r s t  Ibadan Annual
4 . African: L ite ra tu re  Conferencej 6^10 Ju ly  1976, p. 5.
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1 2  • ■ '  '  1 
modernism." ' This dilemma, as viewed by,Soyinka, i s  what enhances the

tension  th a t  gives l i f e ,  s tru c tu re  and'm eaning-to the  p lay .

The world o f  The Lion and the  Jewel i s  a l le g o r ic a l  o f  N igeria

, of the 'second World War y ea rs  ̂ when so c io -c u ltu ra l. r e -o r ie n ta t ib n  was -

C reating considerab le  problems of. ta s te  .a n i p r io r i t i e s  not oniy among -

educated N igerians, bu t a lso  among the i l l i t e r a t e 's .  %  was sing led  out

. as prosperous- and c iv i l iz e d  who could speak the E nglish  language, l ig h t

h is  l iv in g  room w ith an  "A lad d in ," .o r a  "Tilley". pressure.-gas lamp in -

stead  of the,smoky h u rrican e ’ lamp, e a t w ith s i lv e r  c u tle ry  and’ china-
v" • 0

ware, an d .a ffo rd  to  wear eoat and t i e  and imported "Lennards" shoes. 

These and o th er item s such as th ree-speed  "Baleigh" b icy c les  were the 

y-ardstipk of w ealth and p ro g ress .

Soyinka tak es  ah amusing’'but a c r i t i c a l  lo o k .a t  th o se ’World 

War. y e a rs , recap tu res  the s p ir i t - a n d  s o c ia l  m ilieu  of the notab le 

period  of t r a n s i t io n ,  and in v i te s . th e  audience to  w itness the le v e l of 

progress a tta in e d . He re -c re a te s  the "p as t"  in  o rd er to  ap p rec ia te• k

fp l ly  the  "p resen t"  as a means of env ision ing  the " fu tu re ."  The "p as t"  

(th e  p re -c o lo n ia l and e a rly  c o lo n ia l days), i s  s e t  a g a in s t the "pre-- 

- s e n t ,"  th e .la te , c o lo n ia l arid- pre-independence e ra . Prom th e ’ ten sio n  

between the  two periods and th e i r  entrenched v a lu es , th ere  emerges the 

.p ic tu re  of the, " fu tu re "  which promises to  be*as. ten s io n -r id d en  as the . 

preceding e ra s .

. . .  With ch aracter istic  humour, Soyinka creates three characters-

'  1 2 ’  • ■ • v  ’Oyin Oguhba, The Movement of T ra n s itio n  (Ibadan* Ibadan
U.niy; P re ss , 1 9 7 ^ , p . 32. r‘“ . -

' « ■ • ’ • ^
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Bar oka, Lakuirle, and S id i—to  i l l u s t r a t e  h is  complex p o in t -of- view 

Which has b a ff le d  'many a  c r i t i c .  As*Howard Taubman has observed , i n '

the play,vSoyiiika " is -n o t  an angry man oh a soap box u rg ing  h is  com-.
.  1 . , - '   ,

p a tr io ts  to , hasten  change. , He w rite s  about 'p ro g re s s ' --with humor and
* / . ‘ " 

t “j ^
joyous fo lk  wisdom." His th re e  p r in c ip a l  c h a ra c te rs  re p re se n t th ree

*  ' '  -

p o in ts  o f view 'about "p ro g ress" ; a n -a n a ly s is -o f \th e se ,v ie w p o in ts  can

n o t be f r u i t f u l  u n less  the-aud ience  posses© ©-proper p e rsp e c tiv e  o f-th e
0  - -  '  '  f t .

c h a ra c te rs , a s in d iv id u a ls , ,  and in  r e la t io n  to  one another*
’ • ’ -

■ " - . 'l*" ‘ ‘ ' 
The p lay  opens w ith Lakuhle b e ra tin g  S id i  fo r  c a rry in g  heavy

loads on he r head—“" I t  i s  bad f o r  the sp in e . /  And i t  sho rtens your -

v neck" (p , 2 ); and f o r  being/ "So unwomanly" in , h e r d re s s . Whatever ■

.point Lakunle may have in  h is  c r i t ic is m  of ;S.idi, he does n o t emerge as

t h e s a i n t "  he p retends t o * b e T h e  jea lousy  th a t 's u r f a c e s  in  h is

denouncement of S i d i 's  seductive  manner of- d re ss in g  b e tra y s  him as ,

. b e in g .ju s t  as Vulnerable as the "good-f o r-no th ing  shamelesB men1? '{p . 3)
* r * • ‘ k . * , •

. who would lo se  t h e i r  heads on see ing  -the p a r t i a l l y  exposed upper to rso  

■ of a  teenage g i r l .  Lakunie i s  a s  much a se lf -o p in io n a te d  in d iv id u a l as 

■ h e - is  a  male c h a u v in is t. He reg a rd s-th e  v illa g e rs - , who' m isunderstand

him, as belonging to  the "race ,of savages" (p . 3 ); and, to  S id i who
* ’ ' * * ' "

f e e l s  like- pulping his' brain because of h is a i r h e  has th is  to  says

A natural fe e l in g f  a r is in g  out o f envy; , \  \  ,

13 ' '.
*. ■ H, Taubman,, "A Nigerian Looks a t  'Progress1 The New

York Times, j$- April 1^65, s e o t . 2 ,  p. 1,

For a .fu rth er  proof of Lakunle'a hypocrisy, see the mime 
, show in  "Morning," where Lakunle, .playing the ro le  o f  the Stranger, 

"Examines the wheels, pressing  them to  t e s t  the pressure ,< betrays, the 
d e v il- in  him by s e i s ing h is enhance to, pinch the girlaA  bottom©" (p . 15).

- v
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, P ar, as a wbman-, you have a -sm a lle r  b ra in  than mine.
,, The s c ie n t i s t s  have proved' i t . -  I t ' s  in* my books.

, Women, have a smallVr b ra in  than men - ■ '
That's/w hy they *are c a lle d  the weaker s e t .  - (p . it)

. ' ' - • f  '

Laikunle dreams of a  so c ie ty  in  which, a pounding machine .and a blender

w ould-replace the m ortar and pe 'stle  and grinding* stone.. Such 'a  so c ie ty

would do away wi't£i the payment o f the t r a d i t io n a l  bride- p r ic e . But

- S id i - in s is ts s

* . I  te ll-  you, Lakunle, I  snfst have -- 
The,.fu0.1 b rid ie-p rioe . W ill you make me 
A laughing-stock? W ell, do as you p leases 
But S id i w ill  not make h e rs e lf  . . '
A Cheap bowl fo r  the v il la g e  s p i t .  . (p . 7)

■ This provokes Lakunle to  re le a se  a  barrage of nonsensical u tte ra n c e s .

’Be r e je c ts  what he terms as  a savage, ba rb a ric  and ou t-dated  custom.

• 1  • £.But the  W estern values thay& o with modernity which he. b e liev es  w ill

transform  X lu jin le  are  a l l  -the in s ig n if ic a n t  trimmings of c iv i l i s a t io n .  

There is  something of 'Herold liewton Bay in  Claude McKay’s Banana Bottom. 

' . i n  Lakunle, Newton Bay i s  giveri^to f a ls e  va lues , shallow ness and a r t i 

f i c i a l i t i e s  in  h is  despera te  a ttem pts to  impress B ita  P la n t.  S im ila r ly , 

Lakunle i s  -engrossed in  h is  dream of an id ea l s o c ie ty  where he. and S id i 

Would s e t  the pace of progress-:

W ithin a  y ea r o r two, I  swear, .
This town s h a ll  see a  transfo rm ation  
B ride-p rice  w il l  be a th in g  fo rg o tte n  • ■ .
And -wives s h a ll  take th e i r  place by.men.
A motor road w il l  pass, t h i s  spot.*

- And b r in g  the c i ty  wayd to  us.
V We’l l  boy saucepans fo r  a l l  the.women 

, > Clay po ts  are  crude and 'unhygienic
. No man s h a ll  take more wives than  One 

T h a t's  why th e y 'r e  im potent too  soon.
. The r u le r  s h a l l  r id e  ogA , n o t ho rses 
Or a b icyc le  a t  the  very  l e a s t .  - '
We? 11 bum  the f o r e s t ,  cu t th e  t r e e s ,  1 .
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Theh p la n t a modern park f o r  lovers
W e'U p r in t  newspapers every day •
With p ic tu re s  o f ,se d u c tiv e  g i r l s .
The.world w i l l  judge our p rogress by c '
The g i r l s , th a t  win beauty c o n te s ts .
While .Lagos b u ild s  new fa c to r ie s  .daily  
We only play 'ayo* and g o ssip .
Where, i s  our school of Ballroom dancing?- 
Who here- can throw a c o c k ta il  pa rty?

, We imi3t be m odem 'with th e  r e s t  ” . .
Or l iv e  fo rg o tte n  by the world 
We must r e j e c t  the  palm wine h a b it .
And take to  tea,- w ith  m ilk and "sugar, (pp.- 36-37) . ■ ‘

4 J 1
I t -h a s  to  be-conceded th a t  I lu j in le -c a n n o t  a ffo rd  to  remain an is o la te d  .

community much lo n g e r ,_ But L akunle 's  -plan fo r  a  new I lu j i n l e  hard ly
* ' •* \ 
promotes t ru e  c iv i l i z a t io n  and p ro g re s s . ' The adoption  of c i ty  ways w ith

the accompanying c o rru p tio n , the  replacem ent of p roductive farm lands 

w ith  b a rre n , though a e s th e t ic ,  lo v e r s ' p ark s, the a b o li t io n  of the pay

ment o f dow ries, the p reference  fo r  te a  and sugar over the  y e a s t - r ic h
* * ' " ° * < ' / '' 1 " . , ' • ‘‘J ’ ** t y ' “

palm w ine, and the  in tro d u c tio n  of monogamy in  a  predom inantly po ly -
. • . . '' • * - * , - J

gamous so c ie ty , may do more harm than good to  I l u j i n l e .  Besides-,
4  '  '

Lakunle p lans to  " p r in t  newspapers every day /  With p ic tu re s  of seduct

ive g i r l s ."  This . is  in c o n s is te n t w ith h is  id e a ‘of "modest women" ,(p. 3) 

who must cover th e ir -s h o u ld e r^  in  o rd e r to  look decent and re sp e c ta b le .

Lakunle's absurd contempt fo r  the community o f I lu j in le  and.

It8 savage trad ition  exposes him as a comic, indeed ludicrous character
f  ■ '  ' . * . >
l i s  d isgu st with the unprogressive oulture stubbornly .upheld by Baroka

and S id i makes him a grotesque rather than a r e a l i s t i c  reformer. He. ^

i s  dominated by a«conviction which s e ts  him a t odds, w ith , and'makes him

g u ilty  .of excessive opposition to , the s p ir i t  o f  h is  age. But Lakunle .

cannot be completely condemned, for  ramming h is  head against the w all , of
%

a so c ie ty  that, under the leadership of, Baraka,. i s  not ye t ready for

X  '■
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the  pace of progress planned out by' the .v illag e  tea c h e r. Baroka poses 

as  the fo rce  of re s is ta n c e  f ru s t r a t in g  L akunle 's p lan s ; but*his" 

opposition  'to progress in  the v illa g e  tends to  be ec lip sed  by Lakunle's '
V * - - \

headstrong and o ften  confused v is io n . ■ * ‘ .

In  the mime used as a flashback technique in  "Noon,” the

"B ale 's use o f^b ribery  and co rrup tion  in  h a lt in g  p rogress and c i v i l -  •

iz a t io n  i s  ac ted  out to  oonfirtn Lakunle's a lle g a tio n  ”df how he fo ile d

.the p ub lic  Works a ttem pt /  To bu ild  the railw ay through I lu j in le t '

(p . 2 4 )• The mimed scene, described  in  d e ta i l  in  the Stage D irection '

on pp. 2)4- 25 , and L akunle 's subsequent d isg ru n tled  comments, are* a.

se rio u s  indictm ent of the B ale, even i f  the v il la g e  te a c h e r 's  d is tre sse d .-

idealism  is  o ften ,m isp laced , 'BoyitlKa.does not f a i l  to  provide Bapoka

w ith a defence which, o f.co u rse , does not n e c e ssa rily  exonerate him*.

. For a long time now,
The toWn-dwellers have, made up ta le s  
Of the backwardness of I lu jin le  
U n til i t  hurts Baroka, who holds ' -
The welfare of h is  people deep at^heart.’

\I do not hate progress, only i t s  nature 
Which makes a l l  roofs.and faces look the same, 
ted  the wish o f one old man i s  
That here and there, f
(Goes progressively towards S id i . u n til  he bends 
over her, then a its  beside her on the be*d7)
Among tiie bridges.and murderous roads, *-■

' Below the humming birds which
■ Smoke the face of Sango, dispenser of

The snake-tongue lightn ing] between th is  moment 
And the reck less broom that w il l  be wielded 
In' these years to come, we .riruAt leave 
Yirgih p lo ts  of l iv e s ,  rich  -decay ’

■ ted the tang of vApour r is in g  from 
forgotten  heaps of*compost, ly ing

, Undisturbed. . . (p,‘ 52)

Baroka, certa in ly , is. not as sincere, as he Sounds. A ll he says tends
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to  be geared  towards seducing S id is

The old must flow in to  the new, S id i,
Not b lin d  i t s e l f  o r stand  fo o lis h ly  '

• A part. . . . - / • " '

Y esterday’ s wine alone is  s tro n g  and b looded, c h ild ,
And though the C h r is t ia n s ’ holy book den ies 
The t ru th  of- t h i s ,  old wine th r iv e s  b e s t ' " ,
W ithin, a  new b o t t l e ,  ( p , 5^)

Sidi, with her "simple mind" (p. 5 3), may confirm Lakunle’s chauvinistic

claim  th a t  she has a sm alle r b r a in th a r i  he i f  she f a i l s  to  recognize the

sexual overtone's in  Baroka*s o s te n s ib ly  innpcent appeal fo r  compromise.

But she may a lso  be f u l ly  aware o f .the u l t e r io r  m otives of Baroka ,and

only succumbs to  tem pta tion . A fte r a l l  i t  was her- idea  to  check thp

Bale o u t, a common re a c tio n  among g i r l s  when the rumour i s  spread th a t

a man is ' im potent. Whichever way. i t  i s  taken , S id i 's ' f a l l  proves the

Bale to  be as c ra f ty  as he is  f ra u d u le n t. So thoroughly executed is

Baroka*s p lan  th a t ,  even i f  S id i hhd been s e s i t iv e  to  h i s  t r ic k e r y ,  she

could hard ly  have seen through h is  fraud  when he panders to  her v a n ity i
*

BAROKAi (very g e n tly . )
I hope y'ou w il l  not think i t  too great 

^  • A burden, to  carry'the country's mail 
A ll on your com eliness. '
(Walks away, an almost b u sin ess-lik e  tone.)

Our beginnings w il l  
Of course be modest. We sh a ll begin ,
By eu ttih g  stamps fo r  our own v i l la g e  alonfe. I

(pp. 5lj-$2) •

S id i , i s  e a s ily  taken in  by Baroka * s f-la ttery , and her g u l l ib i l i t y  con* ' 

firms Lakunle's remark that she i s  kn u n c iv il is e d , ignorant bush-girl 

(PP. 8 -9 )v The production and sa le  of postage stamps are the so le  

re sp o n s ib ility  of the n a tion 's  government. This fa c t  i s  w ell known to  

the B ale,, but not to  S id if and Baroka iakes advantage o f her b l is s fu l
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'igno rance■to  s e l l  her the lo f ty  idea th a t  the image of the "jew el" of

I lu j in l e  w ill  henceforth  appear on a l l  postage stamps to .be'*manufactured

in  the v i l la g e .  Ludicrous as' Lakunle may he, he i s  apprehensive o f .the

B a le 's  w ilin e ss , p a r t ic u la r ly  when Sadiku "brings the B a le ' s^uarriage

proposal1 to  S id i,  saying, "Baroka wants you for. a  w ife ."  !

LAKUNLE: (bounds forw ard, dropping the wood. ) [
What! The greedy dog! I

’ In s a t ia te  camel of a  fo o lis h , do ting  race ; j
Is ,h e  a t  h is  t r ic k s  again? (p . 19) ■

%

B u t,S id i i s  tod naive and# too f u l l  of p ride  to  take a h in t from the

te a c h e r 's  a p p reh en sio n .' The ground is  thus la id  e a r ly  in  "Noon" fo r

h e r " f a l l "  in  "N ig h t." '

 ̂ A ca re fu l an a ly s is  o f the u tte ran c e s  and motives of Baroka

rev e a ls  th a t' he does not r e a l ly  have the w elfare of h is  people a t  h e a r t .
' T

P roperly  understood fo r  what he i s —a co rru p ter of the agents of prp-
!

g rb ss , a  schemer,-and a s e l f is h  and roguish  rake—he cannot be anytjhing 

but the Orally of progress th a t  Lakunle terms him. To see him d iffefr- 

e n tly  is  to-view him from the wrong end of the le n s . His w iliness
* f • .

indeed reduces him from the sta tus of a "lion" (king o f the beasts Whose

image i s  usually  associated  with the natural ru ler  in Yorubaland) tio -
%

.that of a "fox" who succeeds only by s e lf is h  g u ile , ->

Caught between the world of Lakunle, the young but ambitious

v illa g e  teacher, and that bf Baroka, the crafty  v illa g e  c h ie f , i s  Sfidi,
♦

the simple-minded Jewel of I lu j in le .  She i s  neither impressed^ by ihe 

v is io n  of Lakunle and the values he cherishes, nor capable of under

standing Baroka who speaks and Acts -from behind a th ick mask. As
e 0 * *

struggles between,.the two -mutual antagonists, she emerges as the

she
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awakening ingenue who f a l l s  prey to the w iles of Baroka, though she has 

nothing to  re g re t  f o r  being tr ic k ed  in to  having sex w ith the " l io n ."

The irony  of i t  a l l  i s  th a t  S id i, who would not marry Lakunle unless 

her b r id e -p ric e  was paid f u l ly ,  ge ts  deflowered by Baroka w ithout so much 

as a t i p .  This emphasizes B aroka's dubious c h a ra c te r , and po in ts out how 

h is  cunning ' conservatism  has a lready  s ta r te d  d estroy ing  the innocenoe 

of the younger generation  he pretends to be p ro te c tin g  a g a in s t d e s tru c t

ive modernism. Baroka has long been planning to  "take" S id i as h is  wife 

■ by seduction , and y e t he acauses Lakunle of try in g  " to  s te a l  our v illa g e  

maidenhead" (p . 1?). This makes him very much l ik e  Satan reproving s in .

In  o rder to  ap p rec ia te  f u l ly  Soyinka's message in  h is por

tra y a l  of^his major c h a ra c te rs , one has to  regard  Baroka and Lakunle as 

p e rso n ific a tio n s  of conservatism^ and of m odernity and change'‘re sp e c t

iv e ly . S id i then rep re sen ts  the  misguided-new breed faced w ith the 

choice between the two. None of the th ree  ^an be sa id  to  be f la w le ss .

But Baroka seems to  be the most dep lorab le  of the in te n se ly  ind iv idual
o .

t r i o .  He be trays him self a^ an unprogressive co n serv a tiv e . S id i is  

un fo rtu n a te ly  m isled by her b lin d  s e lf -p r id e ^ to  take a re trog rade  s tep  

in to  the unprogressive p a s t .  She may not f e e l  the impact of h e r  choice 

u n t i l  she i s  f iv e  months old in  B aroka 's f o o l 's  p a ra d ise , and the  Chief 

s t a r t s  th ink ing  o f tak in g  ano ther w ife whose a r r iv a l  w ill  au tom atica lly  

‘cause Sidi to  fade in to  the baokground.

1“* It shpuld be noted, however, thht this allegation is made, 
in‘the first instance, against the Stranger whose role is appropriately 
being playfd by Lakunle in the mime, The ambiguity in the accusation 
makes it possible for us to recognise Baroka's insinuation that Lakunle 
is also planning to marry Sidi without paying the bride-price. „ •

V

T
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Lakunle, w ith a l l  h is  lo f ty  and o ften  mixed-up ideas of c iv i l 

iz a t io n , may be the most lud ic rous ot  the  major c h a ra c te rs , but i t  

would be a m istake to  s in g le  hirfi out as the p r in c ip a l  b u tt  of Soyinka's 

joke in  the p lay . He is  a  comic f ig u re  whose a c tio n  and u tte ran c e s  

evoke a rea c tio n  of amusement r a th e r  than in d ig n a tio n , though h is

pomposity may s t r ik e  the audience as somewhat con tem ptib le . I f  there ,, *
)

i s  any s a t i r i c a l  in te n t  in  the c re a tio n  of Lakunle, i t  i s  d ire c te d

a g a in s t the  excesses of the  propagandist m anifesto  fo r  a sweeping change
\

of indigenous t r a d i t io n  which h is  no tion  of a new I lu j i n l e  re p re se n ts .

The question  which Soyinka'seems to  be ask ing  i s i  Does change (p rogress 

and c iv i l i s a t io n )  have to  be an uncom prom ising.adaptation to  fo re ig n  

values and id eas?  But Baroka who opposes L akunle 's  v is io n  o r  c iv i l 

iz a t io n , jaundiced as i t  may’be, has noth ing  p o s it iv e  to  o f fe r  th a t  

w il l  f o s te r  the  tran sfo rm ation  of the so c ie ty  from i t s  in s u la r i ty  to  a

le s s  p ro v in c ia l s t a t e .  He sees the  school ( s ig n i f ic a n t ly  loca ted  a t
•  • ( 

the edge of the  town), the education  of the you th s, the proposed r a i l 

roads, and o th e r  forms o f c iv i l i z a t io n  as posing a b ig  th re a t  to h is  

s e c u r ity  as the overlb rd  of I l u j i n l e .  Once Baroka i s  s tr ip p e d  of h is  

mask and i s  exposed fo r  what h e 'r e a l ly  i s ,  he arouses in  the  audience 

a fe e l in g  of in d ig n a tio n  because of h is  p re te n tio u sn ess  and cunning, • ' 

The p lay  which d ram atizes a "day" in  th e  l i f e  of I lu j in l e  ends
t

% , • 

a t  ’•Might* when the tre ach e ry  of Baroka f lo u r is h e s  m ost. The tone of

the p lay , however, i s  not a s  p e s s im is tic  as the  decep tive  v ic to ry  of
V; , o

Baroka over Lakunle may suggest. The "n igh t*  of Baroka* s l i f e  and of

a l l  he p e rs o n if ie s  i s  f a s t  approaching, and h is  d ea th  may remove the
*
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. stum bling block in Lekunle's way.- Lakunle’s lo ss of S idi to Baroka w ill 

probably make him a w iser man a t the break of the new day. Si^& w ill 

soon d iscover, to  her dismay, th a t the glamorous l i f e  she hopes to 

enjoy as the fav o u rite  wife of Baroka cannot Last because Sadiku w ill ' 

be out in  f iv e  months or sooner to  look fo r another wife fo r  the Bale.

The promise of the new "day" then r e s ts  in  Lakunle’s recognition  of the 

need not to  move too f a s t  fo r  his. own good and th a t  of the soc ie ty  he 

once planned to turn in sid e  out w ith in  a year.

As Taubman puts i t ,  "What i s  a t t r a c t iv e ■ and ,.deligh tfu l about 

Lion and _the Jewel i s  i t s  po in t of view. Although Mr. Soyinka 

obviously believes in  a fu tu re  th a t w ill tra n sfo n a ^ iis  country, he 

a p p rec ia tes  ancien t t ra d i tio n s  and old .values. He reminds h is country

men and the white world o u ts id e , i f  i t  cares to l i s t e n ,  th a t the new 

ideas imported from abroad-are not the only v a lid  and enduring ones."16' '  

I t  i s  obvious from the play a lso  th a t Soyinka does not condone Baroka*s
e

intransigent conservatism.

One may conclude,, therefore-, that Soyinka endeavours to re-,

solve the c u ltu re -c o n f lic t  in  the p lay  (p erso n ified  in  the Lakunle-

Baroka struggle for S id i) in favour of colnpromise between the old and <

the new, between the unyieldjpg traditionalism  o f Baroka > d  the sweep- -

ing changes projected by Lakunle. ThiB- compromise is  dewjns'trated in

the choice o f S id i which enhances the union of the old and th£ young.

The union would have been more p ositive  and more meaningful i f  Lakunle

had conceded to pay Sidi* s bride-price, thereby marrying hie new ideas 
#^ a
B. Taubman, "A Nigerian Looks a t 'Progress’ ," se c t . 2, p. 1,,
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of p rogress w ith the o ld  no tions o f t r a d i t io n .  Here l i e s  .the message 

beneath S oyinka 's  c r i t i c a l  look a t  h is  so c ie ty  kn the continued process 

of t r a n s i t io n .

Out of the s tru g g le  fo r  supremacy between- tra d i tio n a l is m  arid 

modernism a r is e s  a ten s io n  which dshmnes’' a g r e a te r  rev o lu tio n a ry  dimen

s io n  i£  l?he Strong Breed than "is n o tic e ab le  in  The h i on and the JeWel.

Acclaimed the  most compact and most symbolic of Soyinka'S  plays,--The
* * ' 17 * ' * *

- S trong Breed- ddals w ith  the t r a d i t i o n a l - r i tu a l  invo lv ing  human s a c r i 

f i c e  during  the’ annual f e s t iv a l  of the- expulsion  of e v il  from the 
f '" ' ■ • -

• - s o c ie ty . Although th is  i s  the  c e n tra l  them e,-the p lay  i s  so complex

-im portant'them es l ik e  s e l f - s a c r i f i c e ,  a l ie n a t io n , ‘and .the 

... _ c o n f l ic t  o f ^cultures-do em erge, and a re  h a id ly  sep arab le  one. from the 

. -p-ther m- t h e i r  common focus on the so c ie ty  in  tra n s it io n *  *

- -Ihe achievement of Soyinka in  The ^Btrong Breed i s  probably 

‘ b ea t d e sc rib ed  ad ap tin g  .to  ^he p laycSoyinka 's  c r i t i c a l  views of Ben

C a ld w e ll's  The F a n a tic . Soyinka, l ik e  Caldw ell, ach ieves !»a sucoessfu l
'  ' i  \ r  -• ■ \  . *  .- . .  • r  ' •

intSgriti-o^i o f /to rs i , t h a t - ip  the • r i t u a l ^  and m a tte r  ( s to r y ) ,  c h a ra c te r ,

• ' d o n f lio f ,  p e c ia l riw rali.ties within- a  dynamic of re v o lu tip n a ry  ten s io n , 

culajineting. i p  t h e 'r i t u a l  fm urder (o f  Q n a n ] , ''^ -a  rev o lu tio n a ry  i d e a l i s t  

whose a s s e r t iv e  y i i i  i s  , .a t- odds w ith the c o l le c t iv e  w ill-' o f the

people o f h i s  da tiv e / a i# ’ adop ted  v i l l a g e s .  Through th e  a l ie n a t io n  - o f
S '  V ‘• •h** ’ ’ * » • ” -  n  • ' • . * ‘ '

; Rtoan end,Sunaia> SOyinka, c r6 a te s  a  syn thesised  s tr u c tu r e  th a t  re v e a ls ,

i f ’ . - ... ■ ,
'p|> '?9h W  " In Th*e<> Shoft Plays (London: 0. TJ. p ., 1969),

t e  '■ ' v J •, - ' ■
' . ' 4 ' Soyinka, *Draa« and-the Revolutionary. I d e a l ,"  p , .77.
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even i f  o b liq u e ly , a- ten s io n -r id d en  so c ie ty  caught- in  the th roes of. the 

p rocess of tran sfo rm atio n . . r" ’ .

Sunmp., w ho 'is convinced th a t  ’’th e re  could be np. -peace in  the

m idst of so much c ru e lty ^  {p. 89) , ’ .has- e a r l i e r  to ld  EtajUr:- " I wonder i f .
"  • 'Jr '' • ‘ . - :

I . r e a l ly  sprang frost h e re . I  know they, are  e v i l  and I  am n o t. Prom

the  o ld e s t  to  the  sm a lle s t  c h ild , they a re  nourished in. e v il-a n d  uiv- 

wholescunenesfif.in-which I  have no p a r t"  (p.- 8,8). This sense of a l ie n 

a tio n  g radua lly  preparea the ground fo r  Sunma’s t o ta l  bpeak w ith h e r  

Society  and her f a th e r .  When Eman p o in ts  out t o i l e r  th a t  she i s  "heeded 

a t  home and th a t  she. has ,a  p a rt  in  the end—of—y e a r f e s t i v a l ,* s h e ' snaps "

backs "I have renounced i t}  I  am Jag u n a 's  e ld e s t  daugh ter oftjy in  name"-
• 5 *

(p* 90)• .Her determ ination  to  break w ith  h e r-peop le  and th e i r  eyiJL

ways i s  demonstrated in  an open confrontation with her father:

(Jaguna tu rn s  ..just in  time to  see Sunma f l y  a t  
I claw ing a t - h is  fac e  l ik e  a, oraiaed t i g r e s s .)

.  J  -SDJIMA: Murderer! "Tfhat are you doing to  himC?l 
•j Murderer! Murderer! \

i (Jaguna fin d s h im self'stru gglin g  r e a lly  hard to
. 1. keep o f f  h is  daughter, he succeeds in- pushing her
I o f f  and',str ik in g  her jso~hard on th eT ace  that she
' f a l l 8 t o . her knees. He movealna her to  h i t  her again.)

ORQGE: CComes between. ) Think whaiTyou are doing 
'. Jaguna, she i s  your daughter.*, .'

JAGtFNA: My daughter! .hoes th is  one look l ik e  my.
daughter? Let me cr ipp le  the h arlot for  l ife >  '. ■. ; 

ORQGB: Hothing in  anger—do you forget what
’tonight is?

JkGOlU*. Can you blaine me fo r  forgettin g?
(Draws h is  hand across h is  cheek—'it  i s  covered 

•with blood. )  '• ~  ... (pP« )o6-107)

The physical struggle between father and daughter in -this scene demon- '

stratesi the antagonism between the e v i l  Conservatism of the v i l la g e  • „

(represented by Jaguna), and the forces of change (p erson ified  by $h)an ,

i. .I

£
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and Sunma), .TJnless one recognizes th is  s ig n if ic a n t 'c la s h /o f  force? ’ .

* and a t t i tu d e s ,  one tpay miss the pervasive revo lu tionary  ^tanc.e of- th e ’ 

r i t u a l  tragedy in  The S trong’Breed. '

Wh^n the p lay  opens, the annual, end-of-year f e s t iv a l  o f . the - 

expulsion of ev il, from the soc ie ty  .is 'a b o u t- to  begin . I f  i s  s ig n if ic a n t 

th a t the. cpmminity where the f e s t iv a l  i s  to  take plabe i s  u n id en tif ied . 

This" anonymity immediately suggests the u n iv e rs a li ty  of the r i t u a l  'th a t 

forms the core of the  f e s t iv a l .  There are  some in te r e s t in g  s im i la r i t ie s  '

, between, the  r i tu a l  dramatized i n  th e ,p la y , and Horton’ s account o f  the 1 

New, Year' f e s t iv a l  in  I ja w la n d .^  J.- g . F razer, in  h is  study of.'the  ' 

public expulsion of. e v i l s ;  -refers to-’the occasional and period ic  r i t u a l ,  

among o ther p laces , i» various p a rts .'o f West A fr ic a .20 ' TH e"ritual i s '-  

'  fundam entally the same, d esp ite  minor loca l p e c u l ia r i t ie s .  The .relevance

of such p u r if ic a tio n  r i t u a l s  todratTa has been po in ted  out by hyphen
V  ‘ '' ' .  '

s -Behind tragedy and comedy i s  a p re -h is to r ic  death- 
and -resu rrec tio n  cerem onial, -the r i t e  o f  k i l l in g  the 
o ld -year (the  aged king) and b ringing .'in  the new 1 
season (th e  re su rre c tio n  o r . i n i t i a t i o n ,of the adol
escent k in g ). Associated w ith k i l l in g  the old king
and devouring h is .  .body wad the a n c ien t r i t e  of " ‘’ I

- .purging the  t r ib e  by ex ce llin g  a  scapegoat on whose . •
head Vera, heaped- the s in s  o f the past y e a r ,21

W hat.is abhorren t in  th is  ancien t p u r if ic a tio n  r i t u a l  i s - th e

.Ho. 67 ?e“  the
■' ' 20 ■ ’ ’ • ’ ■ ’ ■ ’

6S ! H » ,  m  e y y v - " V *  • s p - w  y . - a w * . . : -  •

'  .  "  31 - - , '  "  •• - .

■ ■ V* Cypher, *The Meanings of Comedy," in  Comedy: Meaning 
gS^^SSS* *&••» R* W. Corrigan (San- Francisco: Chandler Publ. Co., 1965), ‘

I-

' I !

. i L
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.. .use o f human beings as scapegoats, o r c a r r ie r s . .  This i s  the aspec t 

- .which The Strong Breed im p l ic i t ly  denounces. Jts th e 'h o u r o f the r i t e s .  

■ approaches, a m ysterious young g i r l  drags >an: e ff ig y  towards Btaan’ s 

house. .As the s tag e  d ire c tio n 'p u ts ,  i t ,  "The g i r l  ..is-unsmiling-; She- 

. possesses in  f a c t . _a kind of in s c r u ta b i l i ty  which .does not make her 

hard but i s  u n se ttlin g "  (p . Si*). The ■ ro le  of t h e .g i r l  in  the p lay  is  

a  major one. even, though she appears only occasionally  an d - 'b r ie f ly ,' She 

. i s  used as a  "b a it*  to  -lu re  away Ifa d a , the i d io t ,  to  be kidnapped fo r  

p rep ara tio n  as .the " c a r r ie r"  a t ' Ijhe .fe s t iv a l  (p . 92), - The e ff ig y  she 

drags behind he r i s  a.symbol not only of her own - i l ln e s s , , bu t a lso  of 

. . . the evi^. o f the so c ie ty  %  be purged a t  m idnight-. .The e ff ig y  becomes 

. . more s ig n if ic a n t  when the g i r l ,  s l ip s  on i t  the duba given to  her by • 

,'Eman. V ith  Oman's buba 'on t h e ’g i r l ' s '  " c a r r ie r ,"  there, i s  an iro n ic  

presaging o f the f a te  o f ,Emart as the "carrier",, a t  the f e s t iv a l .  • In  

f a c t , ,  the g i r l ' s  "ca rrie r."  a t 'd n c e  becomes S ta n 's  e f f ig y , e sp e c ia lly  . 

..when i t  i s  l e f t  hanging from the sheaves of Jo a n 's  house to  symbolize

the manner .of h is  death . The m ysterious g i r l  has b een ‘id e n tif ie d  by .
* * ’ 1 • ' ' ■ 92c r i t i c s  as a  Judas^figu re , be tray ing  Shan*, the C h r is t- f ig u re , I t  is"

lo g ic a l , ,  th e re fo re , to  consider her as "the p la y 's  most s i n i s t e r  oharac

- te r ,  since she , seems to  rep re sen t corrupted ihnopenoe'and a mute in.-
' s 1 f . 44 " t > ' a

. d iffe re n c e  tQ-'sorrojw and ,s u f f e r in g .* , “ .
'

The tra g ic  s i tu a t io n  g a th e rs  momentum-whpn Etaan, con tra ry  to
, • '  -  -

■. ' , - 22 ’ ' .
•See, fo r  in s ta n c e , £» Jones, The W riting of Vole

; -  Soyinka (Londont Heihefflann, 1973)»-PP. U9-515 and iO. Oguriba, The Move-
p e n t 'o f T ran sitio n  (ibadam  I .  tf, P . ,  1975),' pp. 11$, and, 121-22,

' .21 . • ‘ • '• " " 1 ‘ .. •’“
Gerald Moore, Vole Soyinka ( Londont  Evans, .1971)., p. $ $ .
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•Sunma*s re p e a te d •warnings (pp . 9U-95), harbours I fa d a  .who hag escaped-, 

from hi's c a p to rs . The r e p r i s a l  f o r  such .an a c t  i s  made ..c lear to  him by 

Jaguna: "A c a r r ie r  should end up in  the bush', no t i n 'a  housje. Anyone 

who d o e s n 't  g u a rd 'h is  door fthen- the c a r r ie r  goes by has h im self to

blame.- .A--contaminated house should be bu rn t down" (p . 9 7 )p  But Hnan 

i s  n o t a ’ to ta l  s tra n g e r  to  the  custom o f , th e 'p e o p le , as' shown in  the  . ,'f - 

d ialogue th a t  ensues between him and Jaguna and-Droge (“pp., 97-99) . What 

d i f f e r e n t ia te s  t h e i r  r i t e s  from those in -fo rc e  in  h is ,-n a tiv e  v illag e , i s  

the d is p o s itio n  o f  the c a r r ie r ,  who, he m ain ta in s , sholild- be a 'w l l l in g

s c a p e g o a t,. "A -village-w hich cannot- produce i t s  own c a r r i e r , "  he c la im s,
■ • . - . K , - ■

"con ta in s no men" (p . .98) .  This prompts Jaguna, an im p a tie n t man of. »-

a c tio n  and few words, to  in s in u a te , a f t e r  recovering  I fa d a :

You say tbe're a re  no men in  th is  V illa g e  because • 
they cannot produce, a w illin g  c a r r i e r . . And. y e t  I- 
heard Ciroge t e l l  you we only use s tr a n g e rs . There 
i s  only one o th e r  s tra n g e r  in  the  v i l l a g e ,  but' I  ' . , ‘
have n o t heard  him o f fe r  him self ( s p i t s . )  I t  i s  

X so easy- to  t a lk  -is i t  no t?  . ’ *p, 99)

The re tu rn  o f’ Ifa d a  l a t e r  pn s tro n g ly  suggests .that -he has been, re le a se d

in  lieu - o f Bnan who must- have vo lun teered  ,ip> the p lace  o f I fa d a  a s  the

" c a r r ie r* "  This i n i t i a l  s e l f - s a c r i f ic e  makes Brian a  C h r is t - f ig u re , who• , 1 e « ( t
t  ̂ ’ a *

w il lin g ly  o f fe rs  to  ca rry  awdy the  s in s  of the v i l l a g e ,1 The d e ta i l s  of 

h is  su f fe r in g , h is  b e tra y a l by th e  g i r l ,  h is  com plaint -of t h i r s t ,  h is  • 

death  by hanging on a t r e e  a f t e r  being caught in  a  trap-—a l l  thepe 

r e c a l l  the  p assio n , b e tra y a l , c ru c if ix io n , and dea th  of. C h r is t . But 

VEmm i s  n o t the  m arty r one i s  le d  to  b e liev e  him to  b e , ^  ''

>• -V^Hargaret Laurence, fo r  example,' a s s e r ts  th a t  the  p lay  " i s
'A* • /  • •'* * ' . . - " - 1 , ’ * , •’ % ' '' M

abodt the  n a tu re  Of human s a c r i f i c e  th e re  tb e rd  i a  an u n w illin g  v ic tim
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who i s  rescued  by a  m arty r."  S im ila r ly , Jozies' argues th a t  "Email's

s u b s t i tu t io n  of. h im self f o r  I fa d a , and h is  assum ption , of ‘ the  ro le  of the

w illin g  c a r r ie r  o f the e v i l s  of the  v i l l a g e ,  ^ c o n s ti tu te  3 a  d ec is io n

which leads to  h is  martyrdom.!* _ I t  should be no ted , however, th a t

Etoan, -like I fa d a , ev en tu a lly  becomes an un w illin g  v ic tim  .who escapes .
. • '  t  ■ . . .  ' -  •

Tfrom the p r ie s t  p reparing  him f o r  h is  r o le  as ^ c a r r ie r ."  As he crouches 

beside, some shrubs, tori*. and b leed in g  (p.. 102) v h is  .mind goes back to  

•h is  home from which he-has fled*  The v is io n  h e -sees i s ' t h a t  of h is  

f a th e r ,  who im presses upon him' th a t  he. (Etoian) belongs to  the  strortg  

breed,, and asks him to  take  over, h is  ro le  a s  " c a r r i e r . "  ' Etoan's ’answer 

i s  very- s ig n i f ic a n ts  - " I  am u n f i t t e d 'f o r  your york f a th e r .  I  wish to -  

say no mope. . But I  am t o ta l l y  u n f i t te d  for, your, c a ll" -  (p . 101+)»

This scene—a .p e c u lia r  form o f ' a flashback—re v e a ls  Etoan*s } 

s ta te , .of mind. Though he belongs to  the s tro n g  b reed  by b i r t h ,  he puns 

away not only from ‘h is  o a l l  to  be ^ " c a r r i e r "  by in h e r i ta n c e , ' bu t a lso  

from- h is  vo lun teered  r o le  as " c a r r ie r*  in  p lace  o f I fa d a . He now de

t e s t s  being a  c a r r ie r  having ta s te d , o f the b i t t e r  " p i l l "  .adm inistered 

to  would-be scapegoats*; IA o th e r  words, Jtoan adm its by h is  f l i g h t  

th a t  he i s  u n f it te d , f o r  the  r o le  he has vo lun teered  to  p lay . ,N© m artyr

runs away from h is  death  the way Bman does; and. one wonders, i f  he i s  . ’
' ' .. ", 'T ‘ A -* •

r e a lly  o f the. strong breed. . * •. ’• v

• Christ may have ca lled  on E li in  moments of extreme agony on 

the Cross+ hut th is  does' not amount to an attempt' to d iscontinue h is  v

, ^  Long Drums and Cannons (Londons* M acm illan. 1966), p i. 28.
• ' ' ' 2*5 ~ ■ ’’ * ■ - ■ ■

B. B, Jones. Hie W riting o f  Wole Soyinka. pp .  50-51.
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saving mission,. .He d ie s  in  to ta l ' submission of ’h is  w il l  to  God*s on 

the Gross. U n like-C hrist, 5knan re s o lu te ly  -flees from d ea th , and dies.*

\ " only when he i s  caught in  t h e ’tra p  s e t  by h is  enemies. The manner of
• . ' I

h is  death  undermines h is , martyrdom* ..• * .

Eman.1 s f lig h t-fro m  the f e s t iv a l  p r ie s t  i s ,  however, more than
» •' f "* . ■*' «

. a  mere- show of cowardice as*Jaguna a lle g e s ’. I t  dem onstrates h is  r e j e c t -  ■

ion of a system -of r i t u a l  s a c r i f ic e  .s im ilar to  th a t  which.he has de-

- nouncedby running away from home-. Further- "flashbacks" revea l th a t.

. ’Bman has once been d is i l lu s io n e d  by the' relig ious- hypocrisy o f h is

Tutor who took charge o f the  r i t e s  of p u r if ic a tio n  and in i t i a t io n  to .

manhood,, performed on, ado lescen ts before they- could take  wives. ‘ The,
• < * • • * ' V ,

"flashbacks" show th a t  Bnan's break w ith t r a d i t io n  (d r those aspects  o f.

it-which* reek w ith  re lig io u s , hypocrisy arid inhumanity) s t a r t s  e a rly  in  ‘

, h is  l i f e ,  and th a t  i t '  only reaches a p o in t of no re tu rn  when he i s  con-

- .fron ted -w ith  th e .c a llo u sn e ss  demonstrated by th e  v i l la g e r s  in  the p lay .

His i s  a  r e v o lt  th a t  has developed over a Ibng period..and th a t  has been

• expressed .in  a v a r ie ty  of ways.. . I f  hip opposition  to  what he regards

as an obnoxious t ra d i t io n  has been w ithout much e f f e c t ,  h is  death

c e r ta in ly  brings about a  change cif a t t i tu d e  among some of- the v illag e rs ..
’ 1 “ ' ’ ** . ,

At, the c lose  of the p lay , the d ialogue between Jaguha'and Oroge po in ts

.out the g u i l t - f e p lin g  of- the v illa g e rs*

JAGUHAj I  am s ic k  to  the heart o f .the cowardice 
I have seen tonightv . ' ,

OROGE: That i s  the natu re  of men.
JAGUHA> Then i t  i s  a  sorry world to  l iv e  in .- V& 

did i t  fo r  them. I t  was a l l  for  th e ir  own *
- .common good. What d id  i t  b e n e fit me -whether 

the  man liv ed  o r died£?3 But d id  you see >
V .  . - them? One 4«d a l l  they looked up a t  the. wan
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■° , and words d ied  in - th e i r  th ro a ts . . y*
OROGE: I t  was ho common s ig h t. ’ /

• JAGlINAi Women .would not have behaved so shame- 
• fu l ly .  One‘by one .they 'crep t o f f  l ik e  siok 
dogs. Not one could ra is e  a curse*

QROGE: I t  w as.no t'on ly  him they f le d .  Do you
see how unattended we a re? ., (p . 11?) I 'V

This .'scene i s  preceded by a s ta g e ’ d ire c tio n  which s ta te sV th a t
’ * . ' , 71 - ** ’ ’ ' * ‘ t

"the v i l la g e r s  .begin to  r e tu rn , subdued -and g u i l ty . They walk acro ss\

the f r o n t . - s k ir t in g  the house as .widely as they can . No word i s  ex-

.. changed" (p . 1.19). This s i l e n t  bu t unm istakable re a c tio n  of the

' v i l la g e r s  "clearly, in d ic a te s  th a t  there  is  an unusual- dimension to, the

•'■year’s r i t e s  of expulsion o f e v i l  from the .so c ie ty . The v i l l a g e r s  might

have, w itnessed th e -ordeals of c a r r ie r s  in  previous y e a rs  and f e l t  g u ilty

■ after the r i tu a ls ,  were over. But from a l l  in d ic a tio n s j  never has there

been a c a r r ie r  of Email's' d isp o s itio n  toward h is  r o le .  The uniqueness.
' ' t *

of h is  death  l i e s  in  the negative fu n c tio n  ^ t -serves.' Rather than

cleansing  the- so c ie ty  of i t s  i l l s ,  i t  fu r th e r  p o llu te s ' i t ,  The custom-
. . *

a ry  r i t u a l  curses heaped on ,the c a r r ie r  as h e -is  driven out of the

community are  stuck in  the th ro a ts  of the' v i l la g e r s  who-watch Baan’s 

body as i t  dangles on the t r e e .  In  s h o r t , the r i t e s  a re  riot completed, 

and the e v ils  of the dying year remain in  the’, v i l l a g e ,  worsen*

Bnan’s unprecedented manner of dea th ; ■'

But Snan'B death i s  ^ot the -only-additional p o llu tion  in  the ;

community. Jaguna'B wrath during the fe s t iv e  r itu a l i s  in' i t s e l f  for*
2-6 ' ■ ' • ' bidden. Oroge .reminds hint •‘I f  you want the new year to cushion the

i - ’ " .' 1 i >
26 - ; 'Gft Okchkwo'a anger which disrupts the Week of; Peace in  

Chiniia Achebe’ s Things F a ll Apart (London: Heineoahh, 1958), pp. 27-29,
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land there  must be' no deeds of anger" (p ., 98)* Jaguna’s d isp o s itio n , 

which i s  obviously detrim ental to  the s p i r i t  .of the f e s t iv a l ,  has been
' i ’ • ' +
prompted by finan’s re v o lt a g a in s t the; manner in  which Jaguna handles
4 | , ' • v ' 4

I fa d a 's -c a s e . .Bub th is  re v o lt  c le a r ly  s ig n if ie s  a new s p i r i t  being 

, generated :^n -opposition to the e x is tin g  c o lle c tiv e  consciousness of the 

so c ie ty , The reac tio n  of the v illa g e rs  to  Boan*^-unusual death way 

very, w ell be. ah expression not only of shock.and d isg u s t a t  the fu rth e r  

p o llu tio n  which-his death c o n s ti tu te s ,’ but a lso  of an awareness of th e ir  

man's excesses whibh have su llied ' the p u r if ic a tio n  r i t u a l ,  in  th e ir  

rea c tio n , th e re fo re , th e r e 'i s  a demonstration of te n s io n  and c o n flic t  

which mark out Jaguna and Oroge as a lie n a te d  from the, res t, of the v i l 

lagers  a t  the erid o f the unsuccessful r i tu a ls  " I t  was not only him

• they f le d .  Do you see how unattended we .are?" (p , 119).
«*• t T

Everything in  the play—the Aythm of t ra g ic  a c tio n , .charac- 

te r iz a t io n ,  d ialogue, m anipulation o f symbols, th e  .peculiar flashback 

technique—may be seen as co n tr ib u tin g  to -th e  s o l id i f ic a t io n  o f the 

c o n f l ic t  s tru c tu re  of the ac tio n . T he /con flic t w ith in  &D&n is  comple

mented by the c o n flic t  of in te r e s t  between him and SUnma, Sunma'.s r e -  

.la tio n sh ip  with.Saan expresses her opposition  to  the view of h e r fa th e r , 

and the  s tru g g le  a r is in g  therefrom  i s  -demonstrated in  the v io le n t con

f ro n ta tio n  w ith her fa th e r  who i s  bent op de itn^y ihg-her lover. The 

c h a ra c te r isa tio n  of Oroge.as* a  check on,, i f  not as a  f o i l  tp , Jaguna 

p o in ts  to  en e x is t in g  weakening of th e ,s o l id a r i ty ,o f  the v i l la g e r s ,  a
' ' ' I • ' * , ‘ ' '

weakening which su ffe rs  a f u r th e r ’blow in  the s i l e n t  p ro te s t  of the 

, v i l la g e r s  who re fu se  to  curse  ftnan the c u r r ie r  as custom demands,
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e J ' Even in  the "flashback* scenes, d iffe rence^  a re  exposed be—'

tween Eman and h is  dead f a th e r ,  and between'what liiajn d e s ire s  and the 

c a l l  of duty he has shunned. And f in a l ly ,  th e re ’ is  a rem arkable d is—

, . „ crepancy between the t ra d i t io n  of th e 'v i l la g e r s - a t  the end .of the p u r i-

; f ix a t io n  r i t e s  and th e i r  a c tu a l rea c tio n  to  Bnan's body hanging high on 

the t r e e .  A ll th e s e ,c o n f l ic t s , ’ten s io n s , divided lo y a l t ie s ,  and d is 

crepancies th a t in fe s t  the-w orld of the p’lay  confirm  the ex istence  of 

a process of t r a n s i t io n ,  w hioh-is s e t  in  high gear b / th e -  c a ta ly t ic  

- fo rce  o f the end-of-year r i t u a l ,  The somber tone bn which the play 

erids is  not w ithout some promise or,hope. As'Oyiij Oguntja comment^

I*  looks .as i f  something carrying a permanent e ffe c t  ■ 
has happened,to the- conscience o f  the people and 
that the community w ill  never be the same again in  • '

k inspect of the treatment of ca rr iers , strangers,
i d io t s .  . . , . I v

Soyinka may be saying th a t  what the t r a n s i t io n  
period in  A frica  needs i s  a man. .  .whd would s a c r i -  

' . f id e  him self the  way &nan does, since  i t  i s  the
greatness.of h is su fferin g  that w ill prick the con- , 
science o f our strange world. Such a man w il l  have 
to beprepared to endure d is loca tion  add- other su ffer 
in gs, as w ell as the r isk  of being fordver branded 
abnormal sin ce , as Oroge says, no man in  h is proper 
senses w ill  consent to be.a carrier.

, This observation, whatever i t s  lim ita tio n s , brings in to  focus Soyinka's 

preoccupation w ith’the agonies that plague-the l i f e  of an individual 

whose assertive  w ill i s  a t odds with that of h is so c ie ty . The. tensions 

,ami c o n flic ts  attending the process of transformition in  the Sooiety  

may be made manifest and may be resolved ,’ as in  'Che Strong*Breed, in  

.the "abnormal'* character who ends up being the s a c r if ic ia l  victim ,
, .  ‘ .  - i '

27 - - V’ .. !' • ■ ’
J °* Ogunba, The Movement of Transition, p . 116.  .
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whose death brings about some change in  the so c ie ty . The res

suc5f*tensions and c o n flic ts  nay take a su rp ris in g ly  .d iffererv ;

i t  does in  Camwood on the Leaves, where Soyinka explores the 
* • 

ch ild  con fron ta tion  to  a r t ic u la te  man's s trugg le  fo r  freed’oo,'

(h) Parent-C hild  C o n flic t;

O r ig in a lly ,. Camwood on the Leaves .w as w ritte n  fo

was f i r s t  broadcast in  November 1960* sh o rtly  a f t e r  N igeria '

pendenoe, by the N igerian Broadcasting Corporation, Aocordi

' note on the page th a t  immediately follow s the f ly  le a f ,

o lu tio n  of 

tu rn , as 

paren t-

r rad io , and 

s inde- 

ng to  the

S u b title d  'a  r i t e  of childhood passage, fo r  radio*
Camwood On The Leaves explores, the tensions of 
adolescent awakening s e t  a g a in s t the in te rn a l  con
f l i c t  of generations in  a  modem Yoruba fam ily ,

' • - ' ag a in st p ressu res of European C h r is t ia n ity  on the
tr a d i t io n a l  c u l tu ra l .p a t te rn  of West A frican l i f e .
In  th is  play these tensions are expressed in  terms 
of a c o n f l ic t  between Reverend K rin jo b i, a severe 
m in is te r , imbued with a sense th a t h is  own fam ily ’ s 
conduct must be beyond reproach, and h is  son, X soli,
.who re v o lts  a g a in s t .h is  f a th e r 's  r e l ig io n  as w ell 

■ as h is  a u th o r ity  and d e fie s  them obsessively  in  
defence of. h is  own Independence and th a t  of the 
g i r l  whose lo v er he has become.

Unlike Achebe's Things J a i l  Apart, or4 Henshaw's Children of Jhe Goddess

o r  Companion Per. A C hief, a l l  of.which concentrate  on s itu a tio n s  in  the

19th century when C h r is t ia n i ty  was ju s t  beginning to  take ro o t in

Nigeria, Soyinka's Camwood on the Leaves i s  set. in  20th-century Nigeria 
*, , • 

when the Christian fa ith  has become widely accepted. The tem ion

crea ted  by the m eeting of C h r is t ia n ity  and t r a d i t io n a l  re l ig io n  was by
1 . * -

1960 no longer as pronounced as i t  was in  the la te  19th  o e n tiry , except

2 8 . (London; ty re  Methuen, 1973)*
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among fa n a tic s  on both s id e s . Devout C h ris tia n s , f o r  in s ta n c e , f re e ly

p a r tic ip a te d  in  t r a d i t io n a l  f e s t iv a l s  l ik e  Igogo in Gvo, egungun in^

Yorubaland g e n e ra lly , and Iromo (th e  f e s t iv a l  cff the palm fronds) in  
29* '

, Igede H c i t i ,  w ithout in cu rrin g  the wrath o r curse of the Bishop of the 

d iocese. Such p a r t ic ip a tio n s  nowadays do not n e c e ssa rily  make one a 

lees  devout C h ris tian . One only has to  regard the. f e s t iv a l s  as an annual 

re-enactm ent o f s o e io -c u ltu ra l  events in the h is to ry  of the people 

r a th e r  than a s ,a  re je c t io n  o f the C h ris tian  f a i t h .e . • \ ,

. This was the a t t i tu d e ,  a t  le a s t  among thevYokuba people, when
'" 7

S.oyinka wrote Camwood on the Leaves. , The ten sio n  in  the play cannot be

r e s t r i c t e d  to  the d if fe r in g  re lig io u s  views held by Reverend E rin job i

and h is  d e fec tin g  son, I s b la .  To lim it, the theme o f  the p lay  to  th is

tension, or even to say the theme " is the c o n f lic t  of generations ex-
* »

.plored. . .on a domestic p l a n e , i s  to scratch the surface. At the

other extreme i s  the im pressive, but r a th e r  s tre tc h e d , c r i t ic is m  which

leans on the su b -t it le  of th e ' play—^a r ite  o f childhood passage"— to 
«

suggest that

Camwood' on the Leaves. . .can be seen as a  stra igh t
forward statement o f the violence neoessary to projeot 

. ' a novice into  adult-hood. I f  we i^ la te  th is  to the
a r t is t ;  the play celebrates the moment of, transform
ation  frdm received education to personal c r ea tiv ity  
and the re lea se  neoessary to achieve' this*transm utation.
But the circumstance o f the w riting and broadcast Of 
th is  play (Nigerian independence celebration) suggests 
that Soyinka * a purpose transcends a  rnerm exploration of

^  See A. 0 , O lofin lade, "Iromo F estiva l in  Igede B c iti,"  
Unpubl. Cert, in  Bduc, th e s is , Univ. o f Ibadan, 19?i*«

^  G. Ogunba, The Hovsment o f T ra n s itio n , p . 229,/

1
<64r«
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a domestic is su e . . . . J u s t  as I so la  comes of age 
and has to destroy  the S erpen t, th a t  i s ,  the f a th e r -  . 
f ig u re , in  the  same way Soyinka appears to  suggest 
th a t  i t  i s  necessary  f o r  N ig eria , now independent, 
to  fash ion  i t s e l f  .anew and a t t a in  r e a l  adulthood by 
r e je c t in g  the dubious f a th e r - f ig u re  o f the former 

.c o lo n ia l, m aste r.3 1 *

This i s  an in te r e s t in g  a n a ly s is . But i t s  v a l id i ty  i s  undermined by the

f a c t  th a t  i t  r a i s e s  the qu estio n  as to  whether "v io len ce"  i s  r e a l ly

necessary , and, th e re fo re , recommended as the only mode of growth from

novice to  adulthood. B esides, Iso la* s  d is p o s itio n  hard ly  q u a l i f ie s

him as an a lle g o ry  of the c re a tiv e  a r t i s t .  ''

I n te rn a l  ev idence”c le a r ly  shows th a t  the  play is  a psycho-,

s o c ia l  study and n o t a t r e a t is e -o n  p o l i t i c a l  re v o lu tio n . Only rem otely
'»■

does1 the play work as a  metaphor_ f 9*^" p o litic a l problem s. The danger' in  

the- in te rp re ta t io n  c ite d  above, illu m in a tin g  as i t  may seem, i s  th a t i t

d iv e r ts  one’ s a t te n t io n  from th e 'c r u c ia l  issu e  in  the p lay . A c a re fu l
* » '

- a n a ly s is  of the  a c tio n  re v e a ls  th a t  the o o n f lic t  of g en era tio n s  w ith in

Reverend K r in jo b i 's  fam ily  i s  only the consequence of a much deeper

psycho-soo io log ical problem.

The s p i r i t  o f r e v o l t  in  both I s o la  and Morounke i s  f a i r l y

s im ila r  to  th a t  generated  in  the world of Joseph Okpaku's Born A stride

the Grave. Although Soy inka 's  and Okpaku's m issions d i f f e r  in ,approach

and a r t i s t i c  achievem ent, the f a c to rs  which,prompt fche s p i r i t  of r e v o lt

among the youths in  th e i r  two p lays a re  muoh a l ik e ,«

I n .Camwood on the  Leaves Soyinka uses Iso la * s  three' n ig h t

mares a s -a  flashback  device to  re v e a l, even i f  obliquely*, what prompted

31 I b id . ,  pp. 229-30. *

*
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Iso la  and Morounke to  run away from home. In the f i r s t  dream (pp. 25-

28), Reverend R rin job i emerges as a p u ritan ic  clergyman who i s  so taken

■ up w ith  th e  C h ris tia n  up b rin g in g  of h is* c h ild re n  th a t , ,  am ong'other

, tilings, he gets them involved m  cho ir p rac tice s  and regular-, prayers

a t  home and in  church. Iso la  fin d s  thase ex erc ises  d i s ta s te f u l ,  a’ftcj'

does not hide h is  fee lin g s  about them. Of course, Reverend B r m jo b i i s

the negative exemplum of the inode of li 'fe  he wants h is  ch ild ren  to  l iv e .   ̂I  ' ‘

^ r X ly Q p v e r e  and re p re ss iv e , he c re a te s  the im pression th a t  he i s  in -  -

s e n s itiv e  to  the strong  fe e lin g s  of. h is  son. His in a b i l i ty  to  con tro l
* »

h is  anger is  not C h r is tia n lik e . Without giving, I so la  the opportunity

( to  know h is  offence ( i f  a^ a l l  I so la  considers I t  as an o ffen ce), h e . -

begins to * flo g  him. I s o la ,  who apparen tly -has become immune to  i r -  -

ra t io n a l  f la g e l la t io n s  l ik e  th i s ,  sheds no te a r s .  This aggr&vates h is

f a th e r ’s page, and earns him a s lap  while a t  the  same time .he is

ordered to  put up h is  hands. I t  should- be n o te d 'th a t  the punishment

i s  a lready  meted out before_the charge is  la id t  "You dressed  y o u r s e l f  
• - f

as an egungun masquerade and paraded the town l ik e  a  pagan" (p. 28).

Even t h i s  ch arge i s  acoom panied by a b low , le a v in g  I s o l a  no ehanbe to -

depy the ch arge  w ere i t  f a l s e ,  o r  to  d efen d  h im s e lf  ev en  i f  i t  were
♦

t - t r u e .  U nable to  b ea r  th e  b e a t in g  th a t  accom pan ies th e  reprimand* J B o la
♦ I u-x.

g ro a n s s o  lou d  i n . h i s  s l e e p  th a t  Morounke h a s  to  wake him^ap.

The a c t io n  o f  R everend K r in jo b i in  t h i s  f la sh b a c k  sc e n e

s t r o n g ly  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  tj^T l^grgym an i s  n o t ^ p i ip p ^ l  w ith  th e  C h r is t ia n

v i r t u e s  n eed ed  to  d e a l w ith  an e r r in g  c h i ld  l i lc e  I s o l a .  K r in jo b i‘ e “ "
* *

^ o b s e s s iv e  d r iv e  t o  s t e e r  i s o l a  o f f  th e  p ath  o f  dam nation i s  m is d ir e c te d .
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' . He hard ly  understands .the' problems of the son he s e ts  out to  reform ,

'The second*'dream reveals"how: I s o l a 's ;  freedom has been unduly re s tra in e d . 

- He is  scolded, and. beatefj by- h is..'fa ther fh r  wandering among gravestones 

in  the churchyard, and f o r  being in  the comparer of a ‘Childhood’ f r ie n d ,
i  * '

.Morounke. firin jo fcils  a c tio n  con firm s 'h is  own c la im ,th a t he, "Was never

. one" to  spare the,rod*  (p . 17)< His excessiv e .rag e  i s  a ls o  exposed in

the. th ird  of I s o la 1 s nightm ares. The "abominable**, crim e. for'w hich

Iso la  i s  to r tu re d  in  th is  flashbac^  scene is  t h a f  he has impregnated

Morounke, .the f if te e n -y e a r^ o ld  daughter of M r,‘‘and'M rs. Olumorin.' The

‘ end o f th is  - th ird  dream i s  s ig n i f ic a n t  enough to  be Peproduced here:

ISOLA; J Morounke, so you do l?ear my, .c h ild , my , . '
‘ ch ild ?  ,, ‘ .

MRS. (EIJMGRIN: Help! Htrlp! Don'.t touch her. Get
a W ,  you shameless, boy! Get him’ away from her. 

BRINJOBliS. Get my s t i c k .  Where i s  my s tic k ?  *- 
-MOROUNKE: heave him., . .oh , leave  him. Don’ t  beat

him. I s o la , run away,. ’■
' OLDMORIN: In  my presence^ ho ld ing-her hand in. my

•presence. A fter what h e 's  done to  her? The
•"s own o ffsp r in g ,. . . t h e 'd e v i l 's  own m is- 

‘ b eg o tten 1f r u i t !  ' j
MOROUNKE: I  c a n 't .  . . .1 c a n 't ,  . . .

‘f o o t s t e p s  running o f f . )  - 
MBS. OLUMORIN': Morounke, .come back. Come' back herd.

Bimpel Vifcre i s  that maid? Bimpe. * .bring
her hack. Bring hejr'bajck., .

’ „ ISOLA:. F a th e r , I ,  . ^. . k
ERlNJCEBl; Don't c a l l  me fa th er . . . (He brings down’

the a tick ii) ' • 1,1 ~ .
isolaT T noF ” " '

OLDMORIN: Help! Help! H e 's going to  bea t h is
. f a th e r .  Help I Neighbours! Help!

• * . SRINJOBI: (s te r n ly );, Iso la ! .
,. ISOLA: Ko! »oi }

(Sound of b r ief stru gg le . A oana snaps. Iso la  
q wakes up. leaps up, Breathing h eav ily . ? r (p., 33)

The b r ie f  s tru g g le  th a t  ends th is  scene i s  as symbolic as th a t  between

Sunma, akd her fa th e r  in  The Strong Breed, i s o l a 's  s tru g g le , hdwever,

.H "
Urn

• V 1
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s ig n i f i e s  h is  determ ination to break fr e e  from the s t i f l i n g  and hypo- '

c r i t i c a l  mode df l i f e  imposed upon.him by h is  fa

s tru g g le  th a t  forms' the core of-.the tra g ic  a c tio n  in  th e  p lay .

’ Oluinoria i s  as r e s t r i c t i v e  a s  Reverend

encouraging the f r ie n d sh ip  between his-, daughter ana I s o la  to  f o s te r  a

c lo s e r  r e la tio n s h ip  between the two fam ilie s  in

;her. • I t  i s  th is  .

K rin jo b i. .'Instead of'

he s p i r i t  o f C h ris tian

brotherhood, he is  d riven  by some d is to r te d  standard  of m orals tt> cage

h is  daughter, but not fo f  .lo n g . .E rin jobi- and Olumorin’may be seen,
•  • . ■. *  ' /  "  

th e re fo re , ^s rep re sen tin g  a u th o r i ty , guard iansh ip  and - lead ersh ip  by

the. o ld e r  generation-. But th e i r  encroachment bn the fundamental f r e e 

dom of t h e i r  ch ild ren  ha.s produced only negative R esu lts  th a t  a re  as

harmful to - ‘the youth's as they are agonizing to  t h e i r  p a re n ts , who. see

th e ir , c h ild re n 'a s  d e v ils .  These paren ts seem-to be to rtu re d -b y  t h e i r  .
‘ * ' $ ' ' ' . f

r e a l iz a t io n  th a t  the  e v il  they recognize in  t h e i r  c h ild re n  i s  a  r e f l e c t - .

ion  of the d e v ilry  in  themselves which they a re  determ ined t'o g e t r id

o f . For example, B rin jo b i has fe a rs  and j a l o u s i e s  about the animal 
%•-" ’■ • -*•' ' ,v ■ , r*' '.  ’ °

passions in  h im self as hie s e e s .a  re f le c tio n , of th ese  v ic e s ,in  h is  sqn;

he. r e a c ts  alm ost to  the  p o in t of in sa n ity  as he s t r iv e s  r a th e r  hypo-

c r i t i c a l l y i  to  •'redeem* h is  Son from p e rd it io n . E rln jo b i e x h ib its  a
- ' •’ - ’ . - 

.p ecu lia r  kind of madness o rea ted  by h is  d is to r te d  r e l ig io n  which fo s te rs

the unproductive madness of his. son, I s o l a 's  .type of in sa n ity  i s 1 an ex-

p re ss io n  of h is  .re v o lt  a g a in s t h is  f a th e r 's ,  form of madness.
' ' • ’ . 1 ’ V ‘

I s p l a 's  r e v o lt  fry iftly  moves tbwards i t s  peak when he runs

. away from home and. bu ild s  him self a h u t . in ;th e  middle o f the f o re s t
* ‘ ' ' f • ’

. where he heaps as a  pe\*V to r to is e  named "Moji* a f t e r  h is  mother.
.  ■ «  ■ • , '  -

i - -

,
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Ajcross the stream l iv e s  a boa,, which he ,c h r i  s tens' "Brin j  obi -." His only

d e s ire  i s  to  k i l l  th is- monstrous snake, whose wickedness keggs reminding

'him o f -h is  fa th e r ,  as the- fo llow ing dialogue shows;

, - ISOLA: . .. ^Thinking o f ,E rin jo b i makes me ■
- . uncom fortable. \  - - .. - '

MOROUNKE: Your fa th e r?  Don’t  you ever s top  ’ 
i th ink ing  of him? . . .

, , _ ISOLA: Oh,' I  d id n 't  mean him. I -mean the  boa. '
I  c a l l  him E r ih jo b i. ' y __ ■ ■ .

MOROUNKE: I s o la ,  do you want to  “be a wicked son?
ISOLA; N o ,'bu t i t - i s  a wicked, shake.; Remember

those t o r to i s e  eggs? ’Moji hatched them a l l  and 
sometimes they  you-ld -swim across, the  stream* The - . 
snake c a n 't  swallow-them, so he would .pick them 
up and dash the® tp  piece's a g a in s t th e -ro ck . (p . 18)

The boa now becomes f o r  I so la  the d isg u s tin g  fa th e re f ig u re  t h a t  must be'

destroyed: "I cannot l iv e  here 'unless i t 's d e a d " .  (p . 18], I so la  sees

h im self as the newly hatched to r to is e  braving fo r  freedom as i t  swims ,‘

in  th e  r e f  r e s h in g . s t r e ^  while "Moji" looks on‘h e lp le s s ly  a s  ttys boa .

destroys f t  on t.he other, s id e  of the stream . ’ The f a t e  of the  h e lp less

ycjtmg to r to is e  i s  very sim ilar, to  the  experience of I so la  whenever h is

f a th e r ' b e a ts , k ick s , and s lap s  him, and- eV'en drags him on the  ground',
. * ' . >

and h is  mother eanrvot do .any th ing  to .rescu e  him.' I so la  rec o g n izes-in  

the - snake -thf. type o f th re a t  which’h is  fa th e r ' poses to  h is  l i f e .  .Wien, 

in  th e  end, h is  -fa ther approaches through the bush to  take Morounke 

away from him,, the "E rin jo b i"  which I so la  sees i s  n o t his.’f a th e r ”but 

th a t  v ic io u s b o a -fa th e re fig u re  he has always wanted t o  k i l l :

ISOLA: E r in jo b i, d o n 't  ootte in  here! Go ba<?k'to
1 your, chriichi . ' ;•

(Steady motion through the bush.)
. Stay away, E rinjobi, stay away. . . i f  ydur ' ; 

head appears, B cinjobi, i f  your head shows- ' .
once between th e 'lea v es . Erinjobi!
(He f i r e s , MOROUNKE scream s,  begins to  c ry . - .
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• Approaching fo o ts tep s  running .) ''
ISOLA;- H u s h , 'g ir l ,  hush.- . .why,, i t  i s  only "

E rp ijo b i, . .were you a fra id ? ; ( f ,  I4I) , ■  .

E r in jo b i 's  death  cooes as no su rp rise  to  the audience.’ I f  has been

presaged e a r l ie r  on when-Isola -aimed a t  the snake:’ , - ”

ISOLA: Get me my gun. . . .Quickly!^ . f t ' s  
■ -E rin jobi, I ' l l  ge t him ton igh t., . . .  '

’ MOROUNKE;’ I t  looks h o rr ib le . Vhy d o n 't  you 
/  shootf K i l l  i t  ah once, I so la . »'•.*- 

ISOLAs I must wait f o r  -the head to  appear., . . ’.
: , , . x ’ , Just.-watch f o r  the head‘d between th e  leav es . '

•MOROUNKE: There! Tpere i t  i s .  I t  looks so
- ugly. . . I s o la ,  I ’m frig h ten ed ., ' ■ -

- ' ISOLA:. D o n 't ’touch me-or I ' l l  m iss. . - . the re , - i t  '
• cdmes again . ' • •' ’

(H^ p u u ls  the t r ig g e r , only a, c l ic k . )  ■ (p . 31*)

I t  w il l .re q u ire  the reproduction- of the e n tire  p lay  to  i l l u s t r a t e  f u lly
t  - ' * 1 ’ ’ - ’- Soyinka’ s s k i l l  as an a r t i s t .  .But th is  foreshadowing scene w ill  suffi&e 

' to  show how Soyinka can ra ise , a  simple s'tory to  a .symbolic .h e ig h t,

.in te g ra te  what may f i r s t  appear, as. a rb i tra ry  po tions int.o a ’unified-
*  ' * ^  ' * *

■ f a b r ic ,  provide a -p e r tin e n t m o tive .fo rjevery  a c tio n  a rid 'u tterance  of

-his .characters, and get. h is  message across ' to  the 'aud ience w ithout . ..

„ preaching , ■ • < :

' Pamwflod on the-Leaves is- 'to o  'complex a play to  be given, a
-*V‘ . • * ' ' ‘ ‘ ’ *

S im p lis tic  a n a ly s is . But, as w ill  be shown sh o rtly , i t  is 'o b v io u s from 

the p lay  th a t  Soyinka has no th ing  ag a in s t a u th o r ity , be it .  p a re n ta l, or 

toy  o th e r form,- . I f  i s  the misuse or abuse, of a u th o r ity  th a t  he, l ik e  

S b l a ,  re v o lts  aga in st..-  True enough, the bad paren ts, in-,.the..play fear, 

.and d e te s t  th e i r  ch ild ren  as "damned"; arid i t .  i s  the  p a re n ts ’ re a c tio n  

to , c h ild ish  or pagan or sexual na tu ra lness  th a t  Soyinka p o rtrays  as

^  Of. I s o la 'e  f a th e r 's  "Get:my s tic k "  (p . 33)* ■' )  ’ ‘ «
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* both d e v ilish  and as, c rea ting  madness in  the young.' However, Soyinka's .

. ... - . preoccupation in  Camtfood on the Leaves, a s ' i n  many of*-his, o th er p lays’j ■

■, • i s  w ith ’the l ib e ra tio n ’ of the ind iv idual who is  caught between, the

'p e n s io n s 'o f  a cu ltuba l world in  the process of t ra n s it io n .;  The emphasis'» « ' , '
.* ' ’. ’ - " * * . ; s I

■ .'is  on Iso la* s  and Hofouhke' s s trugg le  fo r  freedom. ' The problem of sex,

. , (. the-clash 'betw een the. conservatism of.-the old and the re v o lt  of the 1 . ,
i . i \ ' * ’

f " . , ‘ * I . young,, and the d is  t in e  tion'-be tween the h y p o c ritica l puritanism -of the

j:f  7 , paren ts and the r e a l i s t i c  though deprived, views .of- l i f e  held by the  ;

ch ild ren  in  the play, are only drawn upon by Soyinka, to a r t i c u la te  the .'

. .in d iv id u a l’s ina lienab le  r ig h t  to*.freedom from oppression and misguided '

co n tro l. Soyinka, once gave a  lec tu re 'd u rin g  which he d igressed  in to '

.. . .. A discussion {/that J  took place over" a  play about a
- . ,• tJie gr'iP of the fam ilia r  dilemma of so c ia l *\

conscience., Op the one hand there  were the conserv- 
- ’ a tive , p a re n ts ; on the o ther the troubled son to rn

j . .n. ■ . . between a safe ex istence ap’d h is -d u tie s  toward the
' . • ‘ revo lu tion , - On .the le v e l o f ,character study, the

i . . , in te re s t , of the play was indeed the process which led  -
i - . '• to  the, son 's’ conversion from;.the p a re n ta l, eonserv-

1 . ative. a ttitu d e*  - I t  was spiced with a suggestion5of
• - 1 ' ■ h isto ric , determinism, a  p a tte rn  of the so c ia l forces

which f i r s t l y  made the son what he was, then, turned 
• - ‘ him in to  what he ' would 'become, . I t .  was a faacinati^Mr

revo lu tionary  in e v i ta b i l i ty .  However.,- and th is  wa^%
’ the d is tu rb in g  th in g , a t  the poin t o f h^s conversion

the son qu ite  suddenly, savagely, and a r b i t r a r i l y  , 
s tru c k .h is  f a th e r ,  not ju s t  once but again' and again.
The. fa th e r  had made a, mild move'to stop  b in  ..when .he 

. , had f in a l ly  decided th a t  h is  destiny  lay  a t  the side
. ‘ o f  h is  embattled comrades. . I t  was not p case of

/ -| violence occurring in  an a c tiv e  moment-of the s tru g g le , \
- I, , • Our hero, simply h i t  the. old man ai(d h i t .  him again . . • , ,
' 1 - ‘ ' Now, % aaked-a beefy M il i t ia  man» a  revo lu tionary

1 member o f  the, p r o le ta r ia t ,  f o r  h is  reac tio n .'' He had
a lso  seen the play and adm itted that, he had been pro
foundly shocked. . .1 played the d e v i l 's  a d v o c a ^ '

• . ; . f o r  a while.* I  suggested th a t  the.-essence of revolu-
, ■ ■ ‘ t io n  is  s e lf - l ib e r a t io n ,^ th a t  p a r t ia l  s e lf - l ib e ra tio n  , :

, ‘ i s  dangerous and merely renders th e 'in d iv id u a ls  V - : ' -*
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suscep tib le  to re tro g re ss iv e  in fluences which claim  
authority- from trad itio n a l^ co n cep ts  'such as  fam ily • '

.p ie tism , th a t - th e  s tr ik in g  of the  f a th e r  by- the son. • • 
was th e re fo re -^  symbolic and d e f in i t iv e  severance o f ' 
the. e n tir e  fam ily, p ie t is t ic .  hold',- Our f r ie n d  used 
one expression  which he re i te r a te d  again  and- again; 
i t  i s  s a c r i l e g e h e  sa id , and i t  h ad 'no th ing  to do - 

• • w ith rev o lu tio n . 33 . f  -

The foregoing lengthy, q u o ta tio n ’.shouid make i t  c le a r  th a t  Soyinka’ s 

idea .of drama' and the rev o lu tio n ary  idea l would make -Camwood' on the 

Leaves a drama of re v p lt  in  which th e .a c tio n  focuses on the protago

n i s t s ’ s tru g g le  fo r  freedom. An  ̂ o ther, theme th a t  su rfaces in  the. pldy 

i s  secondary to' the major concern With the s trugg le  fo r  s e l f - l ib e r a t io n .  

Consequently, E r in jo b i ' s death does not symbolize the v ic to ry  pagan

ism oyer C h r is t ia n ity . Bather, -it emphasizes the triumph .of the forces-
« ' i  - ' « i *• , , , . ^ ' •  5

o f revo lu tion  and l ib e r ty  over rep ression  and a u th o rita ria n ism .

The -‘s trugg le  fo r. s e l f - l ib e r a t io n  has'em erged-as a  prominent 

m otif in  Soyinka’s dram atic w ork.' P a rtio u la ry  in  the  play’s dealing  

with- the various aspects of the  -theme of c o n f l ic t ;  th e  s tru g g le  fo r  

, freedom is  a r t ic u la te d  in  fo rc e fu l terms.: In  the  next p lay , The Swamp - 

Dw ellers, iV w il l  be shown how Soyinka approaches the problem of *
* ' * r > - ' * ' < - *striving for survival-and freedom. through an examination of the socio- 

psychologicai dilemma of the protagonist.

(c) The C ity  v e rsu s■the V illag e :

It has been shown in The Lion and the jewel, where the village 

of Ilujinle-is portrayed in transition, haw Soyinka highlights in comic 

terms the tension created'by the opposing Values of modern civilization

• ■ Soyinka, “Drama and. the Revolutionary ldeal'," pp, 66-67.
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and t r a d i t io n a l  v il la g e  l i f e .  In The Swamp D w ellers^* Soyinka-sets 

h im self a  s im ila r  ta sk , but the tone i s  considerab ly  more somber than 

th a t  of The Lion and the  Jew el. Jgwezu, th e 'c e n tr a l - f ig u r e  in  The 

Syamp D w ellers. ' i s  caught in  a  perp lex ing  double approach-avoidance con

f l i c t .  • S is  s tru g g le  to  reso lv e  th is  dilemma c o n s t i tu t e s ‘the core of 

th e - a c t io n 'in  the p lay , l iv e n  the foregoing  p rem ise ,. The Swamp
' <3 . • t . ■' - ** . •

•Dwellers’ may be-regarded as  a socio -p sycho log ica l drama ip  which th e ’’ ' 1 - 

.playw right p re se n ts  Igyezu’ s response to  the  s tim u li.p ro v id e d ’ by’ the 

mode of l i f e  in 'th e  -city, as s e t  a g a in s t th & ^ in  the swamps. The soc io - 

p sycho log ical mould’of the p lay  a id s  us in 'a p p re c ia tin g  i t s  complex--.

i t j e s  arid tig h tn e s s—;which have o ften  been m isunderstood.' ■
* * % * '  ■ * . '  '

The c i ty  ha's o ften  been co n tra s ted  w ith  the co u n try  in  A frican 

l i t e r a t u r e .  . I t ‘i s  dn im portan t m otif in  Ngugi.'s The Black h e rm it; and - 

gyprian  Bowensi focuses a t t e ^ . io n  oh. i t  i n  P eop le- o£ the C ity . - In  

The Swamp D u e lle rsv -hSw hvlrX ihe theme assumes a new 'dim ension.

In steadyof d e p ic t in g - c is /  1i f ^ ^ n  p reference ' to  v i l la g e  l i f e ,  o r .v ice - 

v e rsa , Soyinka c re a te s  a  complex s i tu a t io n  in  which th e ''e v i ls  o f the 

c i'ty  and those of th e  v illage* in  .the swamps' a re  po rtray ed  as equa lly  

d e s tru c tiv e  to  the  a s p ir in g  y o u th s  Similarly, th e  a t t r a c t io n s ’of the- 

c i t y  and th e  attachm ent to the  v i l la g e  a re  e q u a lly  tempting,,. - This i s  , 

what c re a te s  in  Igweau the  double approach-avo idance c o n f l ic t .  •

In order to understand‘fully Soyinka’s artistry in handling 

the commonplace theme in The Swamp*Dwellers, it is essential to realise

3k In Soyinka* Three Short P lays, pp. 1-1*2. A ll references’ 
^  to the play are taken frori th isvo lu taa .

'  J
f  ■ \
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. the c e n tra l  p o s itio n  accorded- the Serpent f ig u r e - in  the p lay . • According- 

to  Ogiinba, the  image o f  the, S erpen t in  the plhy

. • • ' can be g iven  a  tw o-fold  ex p lan a tio n . F i r s t ,  th e re  *
i s  the idea of the Serpent in  t r a d i t io n a l  A frican 
th in k in g  as the  o r ig in a l  owner, the  land lo rd  of the • 
swamps whose ten a n ts  the/ human community i s  and who 
th e re fo re  demands, s a c r i f ic e  and, v e n e ra tio n  de. .ju re .
In  th is  ro le  the Serpent can be a benevolent s p i r i t ,  ’ ‘ '
though o fte n  c a p ric io u s . ' Secondly^ &iere i s  the  more 
u n iv e rsa l idea o f ' t h e  S erpen t as a 'c rW tu re  of. p rey ,, 
a j i a l i c io u s  t r i c k s t e r  and an enemy-—-p h y s ic a lly  and 

, _ s p ir i tu a l ly '—to  man,-, f o r  the  Serpent m isleads man' ’
in to  f a l s e  hopes and -expec ta tions  o n ly 'to  b e tra y  him 
a t  the b ru c ia l  tim e. I t  looks as  . i f  th is - a u th o r  . . . .  “
d e lib e ra te ly 'co m b in es  these ' two elem ents—.the ' - -
-eapricious lan d lo rd  and the in v e te ra te  enemy—*in 
th is  p a r t ic u la r-S e rp e n t: in  order to  emphasize man's '

. ’ predicam ent, 35 • J ,  V  ' •/

I t  i s  th is  hybrid f ig u re  Of the 'S e rp en t' th a t  Soyinka p resen ts  as the,
T ' 'a 1 v - j. ‘ 1 ‘ '

e v i l  fo rc e  .f ru s t ra t in g  the e f f o r t s  o f"the  people whose v i l l a g e ’i s  s i tu -  

- a ted  in  the  h e a r t  of the swamps o f tfae.D elta re g io n . In - th e  w o rld 'o f 

The Swamp D w ellers. however, t h i s - e v i l  "d e ity "  does n d t e x is t  as a  ' 

t ru ly .m y th ic a l d iv in i ty . ' As the p lay  re v e a ls ,  the  Serpent i s  th e -  

c re a tio n  o f the  "tribe**- of the K adiyes, the s e l f - s ty le d  high p r ie s ts  of- 

. - th e 'S e rp en t o f the Swamp. J t  might have.been worshipped w ith  due rev^ r-.

- epee- in , th e  p a s t ; 'b u t  a t-jthe  tim e^of th e  Kadiye in  the p lay , th e -

w orship of the  Se'rpent has become - th e  worship of the  Kadiye h im se lf,
. * * ' ' 1 ’ ’ , - . - 

«■ Thi s’- fa c t  remains unknown to  tl^e f r u s t r a te d  swamp' dwe 1 le  r  s '  who continue

't o  o f f e r  p la c a to ry  but in e f f e c tu a l  s a c r i f ic e s  to  the  Serpent so th a t

the c r ip p lin g  ’flood  may receda  and leave  behind some f e r t i l e  farm land .

For a long  tim e, the  K adiye.has been en joy ing  h is  p o s itio n  of

. • ' - ♦ ' \ ' r ' ♦ 4 '
*55 *
y ,  0 , GgUnba^ "The T ra d itio n a l C ontent of th e  P lays of, Wole

Soyinka", (P a r t  I I / ,  A frican  L ite ra tu re  Today. 5 1 W M ), tlO ,
' •  + ' •>

:'v:

■T
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power, but .the force .that, w ill' l ib e ra te  the swamp dw ellers from psycho

lo g ic a l enslavement’ by the Kadiye re s id e s  in  Igwezu,- This youth finds 

him self in  a h o s ti le  world.whichever way he tu rn s . 'His e igh t-ison th ,. .

sojourn in  the c i ty 'h a s  opene'd h is-ey es  to  the-harsh  r e a l i t i e s  of c i ty  » 

l i f e .  His V is io n  of the c ity  before he l e f t  h is  v illa g e  is  not made, -
V ■ ' ' '

too e x p l ic i t .  However,- o ther ch a rac te rs  in, the a r t ic u la te  th e i r
. . .  • 1 v /■ . ■ V

own' mental: p ic tu re  of l i f e  in  the c i ty ,  Makuri, fox example, be lieves 

'that "The c i ty  is  a la rge  p lac e . You could l iv e  there  a l l 'y o u r  l i f e  and 

never m eet’ h a lf  the people in  i t "  (pi 6).- T h e 'c ity , acco rd ing . to the
/  . - ’ . •• f' ' t ' • ‘ ' 1Kadiye, i s  a place', where people make easy money and become f i l th y  r ic h .

Coaxing Igweau, he says: "Admit you've made enough fmoney] to by th is

v i l la g e —men, liv es to ck  and a l l "  ‘(p .' 35). Igvezu mv ŝt h av e .liv ed , a t

one time Or the o th e r , under the. im pression th a t  the c i ty  ga tes are

w ide■opdn to  a l l ’newcomers in  search of moneys i f  Awuchike, h is  ,% ln-

b ro th e r , -could make i t  in  the c i ty ,  he too should soon r i s e  t o  a  _

position- of a fflu en ce . Nq sooner hiad he reached the City than h is  dreams

“ vanished before him. For e ig h t months he t r ie d  in  yain  to l iv e  with h is
’ 'S r.

1 p lig h t i a . th e  hopes.of a lucky break which never came, Igwezu*s re a c t

ion 'to h is  experiences in  the cilty axe' b e s t put in  h is  .own words? '•
o • “ St* , , I

When 1  m et W ith h a rsh n e ss  in . the' c i t y ,  I d id  n o t .  
co m p la in . When I  f e l t  th e  n ak ed n ess o f  i t s  h o s t i 
l i t y ,  I  accep ted , i t .  When I  saw i t s  k n i f e  s e v e r  
t h e  t i e s  and t h e  lo v e  o f  k ip s h ip ,  and tu rn  b r o th e r
agh inst b ro th e r . . .  . (p . 30)' • * ■ . * ‘ '

s  i s  th e  b e g in n in g  o f  a  s h o c k in g  r e v e la t io n  w h ich , among o t h e r  th in g s
< • > " ■ . 

p o in t s  t o • th e  p la y w r ig h t s  sombre look- a t  -the a b s u r d i t i e s  o f  human

l i f e ,-  Asked whether he met h is  tw in' b ro ther in  the c i ty  o r  n o t, Igwezu'

'I  •
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grows "cyn ical,, but l a t e r  R elieves h is  parents oi th e i r  an x ie ty :

IGWEZUr ' I  li<ved wider His roof—f o r .a |v h i le .
KAKUBI* ( s h o e in g  a t  the departed Alht ) Did you

stu b b o rn  o ld ’■' . - • hear th a t?  ' Did you hear th a t  you
crow ?.-. .W as'he. ,. ,])id . . . e r .  , .?  /You did, 
say he 'was in  good hea lth?

■ IGWEZU:•  H e a lth ie r  than  you o r I , And-a thousand *
. tim es as w ealthy. .

HAKUmr There!' (-shouting out ag a in .)  Did you hear?  ”
Did I hot always say so? (moya confidently- riow,) .

.How did he make h is  money?/ . . .
IGWBZOi-.In, tim ber.’ He f e l le d  i t  and f lo a te d  i t  oVer -

the seas.. . -.He i s  w ealthy, and he is - b ig .
MAKURI: Dud'he ever ta lk  o f , H is ,fa th e r?  Does he

; remember h is  own home? . *
M IGWEZU;- Awuchike Is  dead- to you and to th is  house.

Let us not /ra ise  h is  ghost. (pp. 31-32)
1 -  ' * * *

The r e a l  shock i s  s t i l l  to" come; but MakUri i s  a l r e a d y - s i t t in g  on /the
i  ' •

edge- o f .,h is -se a t , alm ost tu iab le , to  t r u s t  h is  ears*

MAKDRI; (stands bewildefbd fo r  a  moment. Then. \  ,
w ith  _a sudden exp losiveness. What did
he do. son? What happened in  the c ity ?

IGWBfcU* 'Nothing but what happens to  a newoomer to  - !
'th e  ra c e . The c i ty  reared  i t s e l f  in  the a i r ,
and w ith the s tre n g th  of i t s  leg s  o f b rass
k icked-the adven tu rer in  the sm all of h is  back.

MAKURI: And Avuchike? Was he on th e-ho rse  th a t  
-kicked?
(igwezu i s  s i l e n t . )

Makuri’ s s e n s i t iv i ty  to  Igw ezu's language enables him to  recognize the 

f ig u re  of Awuchik'e suggested by the metaphor of the  wiid p ick in g  

h o rse . The language o f in d ire c t io n  w ith which Igwezu t e l l s  h is  t a le  of 

woe in te n s if ie s  the s e v e r i ty  of- the shpck th a t  Makuri receives*

MAKORI: Did your own b ro th e r  r id e  you down,
Igwezu?. . .Son, ta lk  to me* - What took place- 
between you two? ■
(igwezu i s  s i le n t  again, and then)'

IGWE2D* Tfee wound heals ijuicker if1 i t  i s  l e f t  unr-
opened. What took place i s  not worl(J the  memory*
. . .Dobb i t  no t s u f f ic e  th a t  in  th e  end I sa id  
to  m yself, . .1  have a p lace , a  home, and. though
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i t  - lies  in  the middle o f  the slough, I  w ill
g o ’back to  i t ,  (p . 32 )

But befofe deciding to  re tu rn  to  thV swamps, Igwezu has hat more than

h is  Share of the dehumanizing fo rces of the c i ty :

IGWEZU: I'm  a fra id  I  have had ’my tu rn  a lre ad y . I
lo s t  everything}' my sav ings, even my stand ing  
as a man, I  went" in to  deb t. _ ’/

• *. KADIYE: ■ Im possible! ' y
» IGWEZU: Shall I tell* you what 1 o ffe red  as se cu rity ?

. ”* Would-you l ik e . to  know, Kadiye? '»
■; KADIYE: Not your p re tty  w ife, I hope (guffaw ing. )

I  n o tice  you* had ’come without h e r ,
IGWEZU: No, hoiy one. I t  was not my w ife . But

what I  o ffe red 'h ad  a lo t  in  common with he:
I put down the h arvest from idy farm . (p

the  dialogue is  admirably designed here,- because Igyezu w:

-.this, f ru s t r a t in g  experience to  tu rn  the Kadiye in s id e  out 

destroy  the Kadiye myth of in te rc e s s io n  between the  swamp 

the Serpent- of the Swamp. Meanwhile,^ the dialogue ex ten siv e ly  d isp ijr i ts  

Alu (igw ezu 's m other), and, as she cannot absorb the shock

"she tu rn s  round slowly and goes in to  the house, more slov. ched than
  "

ever befo re" (pp. 35t*36). \

35)

11 re tu rn I '
and a lso , tif

I
dw ellers ajid

any longer,

Igwezu's disenchantm ent w ith the c i ty  and i t s  co rrup ting

in fluences h i t s  i t s  w orst mark w ith the lo ss  o f h is  wife ;o h is  twin;

b ro th e r. A ll th ese  b i t t e r  experiences in  the' c i ty  have caused him to " > . *
' , ‘

have a  view of the c i ty  s im ila r  to  th a t  held  by the Roman-;ic ppe ts ,

J u s t  as the, Romantics dsory the s t i f l i n g ' in flu en ces  of th « .c i ty ,  as 

d i s t i n c t  from the noble b l i s s  and innocence of r u s t ic  l i f e !  so does

Jgwesu beVail the fo rc e s  o f impoverishment, f r u s t r a t io n ,  co rru p tio n  (and
'* • . ' \  " .  

d e s tru c tio n , a l l  of whibh he sees a t  work in  h is  own twin b ro th e r

Awuchike, a p e rso n ific a tio n  of the c i ty .
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The g re a t let-down which Igwezu experienced in  the c i ty  has
9

d riven  him back tp the. v i l la g e  w ith  the optimism of recovering  h is  lo s t  

fo rtu n e s  and lo s t  manhood through a bumper h a rv es t from h is  farm . But
> a

as i t  tu rn s  ou t, n e ith e r  th e  c i ty  nor h is  farm in  the  swamps favours

h-im. According to  him, h is  business in  th e  c i ty  has ’th riv e n  "No more

than my farm ing has done" (p . 3 k )• Igwezu may have run to. the c ity ., 

but he has a l l  along, remained a ttach ed  to the swamps* He has already  

sen t h is  f a th e r  a b a rb e r 's -sw iv e l c h a ir  (p . 20 ). By t jnis  g e s tu re , he
V f

dem onstrates how o-ity l i f e  and the world of the'swamps car. be in te g ra te d  

w ithout n e c e ssa rily  c re a tin g  any f r i c t i o n .  But the  symbolic contact of 

the  a r t i f i c i a l i t i e s  of the c i ty  w ith  the n a tu ra ln e ss  of the swamp alm ost 

sparks o ff  a d isa s tro u s  scene, as the fo llow ing  d ialogue rev e a ls :

KADlfBr ( p a t t in g  th e ' arm of the c h a ir . ) Didn* t  he '
deend you th is  c h a ir  w ith in  a  few weeks o f h is
a r r iv in g  in  the c ity ?

MAKTJRI: Yes, he did. He's a man fo r  keeping h is
.word. Before he l e f t ,  he said to me, Wfth the 
f ir stm o n ey  1 make, I am going to- buy you one 
of those chairs which spin  l ik e  a top. And you 
can put your customers in  i t  and spin  them u n til  
they are gi<$dy. * ■ (

KAKTJRI: . . .And when they were bringing i t  over the
water, i t  knocked a hole in  the bottom of the
canoe and n early1stunk i t .  . .  .But that wasn't
a l l .  The ca rr ier  got stuck in  the swamps and
they had to dig him out. . . .  (p . 20)

This inauspicious incident demonsHnrates that the so p h is tic a tio n  of the

c ity  pose8 a b ig  threat to the simple mode of l i f e  in the swamps.

The s im p lic ity  of the l i f e  of the v illa g e r s  has. been imposed

upon them, in  part, by the b r i l l ia n t  fraud^lence o f the Kadiye, the
* ' 

p r ie s t  of the so -ca lled  Serpent of the Swamps. Of a l l  the characters

*
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in  Soyinka's work who stand between progress and the soc ie ty  in  th.e pro 

-cess of t r a n s i t io n ,  the Kadiye emerges as the most g u i lty  of Criminal 

decep tion . Ih  r e a l i t y ,  there  is .n o  s -;cn 'd e ity  as the S e rp e n t'of the 

* Swamps. The Kadiye, l ik e  h is  predatory  p redecesso rs, is  not an in te r -
i * * * i o $ *

cessor between the swamp dw ellers and the Serpen t; he ia  the Serpent, 

as exposed b y ‘Igyesu. ' *’

Or. re tu rn ingv to  the swamps a f te r  a d isa s tro u s  ’sojourn in  fhe♦-
c i ty ,  Igvosu i s  completely sh a tte red  by the cond ition  o f his"

* ■

! , l i t t l e  p lo t of -land which has reb e lled  a g a in s t the
j - ' . c waste' th a t surrounds i t ,  and y ie ld s  l i t t l e  f r u i t  for,

- ‘ the. ask ing . I sowed th is  land^ before I went away.' ‘
f 6 * Now is  the tim e-fo r  h a rv e s tin g , and the" cocoa-pods
I ' must be b u rs tin g 1 with, f u lln e s s .  < . .1 came back with
! the assurance o f 'one  who has liv ed  w ith h is  land and
! ' t i l l e d  i t  f a i th f u l ly .  . . . * .

I t  was never in  my-mind. . .th e ' thought th a t  the farm 
could' betray  me so t o ta l l y ,  th a t i t  could d rive  the 
f in a l  wedge itv to -th is  growing lo ss  of touch. . (p . 32)

The t ru th ,  ot course, i s  th a t i t  i s  not the land th a t  has betrayed 

Igweztu; and he knows i t .  The r e a l  " t r a i t o r "  i s  the Kadiye. ' Thjs r e a l i 

za tio n  prompts Igwezu to  dare the .Kadiye and h is* o f f ic e , and to sub jec t

him to  a most rev ea lin g  in te r ro g a tio n  which is  worth quoting m f u l l  ’ 

because i t  c o n ti tu te s  the major c r i s i s  in  the p lay j

I.GWEZUs With you, holy one, ay questions oust be
roundabout. But.you-will unravel them, because 
you apeak with the voice of god3. . .?

’ • KJLDIYE: As I sa id  befork , 1 aa ready.
IGWEZU: W^o Dust-appease the Serpertt of the Swamps?
KADIYE: The Kadiye. - .
IGWEZU: Who takes the gifts of the people, in order *

that the beast may be gorged and made sleepy-eyed
with the feast of sacrifice?

KADIYE: The Kadiye,
IGWEZU: (His speech is increasing in-speed 'and- -

intensity.) On whom does the1 land .depend for the
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\  benevolence of \h e  r e p t i le ?  T e l l ‘ihe, th a t ,  p r ie s t .
Answer in one word. *'

KADIYE: Kadiye \  ,
IGWEZU: Can you see ciy'm^ek, p rio t?*  Is" i t  of th is

v illa g e ?  . '
KiDIYBt Y e s . ' \
IGWEZU: -Was the Wood growi. ir. th is  v i l la g e ? ,
KADIYE: Yes.
IGWEZU: Does i t  s ing  with the re s t?  Cry w ith the

r e s t?  Does i t  t i l l  the swamps w ith the r e s t  
of the t r ib e ?

KADIYE: Yes. ... / *
IGWEZU.: And so that" the Serpent might not vomit- p t .

. , . . 1 the wrong season and droWn the land* so th a t  He
, n ig h t not swallow a t  the wrong moment and gulp

down the unwary' t r a v e l l e r ,  do I not o f fe r  my 
goats tq  the p r ie s t?  '

'  H KADIYE: Yes. . ’ „ ’
MAKURI: Igwezu, sometimes the guardians of the a i r

.are  hard .to p lease . . . 1
/ - IGWEZU: Be quie^, fa th e r!  .And did he o f fe r

< - ' them in  tu rn H o  the.S erpen t?
KADIYE* He di’d.
1GVE?U: .Everything jwhiqh he rece iv ed , from the. grain-

I * to  the b u ll?  ■ « A
■ 5 ' KADIYE: ‘E verything. ™
I ' IGWEZU: .The goat and the white cockerel which I gave
i ‘ - ' before I l e f t ?  • '
5 KADIYE: Every .h a ir  *and- f e a th e r  o f them,

. IGWEZU: And he made i t  c le a r -—th a t  th e 'o f f e r in g  was
from me? That I  demanded the  p ro te c tio n  of the  

’ heavens on me and my' house, on m ^ fa th e r  and my
•mother, on my w ife , land and c h a tte ls ?

\  " KADIYE: A ll the; prajfers. were repeated.
• j , IGWEZU: And ever- axqce I began to t i l l  the s o i l ,

' - -did I not g ive, the Tsoi! h is  due? Did I h o t
bring* the  f i r s t  p f t h e . l e n t i l e  to  the Shrine,

• and pdur the f i r s t  o i l  upon the  a l ta r? "
KADIYE: Regularly,•
IGWEZU: • And when th$. Kadiy.e 'blessed my marriage, and' '

. 't ie d  the heaven-made toot, did  he not promise a 
long life? Did he n o t-promise happiness?* ' 
(Igwezu has stowed Off all except a last Smear

/

off lather, dt remains standing with one hank ' 
around the'Kaffjye's jowl. the other retaining 
an indifferent hold on the razor, on the ottor

- side of his TaoeT T  '---------------------
KADIYE: (Does not reply this tine.) «■ . )
IGWEZU* (slowly and disgustedly.V -Why a re  you sc 

fat, Kadiye? .
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; -  (Th* drummer s ta y e a . h e s i t a te s ,* and rung b u t . ■
The se rv an t moves n e a re r  the floor.') « ,

MAKURjt Csnapping h is  f i t t e r s  round^iia  head,)
. . Ka5’ heaven fo rg ive  -what has beeu .u t te r e d  here

to n ig h t. > Raj' e a r th  " r e je c t  the fo lly - spoken -by’ . •
L. s ' ' " S0IV* ' ■

* ' IGWEZlh j-You l i e  upon .the lan d ; Kadiye, .arid' choke i t .  4 . , f
. J , ■ in  the fo ld s  of ‘a^serpen.t. . . .  ...

• r . MAKUftl;* Son, l i s t e n  t’o me;--, . .
IGWEZU: I f  I  3le v .th e  f a t te d  c a l f ,  Kadiye; do you

* •/ t'tiiok the land n igh t b rea th e-ag a in ? ; I f  I- slew,.,, • -
- a l l  th e  .c a t t le  -ir. the land  and s a c r i f ic e d  every' ,

measure- of- goodness, vct}ld - i t  make any d i f f e r *  •’ *- 
. ence to  our l iv e s ,  Kadiye? ..Would i-t make, any .-•? „.

• , v- : d iffe re n c e  to .o u r  f a te s ?  • - 'rt \  (pp.*.37-3?) • v

* The. scene of in te rro g a tio n  may b e ‘compared to . a. pieCe5';of' niusic,;'moving- 

U p 'to  a  crescendo, ■ Igvreku'.s'-qdestidns may a lso , tfe regarded as a la rg e  

m irro r s e t  before the Kadiye, Or. recogn iz ing  the.-uglifies a of- the  "re-,, 

. f le c t io n  in. the ndrro’r,' tile Kadiye re a c ts  w ith a m ix tu re .of wxeth a n d .

. se .lf-^ isgust* . As a .faS e -sav in g  move, he s w e a rs 'th a t  Igwezu v i l ^  pay^ 

f o r  making ah ass of the Kadiye, and. fo r  h is  s a c r i le g io u s  u tte ra r  c e s .

Put i t  i s  ev iden t from h is  reao tio fi to  ’lgwe?u' s ’ th r e a t  on h is  1; f  e t h a t '
• .- - _ -t" ' • \  w  ' ' - - ■ ' , . ' '

. he is  soared as he- scram bles to  Jhis f e e t  and makes fo r  the dpor

D espite  .th e .tenaertesjs o f .the' soene of in te rro g a tio n -, the Kadiye

tim orous exiV  serves’ as a-comic r e l i e f  from th e  somber tonT  of the .play*

The Ka&iye • s ■ maskihas been to rn  o f f  r a th e r  rudely  .by- [gvezu,

and - the' departu re  .-Of the Kadiye i s  a  symbolic v ic to ry  fo r  Ig v ez i, though
. i ~ • i  ’ - , .  .  J . « • '  .  *• if/* , , »

he. ^cnows vVety w ell th a t  the Kadiye maty r e t a l i a t e  by s t i r r i p ^ .u p  the * 

e n t i r e  v i l l a g e  a g a in s t the  ttokuri fam ily* He lias a t . l e a s t  su c c e s s fu lly
“ . - v' k r ' t . • . . ‘ . \ e I t .

exposed th e  crim inal falsehood of the-K adiye. He c o n fid e n tly  claims* '
* ‘ ‘ . ;  . - • ■ . .** '< ( , / '  ’ - .  - ,  •. 11 

• ' > - I  feiov th a t* th e ,f lo o ^ i  pan oom$ a g a in . -Ij^at.thS
swamp w ill, con tinue  to  laugh a t  our- endeavours. - I r  
know 'th a t  v» cap feed  th e  S erpen t of the  Swamp ahd . ‘

' .k i s s  the  fee t^ -b u t"  thevfapours w i l t  s t i l l  -
. seise, and c o rru p t the  tasatelsr o f  the  corn . - (p . 39)

’ V' ' . * - ' J ' ' ** , • *0 ' . ", .*
' ‘  , ,  ‘ . A . - ' -■> ' ' O ' .  •> . - h • I ■ .
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a : cu iv iThe seaxt hlng cross-exam ination of the Kadiye serves

fu n c tio n , F i r s t l y ,  i t  i s  a fundam ental q u e s tio n in g . nop n e c e s s a r i ly  "o f

, ' ' 3 b '  -th e  v a l i d i ty  <jf tire t r a d i t i o n a l ,  A friea r. pro lesophy of s a c r i f i c e , "  as

Ogunba s  ;gges t s , biit o f‘ th e  a u t h e n t i c i t y ' of the K adiye’ s p r ie s th o o d ;

.upon wM :h th e  b e l i e f - s t r u c tu r e  o f  the s o c ie ty  has been -o p e ra tin g .

"Secondly,- in  a d d itio n  to  th e 'e x p o su re  of th e 'q u a c k e ry 'o f  the, K ad iye ,,.it..

r id ic u le js  th e  p r ie s t  who, u n t i l  th i s .c r i - a i s  p o in t ,  has te e n  a  sac red
I - * * • ~ ' 4

*

f i g u r e . i,h th e  community^ T h ird ly , i t  p ro v id es  a "psycho log ical-re lease^  

f 6 r  Igwehu. And fo u r th ly ,  the  uncom prom ising,p'.rbte'st tone o f  th S  in te r*
'  ’  ■ ■ "  V  ■ ■ ■ • . ■ . .  i  ■ ' -

ro g a tio n  paves, th e  way fo r  th e  developm ent o f a  q u e s tio n in g  s p i r i t  
* ' . *

among th e  swamp d w e lle rs  who may see some sense in  -Igwezu's a c t io n ,

and r id

f

" s la y e r  

the  dar:

them selves o f  th e i r  g u l l i b i l i t y .  ‘

Igwezu1s revo lu tionary  s p i r i t ,  which earns 'h im  the t i t l e - 

of se rpen ts"  (p . ' Uo)., g rbvs -out of despair,. He; has .remained in  

i  f o r  too long. His "b lin d n e ss ,"  p a ra lle le d  by the b lindness o f 

the Beggar, is. e ffe c tiv e ly , -cured*by the l ig h t  of rev o lu tio n ., He can 

now usay w ith conv ic tion  th a t  no amount .of .s a c r if ic e  to _ the S erpen t w il l  

Solve the problem pf flood, in  the swamps. The message ip .h i* ' p ro te s t

may-be' 

.younger 

camnuni

f u l ly .

require

lo s t  to  Makurij h is -father} but i t  w i l l  continue to s t i r  in  the

swamp dwellers questions vhich  w ill gradually enfranchise the
. •* ‘ 

ty  from psychological' enslavement by "the Kadiye,. Igweau real

is e s  tbat i t  w i l l  take some time before the lib era tio n  can be achieved

Meanwhile, h is  "blasphemous" confrontation of the Kadiye
.  - * « ■ 1 '  .  - :  *

3 only one lin e  of a c t io n , ad h is  fa th e r  admonishes himt.
■ • < * ' I ’ * " *■ ” '

i 1 * t \  ( ' '
0 , Ogunha, The Kevement of; T ransition; p. 1 9 .. ■ ;

*v
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., -- This is  ycu r home, Igwezu,' and I  vfould pot •
• "  ' ' d-rive you-from’ i t  fo r  a l l  the- world .‘"B u t i t  ' •

might be b est fo r  you i f  you. went back to  the
• . c i ty  u n t i l  . t h i s  i s  ••fofg-ott.en, . . . .  . . -

- BBGGARs ;I ' th in k  .that the  old man was .r ig h t .  . I&i . • .
-* • ■ should go back to  the c i ty .  •
■ . TGWEUs I s  i f  Of any* e a r th ly  use to ' change one - -

slough fox another? '• * ”(p . I4.0J : ,
s , -

Igwezurs 'c ruc ia l.. quest 1*00 depends fo r  ' i t s  e f f e c t  or} the, pronunciation .

, • of the word ^slough." Much as Igwezu. lo v es- to  remain in -th e ' slough 

[ a la S i ,  meaning 'wswam.p,M-and attem pt to  rec laim  p a r t  of the flooded 

\  fa rm lan d ,fo r ' cu ltiv a tio n ., ther® i s  no guarantee th a t - h is  e f f o r t s 'w i l l '  

y ie ld  any f r u i t  more- thatl the lan d ‘had 'produced i-n_the p a s t .  To g b ’tc ' 

the % ity, however, -is to  leave one unproductive land fo r  an o th e r. -'iliireri 

•- 1 the pronunciation  .[ s lo u ] , the nslbugh" w ith in  the corrtex t/d f the  play 

would mean degradation  and hopeless d e je c tio n ,, bath  i n ■ th e ,swamps and 

in  the c i ty .  But I f -  the  word, i s  pronounced C slu f3 , iy 'w ould suggest 

a re fe ren ce  to  the c a s t -o f f  o u ts id e  la y e r  of the  s e rp e n t 's  sk in , used-, ,

■ as a  synecdoche f o r  the Serpent-K adiye. Whichever p ronunciation  i s

adopted, Igwezu s t i l l  has to- change one "slough"- Tor;. an o th e r. I f  he 

remains a t  home, the-Kadiye w il l  continue to  th re a te n  h is  l i f e .  But 

'to head back to  the  c i ty  amounts to  avoiding one S erpen t only to. run 

in to  the snare of ano ther one because Awuchike i s  to  the b i ty  „for 

.Igwesu what the  Kadiye, i s  to  ’the Swamp. The S ig n ifican ce  of Igwezu*? .

1 question—"Is i t  of any earth ly  use to change one., slough for  another?'*— 

becomes more obvious, therefore,- when the,three possib le  meanings.of

■ 31 The problem we are facing1 here a r ise s
We are dealing w ith the printed rather than-the ape ken word; and, un- .

from-^the fao t that

le s s  .yewaStoh the play on th e-stage , there i s  ho^wiy o f  knowing pite- 
c is e ly  which o f  the three p o ss ib le ’ pronunciationst t*1553> £Slou3i 
[ e lu f j  i s  intended. Igwesu’* predicament allows fo r  the use of a ll* .

1,
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* the w ord^slough"1 are  app lied  t o ‘emphasize h is  dilemma. . I f  n e ith e r  

. the .v illag e  swamp' nor th e -c ity  has promise f o r  Igwezu, M s fu tu re  is  

b leak ,' and' the’ wasteland before him be cooes in tr a c ta b le ,  .

•- - ». In  .the end, however, Igwezu-heads’‘back to  the c i t y a n a  as

he'W alks o ff  slow ly, he u t t e r s ‘h is  f in a l  words in* the p'lays -"Only th e  • 

.children and th e 'O ld -s tay  h^-re, bondsman. Only the’ innocent-and’ the 

.■dotards” (p . i*1)« The .im pression c re a te d fiy  'th is .v a le d ic t io n  is- t h a t '  

Awuchike'and Igwezu a re  h o t 'th e  only sons o f* the s o i l  .who haV,e opted .- < . * * r ’ «V , . ' ' ^ ‘ .
, out of the  h o s ti le  V illag e . Even 'Hakuri has;'remarked th a t  " these  young.

, people. . I a r e ' no sooner .born--than thdy want to  g e t out of .the v i l- 'v  

•lage as i f  i t  c a rr ie d  a; plague*—(p . 40 )-^—l-t . may-he-^suroised th a t  as
, . ' ; < S- ,

. th e  innocent’ ch ild ren ' grow in to  adolescence, they w ill-.probably'm ove ) 

to  th e  c i t y ,  l ik e  Awuchike and Igwezu, and-o thers befo re .them . The old 

do tard s  w il l  probably' g rad u a lly  grow more recep tiv e , to  sonte of the  revo- 

, ’ lu tio n a ry  ideas of ttye' younger generation .-/W hichever .way the swamp. °»

dw ellers d i re c t  th e ir , e n e rg ie s , the- open ending of the p lay .'s trong ly  

— suggests a; probable r e o r ie n ta tio n  in  the o f f in g . /  'the ten s io n  c re a te d - 

* in  Igwezu, which i s  bound to  a f f e c t  th e  world view, of h is  p a ren ts ,

conservative a* they are, w ill-ev en tu a lly  bring the community one step
' ' " ’ ' - ‘ . . • ■

forward in  the proeess of tran sition . ' / , •  *

No attempt i s  made'an the foregoing' d iscu ss io n 'to  suggest 

./that Soyinka advocates that the swamp dweller® should leave, th e ir  v i l -  • 

lag® eh;masse for- the c i t y ,  The c ity  Which' has corrupted Desala 

( IgwezuM bride) cannot be ah ideal a ltern a tive  to the. s t i f l in g  s itu 

a tion  in  the swamps* ,The id ea l thing to do would be to ’give up the 

. f u t i l e  sacrifice®  offered to the Serpent, and s t r iv e , to reclaim toe
' ' ' V 7  '■ ' ■' 'J-'' ” "■ ’■ '
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’ . ' land from the  swamps .for., the purpose o f growing some food crops. The

; ’ ’ , b lin d ' Beggar w ill ..he too glad to  de th is  i f  only the o ld er genera tion
■ '"•• " ■ ' ' • , - i - ,

, of, swamp - dw ellers w f j^ a o d ify  t h e i r - f a i t h  in  the so -c a lle d  benevolent

' Seppent. ’ -. ' ■ •
 ̂ * 4 r " > * ' * * "  - ' -

I t  should 'be pointed out th a t l i f e  in  the swampy i s  not' a l l  

agony. There is  some element of romanticism,, e sp e c ia lly  in  the  l i f e  .

■ : of. the e ld  people,- 'P a rt of the  pride of the swamp dwellers- l i e s ' in  the
■ - /  .  - • ■ -  • - \  • • ■*  * •

^  t r a d i t io n  o f  -taking one’s b ride-to -be- to the swamps,-to the  -depths .of

■ . . the n a tu ra l world, to enact the r i t u a l  of m arriage: Alu r e c a l l s  how

- ' . her mother had -taugh t her to  say oh her b r id a l  bed: "Where ’the r iv e r s

meet, th e re  the m arriage m ist begin . And the -riv e r bed i ts e lf ',  i s  the- -
■ . . .  - ’’ • ' 

p e rfe c t b r id a l  bed" (p . 9 ) . S u c h 'a - r i tu a l  .emphasises .the  sense of
( ' t  ' . - - ' ; '  ■ -' " - • ' • .
.j ’ .. s p i r i tu a l ly  belonging tc  the swamps. .The irony , o f  course , i s  t h a t  the

' tw in c h ild ren  {Awuchike and Igwezu) begotten  on the  r i t u a l  b rid a l, bed ,

* - i  ' .. in  the-swamps have .severed them selves from the^ItCnd o f  th e i r  a n c es to rs ,

■. and to 'l 'iv e  -in the c i ty .  The fa te s  o f these/Cwln c h ild ren 'h a d  been v

* . ; sym bolically  ‘shown d.uring.\the;'rX tu3^ibve-iim kijig -<)f th e i r  p a re n ts : ,

MAKURI: Think hard wooahv |to you no t reinember?
. ‘ - ‘ We d id  n o t know th a t  the  swamp; came Up. a s  f a r  .

• as th a t  p a r t  o f the  stream , , .The. ground. , 
gave. , .w aybeneath  u s ! .

• • ALU: (beginning to  laugh .)  I t  i s  a l l  beg inn ing  to,
come back, T b iyes, yes, so i t  d id . So i t  d id ! '

, '  : MAXUBI; And ean.ydu remember th a t  you w e re 'le f t.
. .  k ick ing  in -th e  m ire . . .ha  ha!'

* ALU: (no longer amused.) I  was? I*suppose you never
• , „ * • even got' your- f in g e rs  muddy?. (p , 9)

" : ‘ Thie i.s n o t ju s t  the h e igh t of fu n j i t  i s  all so a prem onition which the
* k * 1 , i « > . ^
—- f — — passions of the couple .at th is  time cannot recogn ize , much le s s  analyze

. As C artey observes, " the  swamp became, th re a te n in g  and the bed of con-

, 1 '  ” ' - f

, : . K  ,  V . ' : "  • - • • •■ ■ - ■ . •
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* *

cap tio n  f e l l  in -o v er them." . If ,- th e  r i t u a l i s t i c ’ sex in 'th e  swamp Is
'  '  ' h

'  * * * * » • - * , «  
u su a lly  mairk^d^y, the- symbolic co llap se  of the b r id a l  ‘bed', ,i t  is ,u n d e r

stand ab le  then why c h ild re n  borit of such a r i t u a l i s t i c  union may re v o lt  

a g a in s t th e ^ tra d i t io n a l  'b e l ie f  of th e -so c ie ty '. I tn iak .es sense , th e re -  . 

fore',' th a t  although Awuchike and- Igweau are  " the  very co lou r o-f the 

swamp" (p . 'they tu rn  o u t to  be -v ic firas .^ f. the h o s t i l i t y  of the 

.swamp, something they- have been from the  moment o f t h e i r  .conception.'T  ,
» 1 * -  s f t  *’- •

The fo rego ing  exam ination o f th e .c o n f l ic t  In  The Swamp1 

D w ellers , a-s in  the o th er th ree  p la y s  s tu d ie d  in  th is - s e c t io n ,  ,should 

.- ju s tify  Povey's o b se rv a tio n  Jtha-t Soyinka’s "theme i s  Always some a sp ec t 

o f African" s tru g g lin g  w ith  the S ocial' arid r e l ig io u s  problems a r i s in g  

from the  t r a n s i t io n  from t r a d i t i o n  to  modernity.- 'Sometimes h is  tone- 

I s  cheerfulXy comic fas  in  The L ion .And' the J e w e ll , a t  o th e rs  the s i t u -
. '  '  ,  * * '  *^ .Q - '  • '  -

a i io n  beoomes a  ,vehicle f o r  high, tra g e d y ,"  ■ a s  i t  does in  The Strong 

.BgeeA and Camwood on the  Leaves. A t-.other tim es s t i l l , .S o y i n k a 's  -tone 

re v e a ls  a  se rio u s  attem pt to 'a s s e s s  th e  i n t r in s i c  va lues o f m odernity

(re p re se n ted  by the c ity )-  and t ra d i tio n a l is m  (re p re se n ted  by th e  y i l -

„ la g e ) ,  a$5exem plified  i n , The. Lion and the Jewel and The' Swamp' D w ellers.
* ’ ' *  * 1 * '

< In ,th e s e  p la y s , Soyinka makes no ov ert attem pt/C o propose a

f  iked o r  preponceived s o lu t io n . R ather, he fo rc e fu l ly  dem onstrates
•<- ' •  - ■ ■ X  •' ■ . .. ‘ - . ' . : ■
th e  ten s  ion ,which one form of c o n f l ic t  o r  ano ther may g e n e ra te  in  the

’ . - ’ : : • 
in d iv id u a l .  This ten s io n  may rev ea l the s tro n g  con v ic tio n s  o f the

SO, ' ^  s
W, O artey , WhiaperS from a  Continent* The L ite ra tu re  .of

. Contemporary Blade Africa- (London: Heingoanh, 1971), p . 331*.’ •

J .  P . P.ovey, "Wole Soyinka and the N igerian  Drama," T r i-  
Q u a rte r ly , No* 5 (Dec. 1905.), 13V*- .
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' ; , - ' . /  ,  273-'  ‘ \  • ' •
•* , ■* * * ’■ i

in d iv id u a l in  opposition  to  the c o l le c t iv e  consciousness o f .th e  coianun-. -r'
" ■ '  • '  - .  ’ '  , • . . .  - .

• i ty  in 'w hich he l iv e s .  Consequently, the '-tension  gives- r is e  to a

■ s p i r i t ,  of r e v o l t ,  and s tru g g le 'f o r  s e l f - i i t e r a t i o n .  The' process of 

■ o th is  l ib e ra t io n  ipay not n e c e ssa rily  run i t s  f u l l ’ course in  any given

p la y , but th e  openness o f the endings-of the: opnfl’i p t  plays, po in ts  in 

the d ire c tio n  of an.a c tiv e  evolutionary- process a t  york "in.the' so c ie ty . - 

( i i i )  S a t ire ': .. ■ ' '

Soyinka uses s a t i r e  more e ffe c tiv e ly  than, most o th er N igerian 

w r i te r s .  .S a t ir e  in  h is  work r e f l e c t s ,  more in te n se ly  and"more ex ten 

s iv e ly  than in  the work, of .his contem poraries, .the shortcomings in  the J ' 

-nature',- form and d ire c tio n  of the- S o c ie ty 's  soc ia l,'eco n o m ic  and p o ll- '
-• • .! ^ , > \ v  A ' ^  '■. • ■. ; .

, ■ •' t i o a l  o r ie n ta tio n . ' His -sa tirica .1 '-p ieces, lik e ! th o se  of h is  contempo-

A \v r a r ie s ,  f a l l  w ith in ’the mainstream of a* l i t e r a tu r e  th a t  c lo se ly  .follows
p. - \  ' ' - - ^ V  .

- ’ and documents the problems of a so c ie ty  in  tra n s it io n .,.  However, unlike

/

H ie  o th e r s ’ f  l u s  s a t i r i c a l  works sc ru tin iz e  the s o c ie ty 's - s o c ia l ,  

p o l i t ic a l  and economic re o r ie n ta tio n ,, and' expose-the v a r io u s . i l l s  which

l i e  a t ' t h e  base o f  ‘the .moral—decadence th a t  th re a te n s  the p rogress,
» / / * 

s t a b i l i t y ,  and se c u r ity  of the N igerian so c ie ty . I t  i s  th is  moral-

decadence" in  i t s  many fa c e ts  th a t  Soyinka an d .h i§ contem poraries seek,

through the .ir  s a t i r i c a l  p iec e s , to, reform as much as. p o ss ib le .

‘In  th is  s e c t io n 'o f  t h i s  study , six. of Soy inka 's  plays w ill

bd examined to  " i l lu s tra te  h is  use of the s a t i r i c  weapon to  reform  the

world around him, a world th a t  i s  g radua lly  f a l l i n g  a p a rt because of ’ >
. . , a' *’ ’ - ►’ , • ' 4  - 1

- its  s u s c e p t ib i l i ty  to  co rru p tio n . For the -purpose of convenience, the 

s ix  p lays w il l  b e -c la s s if ie d  under s o c ia l  and’ p o l i t i c a l - s a t i r e ,  although 

th e  s a t i r e  in  each p la y ,is  not ex c lu s iv e ly  s o c ia l ,  o r  p o lit ic a l*

f t -  "■ ' ‘ ' -
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; (a); Social S a t ir e t 

• . The amusing s to ry  of Brother Jeroboam, prophet..ahd 1sw indierj

i s  the l ig h te s t  of Soyinka'£ sa tiric -co m ed ies . However, l ik e  -the■

\ . - f a r c ic a l  The h i on and the ' Jewel’; .The T r ia ls  of B ro ther J e r o , ^  which - 

fea tu re ?  the in tr ig u in g  roguery of Jeroboam, has a touch.-of se rio u s

so c ia l comment, Short and s l ig h t  as th is ,,p lay  is,, i t  does, n o t deserve ■
* ' * ) 1 * ’ • » ' *"

' to  be termed as a "side-shov -w ithou t-substance ." ‘ The s e v e ra l ' themes

in  the p lay  may be' "merely mentioned' o r  tre a te d " b r ie f ly  ra th e r ,th a n

f u l ly  .deve loped ,*^  as Ogunba observes; but beneath . th e .s u p e r f ic ia l i ty

these  them es^lies Soyinka's so c ia l a n d .p o li t ic a l  s a t i r e .  , /  .

. Yet, one,does not have to  tik e  the play t^o  seriously-.. Vole- '

Soyinka does not in v j te  the  audience to  pass a moral judgment on Jepo

who i s  'a. "forthright", and oleveV crook. , He does riot o ffer  a cr itic ism  ' ^

. “o f C h r is t ia n i ty  o r o f th e  Cherdbim and Seraphim s e c t , ,  which .would have * 

'.-made the  p lay  a thesis , drama. All that is, given the audience in  the 

■ p lay  ip  ah opportunity- t-o ‘se,e on the s ta g e , a- b r i l l i a n t  re-cheatio rf of ' • •

' th e ir  soc ie ty  as i t  so that'they may laugh at thelr^own f o l l i e s

and d e lim it in  B rother J e r o 's ,  indeed Soyinka's w it .
' ’ : ' ' • . ‘U, - ... , ,.

The opening'lines of the play iimnediately expose the A ston ish - 'i\

ing growth of' the population of s e lf -s ty le d  "prophets" in  N igeria, . 

particu larly  i f /  the la te  f i f t i e s  and the early s ix t i e s .  Jews: has r isen  

to  increase the tr ib e  o f these quack prophets’yho have made "sp iritual

ho In Three Short P lays, pp. U>-?7.

T-

•  A *

h i

J..M , Gibbs, "Aspects of the Nigerian Dramatic. Tradition,"  
Unpubl, .M. A. Thesis, Aaerian U niversity , 1967, .p., 15Y.

V0» Ogunba. rhe Movement of T r a d it io n . p . 63*
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A

■ 'healing* th e i r . lu c r a t iv e ,  stock-?in-tradeo. ' Jerb's.- co n fess io n a l sta tem ent

in  the’ opening see tie re v e a ls , axaoug o th e r  t h i n g s - t h a t  - the g laoour of
' * * * - •

■. the p ro p h e ts1 '♦trade* has been d u lle d  by. the dw indling popu lation ' Of

c o n v e rts , l a t e ly  Won over by the te le v is io n -a n d  the l i f e *  ..music

at- the bars*- Like' the  o th e r prophets'-, J e ro  has lo s t, a la rg e  m aster of, 

h is  congregation , ^ jesu m ab ly , ah a  r e s u l t  of the discovery' of h is  

quackery* Ijhe-ac tion , however, does not r e f l e c t  th is  depression  period  

In- theuprophbt' s t ra d e . ■" R ather, i t ,  p resen ts  a "onee-updn-a-tim e" story' 

»' o f J e ro ' s„,successful day When h is  tra d e  was s t i l l  f lo u rish in g *  . .
- \  s

Y ' , -Wole S oyinka 's  k r t j s t i c  purpose in  the play i s  s e t  out in ,

J e r o 's  '&nnquncement$ , ’’
t* ' ' * ' ' ’ * 

‘ . my whole purpose in  coming-here i s  tc  show you one
ra th e r  ev e n tfu l day in  r a y 'l i fe ,  a day' when I thought

. . .  * for, a  moaetii t h a t . th e  curse  of my old M aster was
about to  be f u l f i l l e d . ' I t  3hook as, q u i te  a b i t ,  
b u t. , . th e  Lord p ro te c ts  his-own. . , . 1 (p . Ub). .

J e r o 's  ro le  in  the' opening scene way be l'ikened to  th a t  o f the Stage..

, Manager in  Thornton W ild e r '?  Our Town* ‘ Like the. S tage Manager* Je ro  i s

th e  n a r r a to r  o f the s to ry  which the  audience a re  about to  watch drama-
. • ■ • * 

t ia e d .  A lso , h i s  c h a ra c te r  i s  very' much l ik e  C haucer's  Pardoner. Like
* *’ ' ' *

him, Je ro  in troduces  h im self a s  w ell a s .,h id  rogu ish  tra d e  w ith’ a

s t r a ig h t  face} and on? looks forward to  the re-enactm ent of the  p rcr
* S3*ta g o n is t 's  roguery in, the same.way th a t  one w a its  f o r  the Pardoner to

p ra c t is e  h i?  tra d e  which he b o as ts  of so brazenly'.
. > *- • t ' ' . . .

T ria ls  o f Brother Jero has been discussed rather exten

s iv e ly ,  but-hardly has any C ritic  given Brother Jero the f u l l  cr ed it  

he deserves as a dramatic character rather than as a rep r esw rta tic n j^
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a' type -in a - r e a l , s i tu a tio n  -ir.- a driven so c ie ty . ;I t  i s  tl trough h is  m ani-'
*

ru la tio r . of the o ther c h a rac te rs  th a t  one -gets to,, know the so c ie ty  of
-  • 1 1 '  ,

which he 'is  a product. Soyinka him self once sa id  ’t h a t ^ ^ . t h e r  Je ro ’-*,

• does no t have to  he taken too se rio u sly ..-  Ir. a -s tim u la tin g  te le v ise d
’ ■V 4 ' -  •• ■

'discussion* Soyinka asked the partic ipan ts:*

‘What-of th is  so c ie ty  he t-Brother Je ro J  rep re sen ts?  v
. , Bo you fir.d  him a- c re a tu re  of th is  so c ie ty , a .repre-

se n ia tiv e  of thh t soc ie ty? ' What fe e lin g s  do you get 
. ' ' . about a so c ie ty  which fra£ produced and nourished and* ■ -

raybe deserves B rother Jero?^3 ' - ' ;

To answer these questions' s a t i s f a c to r i ly ,  one'needs to be q u ite  fa m ilia r  . ,

with the N igerian so c ie ty  m  which the play is  s e t .  F o rtu n a te ly , the,

-- playw right provides a ’f a i r l y  good p ic tu re  of the  .society  through the A '

• c h a rac te rs  he c re a te s . t
'* p

A fter the f i r s t  exposito ry  sc en e 'in  which Soyinka- in troduces \

the idiom of the masquerade whose face-bekind-the-m ask i s  revealed to  • 

the' audience* the a c tio n  moves ou'.»to what Soyinka him self describes as 

*a very l ig h t  r e c i ta l  of human b v ils  and f o ib l e s .* ^  S c e n e -if  marks 

the beginning of the dram atic a c tio n  proper. This scene, which may- be 

termed as the Amope scene, d escribes  in  h ila r io u s  terms the. " s tra in e d ’* 

re la t io n s  between Anope- and her, husband Chume. The dialogue between 

• the"’couple reminds one o f the Makuri-Alu dialogue which opens The Swamp 

Bwellers-. The haggling .husband and wife a re  c rea ted  to  demonstrated a-

’ type’ of tension  which at the same time alienates th e ' husband from the' > ’ *

]i'V *
Soyinka, "Televised 9 isc u ss io n ,"  in  Irt Person, p . 5>0.'

^  Soyinka, in ah interview conducted by Lewis. Nkosi, in 
African Writers Talking. Bds.. 1>. Duerden and C. Pjeterse (London:
Heinemanh, 1972), p. 17L. •
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w ife , .u;d‘r e v e a ls  tr.e psy-c* relear-o ex p erien ced  by eacr.|O f

th ee  a f t e r  l e t t i n g  o ff  some- s i e a a .  The ov.ora.il e f f o r t  i s  the overfc0r.ee 

of a charm ing couple who, d eo p ite  the p re ssu re  tt;a t s e t s  one j u r i s t  . • 

tr.e o th e r ,  cun -wit .".stand t  no-s tors. oho. grow w tse r .md m ore 'under

s ta n d in g . > . " • ' !

The c h a ra c te r is a tio n  of An ope is r o t  w ithout some sigs.

canoe. Asked Ir. a te le v is e d  o.iseussior. whetr.er Amo.p-o r e f l e c t s  .done
- .«

id ea  tr,a t Soyinka has. of vomer., tr.e p layw right r e p l i e s  .th a t Arne-,*
0 * '

^  i s  taken s tr a ig h t  from wooer I know in my s o c ie ty . |
My own m other, fo r  in s ta n c e , w a s -a ,te rro r . Not by ' .

. Oatupej hut she was it t ra d e r ,, and I know th a t,ev en  
she , who was a ‘r a th e r  g e n tle  person,.w hen she g e t . ’ - j 
fe d  upi and, she wanted to  C o llec t h e r 'd e b ts  fr<?m her _ | 
c«stooer9—i t  is  no- yoke—suddenly she was t.rans- • ' • 
formed.- I th ink  most of our. .' .p e tty  tra d e r  charac
t e r  i s  Very s tro n g  in 'a  lo t  .o f our women. they a re  
no t q u ite  sis down-trodden as some people w ill  have 

• ■ the world believe, in  these days of women's revo ln-
, t i e r .  -They know how tc ' h an d le ' them selves.

I ^ a
Ac.ope may be considered as ar. Ogopalo type cast** in  h e r determ ination

' ’ / 
to c o lle c t  h e r  money from B rother J e ro . But she a lso  ex h ib its  some of

the q u a lity  o f-th e  sharp-tongued market woman in . h e r  a l te r c a t io n  w ith

the f i s h - s e l le r .  , Like Sophia and the Fisherwona:; in Krrol Joey’ s Moon
* i>7 /on a  Rainbow Shawl. Anope and. the Trader bandy words over the p rice

and q u a lity  of .smoked f i s h .  The Amope-Trader co n fro n ta tio n  i s  worth
< 1 i . . t

/  * *

..quoting in  f u l l  becam e i t  ty p if ie s  a r e a l i s t i c  s i tu a t io n  in  the so c ie ty

i*5

i»6

k l

Soyinka, T e le v ise d  D iscussion," in In  Parson, p. 93. 

See footnote Mo.' 6 on p. 190 above,

(London» Faber and Faber, 1958). See pp. 30-31,
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which Soy inka-rep resen ts . :r .’h is  play:

AMQPBt Ei,- what a re  you s e l l  ing?
(The tra ile r  h e s i t a te s , decides to  continue 
her way. )  ,

AMOPBt I s n ’ t it.-'you I ’r. oa llis^ 'T  What h.uv you 
' so t there?  -

TRADJSR: ( s to p s , wi.thout tununfo round. )  < A:v you 
buying fo r  trade  or. ;u s t  fo r  yours e l f ?

AMQPE: I t  rr.i.o'rt help., i f  you f i r s t  to ld ' re  vnat. you
have.

TRADER: Smoked f i s h .
AMOFE: W ell, l e t ' s  see i t ,

• TRADHi: ( h e s i ta t e s . )  All r i g h t ,  help rv t o ' s o t  i t  
'down. Put I dor.r t u sua lly  stop or. the way.

AvOp§: I s n ’ t, i t  money, you a re  -going to  th.e market
f o r ,  and i s n ’ t i t  money I ’n goii>- to pay you? 

-TRADER: (as  Amope »rets up and unloads h e r . )  W ell,
ju s t  remetnbe.r i t  i s  e a rly  in  the morning. Dor.' t- 
s t a r t  me o ff  wrong by hagg ling .

AMCPB: A ll r ig h t .  (Looks a t  the f i s h . )  How mueh. a
dozen? ■ "

TRADER: One and th re e , and I ’k not tak in g  a perry
l e s s ,  . ,

AMOPB: It i s  la s t  week’ s,. i s h ’ t it?
TRADER: I ’ ve to ld  you, you’re aty f i r s t  custom er,

so don’ t  ru in  ay trad e  with the i l l - l u c k  of 
the morning.

■AHQPE: (ho ld ing  one up to  he r nose.)  V e il , i t  does
■ so*11 a b i t ,  d o e sn 't  it?  *

TRADER: (p u tt in g  back ■ the vraggir^js.} Raj^be i t  is
you who haven’ t had a bath far  a week.

- : AM0PB: YehJ A ll r ig h t , ‘go cm. Abuse s» ; Go on
abuse me when all* i  wanted was a few <?f your 
m iserable f is h . ' ' .I  deserve i t f o r  trying to be 
neighbourly with a orosqpeyed’wretch, pauper . 
that you are. . . .  ,

TRAJDSJ: I t  i s  early in  the mornings I  ao not going
to l e t  you in fe c t  my luck with your fou l tongue 
by answering you back. And just you keep your 
pursed fin gers from'-ny goods because that i s  
where you’ l l  meet with the father of a l l  d e e ils  
i f  you don’ t ,
(She l i f t s  the load tft heir head a l l  b£ h e r s e lf .)  

AMQPB: Yet, go on. Carry the burden o f your crimes 
.and take your beggar’ s rags out of my s ig h t. . . , 

TRADER: I leave you in the hands of your f la tu le n t
i,(  b e lly , you barren sinner, May you never do good 

in a l l  your l i f e ,  *
ANOPBt You’re cursing m  now, are you? •' (pp. SP-53 )

* V ‘ , * . ' , '
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The oi' t:. ..■ .vJ fere i f . Cn tr.i? : * v.:v\ i.iey .1 : 1,. > \ t :c  .uym .

Ar.cpo '-Iar.es the f  iSh-ee H e r -ber . 'e r r  ' e o cc .u v . However, v e  tra d e r

war .-ror.t' b\ the t iso  A nope blares "Do you see **!'.«’ you b.ave a rr.e,

you s v in d le - le g  t.vid? Receive:: eb o to le :. .vast w a;t a r t .1 t.he
- , . , *

p r l ie e  cat oh tit-'Kith you" ( r ,  5o)* As ib' Arcepe'? day haa-net '.<;er

,su.bbocio:,t ly ruined, by tre  escare ob ,Yr. , an a rch i’t ’erovs -oo tease

her w, th hie talk ir.y  '.irar. a f t e r  b a i l i n g  tv rece:ve oo:»e a Its? bvvr.. her , .

and Are'-H? grdvs w ild with, bury s ~

I' d o r . 't  k.v.c.e what the worl t ;o comaty to .  'A t ; .:e b  ’ 
ob a P ro p h e t, a, sw in d le r ob a f i s h - l e l l e h ' uni r.owa
th a t th in g  V ith  l i c e  o r h is  head Cocos begging fo r
r.oney. He, and the P rophet ought to  g e t to g e th e r

. w ith  the. f i s h - s o I  lo r  ,t h e i r  not h e r . (p . --' X
L. t

Ar.ope’ s n o tio n  ,ob b ro th e r  ber, .is r.eant to c re a te  m  the uuUiwice a

p ic tu re  tr.a t tran scen d s a  mere mockery of Je ro  because i t  a ls o  shows a

wide range ob c h a ra c te r s - - : 'r e s  an y reh in  tc  the P rophet— whose» aode o f

o p e ra tio n  in. the S ocie ty  i s  put up Cor r id ic u le  in  the  p lay .

The r e s t  ob the  p i i y  fo cu ses  a t te n t io n  o f P ro then  Je ro  a t
*

work. Scenes l i i - v  a re  an ingenious expose of *» so c ie ty  which is  so 

m a te r ia l i s t ic a l ly  o rien ted  th a t i t  produces tru lls and ch arla tan s  in
* 0 '»

g rea t numbers. In such 'a  soc ie ty ,  ch a rla tan s  l ik e  B rother Je ro  visually

pposper, even i f  fo r  a lim ited  tia q j a n d ,th e ir  ".trade* f lo u r ish e s  on •
*

th e  w orld ly  needs of t h e i r  g u l l ib l e  fo llo w e rs . s
\

At the beginning of scene i i i ,  Soyinka provides a stage 

d irection  which i s  an impressive .r e a lis t ic  description  of the heachsid*
t .

"churoh* where s e lf -s ty le d  prophets l ik e  Jero preach tp dupe* who •

■ respond to prayers and sing in sou lfu l frensy. The Bar Beach at Lagos

■ has long been'an ideal resort for  such "churches*-because o f  the great.
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N v  ̂'i * v * ̂  ^  .v .v^r.'t u ^ ’.x ’m ii^,' .. .uv: \:.j \ ;v^-

; ' c ^ t s ,  ' v ,': cf.uy v . :» i ' . . o ^ " p r o p . n o k . v l  1-y. » .^i>-'''.t>«‘” ’V'.'r.vt1 , *

T:." *. r.:-.:'.- .t o ,.{■ thi so rone/ is  th.it v. o ‘ us . l -' ■ ■ > ->* urv •
* #

•i .;v*i '■' ''''-'S'- * ' ue ; .  -V. A. *. ho..gn - r̂.t or...iv:.eo u:v t’lVv-to:
r *■ * s I ' - •’ *

x - w s s .M j  fo r sp : :u tu.il parrosos,  t-o?-’ _.'f t.'.e x iv , .-iv •

' ‘ • . ' ' ' ' ' ' ‘V-  ■ ' ' €  ■■i v a i i t y ,  w  up* re ion i .=';(': ot--.: pr.'p".c.T? ' - ' r  ruruouI.p’Ks-

s o lu t ions  to t h e i r  wr r la l j  pivi It’ri' i Ir. t i e  o.\.,:v: ', those "y. rsrny*- . 

pvrs? a;v .-. : ueoiruf iu .;  group: t r .o .r  rhythm ic, e l.ip -
, * „ " t»

p ing , t: -.- rff-ihces, the ec s tasy ,  ,iiil »iu '. .*eri . 'o r :v o t : \  as

- . . • . • -  ■ ' i  ;■’•'t-nut x-.^swC vu ‘oLVr" wr.en sane e: the?. a t t a i n  tr .e : r  c e -c a lle d  'S p i r i  tuj»£
• ’ • ' . • ' ' . • v

p o ssess : an—a l l  these rake a cuptivutu> - sp e c ta c le . However, ■cori.traryV

, . . to  Gerald >'c o re 's  le i  it;:' t : u t  the creeds upheld i r  .-these 'oeachsidwT *» * /' °
oharor.es " o f f e r - to .  t h e i r  f a i t h f u l  supporters the twin a t t r a c t i o n s  of

^  * v
* 1 ^

“ success in  t h i s  world .uni s a lva t  lor. in  the next,"'* the churches do not
* . » • ^

*o i l e r  any re a l success in l i f e  or sp r r ; tw a l  s a lv a t io n .  The prophets 1
• >

’a re  no:vx in te re s te d  in the t i t h e s  jtnev c o l i e c V f r e r  t \ e  w orshippers

who* in  tho ir  g u l l i b i l i t y ,  hope ’fo r  - .a te r ia l  weal th ,  'or c h i ld ren ,  while*
« » m

they pray h y p o c r it ic a lly  fo r  the s a lva t ion  of t h e i r  " s i n f u l "  so u ls .

In  a  h^j^ly. comic scene, for. in s ta n c e , .'e re  dem onstrates h is 

r e l ig io u s  hypocrisy when he i s  confronted with the seductiveness of a 

» teenager wh.o has ju s t  had her awis:

JEROt (fo llow ing  her a l l  tlie way with his- eyes. ) 8
- , Kvirty actm in^, every day. I w itness th is  d iv ine

tran sfo rm atio n , 0  L o rd ."
(He Shakes h is  hefcd suddenly and bedlowa. ) '

» ^  w

) f t
:G« Moore, Vole Soyinka (londom  Evans, 197>), p. dO.

\ • •- 
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•Help ’am.

\ • '
Pray B ro th e r Jeroboam , p ray j P ray  f o r  s t r e n g th  
a g a in s t  tem p ta tio n . _ ' . •
(He f a l l s  on h i s  k n ees , fa ce  squeezed in  agony ■ 
and h an d s ' c la sp e d . Chume e n t e r s , w heeling  h is  

- b ik e . He le a n s  i t  a g a in s t  .'the palm t r e e . )
JERO:. (n o t opening h is  ey e s4J P ray  w ith  me, b ro th e r .

'P ra y  w ith  me. P ray  f o r  me a g a in s t  t h i s  one weak
n e ss . . .a g a in s t,  t h i s  one Weakness, 0 L ord. . .

'CHUME: ( f a l l i n g  down a t  once. )  Help him, 'L ord .
Help him, Lord. • ’

•JERO: A gainst t h i s  one w eakness; t h i s  w eakness, p
Abraham. . . .

'CHUME: Help him, L o rd .' Help him, Lord. •
JERO: A gainst t h i s  one weakness -David, David,

Samuel, Samuel.
CHOKE: Help him . Help him.' Help ’am.
JOB: Job jo b ,  E l i ja h  E l i ja h .
CHUME: (g e t t in g  more worked up".)  Help 'am God.

Help 'am God. I .sg y ro a k e  you h e lp  'am. Help 
. 'am quick q u ick , '

JERO: Tear the  image from my h e a r t .  T ear t h i s . lo v e -
fo r - th e -d a u g h te rs  o f Eve. . . .

CHUME.: Adam, h e lp  'am, Na your so n , h e lp ''a m .
Help th i s  your son . • • ,

JERO: Bum- ou t th i s ~ lu s t  f o r  th e  d au g h te rs  o f Eve.
\  - 1 p p . 85-56) „ •

The above p ra y e r a g a in s t  tem p ta tio n  m ust be seen ' as a t r a v e s ty  o f  what
■i . ' '

should norm ally be a fe rv en t su p p lica tio n ; i t  cannot be taken tdo 

s e rio u s ly , e sp e c ia lly  when i t  i s  o ffe red  by a  se lf-c o n fe sse d  rogue 

whose "mask" i s  too w ell known to  the audience to  fool  them as to  the 

s in c e r i ty  of h is  u tte ran c e s  and a c tio n s . White cassocks and v e lv e t . 

capes are  the paraphernalia  w ith which some prophets and-o ther c le rgy 

men cover-up th e i r  outrageous im m orality and o th e r  so c ia l  e v i ls .

Through J e ro 's  own "mask,*' Soyinka s a t i r i z e s  "the clergymen who,- l ik e
\  ' . ' " ’ . •

Jero^w ou ld  preach a g a in s t the  commission of v e n ia l s in s , bu t who them

se lves  are g u i l ty  of some of the seven deadly s i n s . - But Je ro  su rpasses 

a l l  of the clergymen and prophets through h i i  b r i l l i a n t  d isp lay  of 

business acumen. ' He possesses th e  a b i l i t y  to  psychoanalyze h is
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- \

prospective "customers," and to identify what appeals to .them that 

will pull them gut of the folds of other "scums" to swel'l. his own con
gregation, * ■

Jero is willing to invest heavily'in anticipation of a huge’ 

turnover; hut the"success of his "trade" requires the growing patronage 

of "customers."; Among his gullible'followers are type( characters like •• 

Brother Chume, whose next'goal ip-the post"of Chief Clerk; someone who - . 

sets his eye -on a chieftaincy title in his home town; a politician who , 

hopes to become the first "Prime Minister of -the new Mid-North-East .. 

State when it is created; and, at the end of the play, Jero .adds a 

back-bencher in the Federal Parliament who aspires to a ministerial

post. The common thread that -unites.all these type—characters is that
- * * -

none of- them.seeks any spiritual regeneration from Brother Jero. What 

. they all want is material wealth,or. children, and Jero takes advantage 

of their needs to boos!; his own trade, With type-characters like these, 

it becomes cigar that Soyinka's satire'in the play is-directed not only 

at the quackery of Brother Jero, but also at the vanity of human wishes 

which the aspirations of Jero1s followers' represent. Chume^articulates 

these wishes in his earnest supplication which follows the penitent's
‘ I

-paroxysm: ■
Telk.Our wives not to  give us . t r o u b l e A n d  

give us money to  have a happy home.. Give us money 
to  s a t i s fy  our d a i ly  n e c e s s i t ie s .  Make you no 

.fo rg e t  those of us who dey- s tru g g le  ''d a ily . Those . 
who be c le rk  today, make them Chief Clerk tomorrow.
Tho.se who a re  Messenger todays make them Senior 
Service * tomorrow, Yes, F a th e r , those .who" are 
Messenger today, make them Senior Service, tomorrow. :
(The Amens grow mote and more e c s t a t i c . )
Those who a re  p e tty  tra d e r  today, make them, b ig  .

I '
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• c o n tra c to rs  tomorrow. ' Those.who dey Sweep js ire-fit  --------- 1
today T give them theix^own-b-ig o f f ic e ” !omorrow.
I f  we day walka today, g ive us our own 'b icycle

' - tomorrow. I  say those who dey walka today , g ive
them th e i r  own b icy c le  tomorrow. Those who have 
b icy c le  today, they w il l  r id e  th e i r  own Car tomorrow.
(The enthusiasm  of the response becomes, a t  th is  
p o in t , q u ite  overpowering, )
I  sqy those.who dey push b ic y c le , g ive  them b ig  car 
tomorrow. ' Give them b ig  ca r -tomorrow. Give-.them 
b ig  car tomorrow, give them, b ig  c a r  tomorrow.

. . (pp . 63-6U)

Chume’s d e s ire s  b e tray  the  m a te r i a l i s t i c ,  r a th e r  than the  s p i r i tu a l  

•- • needs of the "w orsh ippers." . Here l i e s  the  p o in t of S oy inka 's  s a t i r e /

on fa ls e  prophets and th e ip  custom ers, and oh the .tra d e  th a t  b r in g s

• 1' ’ them' to g e th e r . No doubt, Chume-’ s p rayer f o r  the  advancement of .the ■ \
*  . '  • .

members of the church i ‘s a p r o je c t ion -o f -h i s 'ow n 'nee ds .  He owns'a 

b icy c le  and-would- l ik e  to  d riv e  h is  own car some.day. He is  a Chief 

M essenger, hoping to  become a "Senior S e rv ic e " .(s e n io r  c iv i l  servan t)

in  fu tu re .  Hut ChuAie i s  c h a ra c te r iz e d  m ain ly # o  ty p ify  the m ajo rity
' ~  ■ - . ' ' ' in  the  society , th a t  produces and s u s ta in s  qdacks. and dupes a l i k e . .

< -The exposure of J e r o ' s  quackery a t - t h e  end of scene i,v p laces

the denouement in  .the p lay  a t  .a p o in t where no o o u p -d e -th H tre ' i s

e i th e r  p o ssib le  or d e s ira b le . I t  has been mentioned a t  the  beginning

« i th a t  S ro thp r J e r o 's  day was a lm ost-ru ined  b y 'th e  daughters o f Eve, and

th a t  the cursfc o f h i s ‘mentor {the old .Prophet) "was about to  be - fu l-  ..
\  t > i i , , -  "

? '  ’ *

f i l l e d ?  . .b u t  the Lord p ro te c ts  h is  own" (p . i*6). T herefo re , the- p lay  ' • -

i s  no t expected to  end w ith  any severe sentence passed on Je ro . In  the , 

p la c e ,o f  a  concluding denouement/ Soyinka.provides a  s i tu a t io n  whereby

, B ro ther Je ro  i s  given a-"fu rther opportun ity  to  p ly .h is  c r a f t .. *
' ^  • .

In  a rem arkable tu rn  of pvfints’, Je ro  outBraa'rts .Chume who .

\  '  ’ - ' • ■'
. -  *  . 1 . . . .  - .  '  . -  . ' ■ ' . • • '
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rushes .in  b rand ish ing  a  cu tla ss-  in  an a ^ ^ p t  to  g e t even with a man 

who,, he s tro n g ly  su sp ec ts , has been h is  wi fe ’ s lo v e r  r a th e r  than her
"f

* d eb to r. J e r o 's  escape from- Chume would have been' le s s  s ig n if ic a n t  had • 
> *' •

Jero  ho t e a r l i e r  convinced h is  new convert—ra back-bench Member of

P arliam ent—-tija t  he would be appo in ted  the M in is te r  of War' when the

n a tio n  was plunged in to  s t r i f e !  , • '

I  saw ,th is  .country plunged, in to  s t r i f e .  I  saw the, 
m ustering-.of men, ■ gathered  in  the  name'of-peace 

„ through s tr e n g th . .And a t  a  desk, in  a  la rg e  g i l t  
room, g re a t mdn of. the J.and awaited- your d e c is io n .
E m issaries of- fo re ig n  nat-ions hung On your word, and 

■ ' on the door lead in g  in to  your o f f i c e ,  X r e p d ’the
words, M in is te r  fo r  War.. . . .  •
(The Member tu rn s  round slow ly*)
. . ' , I t  i s  a  p o s itio n  of power. But a re  you. of . the 

• Lord? Are you i n  'fact, worthy? Must I ,  when I  have 
looked in to  your so u l, as the  .Lord has- .commanded me 
to  do, must I  pray to  th e 'L o rd  to.remarve t h i s  m antle 

.from your shoulders and .p lace i t  on a more God- 
fedring-m an? •
(The Member moves forward unconsciously . The Pro
phet g estu res  him tp  s ta y  where he i s . Slowly-- )
Yes.- , .1  th in k  I  see Satan  in-ybur  eyes. I  see , • 
him entrenched in  your eyes. . . . ;
(The Member grows f e a r f u l , r a is e s  h is  arms in  h a lf -  
supp lica tionT l  * -"T*-"
The M in is te r  fo r  War would be the moist powerful p o si
t io n  in  the  Land, The.Lord knows b e s t,' bu t he has '• <.
empowered h is  l ie u te n a n ts  on e a rth  to iritercede whdre •' 
necessary . . . .  (p . 7Li^ o •

J e r o 's  succeess a t  th is  p o in t i s  m an ifest when h i§  f l i g h t  from Chume i s  

in te rp re te d  by the Member as a  m iraculous assum ption of the  -Prophet in to  

'heaven: "Vanished. ' T ran sp o rted .' u t t e r ly  transmuted* 1 knew I  stood in  

the presence of God" (p . 76) .  Je ro  re tu rn s  on cue to  "draw the a t te n t io n  

o f the audience to  h is  l a t e s t  achievem ent. Meanwhile the Member aw aits 

" th e  second coming" of the  P rophet: " I  m ust,h ea r fu r th e r  from him. "Per

haps he has gone to  le a rn  more about t h i s  m i^ s ^ R r ia l  p o s t"  (p . 76) , .
fir
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Jero-rounds o f f  the play", in  h i a ' c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  se lf-c o n fe sse d

roguish, manner, bjj re v e a lin g  h is  p lans to  have Chume c e r t i f i e d :

. I  have a lread y  sen t f o r  .the p o lic e . I t  i s  a p i ty  ‘ . 
about Chtune.- But he has given me a f r i g h t ,  and - »

• ■ no prophet like.s to  be fr ig h te n e d . .With t'he in 
fluence  of th a t  nincompoop ;£ that is., the Member "

■ ' ' of P a r lia m e n t] 'I  should succeed in .g e t t in g  him ,,
c e r t i f i e d  w ith  ea se . A y e a r  in’ the " lu n a tic  asylum ^
would do him good anyway. . (p ,; 77) .

What Soyinka wants the .aud ience  to  admire' in  J e ro  i s  h is  warped gen ius,

■ li9 ■which keeps nourish ing  h is  su rv iv a l  - in s t in c t  i n -a  s o c ie ty -which i s
*  ’  '  •

- so decadent th a t  i t s  so c ia l  i l l s  a re  p ro g re ss iv e ly  pushi-ng i t  towards

’ n a tio n a l s t r i f e *  I t  i s -n o t  w ithout some se rio u sn e ss , th e re fo re .N ^ ia t 

Soyinka, makes Je ro  say :.-"I saw th i s  country plunged in to  s t r i f e "  (p .

7U), ■ This i s  more than B rother Je ro  prophesying 'w ar. S oy inka 's  analy

sis, of th e , 'a f fa irs , of s ta t e  i s  obvious ; and the. so c ia l and the 

p o l i t i c a l  a re  blended in  h i t  s a t i r e  on a co rru p t so c ie ty , and on . i t s
c  - •

eq u a lly  co rru p t leaders^  *  C haracters l ik e  B ro ther Je ro  w il l  always

r is e  and p ro sp e j^ in  such- a s o c ie ty . As J&dred Jones observes:.

. . BaSather- Je ro  ends, the' p lay  a. more s i n i s t e r  f ig u re
than  he' began. His roguery .is now a l l i e d  to  power. ‘ '

,He oan e a s i ly  e lim in a te  o rd inary  mortals- l ik e  Chume,
, and, c o n tra ry  to  hiB -dese rts  (bu t in  keeping w ith  the 

ways o f the p e rv e rse  world) h e "survives- h is  day of 
. pbdeals a n d .liv e s  to  plague h is  deluded countrymen 

f u r th e r .  .For. B ro ther Je ro  ,ie a  f a ls e  prophet-. His , 
people look p a th e t ic a l ly  to  him’ f o r  lea d e rsh ip  and, 
he r e p l ie s  w ith -d e c e it . Tbs' s i tu a t io n  'is  capable .

. o f wfder and more s i n i s t e r  a p p lie a tio n s .5 0  . ■
v . . * . ,

. \  *
A d iscu ss io n  of The T r ia ls  o f  B ro ther Je ro  cannot be complete

' k 9 Soyinka,' "T elev ised  D iscussion ,"  in  In  P erson , p. 91.

2 . D. Jones, The- Writing of Wole Soyinka. ,p .  60,
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without some mention of it.s language. Commenting on The Road. Susan' 

Yankowitz asserts that its "literary distinction resides in & skillful

manipulation of speech rhythms as well as a highly provocative usage of'
. < * ,  r ■ . .

’ * tligerian-English dialect'." She'then goes on to remark that "Soyinka

, has used this sort of dialect in the short comedy The Trials' of’Brother

Jero ^ith eveh greater success. Here' is a-subtle interplay "between the 

 ̂ rhythtas of conventional speech and, those of the popular veniapular to ■ 

which the caracters return at moments of stress and.excitement."^1

The pidgin-Ehglish spoken by Chume -is not a "Nigerian-English 
d'ialect" as Yankowitz states. Rattier it is a form of patois which is- 

, not'native to Nigeria, though its usage has become so popular that the

"jargon" nature of the language has established .an acceptable speech 

£ pattern which is spoken throughout We sV Africa. . Every Nigerian who has

3 scattering of English finds no problem understanding pidgin-Ehgligh 

; even if -he" or she cannot speak it fluently. Its use in the theatre ' y 

„ creates a sensation that enlivens dramatic dialogue when skillfully 

> spoken,-and brings the characters closer to the audience.than the 
standard English language can,

■ A Nigerian whose knowledge of the English language is limited ’ 
_ to the. patois called pidgin-English will neVep say something like

"satisfy our daily necessities," or "those of us." But for someone who 

has an appreciable.command of English, these, expressions may easily be ' 

mixed with pidgin-English. Chume, a Chief Messenger in a government
. - . *

- " ’ . 5 1
Susan  Y ank ow itz , "The P la y s  o f'W o le  S o y in k a ,*  A fr ic a n  

Forum, 1 , No. k (S p r in g  1966) ,  132 .  , T

1 f

.. . f
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* *office, ijs such a Nigerian. It is incorrect, therefore, to say that
I ' "

in Chume1s .prayer for advancement (pp. 63-$l±)» "Soyinka’s ear is still 
^ "not completely' sure in his shaping of pidgin' dialogue (for instance,

the ponderous 'satisfy our daily necessities’ and the .unlikely circum-
• •-? 5 C2 v • '.locution", 'those of us who').” Nowevep, Moore returns to the right

path in his praise of Chume’s "adroit use of pidgin as part' of ’the' 
verbal texture of ;,the play."^'

Eldred‘Jofies correctly points-out that the "burden-of the 

language [in The Trials of Brother Jerol is carried by a-colloqUial 

form which varies according >to character and situation."'^ The queru- 

l06S~Xmope spices her utterances with curses, and abuses, Even when, 

addressing her husband'in a .plaintive tone, she could be deprecative. 

Brother Jero, when not'operating within the"norms of ordinary dialogue, 

heightens his speech with the professional rhetoric of the prophet, or • 

',of the well-î ractis.ed rogue, Chume adds to his mixture of standard 

-English and pidgin-Sttglish the "animal jabber" to which only "poss

essed" worshippers revert in their paroxysm. But when Chume is furious 

hr distressed— as ,he is when he discovers Jero's fraudulence— he dis

plays his command’of pidginr-Engli&h,-and the implication .would seem, to

'be. that this patois is more natural "to Chume. than standard English:
*Almighty! Chume, fool! .0 God, my-life done spoil.

C2 ' ' ■ ■ *’ . G. Moore, Wole Soyinka, p. 22;

53 Ibid. '
5h „  ^B. D* Jones, "Wole- Soyipkat Critical Approaches," in The- 

Critical Evaluation of African' Literature. Bd., Edgar Wright (London: 
Heinemann, 1973), p. b2 . • " .

r

■
\

i i • r
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My li,fe done- spoil finish. %  .God a no1 get eyes ' * . •
for my head. Na lie. .Na big lie. Na pretence 'e. .
de pretend that wicked woman! She no’ go collect 
nutinj' She-no' mean to sleep for outside ho,use.
The Prophet na 'in lover. As qoon as 'e dark, she 

/ ’go in go .meet- 'in mah. 6 (Jod, wetin a do for you 
v©y you go spoil my life so? "Wetin make'you* vex 

* for.me so? I offend you? Chume, foolish man, your
* life done-Spoil. Yeah, ye. .ah ah, ye-e-ah, ye-e-ah, 

they done ruin Chume for life. . .. (p. 75)'

This variety of.verbal texture in the play attests tp the versatility

of the language which constitutes a‘major asset -in Soyinka's satire on

a variety of characters in the society. The skill with which he pox>-
0

’trays each character through the pattern of his or her speech facili- 

tates the recognition of the traits which Soyinka (nocks, in , the charac

ters, The distinctive, quality of the language ip the play may be 

sampled from the word that ends it. Jero watches the .Member of Parlia

ment as the latter slowly falls asleep. Jero is convinced that .

When I appear^again to him he'll think I have just
fallen from the sky. Then I'll tell him that Satan
Just sent one of his emissaries into’the world
under the name .of Chume", and that he had better put

- him in a straight-jacket'at ones. . . .And so the 
day is saved. The police..will call on me. here as 
soon as they catch Chume. And it looks as if -it is 
not quite time for the -fulfilment of that spiteful 
man's prophecy. . ,
(He picks. u£ a pebble and throws ft at the Member. ''
■At the same time a ring- of red or some equally 
startling colour plays on his head, forming a sort 
of halo. The Member wakes with a start, st a g e s > 
open-mouthed, and falls flat on his face*, whisper
ing in rapt awe~) "
"•rasterl' ^ (p* 77)

The politician's reverential* acknowledgement of Jero as "Master" at the-
‘ r  2

end of the play represents the recognition which the audience i r e '  

bound-to accord Soyinka's most- roguish .comic character to date.

Such is the success of Brother Jero as a tool for Soyinka's
*" * • '

, 1 
I- I.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

289

• • n -
• . satire in The Trials, that the playwright elevates him to a higher1'.

‘ " ' ^  '' *« ' ' status, in Jero's Metamorphosis, _ The -survival instinct in Jero con- -

t in u e s  to  m o tiva te  h is  a c t io n s 1 in  .th is  p la y . However, h is  s k i l l  in

manipulating people has become advanced because the people he operates
i |

upon are far more intelligent* or at least are supposed to be more in-
“i' ' *

. than the dupes, in the earlier play. He has grown, more pro-
., ffcient in disarming whoever pose’s as a threat to the security ô  his 

person, position, and "trade,” as exemplified in his confrontation • 

X^vith Ananaias early in the opening scene. Despite all this, Jero is
basically the warped genius' of The Trial's ,\ "’ ^

* ,  * 1 '

though considerable attention is still focused on Jero's
V V  (i oharacter and mode^of operation in Jero's Metamorphosis, Seyinka's mind 

seems to have shif.ted̂ ajrfay from the fun of exposing a chknning charla- 

tan at work to an Indictmentbaf a disintegrating society under "in- ' 

competent and corrupt leadership, idramatic'link between The Trials

and Jero * s Metamorphosis is not so much the.meeting of Jero and Chume
1  ̂ ' , t

ip the,middle of scene ii of Jero's Metamorphosis-,as it ie Jero's vatic 
pronouncement towards the end of The Trials?

I saw this country plunged into strife. I saw the 
mustering, of men, gathered in 'the name of peace 
through strength. And at’a desk, in a large gilt 
room, great men of the land“awaited your decision.
Qaissaries of foreign nations hung on your word, ” 
and on the door leading into^gour offioe-, I read
the words-, Minister for War. -

55
. PP

' ¥
-92.

56

In Soyinka, The Jero Plays- fLondoni^Eyre Methuen, 1973)r 

Sli finals of Brother Jero. in Three Short Plays .' p. 7U.
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< 4 - 
T h is  was th e  p rop hecy  o f  B r o th e r  J e r o  ( o r  was i t  S o y in k a ’ s?^) p u b lis h e d

in  196U ,. two y ea p s b e f o r e  th e  f i r s t  m i l i t a r y .c o u p  in  N ig e r ia .  B etw een
' v

th e  p u b l ic a t io n  o f  The T r ia l s  and o f  J e r o ’ g - M etam O rphosis 0 9 7 3 ) .  th e  

- N ig e r ia n  so c ie ty -  in  w hich  b o th  p la y s  a r e  s e t  a c t u a l l y  ex p e r i^ n o e d  th e  , 

m ost d e v a s t a t in g  c i v i l  war t h a t  any A fr ic a n  n artion 'bad  e v e r  known in  

m odem  t im e s .  In  a  s t r a t e g ic 'm o v e  to  w in  back Chume, J e r o  p r o p h e s ie s
' ** i ‘

1 th e  m e te o r ic  advancem ent o f  B r o th e r  Chume, and a s k s :  "Bo, you d ou b t my

p rop hecy?  H as yo u r so jo u r n  among l u n p t i c s  made you' f o r g e t  who pro-*
» . ' * '

p h e s ie d  War and h ave We n o t  ‘l i v e d  to  s e e  i t  come t o  p a ss? "  ( J e r o ' s  1 

■ M etam orp h osis.  p . 7 0 ) • I f  J e r o ' s  p rop h ecy  o f  war i s  a c c e p te d  a s  r e -  '
f *

• p r e s e n t in g  S o y in k a 's  p r e d ic t i o n ,  th e  1967- t o  c i v i l  war i n .N i g e r i a  has*

f u l f i l l e d  S o y in k a 's  f e a r s  o f  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n .  I t  i s  u n d e r s ta n d a b le ,
• . .  * . . i ( -

t h e r e f o r e ,  why "much o f  wKat S o y in k a  h a s  w r i t t e n  e v e r  sih C e th e  tr a u m a - /  

t i c  im p act o f  t h e 'e x p e r ie n c e  o f  'a  b r o t h e r / s  war* shows e v id e n c e  o f  *a

#• j * C v 7  ‘ '  '

t o u c h .o f  b i t t e r n e s s  and t o t a l  d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t . " H o w e v e r ,'th e  hum our. 

and gay la u g h t e r  t h a t  c h a r a c t e r i z e  S o y in k a ’ s  p la y s  up t o  The T r ia l s  • .

h ave n o t  c o m p le te ly  gon e o u t  o f  h i s  e n t i r e  i n  J e r o  * & ^ e  tam orpho s 1s  a s

58 /  . * ■ '
Ogude c o n te n d s .  The f i r s t  h a l f  p f  soer\j3 i i f  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  p r o v id e s

a  h i l a r i o u s  comedy i n  th e  c o n fr o n ta t io n -b e tw e e n  M ajor S i l v a  and Corp

o r a l  Chume d u r in g  a  m u s ic a l r e h e a r s a l  (p p . 6 1 - 6 7 ) .  Even in  s c e n e  ^ i i ,
r  . -

w here t h e  s a t i r i c  to p e  g e t s ,  m ost J n a n ife s t ly  s e r i o u s ,  p r o v is io n  i s  made 

f o r ’ some humour in  th e  drunken h ic c u p s  o f  C a le b , and in  th e  a l t e r c a t i o n

67 ' • '
S . , B .  O gude, " A sp ec ts  o f  th e  p o l i t i c a l  and s o c i a l  s a t i r e  

in  th e  p la y s  o f  S o y in k a ,"  A p ap er p r e s e n te d  a t  th e  F i r s t  Ib adan  Artnugl 
. A fr ic a n  L i t e r a t u r e  C o n fe r e n c e , Ib a d a n , 6 -1 0  J u ly  1 9 7 6 , p ,' 271

5 8  I b id .  . /  •

- ' t I
9 ,

'  • • • ‘ ’ ' .1 
y ) ’
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between Matthew and Isaac. ‘ Rebecoa mistakenly calls-Isaac "Matthew,"

and the dialogue that follows Isaac's protest provides some comedy;

_ MATTHEW (nettled). May one ask Just what you^have 
against being Brother Matthew?

ISAAC. } know all about Brother Matthew, and that 
should.' be enough answer for anyone with a sense 

,. of shame.
REBECCA. Forgive my unfortunate error. Don't start 

a (Quarrel on that account. ■
ISAAC. And to'think he has the nerve to show his face 

here. Some people are utterly without shame,
# CALEB. Hear hear. , 1‘
* MATTHEW. And.others are poor imitation Pharisee’s/

* CALEB. Hear hear. ,»*
ISAAC. Better an imitation Pharisee than a sex ̂
. 'maniac. 1 '
MATTHEW. I take exception to thatI
ISSAC. Very good. Take exception. '
MATTHEW. 'Dare repeat that and see if it doesn't land

you in court for slander. Go on, we are. all
listening. I have witnesses. Come on I dare you.

4 ISAAC. I don't have to. We all know the truth,; You
'may have been acquitted but we know the truth.

MATTHEW. Coward!
ISAAC. Fornicator.
MATTHEW. Drunkard, con-man. Forger.
CALEB. Three t o  o n e . Foul p ^ay. (p p . 7 5 -7 6 )• « ‘

Apart from providing a comic scene, the petty quarrel between Isaac, 

and Matthew serves an an expos£ of the seed of discord that thrives •

among tjhe foundation members of the Church of the Apostolic Salvation

Army of the Lord (CASA), whose solidarity is being threatened by inter

nal strife ahd suspicion. Shadrach puts it succinctly. Looking to

wards Caleb and tfcen Anan&i&e, he warns; "Ve foresee problems in band-
"i,

ing together with certa in  members o f the calling" (p. 79) • All th is

illustrates Soyinka's skill in throwing a comic veil over a.serious
, V

social criticism. The significance of the above expose beoomes mani

fest onoe it is realised that'the composition of the CASA is designed
e  '
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as a deliberate caricature of the military regime which is the target. ‘ 

of Soyinka’s satire in scene iii.
* »In scepe i Jero's survival instincj and his thirst for power 

'prompt him to Summon a meeting of "brother, prophets",to plan a fool

proof strategy, for securing a-"monopoly on. spirituality" made out^to 

the "Church of the Apostolic Salvation Army. CASA" (p. 88). Jero's t

intent, of course, is to ensure that the Local Government Council de-
1

clares "that' all land actually occupied as of now by the various reli-
mgious bodies would from now'on be held in trust, managed and developed 

by the newly approved representative body,*of all apostolic bodies,

CASA" (p» 88). Jero is fully aware that he is inviting to the "spirit

ual assembly" a host qf "cut-throats, dope-pedlars, smugglers and 

stolen goods receivers" (p. 1*9)• Some of them are ex-convicts "while 

some are long overdue S o j the Bar Beach Spectacular" (p. b9). But’ Jero \

finds i t  expedient to fraternize with these'Crooks some of whom may,one
r o  *

day face the f ir in g  squad at the Bar Beaoh Show. I t  is  ironic that ‘ 

these are the same people who, as CASA members, w ill be granted the ,

concession of sp ir itu a l monopoly empowering them to hold relig ious
' ,4 *

r a l l ie s ,  and supply the music any time, there are public executions at
•  *

the Bar Beach. The sa tire  in a l l  th is depends for i t s  e ffe c t  on the

knowledge that, at times, sqme or the condemned armed robbers were

•^The anti armed robbery decree promulgated in 1970 in  
N igeria, establish ing the Armed Bobbery- Tribunal, stip u lates that any 
armed robber found gu ilty  by the Tribunal sh a ll be sentenced to death 
by fading a fir in g  squad. The Bar Beach in Lagos was one of the "amphi
theatres" for* public executions under the provisions of the deeree.
Other State cap ita ls were also public exeoution grounds.
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a c tu a l ly  members of the Armed F o rces ; and a t  the  c e le b ra te d  p u b lic  

e x e c u tio n s , th e  music to  which members of the  f i r i n g  squad marched to  

tak e  t h e i r  p o s i t io n s  was su p p lied  by th e  Army.

The iro n y  in  S o y in k a 's  s a t i r e  i s  n o t l im ite d  to  the  f a c t '  '

t h a t  th e  members of the newly formed CASA are/~fndeed p o te n t i a l  s u b je c ts
/

of p u b lic  ex e c u tio n . I t  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  to  n o te  t h a t  t h i s  ^
■ |

new-formed religious body has prophesied a long
life to the regime. . .this mysterious body has 
declared that the Lord is so pleased with their >
er. . .spectacular efforts to stamp out armed 
robbery, with the speed of the trials, the refusal - 
of the right of appeal, the rejection of silly 
legal technicalities and the high rate of execu- 
tions, that all these things are so pleasihg to f J*
the Lord that he has granted eternal life to their 
regime. (p. 81)

* r  '

The irony in this passage can hardly elude the. audience, especially a
V

Nigerian audience. Soyinka'is fully conscious of the dangerous grounds

he is treading by coming close to being explicit. His denouncement ’of
• • * 

the 1967~70 Biafra war has been articulated on more occasions than
60 '  1 one. Except for The Man Died in which names, facts and figures are— «. 1 4

dropped with impunity, Jero's Metamorphosis contains the moat daringly 

explicit references to what Soyinka considers Gowon's corrupt and *
V *

oppressive regime. In scene iii of the play; his low opinion of Gowon

and his government can be discerned in his satiric reference to a

"titular head. . . who gives the orders and keeps close watch on the
t

.church treasury. Purely ceremonial." r
f t  '

60 See, for instance, L. S, Gates, "An Interview with Vole 
Soyinka," Black World. 2h, No. 10 \Aug. 1975), 30rU8| Soyinka, The Man 
Died (New Yorkt Harper A How, 1972)f and The Daily Sketch (Nigeria)',
r E g .  1967. . “  ■ T

s
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•ISSAC. Yes, bu t who? Who do you have. in  mind fo r  
'  C aptain? '

JERO. C ap ta in , B ro th er Isaac?  No, no, n o t c a p ta in .
We must no t cu t our image sm all in  the  eyes of 
the  w orld . G en era l,1 a t  l e a s t .  , (p . 83 )

Je ro  who m an ip u la tes  th e  o th e rs  in to  a c c e p tin g  him as  the "G eneral" of
0 * , r

•CASA has e a r l i e r  roused everybody to  a c t io n :  "Behold the  new body of

the  LordJ Forward in to  b a t t l e ,  B ro .the rsl"

ISAAC, Against what?
JERO,' P re c is e ly ;

“ SHADBACH. ( d is d a in fu l ly ) . f r e c i s e ly  what? He a sk s ,
a g a in s t  what? You say , p r e c is e ly .

- 1 JERO. P re c is e ly .  A gainst what?- We d o n 't  know any
, more than  our s e c u la r  m odels.. They aw ait a

miracrle, we w i l l  p rov ide  i t .
.SHADRAClH i n d i c a t i n g  CHUME). With. lu n a t ic s  l ik e  him.

You fancy  y o u rse lf , an em p ire -b u ild e r , ( p . -82)'

Soyinka does no t b o th e r to  p rov ide 3ny more than  a. th in  veneer to  h ide

' t h e  t a r g e t o f  h is  s a t i 'r e  in  the above p assag e .. The, " s e c u la r  models"
/

r e fe r r e d  to  b y .Je ro  a re  th e  m ilita ry ^  r u le r s  in  N ig e r ia , - S o y in k a 's  con--

dem nation of the  c i v i l  war .in  the  bountxy i s  echoed in  Je ro .'s  adm ission

•that, they  " d o n 't  know" p re c is e ly  a g a in s t  what they  should surge " fo r -
*

ward into battle." "Soyinka" incorporates Into the* play his conviction 
that civil war was not the solution to the problems that threatened the

a ' - ’
,  ■* ‘

unity, peace and security of Nigeria. Soyinka oqee deolared that,the 

real motivation of his visit to the East (Biafjra during the war)v ;
was to present viable and very concrete'alternative 
solutions to the solution by war. . , .Secession was 
merely a.sqrt of critical event.in their long line of 

, national betrayal, desecration of values in the com- J-" 
•munity, an-inevitable society, clannishness, petty 
chauvinism, personal ambition!. But most in$prtant: 
of all, the emasculation, the negation, Of certain 
restraining and balancing institutions within the 
society, by cliques1and cauouses within the com- *

, munity. All of which were, definitely inimical to
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X. 61 f ■ *t h e 'a s p i r a t io n s  o f - th e  masses o f the  p eo p le . ' -

In  h is  d en u n c ia tio n  o f the c i’v i l  war, th e re fo re ,  Soyinka c a s t ig a te s  

th e .m i l i t a r y  le a d e rs  f a r  t h e f t  sim ple-m inded - o p tio n  fo r  a march " fo r 

ward in to  b a t t l e "  where a p r a c t i c a l  p o l i t i c a l  s o lu t io n  was most d e - * +
s i r a b le  i f  "'the very  fundam ental d is ju n c t io n  w ith in  th e  t o t a l  s o c ie ty " ^ 2

was to  be id e n t i f i e d  and. r e c t i f i e d .  ' o

Viewed a g a in s t  t h i s ’background, J e r o 's  M etam orphosis. - p a r t i —

cularlV /^dbne/ i i i ,  may,''be re g a rd e d _as  a  t e l l i n g  s a t i r e  on th e  m i l i t a r y

regime headed by Yakubu Gowon. The s a t i r e  g e ts  c lo s e r  to  the  b u l l ' s -

y e i n / J e r o 's  a r b i t r a r y  handing out of ranks to  -the CASA members. There

i s  in  th i s  a c tio n  a  d ire 'c t s a t i r i c  comment on th e  mass, p ro m o tio n s-w ith in  
r  ' ' . . . 1 

the  N igerian  army, e s p e c ia l ly  a f t e r  t h e . c i v i l  w ar. -The r i s e  o f  Chume

from C orporal (p . 6 2 )  to  C olonel ( p .  8 5 ), and th en  to  B r ig a d ie r  (p .  ^1 ), 

i s  no t u n lik e  th e  a c c e le ra te d  p rom otions-o f c e r t a in  o f f ic e r s  in  th e  / 

army, many o f whom d id  n o t d ese rv e  th e  h ig h e r ranks in  which they  - • 

suddenly  found them selves. J e ro  h im se lf , a  s k i l l f u l  c a r ic a tu re  .of a 

m i l i t a r y  le a d e r ,  r i s e s  from p r a c t i c a l ly  n o th in g  to  the s e lf -d e s ig n e d  

rank  o f G eneral■ b ecau se , acco rd in g  to  him, "Ve- rmuA no t c u t our image, 

sm all in  the  eyes o f  the  world" (p . 8 3 ). ■ c

It is interesting to note that .Jero cautiously distances him
self from the' rest by not having a Lt .--General or a Major-General, Yet, 

he appropriately re-christens his deputy (Chume) as Joshua, an obvious - 

biblical reference to the successor of Moses who led the Israelites

• &] * 1 • ■ ; . - ** *L. S. Gates, "An Interview with Wole Soyinka," 33.
62 Ibid., 3h. .

)

1

! ■
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in to  th e  Promised' Land. - I t  i s  u n d e rs ta n d ab le , th e r e fo r e ,  why. Je ro

charges, the  .."Brigadier** to  lead  th e  C h ris t-A p o s to lic  S a lv a t io n  Array of -

th e  Lord (p , 9*0 • Bui t h i s  i s  a l l  p a r t  o f th e  c o r ru p tio n  which the

p lay w rig h t exposes to  r id i c u l e  in  the'f’ p la y . For example, J e ro  a s su re s

the C hief .E x ecu tiv e  O f f ic e r :  • , .*

 ̂ . . .we w i l l  p re a c h -a t  you. Every Tuesday a t  tw elve
o*clock t h e ’Church of A p o sto lic  S a lv a tio n  Army, w il l  
p reach  o u ts id e  your o f f ic e ,  T h e -su b je c t o f  ouy s e r 
mons s h a l l  be , t h e 'e v i l s  o f c o r ru p tio n — of th e  s o u l .  - 
We in ten d  to  r e s t r i c t  o u rse lv e s  to  s p i r i t u a l  m a tte rs .
W e 'w ill n o t c o n t r a d ic t  th e  s e c u la r  image. (p , 90)

The iro n y  i n  J e r o 's  speech i s  th a t  ho a ttem p t w i l l  be made .by CASA to

r i d  th e  s o c ie ty  o f m a te r ia l,  c o r ru p tio n  which i t s e l f  i s  a m a n ife s ta tio n

o f s p i r i t u a l  c o r ru p tio n , The CAS,A members a re  a s  c o r ru p t as”, i f  n o t

more -co rrup t than  th e  su b jec ts -  they  p lan  to  p reach  a t .  In  o th e r
*'
w ords, th e  " s p i r i t u a l "  a c t i v i t i e s  of th e  CASA members, a re  hp b e t t e r  

than, a  .h y p o c r it ic a l  a ttem p t to  e r a d ic a te  th e  c o r ru p tio n  of th e  s o u l. 

Like th e se  h y p o c r ite s  who p reach  a g a in s t  the  e v i l s  they  a r e  g u i l ty  of 

p e r p e t r a t in g ,  th e  m i l i ta r y  regim e o f J u ly  1966 -  Ju ly  .1575-.was found 

to  be p r a c t i s in g  the  very  v ic e s  i t  p reached  a g a in s t  in  th e  new spapers, 

on ra d io  and,on te l e v i s io n .  The p u rp o rted  a ttem p t to  wipe o u t c o rru p t

io n  and in ju s t i c e  from th e  s o c ie ty  was in  f a c t  a ru se  to  cover th e  b e -
-> \  ’ 

w ild e rin g  c o r ru p tio n  o f most o f th e  ru le rs^ - The p o lic e  -were eq u a lly  •

g u i l t y .  And so , tow ards th e  end of scene i ,  A nanaias,. a  k e t t le ,  c a l l in g

th e  p o t b la c k , o f f e r s  t o  p ra y  f o r  the  so u l o f th e  policewoman who has

come to  h e lp -re c o v e r  t h e •c o n f id e n t ia l  f i l e  in  th e  p o sse ss io n  o f  J e ro :

. . ANANAIAS. P o lic e w o rk 'is  ev il-, oh lo r d ,  policewor^: 
i s  e v i l .

REBECCA. Halle-Balle-Hallelujah, (And continues the 
chorus.)  1
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ANANAIAS, Save th ia  s in n e r* Lord, save t h i s  s in n e r ,  
p ro te c t  h e r  from b r ib e ry ,  oh Lord! P ro te c t  h e r  
from c o rru p tio n l P ro te c t  h er from  i n iq u i t i e s  
known and unknown,' f ro m 'p ra o tic e s  .unm entionable ' 
in  th y  h e a rin g . P ro te c t  h e r  from greed  -fo r p ro 
m otion, from h u n g e r .fo r  s t r ip e s ',  from chasing  
a f t e r  c i ta t io n s ^ w ith  a c t io n s  over and beyond th e  ’ ' *
c a l l  of d u ty . Save h e r  from h a ra s s in g  th e  in n o - 

. cen t and. .. .from  p ry in g  in to  th e  a f f a i r s  of men 
r and -n o sin g  ou t t h e i r  in n o cen t p r a c t i c e s .  Take out

- • th e  beam in  th in e  own eye , sa id  th e  Lord. • - ;
BEBECCA. H a lle lu ja h 1 . (p .  60) 0 ■

' ^  A^-Nigerian audience w i l l  e a s i l y  reco g n ize  A nanaias ' p ra y e r  as S o y in k a 's  .
**' *'-7> - - * ,' . ’

s '  . d i r d c t  in v e c tiv e  a g a in s t  th e  N igerian  p o lic e . I t  i s  cu rio u s  th a t  th e  i-1

■C Pdioewoman does n o t u t t e r  a  word in  the" p lay .- H er a-ppearance, i t
^  ̂ • <' !

v ’ "would seem, fu n c tio n s  only to -p ro v id e .a n  o p p o r tu n ity " fo r  a  c a s t ig a t io n
• , j " ’ : . ’ _ _ ' ,

• ^  the  c o r ru p t p o lice*  whose c o n tr ib u tio n  to  .th e  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z a t i o n
, 1 , *

„ of c o r ru p tio n  i s ,  to  say th e  l e a s t ,  d e p lo ra b le . „ S oyinka’s ' s a t i r e  on

#  ' 'a  c o r ru p t so c ie ty  would n o t 'h a v e  been a l l - i n c lu s iv e  w ith o u t some-

* m ention o f th e  p o l ic e .  ’ 1 '

At the .end p f th e  p la y , Soyinka b rin g s  h is  s a t i r e  to  a 

clim ax by dem onstrating, "the ' ty ran n y  of J e r o 's  'new ’’S a lv a tio n  Army":

jnSRO.. Sergeant AnanaiaaJ .
ANANAIAS. Jiy General? I
JERO* When Joshua blows the trumpet,- it will be your 

. , duty to make the miracle happen. The walls shall •'
4 . , cpme tumbling down or you will have some explain— . .

.  ̂ ip g to do. ■ " - . ; • - ' y  •
ANANAIAS’. Leave it to me,my General. „
.fERO." Just lean' on the rotting walls Ananaias and the 

Lord wijl do the rest.. By dawn the entire beach 
must be cleansed of all pestilential separatist 
shackp'which infest the holy atmosphere of the . - ' '

‘ united-apostalate of the Lord. Beginning naturally, 
with'Apoq^ate Shadrach’s unholy den. The fire and
the swprd, Ananaias, the fire and the award. Light

■ up the night of/evil with the flames of holiness!
■ . • ' , ‘ (pp«,91-92) ■ O

■ ' • uJero's call for the consecration of the grounds.for the Bar Beach

• 1
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S p e c ta c u la r  re v e a ls  the ty ran n y  and o ppression  to  which a l l  opposing

camps w i l l  be su b je c te d . The. e r a d ic a t io n  o f c o r ru p tio n  proposed-by

th e  CASA members— "Swing a g a in s t  C orrup. . • . t io n ! "  (p . 9 2 )-^o n ly  means '

th e  e lim in a tio n  of a l l  n o n -co n fo rm is ts . - A ccording..to  J e ro ,  th e  "Army

h ie ra rc h y  i s  f o r  fo u n d a tio n  members o n ly . We h o ld  o f f ic e  by d iv in e

* grace ', i n  p e rp e tu i ty "  .(p . 8!*). A ll  th ’ose who a re  n o t w ith  the  CASA

 ̂a re  a g a in s t  i t , '  and must be destroyed;, "This i s  th e  p r in c ip le  upon • '

which J e r o 's  "regim e" o p e ra te s .  W hile the ty ra n n ic a l  march a g a in s t
' *• *t* ‘ ' ’ 

c o r ru p tio n  i s  i n ' f u l l  sw ing, w ith  Chume., p lay in g  "Joshua F i t  th e  B a tt le .

o f Je rich o -,"  Je ro  only  w atches " th e  Army m arch-dance ou t in to  the

n igh£" (p - 92 ). Given a  p ro p e r s ta g e  e f f e c t ,  t h i s  march in to , the  n ig h t

g a in s  -some sym bolic s ig n i f ic a n c e - in  th a t  i t  h in t s  a t  a  m arch -in to  th e

otoindus unknown f u t t i r e 5 i t  a l s o  s tro n g ly  su g g ests  the  dawn o f an e ra

when the a tm o sp h ere .w ill be r i g h t  f o r  th e  commission of. a t r o c i t i e s  ,

c le v e r ly  covered up, a c ts  which a re  b e s t  p e rp e tra te d  in  th e  dark  o f .the

n ig h t .  In  s h o r t ,  th e  march in to  th e -n ig h t  by J e r o 's  "Army" marks th e

*.beg inn ing  o f the re ig n  o f t e r r o r  o f . a , s u b t le  ty p e . - ' , '

Curiously enough,-instead of leading, the battle'himself, Jero
stays, at home,. The stage direction has it that Jero "seats himself at

the table and pulls towards him a filecr'twcrras-if to start, work.

Cooks up suddenly and on hit face is the amlable-charlatan grin" (-p.

'92). In this position, Jaro ends the play with the cryptic domment:

"After all, it is, the fashion these days to be a defik General" (p, 92). w

The portrayal . Of Yakubu Gowon and .his regime towards the end of the / \

play will be/Obvious to those who.followed the 1967-70 Nigerian crisis-£ - /'
• ' - - ' ■ .. ‘ • c-'  - '  __
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and who have- read  S o y in k a 's  The Man D ied. However, th e  s ig n if ic a n c e
- ; ’ ' ;  /  

o f the  s o q io - p o l i t i c a l  s a t i r e  in  J e r o 's  M etamorphosis l i e s  in  th e - f a c t

th a t ,  though Soyinka aims h is  s a t i r i c  th r u s t  a t  a. p a r t i c u la r  m i l i t a r y

• l e a d e r  and h is  government, h is  in d ig n a tio n  i s  in  f a c t  d i r e c te d  a t

ty ra n n ic a l  reg im es, e s p e c ia l ly  in  A fr ic a ,  as  e x e m p lif ied  "by Gowon'S
* 1 - , °  “

. d i c t a to r s h ip ,  lifaen Soyinka plac.es Gowon on th e  Bame. l e v e l  wi^h

G eneral’ F r a n c o ,^  the  S p an ish  G eneral'w ho led  th e  'f a s c i s t  r e v o l t

agaihst the republic, and became its dictator in 1939 “until his death,

he provides his readers with a hint .Of the; character of Gowon,which he

■ s a t i r i c a l l y  p o rtra y s  th rough  Je ro  in  J e r o 's  Metamorphosis-.

" * . The foregoing ostensibly random discussion of' Jero's Meta-

morphosis has bean deliberately structured to reflect the plotles,shess

of the play. Instead of imposing a plpt on the play, Soyinka creates

a situation which derives from his reaction to widespread corruption •

in a society under; the oppressive'dictatorship of a military regime. *

■ A p lay  r e c re a t in g  what Soyinka c a l l s  th e  fundam ental d is ju n c t io n  in

the society'can hardly afford not to reflect through- its structure the
* ‘

phenomenal disintegration of such a society. This is why the scenes 

«in Jero'B Metamorphosis tend, to be grafted one' upon the other. . The 

play therefore depends for its effect not on a iogical Btory told in’ . ‘ V ' - , • - 9

a fluid sequence, but on a combination of factors. These include
‘  '  1 V

skillful.characterization/especially the use of the multi-functional

role of Jero as a satirical tool, the use of the uniformed figure as ,

the dominant visual as. well as symbolic image in the play, the careful,

63, «Soyinka. The Man Died, p. 310*
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d es ig n  o f th e  Church o f th e 'A p o s to l ic -S a ly a tio n  Army o f the  Lord as af * t

c a r ic a tu r e  o f th e  m i l i t a r y  regim e in  N ig e r ia , and th e  r e s o r t  to  d i r e c t ,  

in v e c t iv e s  on th e  co rru p t p o lic e  and the''arm y to  supplem ent th e  i r o n i c ’ 

tone th a t  pervades the p lay . A ll th ese  a n d ,o th e r  id e n t i f i a b l e  i n t r i n -  

s io  v h lues make th e  p lay  S o y in k a 's  most pungent s a t i r i c a l  comment on •.

■ m i l i t a r y  reg im es'w hich  a re  a s 'ty r a n n ic a l  a,s Gowon’ s .  : - -
% »•

A c lo se  look a t  th e  s t r u c tu r e  and language of J e r o 's  M eta- 

m prphosis r e v e a ls ' S o y in k a 's  dep artu re ' from th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  e x p o s it io n -  

c r is is -d en o u em en t p a t te r n  of p lo t .  T his dem onstra tes a  g rad u a l "nfeta— 

m orphosis 'f.o f Soyinka a s  a  d ra m a tis t .  According to  Ogudfe, ''th e  p e c u lia r  - '

ex p e rien ce  o f N ig e r ia , of A fr ic a , o f  a l l  th e  c o u n tr ie s  where ty ranny  has 

become th e  p a t te r n  of l° ife , has a l te r e d  th e  course  of th e  d ram atic  d e- :

velopm ent o f UolO S oy inka ."  ^  The near-U top ian  s o c ie ty  which Soyinka 

s u b tly  r e j e c t s  in  The Lion and th e  Jew el has found no w orthw hile r e -  -

placem ent in  th e  world of The T r ia ls  o f  B ro th e r J e r o . -Much worse than 

bo th  o f . th e s e  s o c ie t ie s  i s  t h a t  o f J e r o 's  M etamorphosis in  which 

ty ranny  and oppression  succeed in  .encouraging o f f ic ia l -  and in d iv id u a l * 

c o r ru p tio n  in  s o c ie ty .  G rad u a lly , S o y in k a 's  amusement a t  th e  f o l l i e s  j

o f man gives, way to  a  t r a g ic  view o f  th e  "modern" N ig erian  s o c ie ty ,  and 

a c c o rd in g ly .h is  s a t i r i c a l  language g e ts  more c a u s t ic .  T h is f a c t  i s  

0  b°rn e  ou t in  the  p iay  which Soyinka pu b lish ed  b efo re  J e r o 's  Metamorph- •

Q3is appeared itf 1973. . *

S h o rtly  a f t e r  th e  w ar, Soyinka added 'Madmen and S p e c ia l i s t s
*'► . ’/ , * ■ i

^  S . S . Ogude,. "A spects o f th e  p o l i t i c a l  apd' s o c ia l  s a t i r e  
in  the  p lay s  o f  S o y in k a ,"  p . 38 . ,

* • '  * ' •  • . ‘ '
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to hiS repertory ofr dramatic works.' In it he depicts his disgust with

the insanity of -the civil war and its repercussions. Madmen and
' * 65 ' . ' - " ;Specialists deserv.̂ ŝ a climactic position, in the discussion- of Wole

Soyinka's social satins' because it; is manifestly his most angry play.,
* - ' ~ ̂

. 'his most piercingly harsh satire. -The-ĵ lay may be “regarded as a"pre- 

' •view of.thefshocking revelations-in The'Man Died. If both works had 

been published anonymously, there would "have been little problem efetab- 

' ’ lishing their common authorship because ©f the striking similarity in
•  V r  .  '

- the style and method of exposing the. phenomenal bruti'shness that con-
( . . , t  ’ ' - “

• * -a titutes the quintessence of an oppressive regime. Besides, the mater-

fJ ‘ ials in both works strongly suggest a common source of inspiration.
o • ' . , •

• One would agree with Banham that "Madmen and Specialist's ,1s not only

a fearful study of’the corruption of mankind,’and,thus relevant to so 

much of 'the contemporary experience, but is also a deeply personal
t *

comment upon Soyinka's suffering-in the specific circumstances of the.
66 '  •Nigerian tragedy of the last few‘years."

Like The Man |Died. Madmen and ̂ Specialists may be classified

as "protest* literatur^ denouncing the degrading imposition of an ob-
i

noxious sybtem of government upon the people of Nigeria. Soyinka ,
* * A * \  t  •

- ôoujd very well have-addressed this.play, as he did The Man Died,

to .the people to whom I belong, not to the new ̂ lite, 
noi to,that broad stratum of privileged slaves who 
prop up the marble palaces*of today's tyrants. I 

• ‘testify froA ny personal experience and in so doing

‘ ' 65 (ibadant Q. tJ. P., 1971). >
! ¥3

’ 66. , . M. Banham, "Darkness and Threat," Journal of Commonwealth
literature. 8, No. 1 (July 1973), 125. '

I 1
- Q  ̂An O IT a ̂  A A 1 ̂  4* a ^ m A S w J * a v. J 11a., a mA 1 A,. A A1 1a a a 1 I

i ■
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* » ,

. accuse them o f  th e  crime o f war p r o f i te e r in g .  I  do - 
n o t  mean in  m a te r ia l  term s— th a t  f a c t  i s '  too  v e i l  
.Rftovn, too  e a s i ly  absorbed in to  the  shock system  o f . .

. a  m a te r ia l i s t  s o c ie ty .  ' There is*  however, a g re a te r  
h u m ilia tio n  which appears too  tenuous to  ch a llen g e  .

. th e  w ill* o f  a-w ar-w eary people , and th i s  - i s  power 
p ro f i te e r in g  from the  common d i s a s t e r  and mutual v 
s a c r i f i c e  of w a r .67 •

v  • -  ■
Soyinka1s d ra m a tiz a tio n  o f  the  h u m ilia tin g  p o st-w ar ag o n ies  of th e  

' N igferiah people' i n  Madmen and S p e c ia l i s t s  o w e s . i t s ’ e f f e c t  to  th e  use 

Of sym bolic c h a ra c te rs  to o  f i t  in to  th e  “m asquerade" tech n iq u e  w ith  

Which he d e f la te s  th e ^ h y p o c r i t ic a l  s e lf - r ig h te o u s n e s S  o f  th e  regime he 

s e ts  ,oUt to  s a t i r i z e .  The fo u r  ■'mendicants who r e p re s e n t  th e  common 

•people i n  s o c ie ty  a re  the  v ic tim s  o f Dr. B ero’s  war crime and power 

p ro f ite e r in g ^  Hdwever, i t  would be m islead in g  to  c o n s id e r the  mendi

can ts  a s  th e  only v ic tim s . All" th e  c h a ra c te rs  in  th e  p la y , in c lu d in g  

Bero" h ijn se lf , a re  V ictim s o f w ar. As C la rk .p u ts  i t  in  "The C a s u a ltie p ,"

i ■ THE CASUALTIES ARE n o t 'o n ly  those  who a re  dead; >
Thejr .are w e ll ou t of i t .
The c a s u a l t ie s  a re 1 n o t on ly  ’those  who a r e  wounded,

_ , Though-they await burial by instalment.. *. ;
-The casualties are not only those who have lost 
• Persons.or property, hard as,it,is 
To grope for a touch that some ■
May not knoW-is“not there. - t

We a re  a l l ,  c a s u a l t i e s ,  - C ,
All Sagging as are .
The cases celebrated for kwashiorkor,
The unforeseen camp-follower of not just.our war.

In a situation lfke the one in Madmen and Specialists, how

ever, it is the “underdogs" who normally get the worst of the deal. ‘

6? Wole Soyinka, The Man Died,.p. 15.
68 *

In Casualtiest Poems 1966 / 68 (Londoni Longman, 1970),
PP* 3 7 -3 8 .

.1
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I

In.the Blindman's words, "when things go wrong it's the lowest who get

it first" (p.; 13)} and this is evident in the opening of the play. The

cynical abandon witli which the mendicants put c j f their macabre act by

the roadside portrays the inescapable resignation of the men to their

fate brought'upon them by the authoritarian "System." Of course, these ,

men are not ordinary streeF’beggar.s. They are disabled and deformed ’

c a s u a l t ie s  o f w ar, s e n t  by Bero from  the  w a r-f ro n t to  spy on S i Bero
*

•and to ensure that she does not discover the presence of the Old Man 

(Bero's father) "who has been virtually kept in detention irJsero's 

cellar (p. 23). Their deformities Symbolize the mental, physical, '
j a

- . . • 1 ’ ' • • economic, social and ethical degeneracy that followed the civil war in',

N ig e r ia .  N othing in  th e  p lay  re p re s e n ts  th e  r e a l i t y  of th e  p l ig h t  o f

Nigerians after the war better than the condition of these mendicants. \* -

To illustrate fully the inhumanity depicted in the -mendi-
1

cants,' one needs to reproduce the entire play. However, a few examples 

will suffice, ^afaa who has little regard for Si Bero alleges: "She's 

a witch. When she spirits out a foetus from the belly of a pregnant 

woman she pickles it with- the herbs and it goes into a bottle for'her 

brother's experiments" (p. 12), This unsubstantiated statement reveals 

Aafaa's malice which is nurtured by the System erf "As." The Priest 

later remarks that "it's strange how these disasters bring out the very 

beet in man— .and the worst sometimes" (p. 33). In Aafaa's case, it is 

the worst. The/war has reduced him to the level <>f a ravaging beast.

His malicious pronouncements and the frequent threats he posas to his 

• colleagues attest to the faot that the war has brought the beast out of 

him. But he is not much worse than the other mendicants. Both their ■
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language and physical appearance confirm them as a •.grotesque lotj and

before the end of Part One of the play, some measure fif insanity can be

discerned in their actions*, particularly in the action! of the Cripple:

CRIPPLE (picking a flea from his rags). Got' him!
SI BERO (turning sharply)* What!
CRIPPLE (throwing it in his mouth). A fat one.
GCYl. Greedy beggar. '  .
AAFAA. Bid you choose it?
CRIPPLE. I t  chose me.
BLINDMAN. Choose? An enemy of As.
AAPAA. Sure? Not a  d is c ip le C ? ]  t
BLINBMAN. An enemy. S u b v ersiv e  ag e n t.
AAPAA. Quite right. As chooses, roan acbepts. ft

Rad it sucked any blood? i
CRIPPLE. It tasted bloody. • \
GOYI.- Accept my sympathies. '
CRIPPIiE. Not needed. The blood is back where.

I t  b e lo n g s .
AAPAA. The cycle is complete. (p. 39)

The Cripple's btand of insanity should not be regarded as Soyinka's

mere attempt to introduce, the absurd into Madmen and Specialists. The

world of the-play is sufficiently absurd as iT is. The flea-eating 
*

scene seems to be designed to foreshadow the fate of the "As"'regime.

. Like the flea, As chooses; and like it, As is a blood-sucker, a plague- 

oarrier, which, in the Cripple's action, is symbolically destroyed by 

the very insanity it has generated in its victims. '

Probably more shocking than the action of the Cripple and the 

insanity of the other mendicants is the barbarity of Br. Bero the 

Specialist. Seconded from the Me<Hcal Corps into the Intelligence

Section during the war, Bero, like the "Big Braids" #hom he calls "sub-v
mental apes" (p. 31), finds the right atmosphere to unleash the devilry 

in hiiA. In his position of power as a military Intelligence Officer,A

he has oaused the death of many Individuals, and is opposed .to the
/  ■ . .
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V
305

' t

rehabilitation of war victims. According, to him,

Father's assignment was to help the wounded readjust 
1* to the pieces and remnants of their bodies. Physic- ’

ally. Teach them to make baskets if they still had 
fingers. To use their mouths to ply needles if they
had none,'or use it to sing if their vocal cords had
not been shot away. Teach them to amuse themselves, 
make something of themselves. Instead he began to 
teach them to think, think, THINKS Can you picture

6  more treacherous deed than to place a working mind
7 ift a mangled body? •• (p. 37}

Bero would rather have the'Sfĉ otims dead than merely wounded. That way,

*the raving beast can feed fat on human flesh. He.declares, to the

astonishment of the Priest who has come to welcome 'him and his father

back fr'om the wart "I give you the personal word of a scientist. Human

flesh' is delicious. Of course, not all parts of the body. I prefer

the balds mys'elf" (p, 35}* Insulated by his Cannibalism from all that

is humane, he justifies his action:

What is one flesh from another? So I tried it again, / 
just to be sure of myself. 'It was the,first step to 
power you understand. Power in its purest sense. The 
end of inhibitions. The conquest of the weakness-^f 
your too human fleph with all its*sentiment. (p. 36)

*
This may sound too unsavory and nauseating, but Soyinka offers- no 

apologies. Like Ayi Kwei Armah's extensive use of the imagery of filth 

to provoke the reader's disgust for the corrupt society he satirizes in 

The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born, the macabre language of Bero and 

of the mendicants is meant to lay bare the bestiality of those whom 

Soyinka describes as "the historical throw-ups that had taken power, 

and "whose philosophy poisons the hope of this country's future and

69 The Man Bled, p. 21*.
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condemns a  la rg e  s e c t io n  of i t s 'p e o p le  to  c a su a l and p re m e d ita te d

70m urder and m u tila t io n  in  th e  name of u n i ty ."  M  '
• *.

S o y in k a 's  in d ig n a tio n  in  Madmen and S p e c i a l i s t s  may have, 

been ag g rav a ted  by h is  p e rso n a l ex p e rien ce  in  d e te n tio n  .•'.echoes o f , 

which a re  heard  from tim e to  time in  the. p la y . The cunning and h ig h -  

handedness w ith  which- he c la im s to  have been in te r ro g a te d . ' 'in  p r iso n  

seem to  have in s p ire d  the  d ia lo g u e-b e tw een  Bero and h is  f a th e r  (pp . 

1*9-51 and 61-63)* S i B e ro 's  d i f f i c u l t y  -in see in g  h er f a th e r  in  th e  r

c e l l a r  ( p .  52) r e c a l l s  S o y in k a 's  w i f e 's  f r u s t r a t e d  a tte m p ts  to  v i s i t

■ - * '  ’ * thim in  d e te n t io n .  -And f i n a l l y ,  th e  o rd e a l to  which th e  "underdog" is
* ’’ * ~ * * '

s u b je c te d  by a ty r a n t  i s  g iv en  ‘an u n d isg u ised  re -en a c tm e n t when A afaa,

m im icking th e  S p e c i a l i s t ,  t o r tu r e s  Goyi th e  "underdog" w ith  a n eed le  

in  an a ttem p t to  e x t r a c t  some in fo rm a tio n  fro n t him :

AAPAA. Does i t  matter? (Voice change. He points a 
* needle' held low, at GOYI.) Say anything, say 
anything that comes in to your head but SPEAK,
MAN? (Twisting the needle upwards.)

- GOYI, hand*over crotch, y e l l s .
BLINDMAN ( solemnly^. Tern Acu T e t lg is t i.
AAFAA. Believe me, th is hurts you more than i t  hurts 

me. Or—vice versa1. Truth hurts,. 1 am a lover 
of truth. Do you find you ajeo love truth?
Then l e t ' s  have the truth. THE TROTH?
(He gives another push. GOYI screams. )

CRIPPLE. • 1
) Rem Acu T e t lg is t i.

BLINDMAN.)
AAFAA, Think not that I hurt you but that Truth hurts. 

We are a l l  seekers a fter  truth. I an a S p ecia list  
in  truth. Now sh all we push i t  up a l l  the way, 
all^ ths way? Or shall we have a l l  the truth a ll  
tha^truthCT] (Another push. GOYI screams, then 
his head slumps,) Hm, the poor man has fainted.

(p ;  11a)

70 The Man Died, p. 22.
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^Sbyinka's denouncement of ty ranny 'in- the  play i§ a r t ic u la te d
%

moat i n c i s iv e ly  in  th e  c o n d e m n a t i o n D r .  B ero . For d e s tro y in g  human

i t y  (symholsi^edt; by th e  014 Man), B ero .d e se rv es  th e  w orst form o f r a t r i -  
" * ‘ 

b p tio n , and he g e ts  i t  even b e fo re  he commits th e  f i n a l  crim e in  "the
'  * 

p la y . T h is  i a  where th e  a r t i s t i c  s i g n i f i cance ■of  -Iya Agba and ly a  Mate

becomes n o t ic e a b le .  These two c h a ra c te r s  a re  n o t j u s t  Old Women; they
*■ • c

a re  two w eird  s i s t e r s ,  whose superhuman n a tu re  i s  g iv en  an adequate' 

t h e a t r i c a l  r e p re s e n ta t io n  in . th e  lo c a t io n  of t h e i r  h u t in  r e l a t io n  to  

th e  o th e r  ie v e ls  of a c tio n  on the s ta g e ,  Oguntet o f f e r s  a diagram 

m a tic a l re p re s e n ta t io n  o f  th e  th re e  s p a t i a l  l e v e ls  as  reproduced"below  ■ 

from The Movement o f T ra n s i t io n ^  p . 211;: * ^  \  ■

; s c a iE .1 3 . , • /

■ : ■ ■ ■ '  " ;

/  t
/  I

/  I

/
/

* /
* /
( 13)
6 , 8 , 10, t2

/ > I

. ; 0 3 )
SCENES 2 , I*, 9 , 11

(13)
SCKttBS V  3 . '5 ,  ?

3« HIGHER GROUND-\ 
SCAFFOLD̂
SEMI-OPQFHUT for the 
OLD WOMEN (WITCHES)

?• GRCKJND XEFSL 
BARKS. AHD HERBS

1, BASBCBNT 
SURGERY (F ig. 1) •

' Sfbis diagram illu str a te s  the supremacy of the JOld .Women over the 

; ordinary human beings operating in-the basemeht arid on the ground le v e l. 

The Old Women's hut overlooks both levels .*  Even the basement which is
■;‘V  * *

‘ hidden" beneath level 2 i s  accessib le t o  the weird sla ters  roetaphysio-

• v
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a l l y  s in ce_ th e y  c o n tro l th e  herbarium  th a t  c o n s t i tu te s  B ero1s " la b o ra -  

- to ry ."  I t  i s  obvious .from th e 'p la y  th a t  Iya, Agba and Iya Mate a r e  no t 

, n e c e s s a r i ly  'm alev o len t w itc h e s . They, a re  f u n c tio n a lly  B arth  M others • 

who p r o te c t  t h e i r  ch ild ren*  from harm. Like every  lo v in g  m other who may 

reprim and ’ an ■ e r r in g  c h i ld , - 'these  E a rth  M others a re  capable, o f love 

an g e r. Te o ffend  them in  any way i s  to  offend th e  e a r th  on which one I.  

t r e a d s .  Dr, B ero, by h is  numerous a t r o c i t i e s  d u rin g  th e  w ar, by h is  

- f l a g r a n t  d is r e s p e c t  f o r  and in g ra t i tu d e  to  th e  E arth . M others, and by-

j hi& f in a l ' crim e of p a r r i c id e ,  has p itch ed  h im se lf a g a in s t ; th e  fo rm id-
' 1 ’ _ •4 - 1 1

ab le-.E arth  M others. .C u r io u s ly  enough, th e  p e n a lty  f o r  h is"  crim es i s

n o t d e a th . In s te a d  o f k i l l id g -B e ro ,  Iy a  Agba passes, a  " l i f e - in - d e a th "

sentence on him'ao casually.that an undiecerning audience may miss itt

■ IYA MATE. Si Bero! ! ‘ ' ' _ - *■
- (SI BER6 comas out _a few moments later., obviously 
roused from sleep. She notices first the pot of ' 
coals, then makes out figures of the two women in 

“ the dark.• She .shrinks back.)
Don't be afraid, daughter. No harm will come 
to-you. •’* ' »

IYA AGBA. We thought it'was.time for a visit. Bid us 
welcome so we can go about our business.

'SI BERO. It's. . .it's an unusual time for earth- 
 ̂ - “mothers to visit their daughters.

,IYA AGBA. Not if they have debts to collect. Say 
how you want it done, woman*,

“ SI BERO, Debts! No, not him. Don't touch him, my 
■ mothers. "

IYA AGBA. I waste no strength on carrion. I leave 
- , him to earth's rejection. e (p«. 7b) '

r ♦  * '
Iya Agba*s condemnation of Bero as dead putrefying flesh to be rejected

by the earth is the worst abomination to which a.1 human being can be
71 • • • “ - ‘subjected in Yorubaland. f y

71 ' *Cf. Aopebe1s explidit Use of this concept as it-applies
to the Ibo in Things Pall Apart, pp. 16-17*

'  , ‘ V *  • - -
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(The sen ten ce  p assed  on Bero may very  w e ll be S o y in k a 's  co.n-
f i  • . ■ ,

dem nation o f th e  le a d e rs  of o p p re ss iv e  regim es anyw here, p a r t i c u la r l y  

in  modem A fr ic a . Madmen and S p e c i a l i s t s  may be c o n s id e re d , th e r e fo re ,  

as' a  d ra m a tiz a tio n  o f  S o y in k a 's  grim  v is io n  -of a  s o u l le s s  soojiety  

crum bling under th e  w eigh t o f a "System " o p e ra ted  by ra p a c io u s  " b e a s t s ."

The ending  o f  th e  .p la y  in d ic a te s  th e  end of a n o th e r  e r a  o f o p p re s s io n , 

b u t n o t n e c e s s a r i ly - th e  end o f o p p re s s io n ..  With th e ’ m en d ica n ts ' chan t 

"Bi o t i  wa" (p . 77) fa d in g  in to - th e  d a rk n e ss , th e re  i s  .th e  f e a r  ex

p re sse d  th a t  th e  System w ill- r e a r  i t s  head a g a in .e v e n  i f  i t  meanh under 

a  new le a d e rs h ip  and in  a  d i f f e r e n t  forms A s 'was. As _is, an d -ev e r 

s h a l l  b e , w orld  .w ith o u t end , .* •

One may say  w ith  M cCartney th a t  th e  end o f th e  p la y  "does 

make sen se , pe’rhaps a  l a r g e r  sense  th a n  we want* We see  a  g lim pse 'o f

.-the ab y ss , of the- a b s o lu te  and f i n a l  m ean in g lessn ess o f human a c t i -  
72 '■

v i t y , "  . e s p e c ia l ly  i n  any s o c ie ty  which resem bles th e  w orld o f Madmen 

and S p e c i a l i s t s . The note, o f , u t t e r  h o p e le ssn e ss  on which th e  . p lay  end's

has provoked th e  c r i t i c a l  view  t h a t  th e  p la y  I s  p e s s im is t i c .  ; A ccording
- * s* *

to  Oyin Ogunba, Soyinka in  re sp o n se  to  charges, of pessim ism  i n ' t h e  p la y  

"Has h in te d  ’th a t  th e  p lay  i s  an e x e rc is e  in  exo rcism , th a t  by w r i t in g  

in  t h i s  manner he ex p e rien ce s  a r e le a s e  from th e  p e n t-u p  anger eon—. .
f  f

seq u en t on h i s  d e te n t io n  and t h a t  i t  i s  a  way- o f h i t t i n g  .back a t  th e se
1 « I

7^ 4 Iwho pun ished  h im ."  J Ogunba adds a  fo o tn o te  p ie c e  which r e v e a ls  th a t

^  B, 0. McCartney, "Traditional Satire in Wole Soyinka's I
Madmen and Specialists.", WI*fE. 1H, -No. 2 (Nov. 1̂ 75), ■'511.

73 . " . ' . ..0. Ogunba. The Movement of Transition, pp. 227-28.

I . . .
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Wole Soyinka made th e  p o in t h im se lf  in  a l e c tu r e  d e l iv e re d  in  R u tb er- - .♦ * *
I ' *

fo rd  C o lleg e , U n iv e rs ity , of*K ent, C an terbu ry , on 1 F e b r u a r y  1973.

Taken f o r  What i t .  i s  W orth, t h i s  p iece  o f in fo rm a tio n  c r e a te s , th e  * .

im pression  th a t  Madmen and S p e c ia l i s t s  i s ,  i n  th e  . f i r s t  in s ta n c e ,  th e  ]

p roduct o f Soyinka’ s p e rso n a l ex p erien ce  d u rin g  th e  f li-g e r ia n -c iv il  w a r . ' . ‘ ,

But as- a work of "art, i t  i s  a pungent s o c ia l  s a t i r e ^ th a t  depends f o r  - j

i t s  e f f e c t  bn v e rb a l nuances, which enhance th e  achievem ent o f a u th o r -  ' 

i a l  c a th a r s i s ;  and i t  i s  d o u b tfu l i f  Soyinka could  have w r i t te n  th e  ’ 

play, w ith o u t th e  ex p erien ce  he had d u rin g  Gowon's.. m i l i t a r y  reg im e.

The discussion of Madmen and Specialists at this point in- the
* • i f, '

history of Soyinka-criticism inevitably saddles one with the task of 

defending the play'against-allegations of obscurity, nori-̂ intel legibility,.

"babbling monologues,'* and. ’’a flair for high—falluting but meaningless 

wordasj" among others which only, betray either .the critic's hasty read- 

ing, or insensitivity to Soyinka' s mood and intentionally.- subtle use ■ '

of words'in the play. . In a.paper presented at the Symposium- on Wole 

Soyinka at the University of Ibadan on 13 May 1973, ?emth Lindfors 

argues that Soyinka frequently fails as a seer to transfer his visions % 

to others. According to him, Soyinka "too often offers nothing but 

scrambled-messages, subtle verbal puzzles that scholars must labour.te'hV /
7) * » ' * **

decide." ■ To back up hi;S contention, Lindfors cites, among numerous 

others, three key passages from Ffedmeh and Specialists, twe of which 

will suffice for illustration-in this study.- The first, reproduced 

below, is dismissed as-an, example of Soyinka’s "babbling .monologues";

• 71 ' * • ■ •
B. Lindfors, "Obscurity-in Soyinka's Lramatic Vorks," p. L»
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* - ' ■
•OLD 1141?* B ecause. . .we a te  to g e th e r  in  As. (He

, r is e s -  s lo w ly . )  As I s ,  and th e  System i s  i t s  
■ ■ . , m a in s ta y , though i t  w ear a  hundred fnasl&s and a

thousand outward' form s- And because you a re  
w ith in  th e  System , th e  cyst,, in  the. SystajtfS that 
i r r i t a t e s ,  th e  fo u l; g u rg le  -of th e  c is te m y 'A h e  

- ' e x p irin g , fu n c tio n  o f a  f a u l ty  c i s t e r n  anaTar’e. •
p a r t  o f th e  m a te r ia l  f o r  re - fo rm u la t in g  th e -m in d , 
o f a  man into., th e  n e c e s s i ty  o f th e  moment-1 s  p o l i 
t i c a l  As Can obvious pun}, th e  m o m e n t 's .s c ie n t i-  

"• fx c  As, m etaphysic  A s, s o c io lo g ic  A s, econom ic, -
re c re a tiV e  e t h i c a l  As, you c a n n o t-e s -c a p e I  . (p p . 71-7.2) .

A p i^ p e r  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f t h i s  passage  i s  c r u c i a l  t o \ h e  o v e r a l l  p e r 

c e p tio n  o f  th e  meaning o f th e  e n t i r e  p la y .  "As" is -  o s te n s ib ly  an in 

s ig n i f ic a n t 'w o r d  by i t s e l f .  W ith in  th e  co n te x t of th e  p la y ,  however, 

. 'th e re  i s  more s ig n i f ic a n c e  to  th e  word th an  m eets th e  eyeT The r e -  . 

l a t i v e  adverb  i s  takVn from  -the p ra y e r '"G lo ry , b e  to  -the F a th e r ,  "■ which 

ends w ith  ,"AS it..w as in  th e  b eg in n in g , i s  now, and e v e r  s h a l l  b e ,  .world 

w ith o u t end. 'Amen." The s u p p l ic a n t ’s  a c ce p ta n c e , in  t h i s - p r a y e r ,  o f 

th e  e t e r n i t y  o f God l i e s  a t  th e  back, of S o y in k a 's  mind in  c h o o s in g 'th e  . 

name "As" f o r  th e  "System" which p r id e s  i t s e l f  upon a l l  im aginable 

a t r o c i t i e s  a im e d .a t p e r p e t u a t i n g - i t s e l f  in  any g iv en  s o c ie ty  where th e  

atm ospherex-favours i t s  p ro p ag atio n *

In the.world .of Madmen and Specialists.'the power-that-is — — , y . ■ .

thrives on suspicion, arrogance, brutality, oppression and violence, in 

•short, on inhumanity in sill -its. .ramifications. The Old ,Man who .repre

sents reason and humanity in the world, of the play codifies the modus 

pperandi■of the flawed leadership in the society ruled by "As." This 

codified "System" embraces the political, economic, sociological, 

scientific, metaphysical, recreative, and ethical aspects of society. • 

It.is a System that was in.the past} if^is operating at present} it will
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be in  f u tu r e , -  I t  may- "wear .a-'hundred: masks and a  thousand  -ou tw ard '.
" ~ * *

form s" ( p .  71)* th e  p e r s o n n e l  o p e r a t i n g ’it-m ay  change j'-'but th e  System 
- • .* '• ' - ' '

Remains i n . f o r c e .  T h is  . is  -what makes th e  in d iv id u a l  n o th in g  more s ig n i 

f i c a n t  th an  a  " c y s t"  w ith in  th e  System —a*mere b io lo g ic a l  c e l l  t t ta t  may

be d e s tro y e d  wj.thbtrt doing- any damage to  th e  System , e s p e c ia l ly  i f - s u c h
‘ '  C ■ ’ '

‘ a ." c y s t" ,  i s  found to -b e ’ i r r i t a t i n g ,  -rev o lu tio n a ry -, o r  " th e 'f o u l  g u rg le  

o f th e  c i s t e r n "  (p , 71) .  . *

What i t  b o i ld  down to  is .  t h a t  i n  th,e System . of._ASj th e  in d i -
\  '

•' - \  ,  • .  * - %

v id u a t  i s  reg ard ed  a s  a  " c y s t"  th a t  Cannot escap e  th e  w a tc h fu l d iabQ lid -

eye o f  s t a t e .  This' shou ld  a id  u s  in  re c o g n i t ip g  th e  meaning i h  A afaa'.s
- - *

a ttem p t to  decode "A s"-as fo llo w s*

A. . As i s  A ccep tance, A djustm ent o f  Bgo to  th e  . .
A cceptance o f AS. . . # .  (p ,  1*1)

As a  " c y s t"  ren d ered  h e lp le s s  w ith in - th e  System , th e  b e s t  one oan  do i s '

to  a c c e p t. As-and to  a d ju s t  o n e s e lf  t o - i t s  d o c tr in e .-  .

B; B lin d n e ss . B l in d n e s s :in  A s , - I  say  t h i s  un to  
• ,you, As i s  a l l - s e e in g *  A ll s h a l l  se e  i n  As who 

re n d e r  them selves b l in d  t o ,a l l  e l s e .  ■ (p .  1*1)
* •  » .

P aro d ied  from  the  B ib le ,  t h i s  ex p lan a tio n .em p h as ize s  th e  need to  ac cep t 

As b l in d ly ,  and " se e "  only' th rough  th e -eyes o f i t s  le a d e r s h ip .  T his 

im p lie s  a  r e je c t io n  o f o n e 's  own id e a s  and i n i t i a t i v e  i n 'o r d e r  to  be a  

read y  r e c e p ta c le  f o r  th e  id eo lo g y  of Ah.

In s p ire d  by  th e  Old M an's fo o d , A afaa decodes C a s  fo llo w s:

"C. Contentm ent.- , A : f u l l  b e l l y .  . , .A f u l l  b e l ly  comes and goes} f o r
'■ . ' - . '  v -'

h a l f  |the peop le I  know, i t  n ev e r comes" (p .  $ 2 ) .  T h is  c l e a r ly  means 

t h a t  th e re  i s  po co n ten tm en t, i n  th e  As System . J u t  more f r ig h te n in g  

th a n  t h i s  i s  what "H" s ta n d s  f o r t

r
*

I - .

* \
I \
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H» H um anityl. Humanity th e  U ltim a te  S a c r i f i c e 't o -  
. A s , 'th e  e t e r n a l  o b la t io n  on t h e - a l t a r  of As. (p . 52) ''

4 ' *
T h is i s  c e n tr a l  to  th e  s a t i r e  in  th e  .p lay  which r e p re s e n ts  S oyinka’ s

sad r e f l e c t i o n  on 'w hat E ld red  Jones has id e n t i f i e d  as. " th e  e ro s io n  o f  " 

hum anity in  a  w e ll -o rg a n iz e d , . t i g h t l y  c o n tro l le d  a u th o r i t a r ia n  

s o c ie ty ,” C l o s e d  connected  w ith  th e .s a c r if ic e d  o f  hum anity to  th e  ' 

godhead "As1* in. such a s o c ie ty  .is  th e  S y stem 's  i r o n ic  e x i s t e n t i a l i s t  

ph ilo so p h y  im p lied  in  what l e t t e r  " I " . r e p r e s e n t s :  " I  am. I , ' t h u s  say e th  

As" (p . 1+3). A ccording to  A afaa, the /O n ly  danger i n  decod ing  ”l n in  

t h i s  manner i s  th a t  " so o n e r o r  l a t e r  someone i s  g o in g  to  say  i t  and 

le a v e ,o u t ' 's o  say e th  A s.! t y g  t h a t  jneans tro u b le "  (p.. i+3). .The implid

e a tio n  i s  t h a t  a s s e r t in g ^ o n e s e lf ' in  any form i s  tan tam ount to  equating , 

o n e s e lf  w ith  fKe godhead As. Such an  e x i s t e n t i a l i s t  a s s e r t io n  .would 

.im m ed iate ly  reduce one to  " th e  cyst. i n . t h e  System t h a t  - i r r i t a t e s "  (p .  

7 1 ) , and th e  .grave consequences a r e  anybody 's g u e ss . ’

. . The a ttem p t by A afaa’ to  ana lyze  th e  System of. As from  A to  ; 

• ^ 'r e v e a ls  some of th e  fundam ental p r in c ip le s  on w hich th e  System
i ' i

o p era tes”, 'A lthough he' goes on ly  a s  f a r  a s  " I , "  th e re  i s  enough to
• >

establish the dehumanizing qualities of the oppressive regime of As.

To g o  th rough  a l l  th e  l e t t e r s  o f th e  a lp h a b e t would h o t Only be, b o r in g , 

b u t would a ls o  d e s t r o y 'th e  e f f e c t  c re a te d  by th e  p a r t i a l  exposure  q f 

th e  t r a i t s  o f  a  s ick en in g  reg im e. B es id e s , th e  n in e  t r a i t s  exposed so' 

f a r  in . th e  p la y  c o n s t i tu te  th e  co re  o f  th e /p h ilo so p h y  o f th e  As 

System .

■i * ̂ +
I

75 E. D. J o n e s , .The W ritin g  o f Vole S oy inka, p . 91.
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The e x p la n a tio n  g iv en  sh ou ld  make i t  s u f f i c i e n t l y  c le a r  th a t  

A ^ faa 's  speech  cannot j u s t i f i a b l y  be' d e sc r ib e d  in  term s o f  "empty 

words CwhichJ r e f e r  to. th e  m en ta l make-up o f Bero and h i s  co lle a g u e s  

who c o n s id e r  them selves s p e c ia l i s t s '  i n  .a l l  phases of l i f e  on ly  by show

in g  some f l a i r  f o r  h ig h - f a l l u t i n g  b u t  m ean ing less w o r d s * . R a t h e r ,

the speech contains‘the Rpth and marrow of-Soyinka's bitter satire in 

the pllay. ' Unless one^eCognizes the quintessential quality'of Aafaa,:s 

speech, as outlined above, one may miss the direct invective against 

the flawed leadership-of the As'regime.which .;is a caricature of the 

- war-time military regime in Nigeria, and of what Jones describes as 

f "the rulers of our 'increasingly authoritarian societies in many parts■ • .
' of the world. "^1 -

• Before examining the second passagewhich Lindfors regards as 

"a-parade of unparalleled paronomasia,^ it is essential to note in’
J ' t . 1 .

what terms Aafaa sees the inhumane leadership of the As System, 'He ■ •

draws attention to the tyrant as he "sees" him' in the-Cripple?
* V  -  ' > -Oh, look at him, Monsieur l’homme sapiens, look

at the lone usurper’of.the ancient rights and j
privileges of the priesthood, (The CRIPPLE makes ‘ ^
ah obscene gesture; AAFAA registers shock.\ look . 
at tt̂e dog in dogma raising his'hindquarters to 
cast "bpe scent of his individuality on the lamp
post of ’Destiny! (p, 7 3)

The latter part of Aafaa's.speech is significant for its ambiguity. ’ In
v ' v * ‘

76 * ' 'T. Olafipye, "Cultural Conventions in Soyinka's Art," Ba 
.. Shiru, 7, Np, 1 (1976), 6 9. ’ .

77 • . " • ~ •' •F* D. Jones, The Writing of Vole Soyinlca. p.. 91.

20.
78 B.. lindfors, "Obscurity in Soyinka's Dramatic Works'," p.
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the first instance,, it is directed at the Cripple who poses for a ̂ fart;. 

hut it also reminds'one of an essential quality of the As System:

GOYI. As farts, damn youl (He turns his rear and 
gestures obscenely.)'

AAFAA. 'I/was going to suggest Fulfils. As fulfils.
’ » GOYI.: And I say Farts. (p. U2)>.

,Like Goyi's obscene gesture', the Cripple's pose which interrupts Aafaa's 

speech-quoted above is not merely meant to provoke laughter for its own 

sake. Rather, it'creates an opportune moment for the expression of 

Aafaa's. revulsion at the "stench" which the As System produces. • This 

"stench" is, of course,, more offensive to the-Old Man than..to Aafaa, 

most probably because; of the Old Man's awareness of Bero's inslgnifi- . 

cance. The account of Bero's atrocities reaches a peak in the dialogue 

between thp Old Man and Bero: 1 '

OLD MAH.. Electrocutes.' Electric chair. Electrodes 
on the nerve-centres-—your favourite pastime, I 
believe? Tell me.something new. What hasn't- 

' been abused [that is, in torturing of even- 
eliminating Victims]?.

BERO. (has taken out his gun, weighs it significantly).
And lightning strikes. What about it?

OLD MAN*. The boy learns. The boy l-eams.
BERO.- Don.'t,you dare patronise me. Answer me, what 

about.it? ■ '
OLD MAH. That'lightning strikes? It could strike ' 

you, no? 
k BERG. Yes.

OLD MAN .(quiet triumphant smile). • Then you're not
' Omnipotent* You can't do a flood and— (Pause.)—  , 
can't always dodge lightning* Why do you ape 

• ' the'non-existent one who can? Why do you ape .
nothing? . (p. 66)

This is only a foretaste of the furious reductionist language in the

Old Man's final invective denoting the insignificance of Bero who, all
*

along,'has thought himself unsurpassable. It is this final invective 

that Bemth Lindfors calls a parade of word-play. Like the mendioants
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who are victim s of As, Bero him self i s  rio b e tter  than .the "cyst’,' in  the 

System;- he i s tonly apj.ng the omnipotent* the etern a l Godhead, But he* . 

l ik e  the "underdogs," cannot escape: .

■ . . .you cyst,-you  cyst.1 you sp lin t  in  the arrow of •
ignorance* the dog in dogma, t ick  of a h e r e tic , the 
tick  in p o l i t i c s ,  the mock of democracy, the'mar of 

* marxism, a t i c  of the fajdatic, the boo in  buddhism,
the ham in  Mohammed, the" dash in the c r iss -c r o o s  of 
C hrist, a dot on the i  of ego an ass in  the -mass, 
the ash' in  ashram, a boot in  k ib b u tz ,.th e  pee of 
priesthood, the pe&pee of perfect priesthood., oh 
how dare you ra ise  your hindquarters you dog of 
dogma and cast the scen t of your ex isten ce  bn the . 
lamp-post of* Destiny you HOLE IN,THE ZERO o f  .
NOTHING! (p . 76) /

lin d fb rs.v iew s th is  passage "with sober apprehension as representing a

very dangerous tendency ip  Soyinka’s art—-a  tendency toward, meaning

r ' " - 79le s s  f r iv o l it y  which robs h is work of any serious im plication ."

C arefully considered in .th e  l ig h t  o f Soyinka’s impression of the "throw-

upe" who assumed power by defau lt in  N igeria , th is  passage makes too

much sense to be dism issed as "me'anirtgless f r iv o lity ." , Soyinka has

recommended that "the f i r s t  s te p  towards the' dethronement of terror: i s
00the d efla tion  of . i t s  h yp ocritica l se lf-r ig h teo u sn ess .*1 T h is - is  pre

c is e ly  what the above passage does. He who regards him self a s  omni

potent i s  reduced in  the passage to e ith er  in s ig n ifica n ce  or worse.

Two examples w ili  su ff ic e  to i l lu s tr a te  th is  p o in t. The " tick  in  

p o lit ic s"  immediately suggests that the "tic" a t the end o f the word 

i s  in s ig n if ic a n t  by i t s e l f .  But the pun Btrongly suggests that the

t,

79

80

B. Lindfbrs, "Obi

The Man Died,

a ’s Dramatic Works," p. 21.
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• ' '  A ttarget of the invective in the passage may a lso  be viewed as a t ic k ,

a p a ra sitic  blood-sucking and d isease-transm itting aoarid, which poses

.a  b ig threat to healthy p o l it ic s  in  the so c ie ty , S im ilarly , "the mock

Of democracy" i s  used to decry the gross mockery o f  democracy which is
■ i  ■

characteristic  of the reign of terror under the hypocritica l s e l f -  

righteousness o f  a tyrant. The summation of a l l  these images,,of in

sign ifican ce and of blemish i s  e f fe c t iv e ly  put in the "HOLE IN THE 

' ZERO of NOTHING," implying that the flawed leadership of the As System,

l ik e  i t s  v ictim s, is  a hollow, a blemish, a mere cav ity , Besides,
• * • •  '  > <

Soyinka,seems,to, hint at the way. in which the regime of As reduces

• language to mere gibberish . The passage, therefore, not only d efla tes

the hypocrisy of, a tyrant, but a lso  reduces him to pothingness. The-

. language with which Soyinka achieves th is  reduction, i s  infused with

venom,- This i s  why the passage •cannot be r ig h tfu lly  tagged as "clown- 

ing for  clowning’s sake."

As i f  in a frenzy the Old Nan, assuming the ro le  of the 
. *

tyrant, raves on the mendicants the way Bero would do when power drunk. 

Bero i s , ,  no doubt, lumped together with the mendicants in  the Old Man's 

rain  of abuse. But the Old Man him self i s  not exempt fro® being 

branded a "dyst," a mere ir r ita t in g  c e ll ,  that can be destroyed at w ill  

by the. System. In the scene that ends the play, the Old Man, s t i l l  

possessed -in h is  assumed ro le  o f the S p e c ia lis t , almost oOmmlts the' 

inhuman orime o f  slaughtering the Cripple. But before he can thrust

81

82
Cf. the fle a -ea tin g  scene e a r lie r  in the play (p . 39),.

B. Lindfora, "Obscurity in  Soyinka'a Dramatic Works^S p. 22
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the sca lp e l into the Cripple.'s chest for  an in c is io n , the System he 

mimics" destroys him. Bero shoots h is  own fa th er . By th is  a c t, he re

moves the only trace of humanity l e f t  in  the world of Madmen and 

S p e c ia lis ts . The sign ifican oe of the Old Man's death is  that it-comes 

at the moment when h is humanity is.ab ou t to be sa c r if ic e d , even i f  in - . 

advertently , on the a lta r  of As, His death is-, th erefore, a paradox 

rather than a true tragedy, a triumph over the System that has fa ile d  

to  dehumanize the Old Map in  h is  l i f e *  •

Prom the foregoing discussion' o f The T r ia ls 1 of Brother Jero, 

Jero*s Metamorphosis, and Madmen and S p e c ia lis ts , i t  .is  c lear  that ' 

although the three, plays are b a sica lly  so c ia l s a t ir e , Iraces of p o li

t ic a l  sa tir e  abound, e sp e c ia lly  "in'the la st /tw o .-  However, for plays * 

by Soyinka'which are .thoroughly p o l i t ic a l ,  one must turn to Dance of

the F orests . The Bacchae of Euripides, and Kongi1s Harvest./

•v
(b) P o l it ic a l  S a tire i

Of Soyinka's twelve plays published to d ate , A Dance of the

83Forests remains the most ambitious and the most Complexj i t  poses

the most challenging problem f.or c r i t ic s .  The pattern and extent of
■ - ' <9 •

in tera ctio n  of the l iv in g  and the dead, as w ell as humain and mytho- 

, lo g ic a l characters a t te s t  to  the complexity o f the theme, structure,
/

language of the play. This complexity, however, does not neces

s a r ily  becloud the meaning and s a t ir ic a l  in ten t o f  the p lay, e sp e c ia lly

(London* 0 . tJ. P .,  1963). A ll quotations and page refer
ences are taken from th is  e d it io n .

/  ■
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s . -

i f  one i s  fam iliar with the Yoruba worl,d view.

In h is important essay "The Fourth Stage," Soyinka explains  

the Yoruba b e l ie f  in  the contemporaneous ex isten ce  of the l iv in g , the 

dead and the gods. According to him, in  the metaphysical world order 

of the Yoruba,

. present l i f e '  contains w ithin i t  m anifestations of the 
*  an cestra l, the l iv in g  and the unborn. A ll are v i t a l l y  

within the intim ations and a ffe c tiv eh ess  of l i f e ,  
beyond mere abstract comprehension.

And yet the Yoruba does not,, for that reason, f a i l  
to d istin gu ish  between him self and the d e i t ie s ,  .[be
tween] him self and the ancestors, between tlje unborn 
and h is  r e a l i ty ,  or discard h is  awareness of the immense 
g u lf which l i e s  .between one area of ex isten ce  and another. 
This g u lf i s  what must be constantly diminished by the 
s a c r if ic e s , the r itu a ls ,  the ceremonies of appeasement 
to the cosmic powers which l i e  guardian to th is  gu lf.8 k  ^

. *
In A Dance o f the Forests the human community's-request for  i l lu s tr io u s

ancestors i s  an attempt to  bridge the "primeval severance" that sepa

rates the l iv iq ^  from th e ir  ancestors and from the gods.. But the 
\  * 

r itu a ls  and oeremonief^, to which the ancestors are eummored have .been

s u llie d  by man's sordid a t r o c i t i e s ,0 The gods and th e ir  servants who 

are guardians of the g u lf separating the liv in g  from th e ir  ancestors, 

have no a ltern a tive  but to intervene and lay bare before the humans the 

m onstrosity and putrid nature of the fe a s t  to which they have inv ited  

th e ir  ancestors. I t  i s  no aooident, th erefore , that Aroni, a servant 

of Forest Father, s l o t s ' t o  sepd two of the r s s t l e s s  dead to  the fea st  

of the gathering of the tr ib e s . Aroni, as Ogunba s ta te s ,

finks, "The Fourth Stage* Through the M ysteries of Ogun 
to the Origin p f Yor<n»HPragady," in  The M orality of Art. Bd., D. V. 
Jefferson  [London* Routledge & Kegatt F au l, 1969), p. T5?,

\
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sense of b iod d -gu ilt, and lead them.to self-condem nation. This i s  pre

c is e ly  Soyinka's s a t ir ic  design, as w ill  be made m anifest in th is  study,
■e * ' ‘ *

In h is  Commendable e ffo r t  to id e n tify  the sources of A Dance

of the F orests . Gibbs commentst

One i s  in i t i a l l y  suspicions of the p r in c ip les on 
,which Soyinka appears to have constructed A Dance 
of the F orests . He seems to have dismantled one - 
play, A Dance- o f the African F orestst thrown in  an 
old poem, 'Invocation Danoe'; reconsidered a theme 
from an e a r lie r  work, the'theme of b lood -gu ilt from 
The House o f BMijge.1l and, in  the l ig h t  of the f a i l -  g^ 
ure of The Invention, concocted a ra d ica lly  new drama.

A Dance o f the F orests, no doubt, i s  an assemblage of m aterials f^om

the various sources id e n tif ie d  by Gibbs, and possib ly  from D. 0.. Fagun-

wa'a novel Qgbo.ld Ode Ninu Igbo Irunmyle (Lagos« Nelson, 1950), which

a la te r  translated  as The Forest of a Thousand Daemons (Nelson,

1968). , What makes the e c le c t ic  work a fu ll-b od ied  poetic drama is

Soyinka's s k i l l f u l  in tegration  not only of these m ateria ls, but a lso  of,.

8*5
0 . Ogunba, "The Traditional Content o f  the P lays of Wole 

SOyinka" (Part I I ; ,  African Literature Today. No. 5 0 9 7 1 ) ,  1,07.
86 J . Gibbs, "The O rigins of A Dance of the F orests." African 

Literature Today. No, 8 0 9 7 6 ) ,  68. ~

i s  a tim eless s p ir i t  who knows the' past with  
astonishing intimacy and .can look far  in to  the 

. fu tu re. Wi,th such disturbing knowledge i t  i s  d i f f i -  , 
c u lt  for  him genuinely to share in  the f a ls e  joy of _  .
the human community .on th is  occasion or £to3 c o lla 
borate with them to produce i l lu s tr io u s  ancestors, . ’

. He knows that the gods a r e ,not w ell-d isposed  to human
ity  and that in  particu lar  Ogun and Eshuoro w i l l ,  as 
ever, dominate human thought, producing large-sca le  
d isa ste r  and death .85

This should explain the apparent malevolence of the roles played by the

d e it ie s  and th e ir  servants in  the p lay . They generate in  .the humans a

320
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th e  th r e e  d i s t i n c t  y e t  i n t e r r e la t e d  w o rld s o f  th e  l i v i n g ,  o f  th e  dead;
* t t

and th e  u nb orn , and o f  th e  g o d s  and s p i r i t s . .  Through t h i s  in t e g r a t io n ;  

th e  p lsorw ^ ^ h t c r e a t e s  a 'd r a m a tic  s i t u a t i o n  in  w hich  he. p r o je c ta ^ h is  

t r o u b le d  v i s i o n  o f  h i s  s o c i e t y  cau gh t in  th e  th r o e s  o f  g ro w th . The p la y  

" p r e s e n ts  a com p reh en sive v iew  .o f man jfand h i s  V p rld J  o v e r  a  m a ssiv e  

\  sp an  o f  h i s t o r y ; ^ t  ev en — in  th e  h ig h ly  sy m b o lic  c h o r u s in g  o f  th e  

,  f u t u r e — lo o k s  in t o  tb g  f u t u r e . " ^  The grim  v i s i o n  w h ic h 'th e  p lay, pre

s e n t s  i s  h in te d  a t  in  th e  te s t im o n y  o f  A ro n i, th e  Bame One:

I know who t h e  Bead Ones a r e .  They a r e  t h e ,g u e s t s  ■ '* 
o f  th e  Human Community w h o .a re  n e ig h b o u r s  v j  u s o f  • 
th e  F o r e s t .  I t  i s  t h e i r  F e a s t ,  th e  G a th e r in g  o f  th e  
T r ib e s .  T h e ir  c o u n c i l l o r s  m et and s a i d ,  Our f o r e - '  
f a t h e r s  m ust be presen t*  a t  th e  F e a s t .  They a sk ed  ■

. )  u s  f o r  a n c e s t o r s ,  f o r  i l l u s t r i o u s  a n c e s t o r s ,  and 1
s a id  to  FORBjST HEAB, l e t  me an sw er t h e i r  r e q u e s t .  " .
And I  s e n t  two s p i r i t s  o f  th e  r e s t l e s s  d ea d , (p ;  1)° , t- * '

T h is  e x p o s i t o r y  te s t im o n y  p S in t s  i n  th e  d ir e c t io n ,,  o f  a  c y c l i c  p a tte r n

o f  e v o lu t io n a r y  c o n t in u i t y  d i s c e r n ib le  in  th e  p la y ; s a n d - i t  Gan be

d ia g r a m m a tic a lly  c o n c e p t u a liz e d  a s  f o l lo w s :  -

V

C-
PRESENTTHE PAST

(•R eg retta b le^ ^  . ( cl» o t io ) ^ ( U n c e r t a i n )  j*

* , (P i« . 2)

The past i s  represented by the Dead Man and the Bead Woman} ‘ the present

87 B. D.' J o n e s ?  The Writing of Wole Soyinka, p. 32 .

. i
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by th e  l iv in g ; ,  and the  f u tu r e  i s  sym bolized f i r s t  by th e  ch ro n ic  p re g -
J « e * O'

nancy o f th e  Dead Woman, t h a t  i s ,  by the  unborn c h i ld ,  'and l a t e r  by the
t .

doomed H a lf-C h ild . -The ad o p tio n  o f ‘ t h i s  tem poral p a t te r n  of h i s to r y  in
® ■

th e  p la y , a s  re p re se n te d  in  P i g . 2 above, shows th a t  th e  PRESENT, i s

s im ila r  to ,  b u t " g re a te r "  ( t h a t  i s ,  more im p o rtan t and more r e le v a n t)

than  e i t h e r  the.PAST o r th e  .FUTURE, though th e) tem pora l d iv is io n s  of •• 
® '

h i s to r y  a re  i n t e r r e l a t e d .  The .c ru c ia l  p o in t  'in  h i s to r y ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  i s  
* • 1 - . * 
th e  " p r e s e n t ,"  which -ift th e  p la y - i s  the  c e le b ra t io n  o f th e  "G ath erin g

' ■ . % , - 
o f th e  T r ib e s ."  But th e  o c c as io n , meant to  enhance th e  re u n io n  o f the

:dead and th e  l iv in g  a t  a  moment o f jo y , tu rn s  o u t to  be an  accoun t

a b i l i t y  “s e s s io n ,  a moment when th e  l i v in g ,  no l e s s  th an  th e  dead , a r e

•made* to  see  them selves as they  r e a l l y  a r e .  •
♦ P " '

‘S oy inka’s method’ of b re a k in g  down th e  tim e b a r r i e r  in  h i s to r y  

• in  o rd e r  to  m irro r  th e  in n e r  w orth  o f th e  l i v in g  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in -  

t r ig u in ^  f o r  i t s  iro n y . F i r s t ,  he in tro d u c e s  two s p i r i t s  o f  th e  r e s t 

l e s s  dead s e n t  by ,A ron i c o n tra ry  to  th e  e x p e c ta t io n s  o f th e  Human 

Community.'. A ro n i 's  r o le  and c h a ra c te r  have been c re a te d  as a  means o f. 

b r in g in g  men ^o j u s t i c e  and s e l f - r e c o g n i t io n .  H is r o l e ,  n o t u n lik e  

S o y in k a 's  a r t i s t i c  i n t e n t ,  i s  s u c c in c t ly -e x p re s s e d  by Agboreko:

Arofti is'W isdom  i t s e l f *  When he means t o  expose 
weaknb?Bes^of , human l i v e s ,  th e re  is --n o th in g  

oan s to p  him. And he knows how t o  choose h i s  tim e .
- {pp . 3U-35)

■ \  l -,* i* *■ *’•
L ike A ro n i, Soyinka re fu s e s  to  rem ain  com placent when fundam ental.

'  '  ,  -

- is s u e s  a f f e c t in g  th e  l i v e s  o f  th e  p e o p le .a r e .b e in g  "toyed w ith  by p o l i -
r • . ' » * .

* c  * *it * ' •
t i o i a h s .  To rem ain s i l e n t  i s  to , condone inhum anity  and i n j u s t i c e ,  and 

to  make o n e s e if  an  accom plice to  -crime and ty ran n y  in  s o c ie ty .^  As

‘V ,
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Soyinka p u ts  i t  in  The Man Died: ’’The man d ie s  in  ^.11 who keep s i l e n t  in
' ' . . — y
■the fa ce  o f ty ran n y " ' {p.. -13). Through A Dance o f th e - F o r e s t s , Soyinka ‘

means tp  j o l t  N ig e r ia n s , p a r t i c u la r ly  th e  pre-independence c i v i l i a n

governm ent, in to  th e  shocking, r e a l i z a t i o n  th a t  N ig e r ia  h as no cause fo r

• re jo ic in g  a t  the  s o -c a l le d  a tta in m en t of independence. He could  n o t

haye chosen a  b e t t e r 't im e  f o r  a r t i c u la t i n g  th is ,  shock ing  b u t r e a l i s t i c

■view th an  the  c e le b ra t io n  of N ig e r ia ’ s independence in  1960.

Demoke1 .s s ta tem en t th a t  he d id  n o t know th e . r e a l  s ig n ific a n c e - 
’1 . ' " 'V' ’ ■

of th e  totem  f o r  th e  .feaS t of th e  G athering , of th e  T rib e s  may’ be'-taics-h•

as S oyinka’s s a t i r i c a l  re n d e rin g  of the  q u es tio n : "What i s  N ig e r ia  -

(1960)..a c tu a l ly  c e le b ra tin g ? "  The .s ick en in g  debauchery of the  n a tio n ,
. -■ • * •> ■ . . -  ’ . ' • ’ ' 3

sy m b o lica lly  s im ila r  to-M urpte-’s ,  c a l l s  f o r  so b e r r e f l e c t i o n ; th e  day-

s e t  a s id e  f o r  c e le b ra t io n s  ought to  be, in  the w ords'.of Eshuoroj "a  

day .o f r e p r i s a l s "  (p . ^5) ■ .T h is 'p o in t  i s  lu c id ly  made in  P a r t  One o f  

th e  p la y . The a c t i v i t i e s  o f  th e  c h a ra c te rs  in  t h i s  p a r t ' s t r o n g ly 'in 

d ic a te  th a t  th e  f e s t i v i t i e s  a t  th e  G athering  o f  th e -T r ib e s  a re  a lre ad y
■ i -. - '  . :

m arred long  b e fo re  the  appo in ted  day . S usp ic ion ,, p e t ty  sq u a b b le s , the  

germ of d i s in te g ra t io n  arid e v e n tu a lly  of jlo ta l c o l la p s e ,  have symptom

a t i c a l l y  re a re d  t h e i r  h ead s . Prom th e  i n i t i a l . i n t e r a c t i o n  o f  th e

l iv in g ,  th e  dead a n d ,th e  s p i r i t s . o f  th e  P o re s t ,  i t  i s  a lm ost su re  th a t
*  ' '  ■ ■ t

a  t r a g i c  dance of th e  f o r e s t s  -is in  th e  o f f in g .

In  choosing th e  c r u c ia l  p o in t  in  h i s to r y  .(the p re s e n t)  f o r
* } ■ ’ 1 , ' ’ • , t

th e  dance, and in c lu d in g 'th e  p o in ted  i ro n ic  in v o c a tio n  o f th e  a n c e s to rs  

to  w itn e s s - th e  o ccasio n , Soyinka s u c c e e d s .in  evok ing  h i s to r y  to  in d i c t  *
’ • .  ‘ J ’’

man f o r  h i s  p a s t  f a i l u r e s  and inadequacies ', fo r , h i s  p resent- a t r o c i t i e s ,
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aridy tor th e  g r e a t  t h r e a t  which th e se  p o s e - fo r  the. fu tu re *  A Dance o f 

th e  F o re s ts  m a v .th e re fo re  be viewed a s  a  pow erfu l s ta tam en t by a V is io n 

a ry  p o e t-p la y w rig h t who i s  g en u in e ly  f r ig h te n e d  by th e .m o n s tro s i ty  ( th e  

H a lf -C h ild )< which th e  gpve'rhmeht • and peop le o f - N ig e r ia  m istake  f o r  a  

" c h e ru b " -w h o se .b ir th  i s  b e in g  c e le b ra te d  w ith  fa n fa re  and ca ro u s in g .

With' a r t i s t i c ,  in g e n u ity ; .  S oy inka-invokes th e  a n c e s to rs  to

b ea r te s tim o n y  to  h i s  ind ic tm ent, of th e  government arid people of N ig e r ia  
. ’ r.

H e'even in tro d u c e s  d e i t i e s , ,  and th e  s p i r i t s  o f "the f o r e s t  to  fu n c tio n

in  a  -fey th a t  reminds- one o f th e  Olympian g ods. ' As B a r i  has no ticed .,

, Soyinka's-GBANJSJI would f e e l  t h a t  he i s  among f r ie n d s  
.on"Mount Olympus, t r a d i t i o n a l  heme of i n t e r f e r i n g  . ‘ ‘
gods. L ike a n c ie n t  Greek d e i t i e s ,  F o re s t  Head cannot 
r e f r a i n  from  g e t t in g  p e r s o n a lly  mixed up w ith  th e , 
a f f a i r s  o f  men. As th e y  once d id ,  he en jo y s  th e  com -- 
pany o f m o r ta l s . - ., . - .N o t.u n lik e  Zeus h e  f in d s  i t  a  

. b i t  o f  a  problem  t ‘o keep p eace among th e  l e s s e r  gods .
(OGUN and ESHUORO),■ who them selves b e a r  some resem - • 
b lan ce  to  Zeus', more d e lin q u e n t offspring .® ®

S o y in k a 's  u^e o f th e s e  m y th o lo g ica l s p i r i t 's  o f th e  f o r e s t  i s  more th an  

a mere- echo o f  th e  c l a s s i c s .  ’I t  en a b le s  the  p la y w rig h t to  com plete a 

cosmic assem b lag e . o f  c h a ra c te r s  to  f u r th e r  h i s  "m asquerade’.' idiom  In  

in d ic t in g  th e  human community. .

, I n " a  m o st. re v e a l in g  f la sh b a c k  s p e c ta c le  which A roni co n ju re s  

(p p . 5 ,'~ h 5 ) , S o y in k a 'p ro v id e s  a h i s t o r i c a l  p e r s p e c t iv e  o f th e  p o l i t i c a l  

S i tu a t io n  .which -ha's engendered th e  m onstrous .p re se n t a s  th e  "accumu

la te d  h e r i ta g e "  from .-the d ay s o f  M ata K h arib u . A denebi, the- C ourt 
• .  .  .  ' V  /  . T .

H is to r ia n  in  K h a rib u 's  reg im e , m akes• th e  p o in t  e a r ly  in  th e  p la y : - ."The -

8ft < ' %
Bari’, Dance of the F orests . Wole Soyinka’1 s la te s t

play."  Afrigan. Horiaon. ’ January 1561, p , 9-.
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accum ulated h e r ita g e -—th a t  i s  what we a re  c e le b ra t in g .0 .M a li, £haka. v ; ■

■ Songhal, G lo ry . E m pires” (p . 8 ) .  These names remind one o f war • * ;[•

heroes* t e r r o r i z a t io n  a n d .s la v e ry  t o r  which the  m edieval S ud an -au th o r- - •

i ta r ia n ,e m p ire s  were n o te d . ' I t  i s  t h i s  p ic tu re  o f th e -p a s t  th a t  the '

. ; audience a re  Shown in  th e  re -e n a c te d  Court- o f Mata K haribu . The b r i e f ,  •

s e s s io n  c l ip p e d  out o f M ata 'K h arib u 'a  r e ig n  o f t e r r o r  exposes th e  • <'
‘ , - ' ■ i • -

a t r o c i t i e s  committed by th e ’ reg im e. On h ie  th ro n e  "M ata K haribu i s
'  - i

an g ry ? -h is  eyes r o l l  t e r r i b l y ;  th e  c o u r t cow ers. g j s . queen, on th e
** ~ " * > . ° - f

hand, i s  very  gay and c ru e l  in  h e r  co q u e try " (p , 5 1 ) . I t  becomes known j

'th a t  ^ s o ld ie rs  d ie  u nm ourned-afte r being  sadd led  w ith  .im possible ta s k s .  . - • !

- Ungust wars, are- fo u g h t, 'and  i t  is . a  crim e f o r 'a n y  o f th e -w a rr io r s  to  j

th in k :  -  j

. MATA KHARIBU: Cadvancing slow ly  on him. ) - I t  -Was you, r - - ' !
s la v e !  ' You i t  was who dared  to  t h in k ,  , ” -

WARRIOR: I  p lead  g u i l ty ,  to  th e  p o sse ss io n  of .-thought. i
|  . I  d id  n o t  know t h a t  i t  was i n  me to  e x e rc is e  i t ,  . j

U n t i l  your M a je s ty 's  inhuman commands. . j
. . .  (Mata. K hkribu s la p s  him a c ro s s  th e  f a c e , ) .  ' ”

; ’’t  MATA KHARIBU: You have n o t even begun .to  re p e n t  o f  :
yourunadness, • /  ‘ .

'  , . WARRIOR; Madness y o u r M ajesty? '
• ’ MATA KHARIBU; Madness! T reachery ! F ro th in g  in s a n i ty

t r a i t o r !  Ho you d a r e t o  q u e s tio n ' my word? ’ I
f • • ■ WARRIOR; No, t e r r i b l e  one, -Oh’ly  your commands.^ ‘ (p . 53)

j ' ' Mata K haribu would have; w ra th fu lly  beheaded -the W arrio r had i t  n o t been '

r • f o r  th e  t im e ly  in te r c e s s io n  cif th e  .p h y s ic ia n . The W arrio r, even in  th e  '.

. fa c e  o f  an  impending d e a th 's e n te n c e , r e fu s e s  to  y ie ld  to  th e  P h y s ic ia n '8
■* ■ •, ' ' ’ ‘ - ‘ ■ • ■ • - ' ■ • . ** 

p e rs u a s io n - to  f i g h t  an u n ju s t  w ar. H is p r e te s t  i s  'one o f the, key

-. . p assag es  in  th e  p lay :- , • . - .

. . I t  i s .  an u n ju s t  w ar, I  cannot lAad my men ih to ’ b a t t l e ,
’ m erely  to  "recover .th e , t ro u sse a u  o f any y o n t a n . ( p .  $l*j •

;  . Unborn g e n e ra tio n s  w i,ir  be c a n n ib a ls  m ost w o rsh ip fu l ' \
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* . .P h y sic ian , Unborn g e n e ra tio n s  w i l l ,  a s  we have . ‘
done , • e a t ’ up one a n o th e r . Perhaps you can d ev ise  

• ’ - 'p c u r e , 'y o u ’who, know how t o  .cube so many i l l s . ' - I  '
took up s o ld ie r in g  to -d e fen d  m y 'co u n try , b u t those  ■ . .
to  whom I  'gave th e  power to  command.my l i f e  abuse ' ‘ .

■ . my 't r u s t  in  them, , . (p p . 55- 56 ) • .

■ All. th is 's e e m s  to  a n t i c ip a te  th e  s p i r i t  .of p r o t e s t  a g a in s t  w ar, g en o - '

c id e  and "cann ibalism " in  Madmen and S p e c ia l i s t s . j  The S la v e -d e a le r , - a  ■

good i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f . th e  C orrupt w a r - p r c f i t e e r ,  b r ib e s  th e  Court H is to -  ■ •

r ia r i  to  approve the sh ip  in  order" t o  secu re  th e  c o n tra c t  to  convey ,

. s ix ty  a lle g e d  " t r a i t o r s "  to  the s lav e  m arket, The P h y s ic ia n  f i g h t s - i n
• * 4 ’ ' * 

v a in  a g a in s t- th e  S la v e - d e a le r 's ' obvious inhum anity . And s o , . c o r ru p tio n

trium phs; man.''s inhum anity to  man.wins th e  d a y .’ D e sp ite  the-om inous

and i ro n ic  w arning o f the  S oo thsayer— ' ^ t  i s  in  the- n a tu re  o f m en‘to

seek  power o v er the l i v e s .o f  o th e rs ,  'and th e re  ip  always som ething

. low er th an  a s e rv a n t"  (p . 61)—Mata K haribu s tu b b o rn ly  hangs on to
* " ‘ . ' • ' ' ' . ' , 

a u th o r i t a r ia n  power over M b buh je 'c te . Madam T o r to is e ,  h i s  queen, i s
1 ‘ - » 

as  inhumane as  h er .husband, b u t worse'; she i s - s l y . '  C onscious o f . the

W a rrio r’ s f irm  stand ' a g a in s t  f ig h t in g  an un just, war* she- d e s p e ra te ly

t r i e s  to  win him oyer by .coquetry ; The. w arp io r tu rn s  h e r  dpwn:

Madame,1 I  know what havoc you have wreaked among my ■
> ' men, and we now fa ce  th e  f i n a l  d e s tru c t io n  of a gb’od

band o f loyal'",men. Somehow.,- I  d e p o t  h a te  you-. But - ' r \ '
I  'do, know, th e  power o f  b lood  on the  b ra in .  I  beg 
you to. keep' beyond my hands. , . , (p ,  63)

H urt by th i s . r u d e  r e je c t io n ’ and-by th e  a r r iv a l ,  o f  th e  W a rr io r 's .w ife

(the., pregnant. Dead Woman in  th e  p la y ) ,.- Madam T o rto is e  becomes fu r io u s ;

MADAME TDSTOlSEi (hep fa c e  b reak s  in to  f le n d ia h n e s s . )  I
I  knew, i t  was in c r e d ib le .  I t  c b u ld .n o t :be. I ,  • l-

- Madame" T o r to is e , .spurned by a  common s o ld ie r .  ’ ' *
For th a t  1- Was , i t . f o r  th a t?  (p .  65) .

She. C onsequently  o rd e rs  th a t  the  C ap ta in  be  c a s t r a te d ,  a  sen ten ce  which •
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' h is . p reg n an t w ife  f i n d s - too  sh o ck in g -to  bear* She- " c la s p s  h e r  womb, 

g asp s  and c o l la p s e s " ( p .  65)*

- T h is -flashback  scene ha’s been .d e a l t 'w i th  s o '- le n g th i ly  b ecau se
’ ‘ " - . - * i » (

• , 'i t  i s  c r u c ia l  to  a  p r< ?per-percep tion  o f th e  p o l i t i c a l ,  s a t i r e  ’in  th e
. t ■ - ' ■ ,  ̂ . , -' - ■ .

play* A ccording to  th e  Dead: Woman, ‘"a  hundred g en e ra tio n 's  h as  'taade.no
* *  i * '

d if f e re n c e "  (p . • 2 6 ). I t  was Mata K haribu and M is.queen  a  hundred gene-
• * - - - • ‘

r a t io n s  a g o j today, ,-it i s  a  r e in c a rn a t io n  o f th e se  m ean.and inhumane 

a u th o r i t a r ia n s .  H is to ry  i s  m erely r e p e a t in g  - i t s e l f . T his i s . t h e  

. b& sis o f E p y in k a 's  p o l i t i c a l . ' . s a t i r e  in  A Dance of th e  F o r e s t s .

..C o rru p tio n  in  o f f i c i a l  q u a r te rs  i s  a s ’w idespread ' in  independ—
* -. ' * * G - • - * ' •

, e n t  Nigeria^ljbs i t  was i n  the7"court “'o f Mata K h arib u , S o c ia l i n ju s t i c e  
* * * - , * ' - 

i a  s t i l l  n o t ic e a b le .  The. r e l a t i o n  betw een th e  governm ent and th e

governed i s  hard ly - any d i f f e r e n t  from What i t  used  to  be in  K h arib u 1s -

c o u r t .  I f  th e re  i s  n o -g lo rio u s , p a s t  to  be- proud o f ,  th e re  i s  h a rd ly

any cause f o r  c e le b ra t io n ' o n -th e  a tta in m e n t of p o l i t i c a l  in d ep en d en ce .-
, *■ ' * « k ’

-T h is seems to  be^S oyihka1a  c e n t r a l  message i n  th e  p la y . I t  nay v ery

w ell be Soyinka's vo ice  that one.hears behind, the. Obaneji "mask" when

Qbaneji (Forest Head.in human d isgu ise) t e l l s  Rola* - ‘

I  know too-much. . .about p eo p le .. .fa r  too much.
. - Wien I saw them a l l ,  a c tu a lly  rejo ic in g— that much

•is  true a t least-^m o8t of them did experience joy •
, . -.but you se e , .when, they laughed, I was. 
looking dowp th e ir  uthroata, . ■ (p . 1h) j

Asked by Rola yhat he saw, Obaneji' rep lied : "Only what I know already" .•

’ (p . th ) . Vhat Obaneji saw down the throats pf the r e v e lle r s  i s  sheer

putrefaction  r e fle c t in g  the', a c t iv i t ie s  of the governing Council. The
' ■ > <

Council o f f ic e  responsible fo r  the r e g is tra tio n  and l ic e n s in g  of motor
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■ ' . v eh ic les  i s  s in g led ,ou t to illu s tr a te ' o f f ic ia l  corruption. . The "Chimney
' I * - *  '   ̂ ‘ '  v .  "  '  _ , '  ^

• ' ; of Ereko,",'which p a ra lle ls  the S lave-dealer1s  sh ip , continues to be .

driven.on the roads with a record of "eight serious crashes'? and two or - 

three dips in  a p it  before i t ’ i s  f in a lly  w ritten o ff  (p . 16). Another .

. lo rry , the "Incinerator," co n stitu tes  a greater hazard to  the l iv e s  of'
. ** , A *

r - the peopld, • Obaneji reports* :

When i t  -was b u ilt ,  someone looked a t - i t ,  and • ■
. decided t l i a t . i t  would only take forty  men. . But' ,

, , . the owneV took i t  to .the council; . .now,. ray ■
frien d , th is, i s  something fo r  you- t o  in V esti- :

• - . gate. 'One. of your o f f ic e  Workers took a bribe. . i
A r e a l’substantia l bribe. And he changed, .the 

. , ' » • ‘ capacity to ■ seventy. ' i _
BEMQKEj Seventy!
OBANEJI: Yes.. Seventy, From fo r ty .
ROLA: . That's nearly tw ice . ,
QBANEJI: You sa id  i t —.nearly- tw ice. Now what do’ you.

, think would happen i f  such a trap, suddenly., caught' 
jf  < ' ’ ' ' f ir e ?  ' - -
| 1 . ' HEMOKEj When? •
1 ■ . ROLA: (shuts her eye t ig h t ly .) '  No, no, no. . . ‘

OBANEJI: Yesterday. That i s  why they have c a l le d - it
th e •Incinerator sin ce  yesterday. Of the seventy 

' people in  i t ,  f iv e  escaped. I t  overturned you
se e , and the body was b u ilt  of wood. . '. '."Dry and 
b r it t le  in the Barmattan season too . They were 
a l l  on th e ir  way here—-to the gathering o f  the . 
t r ib e s ..  ‘ ~ (PP* ^6-17)

I With s ix ty r fiv e  souls burnt to  death, in a Bingle accident on the eve of

the grand f e a s t ,  bribery and corruption have already started  to take

th e ir  to ld . This i s  ope more reason fop heart-searching r e f le c t io n

rather than the raucous celebrations a t  .the gathering o f tthe tr ib e s .

Soyinka's p o l it ic a l  A atire in' the play i s  ppobaljiy most pup->

gent in  the introduction of the totem m otif. The Council has oommis-
* , * ' 7 * Q - * _ _

r aione'd a totem to bd carved and made th e  cen tra l1 figu re  a t-th e  great

. ' ' feast," This totem becomes the symbol o f the c la n 1 at the gathering.
’ -  '  ' .  • • . . . •
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The S ig n if ic a n c e  o f the  totem  l i e s  in  i t s  s a t i r i c  i n t e n t .  Demoke, who -

" c re a te s *  th e  totem , re v e a ls  t h a t  he has o re a te d  i t  in  R o la 's  image:

, ' DEMOKE:̂  -I carved  som ething to  you. .Of co u rse  I
. d id n ’ t  know, y o u 'th e n , I.m ean , I  had never, met 

you'. But froip-what; I  h ea rd , you were So, . . ’ '
ADENEBI: B e s t i a l .  \ Y es, j u s t  th e  s o r t  o f th in g  you .- 

would ca rv e , i s n ’ t  i t ?  Like your to tem .’ B e s t ia l  
i t  was. . U t te r ly  b e B t i a l , ’ * -

■ DEMOKE: A ctua lly ., t h a t  i s  what X mean. Madame T o rto ise
i s  the'_ totem —most of i t  anyway. I n  f a c t ,  you m ight 

* ' a lm ost say  she dom inated my th o u g h ts—she,- and some
th in g  e l s e , - About e q u a lly , . • (p .  2 j )

Like most a r t i s t s ,  Demoke c re a te s ' o u t o f  th e  im p ressio n  he g e t s ’ from*

. ■ the. w orld o u ta id e  him. Kola (Madame T o r to is e )  i s  b o th  h‘i s  . in s p i r a t io n

and model f o r  th e  c re a tio n  of the . t ^ e m ,  and  th e  ruggedne'ss o f ' h e r "

b e s t i a l i t y ,  reproduced in  th e  to tem , makes Demoke's c r e a t io n  a  sad

r e f l e c t i o n  of. th e  m o n s tro s ity  o f  a u th o r i ta r ia n  reg im es, , j  j

I f  th e  totem  sym bolizes the n a tu re  and a s p i r a t io n s  o f  th e

, people, i t  becomes uncomfortably clear that the Gathering o f  the Tribes
> * *

- i s  n o th in g  b u t a  c e le b ra t io n  o f th e  p e o p le 's  own b e s t i a l i t y .  The dance

of th e  H a lf-C h ild  then becomes‘’th e  dance o f the m o n s tro s ity  o f the  new- '
; *

born Nigerian soc ie ty  a t the t in e  of tran sition  from colon ialism  to  

p o l i t ic a l  freedom. ' ,'

; -Soyinka’s play may, by. derived analogy, be regarded as the
7
fin ish ed  product, the "totem” he "carved," as commissioned for  the i 960 

independence celebrations in  N igeria. Like Demoke's totem,, the. play 

represents the monstrous, meeting point o f the not too glorious p a d t,” 

the cursed and chaotic present,* and, the frigh ten in g future, of the j 

Nigerian society ., The clim actic danoe towards the end of the play land 

the chorused song pf the future a t te s t  to the view  t'ha/t the futurel is*

L

i

'V
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bleak* Representatives o f the s p ir i t  world prophesy this-bleakness':

SPIRIT OP THE PAlM: White skeins wove me, I ,
■ .S p ir it  of Palm ’.

’ - ' - ,  Now course I red. ..
■ t ■ -I who suckle blackened -hearts, know • \

. Heads w i l l ' f a l l  down,
Crimson in th e ir  red. (p . 73)i

• The H alf-C hild, in  a move that i s  ‘fraught with meaning, "'seems' to..

appeal for  help mutely from those around him, but they stand s ilen t"

* (p. Se jo in s the chorus.:

I who yet await a mother
Peel th is  dread,’ ’ • .

, I who f le e  from womb 
• . To-womb,' cry i t  now *

. x i ' l l  be born dead ' I ••
. , I ’ l l  be born dead. . (p . 7l*)-

The S p ir it  o f Darkness has nothing but doom to fo r e te lls  ,»

, More have I seen , I S p ir it  of Dark,
Naked they breathe w ithin me,, f o r e te ll in g  now 

j  How, hy the.dark of peat and fo r e s t
V - T h ey'll be misled
' - And the shutters of the leaves

\ Shall c lo se  down on the doomed
And naked head. (p . 7U) »

1 s , _ ‘ -

Next i s  the S p ir it  of Precious Stones who sees the rush for  m aterial 

' wealth as the undoing of -many:
P

S t i l l  do I  draw them, down 
In to  the, p it  that g l i t t e r s ,  I 
S p ir it  of gold and diamonds
Mine i s  the vain l ig h t  courting death. ,(p . 7U)

The S p ir it  of the Rivers, sounds even more frigh ten in g  in  i t s  threat of

drought! . .

f  From.Iiimpopo to the N ile  c o i ls  but- one snake
" On mudbanks, and sandy bed

I who mock the d eserts , shed a tear  
Of p ity  to  Form palm-finged oases .- 

• Stain toy bowels red I (p , 75).

V
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The S p ir it  of 'the Sun laments i t s  in a b ility  t o ‘function e ffe c t iv e ly :  

"The Sun cr ies  Noon /  Whose hand i s  i t  that covers up h is  face!*" (p. 

76). This is  a  searching question which s ig n if ie s  that N igeria’s

future and that of A frica, and o f  the world in  general, i s  clouded
t , . _ ' ‘ .

rather than bright. Like .the S p ir it  of the Sun, the S p ir it  of Volca

noes has been r e la t iv e ly  dormant; but the p o ten tia ls  of a devastating

eruption are a th rea t.to  the neighbourhood,’ , '
, 6 *

The emergence of ants from the grave prompts Forest Head to> 

ask: "But.who are you?” The responses ,are quite revealing: •

ANT LEADER: Wd! take our colour from the f e r t i l e  loam
Our numbers from the hair-roots o f the earth 
And terror blinds them." They know '
We are the children o f  earth.- They 
Break .our- skin upon the ground, fearfu l 
That we guard the wiadom of Earth,
Our Mother. '

FOREST HEAD: .Have you a grievance?
ANT-LEADER: None Father, except great clouds of earth

Pressed on our fe e t .  The world i s  old  
But the rust"of a m illion ,years  

• Has l e f t  the chains unloosened. (p . 77)

Then follow s a' se r ie s  of serious a llega tion s:

ANT: I tfmugh t stay in g  th is  low,
•* They would ignore me. I  am the one.
• That tr ied  to be forgotten ,

- ANOTHER: 1 am the victim  of the c a re le ss  s tr id e ,
ANT- LEADER: Ve are the ones remembered 

: When nations b u i ld ,’.
ANOTHER: . . .w ith tombstones. !
ANOTHER: We are the dried lea v es , impaled *
*. On one-eyed brooms. '

ANOTHER: We are the headless bodi&s when 
The spade'of progress d elves.

ANOTHER: Down the ax is  of. the world, from 
The whirlw ind,to the frozen^d rifts,
We are the ever leg ion  of the world,
Sm itten, fo^— Hhe good ter come*. (p , 78)

The ants do function as an allegpry of the common people who are victim s

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

332

of oppression in an unjust so c ie ty . Their accusations, uncontested by
v ‘ « m .

the humans, further condemn the Human Community. ^

- The foregoing interpretation  of A Dance of the Forests i s  an

attempt to assert that Soyinka's s a t ir ic  v ision  of A frica, particu larly
• . I ■ ■ : ■ -

Nigeria on" the "eve” ,of independence, i s  gloomy. The visiohary play

wright shocks h is audience, indeed the en tire  nation, in to  the. stark 

truth that the odoasion of Independence i s  a crufcial moment in the

nation'd h istory , a .moment when the monstrosity of the Kharibu-like
*

past which has begotten the present ought to be re flec ted  upon, and

ways, and means sought to prevent i t s  spread into  the fu ture. The

• neglect of' th is  all-im portant in trospection  in  favour of vain-glorious

f e s t iv i t i e s  has only one dire consequence—-a  doomed future, symbolised

by the b irth  ®f the Half-Child who fears that he w ill  be born dead.

D^thome holds a contrary view. "In the end," he claim s,

"hope i s  symbolized in  the h a lf-ch ild  of the. dead woman."®9 Ogunba -

shares the view that the^play "ends on a note of optimism,"'*0 but la ter

. States that the "future, i s  dark with foreboding and that i t  w il l  be

more violent and terrible than either the past or the present."^1 Ona

Maclean makes an in terestin g  point regarding the Half-Child:

In Demoke's final aotion fof protecting the Half- 
Chi IdJ oan be seen Soyinka's conception of the role 
of the a r tis t in the new society. The new child or 

, nation is  bom-of the warrior, Who was the one man

. 8 9  "0, R. Dathome,- African- Literature in the Twentieth
Century (London: Beinemann. 1976) , ' p. 321 , '  “  ’

■ ‘ - 90

\

0. Ogunba, The. Movement of Transition, p. 95.*
* e1 c

Ibid, '

I ;
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of in te g r ity  from the past. But without the pro- 
i tec ’tion  of the a r t is t  the ch ild  remains in  danger of

destruction* Soyinka i s  suggesting that i t  i B ,  the 
a r t i s t ,  with h is  heightened perception of events and 
h is sense of r e sp o n s ib ility , who w ill, not only in te r -  

\  pret the past to the present but CalsoJ w il l  protect
the p o te n t ia l it ie s  of the f u t u r e . 92

There i s  no doubt that the a r t is t  may be able to .“in terp ret the past and
*  '

fo r e t e l l  the fu ture. Whether he can "protect the p o ten tia ls  Of the

future" or not i s  a d i f f i c u l t  assessment to make. In A Dance of the

F orests , SoyiVika succeeds in  expressing h is  p essim istic  hut r e a l i s t ic

v is io n  of N igeria, and" on a wider s c a le , of A frica , where p o l it ic a l  •

leaders delude themselves about the brightness of the ’future in the face

of problems which remain unattended to . As Adrian Roseoe has noted,

events in N igeria and in other African nations sin ce independence

have proved with a vengeanoe the accuracy o f at 
le a s t  that part of JjSoyinka' s i  v is io n  which dealt  
with the f u tu r e .. .  . .Soyinka's s a t ir ic  v is io n  i s  a 
curious a ffa ir — partly  S w ift's  savage indignation, 
partly the Cohradian 'h orror,’ and partly ' the Womis- 
volrthian lament over 'what man has made of man.'93

Soyinka's "totem* and the various c r it ic a l comments on h is  sa t ir ic  8

v ision  in  the play a tte s t  to ilw^StSserti^n that A Danoe of the Forests.

l ik e  many other p ieces craokling with sardonic laughter, i s  a monument

to  the playwright's mordant vein .

The relationship  between A Danoe of the1 Forests and Soyinka's

other p o lit ic a l sa tires—The Baoohae of Burjpides.  an adaptation, and

Eongi' a Harvest— is  not hard to show. Ogunba, in  the concluding part

92 Una Maclean, "Soyinka's International Drama," Black 
Orpheus. No. 15 (Aug. 1961*), 1*9.

^  A, A, Roseoe., Mother i s  Gold (Cambridge; C. U. P .to197lfy
P. 227

V
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of his study of A Danes of the Forests, make9 the point that the play

is the watershed.of Soyinka'Vdramatic writing.^ It 
. is in this play that he makes the first truly memo

rable intellectual effort to understand and present 
the dilemma and travail of a modem African state at 
the time.of its attainment of nationhood. It looks 
as if the magnitude^ the ocoasion and Soyinka's 
-basic fears about the ■'future of his country forced 
him to think hard and produce A work of such consider
able -substance which has 9ince been highly esteemed, 
not least of all for i/ts prophetic insight,95

The same prophetic insight, demonstrated4 in A Dance o& the Forests.

and already vindicated by recent socio-political developments in •

Africa, particularly in Nigeria, may be found at work once more in both
0

The Baochae of Euripides and Kongl1s Harvest,

In his introduction to The Bacchae of Euripides 'Soyinka 

describes Euripides' The Bacc^ie as *̂ n aetiological drama within the 

social struggle."^ This view of the tragedy of King Fentheus points < 

out Soyinka's fascination with two prominent features of the classic 

tragedy. The first is the mythology of the Dionysian communal purifi

cation rites "in Thebes; the second deals with the revolutionary ethos 

usually associated with the fall of a tyrant, Soyinka's adaptation 

blfenda these two features in such balanced proportions that the play

One may even s iy ^ h e  play i s  the watershed of Soyinka's 
oaxeer as an a r t is t .  Soyinka u sp lic itlv  confirms th is in Idanre and 
Other Poems (London: Eyrt, ttothjumi 1967), p. 59, where he writes: 
Idanre lo s t  i t s  m ystification ttariy enough. As events gathered pace 
and unreason around me I recognise i t  as part of a pattern of aware
ness which began when I wrote'A Danoe of the Forests."

jur ‘ ■ ■*
0. Ogunba, The Movement o f T ransition, p. 101,

96 Soyinka, The Bacchae of Euripides (London: Eyre Methuen, 
1973)i P« All references arm to ttys edition.
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s
transcends a mere imitation t>f "aetiological 'draina" which the play- 

wright sees as "a prodigious, barbaric banftuet, an insightful manifest
S» ♦ -

ation of the universal need of man to mdtch himself against Nature-"^.

The motif of the communal New Year purification rites is not 
alien to Nigerian .drama. ' In fact Soyinka has used it in The Strong 

sBreed in which.revolutionary tension attends the ritual-murder of Etaan<
v

the unw illing "carrier." A sim ilar tension can be f e l t  in The Bacchae

of BuripideB in which Tiresias offers to take the J>lace of the Old

‘ Slave as "carrier" in order to prevent an uprising among th e .sla v es .

Tiresias explains; "The city must be cleansed. Filth, pollution, cruel-

ties, secret abominations— a whole year’s accumulation” (jr to). Asked
what pushed him into "this extrdme sa cr if ic e ," .T ire s ia s  rep lies:

. . .1 have longed to know what f le sh  i s  made o f . '
What suffering i s .  Feel the ta s te ,o f  blobd instead  
of merely foreseeing i t .  Taste the ecstasy of 
rejuvenation a fte r  long organising^itB r itu a l.
When the slaves began to rumble I saw myself again * * 
playing that fu t i le  r o le , pouring my warnings on 
deaf ears. An uprising would code, bloodshed, and 
J could watch.untouched, merely vindicated as 
before, as prophet. v (p . 12)

*
This passage, an innovation'in Soyinka's adaptation, sounds 

lik e  what Soyinka him self mould say as a visionary a r t is t  responding 

to  the events in the Nigerian society  of the eariy seven ties. He has ’
I

prophesied war before in  The T ria ls of Brother’Jero (l96i*>. By the

time he wrote The Bacchae of gurlpidss j.n 1973, » three-year war had- ‘

already torn Nigeria apart. But the return of peaoe in  January 1970

only marked the'.beginning of another cycle in the history of man's 
t

•f

97 The Bacchae of. Burlpidea. pp. x i - x i i .
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. inhum anity to  man a s s o c ia te d  w ith ' the re ig n  o f t e r r o r ,  np- m a tte r  how
* 9, ' I . * *

d isg u ise d  o r su b tle  th e  te r ro r ism  may' have been. ■ Madmefi and S p e c ia l is ts ' 

^  r>971 ) ".was consequently  v r i t t e n  to  condemn^ among d th e r  th in g s , th e '

'  g ^ o c id a l  war and .’i t s  dehum anizing e ffe c ts -  o n ih e ' common man.- In  1973, 

J | ^  MeJ ^morpho3is- appeared , s a t i r i z in g  "the c o r ru p tio n  and budding 

, •-tyranny, o f  the. hewly formed S a lv a tio n  Airay of ..the Lard, .T h is  budding - ’ 

ty ranny  -f lo u r ish e s  in  The Baochae- o f  B ttr jp id e s .*

, ' A lthou«h no m ention i s  made o f  N ig e r ia  o r  any o th e r  * ‘

A fr ican  na tioH V  the  emphasis'-which Soyinka p lace s  on th e - f a l l - ’of. the 

ty ra n n ic a l  K ing/Pentheus s tro n g ly  s u g g e s ts - th a t  Soyinka .had a t  th e  back 

of> h is .m ind-the op p ressiv e  d ic ta to r s h ip  in  N ig e ria  (under S o w o n j -and-in  

ijganda (under I d i  Amin) in  .in tro d u c in g .s la v e ry  and r e v o l t  in to  h is  

• a d a p ta tio n  o f E h r ip id e s ' p lay . The Bacchae may be seen th e re fo re  as 

p ro v id in g  Soyinka w ith: th e  e s s e n t ia l ,m a te r ia l  f o r  the- con tinued  a r t i c u l 

a t io n  o f his- f e v o lt  a g a in s t  o ppressio r^arfd ' authfori ta ria n ism —a m ission 

■ to  Which h e 'd e d ic a te d  h im se lf 'as e a r ly 'a s  i 960 when he w rote A Dance - . .'

. a f  fhe. Jbre& ts. to  mark N ig e r ia .s  Independence.

. The -relevance to  A frica ,- e s p e c ia l ly  N ig e r ia ,- o f  the  ty ran n y  

. o f Pbntheua i n  Thebes i s  n o t fa r - fe tc h e d  once -the u n iv e rsa li ty - , of the 

‘ . theme of. opp ression  as t r e a te d  i n  many -of Soyinka* s p lay s  i s  accep ted .

- Superimposed upon N igeria 's p o lit ic a l  s itu a tio n , • The Bacohae o f Euri- 

is, as ouch a Nigerian poU.Hcal sa tir e  as. i t '  is  a Greek mytho

logized p o lit ic a l  comment on the struggle fo r  liberty"; from the author

itarianism  of a. tyrannical King. 4ough ^he play i s  e ssen tia lly , a 

tragedy, Soyinka's s a t ir ic  voice can: hardly be missed in  the irony and

Oftwo d irect Invective, w ith vhicfi he condemns tyranny as exemplified ■
: f  j}- : v ■ -■ ' ' : • . ; '

. '  / '
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ty  Pentheus’J reign . I t  i s  in the l ig h t  o f  th is  "masked'" p o l it ic a l  

sa tir e  that The Bacchae of Burihides w il l  be d iscu ssed . '
• *■ . i * - * , v . * \ '

The ’.Sym bolic-setting of-the. " crucifix ion  slope’-’ as the play. * • i v. 8
opens immediately draws - the audience's a tten tion  to  a so c io -p o lit ic a l-

condition where persecutiontpf "the common people, v ic iou s executions, ! .
» • * • _ _ • ' 

and tyranny have brought about "charred ruind," though not without soine
* * » 

g l i mmer of' hoj?e,; symbolized .by the "green' v in es."  There i s  in the .

se tt in g  a t the beginning' of the *play an ingenious- and economical re

presentation o f .the cycle of l i f e ’,' through p^f se d it io n . death, decay, 

.and regeneration. The threshing f lo o r  and the1 slavjes a t work-suggest 

a so c ie ty  that stinks, with oppression and thd enslavement of the work- ’ 

ing- c la s s , .

; In Madmen arid S p e c ia lis t s , the -Blindman says with a! shrug:

"When things go wrong i t ’s the low est who get i t - f i r s t "  (p. 1 ji) - The

Ants in A'Dance of the F orests express a sim ilar view . In The Bacchae
- - ' ■ • s' ’

of Euripides the slaves who supply the scapegoat fop the annual .Hew
A ' ’ " " - '

Year p u r ifica tio n  r itu a l rev o lt  openly a g a in st  the system;

SLAVE LEADER. Wait (Takes hold o f him.)  Suppose 
the old man dies?.' ”

HERDSMAN. We a^l have to die- tim e, . , ' '
SLAVE LEADER. Flogged ,.to death? In the name , of 

f some unspeakable r it e s ?  '«
HERDSMAN. Some must cleanse the new year o f'th e

rot of the old-.pr the yopld W ill d ie . Have % ’
yc?i ever known famine? Real famine?

. SLAVE IBADEft. Why us? . Why always us? .
HERDSMAN. Why not? •' ' ' >f
SLAVE LEASES. Because the r i t e s  bring us noihingl '

Let those to  whom the p ro fits -g o  bear th e-.
. .  " burden o f the did year dying, „

, HERDSMAN. Careful. .(Re points to the row of c r o sse s . )
The palace does n o t need the yearly  Feast of 
Eleupis to  deal- tftthi i4,be.llious slaved , (p i k)

I
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This i s  an e a r ly . indication of the growing s p ir it  of revolt among the . - '

ifbvrh-trodden slaves'* What they revo lt against i s  embodied in Soyinka's

characterization of King Pentheus-, who i s  engaged in  a. tragic co n flic t

with Dionysos. SOyinka keeps in constant focus the oppressor (Pentheus), ’ •

the, oppressed (slaves and other su b jects), and the saviour (Dionysosjv

The in teraction  of, these characters reveals the playwright's, con-.

centr&tion on estab lish ing  the g u ilt  of Pentheus in  order to ju s t ify  ■ /  . .

the tragic end to  which he deservedly .cpne.s.

To h is blasphemy, that Dionysos- is  a-bastard (p. 28), King '

Pentheiis adds the-crime o f'p e r s is te n tly  opposing and preventing the .

• worship of-what he derogatfyely c a lls  ' '• a • ; f |

• d'f&at who got .roasted ' ' i  .
Bight in  h is mother's womb, blasted- by the b.olts * f r

\ 0f  is u s . ■ . (p . 29). . , .  ̂ , . .. j

Pentheus.considers the new Dionysian craze as "cunning subversion." -

which.hb vows ^  b r in g .to1an end‘(p . 28), In demonstration of h is  re

so lv e 'to  stop the "lecherous gospel"' that spreads lik e  a' blazing fire ,.. • • s  .

Pentheus declares a s ta te  of emergency, ahd orders one of; h is-'o fficers: ■
• * ’ * * V 
Go to the gates o f Bl-ectra, order out. :
A ll the heavy-armoured infantry.- '

■ Call out -the -fastest troops of the cavalry 1 -
the mobile squadrons and the archers. .
Issue a general- call-up^—a l l  able-bodied men '. . ■ .
Who cai  ̂ hold sh ie ld  and §pear. Set in  motion 
The standard d r i l l  for a  state' of emergency—

- ' 1 have'reasons fb r ^ ^ a tw  these r e st iv e  dogs. ' ■
Might see th e ir  oha»ee to  stage a slave  uprising, ■ \
1 have seen sign s, so see t o . i t l  .
I want the trOops massed here dirfeotly, . j  
We attack th e ‘Bacchae at-once, • (p. 62) '• , ■ -

Pentheus may have been motivated by a noble sense o f "duty to pre- ' . . '

serve /  The te r r ito r ia l in te g r ity 1 of Thebes" (p, 63) but h is action

I
I■>W ■
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’ .amounts to  a haughty d e f ia n c e 'o f  the  god, D ionysos. D esp ite  a l l  th e  

 ̂ . w arnings and good adv ice  g iven  by b o th  T ir e s ia s  and Kadmos,' Pentheus •

^ fo o lh a rd ily  s c o f f s  a t  the.- w i l l  o f • heaver? .and- t r i f l e s -  w ith  d iv in i ty .

• --. W ith a l l  th e  m a n ife s ta tio n s  o f  the  i d e n t i ty ,  p resence  and in f lu e n c e  of 

' ^  • . - D ionysos who has assumed a  human form , Pentheus. o rd e rs  th e  im prisonm ent

- . o f  th e  -god, ah a c t - t h a t  rem inds one o f th e  im prisonm ent o f  O bata la ;:

- , ’ Oh take him away. .Get him' ou t of my s ig h t .
‘ He ta lk s , and ta lk s*  Lock him up. Somewhere n e a r—

• I n  the  s t a b le s — y e s , leav e  him in  th e ? s ta b le s
Let, him th ra s h  in  th e  hay and l i g h t  up  h i s  d arkness 

• ' _J-:’ ' .  1 - With th e  flam e o f  Dionysos-. Dance in  th e r e .  . - ’ -
- And th e -c re a tu r e s  you b ro u g h t 'w ith  .you, your 

• Accom plices in  su b v e rs io n , I 'S h a l l  have them
Sold to 's l a v e r y -. T hey111 work- i n  m ines o r , c a r r y .

. W ater jfo r  th e  tro o p s ,-  day and “n ig h t— th a t  
■ Wifi- s i le n c e  .th e ir  drum s. - (p ,  £6) - '. • '

|  - • ’ The m o tif of s i le n c in g  t h e 'r e v e l l e r s ’ drums r e c a l l s  the  s i le n c in g  o f - th e

-I royal drums in  Kon^i1 s  Harvest. Elements of Kongism ap^peaf in the 

peremptory manner in which Pentheus orders the imprisonment of Dionysos. 

This action  brings Pentheus' -blind despotism to . i t s  pealc. .Anything he- 

dbes a fter  putting the god in ohaans ohiy hastens h is  downfall. .

Pentheius'‘iaalor *tragic flaw may he id e n tif ie d  as h is pride, 

which prompts him to put so much premium, on-arms against Dionysos and

h is  worshippers, and'to .spurn, the warnings of T iresias and Kadmos: '
« “ ‘ ‘ '. - ' * * *

TIRESIAS* Gome, we have.done our duty. , • \  - <■

1 I  ‘p ity  'P e n t h e u s ‘ ' „
His ter r ib le  madness. There-is no cure,.
No r e l i e f  from potions, Nbr. from’preaching. ' -

KADMOS, Wait. His mind i s  surely d istracted ,
- His thoughts sheer delirium—Son, ’ remember 

That dreadful death your, cousin Acteon died  
When those man-eating hounds reared- :— '-“r ,;1
By his. own hands savaged "him, tore him, ' :
Limb from Timb for boasting that H is prowess
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In the hunt surpassed, the s k i l l  .of .Artemis. /
Do not l e t  h is  fa te  be ypurp.

PENTHEUS (grim ly.)  ~ •
I t  won’t; .But I thank- you fo r  suggesting a most 

, - .B efittin g  fa te  .for that sorcerer when "We- find  him.
' , ' * . (p. 3fc) •J * **" * ‘ * * *

Pentheus fin d s i t  d i f f i c u l t  to tr u s t  anyone around him, includ ing the *'
« * * ’ 

renowned prophet T ir e s ia s .. .This f e e l in g  o f  in secu r ity  'continues to ..

haunt Him, and h is  strategy  i s  to elim inate a l l  h is  opponents. 'He

orders the--destruction of T iresias'.p rop erty ,-an d  issu es  a,warrant for

. the arrest’ of . . - ;

, This .thing of doubtful gender who in fe c ts  </
Our marriage beds. Find him. .Glap him in  chains, .

. Drag .him-here, He’ l l  su ffer  ston in g-to  death
■ The nearest fa te  I can devise to Acteon's', ’

' Piecemeal, death a t .the jaws "of h is  hunting hounds.
H e 'll find  Thebes* aharder- bed than he had
Bargained fo r  h is  Bacchic j ig s .  (p . ’35) -• 5 ' , ' • •
So power-drunk i s  Pentheus "that he f a i l s  to  see any s ig n if i 

cance in  T ir e s ia s ’ words th a t nin  Greek*the name Pentheus s ig n if ie s  /
• ; . .  . - 

Sorrow'-' (p . 3^)« What marks the • begirinihg of th is  ''sorrow!1 i s  th§ un-0
usual h e s ita tio n  of the. attendants to  carry out his' orders-. As usual, 

Pentheus f a i l s  t e  pee what' th is  rteally means, When the Old Slave dares

to questio n  the wisdom of h is  command to  destroy the hut of the holy -
- * *■ • • ’ " 98 * • ■ ''man*’ Pentheus knocks him f l a t  with a slap . In the reaction  o f  the

slaves  tp th is  action  li.e s  another si'gn o f f a l l  to  Which Pentheus ptiys •

T it t le  or no attention * ■ . «

SLATE UBipPbBR. Backi Keep back! .
- /  . VARIOUS, >  •' "

j*- . ■ Kefp.awayi ;
•! i t r  i s  f . i l th ,  sta in  - ■ \

' ■ ' d f t ! 5 ! ’ - ■'  ‘ - •

‘ - Cfi Thg Warrior's' fa te  id  A Dance o f the Forests (p. 53)
when' he dared to  question Mata KharibucbmmandT ' /  :
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— Smear', decay -
• Abomination ‘ .

SLAVS LEADER.
.Back!. Leave him there 

' Let him die'-there and accuse him!'

IS (h is  hand on- h is  sword).■, ,
^slaves defy me?.

. ' ' VARIOUS.
We ate-strangers but we- know the meaning 

■ ' - ' of .W dness , ,
~  „To h it  am o ld 'servant - •

; With fr o s t  .on h is  head
Such a one’as has stood. *

• At the gateway of-M ysteries.
. /  SLAVE. LEADER.

You know i t .  This •
. . .  Was the body of the Old* Year Lying. .

The.choice o f the p r ie s ts  o f'E leu sis  
T il l  good T iresias stepped in  h is  p lace,

VARIOUS.
Oh'the‘scorn on h is  l ip s ,' .  Such ’ * I

' ; Inhuman in d ifferen ce . Corrosive 
As h is 'h a te  .for'DipnySbs,
Age i s  .holyj^.--""
To h i t  am'old man . \
Or demolish the roof .of a sage? ' '

' Yet, we are the barbarians 
And Greece the boast of c iv i l iz a t io n '
We are s laves and have no so u ls ,

SLAVE LEADER. ' - ~
- , . Mo one w i l l  touch him where he l i e s  . - . * ,t

1 » $he world must see i t ,  \  •
j  - Dionysos sh a ll avenge th is  profanity  '

i  l iv e  to  w itn ess '
. The fe a s t  o f the vengeance of j o y , -. . . .  (pp, 36-3?)

• ; W f * . • *
This e ffron tery , which marks the beginning of the end of Pentheiis,

; r e c a lls  to  mind a "foru^a, proverb*. "Bi eru ha gbo Qba lohun. £  t i  BQ .ade 'v

re d i &bihro.» (When s laves  r a ise  th e ir  p la in tiv e  vo ice  a g a in st -a-king,------

. h is  crown shrinks into, a mere oap w ithout-as much as a ta s s e l  to  grace 

i t , )  This prdyerb with-its-m etonym ic referen ts describe s th e .king Vs.

Ipas. o f .h is .v io e r o y a l d ign ity  and authority  once a slave  i s  bold enough' 

to  bandy words with him. Pentheus g e ts  the massage. As the stage

‘ ■ ", X *  V ■ ' V' - . ./ ■ - -1
, » t
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d irec tio n  in d ic a te s , h is  **fade re g is te rs  horror and d is b e lie f  as he

' recognises the im plications of this^ (p. $ ) ,  B u tra th er  than r e le n t ,

he-hardens and overreaches him self by imprisoning Dionysos.

. . .  When the'Bacchantes se v era lly  invoke the wrath.of Dionysos on

Pentheiis, the ^shrieking in te n s ity  o f ’ sound p rotestin g  the sacrilege"

‘ - (p* U7)' brings th e ir  p la in tiv e  voice to a  climaacr • •

* CHORUB. _ - • '
, Now. Now is: the time'. Bromius

Be m anifestl Come, the new Order! , .
' ' - . BACCHANTE. . • ' ‘ .

«:  " • . • Shatter the f lo o r  of the world I '
SLAVE LESSER. ,

' ; It's'happening.,; The palace of-Pentheus
T o t te r s ,‘bu lges, quivers. Rbt gapes 

• ’ in  the angry l ig h t 'o f  ligh tn in g; H oots-
‘ long trapped in  e v i l  crev ices have burgeoned.

; , Their strength empowers me, the strength •
I ■ Of a Master. .Jo in  him! Power: h ie  w ill}  ' ,
r ' CHORUS. ’ : * • «
'[ , • . Come BROMIUS! • (p . 51)

; . This choral invocation of Bromius1 name i s  ST c lea r  m anifestation o f  the

s h i f t  of lo y a lty  o f .the su b jects  from Pentheus to Dionysos. With no
e ,  v 1 , 4

lo y a l subjects le ft- to  honour and respect-the ld.ng, Pentheus1 future as

Theban king i s  doomed.' Nothing.sums up pentheus1 character and doom - 
. • - • • “r '

. b e tter  than the words o f Dionysos, who sees ho future fo r-th e  tyrant* .

; . - You Pentheus, because you are„ a man of chains, '
You,love chains; Have ypu uttered  one phrase. - 

. today-that was pot hyphenated by chains? You,.
' breath(e3 chains, ta lk  chains, eat chains; dream 

' • • chains, think chains. Your world,-is bound- in  - - .
manacles. Jgven in  repo.se you are a cow chewing the 
cud, but fox. you ,i t  i s  molten irfai is su in g  fr m  the 

‘ furnace o f your so -ca lled  k ingly  w i l l .  I t  has 
replaced your um bilical <x?rd and issu e s  fppm th is  

1 ; p o in t. , . (He touches him on the naval, commences
to turn PBrnddHT1 round and~~round.. g e n tly . In sp ite  

- . . oF him self PENTOBBS is- eui-te BubmiaaiveD. . .and
' ' winds, about, you a l l  -the way back in to  the th ro a t' • ' ‘ .<y ' w . - '  V • .

. • . :  .  • ■ ■ ■ . .  /  • - ‘ .

1 • . ' ' ■ '• „ ' ’ ' . - ' ’ * * ‘ . ' • ‘
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where i t  issu es  forth  again in  one unending cycle*
{Be holds -out his- hand before pKtfcHKUS' ■ eyes . / l ik e  
a mirror/)  Do you recognise i t?  Have you ever •

■ - seen the lik e ?  In 'a ll  your.wanderings have your 
eyes even been affronted by a creature so g fo ss ,

.  b o -  unnatural, so obsoene? » y>p. 6£-'66)

Pentheus-is made to appear l ik e  a'monster, frighten ing as w ell as re-, 

puls-jve. In portraying him in  th is  l i g h t , ’.Soyinka-succeeds in  pre-’ 

seriting the monstrous picture of a tyrant, be i t  in  Thebes, in, N igeria, 

in  Uganda, or in  any nation where authoritarianism-Reigns' supreme.

In order to  portray Pentheus as a tyrant -eff e c t iv e ly , Soyinka 

p itch es him against the common w il l  and.aspirations of Ihis subjects as 

championed by Dionysos, in  the p lay , therefore, Dionysos is . more than, 

a  god whose wrath is  ̂ l e t  loose in  revenge o h th e  haughty king. He i s  

an embodiment of the commonweal -of .Thebes, fn  him .are met both f ie r c e 

ness and benevolence. As the Slave. Leader commentss

His hands trap wildness', and breed it , gen tle  
He in fu ses tameness with-savagery,
I have seen-him on the mountains, in  Vibrant fawn-Skin
I. have seen h is  sm ile in. the red f la sh  o f blood 
I  have seen 'the raw heart o f a mountaih-lion  
S t i l l  pulsing in h is  throat -

1 know he i s  awaited, the covenant, promise,'
Restorer .of fu lln e s s  to  Nature's lean hours. '

° ‘As m ilk;he flows in  the earth , as wine *.— .—tr~
-In the h i l l s ;  He runs in the nectar of. bees and,

. , In the duct o f th e ir  s tin g  lurks—Bromius, (pp. 19-20)

In p la in s and v a lley s  
Nest h is  joy fu l Bacchae, h is  mesh o f elements 
Reconciles a warring universe, . . .  (p . 21).

‘ '  f  ■ ■ '  - '

D espite the fiercen ess  which ind icates the power of Dionysos over 

ordinary human beings, there are in  him elements o f  life - , growth,

nourishment and p leasure, a l l  of 'which are held in  -commendable balance;
I ' ' - - - ‘ '
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This explains why T iresias  calls ', upon, the d e fian t king to  accept Bicmyi-

s.q s 'With  open arms and e n l is t  in  the burgeoning Dionysian c u lt;  .

Shall 1 t e l l  you, what to look for  in th is  being?
Think of two p r in c ip les , tWo supreme 
P rin c ip les  of l i f e ,  F ir s t , the 'principle ,
Qf earth , Demeter, goddess of s o i l  or what you. w ill  .
This nourishes man, y ie ld s  itim grain. Bread. Womb-like .
I t  earths him as' i t  were, an eh otah is f e e t .
Second, the opposite, and complementary. p rin cip le— ■
•Ether, locked in , the grape u ntil*released  by man.
For After, Demeter came the son of SemelW 
Aiid matched her present with the ju ice of grapes, (p . 30)

To-deny the Bacchantes the dpportunity to worship th is  benevolent, '

thought f ie r c e .. d eity  is- ,t° cut them o ff  from the source of nourishment
—-— \ v ’ ' ‘ * , - .

.(milk.) W  pleasure (w ine). And i f  Dionysos is  a universal peacemaker,

i f  "hiSTntesh of elements /  Reconciles a warring universe* (p. 21), to 
7 * • «. !

'prevent h is  worship i s - t o  throw the universe in to  chaos. Pentheus* , ,

tyranny, therefore, makes, him an in corr ig ib le  enemy of thd peace, . happi-
v ’ . ' • • • ' 

n ess , w ishes, and asp irations of h is  people. This i s  the l ig h t  in  which 
s * *- 

Soyinka wants the audience to  see not only Pentheus, -but a l l  tyrants. .

Watching The Bacchae o f Euripides, in  the th eatre, or reading

the tex t in  the privacy of one'*a home, one can hardly f a i l , t o  associa te

the action  and utterances of Pentheus with those of .certa in  p o l i t ic a l
> * 0 ' .

or m ilitary  ru lers in  Africa and elsewhere. This i s  why Pentheus'

-height of f o l ly  becomes very s ig n if ic a n t  when.Jje^heques t s ;

'S tran ger .' . .from here I  can see  . /
L it t le  of these coun terfe itin g  worshippers.

• ' What i f  I  climbed that towering~ftr that -overhangs
■ The banks, do you think I might see  the b etter  a t  

Their shameless orgies?' (p . 8h)
*

At t h i s , stage in the' decline of Pentheus, once h is. request, (reported by 

ailTofficer) i s  acceeded t o , the in ev itab le  catastrophe, s e ts  in . Seated
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c on the. highest tip of the towering fir tree, Pentheus literally trades 
• ■ ’ ■ - ' '

h is  throne in  the palace for  a "naked nest" which con stitu tes  "his new , 
• 6 * 

throne among the leaves" (p . 81+), Pentheus' request represents h is  
<? , - , _

and all' tyrants.' pride, vaulting ambition, and unbridled desires,’all

of which bring only self-destruction. The fall of Pentheus from his

tree-top  "throne" then symbolizes the catastrophic end which a l l  
> . ' ' *

tyrants deservedy come. to. ,. - . . ,

The death' of Pentheus, preceded by a perversion of a.communal 

purification ritual and the inhumane sacrifice of slaves as unwilling, 

scapegoats, is essentially a purification ritual. At onc,er it narks 

the end of the tyrant and ushers in, hopefully, an era of peqce and all

'that Dionysos rfeeahs to the common man. Pentheus .then becomes the
• 0 *

"carrier" in the New Ypar. purification ritual, done to death by his own.
n «

mother and relatives. As the crucial moment of 'the discovery of the
I ' '

horrid deed dawns upon Agave, the rhythm of tragic action reaches a

final crescendo that soon subBidesinto a muted celebration of the

epiphany, the dawn o f  the new' order. This i s  sym bolica lly .stated  in

the r i t u a l is t ic  transformation of the.spurts of-blood from Pentheus*

‘ 99head in to  wine, which everybody, including Agave and Kadmos, partakes

0 f V  ‘ ' * \  . i.
*

A discussion of The Bacchae of BurjpideS as a p o lit ic a l  

‘s a t ir e  cannot be complete without some mention of Soyinka's analysis  

o f Bionysianismi * • *

99* Cf. ’the second illusory wedding feast shown to Pentheus 
(pp. 68 6̂9) with 4n allusion to the miracle at the, wedding at Cana 
(John, 2*1*10).
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Title d e f in it iv e  attachment to a su itab le  d e ity —in  
th is  case Dionysos—*was‘nothing' more than the natural, 
h is to r ic a l process by which populist movements’ ( r e l i 
gious, or p o l it ic a l)  id en tify  themselves with mythical > 
heroes a t  c r it ic a l  moments o f social'upheaval. Myth 
i s ’ part•w ish-fulfilm ent thrqugh hero projection s, - 
This means, natura lly , that i t  i s  an outline for  
action , e sp e c ia lly  for  groups within so c ie ty  who have 
experienced lo ss  and deprivation. The cleverer  
tyrants such as Periandros and. K leisthenes recognised  
th is  p oten tia l and, fo r  th e ir  own hardly a ltr u is t ic  
m otives, a c tiv e ly  encouraged the .spread of Dionysiac

' i ■ . .1 -•  ^ —

Dionysos', h istory  was .extravagantly r ich  in  a l l  the 
ingredients of a ravaged social-psyches displacement*, • 
suppression of id e n tity , d isso c ia tio n , d isp ossession , 
t r ia ls  and the goal of restoration'. . , .In  challenging  
the s ta te  M ysteries he became champion o f  the masses* 
against m onopolistic repressions Of the 'Olympian' 
priesthood, m ercantile princes and other n o b i l i t y . ^  .

This analysis confirms the legitim acy of placing. The Bacchae of Euriv 

Pides among Soyinka's p o lit ic a l  sa tir e s  even though the play i s  funda

mentally trag ic . McGee remarks that the play " is Soyinka's f i r s t  major 

work se t  outside of h is native Africa—but the Greek tragedy presents 

him with - l i t t l e  d if f ib u lty . " 101 This may be explained by the fa c t  that 

Soyinka regards the*Greek tragedy as a f i t t in g  statement on the.preva l-  

ept despotic form o f government in  Africa in the la te  s ix t ie s  and early
* e  •

seven ties, Soyinka's adaptation accordingly transforms the mirth- 

making Greek deity  in to  an e l i x ir  for  the su fferin g  of the Theban 

people, 2 Pentheus'. hard and compact torso may‘be, an embodiment of* f .
order, ra tio n a lity  and Puritanism, as MoGee a s s e r ts , but Soyinka ohooses

a
100 Soyinka, The Bacchae of Surioides. pp. v i i - v i i i .
*101

H. MoGee, "Soyinka Goes Greek," Newsweek, 13 Aug, 1973,
p. 19,

102 Ib id .

■Maadtomi
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to  emphasize the k ing's pride, and u tter  disregard for the c o lle c tiv e  

w il l  of h is  subjects as h is  trag ic  flaw . The adaptation Consequently 

breathes y ith  fresh vigouri and Soyinka's s k i l l f u l  handling o f the 

."masked*’ p o lit ic a l  satire , brings -the play, in  s p ir i t ,  clos'e to the 

p o lit ic a l  sa tire  in .Kongi's Harvest.

Like 'The Bacchae of Euripides. Kongi'8  Harvest. 10^ Soyinka's 

most caustic  p o lit ic a l  sa tir e  to date^ i s  b u ilt  around a r i t u a l is t ic  

f e s t iv a l  s e t  a t  the beginning of the harvest seasons the New Yam F e sti

v a l. In both plays are featured tyrants whose actions con stitu te  a 

desecration of the communal r it e s  of the people. Since i t s  f i r s t  pro-
* * , f f

d U c tio n  *at t^ j^ fred era l Palaoe H o te l in  iagos in  1 9 6 5 , K o n g i’ s  H a rv est  

h a s o f t e n  b een  se e n  a s  a r t i c u l a t i n g  a d i a i e c t i o a l  c o n fr o n ta t io n  be

tw een  th e  t r a d i t io n a l i s m  o f  Oba D a n lo la  and th e  modern d ic t a t o r s h ip  o f
•)

K^ngi, and between the forces of l i f e  and those o f death. . I t  appears,

however, that, with the exception of one c r it ic  or two, none of the
* * 

c r it ic s  reacting to e ith er  the performance or the tex t of the play has

d ea lt with i t s  p o l it ic a l  sa tir e  in  depth. The present study is  de-
•  ’ ’

signed, therefore, to f i l l  the gap created in  the cr itio ism  o f Soyinka's

much talked-about, p o lit ica l drama-

In a paper, "Modern Negro-African Theatre," presented at the

Colloquium during the Festival of Negro Arts in Dakar in  April 1966,

Soyinka outlines the trend of modem African theatre, and asserts that

Speculation on what direction original plays “by the 
in te llec tu a l playwrights would have taken is  actually

(London1 0 . 0. P ., 1967)* All references are to  th ii  
, edition.- * .

o .

•f I
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easy . Open to the general pattern of h is to r ic a l  
c o n f lic t  between authority and in d iv id u a l, i t  would 
hardly be anything but p e ss im istic , though not 
n ecessa r ily  resigned. . .Now that there appears 
to  be the beginning o f  a reversal of that myth of 
African absolutism , however, or, a t . l e a s t ,  a crack 
in  the oppression of monolithifc p erp etu ity , modem 
theatre may turn, .in s t in c t iv e ly , to i t s  ce leb rative  
functions,

The "myth of African absolutism" and the "oppression of m onolithic

perpetuity" referred to in the above passage conspicuously feature in

Kongi’ s Harvest, the 'end of Vhich sign a ls  the reversa l o f the myth, or,

a t  le a s t ,  a movement in the d irection  of i t s  in ev ita b le  c o lla p se .
»

Jfongi’a Harvest i s  generally  accepted as a comment on con

temporary p o l it ic a l  scene in  A frica, Gerald Moore's view that the
t

play " is probably flawed as a permanent contribution to the African-' 

repertory b y 'it s  f a ir ly  elaborate t o p i c a l i t y " d o e s f  not, however, 

recognize the u n iversa lity  of the theme of despotism in the play. The 

cr itic ; arguesj "Some of the l in e s  w il l  draw le s s  of a laugh even now 

[c a . 19703 than in  1965, fo r  certa in  phrases and a ttitu d e s  o f fashion

able d ictatorsh ip  are already le s s  fam iliar than they were a few years 

ago ." ^ ^  This view i s  probably le s s  true today than i t  was in  1970.

I t  i s  some r e l i e f ,  however, that the c r i t ic  concedes that the "basic 

f o l l i e s  and greeds exposed by the sa tir e  are. . .always with u s , and a  

production of the play ten  years henoe would have l i t t l e  d i f f ic u lt y  in

Cited in  Lapo i^delugba, "Citadel of Power in  Kongi1 s 
Harvest: An Approach to the Soyinkaresque World View," A paper pre
sented! a t the Symposium on Wole Soyinka, Univ. of Ibadan, 13 Kay 1973, 
pp. 2*3.

^  Gerald Moore, Wole Soyinka, p. 71«

’<* IM d .
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finding the right lin e s  and gestures to str id e  a; contemporary chord.
' *

. The focus o f the s a t ir e . in .Kohgj's Harvest i s  the tyranny of
6 , ' •

Kongi, which i s  modelled on known figu res in African p o lit ic s , o f the

f i f t i e s  ^ d  the s ix t i e s .  Graham-White suggests th a t  the play may have
' a

. been in fluenced  by John A rden 's Ser.ieant Musgrave1s Dance, a p lay  which
' '

,^"vas presented  a t  the Royal Court Theatre in  London while Soyinka was
* 109 * '

vprk ingjhere."  . Another c r it ic  finds a c lo se  resemblance between

» the satijre m:n f k i . 1.8 Harvest and that in  Brecht’ s The R esistib le  Rise
'« & , *

of A rturo Ui. and c i te s  B re c h t's  own comment on his,- play which i s  sa id
s

to be a sa tir e  on H itler  and H itlerism :

The great p o lit ic a l  cr^pinals. . .must be,exposed.
and p articu lar ly , exposed to laughter. For they
ir e  by no means great p o lit ic a l  crim inals, but the •
perpetrators o f-great politi,cA l crimes, which iB
something altogether d if fe r e n t .1°9  . ■ " _

-This description  of the d ic ta tor  should help a reader of Kortei's
9

Harvest in  appreciating why Kongi i s  portrayed not as a hero, but as •

a p o lit ic a l  anti-hero. The d isco v e r ies fcited  above, no doubt, provide
«•

for a co m ^ a ^ ti^ stu d y  of Brecht, Arden, and Soyinka. Howeyer, suob 

an ex erc ise , as impressive and- illum inating as i t  may b e , . i s  outside * 

the scope of the present consideration o f KonwiJa Harvest t e a  p o lit ic a l

107 ___- -  " '
 Gerald Moore. Wole Soyinka, p . $8.
108 - ' '

A. Graham-White, "West African Drama: Folk, Popular, and
Literary," Ph. D. TheBis, Stanford U niversity, 1969, pp. 215-16}/a lso  
sea pp. 216-17. , '

* •»

’  ̂ Cited in S. i .  OgudS, "Aspects of the P o lit ica l and
Social Satire in the Plays of Wole Soyinka," A paper presented at the 
F irst Ibadan Annual African Literature Conference, University of Ibadan, 
6410 July 1976, pp. 19-20. Sarlier cited  in Frederic Bwen, Bertolt 
B reo h t,J ig  L ife , HjB Art and His Times {London. 1967) ,  p. 375.

t
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s a t i r e  which unquestionably ‘grows; out of re a l 'p o l i t ic a l  s itu a tio n s  in  

A frica . • The s im i la r i t ie s  between .the modus of' Kongi and th a t

of S e rjean t MuSgrave o r Arturo Ui only ,'a ttesf to' th e  u n iv e rs a li ty  of •

’ au tho r! tariah isjn . .
'  , _ ■

■ - ; The .ty ran t Kongi, with a l l - th e  im age-canting paraphernalia  -of 

modern times and'surfounded by in d o c trin a ted  tin , god w o rs h ip p e rs f in d s

adequate m odels4n independent-A frican n a tio n s . One of. these models i s '
•» ' * .  * ‘ , '  '

the- l a t e  D r . JCwame Hkruxsah, onh-time P re s id e n t « f  Ghana--whose image ' as 

.Qsagyefo ( "R edeem er")is re c a lle d 'b y  Kingj1s ' apo theoq is. ' I t  should b e ''

, s tre s se d , .however,, th a t by the tiro*Soyinka wrote Kongi?sfH arvest. *
* ' .  , - »  • / ' * ' .  ” ^  ' *  ' V  "  . 'f  * , I

d.tK&r A frican p o li t ic ia n s  such as Dr. (B astings) Karoupu-. Bahda o f Malawi 

a n d D r. Milton.Obote of\Uganda were beginning to  emerge -as« v a ria tio n s '.- 

of, Kongi in- th e i r  cpuntr'ie^v Obvious references, to  these  p o l i t ic a l-  

‘.leaders ip -th e  play w ill  .show th a t Kongi^s Harvest .'is ndt a  p o in ted" ' 

reference to  Dr. Kwame Nkrumah-or to  Ghana only.'
N - ’• ' • ’ ■

' In A programme Note to the production o f  the play at the Arts

'Theatre,' University of Ibadan in  November 1969* Soyinka assures the '

audience -Chat the play ^  . .

i s  not about.Kongi but about Kongism, Therefore,
‘ w h ile .it  has .been suggested with'-some ju s t if ic a t io n  * .

that there are -some'resemblances between .the charac
ter  "of Kongi and that of ex-President Nkruaah— the 

' play was f i r s t  presented in 1965 while Nkrumah .was 
f  s t i l l -  in  power—i t  must be emphasised that Kongispf 

• has never- been, dethroned in  Bladjk A frica. -'
"fatere are a thousand and more.forms of Kongiste— - 

. from. the’, crude and blasphemous to the subtle and
• Sanctimonious. A current variety  may be described

.. as the q u it.o f^ p laster  cast sa n c tity , . A ll roads
lead in the same d irec tio n , and down th is  h i l l ,

\  str id in g  sparks from careless / sk u ll, Kongi Rides

t
i

I \

t

. I * .

m 'm - , ,
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Kongism may be d efined , th e re fo re ,, as any form of d esp o tic  ru le  which 

employs some o r - a l l  :of the  t a d i c s  and machinery of Kongi ih  Kongi * s 

H arvest,  w ith  an o b je c tiv e  s im ila r  to  Kongi’ s» Given th is ,  d e f in i t io n ,  

i t  becomes easy to '..id en tify  the p o l i t i c a l 's a t i r e  in  the c e n tra l  c o n f l ic t  

"in the" p la y . This c o n f l ic t ,  between Oba Danlola and Kongi, i s  rem inis

cent o f th e  c o n s ti tu t io n a l  con flic t-be tw een  Dr. M ilton Opote, formeh . •

■ P re s id e n t of Tfganda, and King (A lfred ) Kabaka Mutesa I I ' of B'uganda.

Like Oba D anlola, the Kabaka f in a l ly  succumbed to  the  unbending w il l  of
•  ‘ ‘ '  ‘ ■ ’ '  "

Dr, Obote. .The Obote-Mutesa II•c o n fro n ta tio n ,-h o w ev e r, only serves as

• a  ta k e -o ff  point, f o r  S o y in k a 's -b itin g ' S a tire  on d e sp o tic  rule-.

' .As the p lay  opens', Oba D anlola i s  seen in  d e te n tio n  in  Kongi'®

co n cen tra tio n  camp, which b rings  back memories o f  th e  Nasi co n cen tra tio n

camp of the World War years in  Germany. ' With' D anlola are: h is  fav o u rite

w ife , h is  Ogho’ Aweri, Bende h is  page ,.and  h fs^ re tin u e  of drummers and
\  ■ • ■ ‘ ' i ' " t *  ;

’ b u g le rs , a l l  o f whom are  mere v e s t ig ia l  m an ifesta tions, of -the K ing 's

former, ro y a lty . D a n lo la 's  appearance a t  c u r t a in - r i s e , . -therefore, i s  as
v ■ ‘ • - _ v' . •

' irOnic-ate i t  i s  re v e a lin g . V

j' |„ ■ . The opening se c tio n  e n t i t l e d  "Hemlock” s ta r t s ,  o f f  .w ith the

y  consciously  vdesecrated parody of the  n a tio n a l anthem of Isinalarid ( th e  .. 

/land x of " ism s"). The seeond s tan aa  'o f  the-anthem  c le a r ly  sounds the 

6f d isapproval o f Kopgi' s "abao lu te-ism ";

To dem onstrate the t r e e  of l i f e -  '
Is.sprung from broken-peat • . ‘ S| ‘
And. we the. ro tted  bark, spumed 
When the tree, sw e lls  its , pot 

• The-mucus that is,'snorted out 
When K ohgi'snew  race blows - , ' .

. -And pore, .ch .th ere 's  a hhryest o f words •
In a penny newspaper. • (p . i )  ‘

!

.  . j

■■
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The l a s t  two ^Lnes a te  a 'm od ified  t ra n s la t io n  v f  the  .Yoruba saying:

"Qro b.Q, ruhu iwe kobo."  The im p lica tio n  of tjf is  say ing  is  th a t D anlola,

’ l ik e  Other v ic tim s of K ongi's iy tah n y , can hard ly  exhaust h is  t a le  o f - 

•woe. I t ' i s  notew orthy th a t  the  passage quoted above b ears  some s im ila r 

i t y  to  the com plaints of the Ants in  A Dar.ce of the F o re s ts , to  the 

p ro te s t  of th e ,s la v e s  in  The Bacchae of E u rip id e s , and to  the  p la in tiv e  

voice o f ' thq m endicants in  Madmen and S p e c ia l i s t s . '* 43o»'from the outset., 

th e  p layw right s k i l l f u l l y  h in ts  a t  a  s o c io - p o l i t i c a l  s i tu a t io n  in  which 

the common people and even ro y a l personages a re  tre a te d  l ik e  "cy 'sts” in  

the "System.” ,

The f i l t h  imagery—'^nucUs th a t  i s  sno rted  ou t”— in c is iv e ly  

p o r tr a y s 'th e  le v e l to  which-K ongi's form of d ic ta to r s h ip 'h a d  reduced 

those Who co n s titu te -  the- r e s is ta n c e  group in  Isma. In  d e te n tio n , how-
^  i ^

e v e r, Oba Danlola s t i l l  m ain tains h is  ro y a lty  as much as p o s s ib l e . . As •

the Drummer pu ts  i t ,  . ?0gun i s  s t i l l  a god /  Even w ithou t h is  navel”

• (p . 9)* G iis  explains'w hy the  S uperin tendent ‘ i s  t e r r i f i e d  when Danlola

. th re a te n s  t o ' p iod tpa te  ’before  him in  respbnse t o  the S u p erin ten d en t's
* '

„ charge th a t  the Oba i s  not even g ra te fu l  fo r  th e  concessions gran ted

him. In  YorubaIand,; when an Oba' i s  to  be en th roned , he ' f i r s t  of a l l

p ro s tra te s  before th e ..e n tire  community th re e  t in e s  as h is  l a s t  a c t  of-

re sp e c t f o r  h i s , s u b je c ts , Onoe crowned, the  Oba p ro s t r a te s  only  to  an.

Oba, of .a  h ig h er rank , but never again  to  any of h is  s u b je c ts . I f  he* , ’ <.• '' „ . \  »

does, the  person to  whom he p ro s tra te s  earn s .fo r h im se lf o r h e r s e l f  ah

irre v o ca b le  cu rse . Hence the S u p e rin te n d en t's  p le a :

* I '  d id  nO-t make any impious demand o f  you. A ll I  
Asked was f  or more' r e s p e c t  to  c o n s ti tu te d  a u th o r i ty .
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X d id n ’ t  ask  f o r  a curse on my .head.

• Only a  fo o lis h  ’c h ild  l e t s  a f a th e r  p ro s t r a te  to  him.-
I  d o n 't  ask to. become a le p e r  or a  lu n a t ic .  I  have'
no wish to  l iv e  .on s o u r-b e rr ie s . ’ - • . • - (p . 6)

D espite, the S u perin tenden t’s reco g n itio n  of Oba(Dan-1 o-la’s -.

ro y a lty ;  he has stopped-the.-royal -drums. Danlola* s  r e a c tio n  to  phis
b ’ " '• ’ . (  J ■ ' ' ’

a ffro n t, .is worth, quoting  f o r  i t s  s ig n if ic a n ce s  .

DAJILGLA: -- ’Good f r ie n d , you merelyj stopped *
My- drums. But they .were; s ilen ced -' . - -
On th e 'd a y  when Kongi- c a s t  a s id e  ' - ' . . -
My-props o-f wisdom, the day he - -
Dfove .the o ld  Aweri' -from' th e i r  s e a ts .  - :
What i s  a  k in g  w ith o u t>  c lan  • ' :
Of F ld e rs?  What, w i l l  Kongi be. w ith o u t. . . .. -

, Sarumi, what name .'was i t  again? ' .
SAR.UMI: The Reformed’Aweri F r a te r n i ty .  . , . ■

■- DANI/XLA: A b ig  name fojc li-t-tle  heads.
Arid now,; he W ants/to  e a t - ' , -

. The f i r s t  of .the JJeW -Yam. (pp, 3~k)1 '

T his passage re v e a ls  r a th e r  su c c in c tly  -the c rucial, po irits cif1 d iffe re n c e

between the  two a u th o r i t ie s  in  c o n f l ic t . .^ B a n lo la ’s ’’props of wisdom"

which Kongi has o a s t a s id e  a re  th e5Old Aweri. To deny him th e  se rv ic es  #  .
' ’ .. ” * ' - « . ’ 
and■companionship of these  e id e r s - i s  to-de-s'ecrate the  t r a d i t i o n a l^ in s t i -  - •

tu-tion which th r iv e s  on d ialogue and. the  s p i r i t  of comradeship fox the . •-

peace and progress of the S o c ie ty . W ithout h is  Old-Aweri,-Oba .Danlola

i s  no tru e  k ing . By .d is p e rs in g 'th e ' Old Aweri, th e re f  o re , Kongi has 1

taken  a 'bold s te p  towards, phasing out. t r a d i t io h a l  r u le  in  Istna. . * r

■ K ongi's u n y ie ld in g  demand f o r  D an lo la 's  " to ta £ ,  - ab so lu te

subm ission—in  f u l l  view of the  people* (p . 39) proves th a t  i t  i s  not ,.

; r e a l ly  the  new yam he Wants a t  the f e s t iv a l ;  h is  t e a l  d e s ire  i s . a  p u b lic  .
‘ '  9- t*i - - ♦ 1 .

' 1 ' ’ * . *
’dem onstration of. the a scen t of Kohgi to  u ltim a te  power, an a c t  which ■ < .

w i l l  render D anlola redundant in  the  scheme of th in g s , According.-.to - > .

/  ' V  ■ ' t ; / , ;

-  -  ,  ■■ . ' . v  - ' - . f v

! ■
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the  Fourth Aweri, who regards Danlola as a " re tro g re ss iv e - a u to c ra t ,"  •

once-'the Oba sym bolically  acknowledges the supremacy of the S ta te , ."the '

S ta te  w ill  adopt towards him and to  a l l  s im ila r  in s t i tu t io n s  th e 'p o lic y

o f glamourised fossili'sm " (p . 24). Of course, D an lo la 's  v is  ion . of

being  s tr ip p ed  o f-h is  ’v ice ro y a lty  has been' expressed 'w ith  'deep concern 
 ̂ 0 - * 
in  "Hemlock." • However, 'he i s  not the: type to  be h u m ilia ted  so e a s ily ;

and the; ensuing power s trugg le  between him { .trad itional" monarchy) and
' » *,>* *

Kongi ( d e s p o t ic )  fo s te rs  the " p o li tic a l  s a t i r e  vrhich unfolds i t s e l f  in ,

the res t"  of the p lay , ' . ’ . 1

' - Oba Danlola "sees through the emptiness,, o r , a t  ' l e a s t  r " the

' shallowness of the:' philosophy upon whieh K ongi's p o l i t i c a l  tac tiC s.
- * "v ? , • 1

' ‘ ^ ' " ’ ’c ' '  110th r iv e . He regards th e  Reformed Aweri F ra te rn ity , A c a rica tu re d
\  ♦ ’ . ' • ■ 

p a ra l le l  of the,pgbs" Aweri, as a b ig  .name fo r  l i t t l e  .Heads-(p. y . .  , ,

• There i s  abundant'evidence e a r ly  in  .the F i r s t 9P a rt of the play to

■ . ju s t i f y  D anlo la 'e  remarks,./.'The Reformed.Aweri F ra te rn ity  a re - in

session  a t  K ongi'a b e tr e a t ,  saddled w ith the task  o f- planning, fo r  and •

beyond the upcoming New Yam F e s t i v a l ,■ However, th e irs , . is  an ex erc ise  in

f u t i l i t y .  .Their d isp u ta tio n  .only erposes th e i r  in e f fe c tiv e n e s s , d is-W ^
J * ' ' - . • ' .

rep u te , and redundancy. • ■ * ■

. More p e r t ih e n t than th is , exposure,.however, i s  the*d ispa-

rag ing  po rtray  ad of Kongi' jh a t  emerges from the  d isp u ta tio n  of the •

Reformed. Aweri. I t  is . revealed  th ro u g h th e  F ^ t e r n i t y  in  the f i r s t , "

* * 110 • ‘ (
• * .. The name ’most probably derives from The Reformed Qgboni'
F ra te rn ity , a s e c r e t- c u l t  which,; along w ith .a  ■ few o th e rs , was re c e n tly .

• declared as .'an undesirable "secret society" by -the Nigerian M ilitary  
. Government. I t  i s  now i l l e g a l  for public servants to be members of

such se c re t  c u lts  in  N igeria ,- '
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•  7
C

th i r d ,  a n d - f i f th  scenes o f the. F i r s t  P a r t  th a t  Kongi w il l  - not'only*

ap p ro p ria te  D anlo la13 v ice ro y a l powers to  h im se lf, hut a ls o  w il l  become

,a -god h im se lf. As Kongi' a  " d is c ip le s ,^ ' the- Reformed AWeri ‘search  fo r  
‘ ~ ' - ' * 

ap .image th a t  b e f i t s  t h e i r  s ta tu s ;  The suggestion  by the  Fourth. Aweri

th a t  the- term "Magi" be adopted ( p .  11) should be regarded*as the

p lay w rig h t's -d e s ig n  to  s a t i r i s e  power-drunk-.Kongis, p a r t i c u la r ly  i n '

A frica* As th e 'F o u rth  Aiferi r a t io n a l iz e s :  "From .the 'reco g n itio n  of, us -

as the Magi, i t  i s  one Step to.-hi's in e v ita b le  ap o th eo sis"  ( p . - 11); The
'  '  • ' * '  * ' .  ' • '  '  '  "

pungency of the s a t i r e  i n - t h i s  s ta tem en t l i e s  in  i t s  iro n y . "One can

Sep through- the  .thin- veneer' th a t  masks- the s a t i r e  which becomes more. '

t ra n sp a re n t when th e  T hird  Aweri shouts down the  F i f th  who keeps ask ing

why-they need an  image': "W ill you fo r ' Kongi’ a- sa k e ,s to p  a sk ing  th a t

question?"’ (p. 12). -Instead of saying'"for God’s sake," the Third •-

Aweri',makes a god of-K ongi, h a lf  i n  d e r is io n  and h a lf  in -a n g e r. -

The Fourth  -Aweri, i n  an a ttem p t to  redeem h is  ram bling * -

c o lleag u es , comes-up w ith, a suggestion  which tu rn s  out to  be-an  bbvious

j ib e  a t  Dr. Nkrumah,. the  acclaimed le a d e r  of -the. A frican  rev o lu tio n :.

FOURTH: 'We might co n sid e r a  s c ie n t i f i c  image.
This would be' a  p o s it iv e  stamp and -One v e ry  

. ' muoh in  tune w ith  c u r  contemporary s i tu a t io n .
Our pronouncements vhould be dominated by a ‘ •

’ ■. p o s it iv e  s c ie n tf f ic is a u . ’ . ^
THIRD: A b r i l l i a n t  oonoeptiqft. I  move we adopt 

- i t  a t  orioe. ,
SIXTH: What image exactly' i s  .p o s itiv e  :sc ien tific ism ?
THIRD; Whatever i t  --is, , i t  i s  hot 'long-winded proverbs 

" and se n ile  pronouncements. In f a c t ‘ye could say 
a  step  has already been taken in  that d irec tio n .

., - I f  you’ve read our Leader'a l a s t  pu b lication . . .
'FIFl'H: Ah yes,. Nor proverbs nor verSe, only ideo

grams in  algebraic quanturns. I f  the sq u a x eo f • 
XQf-*t2bc) equals. 51A in to  the square roo t:p f X, -
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then the p ro g ressiv e  fo rc e s  must p re v a il  over .the ■ 
re a c tio n a ry  in  the span' of ,3 2  of a s in g le  
g e n e r a t i o n .^  o ' ( p . , t j )  ; .

This passage b rin g s  in to  s h a rp - r e l ie f  the immediate ta rg e t  of 'Soyinka's 

s a t i r e .  I t  rev e a ls  an id e a l d e s p o t 's  o u t-o f^ th is -v o r ld  approach to  

p o l i t i c a l - i s s u e s . .  'Whatever th e -" a lg e b ra ic  quantums" may mean* i t  a i l '  

'b o i l s  down to  Kongi'‘s use o f arms to  e lim in a te  h is  opponents: "then 

.the p rog ressive  fo rces  must -p rev a il over' the re a c tio n a ry  in  the  Span 

of $ 3 2  o f .-a .s in g le  g e n e ra tio n ."  According to  the F if th 'A w e ri, ' K ongi's 

l a s t  p u b lic a tio n , w r i tte n  f o r  Him, by one of h is  Reforrned Awer i-, 112 

con ta in s  n e i t h e r -pr.ove.rbs no r v e rse . In  o th e r words, in  th e  d i c t a to r 's  

conception .o f^ p o l i t ic a l  id e a s , th e re  i s  no room f o r  t ra d itio n a lly -  

accepted  -wprds o f wisdom, o r for, the  a r t  of poe try  w ith  which .trad i

t io n a l  r u le r s ’ l ik e  Daijlola norm ally 'approach;. s o c io - p o l i t i c a l  problems < - 

Kongi, i t-Bis- im plied , i s  so dm pa.tieht, and' so puffed  up w ith  «power, 

th a t  a l l  h is  f a i t h  i s  in  the t r i g g e r  of a ' .32 c a l ib re  r i f l e , - o r  in  any 

" o th e r  method' which i s  in  accord w ith  what the,'F ourth  Aweri sums up as 

." a n  ex e rq ise  in  s c ie n t if ic 'e x o rc is m '' (p . 20). - • . r ... - ' »

. Kongi Is  methods, of e lim in a tin g  p o l i t i c a l  opponents a re  not 

n e c e s s a r i ly  p e c u lia r  to  Nkrumah Of Ghana.. There a r e ' too many Koftgis in.

■ -  ’ 3 c

' Parodied from Kwamfe Nkrumah+s Conscienaism fhondon» •
Panaf Books, 196U). C hapterS, " S e tlfceo re tlca l Texm s^is an extra
ordinary reduction o f  p o l i t ic a l  thoughts to  curious mathematical 
theorems and equations, , ‘ ‘ ^

112, ' ’ ‘‘ . ■
; , . f  The question of. Nkrumah*p. authorship, o f th e  fourteen books

ascribed to him, and'published by Panaf Books, rearB i t s  head in'K ongi's 
Harvest, y ,  35 .  Humour has i t  that Professor W illiam Abraham and other 
scholars of Nkrumah' s F lagstaff/h ou se  establishm ent a c tu a lly  wrote spme 
o f  the P resident’ s books.. The F ifth  Aweri. may, th erefo re , be a dramatic 
recreation  o f  Professor Abraham*for s a t ir ic  purposes.
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A frica! to  reduce S oyinka 's  s a t i r e  to  sheer ‘to p ic a li ty *  Aswering a- 
’ /'■ * ' . - •' '■ 1 - 

questlioh on th e 'N ig e rian  governm ent's acceptance o f h i s  th e a tr ic a l-

work, (Soyinka- s ta t e s  th a t  the government has never-accep ted  him, hut.

i t  h a s n 't  g o t much cho ice . IV w as during  the  h o t .
• p o l i t i c a l  arena  in  1963* 19 6 U a n d  1965, the  c i v i l 

ia n  period  .-where e le c tio n s ;w e re  being’ r ig g e d , and 
.people were d isap p ea rin g , a n d ',a ll opponents of the ' 
government could be taxed- ou t of' e x is te n c e , th e i r  
cocoa farms j u s t . taken  away l ik e  th a t- ,, when ,-a m ie s  
'of thugs l i t e r a l l y  r e ig n e d a s  rov ing  p i r a t e s . ’ . . ..

R ecently CNov., 19&93 when I  d irected? again  
feongi's H arvest w ith  the U n iv e rs ity  T heatre  Company—

- ' and t h i s ‘ is. iron iO  because. I  d ire c te d  i t  a t. th e " -
req u es t of t h e ■U niversity , Cof IbadanJi f o r  the Uni-.

. . y e p s i ty 's  tw e n ty - f ir s t  b ir th d a y  cerem onies, to  which
everybody came. . i i t  warn'one of 'th e se  alm ost semi
s ta te  "occasions—I  had in te r p re te d . K ongi's .Harvest 

. * - w ith  a  m il i ta ry  image oh top  At a*vepy d i r e c t .  . ' 
t-  . . re fe ren ce  .point, 113 - .

- I t  may be ’ in fe r re d  from the above passage th a t  a l l  the .'soc ia l, and p o l ir

tica-1 i l l s ' ,  in c lu d in g -th e  V ic tim isa tio n  of opponents and thp rig g in g  of
■ ’ - ■ , '• ’ * « ' . * 

e le o tio n s  in ’ N ig e ria , were ready, m a te ria ls  f o r  S o y in k a 's  s a ti re ,"  F o r .

i n s t a n c e , ,du ring  the unpopular regime o f  Chief S. -L. A kin to la  in  -the /  

form er W estern Region, e le c tio n s  were b ra z e n ly ' ragged to  favour th e  

Nv -N. D. F . C erta in  Obas had th e i r  ahnuhl s a la r ie s  reduced, to  one 

penny, an a c t  c a lc u la te d  to  hum ilia te  those who re fu sed  to  support the 

governm ent's unorthodox, and u n e th ic a l mode/ of o p e ra tio n . This p o li

t i c a l  s i tu a t io n  in  Yorubsland o f  the  s ix tie s /m a y  have0prompted the 

• .incorporation , o f■ the .song. "B ma g u h 'v a i/o b a  kere  o ."  th a t  i e ,  " D o n 't  

, pound' the  k in g ' s yam /  i n  a  sm all m ortar"  , (pp . 2 and 57) • h a n lc la 's  

r e a c tio n  to  the song,when -sdng by'Sarumi (p . 57) i s  w orth no ting :

106. Soyinka, "Fenthouse Theatre," in -In  Person, pp. t05-
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•  A

Go. a»d< te ll t h a t - to  th e-L ead er 's  men ■ - ,
T heir yam .pounded', .not w ith the’ p e s tle  

/  . - Bat with stamp and a pad o f .v io le t  ink- *.'■
- And t h e i r  arms make omelet of 1 -
Stubborn heads, v ia  p o lice  truncheons. (p . .57)'

This c r i t i c a l ,  comment fo rc e fu l ly  sums up K ongi's te rro rism  which re

c a l l s . th e  unprecedented, despotism  of the  A kin to la  regime o f the  s ix t ie s  

The governm ent's ’ ahuse' of the rad io  and th e !p re ss  to  misinform and"to., 

'confuse the p ub lic  only hardened,. the h e a r ts  cff, the maSses- a g a in s t thp 

maniacal lead ersh ip  of the government* Soyinka ingen iously  re c re a te s

some aspec ts  of the p o l i t i c a l  l i f e ,  of the e ra  in  KongiV$ H arvest. In ,
* '' ■ ’ ■ ■ ' ‘ ■ . 

/th e  an them, in  "Hemlock," th ere  are- echoes of the re a c tio n  of numerous
. r ** ' * • . "

su b scrib ers  to  government re d if fu s io n  S ets in  W estern t t ig e r ia  who had
"  1- /  • 

tp  re tu rn  th e i r  s e ts  because' they found the  government propaganda"

d 'is ta s te tu ls  .

- ' Who but a lu n a tic  . ' - '
.W i l l  bandy words w ith ’boxes, *• ",

With government re d if fu e io n  s e ts  '
Which ta lk  and_ ta lk  and. never 
Take a lo n e  w ord.in  replyC?! „ -
A * * « *

. No J, db hot bandy words , • „
' With a government loudspeaker. (p . 2) .

The r e d iffu s io n .se t  motif i s  further Exploited when one of Kongi’s

orders, i s  relayed ov$r the red iffu sion  boxes. The order comes soon'
. , '• V .  ’ : . • - '  ■ \  ‘ ;

a fte r  Kongi learps that one o f the f iv e  men condemned to dsath has. 

escaped from detention! * '"'X

KONGI; I want him back* I want hiA back.you hear?

I want Him back—a liv e  i f  p b ssih le . I f  not,
ANY OTHEH WAY! / k i t  I want him back! (p . hi)

’ ' ' ' - . V ' '

To th is  order, Oba Danlola reacts with a mixture of deception and fury;
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".And the radio has put a price  
Upon h is  head; A l i f e  pension ’ ' *

’ For h is  body, d ea d .o r  a l iv e ,  .. .  . . ,
« * ‘ v ’

. I n  ffly p rim itiv e -y o u th , th a t  would be ca lled '
A plain  incitem ent .to  murder. (pp. 62-63)

K ongi's man^hunt'o rd er i s  be lieved  to  have been d e riv ed  from a s t a t e -
' ‘ • til lment c re d ite d  to  Dr, Banda, P re s id e n t of M alaw i., Soyinka incorpo

r a te s  B anda's o rder in to  h is  p lay  to  u n iv e r s a liz e - through Kong i - the
. . . . .  • - ■ ~ — 1 n 7- * r ■ • * ‘—1—' —

ru th less determination of the Malawian President, to  elim inate h is p o li

t i c a l  opponents by any means. . '

I J E a r l ie r  in  the  p lay , jCongij has consented to  g ran t rep riev e  to  

the  f iv e  condemned men a t  the request- of the Secre tary , who keeps medi-s j  i

a t in g  between, the fo rces"'o f , l i f e  (re p rese n ted  by Oba D anlo la, Segi and 

Daodu) and thfe fo rces  of death  (Kongi and h is  o f f i c i a l s ) .  The Secre

ta ry  hd^ had to  pander to  K ongi's sense of p rid e  to  secure  the rep riev e s

‘I t ' s  a l l  part of.one,and same harmonious idea my ...
Leader. A Leader1® Tem ptation. . . .Agony on th e  
Mountain®. . . -.The lo n e lin e s s  o f the  P u re . . . .
The UneMy Head. . .  ,A „Seint a t  T w ilig h t. . . .The.

■' S p i r i t  o f  the  H arvest. .\ .  .The Face of Benevolence
. . .  .The G iver o f  L ife . . .who knows howj many o th e r .

; ‘ t i t l e s  w ill  accompany such pictures round ithe world.
And then my Leader, th is  the Year of Kongi;* s., Harvest!

| , The Presiding S p ir it  as a l if e -g iv in g  s p ir i t —we
. , would project, that inter every heart and head,.

no m atte r  how stubborn^ . (p . 39)
• • ' . ' ' A '.j ' '

The S ecretary 's f la t te r y , and K ongi's reaction  to it: and’ to the fla sh es

from the oamera as he poses f o r  snapsho ts , b e tray  the t y r a n t 's  megalo-

i*iii * >0 . Ogunba. The Moveimant o f T ransition . p . ifrl. in  a
fo o tn o te  cm the same page, he addst " In  19W* Mr. [Henry'3 Chipembere,
former M inister of Education in  Malawi, escaped froa  A tten tion , I t  warn
reported that Dr. Banda. . ..put a price on h is  head am  caused the same
to  be announced on Malawi ftudio. The statement was w idely condemned

- throughout .the world," • •
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mania. The Reformed Aweri F ra te rn ity  recognize th is  f la w .in  t h e i r  

le a d e r , and., p a r t i c u la r ly . th e  F i f th  Aweri, who ha§ suggested  the idea 

of the rep riev e  to  the S e c re ta ry , f u l ly  understands Kongi to  be too
• * i.

b lo o d th irs ty  to  su b sc rib e . w hole-hearted ly  to  the- idea :

• SECRETARY: You d o n 't  know hdw he h a te s  .those men.
He wants them dead—you' v e n o  idea  how d e s p e r a t e l y . ,

• .FIFTH: I do. But te l l .h im  he can k i l l  them l a t e r  ir
d e te n tio n . , Have^them-sh o t try in g  to  esq^pe^Or^ 
som ething. But f i r s t ,  dem onstrat£^hi^pow ex over 
l i f e  and dea th  by gran tiag -thgm  a  la s t-m in u te

 ------  r e p r ieve-*------ — - ‘ {p. 3Q),

*• This'm urderous suggestion' i s  in  p a rt rem in iscen t of the p o l i t i c a l  s i tu a 

t io n  in, the'Congo (now Z aire ) .in  February 1961. ' S h o rtly  a f t e r  the inde

pendence of th a t  coun try , i t s  f i r s t  Prime M in is te r , P a tr ic e  luraumba, was 

ousted  from power and k i l l e d  in  p r iso n . I t  was l a t e r  announced th a t  he 

was a c c id e n ta lly  shot when a ttem p ting  to  escape from d e te n tio n ; bu t the 

circum stances o f h is  death  made the o f f i c i a l  b u l le t in  r a th e r  .in c re d ib le .

Soyinka con tinues to draw from contemporary’ events- in  ind'e- 

’pendent A frica  to  expose and to  condemn^ongism in  a l l  i t s  forms. One
.  ■ J1 • "

nausea ting  a sp ec t o f  Kongism which he s a t i r i z e s  i s  th a t  i t  encourages

among o f f i c i a l s  the in tim id a tio n  of the  common people,.who a re  no s a fe r
• * . /

fro m K o n g i's  b lo o d th irs t in e s s  than the  o f f i c i a l s  them selves are ., .To

avo id  being  in tim id a te d , and to  enjoy c e r ta in  p r iv i le g e s  even in  der

te n t io n , these  o f f i c i a l s  a re  o ften  b rib e d . Consequently, b r ib e ry  and

‘ corruption become by-products o f  Kongi's authoritarianism* /

FIFTH* • D o n 't a c t  innocent w ith  me. I f  a  de ta inee  
pays your p r ic e  y o u 'l l  see to  h is  com forts,
I  b e t our ro y a l p r iso n e r  has put on weight s in ce  
he came under your charge.

SECRETARY* This' is* slander.
.FIFTH* Sue me, -•
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SECRETARY: 1 re fu s e - to  l i s t e n  to  any more of t h i s .  .
FIFTH: And a f u l l  s e x - l i f e  too I  b e t. Are you , 

going to  t e l l  me you d o n 't  is su e  week-end 
perm its to  h is  wives? ^

SECRETARY: You are  tak ing  advantage of your
p riv ile g e d  p o s it io n . •

FpTH: I  waive i t  you shameless b r ib e -o o lle c to r .
Say whatever i s  on your, mind, or take me to  '
c o u rt. I  waive my ph ilosoph ic  immunity’.

SECRETARY: A ll r ig h t .  So I 'take b r ib e s . I t  only
puts me on the same le v e l w ith you. ( p p .*25-26)

The co rrup tion  of the Aweri, according to  the Secretary ., th r iv e s  onI - j
th e i r  "power of being so c lo se  to  power-. .Of course you've, been

f  • ,
bought. Bribed, w ith the b rib e  of an a llrpow erfu l s ig n a tu re  a c ro s s 'a  

tim e le ss  d e ten tio n  o rder" (pp. 26-27). Through th is  d ialogue and the 

subsequent demand of b rib e  from the S ecre tary  by the F if th  Aweri, 

Soyinka d e p ic ts  .’one of the most i r r e p re s s ib le  e v i l s  in  the  s o c ie ty .
' *

The F i r s t  P a r t  o f K ongi's H arvest in c is iv e ly  p o rtra y s  Kongi^s

s te e p  and treaoherous a scen t to  power. The P re s id e n t of Isn a  th a t

emerges i s  an embodiment o f  a superhuman a n ti-h e ro  who looks forward

to  a .h a rv e s t th a t  w ill  mark the beginning of a new ca len d ar. . As the
• •

S ecre tary  puts i t ,  the year " s h a l l  be knovh as the year o f K ongi's

H arvest. Everything s h a ll  da te  from i t "  (p . 37). K ongi's  am bition 

transcends the d ic ta to r ia l  lea d e rsh ip  of Isma. He fo re se e s  h im self as 

a  god whose epiphany on H arvest day w il l  change th e  p a tte rn  of d a tin g  

from 200 B. C. to  200 B. K. H. He argues th a t  "K. H. i s  l« s s  ambi

guous" than "B. H." which the S ecre tary  suggests.' "The year of K ongi's
• ' * s '  '

H arvest. Then fo r  the purpose of back-da ting , B. K. H. Before Kortgi's 

'Harvest" (p . 37)* Soyinka would describe  t ^ i s  as an.example o f b ia s -  

phentous Kongism because o f the obvious ioonoclaem in  K ongi's p lans to
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, i

\  V

s e t  a s id e  th e 'o rthodox  system of d a tin g , thereby a t t r ib u t in g  tv' h im self

the honour-done C h r is t .

P itched  up on the p innacle of power, the apotheosized despot,
— 6 * 

c a n ‘only, go ir. one d ire c tio n —downwards. ^The~17eight of h is  power is

such’ t i n t  h is  f a l l „ i s  bound to be p re c ip ito u s . Mos* of the Second P a rt

o f , th e  play concen tra tes on the nose-dive dec lin e  o f K ongi's d ic ta to r -
« . 6 

sh ip . To, e f f e c t  th is  f a l l , ,  SegY and Daodu have formed a/ re s is ta n c e

group to  counter what the Fourth 'Aweri would c a l l  "power reversionistlP*

(_p, 20 ). Oba Danlola has to se -ttle  fo r  cooperating  w ith the group.

Soyinka explains why Daodu has to lead the opposition to Kongi's des

p o tic  government. Answering an in terview er's question, he s ta te s  that

the Dbas were not equipped to f ig h t  th is  new kind of 
dictatorsh ip  and one by one the tra d itio n a l in s t itu 
tion s f e l l  before the onslaught of these nex power- 
rapacious national lead ers. You w i l l  find that where 
there has been any. constructive and r e a l i s t i c  r e s is t 
ance i t  has had to  come from the younger generation,
*

'It- should be noted, however, that Daodu. is  not merely ‘representing the 

ambitious younger generation who, according-to Soyinka, would rather 

share in  p o lit ic a l  power than take, the risks' involved in  opposition . -
t» *

As Sarumi's son and heir  to the throne of Danlola, Daodu sees in  Kongi's { .

"power reversion!sm" a big threat t o ‘h is  chances of ascent tp the 
* * • 

throne. His fu tu re, l ik e  that of the in s titu tio n  of tra d itio n a l ru le ,

hangs or. the outcome of the c o n f lic t  betweeh Kongi and Danlola. I t  i s
'

understandable that he i s  determined to  r isk  h is l i f e  to  f ig h t Kongi 

and Kongiam in  Iema.

^  An int*cyj.ew with Dennis Ikierden, in African Writers Talk- . 
jng. B ds., D. ftierden and C. P ieterse  (London! Heineipahn, -1972), p . 179*

7  - ,
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Daodu lin d s  a w illin g  a lly  in ar.> equally* Aggrieved Segr,
*■

another of Soyinka's ex traord inary  women. Rola (Madame T orto ise) in  

A Dance of the F o re s ts , and S'ijni' and Dehinwa 'in  ^ e  In te rp re te rs  axe. of 

t::e same type. Ogunba li-kehs Segi to "some of the 'famous fo ru h a ;o r 

Find women of an tiq u ity —Moremi, Einotan, Sungbo—who perform jp ? a t 

C fea tsJ  under tra g ic  p re s su re ." 116 I t  should be n tresp ed , however, 

th a t  .Segi lacks th e ir  heroic s ta tu re , though her p a rt  in' t h i  anti-Kongi 

, movement is  ex trao rd inary ., Her Club 'serves As a convenient Venue fo r ‘

the p lann ing  s e s s io n s .- ’Unlike Kongi’s r e t r e a t ,  ch a rac te rized  by fe a r ,
\ ' * *

susp ic ion , s ta rv a tio n , in e ffe c tiv e  d isp u ta tio n , and th re a ts  of death , 

her Club* is  f u l ^ o f  l i f e —music, dartcing,' k ihg ing ,- .laughter and .drink

ing . Beneath a il- th e s e s  however, lu rk s th a t f u s io n  created  by the ‘ 

t awareness th a t f iv e -d e ta in e e s , ^including -Segi’a f a tn e r ,  a re  s o o n ^

f o r t e i t  th e ir  j iv e s  to  Kongi’ s 'ty ran n y  unless speedy ac tio n  is  taken to.
' * * ' . . . . .

tu rn  the fab le  ag a in st the d ic ta to r ,
' a  .  .

. Daodu's ambition, and f ig h tin g  s p i r i t ,  J p r t i f i e d  by S eg i's  

b i t te rn e s s  against Kongi, transform  him" in to  s.onething of a wild t a t  

^, ready to  pomioe o r f i te  'prey. Draped by Segi in the symbolic " S p ir i t  

ol Harvest" robe-, he f e e ls  w ith in  him a surge of "power" with ^vich he’ 

pours out im precations on Kongi And h is  types a l l  over the world. The . 

d ialogue th a t follows ty p if ie s  Soyinka*A‘invective  oh p e rp e tra to rs  ot  

.  despotiam in  a l l  i t s  •

DAODUt Let me preach hatred Segi. I f  I preached 
hatred I could matoh -his [ Kongi’s !  barren 
®*r»thont .hour for hour, torrent for torrent. . . . .

116 ,

.v

0 . Ogunba, The Movement o f -Transition. p. jd ? .

' f- /

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

■' ’ SSGJ: Preach ifie-D aodu, only “'l i f e .  . . .
■ - BA-QDU: Im precations iher., ourseV on a l l  inven tors _ .

• • - - ' . „ •• of. agon ies, on a l l  Messiahs. in '.fa ir, x ro -fa lse  - •
- burdens. .

. . .  , fJEG-lV Only l i f e  i s  Worth predehir.g r$y r r n u e .  • . ' -
-.DAODGj (w ith  mounting passion . ) ;  On a l l  who. fash ion  . :t

“ ' , ch a in s ; on faim ers o f te r ro r ,  orv b u ild e rs  of
•• w a lls , on a l l  who £uard ■against ’the n ig h t but

' . y  breed darkness by 'day , oh a l l  whose- f e e t  a re  >
• ' •“* . heavy and yet stand upon the world. . . . “ '

; * SEKl: - - L ife . . - . l i f e .  . .
, ' DAÔ L'i On a ll  who See1, not- w ith the eyes of the - • -

: s y  - ' vj ■ ' ' dead,' but w ith  eyes of Death.. . . (p .. L5) '*
’* ’ . ■ ' ' ' '  • . ; ‘

'• . Segi only .pretends to ep.eck Da'bdu's growing passion . Deep in side  her '

! she. fu lly  welcomes ■ Baedu.’ s im precations on h p r - fa th e r ’ s enemy.- ■ Once

; ,* . . .' the. ’♦S pirit of Harvest* robe is  ’taker, o ff  Daodu, h is  wrath and curses
|  '  -  .  ;  - ^ ■ '  .  ”

• . i on the Messiah-.of pain Subside, Enough has been s a id , however,- to con-*| . , 4 - * J ( _ * ,

| , , s -vince the 'aud ience  tha’i / t h e  moment is" r ip e  fo r  the, p rec ip ito u s  f a l l  of

j*.': (■* '•*■ Kongi,’-fo r , the Harvest o f 'D ea th . .; ' s - ' •
1-' /  ' "  ' ■ - J; ' ■'

■ ‘ ' Danldla has res opted to  unkingly a n t ic s ,  which'he c a l l s - »

- i

i ,

t

■ l

•‘p lay -ac tin g "  (p . $6)i to  foo l Kongi in to  b e lie v in g - th a t he w il l  be a t 

. th e  "Harvest .to p resen t the new yam .as  an ac t of. public; subm ission.

Disgusted with the p o in tle ss  f ro lic k in g  of Sarumi ’and D anlola,. Daodu
1 ’ * /.- « ,, ’ ■ ■ • t • • - - 

b u rs ts  the royal'drum s w ith .th e  heavy, handle of the* ceremonial -whisk. of
* '  ̂ *' ' ' n

D anldla. .This, ac tion  almost earns Daodu th e -k in g 's  irrevocab le  cursed 

■ because his' good in te n tio n s  have been m isconstrued by Danldla who i s
1*1 »"

under great pressure to go to the ‘f e s t iv a l .  • Daodu assures him,, how- 
/ ' ' ■ • " ... ..
- -- , ever* "Nothing pan a lte r  what today w ill  bring. iAhd your compliance

' * »■»* ’ ' • * * ■
i s  a v i t a l  part of i t"  (p . 63),.. One*- Danlola, gets- the hint of the
. '* ‘ V "  ■*"' ' I » \ ~  . 1 ; ■ .... ‘

;anti*JCor^gi' plans, he' cap4tul#tea*. - ' ,

■ '' 'Sayuaii*. ■ "
it; seems our sfl ••Will- aake us mere . . . . .

b
• - Y

---̂  - ,, • y’- ' ' . ■ » . ■ . . i "  ■ _ - ' . "■ /  x  ., ;
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Spectato rs a t  our own- f e a s t .  But '  ■*.
Who a re  .ye. to  .complain? Dad a knows ' <. .. • •
He dannOt w restle ., vil-1 he then preach r e s t r a i n t .
To -his eager p o th e r ?
. « . , * «  ,  .  ,  . , « 

W ell, 1 .w i l l .n o t  bear .the ..o ffe r in f  -r 1
B a s t . the ent't&nce -to the mosque 
Only a  phony drapes h im self id  dee.per ind igo  ' - 
Than' the so n , of the .deceased.. • {p . cl*) ' 'V

Oba Danlola is  the ’•Dada" who cannot fight}-..and Daodu i s ■ "eager

b ro th e r"  who v o lu n tee rs  to  use h is  su p e rio r m uscularity; i n  defence- of .

hi's weaker- " b ro th e r ."  -It^ ro u ld  be sheer f o l ly  for- "Dada" to Spurn- thp

offer- of a s s is ta n c e  when th rea ten ed  by a b a lly , ’ Soyinka''s use of th is
 ̂ ~  ' ' ' ,y; **"* ’ ' - *

, Yoruba proverb a p p ro p ria te ly  d e sc rib es  th e 'h e lp le s s n e s s  o f  D anlola a t .

’ ‘ th is -  s ta g s  of the p aw er-s trugg lev ». . * - , 0 ,

- '  • \  In  scene, i i  of .the Second P a r t f th e  s ta g e  is  s e t  f o i  the ' .
v  • ' \  - V  ' " .*:

greaj. New Yam F e s tiv a l,-  :The h a rv es t scene i t s e l f  s u f f ic ie n tly ' pro

je c ts  K ongi's d e sp o tism ,• .A ll the  p'ifctaires op th e  huge.cydoram a are  '

conspicuously t i t l e d  "Kongi Terminus. Kongi U n iv e rs ity . Kongi Dam.
■ • * '■ * . ' ' ' h *  •

, Kongi R e f in e r ie s , Kongi A irport',* e t c . - F in a l ly , -of c o u rse ,  a monster

. ' photo of / th e -g r e a t , man h im self"  (p i 6I4) .  f i n  N ig e ria , i s t 'r e e ts ,  i n s t i 

tu tio n s , .o ther im portan t p laces a re  of ten  named- a f t e r  p o l i t ic ia n s

- • vho,0thyp ,a ttem p t ” to h a v e . th e i r  names im m orta lized , no m a tte r  .how un- ,

deserv ing  they may he'. A good exsuaple i s  the  Ahmadu B ello  U n iv e rs ity , 

Z a r ie i named a f t e r  the  form er prem ier o f N ott^rn  N igeria  Vho .was 

k i l l e d  inr the coup; of January 1966, But the  p ic tu re s  and in s c r ip t io n s

on th e  cyolorama, a re  more-{ban a  s a t i r i c 'r e f e r e n c e  to  ..the p o l i t i c i a n s '
1 ■ A* . • ‘ * *1 • •
f l a i r t f o r  the im m orta lization  o f .- th e ir  nam es,. They p ro je c t  i n  v isu a l 
, : . :  . 
t^rms t h e f a o t  th a t  Kongi is- IsmA and lama I s  Kongi; The l a s t  s tan za

7 ' '

' / J ■a -  , • i • ,
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. ' - - ‘ . . j ' ' • 117 - ;
■*i . o f  the anther, of . the C arp en te rs ' Brigade confirm s th a t  in  Tsiaaland

4 ' '  , ;  • ♦ ■

' • i> ’ i . . * .Kongi i s  every th ing : ' ‘
■ • *  ■ ■ • • - '  _ ■ ;  ' . . . .

For Kongi -is our f a th e r  • - , ' .
j ' > : • • . • And Kongi' i s  our man ■ ■ ■ .-* '. • •

. ' : „K ong i,is  our .mother.' ‘ •. . * *
Kongi i s  our man /  ““ « --

? ■ And^Kohgi i$*our Saviour - .
‘ ' 'Redeemer,, p rince  of power . . - ■ " , ‘

' • ~r^~F©rcIsma and fo r  Rohgi ’ • ■ •
- - ‘ .. , •We’ re  $Sfoud to  "live o r - d i e i ' (p , 65) • •

* . ’.Withr a l l  the "mal le l-w  i  e l  d ing  arms p is  toning, up in  the Nasi salute-” .

(p . 66 ), th ese  c a rp en te rs  s in g  only from th e i r  “th ro a ts ’, no t from th e i r
' , ' ° * /  ' * • ** ’ ' ' ’ ‘ ' " ‘ * * *- ' * „ '' ’ ' ' - . '  *

• ; • -■ . ...h ea rts ', ‘T he ir C a p ta in 're v e a ls  th a t-h e  "was Busy rev iv in g 'w h a t r e -  •
' ■  ’  ■ V ' Y \  • - -■ .•

-maihbd. /  O f the carpenters'*  (p . 7 1 ). .'T his in d ic a te s  a s p l i t i n  the

t
i

- I . .

V -

;P-

s o l id a r i ty  o f the* Brigade:-, the rehabilitated-W om en’s Cbrps has broken 

away t o ‘a l ly  w ith , Daodu1 s Paipi S e ttlem en t ('p> 75)*- Kongi’s world-. '
. - * fl ’ * , d '" ‘ • ‘ •* ... j

seems to ' be, f a l l in g  a p a rt and the- whole atmosphere a t  the. Square i s  * 

tenser. The S ec re ta ry  -has -to s te p  up s e c u r ity  -measures- to  a v e rt p o ss i

b le  trea so n ab le  Sabotage. Even S e g i’3. confidence seems to  be shaken 

momentarily'-as -she nervoUsly t e l l s  Daodu:, ”l t  seems, suddenly f u t i l e ,  • 

p u ttin g  one’s  head in to  th e - l io n ’s  jaws” (p . 77)* The outcome of the 

open confron tat'ion  hangs in  the’ balanced T h is, then , i a  the most • 

su spensefu l p o in t in  th e  p lay  as i t  approaches th e  c ru c ia l  c a ta s tro p h ic  

end, D anlo la Has fo re to ld  th is - in e v i ta b le  d i s a s te r  .in "Hemlock"*

4 ' This i s  Jihe l a s t
; ‘ char fe e ?  s h a l l ,  touch to g e th e r

Ve thought <>the tube.-' " ’
‘ i ' - ' * ' *

117 ‘ • • • "Probably , a  parody o f th e  Woykers’ Brigade Dance .Band of- 1
Ghana.. P r a c t io a l ly  a l l  the .popular .M ghlife-.bands in  Ghana composed ';  ’
and played-songs i n , p ra ise  of Dr.. Kwaoe Nkruaafa’ when he was P re s id e n t
o f th s 'B e p u b lic , . " t 'r '

*! *
'•r ■
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Obeyed us to the sb.nl - 
But the: drums aFe newly shaped '
And . s t i f f  arms s t r a in  
On stubborn crooks, 'so  

‘Delve wi-th-t.be’. l e f t  fo o t 
. - • ’ • , ’ For i l l - lu c k .;-w ith  the  l e f t  *. “ .

. : .Again f o r  i ll- lu c k ;-O n c e  more. .
.. • , : With -the, l e f t  .alone-, "for d isa s te r-  ,

*< . - • I s  the only c e r t a in ty  we know'. (p . ,10)
i

| *a

•<

"'v

.As- the. New Jam f e s t iv a l  p rogresses,- not- as the  S ec re ta ry  has 

planned i t , '- h u t  acco rd ing ' to  -Daodu’s.and  Segi’s  s t r a te g y ,'■ the Secre^ .
, -5 - * - ' ,

ta ry  n o tic e s ’ w ith f r i g h t  th e • approach o f trag ed y . .The*'original plan,*

kept top s e c re t  a l l  'along*, ,is  t© organize a coup.d’e t a t  in  whicfe-Korrgi

is  to  be a s sa s s in a te d . This .m aster-plan  in c ludes  a  mini-ceremony .in

which Daodu w il l  make a  speech before-hand ing  over th e ’yam to  Danlola 
? ' * * . '' - 

for- the- s-ymbolic p re se n ta tio n ,. The;speech .which i s  as iro rifb  as i t ,  -
%. • '  '  *< ,  ,  ^ -

• i s  - in s in u a tin g .d ese rv es  to  be quoted e x te n s iv e ly :

An im potent man w il l  swear he f e e ls  the  pangs o f 
labou r; when t h e 4maniac; f in a l ly  looks over the. ’

- w a ll, heyt&nds t h a t . th e re , agony i s  th e  raw- • ‘ ■
' • ^.oonBmjdityjVhich he has' spen t l iv e s  to  in v en t, .■ . ... \

‘ ■> , * v *
. , - I .h a v e  e le c te d  to  sample, .the- joys .o f l i f e j  n o t * s .

i t s  sorrow s, to * fe a s t  on  the  .pounded.yam, n o t on 
.' the’ r ih d  of yam/ to -d r in k  the  wine m yself, net; ...

leave  i t  to my m in is te rs  fo r 'f ru g a l 'sa c ra m e n ts - , to  
lo v e .th e  women,. not merely, wash th e i r ;  f e e t 'a t .  the  - 
w e ll .  1 In  p u rsu it  of which, le t . t h i s  .yam. , .be,. ‘.
ta k e n .o u t, pee led , cooked, end p o u n d e d ,'le t  b i t t e r -  ; 
le a f  soup simmer in  the women’s pots and smoked 
f i s h  re le a s e  the goodness o f  the  sd a s ; th a t  the  

■ „ Reformed Aweri F ra te rn ity  may belch  soundly in stead
of ‘merely s a l iv a t in g ,.- th a t  we may hereby rep u d ia te  . •

. ka i i  P rophets of Agony, u n le ss  i t  be reo.ognized t h a t ’
pain  may be endured only  in ; the ,pu£suit af--ending 
pain,-and f ig h t in g  t e r r o r . '

* 1 * '
I t  i s  a t  th is  p o in t th a t  Daodu hande over ^the p r iz e  yam to  Qba D anlola 

■ before  he cO ntinuesh 'fa  speech: . .

1 -‘ - v  • " - :  ' r, ’ 1 ' • .
' * • " •' ■ / ■ . . / • ■ o ’ . • • . ' / * ' _

.. •. v  .. ’ r "

: ' - v ' : • ■ . > C \  - :' K
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>. S o -le t him, the  Je^us of Is iia , l e i  hinj, "who has , t . . .
•assumed the mantle of M essiah, accept from my- -
farm ing' se ttlem en t th is  g i f t  6f s o i l  and remember s' 
t h a t  a human l i f e  once buried  cannot, l ik e  t h i s  

„ 'yam,. sprou t anew, Let him take from the palm -
only and n o t.p ru c ify  l iv e s  upon i t .  (pp, - I fc - lS )  .

" th is  ‘ lengthy speech, meant to  ev en tu a lly  rep lace  th a t  o f ‘.Kongi, may b e .

in te rp re te d  as a' curse a ttach ed  to  the  New Tam ,to ' be. ta s te d 'b y  the ■
- p '. m '  ^ *v >

"JesuS of Ism a." ' The yaia,.w ith  the curse on i t ,  . i s  th e re fo re  no t an 
« * ‘ *

Ordinary yam any longer; i t  i s  now poison, . I t . p refigu res, the  human1'
' ■ * * ____________. „_______f»— . ’ * *• t ,

, . - . , ______head-tcrbe  .presented "by- Segi to--Kongi in s tead  Of - the pounded yam.

. ' * ‘ Everything-works out as, planned -u n til  the, unscheduled re -

' ; ’ .tu rn -o f S e g i 's  father-w ho h a s -e a rlie r"  escaped from, p rison  .ru in s  i t  - -

- ' ' a l l .  The b u rst-o f-g u n -sh o ! w ith  ifhich-K ongi's .se c u r ity  man k i l l s

I . ,  *i ‘ S e g i 's  f a th e r  i s ’ heard i-n the m idd le 'o f Kongi-* s b le s s in g  of the New
t- - '. ' - ' .

' - * 118 *J | , Tam' which i s  s t i l l '  held  out in  D anlo la 'b  hands. •' On lea rn in g  .about

her f a t h e r 's  a s s a s s in a t io n , Segi leaves  the Square, w ith  the promise

to  .^ re tu rn  soon w ith a -se a so n 's  g i f t  fo r  the Leader" (p.' 81). This

" g i f t "  tu rns' out to  b e 'th e  head- q f h e r  f a th e r ,  served in  a  copper ,

' salver*,' According, to  the f in a l  stage d irection , • .

Segi tforows open the' l i d . „ ’ ' "
,.In i t .  the head of , aji e ld  man.

‘ In, the ensuing aOrattbleTho one i s  l e f t  but kongi and, 
the head. Kongi * a mouth wl5e open in  speech less terror.

. A  blackout on both. ■: . (p . ■%)

An ending lik e  th is  provides a greater th e a tr ic a lity  th in -the a ssa ss in -

* 'i 18 ’ ' 1 * ' ,c '
r In the film  version  of the p la y , Kongi’ i s  sh o t.in  the 

' middle o f h is  soheduled oratory, bringing him and h is  authoritarianism  
. to  an end. Kongi'a Harvest, a -screen-play for  Cftlpenny Films', i s

froft the tex t o f the p lay. - But Soyinka 'plays Kongi in  the f ilm .
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’ . a t io n  .of Kongi w ould'have- achieved.- .In  Yorubaland the a c t  o f  presenting^' 

anybody w ith cS^man Head,, moulded, carved,', or, .real, i s  a  f r ig h t f u l ly  

Symbolic Way of asking the re q ip ie n t tb  prepare t o  d ie ’. By p r e s e n t in g  '' 

Her f a th e r 's  head to  Kongi, Segi h a s -sp e lle d  the doom of the ' tyrant.

' T h e - te rro r  on K ongi's face  shows, th a t  he understands? he, re a liz e s , th a t, •

he is  condemned by-‘both -the l iv in g  and the dead._ The s ig n if ic a n c e  o f.

, S e g i 's  t e r r i f y in g  ac tio n  is  m anifested  by the to ta l  d esertio n , o f '  the '• . ' 

Square, leav in g  Kongi and h is  symbolic " g if t"  of the season. K ongi's 

i s  a h a rv es t of death , notj o f  l i f e ,  because he has alw ays.seen the world , 

around him n o t w ith the"eyes of the "dead but th e .ey es  of Death. T h i s . ’ ,

■. ' .means th a t  he has not Viewed the  so c ie ty  he ru le s  w ith the. "eyes" of

.£ th e  a n c es to rs , - Instead-, h e , is  ben f or d e s tro y in g .every th ing-.tha t be.-
■’{. ■ • f  . ■’ " ■ ’ ' . ,

iorigs to  h is  a n c e s tra l  p a s t .  - . .

I f  the play had ended.w ith the  symbolic' condemnation o f the 

ty r a n t , ,  it^wquld have-been a  complete p lay  in  its .o w n ’ r ig h t .  However,• 

Soyinka e le c ts  to  add the "Hangover," in-which the*audience g e t one l a s t  

glimpse of D anlola, Decide and the S ec re ta ry . T h e ir f l i g h t  a n d - th e ir  

d isc u ss io n  p o in t to  the f a c t  th a t  the  "python" (Kongi) has Only been 

' a s s a i le d  sca th in g ly ; he i s  n o t’dead ,y e t .  And l ik e  a wounded lio n ; he . 

i s  bound .to be,moje dajngerous than b e fo re .. This "Hangover" ending keeps

^ the  e n t i r e  ao tion  in  tune‘w ith t|ie-message in  the  p lay . Despotic r u le ,
. <,* . v  ' m '  % '  ' '

' l ik e  the  "As System" of Madmen -and S p e c ia l is t , 'was, in  the  beginning,- i s  : 

now,, and ever s h a ll  be . S oyinka 's words became re le v a n t once morei ,

"A ll ro ad s ,le ad  in  tile same d ire c t io n , and down th i s  h i l l ,  s t r i k in g  

sparke from c a re le ss  s k u i l s ,  Kc^gi Rides Againt" As long  as Kongis
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/ t i d e  in  A frica  and elsew here,--the s tru g g le  against' Kongism i s  bound to  

c o n tin u e ., In  the words o f.E ld red  Jones, " .it i s  th is  c o n tin u ity , how- 

• / '  6vef Feeble, which holds out aby hope fo r  p a r t ic u la r  situati-onS-land
/  ' 3 , . „ .

■» -* ■' - ' * . 1^9 , a
•so c ie tie s , and, • eventually, f o r ’, m ank ind^  .

One nay say in  c o n c is io n  th a t  Soyinka succeeds in  7

; ^assembling the so c ia l arid p o l i t ic a l  predicament of A fr ic a 1 in  g en era l,

  _ ; .N igeria  in  p a r t ic u la r ,  and in  dis-t’i l l i n g  its -  agonies and harsh  rea l- '.

: t ie s ,• ^ tB 'b c p e s : a n d ^ fru s tra ti  on,, into.-ptaSgpixt s a t i r i c a l  ^xraroa,. .His-

m ajo rp reoccupation  in  h is  s a t i r i c a l  p.lays has always been with mam’s

- s tru g g le  fo r  freedom from oppression . Even In  a play ■ l ik e  ■ Camwood .'on

the  L e a v e s which i s  anyth ing  but s a t i r i c a l ,  the theme, of. l ib e ra t io n

/  s tru g g le  u n d e rlie s  the  c e n tra l . ,c o n f l ic t .  • ■

Like'Kwei Armah in  The- B eautyful Ones Axe I^S^Yet Born, Wole

„. Soyinka views the world around him a n d /is  d isgusted  w ith  .what he sees . •

- The revo lu tionary  expression  of th is  d isg u s t e l i c i t s  in  Id s  a u d ie n c e s  .

. s im ila r  d isg u s t towards the  so c ia l  and p o l i t ic a l  i l l s  which he exposes

. t o  r id ic u le  in  h is  s a t i r i c a l  drama. 'Of course , one may no t always share

„ •• h is .p e s s im is t ic  v is io n  o f .modern A frican  s o c ie t ie s ,  bd t one cannot deny

the r e a l i s t i c  n a tu re  of h is ,-v is io n ,' Recent s o c ia l  and p o l i t i c a l  e^r . ‘

p e r ie n c e a ih  Africa show th a t‘Soyinka's v isio n  deserves some recogr-
/  '' ■' ‘ ■ ' - 

/  v  ' n itron , e sp e c ia lly  when i t  forms part o f a trag ic  v is io n  of so c ie ty .
■ i

.* ' y '

• •( i yl  ~ KOtathyeioal Scoursiont • ;

One f i l ia l  and v e r y  im portant aspebt o f Soy inka 's  dram atic

’ ‘ ’ ’ i . ’ * ' . • * .
119 ’ - • ’ ’ . " •

B. D. Jones. The Writing o f Wole Soyinka, p . 89.
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I

..work i s  h is  m etaphysical e x c u rs io n .in to  the r,e,anitw of l i f e .  'Ph is .  . * ■ 

.ex cu rs io n  is  undertaken in' both The Road and Death ahd th e ..Kite-1s . ! • , 

• Horseman, where, the playw right make's^an ex tensive  use-of the death  -', ^

, m o tif. Death, -particu la rly ', on the road , i s  a recurren t.,m otif, in  Wole ' 

•Soyinka's w riting* ’in  “Death in  the  Dawn"'-for in stance ,. Soyinka;
V • ‘ v

.implies- t h a t 'a  m o ther's  a rden t p rayer: *' - ,

c h ild  . ' •

May. you never walk ' ' ■ '
'W hen'the'road’-w a its , famished

cannot p laca te  Efu (god of the- crossroads) when he t h i r s t s  fo r  human. 

blood. This b lo o d th irs tin ess- can be-averted , however, w ith .'app ropria te  

p laca to ry  s a c r if ic e ^ . There i s  the belief-among' the Yoruba people th a t  

road^dociden te-are  s a c r i f ic e s  fo rc ib ly ^ tak en  by Esu-vhen he is ' hungry.' 

To avoid',an unprecedented lo ss  of life 'y  the tra v e lle r 'm u s t  th ere fo re  

■offer adequate s a c r i f ic e  (dog m eat, palm o i l ,  and palm v ine) to  Ogutt 

•'the god of seven paths who, through h i s  agent (E?u who oversees the 

ro ad ), s t r i k e s 'a  m ortal blow on any d e f ia n t  " tr a v e l le r .  Such "a t ra v e l

l e r  becomes a bloody meal to  s a t i s f y  the "b lind  hunger' in  the ro a d 's  

-hidden b e l l y .* ^ 1 In  ano ther poem, " In  Memory of SegunAv'dlowo," . 

Soyinka deaiments*. . 1 • I • ■ f
y ■ ' s't ■ , "1 f

' Death ^he Scrap-iron deiQer . ' . . . ‘
Breeds a  g lu t on trade. The fa u lt  •.
I s  His of seven paths whose whim .
Gave ie a th  h is  agency.

• (idyare and Other Poems, p. ih)

This p e rso n if ic a tio n  o f :Death preeupppaes-Esu a t  h is  treacherous "game"

150 *
Soyinka, Idanre and Other Poema. p.. 11..

<4̂ 1 ' .
I b id . ,  p. 69.
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• on  the ro a d ;- '- . , - 4 , “ .

‘ I r‘ The I n te rp re te r s  SoyihkiVs use o f 'J h e  m otif of death  on
* , ’C* ' ' " ' * /  ~ '

the^road-i's  probably. b est exemplified- in  the 'descrip tion , 'of the death

of Sejconi,:. ‘ ■ ’ •• ■
»■ i ' ' * * ' ..

The Dame .cracked above -S e k o n i!s 'sh o rt-s ig h te d  head "* • 
one messy n ig h t.  Too la te .h e  saw- the in sa n ity  o f  a 

’ ’ lorry-sparked r ig h t  in  h is  p a th , a sw erve-turned in to  .
■a sk id  and cfWed^arabesques o f . ty r e s 1 A f u t i l e  heap ..

. ^  o f-m e ta l, and S ek o n i's  body.lay  surprised- across the
. > .'open door, showers of-lam inated, g la s s  around,-hip, h is  ..
\  , -  .' beard one fa s tn e s s  o f  blood and wet. e a r th ,  ’ (p . 1?5) .

' ' ' ' r" * - ' * - . . * • " *•" *
- •  ̂ ■ The' s ig h t o f the v ic tim  o f a g h as tly  *road 'accident ,li.ke t j u s ,  "S ilenced

. in -th e . s ta r t l e d  hug of /  Your -invention" { Id an re . p . 11) i s .  c h i l l in g ,  ■

O baneji r e c a l l s  ift A Dance o f the F o re s ts  how the road claimed s ix ty - ’

i .. ' ‘five, l iv e s  in  a .p assen g e r lorry-nicknam ed the  " In c in e ra to r"  (p . 17),
1 . " i '  • ' '  > • • • . !

‘Another w reck, th e •"Chimney of Kreko," according to  O baneji, "has . .

. su rv ived  e ig h t  c ra sh es , a p a r t  from, f a l l i n g  in  a p i t  tw-o op th ree  tim es",

(p . 1b), These road,-accidents-, which a re  n o t exaggera tions o f r e a l  ex-
' ** , . *• ' * * ' '  ‘ ' _ • ?  ‘

periences on N igerian  roads;pose  th e  c ru c ia l  q u e s tio n : wha,t could be 

' v re sp o n sib le  f o r  the  fre q u e n t dea ths on the  roads? F i r s t l y ,  the roads, 

w ith  treach e ro u sly  narrow b ridges and pot h o le s , a re  d e a th - tra p s . 

Secondly,- where the roads are-w ide and bittsaqn-surfacred—a r a r i t y  in ’ 

N ig e ria  when Soyinka w rote The .Road-~ d r iv e r s  who lack  the  proper educ-

a tio n  f o r  sa fe  d riv in g  c o n s t i tu te  a  menace. Third  l y v s o  co rru p t are"
- 1 - \  - - -- , \  •.*

, . >v * ■
some o f f i c ia l s ,o f ,  th e 'K o to r  L icencing O ffices,- a n d ,th e  p o lic e , th a t

mahy unroadvorthy v e h ic le s  a re  allowed- on the a lready  h a sa rd o u a ro a d s ;
' , ' « * \  >

.and, many o f  the  d r iv e rs  l i t e r a l l y  buy th e i r  l i te n o 'e s . A com bination 

o f  th ese  f a c to rs  promotes the  high' t s t e  of d ea th s \o n  N igerian  to ad s .

* 11 ■ , - - ■ "v
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s ' •' 'This th en 'is  the background against which ,or.e ifos to apcpcach

-The Road ^  in  which Soyinka-draws upon, h is  wealth of unpleasant nemo- : 

r ie s -o f  fa ta l  road'accidents in N igeria to aid hip, in h is metaphysical

1 excursion in fo  the chthonie realm of ex isten ce , using the egungur. I v
' ' • ‘ ' ‘ ■ - t ' 1

mdsk-idiom as a veh icle  for the movement o f-tr a n s it io n , -

Concluding - a b r ie f -study of ’ The Road. imankuj.oi' s ta te s :

^ > " T h e  .judges who awarded a f i r s t  prize  to th is, play, a t  .
the Commonwealth F e stiv a l of the-Arts, in 1965, without - •*.

( ’ ' dbubt, must have teen  impressed by i t s  to ld  and e f fe c t 
ive  dramatic technique without boasting o f  any proper 

• ‘ understanding of' i t s  r itu a l form which remains, as
puzzling and £asj powerful aa the sacred python, "the

* . co iled  snake of M ysteries,1* whcjse beauty i s  admired but
; ' - Whose m ysterious, Existence i s  i!n soru tab la ,^ 3 , , ■ '

* * ' ' * ‘ *' .
* •, : - . .In considering the complex symbolic structure Of the-p lay , one needs to.

< s  i * i , ' '
♦ . ■ - * • •

• ; • . share Professor Iyengar*s views th at a "play l ik e  The Road b u ilt  in
\ -

differen t' layers of re’a l i t y  and varied forms of- human-discourse may be

'j , capable of more1 than one interpretation* The-'road* i s  doubtless,-both

a physical r e a lity  and a patent symbol with .i t s  own subsidiary symj-
* i  *>)

b o ls .*  ^  Bernice -fcrncan-suggests th a t "the , r b a d , . i s  the road a l l

men travel that ends as the play ends fo r  the Professor,, in  our
• ■ ■" 125 'deaths." Whatever the* variety  o f interpretations., to. which The Road

. . .  dpatw i t s e l f ,  i t  i s  doubtful i f  the play can.be ju s t i f ia b ly  ca lled  a

"rich and-beautiful tragedy," as an anonymous reviewer puts i t  in  The

* 122 The &oa* (loadoni 0 . 1965).
1 *■ * * * * 123 * ' 1 * •

. »  . N. Ni Aaahkulor, "Braoatio Technique and Meaning in  The
load ."  Ba Shiru. 7 . Mo. t ( l 9 ? 6 ) . 5 8 .

\ ‘- ■’ . 12b‘ - >
Yorkt A sia Publ

\  A review o f The load in  Books ^broad. hO. No. 3 (1966). 361

' • , ■ . • . . ■ .' ■ ■ ’ . ■ ■- * ' 

y  / .  \  • • x  :
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•n /'
•r
' I

I L ite ra ry -Supplement; '  10 Jur.e 1 ĉ>5r p. L?o. Alec, con trary  to the oon-
* .  , .

. te n t ions of c e rta in  - c r i t ic s ,  the Road has no p lo t ,1'at l e a s t ,  ir. the
I ' . ' « . - • ' * ’ . “ > ’ * .

'* sense- in  which, a  correspondent app lies  tne terr. whcr. he a s s e r ts  in  , ’

’ , e r ro r :  'Blr. so f a r  as there  is  a p lo t i t  concerns a d r iv e r  Kotor.;;, who

. , ■ knocked down a possessed r e v e l le r  a f  the Feativu l of D riv ers , 'whose .•
•* i « * • >

- , - body m ysteriously disappeared', leav ing  only the Ogur, mask which he keeps 

as a ’humble quota to the harvest of t%? road,’*** '" This m is.vnception

i i s  as misleading' a-s th a t o f .Je ra ld  Moore who s ta te s  th a t
» . ‘ ' ■ ' • I ’ ■ . X h

|' ■* t ' * Murano h a s b w i  k i l le d  ju s t  before the play opens*'
knocked down by the lo rry -d ri.v er Kotonu ju s t  a t  the .'

' , • moment when he i-s masquerading a s  ihe god- Ogun a t
• "  . the annua l’Drivers* F e s tiv a l .  As the play teaohea , -

u s , Kotonu and h is  - 'm te*  .Samson have hidden the 
body in "the  back o f . th e i r  lo rry  to deceive the^angry 

| worshippers and have-brought-it back to  town,1? '

.Cosmo .Piefeerse i s  g u ilty  of the same m is in te rp re ta tio n ‘in  h is  r e fe r -

ence to  Murano as one **vho had been dead.** >t Fem th  Lin^fors a lso

a s s e r ts  th a t  the P ro fesso r .

has a s - h is  personal servan t a mute young s p i r i t  named 
Murano who has- been run over and k ille d  by a lo rry  

. . .  not long before the p lay  opens. I t  tu rn s  out th a t
, two of th e  lay-abouts in  the motor park a re  resp an si-  
• 'b lw io r  Murano*s death . . On th is  f r a i l  but o r ig in a l 
f e tK r e  l i p e ‘Soyinka hangs h is  draiaa, l e t t i n g ’i t

. , ba lR on  a n d - f lu t te r  in  a g a le .o f  gusty w ords.12?
>’ f ' ’ d

126’ * - ; West A frica, •18 Sept. 196$ , pw 10el.  Far sim ilar views,
see MichJael B illin g to n , " F ir s t  N ight.* Plays and P la y e rs . 13, No. 12
(Npv, 1^65)* 3l*{ and ’Cosmo Pie 'tepae, "Dramatic R ic h e s ," Journal, of
Commonwealth Literature, $k>, ? ( 196S ), 1 6 V . '

Wole Soyinka (Loadoh: Svans, 1971'), p. 58. ‘
128 *
. , "Huaour, Melodrama, Drama, Wit. , -  .*  Cultural Svante 

ln~ A frica, Ne. tp (Sept. 1965). h. m
129 -  •"Obscurity in  Soyinka’ s Dramatic Works," pp. 11-12,

j 1 ■ : . • - ■ ’ •
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♦ .., These misconceptions and m isin te rp re ta tion .: have been c ited  not to

deoe&r. the in te l le c tu a l  s ta tu re  of c r i t i c s ,  but to i l l u s t r a t e  how

easy i t  i s  tc  se t out or. the wrong foo t on The Road of Soyiv ia. Those

who ta lk  cu riously  of "a .plot" in ,  'or "the p lo t"  o f , The ■Road' w ill no

doubt d iscover, i f  they try , th a t any attem pt to id e n tify  a conver.-;
*» ■- * * - k

' t io n a l beginhing-middle-ehd p a t te r  of ac tion  in  the play is f u t i l e .

The s tru c tu ra l  p a tte rn  .of the play is  cue of sh a ftin g  im-
. ' 4 *

'p re s s io n s . The ac tion  is  ra th e r  s t a t i c ,  with no l in e a r  s to ry  to drama

t iz e .  The* characters  do not develop because the primary concern,ir. the

play i s  net w ith ,ch a rac te rs  but with the' p e rs is te n t  search fo r  the .
* . * , 1 t 

„  , , essence of death in .,o rder,'to  grasp fu lly  the meaning- of l i f e .  When the
V -  ' - ' ' . - ' ' ■ ‘ , • /
* charac te rs  apeak, th e ir  dialogue, ra th e r  than lead ing  to a  lo g ica l con-

1 i  . - • «’ .
1 i , s *
f  -j. ’ e lu sio n , tends to  be a s  incoherent as can be from scene to scene. In-

•stead of revea ling  a sequen tia l s e r ie s  of events w ith a c a th a r t ic  . 

e f fe c t in  the.end . The Road only p resen ts loosely  connected episodi? 

s i tu a tio n s ,  including flashbacks th a t tend to"be o b tru s iv e . The cumul

a tive  e ffe c t  i s  that the aud ience 'are confronted w ith the in san ity  of
i ‘ i * ‘

the world of.the characters* with a ll  i ts  grimness, its  bewildering 

fragmentations, often humorous * often ridiculous, and mainly absurd.

Although The Road does not, legitimately belong to-'the Theatre 

.of the Absurd, i t  certainly possesses some of the peculiarities of 

• motion and language of known Absurd drama." One may, with some Justifi

cation, assert.that, like the Theatre o f . the Absurd, The .Read repre

sents the sa tir ica l, parodisHc aspects of life . But behind th is fayade 

of sa tirica l exposure of the absurdity of the human condition in The
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Road l i e s  a  deeper lev e l of t:.e p la y w rig h t 's  v i s io r  of a v y r l j  in
, ) * ,

which the- only c e r ta in ty  in  'rtar.'s l i f e  is  je a tn .  . B u s  v isio n ., and t!’-e 

e n t i r e  rr.eur.in* of- th e 1 play,- nay he lo s t  on the audien.oe, u n le ss  the 

‘ essence anol th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f the o s te n s ib ly  in s ig n i f ic a n t  c h a ra c te r  

Murano the, »&tp i s  g rasped  fu l ly . ' With h is  in  p ro p e r p e rs p e c t iv e , i t  

i s  p o ss ib le  to  p iece  to g e th e r  in to  a sseani;igful p a t te rn  those. d i s -
' I * ’ •

jo in te d  c ju e s  w ith which Soyinka coan iuneatea w ith  j u s  a u d ie n c e .1

; In  o rd e r  to  a p p re c ia te  f u l l y  the m ysterious n a tu re  o f Murano,
k 1 ‘ *r  ,

< . one needs! to  be f a m il ia r  w ith  Soyinka.*s e ssa y ,."T h e  Fourth  S ta g e ,*  ar.d >
f

w ith  age^3 c u lt is r ." * ^  evoked in, t!;e p re fa to ry  pooc "Adageno* in  The 

Road. S qually  in d isp en sab le  to  a proper unscram bling of th e  aaak -i« iicc

] r . in  th e  jilay i s  .the c la s s  d is c u ss io n  recorded  .a t th e  .P a iy e rs ity  of Wash-

/ ' ' l * • 
in g to n /o o  20 A pril 1^73. (A nsw erirg a p a r t i c ip a n t 's  quest ;C:: or. the

/ « t . > *• ^
fu n c tio n  of the a lb in o  i n  h is  work, Soyinka re fe rre d , to  The Road and. 

s ta t^ d t  , •

j In tT» Road a certain  essence of human consciousness—
, in Toruba metaphysics I define i t  as the area of 

| transition—happens to be something which preoccupied
j  me. Ydruba metaphysics holds the view of there being

three major areas of existance,•» . . I t ' s  the world of 
the unborn, the world of the dead, and the world of,

. the living. There is  a mutual correspondence between
these three areas. But I believe there is  also a 

_ fourth which is not often articulated but which I ,
reoogniie as im plicit. . . . I t  is the ehthcnic reals, s 
the area of the really dark forces, the really  dark 
sp ir its , and i t  also is  the area of stress of human 
w ill. So many physical symbols keep cropping up as 
an expression of th is area of tran sitio n .■ How one of 
them for me d i the albino. Be is  a kind of-twilight 
creature. . , .There's this feeling of them not being

• «

^  Per a detailed treatment of this subjept, see 0, Ogunba, 
"The Agfmp Cult in IJebuland,* Nixeria. Maaamine. Ho. 86 (196$), 176*86,
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' ) ,u ite  of t n i s  world} ’they  can’ t- see* Very suo:i in}' 
d a y l ig h t ,  they s e e 'b e t t e r -in the  d a rk n e :^ | th e y 'r e  
very' f r a g i le }  you’ f e e l  th a t  i f  you h o ld * th e r  th ey ’ l l  
d is s o lv e  in  y o u r 'h a n d s . And 1 th in k  i t  i s  th is ,7which 

'c r e e p s  in to -The I n t e r p r e t e r s . . . ; I t ’ s a  k in d -q f  ,
• - ’ ’ spillover of this feeling for the numinous area of 

transition. 131 ■ - \ , .

Soyinka's private 'myth ofthe chthonjc xealtt o f  existence', .

' which is' an outgrowth of Voruba metaphysics* unravels* the mystery of

the identity arid the role of MuruaO in The Road. Lake the albino,' * H, • *f i t  . ( t " '
Morano i s  4 tw ilig .-.t, c r e a tu r e ,  a s y s to lic ,  ex p re ss io n  of the ch th o n ic

' » | #• ,, . * 
ph<t. victims of the varibus fatal road accidents described

'  • - - ' ' t . ■ ' f  . . ;i!i tiie' play- belong it: the world of the dead.' Professor and all the 
' . " - ' • " • 
othejr characters, except Murano, are inhabitants of the-wprld of the

living, Put* whatever their aspirations, frustrating experiences and
i -  - o

sense  o f achievem ent, they a re  a l l  aware of t^ e  i n e v i t a b i l i t y  of death

as’man's life's final experience. Death, therefore, lies ir, wait for 
» ‘ ’ v ' * • 'every huaan being at the point of transition between the«*world ot> the

■ > '*
living that of the dead. It i§ this aysteficue borderline which

. ■ C , * *

constitutes the impenetrable barrier to Professor's quest. According
i • . * ■ . .,

to Vole Sqyiifka, this mysterious borderline is the "void of trmnsi- i 

tion"| and in Thj^^ai Murano is ti» ohly .character alive yho has comb . 

nearest to. this-enigmatic chthonic reals of existence. »

Asked by Kotonu where he found Murano, Professor replies* 

"Neglected in the back qf ahearee. ' And dying. Moaned like a dog whope 

lege have been broken by a motor car, I took him— eooewhere— 1 ooked

\

Wole Seyinka, "Class Discussion, in jn  Person, Bd., K. 
U  B m s U ,  p ju  1 V M 8 .  ‘

. . - •• - . ' % - ■ *
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after him till he was well-again" (p-. 14+) He goes on to describe

Murano as "the one person i’n this wdpld in whom the Word'reposes."

SAMSON: Much use that is to him. He cannot use
- his tongue* '

PROF.: Beep. Silent but deep. Oh my friend, be-
• ware the pity of those that have no tongue far 
they have been proclaimed sole guard fans ’of the 
Word. They have slept beyond the portals of 
secrets. They have pierced the.guard of' etern
ity and unearthed the Word, a. golden nugget on 
the tongue. And so their tongue hangs heavy and 
they are forever silenced. Do iyou mean you do 

■ , not see that MuranO has one - leg longer than the 
other? '

.When- a man has one leg in each world, bis legs 
are never the same. . The big toe ,of Murano1 s 
foot—rthe left one of course-ĵ res.ts oh the 
slumbering chrysalis of the Word. When that 

• - crust cracks my friend— you and I, that is the
’moment we -await. . . .  •. (pp. 14+-U5)

This passage complements Soyinka1s private myth and makep. the meaning

of Professorrs "Word" clearer.' Among the Yorubas, a critically ill

person, an accident victim on the danger list inf the hospital, and 'an

extremely old person are all described as being on .the threshold- of.

the world beyarid, knocking on heaven's gate.- To vivify-this meta-

, physical concept, the grave has come to be regarded as -the symbol of

the void a£ transition. A man with only one foot in the grave (a dying

man) is neither fully of the world.of,the living nor has he crossed
\ .

over to the world beyond, . ,

Murano is Such a character who has only straddled over the 
chthonio.dyoii" when he is picked up unconscious by Professor from the

 ̂ 'This reply sufficiently disproves the claim by some
critics that’ Murano was "dead” or "killed" after he was knocked down- -
by Kotonu's lorry as cited earlier. .

I !
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scene o f a g h a s t ly  road  a c c id e n t .  P r o f e s s o r 's  ( o r ,  i s  i t  S o y in k a 's? )  

pow erful a s s o c ia t io n a l  s e n s i b i l i t y  i s  dem onstra ted  I n  th e  use of the  

"h ea rse "  m etaphor t<? d e s c r ib e  th e  lo r ry  in  which Murano i s  found . The 

word a p t ly  d e s c r ib e s  th e  d ep lo ra b le  c o f f in - l i k e  p a s s e n g e rs ' cab in  in -  • 

s e c u re ly  b u i l t  on the c h a s s is .  B e s id e s , th e  l o r r y  so c o n s tru c te d  .is

u sually - " o v e r- lo a d e d ."  When such lo r t - ie s  speed down tre a c h e ro u s  ro ad a ,
t

they  a re  l i t e r a l l y  "co ffin s '*  on w heels , "p reg n an t w ith  s t i l l b o m s "  -
 ̂ * - •

(p -‘ 5 6 ) ,  . A c h a ra c te r  l i k e  Murano who has su rv iv ed  the  c ra sh  o f a  .

" h e a rse "  is 'endow ed w ith  the  s e c r e t  of „th e  "Word." I t  w i l l  n ev e r be

known w hether he has been a mute from b i r t h ,  o r has become one a s  a  ’

r e s u l t  o f th e  shock from th e  a c c id e n t .  Be i s  n o t d e a f ,  however, a s

133 . •some c . r i t ic s  b e l ie v e .  The problem  i s  th a t  he cannot com m unicate,

th e  s e c r e t  o f th e  "Word" to  th e  l i v in g ,  p rob ab ly  because  i t  i s  a know

le d g e  th a t  ca n 'b e  a c q u ired  Only th rough  a  p e rs o n a l  ex p e rie n c e . I t  i s ' 

f o r  t h i s  "knowledge" t h a t  P ro fe s s o r  S earches w ith  monomaniac o b se ss io n . 

T h is i s  th e  m y ste rio u s  "Word" th a t ,  he knows can be found only."W here
'ft ‘

a s c e n t  i s  broken and a  winged s e c r e t  plummets back to  e a r th "  (p . 1*5) •, 

One may conclude from th e  fo re g o in g  a n a ly s i s 1 th a t  S o y in k a 's  

p re o ccu p a tio n  in  The Road i s  w i th .th e  q u e s t  f o r  th e  essence  o f d ea th  

in  o rd e r  to  g ra sp  th e  meaning of l i f e .  T h is  e x p la in s  why th e  Word, . 

which P ro fe s s o r  hew d evo ted  h i s  e n t i r e  l i f e  to  d is c o v e r ,  i s  to  "be ■ 

found companion n o t to  l i f e ,  b u t D e a th " '(p ,  1 t ) . '  ,

The e x p lo ra t io n  in to  th e  m ystery  o f d e a th  i n ' t h e  p lay  ta k e s

* 133 * * - 'J For evidence that Murano is not deaf, see pfi, 52-53 of
the text, where Professor addresses him, and he obeys his verbal
order to hide when Salubi appears on the scene.

. i

1 ■;
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p ro fe s s o r  a long  the  m etaphysica l road  u n t i l ,  l im ite d  by h is  human
, , '  . . 4

n a tu re , he r e a l iz e s  th a t  he cannot go-beyond th e  t r a n s i t io n a l ." a o n e w 

th a t  dem arcates the  world of th e  l iv in g  from th a t  of ±he dead . I t  

shou ld  be obvious, th e re fo re ,  th a t  The Road, r e g a rd le s s  o f  i t s  s e t t i n g ,  ____ 

- i s '  n o t-ab o u t' the  "road” as th e  t i t l e  may su g g e s t. I t  i s  n o t even about

- death on the, old treacherous Nigerian roads-. Every action, reported, ,
 ̂ «

re -e n a c te d , o r p re sen ted  on -stage, i s  made fu n c tio n a l  to  P ro fe s s o r ’s'
* * . •  '

(andno doubt, th e  p la y w r ig h t 's ) .-e x p lo ra tio n  o f " th e  f o u r th  s ta g e "  in

orde^r to  g e t  a t . t h e  essence o f d e a th . The a e ta p h s ic a l .r o a d  down which

th is 'e x p lo r a t io n  i s  conducted is, of co u rse , c o n c re te ly  'sym bolized by

N igerian ' ro a d s , w'ith t h e i r  in s a t i a b le  c la im  on t r a v e l l e r s '  l i v e s .  •
* **

Giveri this interpretation, Professor becomes an.external- 

ization- of -Soyinka's exploratory mind, or, at least, an aspect of it. * 

Two areas of experience in Soyinka's “life,are juxtaposed in the plays 

the road and the Church. In an interview cofiflucted by Qlu'Akaraogun, 

Soyinka explains that'

 ̂ The Road is-based on what I might call a, personal
intimacy which I have developed with-a certain ‘ 
aspect of a very strange personal experience which 
'developed out of my travels on the road. It was 
almdst a kind of exorcism writing that play.

' .The Profes'sor was making a search into the essence
of death. ''* ’ # 1

Regarding ftis attitude to religion, Soyinka continues1
 ̂ » * *

I am.no longer a Christian, I, rejected Christian
ity a long time ago. It just did not correspond - - •
to my attitude to life. . . .1 have taken some 
interest in traditional religion, just as I have 
taken in Christianity. I'.am curious about' tradi- ,
tional Nigerian religions-with the same element - 
of curiosity.- No doubt acme aspects.of indigenous

' ' j
I
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381 A
• re lig io n s  have ’in f lu e n c e d  my w o r^ ^ 3^

This in te rv iew , c le a r ly  shows the, a f f i n i t y  between Soyinka and P ro fe sso r  

in  The Hoad, b u t P ro fe s s o r  i s  n o t n e c e s s a r i ly  Soyinka.'
t ■ ' * s

In  th e  in c a n ta to ry  poem "Alagemo" Soyinka in c is iv e ly  o u t l in e s  

th e  m ystery  -in which th e  Affimp c u l t  i s  shrouded," a  m ystery th a t  iA 

s im ila r  ,to t$ a t  which su rrounds the  meaning of P r o f e s s o r 's  "Word."

Ogurtba i s  the f i r s t  to  re c o g n iz e ‘inVPhe Road, p a r t i c u la r ly  irt "Alagemo" 

^Soyittks 5 . of* ^££^£2  ̂ prb »"'33 However, t h i s  im p lic i t .  •

i d e n t i f ic a t io n ,c a n n o t  be s t re tc h e d  to  le ad  to  t i e  a s s e r t io n  th a t  " P ro f - ,  

e s s o r 's  p re se n t c o n v ic tio n  i s  t h a t  th e  m ean in g o f human e x is te n c e  i s - t o
. * 1 - v '

be found in  man’s d a i ly  encoun te r w ith  ftrp,  th e -d a rk ,  in ex o ra b le  s p i r i t  

o f  th e  r o a d , 'th e  s p i r i t  o f sudden d ea th . " 1^  Wan can- en co u n te r Vrp

only  once a f t e r  which he c ro sse s  th e  ch thon ic  realm  o f e x is te n c e  o r
\  • , "

becomes dead a l i v e .  , , •

The s t r e n g th  and beau ty  of The Road" re s id e  in  th e  p la y w r ig h t 's ' 

ingen ious assem blage o f d i s c r e d i ta b le  c h a ra c te rs  who c o l l e c t iv e ly  and 

s e v e ra l ly  c o n tr ib u te  t o  th e  death- -of in n o cen t p assen g e rs  and other- road

In Spear Magazine (Nigeria), May 1966, pp. 18- 1-9* '
135 •

0. Ogunba, The Movement of Transition.-pp. 131-32, I do. 
not, however, share Ogunba'a view that~?r&. "a dark, mysterious, incom
prehensible sp irit of death," litera lly  mews the word. There seems-to 
be'a confusion of vocabulary here. Though physically and phonetically ' ‘ 
eimilar, prp—the ev il sp ir it of night and sudden death, and pr^-word.

. or talk,, are two entirely different words, and no ambiguity is  intended 
in the association of agenftf with or% in the prefatory poem "Alagemo," 
yxpcln Yoruba Myth is  an ev il sp irit that walks the nifeht,' capable of 
S tarin g  i t s  height and therefore ite  reach when i t  finds.a victim to 
strike. Once i t  hits,, the victim either goes horne t© die after a ‘sudden 
high fever, or he becomes crippled; deaf and dumb f «  l i f e .

136 Ibid., p. 132.
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u s e r s .  T h ^ sc^ n e  o f the in te r a c t io n  of th e se  c h a ra c te r s ,  a p p ro p r ia te ly
' /  ’ ;  ' ‘ . . . 

enough, i s  a  ro a d s id e  shack , a  d riv e rs- ' haven p itc h e d  nex t t o  th e

-\ -

Church w ith  i t s  graveyard-. I t  r e p re s e n ts  th a t  p a r t  of th e  w orld o f  th e
» f

l i v in g  which -is .c lo s e s t  to  th e ' w orld -of th e  dead, which makes th e  shack

an  a p p ro p r ia te  " la b o ra to ry "  f o r  P ro f e s s o r 's  q u e s t .  .
, - -

* The m u lti- fu n c tio n a l  shack se rv es  a'S,'an- "AKSIDENT STdRE" fo r  

th e  s a le  o f m otor sp are  p a r t s  and p a sse n g e rs ' p e rso n a l e f f e c ts  lo o ted  

from the  scenes of. a c c id e n ts .  In  t h e ‘ev en in g s, th e  shack i s  tu rn ed  

%in to  a d tfin k in g -b ar when P ro fe s s o r  a n d ‘h is  " d is c ip le s "  converge f o r  a  ' 

"communion." Sm elling  w ith  .M urano's w ine, and ’clouded w ith  the  smoke 

from hemp p rov ided  by; th u g - r e c ru i t in g  p o l i t i c i a n  C h ie f-in -to w n , th’e- 

e h t i r e  shack s e ts  i ts .b a c c h a n a l ia n  " la u g h te r  a g a in s t  th e  v e ry  th ro a t
o

o f th e  o rg an  pipe's" (p .  68) in  th e  a d ja c j^ t  Church. ' T his n e t t i n g  i s

trem endously  sym bolic . .

P r o f e s s o r 's  q u es t f o r  th e  "Word" o r ig in a l ly  s t a r t e d  in  th e  '

Church w here, as la y * re a d e r , he was exposed to  th e  "Word" i n  th e  B ib le .

At th a t  s ta g e  i n  h is  s e a rc h , th e  "Word" .m ean t.no th ing  more th an  what

th e  g o sp el acqord ing  to  S t ,  John  reveals'*  <

In  the b eg in n in g  was th e  Word, and th e  Word was w ith  
God, and th e  Word -was God. He was in  th e  b eg in n in g  

. w ith  God; a l l  th in g s  were made through him, and w ith-i 
ou t him 'was n o t an y th in g  m ad e 'th a t was made. - 'In  him 
was l i f e ,  and th e  l i f e  was tjie l ig h t,  of-m en. (Jo h , I* .1-1*)

The "Word" i h  t h i s  co n te x t i s  C h r is t  th e  Redeemer w h o s e .s a c r i f ic ia l

de.ath has restored everlasting l i f e  to mankind, and’whose resurrection

i s  a  sym bolic v ic to ry  oyer d e a th . . T h is  i s  th e  l i v in g  "Wbrd" l e f t

r e s t i n g  on th e  l e c t e m  when P ro fe s s o r  was excommunicated f o r  em bezzling

th e  Church fu n d s . ’ •» ’

’ I
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* C ast from  g ra c e ,  th e  n e a r e s t  P ro fesso .r can g e t  to  the'"W ord"

i s  to , s e t  trp a  p o s t  where', from. time to  t im e ,-h e  can g e t  a  g lim pse of.- 
• * » * * « 

th e  l e c t e r n  t h a t  h e a rs  th e  m y ste rio u s •’W ord." in  h i s  co n tin u ed  se a rc h

o u ts id e  th e  Church, P ro fe s s o r  seems- to  have added a  new dimension- to

th e  l i f e - g i v i n g  "Word" made f l e s h .  The paradox o f C h r i s t 's  d ea th  as

-man's sou rce  o f . r e b i r t h  s e e m s 'to  lu rk  behind P r o f e s s o r 's  hopes of

g e t t in g  a t  th e  ro o t  o f th e  m eaning o f l i f e - th r o u g h  an a p p re c ia t io n  o f '

th e  essen ce  o f d e a th . '

S ince the  p lay  i s  s e t  in  N ig e r ia  whete more l iv e s  a re  l o s t  on

th e  ro ad s th an  in  any o th e r  way, i t  i s  mpst a p p ro p r ia te  th a t  P ro fe s s o r

•sh o u ld  be a id e d 'in  h is  s e a rc h ,  even i f ,  in a d v e r te n t ly ,  by c h a ra c te r s  who
*/> * *^  V* . t

a re  .a s s o c ia te d  w ith  th e  " road -,11'an d  who, th rough  th e ix  .n e g lig e n t
' , i

d riv in g -, have s e n t  many a  human b eing  to  t h e i r  d e a th .  The "ro ad "  i s  

g iv en  th e  a t t r i b u t e  o f  an im mobile b u t a menacing ag e n t o f d e a th . P ro 

f e s s o r  p u ts  i t  s u c c in c t ly :  "The rock  i s 1 a  woman you u n d e rs ta n d , so  i s  /
i - • '  /

th e  ro a d . They know how to  l i e  and w a it"  (p .  58) f o r  t h e i r  v ic t im s .-

But worse than the treacherous roads are the members of the d rivers '
> *

haven. Professor, who crim inally removes road signs meant to forewarn 

. drivers of dangerous.spots on the road and.who forges d rivers ' licenses
* a *■

. fo r characters who are not qualified  to  drive a vehicle, is  an active -

promoter of fa ta l  accidents on the road. Kotonu, the most reasonable

■ of the lay-aboute, is  too carefu l a d river fo r h is  own good and fo r the

good of rpad users, as Samson's opinion of him reveals:

He's never aoted lik e  a normal person. When other 
■ d rivers go out of the way to k i l l  a  dog, Kotonu
. nearly sopersaults the lorry  trying to avoid a f le a - ',

rpcked mongrel. Why, I  ask him, why? Doh'.t you ,

,1  • '

, . i  

!■ ■

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

/

38i, s

know a  dog i s  Ogun's meat? .Take'w arning Kotonu.
D efers i t ' s  too  l a t e  tak e  w am ihg and. k i l l  us a dog.

. ' ’ (PP* *8*j»9)

The s ig n if ic a n c e  o f th i s  passage i s .  th a t  ’i t  p o in ts  o u t , th e  n^ed f o r

d r iv e r s  o c c a s io n a lly - to  p r o p i t i a t e  Ogun th e  p a tro n  • d e i ty  p f  th e ' d r iv e r s
f " ' - * U

wh<5 could be m alignant i f  n e g le c te d . In  TDeath in  th e  Dawn,” then® i s  ••

-th e  p o in t le s s  d ea th  of a ro o s te r :

♦ - i t  was—
Sudden w in te r  a t  th e  d e a th  ’ ~

• Of dawn's lone tru m p e te r , cascades- 
Of white .f e a th e r - f la k e s ,  b u t i t  proved 
.A f u t i l e  r i t e .  137* 4

,

The f u t i l i t y  of *the " r i t e "  may be ex p la in ed -b y  th e  f a c t  th a t  th e  dog 

and n o t any o th e r  dqjtnestic anim al i s  Ogun's fa v o u r i te .m e a t .  Kotonu1 s 

r e f u s a l  to  k i l l  a  dog on th e  road  am ounts-to  a  d e f ia n t  n e g le c t  bf 

O gun's demand f o r  re g u la r  p la c a to ry  s a c r i f i c e s  o f  dog m eat. Consequent

ly ,  Kotonu was invo lved  in  an a c c id e n t i n  which' many l iv e s  were l o s t .  

Many d r iv e rs , have p e rish e d  on th e  road} and Kotonu- i s  to o  s c a re d  -by h is  

on ly  experience  to  want to  co n tin u e  d r iv in g  one o f th o se  " h e a r s e s ,” 

which hemp-Bmoking and b r ib e - ta k in g  p o lic e  l ik e  P a r t i c u la r s  Joe waive 

o f f  on th e  ro ad .o n ce  some "k o la "  i s  o f f e re d . Kotonu1s ca ta lo g u e  of 

d a re -d e v il  d r iv e r s  and to u ts  who have been d estro y ed  by t h e i r  -reck le ss 

n ess  Seeas to  j u s t i f y  h^.s f r i g h t :  ,
l♦ , * * - 

KOTONU* Where is  Zorro who never returned from the 
- North without a basket of guinea-fowl eggs?

^Where is  Akanni the Lisard? • X have not seen any 
. "other tout who would stand on'the lorry’s roof 

ajqd p i|y  samba at sixty  miles an hour. Where is  
Sigidi Ope? Where i s  Sapele Joe who took on Six 
policemen at the crossing and knocked them a ll  
into the river?

137 Soyinka, Idanre and Other Poems, p .t10.
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SAMSON} Overshot the ponto?n, went down with the'
' lorry. - / li "'T

KOTONUs 'And. Saidu-Say? Indian Charlies who taught ue 
' • • driving? . . .Where is Humphery Bogart? Cimarron 

Kid? Have you known any other, driver take am  
oil-tanker from Port Harcourt to Kaduna non-si 
since Muftau,died? Where is Sergeaht Burma wi 
treated his tanker like a-child’s t6y?

SAMSONs Just the saiie.
KQTONU: .Sergeant Burma was never mpyed toy these

accidents. He told me-himself/how’once he was ; 
'stripping down a orAsh and found.that the driver 
was an- old comrade from the front. He took hii/ 
to the mortuary tout he stopped to remove all 
tyres. « I •

You "know, Professor is a bd/t like Sergeant Bt 
He wad moving round those Corpses as if - theyi 
didn't.exist.' All he car«£d about was replanning 
the sign-past. To see him you would.think 
was Adam replanting the.Tree of Life. (p»/2t)

. -N • ,

Kot’onu's recount of the fate of his late- fellow drivers and 

of the numerous "travellers whom you never really See until their faces 

are wiped clean toy silence" (p. 21) shows that The Rjg&d./despite its 

intermittent wry'humour and'festival spirit, is a serious play.
" - rGraham-White in his conclusion to the study of the play submits}

* /
Although the drumming, dance,- and song might give 
the play a unity not apparent on the page, the over
all effect of the play'upon me is as though Ibsen, 
had tried.to write Brand using oharacters drawn-from 
Jonson's Alchemist: fascinating, hut not completely

' successful.^jo T“

It is doubtful if the play's stature suffers as a result of‘Soyinka's

blending of the serious and the comic, or the significant and the trivial.
* 'When. Soyinka goes out, of his way ter pass -satirical comments on the evils

t in the society he ensures that his satire is relevant, to the main pre-

» - *

A, Grahao^White, West'African-Drama - °'|C'

!
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occupation in t)ie play. For example, the serious national problem of 

unemployment, which breeds lay-abouts_and criminals, especially among 

youpg gchool leavers , is cleverly hidden beneath the. laughter-provoking 

exhanges between Salubi and Samson, two ideal vocational' idlers who 

demonstrate the frustration of the job se'ekert '

SALtJBlJ All I .need .now is, a licence [aid. It is
only” a matter of getting Professor to forge "one ^

’ . for^me. . • '■
• • SAKSONr• Ask him.

' SAUJBI: I have asked him-a hundred times, hut he
always says. . . .,

. SAMSON (mimicking) i Go away. Come back when you
have a job. , , ■ '  ^

SALOBli * You see. * And a man can.'t get a job. without 
.< a licence feic3. ► '
SAMSONs And you can't get a licenceJ^ic)-without a

job. So why don't you just.go,and Ijiang your- / 
selft?l " ; * (p». U)'

' * . • K
The dialogue ends;in the suggestion of suicide (it could very well be

murder) as the solution to. Salubi1s problem. Everything done or said.
• 'a

in' the play invariably ends up on a note of death. Viewed in this
0

light, Soyinka's social satire in The Road isJnot as obtrusive as some 
- . • • * • 

critics would like their readers to believe.. Constantly in focus is,

Professor's quest for death throughout, the play.

In the end Professor comes face to face with death. He has

earlier implicitly^professed tjiat the mastery of the fear of death is

an essential step towards the discovery of the fullness of lifei "One

must cheat fear, by ford-knowledge" (p. 9i»)« This statement is eigni-

fleant, coming shortly before Say Tokyo Kid stabs him on the bade for

the ^orilege of letting Murano assume the ageno mask since such an act

is bound to provoke the spirit to uncontrollable angert "I reckon this
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has gone' too  f a r .  I  a in ’ t  sca red  l ik e  th ese  people so I ’m t e l l i n g  you, 

you’r e , fo o lin g  around where you a in ’ t  g o t.n o  b u s ip e s # ’ ,(p * 93)* l n * 

determ ined a ttem p t to  s to p  Murano (how perform ing tbfe egungug dance) 

from fu r th e r  d e s e c ra tin g  th e  egungUn c u l t ,  Say Tokyo Kid co n fro n ts  the

possessed  egungun. ' 1  ̂ - *

As th e  s ta g e  d i r e c t io n  shows, bo th  Say _Tokycj/3rid th e  f ig u re

hs tan d  m o tio n le ss . f a c in g  each o th e r . Suddenly > hey io ck j Wit h no

- sound' h u t1 h issed  b re a th s  they  heave and -grj^e | t  each othejr in  a te n se

e l a s t i c  c o n tro l* (p . 9 5 ). S alu b i hapds Say Tokyo a k n i f e , ’and alm ost

im mediately* P ro fe sso r  re a ch e s^ P o rh i-s  s t ic k  to  d isarm  Say Tokyo but' i t
<

i s  too- l a t e .  Say Tokyo d r iv e s  th e  k n ife  in to  P ro fe s s o r ’ s  back._ In  a  .
■ . r * * 

s w if t  movement, Murano l i f t s  Say Tokyo h igh  up in  th e  a i r ,  "and smashes
i < * r -

him savagely  o n j h e  bench. * The masquerade h im aelf undergoes a symbolic 

p rocess of " d is s o lu t io n " t  "Slowly th e  mask s p in s , s p in s ,, s in k in g  Ipwer 

a s  the; P ro fe sso r  s ta g g e rs  to  h is  ta b le "  (p . k $ ) .  W ith P ro fe sso r  and 

Say Tokyo dead, and w ith  Murano ( th e  masquerade) a t t a in in g  th e  agjmfc 

s tag e  of " f le s h  d is s o lu t io n ,"  th e  q u es t in  th e  p lay  '«vfmee to  an e n d . .

P ro fe s s o r ’ s dying speech re v e a ls  h is  sad r e a l i s a t io n  th a t  h is  

compulsive q u est f o r  th e  f u l ln e s s  of l i f e  through a  sea rch  fo r  the

essence o f dea th  has been a  f u t i l e  endeavour. C onfronted by th e  f in a l
* »

gate to the "Word," Professor utters vhat remain the most baffling

words i n  th e  p lay t

- Be even like the road i t s e lf .  Flatten your b e llies  
with the hunger of an unpropitioua day, power your 
hands with the knowledge of death. In the heat of 
the afternoon when the sheen raises fa lse forests and 
a watered haven, le t  the event f ir s t  unravel before 
your eyes. Or in the dust when ghost lorries pass you
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by and your s h o u ts 'y o u r  te a r s  f a l l  on d ea f p an e ls  and 
th e  d u s t swallows them. Dip in  the  same b as in  a s  the-
man th a t  makes h is  l a s t  journey  and s t i r  w ith  one
f in g e r ,  w obbling r e f le c t io n s ',o f 'tw o  hands, two hands,

* . b u t  one fa ce  o n ly . B reathe lil?e the. ro ad . Be the
road . • C oil y o u rs e lf  in  dream s, la y  f l a t  in  tre a c h e ry  #
and d e c e it ,  and a t  th e  moment of a t r u s t in g  Btep, r e a r ,
your head and s t r i k e  the t r a v e l l e r  in  h i s  co n fid en ce , 
swallow him whole or’* break him. on th e  e a r th .  Spread 
a  broad sh e e t f o r  d ea th  w ith  th e  le n g th  and the tim e 

‘ ~ » of the sun between you u n t i l  th e  one fa c e  m u ltip l ie s  
and th e  one shadow i s  c a s t,  by a l l  the doomed. B reathe 
l ik e  th e  ro ad , be even l ik e  .the road i t s e l f ,  . . . (p . $ 6 )

'N ot s p e c i f ic a l ly  addressed  to  any one, th e  long speeeh sounds ion th e

one hand l i k e  im p reca tio n s , l ik e  the " v e ile d  s h a f t"  re le a s e d  from " th e

bow string  of the  Word" (p . 93 ) ,  and on th e  o th e r ,  l ik e  an in ju n c tio n

to  h is  su rv iv p rs  in - th e  shack to  con tinue t h e i r  " tra d e "  in  d ea th , to

"power yoiy: hands w ith  th e  knowledge o f d e a th ."  The l a t t e r  sounds more

/^ p ro b a b le  i n  th a t  P ro fe sso r  has f i n a l l y  found the "Word," though from
■<r

the* hand o f th e  l e a s t  inform ed about i t s  essence? i t  i s  up to  the  s u r -
Va

v iv in g  to u ts  to  q u est f o r  the essen ce  o f dea th  fo r  them selves. Ther -* m

Metaphor in  P ro fe s s o r ’a  dying command "Be the road" r e l a t e s  h is  speech 

to  th e  t i t l e  of th e  p lay  and a ls o  to  the C h r is t ia n  Word— "I am the

Way"*—which i s  tu rn ed  upside  down in  The Road.  P r o f e s s o r 's  dying

speech p o r tra y s  an u n f u l f i l l e d  man who d ie s  w ith o u t a c tu a l ly  und erstan d -
, N>.

ing  what he has found. Hence th e  en igm atic  dy ing  speech .

In  the d ea th  of P ro J^ s so r , th e  ro le  o f  Ogun as th e  "g o d fa th e r

119
o f a l l  so u ls  who by th e  road /  Hade th e  voyage home" i r o n ic a l ly  be

comes m an ife st once more in  th a t  P ro fe sso r  i s  k i l l e d  w ith  a  k n ife  

fo rged  in  O gun's "workshop." The "road" in  th e  p la y , th e re fo re ,  assumes

119 *Id an re  and O ther Poems, p . 6*>. ,
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r

the  a d d it io n a l"  dim ension o f a fa te d  road o f l i f e  and d e a th  which P ro

f e s s o r  has " t r a v e l le d "  in  h is  m etap h y sica l e x c u rs io n . Although P ro-'

f e s s o r  i s  n o t everyraan, i h e  f a td d '" ro a d "  a long  which he t r a v e ls  a ls o  
. * * ' ,

l i e s  in  w a it in . v a ry in g  forms f o r  every  ^ t r a v e l l e r . "

The f a s c in a t io n  o f The Road a r i s e s ,  among o th e r  th in g s ,  from 
* • » . 11 ’ _ p

i t s  v ig o ro u s n a t u r a l i s t i c  d ia lo g u e  which r e l i e s  f o r  i t s  e f f e c t  on a
o «

d e l ib e r a te  amalgam of s ta n d a rd  E n g lish , Yoruba, p id g in , and p aro d ied
I ' *

W estern Amerioan g h e tto  " d i a l e c t . "  ■ T his amalgam a llo w s fo r  th e  v a r ie ty  

’o f C h a ra c te r , v o ic e ,  and mood in  th e  p la y . A drian  Roscoe r e f e r s  to  th e  

language in  The Road as "a  c a r e f u l ly  QooRed p o t p o u rT i. "  and a s  a 

" l i n g u i s t i c  co n fu sio n  Cwhioh} th u s  r e f l e c t s  th e  w ider c u l tu r a l  co n fu sio n  

th a t  Soyinka i s  p o r t r a y i n g . O n e  may frown oh th e  use of " l i n g u i s t i c  

,  co n fu sio n "  i n  d e s c r ib in g  th e  language in  .The Rpad. bu t Roscoe succeeds i n
* t 5

t a i l o r i n g  ftis  argument tow ards th e  co n c lu s io n  th a t

The Road i s  S o y in k a 's  w r i t in g  on th e  n a t i o n 's  w a ll .
He draws a s o c ie ty  th a t  i s  on th e  road to  d e a th  and 
d i s s o lu t io n ,  a  s o c ie ty  f o r  which th e re  seems no hope.

'P e rh a p s ,  l ik e  P ro fe s s o r ,  who speaks of d ea th  a r  ’ th e  
moment o f ou r r e h a b i i i t a t i o n , '  t h i s  s o c ie ty  s i l l  have 
to  d ie  b e fo re  i t  le a rn s  th e  t r u t h .  R e b ir th  i s  only 
p o s s ib le  a f t e r  th e  d e sc e n t from l i f e  i s  com plete .
T h is  movement i t h e I f  iB foreshadow ed by th e  mask 'a t 
th e  end o f th e  p lay  which s in k ^ S lo w ly  u n t i l  ' i t  
ap p ears  to  be n o th in g  beyond a/ heap oC _slo th  and 
r a f f i a . * 11*1

\

T his co n c lu s io n  i s  ope more p ro o f that- th e  dynam ics of The Road l i e s  in  

i t s  oom plexity  which a llo w s f o r  more i n t e r p r e t a t io n s  th an  one. However,
* n.

f o r  any in t e r p r e t a t io n  o f th e  p lay  to  be te n a b le ,  i t  has <to reco g n ize  

11*0 '

lU t

A. Roaooe, M other I s  G old, p . 2 } 1 ,  

I b i d . ,  p . 232 .1
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th e  s ig n i f i c a n t  imagery o f  agemo on which i s  based th e  sym bolic ’’d i s 

s o lu t io n "  which every  human being  has to  undergo in  o rd e r  to  be re b o rn , 

o r  td  com plete the  f u l l  r i t u a l  cy c le  o f l i f e .

One' im p o rtan t a s p e c t of Yoruba m etaphysics which does n o t
,  I v *

q u ite  s u r fa c e  in  The Road i s  th e  concept of l i f e  a f t e r  d e a th , th a t  i s ,  

a f t e r  th e  " d is s o lu t io n "  s ta g e .  The Yorubas b e lie v e  th a t  a f t e r  d e a th , 

human b e in g s "go home" to  l iv e  in  a s p i r i t  w orld (h e av en ). T h is  i s  

what d is t in g u is h e s  th e ’ concept of d e a th  a s  d ram a tized  in  P ro fe s s o r ’ s 

q u es t i n  The Road from  th e  m o tif o f d ea th  as ex p lo red  in  D eath and th e
t l.p

K ing*8 Horseman.

A lthough th e  two p lay s  a re -e le v e n  y e a rs  a p a r t ,  they  sh a re  a 

s p i r i t e d  q u es t f o r  t h e  e ssen ce  o f d ea th '. In  D eath and th e  K in g 's  

Horseman, however, th e  q u es t i s  s tr ip p e d  o f a l l  a m b ig u i tie s ,  And th e ,t 

" ro ad "  down which th e  "voyager"  t r a v e l s  i s  n e i th e r - t r e a c h e ro u s  n o r
J

e lu s iv e .  Of co u rse , u n lik e  The Road which i s  th rough  and th rough  a 

p roduc t o f  Wole. S o y in k a 's  c r e a t iv e  im ag in a tio n , D eath and t h e ‘K in g 's  

Horseman d e r iv e s  d i r e c t l y  from  h i s to r y ,  and t h i s  i s  re s p o n s ib le  in  p a r t  

f o r  thg more d e f in i t e  p a t te r n  o f a c t io n  in  th e  p^ay . A ccording to
6

S oyinka , th e  "p lay  i s  based on ev e n ts  which took p iace  in  Oyo, a n c ie n t
f

Yoruba c i t y  o f N ig e r ia  in  t9U6. T hat y e a r ,  th e  l i v e s  o f E le s in  (O lo r i

E le s in ) ,  h i s  so n , and th e  C o lo n ia l D i s t r i c t  O f f ic e r  in te r tw in e d  w ith

the disastrous results set out^in the play" (p. 6 ). I t is  interesting
fto note that another Nigerian playwright Duro Ladipo has written4a play

Soyinka, ^eath andfhe Kina's Horseman (London* gyre 
Methuen, 1975). All references are $o th is edition.

*
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"Oba Waja" (The King is  Dead" ) ,  .a lso  -based ort th e  same h i s to r i c a l

in c id e n t in  Oyo. ' In  a p o s t s c r ip t ,  U l l i  B e ie r , who term s h is  Bfriglish

v e rs io n  of th e  p lay  as an a d a p ta t io n , claim s th a t

"Oba Waja" is  a true^ event th a t  happened in  the 
re c e n t p a s t .  We l e a r n t  th e  s to ry  from Mr. P ie r re  
V erger, who was . i n ' f a c t  ab le  to  v e r i f y  i t  through 
correspondence w ith  th e  D i s t r i c t  O ff ic e r  iri^cfpestion.

* Ladipo has k ep t f a i r l y  c lo se  to  th e  f a c t s , '  excep t 
■'*' »' * th a t  he makes the O lo ri E le s in  / k i l l  h im Self in  tjae,;-», .

end, whereas h e 's ta y e d  a l iv e  in  r e a l  l i f e .^ d d

Although Soyirdca a ff irm s  th a t  th e  f a c tu a l  account o f t h i s  - h is to r ic a l

even t has been p reserved  in.. .the a rch iv es  of the B r i t i s h  C olon ia l .
' * , 1 

A d m in is tra tio n , h is  d ram atic  in te r p r e ta t io n  o f the  e v e n t may very  w ell

have been in s p ire d  by Duro L ad ip o 's  p lay  .with which, no doub t, he i s
N

. 4
fa m ilia r '/^  -One may even hazard  th e  guess th a t  Soyinka, having read

"pba ifa ja "  and watched i t  on t h e ’staged found th a t  i t s  d ram atic  p o ten - 

t i a l s  have n<?t befcn f u l l y  exploited., and th e re fo re  d e c id e d .to  w r i te  a
'  ‘ '  \  s

f u l l - l e n g th  d ram atic in te r p r e ta t io n  of th e  h i s t o r i c a l  ev en t.

* What e le v a te s  the  p lay  aboVe th e  o rd in a ry  p lane o f h i s to r i c a l
** *

drama*is S o y in k a 's  m etaphysica l sea rch  fo r* th e  meaning o f trag ed y , of

d e a th , and, th e re fo re ,  o f l i f e ,  som ething th a t  h as . been h is  preoocupa-
' * 

t io n  f o r  a long  tim e . T his i s  n o tic e a b le  in  th e  's a c r i f i c i a l  dea th  of

Eman in  The S trong  B reed , i n  P ro f e s s o r 's  q u es t’ f o r  the  "Word" in  The
* ’ <• t v t

Road, in  A Dance o f th e  F o re s ts ,  and in  much of S o y in k a 's  p o e try . What 
*

th e se  works have in  Common'with D eath arid the. K in g 's  Horseman i s  what
• ’

In Duro Ladipo, Three Yoruba Plays, English adaptation 
.by Dili Beier. (Ibadan? Mbari, 19«»t»)r ,PP* 5U-72.

f  i

11* I b i d . ,  p. i h .
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Soyinka describes ' as " the  un iverse  of the Yoruba mind—the  world of the

l i v in g ,  tA e 'd ead  and th e  unborn,, and th e  numinous passage which l in k s

a l l :  t r a n s i t i o n , " ”' ^ -  - ■

In  th e  p lay  E le s in  I s  the  image of t r a n s i t i o n  whose t r a d i -  
* ■+ *

t i o n a l  r o le  as th e  K in g 's  h o rs e m a n 're c a l ls  to. mind Henshaw's Companion

For: A C h ie f , in  which a  s im i la r  r o le  i s  v in d ic t iv e ly  imposed upon

A deigra by the  f e t i s h  p r i e s t  of Boka v i l l a g e ,  b u t c r a f t i l y  a v e r te d .

U n like  A deigra* E lesin", by v i r tu e  of h is  o f f i c e ,  knows a l l  a lo n g  th a t

'h e  i s  th e  chosen companion f o r  the  K ing. The p lay  opens on the' day

'w hen E le s in  i s , t o  perfo rm  h is 'h o n o ra b le  du ty  as th e  K in g 's  horseman.

Act I  fo c u se s  on E le s in 1 s f i n a l  moments on e a r th ,  when h is  " t r y s t "  w ith

d ea th  i s  about to  b e ,k e p t .  He has one ‘le g  in  t h i s  w orld , and th e  o th e r

in  the  w orld  o f th e  dead . The approach of th e  c r i t i d a l  moment of

‘ t r a n s i t i o n  s t a r t s  hipi th in k in g  l ik e  a  p h ilo so p h e r ;  and h is  d i s q u i s i t i o n

on d e a th  assumes a  m y th ic a l p a t te r n :

. D eath came c a l l in g .
Who does n o t  know h is  ra s p  of re ed s?
A tw i l ig h t  w h isp er i n  th e  le a v e s  b e fo re  ,K'
The g r e a t  a ra b a  f a l l s ?  Did you h e a r  i t ?  ,
Not I !  sw ears th e  fa rm er. He snaps 
H is f in g e r s  round h i s  head , "abandons 
A hard-w orn h a rv e s t  and b eg in s  

_ .1 . ,A ra p id  d ia lo g u e  w ith  h is  l e g s .  (p p . 11-1-2)
*■ ' ¥

The myth ’o f  th e  "N o t-I b i r d ” i l l u s t r a t e s  how man, prom pted by .the

i n s t i n c t  p f  s e lf -p re s e rv a t iq p r j  f e a r s  d e a th  and an y th in g  t h a t  prom otes ,
r * * 

i t . .  The "N o t-I. b i r d "  i s  ie a th *  b o o u r ie 'r i  summoning -the in d iv id u a l  to  1
f ~ - . S  ^

c ro s s  th e  v o id  o f  t r a n s i t i o n  in to  th e  vuSrld o f th e ,d e a d .  When th e

1U5 Death and the King's Horseman, p. 7 .

/
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I ,  when t h a t  N o t-I ' b i rd ' p e rc h e d ‘
Upon ny ro o f ,  hade him seek  h is  n e s t  a g a in ,
S a fe , w ith o u t c a re  o r f e a r .  I  u n ro l le d  
My welcome mat f o r  him to  s e e . N o t-I  
Flew h a p p ily  away, y o u ' i r  h ea r h i s  v o ice  
No more in  t h i s  l i f e t im e — You a l l  know ’’
W hat, I  am. (p p . 13-1U)

T h e-ph ilo sophy  t h a t  u n d e r l ie s  B le s in r s 'a t t i t u d e  tow ards d e a th  ifi t h i s  *

p assag e  i s  n o t  u n lik e  B aco n 's . In  h i s  essa y  "Of D e a th ,"  Bacon a s s e r t s

th a t^ 'G ro a n s  and co n v u ls io n s  and a d isc o lo u re d  f a c e ,  and f r ie n d s  weep- '

in g , and b la c k s  and ..obsequies and th e  l i k e ,  show d e a th  t e r r i b l e . " 1^ '

B le s in  does n<jt a p p e a r  t o  be f r ig h te n e d  by h is  app ro ach in g  'd e a th ,  b u t

h is  u t te r a n c e s  in  A ct I  b e tr a y  som ething o f th e  s to i c  i n  him . Bacon

£
The E ssa y s , o r C o u n se ls . C iv i l  and. M oral o f F ra n c is  

Bacon (Londons I'he C h e s te r f ie ld  S o c ie ty , 'l!lo83? 'J)r p . U1. ' ' '

" b ird "  a r r iv e s  t o  perform  i t s  d u ty , v e ry  few peop le a re  equipped w ith  ' j

th e  f o r t i t u d e  re q u ire d  .to  fape' th e  c r i t i c a l  moment w ith  equanim ity .-- j' •
• i

T his e x p la in s  why th e  fa rm er tak es  to  h is  h e e ls  and abandons h i s • - \

h a r v e s t 'o n  b e a rin g  o f th e  approach  of th e  " N o t- I .b ird ." .   ̂ ‘ '
. " i

The f e a r  o f d e a th ,a l s o  g r ip s  th e  h u n te r  who d ec id e s  to  c a l l  - j

o f f  h is  h u n t; The same f e a r  fo rc e s  th e ’ co u r te sa n  to  b reak  h e r d a te  ; i"
' .  . - - I

c w ith  th e  C h ie f 'T a x -O ff ic e r .  'Even, the  M ailam ,"sh u ts  down School b e fo re

i t s - t im e  /  Runs home and r in g s  h im se lf  w ith  am u le ts"  (p . 1 2 ). .E le s in 's
0 » ,  * •

-myth-of, th e  "N o t-I b ird "  . is  an i r o n i c , fo reshadow ing o f h is  own a c t  of ‘ 

f l in c h in g .  A t- th is  p o in t  in  th e  p la y , however, E le s in ,  o s te n s ib ly ,  i s  •

th e  only  one- who i s  n o t sca red  by th e -ap p ro ach  o f  th e  "N o t-I b i r d " ;

Ah, .companions o f t h i s . l i v i n g  world
W hat'a  th in g  th i s  i s ,  t h a t  even ih o se  - ' ,

;- ’ o We c a l l '  im m ortal
j ■' Should f e a r ’ to  d i e .  ‘
» * ;  ’ - , ’  - -

V / *
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3 9 k ,

• p o in ts  o u t th a t  " th e  S to ic s  bestow ed i o o  much co 3 t upon d e a th , and by
.if, 7

- t h e i r  g re a t  p re p a ra tio n s  made i t  ap p e a r more f e a r f u l . "  . T h is  i s  v e ry
'  ̂ “ * 1

t ru e  o f E le s in  because h is  b eh av io u r l a t e r  i n  th e  p lay  shows him a s
9  ‘ '  ’ - ‘

u n w ill in g  to  d ie ,  though  n o t ’n e c e s s a r i ly  f r ig h te n e d ,by. d e a th . At f i r s t
& , ’

‘he seems ‘a n x io u s ’to d ie :

PRAISE-SINGER: E le s in  o l . ; .What t r y s t  i s  t h i s  . .
th e  c o c k e re l goes to  keep w^th such  h a s te  ^
th a t  he m ust le a v e  h is  t a i l  .behind^? .

ELESIN ( slow s down a b i t , la u g h in g ) : A t r y s t  where . 
r th e  GOckerel needs no adornment, .  . .When

th e  h o rs e  s n i f f s  the  s ta b le  does he n o t s t r a i n  
a.t th e  b r id le ?  (p . 9 )

T h is  ought to  make e x c e l le n t  t h e a t r e .  The p r a is e - s in g in g  and dancing  “

, o f th e  opening ceremony in  the. m ark e t have a sym bolic s ig n i f ic a n c e  to

th e  a c t io n  in  th e  p la y . I t  shou ld  be n o ted  t h a t  E le s in  Oba^shows up

a t  th e  m arket square  tow ards th e  c lo s e  of th e  m ark e t. A ccord ing  to  th e

• Y orubas., " a y l  i ’o .ia. b ran  n ' i l e " ; th a t  i s ,  th e  w orld  o f th e  l i v in g  i s .  
V ; - • ' -

only  a  m arket p la c e ';  m an 's r e a l  home i s  in  heav en . E le s in rs  a r r i v a l  a t

th e  m arket sq u are  tow ards th e  c lo s e  o f th e  m ark e t.(p resu m ab ly ,, s h o r t ly  

b e fo re  su n se t)  a p t ly  sy m b o lizes h is  "ev en in g  o f l i f e "  when he h a s  to .  

p re p a re  to  go home., u rg e d  by. th e  d e a th  o f A la f in  o f Oyo. As th e  law 

and custom  o f .the land- s t i p u l a t e , . t h e  l a t e  King h as  to  be accom panied,
a • i

among o th e r  th in g s ,  by h is  f a v o u r i te  h o rs e , and h 'is  h o rse m a n .> As an* ' * ■

inducem ent to  accompany th e  K ing on h i s  way to. th e  w orld  beyond, th e  

horsem an, d u rin g  h is  l i f e ,  has th e  u n r iv a l le d  p r iv i l e g e  o f  g e t t i n g  

w hatever he d e s i r e s .  E le s in  h im se lf  acknowledges th e  com fort's -of l i f e  '

he h as en jo y ed : *
«  -  • "

11 7
The E ssa y s . o r  O ounaele, . o f F ra n c is  Bacon, pp.

\  '

~\

0
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Where I  found l i t t l e  1 made do w ith  l i t t l e .  •
. Where th e re  was p len ty . I gorged in y se lf.'
■ i^r m a s te r 's  hands and mine have always-

Dipped to g e th e r  and:’, home o r sa&red f e a s t ,
The howl was bea ten , bronze* th e  m eats •
So su c J lile n t our . te e th  accused  us o f  n e g le c t .  - -
We sh are  th e  c h o ia e s t  o f the  “s e a s o n 's  •' • „ •

s H arvest o f yams. How my f r ie n d  would re ad  '
. D esire  in  my eyes b efo re  I  knew th e  cau se—-

■ However’r a r e , however p re c io u s , i t  was mine., (p . 1U)

H is tes tim o n y  leav e s  no doubt th a t  th e  world has been h is  as  th e  K ing 's- 

'horsem an: . - '  ,

In  a l l  my l i f e  t
■ As Horseman of th e  K ing, th e  j u i c i e s t  

F r u i t  on every  t r e e  was m ine. ,.I haw,
• I  touched , I  wooed, r a r e l y  was th e  answ er No.,
The honour o f toy p la c e ,  th e  v e n e ra tio n  1 
R eceived in  th e  eye o f man o r  woman 
P ro sp ered  my s u i t  and.
P layed  havoc w ith  my s le e p in g  h o u rs . ‘ - ’ ■.
And they  t e l l  me my ey es were a  hawk
In  p e rp e tu a l hunger. S p l i t  ari iro k o  t r e e  ■ ' '
in  two, h id e  a  woman’ s  beau ty  in  i t s  heartwood
And s e a l  i t  up ag a in — E le s in ,  jo u rn ey in g  by,
Would make his, camp b e s id e  th a t  t r e e  - 

: Of a i l  th e  shades in  th e  f o r e s t .  (p p . 18-19)

B u t, a s  E le s in  h im se lf-a d m its , " L ife  has an end" (p . 1 5 ). He who has

been an  "earth -b o u n d "- man o f  th e  f l e s h  w il l  go to  keep  h i s  f r ie n d  .end

m aster, company, and a c t  a s  th e  p e o p le 's  " in te r c e s s o r  to  th e  o th e r
J  *  V  *  $

w orld" (p . 2'1). B efore th e n , however, he seeks one more b r id e — a 

v i r g in .  0-n see in g  a b e a u ti fu l ,  young g i r l ,  whom he d e s c r ib e s  in  h y p er-
i

-bolio terms as "that goddess through whose Ups / I saw the ivory

pebb les o f O ya's r iv e r -b e d *  (p . 1 9 ), E l e s i n 's  one l a s t  d e s i r e  i s  to  make

her his bride.*

The. sap of the plantain never dries. .
You have seen th e 'young sh o o t s w e llin g  \  *
Even as the parent stalk begins to wither.
Women, le t  my going be likened to
The tw ilig h t, hour o f , th e  p lfcn ta in . • (p .  .20),

J
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T his r e q u e s t ,  'o n ise 'g ran ted , tu rn s  ou t to .b e  th e  undoing  o f .E le s in
. ' • Y  ' ' .

whose hohour a s p ire s . tow ards d e a th , and whose d ea th  would have opened'

• . ■ " ’v - • ' '  '
• th§> g a te  to  good fame and e x tin g u ish e d  envy, a s  Bacon would p u t , i t ,

l y a lo j a  sen se s  th e  re lu c ta n c e  of, E le s in  in  h i s  f i n a l  re q u e s t  f o r  a  new

b r id e .  In  th e  d isc h a rg e  o f h e r  d u ty  a s  "m other o f m u lti tu d e s  in  th e
- ; t  '  !  <r

teem ing m arket of the  w orld” (p . 2 2 ), she warns E le s in  n o t to  do an y - ' 

th in g  to  ta r n i s h  h i s  honour and d ig n i ty .  He shou ld  'th e re fo re  b e . l ik e

th e  a n ts  and th e  sw allow : , >
> l'

. * “
No1 one knows when th e  a n ts  d e s e r t - t h e i r  home; they-
'le a v e  th e  mound i n t a c t .  The swallow i s  nevej* seigh. •
to  peck h o le s  in  i t s  n es t 'w h en  i t  i s  tim e to.'move'
w ith  the  sea so n . . . .  *

, „ You w ish to  t r a v e l  l i g h t .  W ell j* the  e a r th  i s  y o u rs .
B ut he s u re  th e  seed  you le a v e  in  i t  a t t r a c t s ,  no
c u r s e .  ' (£• 23 ) ' • .

T his w arn ing  no te  a t  th e  end of Act I ,  which p re s a g e s  E le s in 'e  f l i n c h -
* J

in g ,  grows o u t of I y a lo j a j s  fe a r 's  th a t  E l e s i n 's  i n s a t i a b l e  c a rn a l  

d e s i r e  may h o ld  him a  " p r is o n e r"  to o  s e c u re ly  in  t h i s  w orld to  a llow  

him to  perform  h is  t r a d i t i o n a l  dtfty”"as th e  K ip g 's  horsem an.

"As th e  p la y  moves in to  Act I I  th e  m achinery  t h a t  w i l l  a i4  

E lea in . in  d e c id in g  to  rem ain  on. t h i s  s id e  o f  th e  c h th o n ic  v o id  i s  s e t  

i n  m otion . S erg ean t Amusa ru sh e s  in  to  inform  th e  D i s t r i c t  O f f ic e r  o f
V

E lesin's intent to commit ritual suicide. Scared and shocked by

Pilkings' desecration of the egungun emit by wearing the sacred'mask,

Amusa refuses to "talk against (Jeath to person in uniform of death" .

; (p. 25). So,’he scribbles down hie reportr .

‘I have to report ;fchat i t  come to my information ’
that one prominent chief, namely, the Elesin Oba,

■ is  to' Commit death tonight as a. result of native

.

I -
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. custom.. Because t h i s  i s  c r im in a l o ffen ce  I  aw ait 
f u r th e r  in s t r u c t io n  a t  charge o f f i c e .  S e rg e an t 
Amusa.' ' - \P». 26 )  ' ' .

As scon, as t h i s  r e p o r t  i s  confirm ed by Joseph  ( p . ‘ 2 8 ) ,  th e  D i s t r i c t

O fficer-, u rg ed  by h is  w ife , s w i f t ly  o rd e rs  th e  a r r e s t  o f E le s in .  The* »

a r r e s t  i s  s t i f f l y  r e s i s t e d 'b y  th e  women and young " g ir ls  who guard  th e  - ‘

en tra n c e  t o , t h e  c o n v e rted 'm ark e t s t a l l  where E le s in  i s  consummating .
% ‘ '* ; ’ ' •

•hi's l a t e s t  w edding. S e rg ean t Amusa and h i s  two c o n s ta b le s  a r e  ta u n te d  1
* * '  ’

, by th e  m arket women and young g i r l s  in  an unsavoury  language f u l l  of

p h a l l i c  r e f e r e n c e .  Two examples w i l l  s u f f i c e  to  i l lu 8 (t r a t e  th is ?  ‘

AMUSA:’ I am t e l l  you women f o r  l a s t  tim e to- coramot 
my ro a d . I am 'here  on o f f i c i a l  b u s in e s s .

WOMAN: O f f i c i a l  b u s in e s s  you w hite  m an 's eunuch?
■Official business is taking1, place where you want 
to .go and it's .a business you wouldn' t understand, j ■

WOMAN:' (makes a quick tug at the constable's' baton): : |
That doesn't fool anyone you know. It'S-the jone ' j
you carry under your government knickers that""" ;j
counts. (She bends low as if to peep undfe the 
baggy shorts. " The embarrassed constable■Quickly
puts his knees together,. The women roar.) . . * •,

WOMAN:. You mean there is nothing there at all? (p. 3k)
'  *

Bent on preventing Amusa's entry into the guarded stall* one of the

women tells the Sergeant to go back and tell the white man who*'sent

him to come himself. Amusa .responds with a threat* , #

AMUSA* if I go I will come back with reinforcement.
And we will all return carrying weapbns.

A  WOMAN: Oth, now I understand. ' Before they oan put on
* those knipkers the white man first cuts, off their

• . .weapons, (p. 35) *

This teasing soene'prcvides'a comic relief in'a predominantly serious

- play. Comic though the scene is* it represents the tragic conflict

between colonial authority and die-hard native customs. The tragedy [•

of the conflict is deepened by the fact that the poliaemen sent to
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arrest Elesin are natives who fully realize the significance of this f  ' -

ritual ceremony to the people of Oyo.• The role of the policemen in -

this play reminds one Of the part played by the ’’Native" policemen in̂
 ̂ * >• Ezenta Eze’s The Cassava Qhoat. The divide-and-rule tactic of colonial !, '

.authority does not, however, have a chance of.thriving 'in Death and' the

King’s Horseman as it does in Eze's play, Yet,, Pilkings successfully •

a r r e s t s  E le s in  and s to p s  h i s  r i t u a l  s u ic id e  p lanned  f o r  m idnight*
' 1 *• « - ' f

P r io r  to  t h i s  c r i s i s  p o in t ,  however, i s . a n  im p o rtan t scene a t  
v ■ - . 1 -

th e  end of A ct I I I ,  As soon a s  E le s in  emerges from  th e  m arket s t a l l

w ith  the, w h ite -v e lv e t C lo th  in  h i s  hand a s  ev id en ce  o f th e  consummation

of tiis wedding, he addresses the crowds
9  1 ’ *

Oh you ’mothers ’of beautiful brides J (The dancing
i. - £%22£.* turn tod gee him, and .the object in hig
■ hahds. IYAIAJA approaches and gently ‘takes the*~cloth 
from .him.) Take i$. It is no-mere virgin atain, but 
•the union of. life_tod the seeds of passage. My vital 
flow*̂ the, last from this flesh is intermingled with 
* the promise of future life. All is prepared. Listenl 
(A steady drum-beat from the distance,) 'Yes, it is 
nearly time.- “The King’s 'dog has. been killed. The’
King.’b favourite horse is about to follow his master. • •
hty brother chiefs know their‘task "and perform it 
well, (He listens again.)
y • A ,

-CSlSL' emerges, stands shyly by the door. He
turns to her.V - . % •
Our marriage is riot yet wholly fulfilled. When earth ’ *.

,, and passage wed, the consummation ig complete only 
wheh there are grains of earth on the eyelids of 
passage, St%y b^ me till then, ■ (p.l*o)

.This speech, quoted only in part, demonstrates that tho.ugh Elesin is
a

delivering his Valedictory, he is remotely,casting a hind glance at a 

world he is unwil-ling to leave behind, Te aid him in committing .the 

ritual suicide, therefore-, both his Praise-Singer and Iyaloja join
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'■ fo r ce s  to  utfter iricantatory pronouncements:

PRAISE-SINGERs The r i v e r  i s  never too  h ig h  th a t ' 
th e  eyes . -

’ Of a f i s h . a r e  covered . The n ig h t  i s  n o t so ddrk •
•That th e  a lb in o  f a i l s  to  f in d  h is  way. A C h ild v 
•Returning homewards o rav es  no le a d in g  by ,th e  hand. 
G ra c e fu lly  does th e  mask re g a in  h fs  grove a t  th e  

end o f. day. . . .
G ra c e fu lly .  G ra c e fu lly  does th e  mask dance 
Homeward a t  th e  end o f day , g r a c e f u l ly .  . . .

(ELESIN'S tra n c e  ap p ears  to  be d eepen ing , h is  s te p s
h e a v ie r . ~) .
I'YALOJAt I t  i s  the  d e a th ‘Of war th a t  k i l l s  th e  v a l i a n t ,

D eath o f w a te r i s  how th e  ̂ swimmer goes 
I t  i s  the . d e a th  o f m arkets, t h a t  k i l l s  th e  t r a d e r  

.And d ea th  o f indeeifeion tak es , th e  id le  away.
• " ’The t ra d e  of, th e  c u t la s s  b lu n ts  i t s  edge - 

And'-the b e a u t i f u l  d ie  th e  d ea th  o f beauty .'
O n ly ‘E le s in .  . .d ie s  th e  unknown d ea th  o f d e a th . . .

- G ra c e fu lly , g r a c e f u lly  does th e  horseman re g a in
’The s ta b le s  a t  th e  end o f day-, g r a c e f u l ly .  ., . .

(Pr U3).
•  . *

The dir-ge which fo llo w s .th e se  in c a n ta tio n s  a n t i c ip a te s  the  .death o f .
* *

E le s in  whiQh i s  now tak en  f o r  g ra n te d  a s  i r r e v e r s ib l e  a t  t h i s  s ta g e .  ,

As th e  P fa is e -S in g e r  says am idst th e  d o le fu l  d i rg e ,  he would have

c a lle d  E le s in  back , • '

b u t when th e  e le p h a n t heads fo r ' th e  ju n g le , th e  t a i l  
i s  to o  sm all’ a  handhold f o r  th e  h u n te r  t h a t  w ould’ p u l l  
him baok. The sun t h a t  heads f o r  th e  eaa  no lo n g e r ' 
heeds th e  p ra y e rs  o f th e  fa rm er. When th e  r i v e r  beg ins 
to  t a e t e  th e  s a l t  o f th e  ocean , we no lo n g e r  know what 
d e i ty  to  c a l l  on , th e  r iv e r -g o d  or. O lokun. No arrow  
f l i e s  back to  th e  s t r in g y  th e  c h i ld  does n o t r e tu rn  
th rough  th e  same passage th a t  gave i t  b i r t h .  E le s in  
Oba, can you h e a r  me a t  a l l ?  • (p .  Ifa) p

The im p ressib n  o re a ted  a t  the  end o f  t h i s  Aot i s  t h a t  E le s in  i s  a lre a d y

on the "road**' to the world beyond. However j as the action and dialogue

in  Aot 17 r e v e a l ,  E le s in  i s  s t i l l  a l iv e  a f t e r  th e  m idn igh t h o u r, p iu n d e

who has a r r iv e d  from B r i t a in  to  bury  h i s  f a th e r  i s  shocked to  h e a r  th e

■Mi
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v o ice  o f  h i s  f a th e r  (p* 60 ) w h o ,^ ie  th o u g h t, had oommitted s u ic id e  when
' t i • ' ,

th e  rhythm of the' d i s t a n t  drums ro se  to  a  c rescen d o  and th en  s to p p ed  

su d d en ly , on ly  to  6e fo llo w ed  by a slow and r e s ^ a q t  b e a t  (p .  55)*

■ ’The day i s  ru in e d . Olunde i s  n o t supposed to  see h is  f a th e r
V ‘

a l iv e  a f t e r  th e  d ea th  o f the  K ing. As he e x p la in s - to  Mrs. P i lk in g s ,  

’’i t ’ s fo rb id d e n  frar me, h is  h e i r  and su c c e sso r  to  s e t  eyes on him from

^JHQ^Ient of the k in g 's  d e a th "  (p» 5 6 ) . A taboo  i s  broken? and the

d ^ jj jc ra t io n  o f th e  e n t i r e  r i t u a l  ceremony, added' to  .the d e s e c ra tio n  ©f

th e  egungun c u l t  by th e  P i lk in g e e s ,  i s  an  omen of d i s a s t e r  f o r ' t h e
*  '

E le s in  fa m ily  and f o r  the  e n t i r e  Oyo community. '

The f a i l u r e  o f E le s in  to  f u l f i l l  h im se lf  and become th e

" e n v ia b le "  companion Of th e  deceased  K ing seems to  be blamed on th e

u n ru ly  in te r f e r e n c e  o f th e  D i s t r i c t  O f f ic e r ,  Simon P i lk in g s .  E le s in

commits .s u ic id e  by s t r a n g u la t io n  o n ly  a f t e r  h e a r in g ,  to  h is  u t t e r

shame, t h a t  h i s  son Olunde h as had a  head s t a r t  on him in  o rd e r  to

accompany th e  dead*King. I y a lo j a  comments*

. . .He is  gone at la st into the passagfc but 
oh, how late i t  a ll  i s .  His son w ill feast on 
the. meat and throw him bones. The passage is  
clogged with droppings from the King's stallion;

^  he w ill arrive all.Btained in dung.
PIIKINGS (^n 4  tired voloe)* • Vas this-what you

wanted? , , ,
IYA10JA* No child, i t  is  what you brought to be, you 

who play with strangers' liv e s , who even usurp 
the Vestments of our dead, yet believe that the 
stain of death w ill not cling to you. The gods 
demand only the old expired plantain but you cut 
down the sap-laden shoot to feed your pride, (p. 76)

Also in the Praise-Singer's earlier chastisement of Elesin—"Ydu sat
a

with folded arms while ev il strangers tilted  the world from it s  course
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and c rash ed  i t  beyond th e  edge o f em p tin ess"  (p . 75)— th e  im p ressio n  

i s  c re a te d  t h a t  Simon -P ilk ings i s  re s p o n s ib le  f o r  E l e s i n 's  f a i l u r e  to  

'd ie  h o n o rab ly . I t  can be con tended , however, th a t  the  p a r t  p layed  by 

P ilk in g s  in  th e  f a i l u r e  o f E le s in  to  accompany th e  King a s  h i s  horseman 

i s  m inim al; i t  does n o t j u s t i f y  th e  blame he re c e iv e s  from b o th  th e
* r

P ra is e -S in g e r  and ly a l o j a .

As e a r ly  as. Act I I I ,  the  y ea rn in g  o f E le s ir t  f o r  th e  g r e a t  

passage has begun to  grow l e s s  e n th u s ia s t i c ;  "The moon has fe d ,  a

u . glow from, i t s  l u l l  stom ach f i l l s  th e  sky .and  a i r , "  he ad m its , "b u t I
' - ' N

canno t t e l l  where i s  th a t  gatew a *  th rough  which I  m ust p ass"  (p .
V '

e ,

There i s  ob v io u sly  some m y ste rio u s  ag e n t b lu r r in g  E l e s i n 's  view  o f th e

* * * few** gatew ay o f t r a n s i t i o n .  What t h i s  i s  rem ains unknown u n t i l .  E le s in

S . ap p ears  ag a in  in  th e  f i f t h  p a r t - o f  th e  p la y . H is e x p la n a tio n  may a t

I  ‘  ‘  '; ,  ̂ f i r s t  e l i c i t  th e  a u d ie n c e 's  sympathy when he a d d re s se s  P i lk in g s ;
' , V

. . .The moon was my messenger and guide. When it 
4 * reached a certain gateway in the sky, it touched that

moment for which my whole life has been spent in bles
sings, Even I do not know the gateway. I have stood 
here and̂  scanned the sky for a glimpse of the door but,
I oann^see it. Human eyes are useless for a search 

* of this'nature. But in the house of osugbo. those who'
keep watch through the spirit recognised the moment, 
they sent word to me through the voice of our sacred 

i drums to prepare myself. I heard them and I shed all
i ' thoughts of earth. I began to follow the moon to the
V  abode of the gods. . .servant of the white king, that

was when you entered my chosen place of departure on 
feet of desecration.  ̂ (p. 62) .

•

Elesin's rhetoric may ini-tially sucoeed in prompting’the audience to 

give vent to their indignation and condemn Pilkings for preventing the 

performance of a sacred duty. However, there are obvious contradictions' 

between the above speech and Elesin*s confessional statements addressed,
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f i r s t  to  h is  new b r id e ,  and th en  to  I y a lo ja .  W hat'prom pts the  f i r s t  * ' *

c o n fe s s io n a l s ta te m e n t i s  P i lk in g s ' c i t a t i o n  of a Yoruba p ro v e rb  which 

s a y s ; " th e  e ld e r  g rim ly  approaches heaven and you ask  him to  b ea r your 

g re e t in g s  yorider; do yOu r e a l ly  th in k  he makes th e  jo u rn ey  w il l in g ly ? "

(p . 61*), The v a l i d i t y  o f P i lk in g s ' assessm en t o f the  s i t u a t io n  be-
s, '

comes obvious £n Elesin's reaction; .

My young bride, did you hear the ghostly one? You ) ' C
- sit and sob in your silent heart but say nothing to 
all this. First I blamed the white man, then 1 
blame’d my gods for deserting me. Now I feel I want 
to blame you for the nystery of the sapping or my- 

’ will. But blame is a strange peace offering for a 
man to bring a world he has deeply wronged, and to 
its innocent dwellers. .Oh little mother, I have taken 
countless women in my life but you were more than a ' 
desire of fledh, I needed you as the abyss across 
■which my body must be drawn, I filled it with earth . /
and, dropped my seed in/it at the moment of prepared- /
ness for my crossing. , You were the fin^l gift of 
the living to their emissary to the land of the ances- 

' tors, and perhaps your warmth and youth brought new 
insights of this world to me and turned my feet leaden 
on this side of.the abyss. Fdr I confess to you, 
daughter, my weakness came not merely from the abomi
nation of the white man who came violently into my 
fading presence, there was also a weight of longing 
on my earth-held limbs. I would have shaken it off, 
already my foot had begun to lift, but then, the
white ghost, entered and all was defiled.' (p. 65)

It is obvious that Elesin has never feared to die; but the attractions

of the world of the living, the numerous privileges he has enjoyed by
«

virtue of his office, and the final "renewal of famished embers lodged 

eternally in the heart of man" (p. 69)* ere like heavy chains restrain- 

ing him from crossing the abyss of transition. These metaphorioal ]
‘■e ^

chains'are aptly symbolized by the handcuffs clamped on Elesin after 

his arrest. — --
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In the second confessional statement, addressed to Iyaloja,

Elesin admits-that he has been overwhelmed with ̂ housand temptations

to linger a little while, but claims, rather unconvincingly, that he

would have overcome them had i t  n o t been f o r  th e  in te r f e r e n c e  of Simon

Pilkings. Even in his claim, one gets the impression that he is using

the interference by Pilkings only as a face-saving defence:

It is when the alien hand pollutes the source of 
j  will,- when a stranger force of violence shatters 

the mind's calm resolution, this is when a man.is 
made to commit the awful treachery of reliefT*commit 
in his thought .the unspeakable blasphemy of seeing 
the hand of the gods in this alien'rupture of this 
world. . . .1 made to utter my spells aribw hut my 
tongue merely- rattled in my mouth. I fingered hidden t 
charms and the contact was damp; there was no spark 
left. to.sever the life-strings that should stretch 
from evfery finger-tip. Jfy will was squelched in the 
spittle of an alien race, all because I had committed 
this blasphemy of thought— that their*; 'might be the 
hand of the gods ina stranger's intervention, (p. 69)11*6

>When carefully considered,>Elesin's confessional statements betray him 

as a hedonist who loves life too much to want to part with it. His 

•failure to die through the help of spells and charms should 'be seen as 

the consequence of his looking back on a luxurious life he hates to 

leave behind. Be is like a-horse that sniffs the- stable but does'not

11*8-u . *
Soyinka's version of Elesin's lament is a great improve

ment upon that of Elesin in Duro Ladipo's "pba Vaja," p. 6 )t 
The white man rendered ay charms impotent,
He drained the power of ay medioine.
He has deprived ms of a glorious death, 

t Bow I can die of the matchet
like a cow slaughtered in the market 
I can bleed to death.
Bow I can burn 'o|if®£S“ alike 
mouldering away Ifjfce a j-ubbish dump;
But the glorious road to heaven is closed.
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’ 1 li9s t r a i n  a t  th e  b r id le ,*  However, unable to  b e a r  h is  eBSra1r‘‘3 n y -lo n g er,

E le s in  s t r a n g le s  h im se lf , i r o n i c a l ly ,  w ith  the ch a in s  which, acco rd in g  
f  ^  ' ’ * *

to  him, h a v ^ 'a a r l i e r  made him lo se  h is  w i l l  to' d ie .  S u t h is  i s  a“ b e-
>> • < -

la te d  a c t io n .  As th e  P raise-*S inger rem arks, " I f  you C Slesin3  had „
v < ' 

ra is e d  your wi^'l to -b u t  the th rea d  of li-fe a t  th e  summons of the drums,

we would n o t say your mere shadow f"ell ac ro ss  the gateway and took i t s

owner’ s p lace  a t  the  banquet".- (p . 7 5 ). 'N e v e r th e le s s , E le s in 's  s u ic id e

assumes . t r a g ic  p ro p o r tio n s . E le s in  does no t on ly  co n fro n t h i s  Own

d ea th  on*the appo in ted  day; he has been l i v in g w i t h  de^ th  in  h is  mind *

f o r  as long , as he has h e ld 'th e  o f f ic e  of th e» K in g 's  horseman. The dea th

•of the  K^ng sh&flpeng the, thought^of d ea th  in  him to  the u p in t^ o f

neurosis which hecmanages to conceal beneath the,mask of th£ virtuoso
♦» -  i _ •

in the art of̂ dying.' *
1 ' V f • '  ’ -

Like the Oriental myatios, Elesin fully jtealizes that life

"is just a bridge to eternity, death the gateway ’at the other side of

the bridge." 1'*0 But ufeilce the mystics, Elesin makee- so much of life 
8 ■- ■ * , » 4 

that he loathes to tread the bridge dowp the gateway to eternity. Be
-e * ' ' himself pleaflis guilty to wavering between hedonistic life and honorable* v

death. When he finally resolves to die, his death?becomes pointless in
%

terms of- its ritual significance. Outgone by his pon Olunde, Elesin 

does not become the King's hioreeman, nor does he retain the right'of 

Succession to the offloe of the King’s Horseman in his family. . SXnoe

Ili9w 7 Cf. Elesin's words? "When the horsfe sniffs the stable
does he not strain at the bridle*" (p. 9).

^  Brie Bentley, Life of Drama (London? Methuen & Co.* '
Ltd., 1965), p. 275. “

• V
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only the f i r s t  son can succeed h is  fa th e r  as the King’s horseman, the >
■ %  • '  t ’/ 

su ic id e  of Olunde has% put an end to  the lin e  of succession . Consequent'-'

l y .^ f le s in  ends up as a two-way- lo se r .

Even h is  in te rco u rse  w ith  h is  new.bride lo ses i t s  s ig n i f i -  

‘cahce. He once proudly d isp lay s  the "souvenir" of h is  f i r s t  union wi^fch* 

h is  l a t e e t  w ife, say ing: " I t  i ^ n o  mere v i rg in - s ta in ,  but the-union of. 

l i f e 1 and the seed of passaged My v i t i ^ f lo w ,  the l a s t  from th is  f le sh  - 

is- in te rm in g led  with.-the promise o f fu tu re  l i f e "  (p . i}0). Late* .he 

tu rn s  to h is  b ride  and remarks: "Our marriage is  ‘not yet wholly f u l 

f i l l e d .  When-earth and passage wed, the consummation is  complete only 

When "there are g rains of e&t>th on the eyelid s ' of passage", (p...hO)%

These g rains: of' e’a r th  a re , u n fo rtu n a te ly , bound to  p o llu te  ra th e r .th a n  

adorn "the eyelid s of jpassage" be cause ,E lesin  has been s ta in ed  in  l i f e  

and in  death . The f in a l  rituajU -df pouring somd e a r th  gtoer  S lesin 'B  

ey e lid s  i s  im nediately^fd lloyed  by I y a lo ja 's  s ig n if ic a n t  statem ent:

"Now fo rg e t  the^dtfad, /o rg e t  even the l iv in g - . Turn yodr mind only to  

the unboni>,^ /p ., 76) .  '

E le s in ’ s dea th , whatever i t s  l e v e l  of tragedy., transcends .p. 

iere lo ss  of l i f e .  I t  i s  a  prelude to  re h f r th  through h is  new b r ide.
9 _ . - ♦ % “ ~

and, . t h e r e f o r e i r o n ic a l ly  l i f e -a f f i rm in g , E le s in  himselfy 

succinctly*  • ’ * • ' , ■

We cannot see 
The s t i l l  g re a t jworab e f  the world—
No man beholds h is  m other1 s'womb— 1
Yet who denies i t ’s  there?  Coiled 
Tq th e  navel o f the  world i s  th a t  •
Endless V$rd 'that link;a us, a l l  ”
To the g re a t o rig in*  - (p . 18) .

!■ 1 i * •r 1

f 
■ )
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The womb i s  the world of the unborn c h ild ; the umbil+jgjal cord i s  t h e 1 

c h i ld ’ s l i f e - l i n e ,  l in k in g  i t s  world w ith  th a t  of the l iv in g .  By infer-; 

ence, th e re fo re ,, the unborn symbolizes the fu tu re . I t  i s  the e v o lu tio n 

a ry  r e la t io n s h ip  between the fu tu re , the  .present, and the a n c e s tra l  p a s t

th a t ,a id s  man in  recognizing  h is  "great" O rig in ."  The void th a t  must be.
' - 

crossed  and recro ssed  in- moving from oge s tag e  to '.an o th e r i s  " the  im

measurable- g u lf  of t ra n s it io n ^ "  or "the-.numinous a re a  of t r a n s i t io n ,"  

o r  " the  v o rtex  of.-archetypes and home of the t r a g ic  c o n f l ic t .
t  A, . ,

Man's su ffe r in g  of the agonies and u n c e r ta in t ie s  involved in . ’
’ ’ - <

the p e rilo u s  piunge . in to  t h i s  fo u rth  a re a  of experience i s  what t r ig g e rs

the  tra g ic , t e r r o r  in  him a t  the  c r i t i c a l  moment o f t ra n s it io n 'f^ A s
' - ,<

Soyinka e x p la in s , the s ta g e  o f t r a n s i t io n
.  ‘ * r  a  , r

i s  however the m etaphysical abyss- both of god and ‘ : 
man, if- we agree th a t .  . .music i s  the 'd i r e c t  Copy 
of the d ire c t ,  exp ression  of t h e - w i l l , '  i t  i s  only 
because no th ing  rescues,m an ( a n c e s tr a l ,  l iv in g ,  un
born) from lo ss  of s e l f  w ith in  th is  abyss bu t a y  
t i t a n i c  re s o lu tio n  o f the w i l l  wfyose summons, pps- • 
ponse and Involuntary , expression  i s  the  s tran g e  

* a l i e n ' sound to  ■ which we g ive the name of m usic. . .
On the arena of the l iv in g  when man i s  stripped of 
excrescences, when d isa sters  agd c o n f lic ts  (the  
m aterial of drama) have crushed and rubbed him of  
se lf-con sciou sn ess and pretensions, he stands in  
th is  g u lf .  . . i t  i s  a t.such  moments th a t tra n sitio n a l 
memory takes over and intim ations rack him 'of that 
in tense p a r a lle l of the d isso lu tio n  of h is" 'self and 
h is  struggle and triumph' over subsuoation through the 
agency of w i l l .  I t  i s  th is  experience- that the modern 
trag ic  dramatis^ reoreates through the medium .of , -
physical contemporary action , r e fle c t in g  emotions of 

1 '.the f i r s t  ao tiye  b a ttle  o f the w ill  through the abyss
*of.dissolution.^52 _ • -

. y  ' - , t . ■■ . '  - ■ - f

Soyinka, "The, Fourth Stage," lo c , c i t . ,  p. ,125.

, 152 Ib id .,‘ pp. 125-26..

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

' I t  has been necessary  to  quote Soyinka "so ex te n s iv e ly  because the  above

passage i s  of tremendous help  ift a p p re c ia tin g  the task  which he has s e t

fo r  h im self in  h is  search  fo r  the meaning of tragedy  in  Death and the

King,1 Horseman. The philosophy guiding the  theme, a c tio n  and language

of> thsa p lay—can he deduced from ’’The Fourth S tage” from which the above

excerp t has been' tak e n . • .

A .carefu l a n a ly s is  of Death and the K ing' s  Horseman in . the

Light of S oy inka 's  illu m in a tin g  essay  rev e a ls  th a t  though 'the  "play i s

based on an a c tu a l h i s to r ic a l  even t in -N ig e ria  in  191*6, the s to ry  of

E lesir^  Ob'a transcends a mere re-enactm ent of h is to ry .  Through th is

h i s to r ic a l  tragedy Soyinka con tinues h is  p e r s is te n t - s e a r c h ,fo r  the
' J % ’ * 

meaning of tragedy,, • o  .

• f o i  a r e d e f in i t io n  in  term s of c u l tu ra l  o r p r iv a te  
experience Cwhich he regards  a s !  a  rec o g n itio n  by - 

. man of. c e r ta in  a reas  of depth ex p erien ce . which a re  
no t s a t i s f a c to r i l y  exp la ined  by genera l a e s th e tic  
th e o r ie s :  and of a l l  th e  su b je c tiv e  unease th a t  i s  
aroused by m an's c re a tiv e  in s ig h ts ,  th a t  .wrench 
w ith in  the human psyche which we vaguely d e fin e  as 
tragedy  i s  the  mdst in s i s te n t  voice th a t  b id s  us . 
r e tu rn  to  our own so u rc e s ,^53 , ,

The .search in  Death and th e  King* s Horseman i s  a r t ic u la te d  through the'

th renod ic  m usic.of the  drums -and o f the  P ra ise -S in g e r , through the

p h ilo so p h ic a lly  r ic h  p ro v e rb ia l language o f th e  major c h a ra c te rs , and

through the symbolic j a r r in g  o f th e  music a t  the  "Masque" and the

tran ce-in d u c in g  rhythm of the n a tiv e  drums, a l l  of which-' combine • to  '

g ive prominence to  the  th renod ic  essence o f the- t r a g ic  c o n f l ic t  in  the

.p la y . ^

153 Soyinka, "The Fourth Stage j4' p . It.9 .
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The time and- space I  have devoted to  the treatm ent ®f Wole
V*

Soyinka's p lays Are a r e s u l t  of my claim  th a t  Soyinka i s  Nigeria.1 s •

(indeed , 'A f r ic a 's ) .le a d in g  p layw right. His twelve p lays sp f a r  pub-
• j

lish ed  demonstrate the v a r ie ty  and dynamism- of hisr theineS and- dram atic ■-; !

techn iques. M ore-extensively than any o th er-N ig erian 'p lay w rig h t, he- ■ ' .

d ips in to  the e u ltu re , mythology, and t r a d i t io n a l  so c ia l  m ilieu  of the

Yoruba people to  fo rge-a  unique th e a tre  th a t  i s  as provocative as i t  ‘ j

i s  chall4 j|g ihg . Since-Yopuba t r a d i t io n a l  resources. are- a s in e  .qua non ‘

in  Soyinka's dramaturgy, both d ire c tin g ,a n d  a c tin g  w ill  have to  be 
v , , * 

geared towards a  f u l l  u t i l i z a t i o n  of these  resou rces in  order to  achieve.

the " to .ta l th e a tre '1* of S oyinka 's p lay s . This exp la in s  why i t  w il l  take

more than a cursory  reading o f Soyinka!s p lays to  ap p rec ia te  f u l ly  th e i r

stage p roductions. Many of the p lay s , l ik e  The Strong Breed. A.-Dance

of the F o re s ts , The Road.- and Death and the King^s Horseman presuppose- <*,

th e  au d ience 's  f a m il ia r i ty  w ith the myths, legends, and c u ltu re  of the .

Yoruba peop le , which may be acquired ' e i th e r  through reading  Or by

• in te ra c t io n  w ith the people!

. _ Plays lik e  The Lion and the Jewel and The T r ia ls  of. B rother

‘’faro may have simple s to r ie s  to  ’dram atize, hut .they req u ire  a  h ighly

resou rcefu l' producer to  be s taged  e f fe c tiv e ly  and su c c e ss fu lly . More

complex plays l ik e  Madmen and S p e c ia lis ts  and A Dance o f the F o rests

pose a much g re a te r  ohallenge t6  the o rea tiv e  im agination of the would-
- ‘ v

be producer* The cinem atic technique, of p lays l ik e  The Lion and the  

Jew el, The Strong Breed. Camwood on thd Leaves, and K o n g i's ' H arvest may 

be the death of th e i r  stage  p roductions i f  handled by- inexperienced . ^

\

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

1(09

£
producers. Any production  of any of Soyinka 's p lay s  w il l  depend fo r

.  ■ 0 
its , success on the reso u rc e fu ln ess ,, s k i l l  and experience n o t only of

the producer, but a lso  of -the, s e t  d e s ig n e r, l ig h tn in g  te c h n ic ia n , 'and' ••
' ‘ "' • i ‘ ■

o th er stage  hands, as w ell ah of the a c t o r s . '  .

, , The problems w hich‘Soyinka’s p lays p o s e .fo r  the  producer-and

, th e 'a u d ien c e -a re , of n e c e s s ity , those which c r i t i c s  have • to -g rap p le

•with.. Examples of c r i t i c a l  opinions have been c ite d ' e a r l i e r  in  th is

study to  i l l u s t r a t e  the need f o r  cau tion  in  a p p ra is in g  S oyinka 's  p l a y s ._'

Soyinka-him self f in d s  i t  necessary  to  warn c r i t ic s -a n d  producers a g a in s t
- • ' '* > " 

m isleading  in te rp re ta t io n s  of- h is -p la y s . In  th e '" A u th o r 's  Note" to

Death and the  K ing 's Horseman, fo r- in s ta n ce *  he s ta te s :

The bane of themes of t h i s  genre i s  th a t  they are  no ‘ . '
sooner employed c re a tiv e ly  than they acqu ire  the  
f a c i le  ta g  of 'c la s h  o f c u l tu r e s , ' a  p r e ju d ic ia l  
la b e l  which, q u ite  a p a rt from i t s  f re q u e n t m isapp li
c a tio n , presupposes a p o te n t ia l  q u a li ty  in  every 
g iven  s i tu a t io n  of the  a l ie n  cu ltu re ' and the  in d i-  
genous, on the  a c tu a l s o i l  of the1 la t te r *  . . .1 
f in d  i t  necessary  to  cau tio n  the would-be producer 

•• -of' th is  p lay  a g a in s t  a  sad ly  fa m ilia r  r e d u c t io n is t  * 
tendency, and to  d i r e c t .h i s  v is io n  in s te a d  to  the 
f a r  more d i f f i c u l t  and r is k y  ta s k 'o f  e l i c i t i n g  th e , * V
p la y 's  th renod ic  essence i (p . 6) ^

' ' r,
This warning note may be ap p lied  to  some o f  S oyinka 's  s l ig h te r  e a r l i e r

.p lay s .-  Even where th is  warning i s  heeded by c r i t i c s ,  one fihdjs th a t  a

c r it ic a l  opinion that was v a lid  about a decade ago may not r e ta in  its'

v a l id i ty  any longer today, For in s ta n c e , M artin*Tuoker wrote in  1966:

Soyinka i s ‘ one of the few contemporary Africans 
w riting in  English who use no white man fo r  th e ir  
c a st o f characters (w ith the exception of h is  repent 

■, n o v e l). This fea tu re , fo r  i t  i s  a pofcitive.character- 
* i s t i c ,  revea ls again Soyinka's in te r e s t  in  the symbolic 

and human rather, than the h is to r ic  asp ects of hl.s drama
t i c  m aterial. . . ■ .EiB lack of white characters Can be

i
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explained  by h is  lack o f in te r e s t  in  a contemporary 
h i s to r ic a l  situations* the w hite inan and h i s  so journ  
in  A frica .' Soyinka i s  simply pot in te re s te d  in  '

• / ' h is to r ic a l s itu a tio n s—h is in te r e s t  l i e s  irr thfjh.
■primary emotions o f 'h o p e , d e fea t and s tru g g le . ^

' Death and the  K ind 's  Horseman s u f f ic ie n t ly  d isp ro v es  'fu ck e r 's  a s s e r t io n

that-S oy inka i s  not in te r e s te d  in- contemporary h i s to r ic a l  s i tu a t io n s

and th a t  he does no t use w hite men in  h is  c a s t  of c h a ra c te rs . C r i t i c s
, - > *. ’

% may le a rn  from what has tu rned  'o u t to  be T ucker's  premature general

i s a t io n  th a t  Soyinka a t  1*3 i s  f&t from being  a spen t fo rc e , and th a t  i t  

may be tdo e a r ly  even in  197® assess , Soyinka 's, a r t i s t i c  c re a tiv e

* energy in  u n q u a lif ie d  term s. ' ' • '
" *  «

Soy inka 's  l a t e s t  work-to d a te , O peration  Wonyoai, ' ^  a .v ic io u s  

: ■ . r id i c l e  of N ig erian s ' m isplaced v a lu e s , re -a ff irm s ' the' claim  th a t  Wole.

r, ■ ' 1 Soyinka i s  a  ta le n te d  s a t i r i s t  who "approaches M b, l i t e r a r y  c re a tio n ^

<4 * w ith  s in c e r i ty  and has an im p lic i t  f a i th  in  a'new and more r a t io n a l

o rd e r . . .[b u t  3 h is  s a t i r e  i s  o f te n  a mere cloak  fo r  h is  more profound

? 156 ' ' •apprehension of h is  ig iiv e rse ."  The p ro fund ity  of h is  v is io n  o f .

modern, s o c i e t y  h a s  o f te n -  b een  m is in te r p r e te d  a s  s h e e r  p essim ism ?  but-

as a humanist a t heart,. Soyinka can hardly r e s is t  the urge to \gortray

. r e a l i s t i c a l l y  i n  h is  work the bizzare human conditions that unjust' —
, * .

. j authority has imposed on the people o f N igeria and of any other nation

where sim ilar  conditions e x is t .  Soyinka may not make any concrete

I * 1 4 C )1 " ’ •

M. Tucker^ "West African L iterature: The Second Decade,"

!
I .

A frica Today, 13V- 5 (May 1966)» 6 .
155. This play was not yet published by the time t h is  study 

was completed.

• ^  0 , Ogunba, The Movement of T ra n s i t io n . p« 231.
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;  ! • ' . : ; ■ ■ 
t ' r ‘ ' ' * *

, > • proposals in  h is  plays to solve the problems of. the common_ man. As ah

_ a r t i s t ,  hb does not owe this- ob liga tion  to h is  audienoe, I t  i s  g r a ti

fy in g  enough that h is  plays demonstrate a Promethean yearning for  the

; , betterment o f  mankind,” , 1 '* ■ „
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* • - CONCLUSION 1P ^

An attempt haB been made in  th is  study ,to trace the orig ins  

o f modem Nigerian drama,in English to the r ich  indigenous trad ition s, 

o f r itu a l, dance-drama' and masquerade that characterize occasional or 

seasonal re lig io u s  and formal f e s t iv a ls  in  N igeria , I t  has a lso  been 

established- that there e x is t s  an a f f in ity  between the contemporary 

theatre "and the trad ition a l theatre in  N igeria, though the fro n tier

between the two remains d i f f i c u l t  to d efin e .
- * •

From the se le c te d  p lays d iscussed  in  t h i s  s tu d y , i t  may be
' '  • V , .

concluded that thedevelopm ent o f modem Nigerian drama in  English has

gone through a peculiar process, and that i t s  h isto ry  does not fo llow  

a definable literary,m ovem ent,.such as realism , or naturalism . How

ever, l ik e  i t s  European counterpart, modem drama in  N igeria i s  a con- 

venient blend of the popular and the literary , drariatic tra d it io n s . 

Mahood points out the "growing awareness among African playwrights. . , 

to  achieve some. . .sy n th esis  o f  the old and the new,' [ o f 3 the indi

genous and the foreign , i f  they are ever to produce a d is t in c t iv e ly  ‘ 

A frican drama for. the modem th e a tr ica l world." 1 Such a synthesis i s  

more than a mere mixture, as Mahood observes; but in  N igeria , the 

playw rights, whatever th e ir  individual le v e ls  o f achievement, have a t  

th e ir  d isposal an inexhaustib le rep ository .o f myths, legends, and pre- 

drama r itu a ls  and fe s t iv a ls ,-  a l l  of which read ily  blend with, and 

4 enrich, modern th ea tr ica l modes and techniques. I t  should be noted

 ̂ M. M. Mahood, "Drama in  New-Born S ta te s ,^  Presence 
A frica ine. 32 (1966), ZJ.
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th a t  the music, dancing and s ing ing  th a t  fe a tu re  prom inently in  s ty l 

ized  drama in  N igeria  today a re  a l l  a  carry -over from the re l ig io u s  

arid f e s t iv a l  drama of the p r e l i te r a te  N igerian B ociety .

As-Adedeji has pointed  o u t, no tw ithstanding  the " d if fe r in g  

h is to ry  of o r ig in  and o r ie n ta tio n  [o f  the  ‘folk* and the 'form al* qt 

'I n t e l l e c tu a l '  th e a tre ! ,  the two types 'of th e a t r i c a l  movements have 

emerged w ith  a g re a t  d ea l o f innovation . Tfie fusion: of the t r a d i t io n a l  

w ith modern techniques and .the u t i l iz a t io n * o f  Western concepts of stage

c r a f t  and p rese n ta tio n  have become th e i r  d is tin g u ish in g  f e a t u r e . T h i s  

exp la ins why the fo lk  operas of Ogunde, Ogunmola and Ladipo have so

much in  common w ith  the " in te l le c tu a l"  th e a tre  in  contemporary N igeria .
6 *  ‘

Like the fo lk  opera which usee Yoruba o r  any o ther indigen

ous language as i t s  medium of p re se n ta tio n , modern N igerian  drama in

E nglish  employs lo ca l Bettings and themes, though some of these themes
- »

Tiavfe u n iv e rsa l s ig n if ic a n c e . A good number of N igerian  plays in

English  draw e x ten s iv e ly  on lo c a l  legends and myths to  dram atize oon-

'temporary s o o ia l ,  p o l i t i c a l  and economic m ilie u s . In  some playB, the  ■’

p lay w rig h t's  d id a c t ic  in te n t  m anifests i t s e l f  as we f in d  in  Ola R otim lis

The Gods Are Not To Blaine,  and in Obotunde Ijimere'a Woyengj and The ;

Imprisonment 'of Obatala. In others, such as Clark'a Ozldi and Soyinka’s

A JSfflSSL 3 L  fo* PorsBts. there surfaces the author' a intent to comment
<- • » 

o r itio a lly  on events in  the society . The frequency with which myths

and legends occur in Nigerian drama strongly suggests that 'part of this

2 /
J. A. Adedeji, '"Oral Tradition and Contemporary Theatre in 

Nigeria," Research in Afrioan Literature. 2, No. 2 (1971), 1 # .
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drama -in English i s  s t i l l  t ie d  to the past hy an unfbilical cord, that 

d e fie s  severance 'despite the steady progress o f the new " in te llec tu a l"
• *

theatre with a l l  the in fluences o f c la s s ic a l  and western dramatic non- ■ \

-ventions. '
; , t .

The new th e a tre  keeps growing no t only in  terms o f tbe-vnftmber 
 ̂  ̂ * - 

o f p layw righ ts, and of p lays being W ritten , bu t a l s o 'i n  terms of the 
« • - * 

a r t i s t r y  th a t  goes in to  the w r itin g  of new p lay s . Some p layw righ ts >'

l ik e  Henshaw and Clark may have burnt out th e ir  crea tive  energy,^ but ’

v e r sa t ile  and outstanding playwrights l ik e  Ola Rotimi and Wole ^oyinka f
* * „ * . V

continue to, w r ite , ^"younger" generation of playwrights has a lso  

emerged, among them, 'Zulu 'Sofola, Wale Ogunyemi, Femi O sofisan, Sony 

O ti,'and  many others with some promise. The dramatic conceptions of 

recent plays reveal signs of the growing maturity of the ne^N igerian  

theatre: the playwrights are always" doing something new, for  which no '<

se t  c r ite r ia  o f judgment e x is t .  This experimental nature of the new 

plays r e f le c t s  the bubbling crea tive  energy with which dramatic l i t e -  , 

rature i s  being produced a t  a rate that fru str a te s  any e ffo r t  to  com- i *

p i le  an exhaustive bibliography of primary m aterials in modem 

Nigerian drama in  E nglish. • :

I t  i s  nOt my in ten tion  to  orea£e the impression that a l l  has 

, . been sm ooth-sailing fo r  the playw rights, Or fo r  th® growth of the 

Nigerian th eatre . Theatre groups have been formed and many have had

u * ,
J. S. Henshaw* s la s t  play. Dinner For Promotion, was pub

lished  in  1967. J . P .  Clark's la te s t  play, Oaidi, was published in  
1966. Sinoe these playwrights axe s t i l l" a l iv e ,  i t  may be premature to •

* see thafx writing- career already a t an endj but the indications are 
gettin g  stronger ,as the years go by. ,

1

1
,1 

' .]
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to 'f o ld  bedause of a d m in is tra tiv e  and f in a n c ia l  problem s. B esides, the

Small number of th ea tre  houses iij  the country has been a c ru c ia l f a c to r

in  the rate of the growth of the theatre. Up t i l l  1967. there was only '

one modem theatre in  the country—the 30i*-seat. Arts Theatre of the -

U niversity o£ Ibadan. The Jos Theatre in  Jos, and the Shell-BP Theatre

in  Port Harcourt were too e l i tt i s t  and too far removed 'from the crop of

buddihg p lsy w r ig h ^ to  make any- e ffe c tiv e  contribution to the growth

of the- Nigerian theatre. However, ttjf> situ a tion  has improved- treaend-
♦ r

ously over the years. More theatre houses are being b u ilt  by educa

tion a l in stitu tio n s  and by a number of organizations. -Nigeria i s  how 

proud of an ultra-modem National Theatre building in ia g o s ,  though 

the cost of using i t  iB too prohib itive to encourage ybupg playwrights 

to stake th e ir  reputation, fortunfi and future by staging th e ir  plays in  

the Theatre. I t  w ill  tAke established  playwrights, and p lay s that have 

repeatedly attracted large audiences in smaller theatres, to a ttra ct a
•  e

s u ff ic ie n t ly  large audience to o f fs e t  the staggering co st of producing '

any play a t the National Theatre. There i s  one consolation thpugh:

more and more plays continue, to  be produced with encouraging frequency

in  the smaller and le s s  e l i t i s t  theatres in  other parts o f the country.
> • ‘ • 1  •

The Nigerian theatre has come a long way from the days when
► '

■tiie trad ition al theatre f i r s t  moved from the r itu a l groves to the 

v illa g e  square. At that tim e, the African theatre had np sp ecia l build

in g .. Entertainments in  trad ition a l communities were held in  the v illa g e  

squarepnd the spectators who were participants in  what may be termed 

as " tota l theatre" did not have to pay any entrance f e e s .  The principal 

a c to r s , that i s ,  the priest'and . the r i t u a l is t s ,  were not paid e ith er , ^

&
• -

A
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The v i l la g e  square, a p a rt from being the most convenient " th e a tre "  fo r  

t ra d i t io n a l  r i t u a l s  and f e s t iv a l s ,  symbolized and, to  some e x te n t,  s t i l l  

does symbolize the e n t i r e  v i l l a g e ,  i t s  s o l id a r i ty  and i t s  c o lle c tiv e  

consciousness. The convenience and the symbolic s ig n if ic a n c e  of the 

v i l la g e  square should exp la in  why A fricans had no p ress in g  need fo r  the 

eretotigp of bu ild ings fo r  the performance .of r i t u a l  and f e s t iv a l  

dramas. D espite the steady  growth of modern th e a tre  houses, w ith th e i r  

so p h is tic a te d  proscenium s ta g e s , the  v illa g e -sq u a re  " th e a tre "  continues
' tf ,

to  be used fo r  r i t u a l s  and f e s t iv a l s  which c o n s ti tu te  t r a d i t io n a l  drama.

The p o in t has been made th a t  drama iirfmodem N igeria  grew out 

o f indigenous t r a d i t io n a l  drama. This should eS p la in  why both forms o f  

drama have c e r ta in  functions  in  common, "̂ Like t r a d i t io n a l  drama, modem
i

N igerian  drama endeavours to  t r a n s la te  the t o t a l i t y  of the human ex

pe rien ce , and to  re c re a te  e x is t in g  myths as a means of g iv ing  glim pses

'of the h i s to r ic a l ,  r e l ig io u s ,  s o c ia l  and p o l i t i c a l  l i f e  of N igerian

so c ie ty . T herefore, the  a f f i n i t y  between such a drama and the so c ie ty
♦ •

in  which i t  i s  se t cannot be o v e rs tre sse d . This a f f i n i t y  is  not re 

s t r i c t e d  to  th a t  fu n c tio n  of th e - th e a tre ,  whioh i s ,  to  quote Hamlet,

" to  hold  m irro r  up to  n a tu re ."  The in te g ra tio n  of mythology and h is to ry  

in to  N igerian  drama enables the  playw right to  awaken the consciousness 

of the audience' to  the p a s t in  o rder t o ‘a p p rec ia te  f u l ly  contemporary 

aituati<JR&*,,.Very o f te n , such an in te g ra t io n  helps to  e x p la in , to  de

velop and to  en rich  the A frican  p e rso n a lity ; bu t in  some cases , th e  use 

of the p a s t through myth and h is to ry  fo fite rs  the e x p o s itio n  and condemn

a t io n  crfeome u n d es irab le  and outmoded aspec ts  pf N igerian  c u ltu ra l
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l i f e  which are  impedimenta to  peace and p rogress. In  sh o rt, myth and • t .
4 '

h is to ry  provide m ate ria ls  fo r  p lays which,- fo r  a l l  th e i r  apparent to p ic 

a l i t y ,  g ive a r t i s t i c  expression  to man's continuing  s tru g g le  fo r  a '«

proper understanding of him self and of the mode of l i f e  h e ,liv e s  in  a
9

contemporary so c ie ty . ’

The t r a n s i t io n a l  period between the dim past and the contem n
i •

•orary so c ie ty  has a lso  provided ready m ate ria ls  fo r  N igerian p la y w rig h ts .’ ~

Plays s e t  in  th is  period normally concen trate  on the various c o n f l ic t
*

m o tifs , including  thoqe between t r a d i t io n  and modernism, between the 

paren t and the m arriageable c h ild , and between v i l la g e  l i f e  and the 

glamour of c i t y  l i f e .  Although th ese  c o n f l ic ts  a re  common in the works 

of most N igerian  playw rights^ each ‘w r ite r  approaches the theme d i f f e r -  j

e n tly  and with varying d id a c tic  purposes.

Now th a t  an in c reas in g  number of A frican c re a tiv e  w r ite rs  are 

emerging as the eye and conscience of t h e i r 's o c i e t i e s ,  N igerian play

w rights seem to  have p r a c t ic a l ly  abandoned the overworked c o n f l ic t  - 

m otif in  favour of themes of enduring and u n iv e rsa l q u a l i t i e s .  T hey  ,

revea l the  s o c io -p o li t ic a l  phenomena cu rren t in  N ig eria , but in  in te -  |

g ra tin g  these phenomena in to  th e i r  p lay s , .they.succeed in  making the *

a o c ia l and p o l i t ic a l  i l l s  an elample of tSe”u n iv e rsa l experience of
s

man. The cannibalism  of Dr. Bero in  Soyinka's Madmen and S p e c ia l is t s , 

the tyranny o f  Kongi in  Kongi * a H arvest, and the c o n s p ira to r ia l  murder 

of Qzidi in  C la rk 's  O zid i, a re  a l l  lo ca liz e d  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  of man's in

humanity to  man, of man's in s a t ia b le  lu s t  fo r  power. No m atte r how 

lo o a liz e d  the  ac tio n s  in  p lays l ik e  C la rk 's  The R aft and Song of a Goat.

L

i I
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o r O so fisa n 's  A R e s tle ss  Run of L ocusts . or S oy inka 's  The* Strong Breed

and Madmen and S p e c ia l is ts  may he,* they assume u n iv e rsa l h e ig h ts  once. •

i t  i s  re a liz e d  th a t  the t ra g ic  c o n f l ic ts  and human experiences in  them

are  no t p e c u lia r  to  N ig e ria , o r to  A fric a . Whether th ese  p lays are

comic, t r a g ic ,  o r , s a t i r ic a l - ,  the v is io n  -of man and of h is  world which 
' v

^  they  rev ea l-tran scen d s  the v is io n  o f a  p a r t ic u la r  people in  a p a r t i -  '

c u la r  lo c a l i ty .  *
.

Among the. p layw righ ts whose works have been examined in  th is
* ♦ a

study , Wole Soyinki emerges’ as a  tow ering f ig u re . His p rofessed  com

p le te  .immersion in  the*A frican t r a d i t io n a l  world view ^nd values of

so c ia l  cohesion i s  much in  evidence in  A Dance-of the F o re s te , The
■5 *"— —— 1 —— •  ̂ — >«•

Q ,
Road. The' S trong Breed. The Swamp Dwellers and Death and the  K ing 's

' .. 1
Horseman-, to  mention only the  prominent ones. More than  any oth^r 1

• '  ■ *  - 5  ?  - _

Nigerian playwright, ,Soyinka exh ib its  in h is dramatic works a r e s t le s s
* 0 

s p ir i t  struggling to percieve the c o lle c t iv e  consciousness of contemp

orary so c ie ty . The depth pf h is  perception i s  confirmed by the s ig n i

f ic a n t  in tegration  of myth,and r itu a l in to  many of h is p lays. Even in  ;

those plays where no myth or lij& a l e x ists ,jS o y in k a 's  s e n s ib i l ity  to |

h is  immediate so c ia l and p o l it ic a l  environment, p articu larly  to the’

Yoruba contemporary s o c ia l  psyche, surpasses that of any of h is con- 

temporaries. So dynamic- i s  h is  creative energy th at, judged by both.
♦ a

the volume and the quality  of h is  plays published to d ate, SOyinka Will 

remain for  a long time to  come N igeria 's leading playwright.

. > Soyinka is  a lso  in  the fo re -fro n t in  the playwrights' search

\  fo r  a.new "African* theatre, a theatre created out of the African
f t

%
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• so c ie ty  which ' f i t s  and serves-, the  a s p ira tio n s  o f the' emerging eontemp- • 

p rary  so c ie ty . Sdch a " th e a tre "  ^.s bound* to /be  plagued with numerous 

problems i f  i t  is  to  r e t a i n ,and to  p ro je c t  an®African id e n ti ty .*  Fortun-
* ‘ r' ’• V *

* ' * ' - ’ ’ ' ’ * ‘  ̂ ' •

a te ly ,  the N igerian  th e a t r e ,  an .in te g ra l  p a r t  of A frican th e a tre ,  does

not^ have the. kind o f problems, experienced"by-the- B ra z ilia n  Negro Ex

perim ental T heatre  (NET). The NET was e s ta b lis h e d  a s  ah a ttem pt to
’’ • /  ' ■ ' ' ' ^

wage a war a g a in s t co lour p re ju d ic e , agd to  c re a te  "hi Negro a e s th e tic
r: .. ,

. aimed a t  a t t a in in g ilfp r  the B.lacks a  worthy and re sp e c ta b le  S ta tu s ,

This n e g ritu d ih a l rd le  of NET in  B ra z il , which i s  s im ila r  to  th a t  in

Francophone A frican l i t e r a t u r e ,  has no p lace  in  the N igerian  th e a tre ,
6 ’ .. 

though i t s  b a s ic  fu n c tio n s  rem ain■mainly s o c ia l ,  c u l tu r a l ,  and p o l i-  '

t i o a l .  Afery much a t  a  s tag e  of m a tu rity  a t  the moment,, the  th e a tre

and drama in  N igeria .have  come a  long way from m erely ex p la in in g  A frica  .

to  A fricans and to. the world. In  s h o r t , t h e ’Sociology ofb the th ea tre . .

in  N igeria  has been sy s te m a tic a lly  fused- w ith th e  psychology of the-

th e a tre ,  w ith  the r e s u l t  th a t  what i s  av a ilab le , in  N ig e ria  today is

' m ainly psychp-socio-draraa. This i s  not to  say th a t  the .modern th e a tre

in  N igeria  i s \ e i n g  used p u re ly  th e ra p e u tic a l ly , because i t s ’ e s s e n t ia l

fu n c tio n  of teach ing  and e n te r ta in in g  remain much in  evidence*
® <*- *

The question  i s :  what audience.does th e  N igerian ' th e a tre  

teach  and d e lig h t? . Ola Rdtimi was once asked what audience .he was •<• , ” . ‘ ' t, , >■ , '
’ t * ■> ^   ̂ *. v.'V * , ' • ' '
•w ritin g  f o r , '  and he re p l ie d :  "E hglT sh ,1 as>you-' know, i s  the o f f i c i a l  , 

medium o f communication in  N ig e ria . In e v ita b ly , .1 W rite f o r  audierioea

Bakary Traore, The Black African Theatre Mid I t s  Social 
Functions* Trans, Sapo Adfelugba (ibadan: I .  ol 1972}., p. 9& "

j ■ t
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who are  Imowledgeable 'in  th is  language. ’However, in  handling the, . ‘ -i ■ ■’

l&iglish language in  my plays., X; s tr iv e  tq  temper i t s  phraseology to  the 

e a r  of both the dominant s e m ili te ra te  as V eil as the l i t e r a t e  c la s se s , 

ensuring  th a t my dialogue reaches out to. both groups w ith  ease  in

. a s s im ila tio n  and c la r i ty  i n 'i d e n t i f i c a t i o n .^  One may say. the.sam e,

th in g  for.m ost N igerian plays w ritte n  in  English..' The few exceptions

,a re , Soyinka's more d i f f i c u l t  p lays l ik e  A Dahoe of th e  F o rests  and

Madnren ang S p e c ia l is ts ,  which req u ire  more than '.the  semi l i t e r a t e 's

working knowledge of the English  language to achieve what Hqtimi

d esc rib es’ as "ease in  a ss im ila tio n  and c l a r i t y  in  id e n t i f ic a t io n ."

• In ' i t s  in fancy , Nigehian -theatre was b a s ic a lly  e m p lo y e e s  a  . . i

technique; in  so c io lo g ica l in v e s tig a tio n  and exposition.,, Now th a t  the

th e a tre  has; v i r tu a l ly  come of age^ i t  i s  beginning to  be u s e d 'fo r  ex- "  ' j  !

perim ental purposes, though not by -any means divorced from the problems

of contemporary’ so c ie ty . , The .import Of a l l  t h is  i s  th a t Nigerian-drama

/ of the la te  f i f t i e s  and e a rly  s ix t ie s  would.appeal to' any audienoe in

the world as a so c io lo g ic a l ex p o sitio n  o f the N igerian  so c ie ty  on s ta g e . •
* ' J ' .  '

■ Today, the same,audietjce would leave the theatre, not merely h aving/

s a t i s f ie d  th e i r  c u rio s ity ,a b o u t N igerian ways’ o f l i f e ,  but w ith -a

c r i t ic a l!  ap p re c ia tio n  o f 'th e  a r t i s t i c  techniques' and the a e s th e tic

values .of d ram atic -p resen ta tio n s  of those ways’ of l i f e .  -This does not
. ' ' > , ‘a j , r

n ecessar ily  presuppose that modem Nigerian drajaa in  i t s  near-mature, '
J ' , . * , _ , * .

stage  pandets to  the ta s te  of the proponents of a r t  fo r  a r t ' s  sake.

f  Ola Notimi, interviewed by B. iin d fo r s . Bsm-Savt Interviews'
No, S T M } ,  p. a .  "

&
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The beauty and vigour of modern Nigerian drama in English reside1, in its

almost e f fo r t le s s  re te n tio n  of i t s  'so c ia l s ig n ifican ce  while i t  con

tinues to  marry t r a d i t io n a l  dram atic elements w jth fo re ign  (Western) 

dram atic techniques. The .r e s u l t  i s  a drama which* d e s p i t e . i t s  assim i- 

la t io n  o f ^foreign". in flu en ces , seeks its-ow n a r t i s t i c  c re a tio n  through .

the development and enriohment of the N igerian (and even tua lly  A frican)
* ■ '

id e n t i ty .  I t  i s  With such an id e n t i ty - th a t  the N igerian th ea tre  can 

make bold to address i t s e l f  to  a 'p a r t ic u la r  audience, and by and large  • 

to  r e a l i z e . i t s  f u l l  p o te n t ia l ,  ’ ■ - • •

Whatever the le v e l of re a l iz a tio n  of th is  p o te n t ia l ,  the 

audience outsid$ the A frican s o c ie ty  w ill continue fo r  some time to  en-„ 

counter one d i f f ic u l ty  with N igerian  p lays. The in c reas in g  broad

mindedness and. c u r io s ity  of non-Africans have v i r tu a l ly  broken down the 

b a r r ie r  form erly c o n s titu te d  by the c u ltu ra l  background of most African 

l i t e r a r y  workp. However, the language b a r r ie r  has not com pletely .d is

appeared even though modem N igerian drama i s  w ritten  in  E n g lis h ., When 

a  Nigerian, p lay  i s  w r i t te n .in  standard English,-, w ith metaphors and

idioms thah r e f l e c t  the .E ng lish  s e n s ib i l i ty  (as  id  the case, f o r
6in stan ce , in  Kole Omotoeo’s  The C u r ^ ) ,  s6me v i t a l  values are lo s t .

The language may be e a s ily  in te l l ig ib le  to  non-African but English- 

speaking audiences, “b u t one has the awful fe e lin g  t h a t , . b r i l l i a n t  as . 

such a .p la y  may be; i t  cannot claim to express A frican ideas and^thoughts.

(Ibadan: New Horn P re ss , 197.6). F i r s t  produced.in  May 1975 
a t  the U niversity  o f  Ibadan A rts Theatre as. The Golden Curse, the play 
i s  no tab le  fo r  i t s  m otif of.m istaken id e n t i ty ,  which echoes Shakespeare's 
Comedy of BrrorB. • w  '

. \

J

V
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Achebe has argu'ed th a t  the "A frican  w rite r  should aim to  use -English in  

- a  Way- th a t  b rings out h is  message b es t w ithout a l te r in g  the language to  

the ex ten t th a t  i t s  value a s ■a medium of in te rn a t io n a l  "exchange w il l  be

lo s t i  He should aim a t  fash ion ing -ou t an English  which i9 a t  once unA-
7 ■ ' /

v e rsa l and ab le  to  carry ' h is  p e c u lia r  experience .” A.-good number of

- N igerian  playw rights have su ccessfu lly  fash ioned-ou t such a,brand of
r * • ' I •

":Jt"  f E n g lish . C lark, for1- in s ta n c e , -makes Z ifa  say in  f ru s t r a t io n :  .

i A guest a f t e r  being fed looks up
; " v . A t the sun. But these-many years I  have been h o s t

To a guest th a t  w ill  hot re tu rn .- , " ~
(Song of a Goat, p. 31)

» *  ■; • .
Z ifa 's , "guest" is, h is  m isfortune of being imp®tent. The re tu rn  of, th is

• guest would mean the re s to ra t io n  of Z ifa ’s sexual powers. The speech
«., * * * ’ »

may be understood 'by an audience out s id e .N ig e ria , b u t .th e  language'* . . .  %

• ■derives i t s  a e s th e tic  value-from  C laris 's A frican s e n s ib i l i ty .  Also,

Ola Rotimi makes Odewale p ra ise  Baba Pakunle ( th e  "T ire s ia s"  of The

Gods Are N ot.To Blame) As "o ld e s t and most honoured /  of a l l  Seers"

(p . 25), adding: . '

Baba Pakunle, .
1 even w ithout eyes ' 

you a re  a l l - s e e in g — 
a  p a rtr id g e : .you see w ith the fa c e ' 
you see w ith the whole body. (p . 26)

. The l a s t  two l in e s  a re  a  m odified t r a n s l i te r a t io n  of th e  Yo^uba saying:

"T 'o iu  t* iW  n i hparh f i  £ r ir« n ."  (The p a rtr id g e  sees w ith i t s  eyes and

w ith i t s  f e a th e r s .)  Although th is  i s  an inadequate' d e sc rip tio n  of the

p rophetic  powers of a b lin d  d iv in e r , the po in t n e v e rth e le ss  manages to

7 '  -

C, Aohebe, "The A&toah W riter and the  E nglish  Language," 
Morning Yet oh C reation Bay: Essays (London:. Eeinemaon, 1575)* P• 61. .
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etfterge'. T h e 'fu ll  im p lica tio n  of Odewale-'a  speech elsewhere may no t be, 

grasped by a  non-A frican audience when the  hero p rays: "When  ̂the e v i l -  

p lo t t e r  b ea ts  h ia  drum',fpr. the  downfall of the  innocen t, the gods w il l  

: no t l e t  th a t  dfcam soundj” (p . 30 ). Passages l ik e - th i s ,  which a re  t ra n s -

“  ‘ ■* ; l : .  '  “  ‘l ib e ra t io n s  of indigw ibus tongues', a re  common in  N igerian  dram atic works 

and may pose some d i f f ic u l ty  fo r  an audience no t u se d .to  th is  p a tte rn  of 

|> ' ■ 'transform ed E ng lish , The problem i s  g re a te r , i n  Soyinka’ s  p lays than in
i . ■' ' ' ‘ 7
I- those of any o ther N igerian  d ram a tis t. l| A .nOil-African audience may f in d

i t  a b i t  d i f f i c u l t  to  a p p re c ia te  f u l ly  the A frican  consciousness in  the

fo llow ing  passage taken from .Kongi1s H arvest:

SAEDMXt We l i f t  the  Ittng’ 8 Umbrella 
Higher than men 

, B u t ' i t  never pushes 
•The sun in  the  fad e , , .

DRUMMER: I saw.a strange e igh t
• I n  the market th is  day 

The sun was high  
But I saw no shade.

.. • ,’ ' Rrom the K ing 's  um brella . (py 8) .
4 . ' *

Put d iffe r e n tly , th is  means th at the grandeur, pomp and pageantry en

joyed by Oba Banlpla do not con stitu te  any threat to the seou rityan d
• *

, freedom o f the individual in  the so c ie ty . Yet, the King has been d i

vested  (by Kpngl) o f a l l  he once enjoyed. His umbrella, symbol o f pro-
.  t  , ’ ' * *'  v “•1 v

' . tecti'On over h is  su b jeots, does not .oast any shadow any longer. This

i s  a powerful way of expressing the far-reaching e f f e c t s  on the King and

h ia  su b je c ts  of ,the tyranny of Kongi. One may compare th is  jpaesage. w ith

another deceptively* simple passage frdm the same p lay . In ’’Hangover"

" . ■ Danlola in  an iron ic .ton e  answers the Secretary that a l l  went w e ll,

’ • As 1 ran'w ell
When I took a f in a l  look a t  Kongi 

. 1 And began a rapid dialogue With ®y le g s ,  (p . 88)
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The l a s t  l in e  is  a t r a n s la t io n 'o f  th e ■Yon^ba expression^  "Mo ha gag mi

sgrfr."  In stead  o f  u sing  the standard  E nglish*.equivalent, " I tdok. to
; , -' , ’ , 1 / 

my h e e ls ,"  S oy inka 'p refers  the more fo rcefu l'Y oruba expression  w hich,'

im plies th a t  D anlola urged h is  l e g s 'to  ca rry  him as f a s t  as possib le.- 
' *  . •

|  * 1 , '  -

No N igerian audience.would think twice before grasping, the f u l l  im p li- 

Cations and .e ffec t of D anlo la’s d e sc r ip tio n  of h is  . f l ig h t  a f t e r  the 

p a rtiA l success of the coup planned a g a in s t Kongi, - . . ,.

' , * . Probably, the-language problems p08ed to  non-A frican audi— -

ehces by passages l ik e  those c ite d  .above a re  n o t, a f te r , a l l ,  insurmount

a b le . Such.audienoes, however* may miss the comedy e n t i r e ly  in  a  speech 

l ik e  the one by Chume in  The T r ia ls  o f B rother J e ro t

, 0- God a no’ g e t1 eyes fo r  my head. . Na l i e .  Na' big 
l i e .  Na p retence  de pretend th a t'w ick ed  wqman!
She no1 'go c o l le c t  h u tin ! She no’ .mean to sleep, f o r  

.  o u tside  house. The Prophet na ’in  lo v e r . As soon- 
• a s - ’ e dark , she go in  go meat ’in  man. 0 God, w etin  

a  do fo r  you wey you go sp o il my l i f e  so? Vfetin • ♦ 
make you vex fo r  iqe ao? (p* 7!?)

There i s  no s u b s ti tu te  fo r  th is  passage. To render i t  in  standard

English i s  to  ru in  the  comic effe 'o t of t^e  p idgin  E nglish  used.

Let me sum up the foregoing dtacusaicdfr-by saying th a t  of
, ' V*?' '

th e  problems fac ing  a 'non-A frican  audience watching N igerian  drama in

E ng lish , the  language problem remains the  le a s t  easy  to  overcome. The

knowledge of the s o c io -o u ltu ra l background to  a  p lay  may be acquired

, through read ing  and rese a rc h , but the  e a r  o f the audience w il l  have to
* • v - ,

be conditioned to  the ry th m ic  p a tte rn s  o f the transform ed E nglish  *■

•’ language and to  the com plexities o f  p idg in  E nglish  in  o rder to  grasp  

f u l ly  the. s u b tle t ie s  of m eaning-in modern N igerian, drama in  E ng lish .
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j < . The problem*of language' is. common to  A frican  l i t e r a t u r e ,  no ■
■ | ■' ■ ' - ’ '

,  ' f • ddubt, What makes i t  pronounced in  dram atic l i t e r a t u r e  i s  th a t  w hile
V ' . " ' f t

: poe try  and the novel may be rea d , w ith  3ome c lose a tte n tiC n  paid- to  the
'  . , .  .  '  ' ,  ‘  ' • ■ '  ;

p r in te d  \ford, a- p lay  produced in  the  th e a tre  leav es  l i t t l e  room fo r  the
• i • • ,

; ’ audiehoe to  stop  and to  analyze a passage w ithou t lo sing , >track-of the

• ) ‘ development o f the a c tio n  and d ia lo g u e . In  s h o r t ,  the spoken word i s . .
v * 1 >. > ' * - '

" in  f ligh t,**  and i t  takes a  w e ll- tra in e d  e a r  to  g rasp  i t s  meaning 

e f f o r t l e s s ly .  ‘This problem i s  n io rek n o tty  e s p e c ia lly  w here-the mode of 

1 th o u g h t, f ig u re s  of speech, s im ile s , ;proverbs and v e rb a l nuances a re

. l i f t e d  from' th e  n a tiv e  language o f the  p layw righ t. In  s p i t e ,o f  a l l

. th e se , the p layw right can s t i l l  e f f e c t iv e ly  communicate w i th -h is  au d i-
\i 1 - » * ' *

en .ce .if  the actorB succeed in  t r a n s la t in g  in to  communicable no tion  

those words o r  ph rases the' f u l l  meaning of whioh may elude* the  audiencd 

- in  the th e a t r e ,  be i t  in  N ig e ria , o r o u ts id e  the  A frican  c o n tin e n ts

> Apart frojh the problem o f communicating w ith  h is  audience .
' ’ v - ♦

through the medium of h is ' playB, the  p layw right faces  a  g re a te r  d i f f i 

c u lty , e s p e c ia lly  when h is  p lay  i s  an in c is iv e ly  c r i t i c a l  comment ox^* 

c e r ta in  even ts in  h is  s o c ie ty . A pparently speaking"from  personal ex - 

• perie ftce , Soyinka once declared*  " In  new s o c ie t ie s  which begin the

' sed u c tiv e  experim ent in  a u th o r ita r ia n is m , i t  has .becCme a  fa m ilia r  ex

p erience  to  watch so c ie ty  crush the  w r i te r  under a  load  o f g u i l t  f o r

j h i s  dare’, in  exp ressing  a s e n s ib i l i ty  and an outlook a p a rt from, and
'  8 

independent o f ,  the  mass d ire c tio n '."  The commitment of Soyinka to  the
,  . I

:.■! ' ' • v  •
■ i , 8 ' •

. I • Soyinka, "The W rite r  in  an A frican  S ta te ,"  T ra n s itio n . 6, 
No. 31 (June /  Ju ly  1967), 11.
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. l ib e r a t io n 'o f  the in d iv id u a l from a l l  forma of oppression and tyranny 

m anifests i t s e l f  in  many .of h is  playft. Aftd- h is  p riso n  experience is  

' n o t u n like  what h is  A frican -colleagues, spjjb 'as Ayi Kwei Armah and 

Ngugi Va Thiong'o, have suffered-because of th e i r  w ritin g .

Of bourse,.Soyinka i s  ho t the ohly N igerian  to  s u ffe r  fo r  

h is  commitment as a w r i te r .  Hubert - Ogunde' s S trik e  and Hunger ( I 9I46)., 

based on the s t r ik e  .of the Enugii coal-m ining workers who were, f ir e d  

upon by the p o lic e , was banned by the c o lo n ia l government- and Ogunde' 

h im self was harrassed  fo r  some tim e. .H is Yoruba Ronu (196H), a  b itin g  

• p o l i t i c a l  s a t i r e ,  was a lso  banned by the scandal-ridden  government of 

the- then Western Region, In  a d d itio n , his- Polk Opera Troupe was fo r

b idden to  play anywhere in  the-Region. ‘ The same p lay  has re c e n tly  been 

banned from performing a t  the  N ational Theatre in  Lagos, though no 

reason was given- fo r  the a c tio n  of the  Federal M in is try  of Inform ation

(N ational Theatre Management P i v ision)'.'*  The experiences of Ogunde,. . . .
those of Soyinka, and re c e n tly  th a t  of Ngugi Wa Thiong 'o , w il l  show 

beyond doubt th a t  the A frican  w r i te r  who poses as ijhe eye, e a r , and'
i , • ,

conscience of h is  so c ie ty  i s  most ^ ik e ly  to  ram h i ja head a g a in s t the 

w alls  of oppression of the p o w ers-th a t-a re .
•- 1 w

^  With a l l  the practica l problems facing- the ’theatre and drama, 

and dramatists in 'N igeria , the question may be asked: what fu tu re  has 

. the theatre and drama in Nigeria? This i s  not an easy question to' 

answer because of the many fa c to rs  that may determine that future.

' ^ See "Yoruba Bonn Paraded' Again." P a lly  Times (N igeria); 
26 May 1978, p . 1. '  . /  ” “  .

. - . I
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- Eroept fo r  Soyinka.' s iso la te d  case of temporary " e x i le " 10 no N igerian

d ram a tis t has had to  f le e  from home as a  r e s u l t  of the unfavourable
-  /  .  '•

.reac tio n  of th§ government to  h is  p lay s , though the harrassm ent of \
* f -

w rite rs  of p lays whiph ar© Unduly c r i t i c a l  of th e  government cannot be 

rb le d  o u t. But the s i tu a t io n  has no t y e t a r is e n  th a t  w ill  put an end to 

the  w ritin g  o r production  o f p la y s ,,n o  m atter how re v e la to ry  o r c r i t i c a l  

o f .social and p o l i t i c a l  ’i l l s . o f  the  soc ie ty , they may' be'.

With more th e a tre  houses being e rec ted  in  N igeria , and w ith a
' • ■ • . /  

growing reco g n itio n  Of the ta l e n t  of a c to rs  and of the e n te r ta in in g  and

d id a c tic  fu n c tio n s ,o f  drama, i t  i s  m o st'u n lik e ly  th a t  drama on s tag e -
° « s. , *•

w il l  ever:be  rep laced  b y 'th e  movies, with a l l  t h e i r  t h r i l l  and sophis

t ic a t io n .  This o p tim is tic  v is io n  o f ,th e  fu tu re  of the th e a tre  and drama 

in  N igeria  grows o u t 'o f  the "present upsurge in  dram atic a c t iv i ty  in  the

country . ■ Even Soyinka, who once thought he* might tu rn  h is  back on trie,
’ 11 1 •s ta g e  if . he had the opportun ity  to  make h is  f i r s t  f i lm , i s  s t i l l  very

*  ■
much involved in  dram atic a c t i v i t i e s .  Modem N igerian  drama in  English 

has e s ta b lish e d  i t s e l f  firm ly  w ith  the p lays of C lark , Rotimi and Wole •->

.Soyinka; Upcoming playw rights l ik e  'Laolu Ogunniyi, Vale Ogufiyemi,
% ' ' .

'Zulu Sofola and Pemi Osofisan, among others, may not yet match the

grandeur and the excellence of the p lays o f these e s ta b lish e d  play

w rig h ts , but t h e i r  works promise a  b r ig h t  fu tu re  f o r  drama, in  N igeria .

Wole Soyinka would probably frown upon this word being 
used to describe his sojourn in Sagland and Ghana during the turbulent 
years in Nigeria.

11 • " • ’• /  "Wble Soyinka,4* i  Spear interview by Qlu Akaraogun, Spear /
Magasine. May 1966, p. 17..,
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York: African Publishing Corp\, 1970, ''

New

Gibbs, James. "Bid-Bibliography: Wole Soyinka." African Library*Journal 
(New York), 3, No. 1 (Spring 1972), 15-22.;

. Wole SoVinka. A S e lect Bibliography in Progress, [n . PO»
[ 1 9 7 6 3 .  > | | l i m e o g r a p h e d J  •

Graham-White, Anthony. "A Bibliography of African Drama." Afro-Aslan 
Theatre B ulletin . I l l  (OoU T967), 10-22.
Superseded by the "Bibliography" pei the author's "West Afrioan 

- Drama: Polk, Popular, and Literary." Ph. D. D issertation] 
Stanford Univ., 1969, pp»^2h3-h27* ' ' * | ^

v
Jahn, Janheins. A Bibliography of Neo-African Literatur^a. New York: 

Prederi ok A. Praeger, ' *

•' «• A Bibliography of Neo-Afrloan Literature: From A frica.
America and the Caribbean. London: Andr6 Deuteoh, 19&5 ,

4 t ■
and Claus Peter D ressier. Blblioiyraphy of Creative Afrioan

Writing. Nendeln: Kraus-Thooson Organisation Ltd., 1971.,
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L in d fo rs , B em th . "A dditions and C orrec tions to Janheinz Ja h n 's
Bibliography. of Neo-African Literature (1965).* African 
Studies B u lle t in .  XI. So. 2 (Sept. 1968). 129-L8.

"American U n iv e rs ity  and Research L ib rary  Holdings in
African L iterature."  African Studies B u lle t in . XI, No. 3 
(Dec. 1968), 287-311'. . >

. "Nigerian Drama in  American L ibraries."  Afro-Asian Theatre 
B u lle tin . I l l ,  No. 2 (Deb. 1968)# 22-27.

"A Preliminary Checklist of Nigerian Drama in  English."

n
. "A Supplementary Bibliography to J. Jahn's Bibliography of* - 
New African L iterature : Prom -Africa. America and the Caribbean.' 
Journal o f the New African L iterature and the Arts, No. L
(& 11 1957), 7<C82. ■" .

e

"Periodicals and Magazines on Afrioan L iterature."  African Library 
Journal. ’1. No! 3 (P a ll 1970), 11*^20,

Porter, Dorothy. "African and Caribbean Creative W ritings! A B ib lio 
graphic Survey." Afrioan Forum. 1, No. U (Spring 1966), 107-11.

Ramsaran, John A,' New Approaches to  Afrioan L iterature! A Guide to  
Negro-Afric 
Univ.' Press
Negro-Afrioan Waiting and Related S tu d ies . Ibadani Ibadan

Rydings, H. A. Thg, B ibliographies o f West A frioa. Ibadani Ibadan Univ. 
P ress, fo r  the Vest Afrioan Library A ssocia tion , 1961.

e .

Sobtt-ftna^kpor, Adejoke 0 . "A Bibliography of Non-book Resources on
Nigerian Drama -in the Archive o f Recorded Sound of the' In a t i-  

* tute o f African S tu d ies, U niversity of Ibadan** A paper 
presented a t the P ir s t  Ibadan Annual Afrioan Literature Con
feren ce, « Ibadan, 6-10 July 1976. .

Afro-Asian Theatre B u lle t in . I I ,  No. 2 (Feb. 1967), 16-21.

L it to , Fredric M. "Tentative C hecklist of African Theatre M aterials."
Lawrence, Kansas! American Educational Theatre A ssociation ,
1965. CMimeographed].

MeNeive, Kay. "Afrioan Theatre Bibliography." Lawrence, Kansas! The 
U niversity o f Kansas, 1966. [Mimeographed].

Olutoye, Olukemi. Drama in  A frica! A Preliminary Bibliography. Ibadan:
Dept, of Snglish7 U n iv .o f  Ibadan, 1976.

Pariqsy, Paul. a A New- Bibliography of African L iteratu re . ^Budapest:
Centre”'for Afro-Asian Research of the Hungarian Academy o f ! . f
Scien ces, 1969 .
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U niversity College of Ibadan, Library. Nigerian P eriod icals and News- ' 
papers 1950-55. Ibadan, 1956. ' ’ y

U niversity of Ibadan, Library. Nigerian P ub licationsi Current National 
Bibliography. Ibadan, Annual, 1960— .

Z e ll, Hans^M.  ̂ "Bibliography," African Literature Today. No. 1 (1*968)t

__________ • "Bibliography." African Literature Todav. No. 2 P an .
1969), 57-62.

-_______ . » "Bibliography." Afrioan Literature Todav. No. 1 P e n t .
1969), 56-62.-----------~ ---------   ■-------

^Bibliography." African Literature Today. No_. 1* (1970),
•>* 60—65 .

t-

— • Writings b£ West Africans in  Print a t December 196.7. - Free
town, Sierra Leones Sierra Leone Univ.- fr e sa , 1968.

  and Helen S ilv e r .’ A Reader’s Guide to  African L iterature.
Londons Heinemano Educational Books, 1972..

I I .  PRIMARY SOURCES1 •

( i )  DRAMA (N igerian): ‘ ' , *

Aohinivu, 0 . Nebuchadnezzar. King of Babylon. Benins United City Press, 
,1962.  ■ .

Adebayo, Yejide. Three P lays. EagoAt Nigerian Printing and Publishing* 
Co., 1957. . 4 '

Aiyebusi, Tunde. "Ladipo1s Last Stand." Origin Raet A fricas A Makersre 
Anthology.- Bd. David Cook, Londons Heinemann, 19657 pp.
152-66.

Anadi, R lechi, Islburu. Londons Helnenann, 1973.

A aali, Samson (J, Q, The Leaders. Ibadans I n s t itu te  of African Studies, 
Univ. o f Ibadan, 1972.

* Qaagbo alOkS. Ibadans In stitu te  of African Studies, Univ.
* o f tb S a E /T ? ? ? .

Aririguzo, Cyril N. The Work o f Love. Onitshfts Aririguao A Sons', [n . d .J . 

Awogbajo, B. S. Accidentss A Play in  Five P arts. Lagosj The Author, 19$9.

V
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Ayodele, Samuel 0 . The Church Is  the Problem. Ibadan: Davstar P ress. 1 
1973.

i \  ‘  '  ‘

•J  Clark, John Pepper. O zidi. London: 0 , U. P ., 1966,

• 1■■ ■ ■ r t e

_. "Song of a Goat" (F ir s t  Movement)^ R e flec tio n s? Nigerian  
Prose and Verse. Bd. Pranees Ademola. Lagost'African Uni
v e r s it ie s  P ress, 1962, pp. 76-87*

-• * ‘ 
of a Goat. Ibadan: Mbari, 1961.

- •  "Song of a Goat." Play» From Blade A frica . Bd. Frederic 
M. L itto . New York: H ill A Wang,4 1968, pp. 73-127.

i
Three P lays: Song of a Goat. The Masquerade. and The R aft.

London: 0 . U. P . ,  196IJ7

Dosumu, Sanya, "God's Deputy." Short Afrioan P lays.  Bd. Cosmo . 
P ieterse . London: Heinemann, 1972, pp. 31-73, •

Edyahg, Ernest, "Qnotan of Benin, A Play in  Three A cts." Nigeria  
Magazine. No. 76 (March 19^3)» 98-70.

E g w » , Obi B. The Agony. Performed, London, Unity Theatre, King's 
> Cross, February 197Q. CN®t published!.

_______ . The A n th ill. - London: 0 . U. P . ,  19651

. "D idi's Mirror." Black Orpheus. 3 , Nos. 2 A 3 (197i*—75)•
LL-58. CAct One of the unpublished play o f the same t i t l e ! .

*
» "D ivinity, A Radio Play." The New A frioan. 4* Nos. 6 4 7 '  
(Aug. A Sept. 1965), 135-36 and \ l X r l f .

B p elle , Bmnanuel. T rial of King Ja,1a. Staugu* Literary Book Co., 1-959.

Riba, Feni. "The Game." Ten One—aot P lays. Bd. Cosmo P ie te r se .’ 
London: Heinemann, 1968, pp. 8 > 1 0 7 .

Bae, Ezenta’E. The Cassava Ghost. Benin City: Bthiope Publishing Corp. 
197U t197jiiT r ’ •e

Beuma, Benjamin. The F ligh t o f  Oaenuko. A Play in  Verse. Onitsha: 
Btudo L td ., £1965?!. v - \

• ^h. P .' s  on Parade and Been-to*1 e Symposium. Two S a tir ic a l
P lays. Oniteha: Btudo L td ., 196f>. ,

Gbadamosi, Basheed. Bohoes from the Lagoon. Ibadan: Onibonoje Press 
and Book In d u str ies, 1973. *

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

i
•»

Hensh^r, JameA fine. Children o f ' the Goddess and Qt.her ftla.vg- London: 
Univ. o f London P re ss , 19&*.
[C ontents: Children of the Goddess: Companion For A C hief: ^
and Magic In the' Blood-1.

1-------• Banner For Promotion. London: Univ. of London P ress , 1967.
J *  *

■1 "T he\ew els of fhe S h rin e ."  Plays from Black A frica . Bd.M‘“'""Hi * ± ~ 'w V i_ . n tn  ' 1 1 ’"‘ ill » 1 1 1 .w a « ±±±fuL a i i  ic a , aa
i F redrio  u r t i ^ t o ,  W  York: H ill, A Wang, 1 ^ 7  Fp"" 2 7 > 93.
I — s  °  \  ^

 ■---- ------ * Medicine ForvLoye: A ^Comedy in  Three A cts. London: Univ.
f of London P re ss ,*196117

-—• 3M £ i i  Our Chancef u l  a y s , from Vest A fr ic a . London: Univ.
•of London P re ss , 19$6, ”
[Contents: This Is  Oujj Chance; The Jewels of the Shrine: and 

. ‘ A Man o f  C haracter! . • - — —— . ■ - .

I§uh, ThonjasO, Agnes in  the Game of Love. O nitsha: Onvudiwe & Sons. 
1960.

A W  in  the Homance o f Love. O nitsha: Appolds B ros., i 960.

■* D isappointed Lover. O n itsh a :. Onvudiwe A Sons, [n . d .J .
*  • ' ’

. Ihr. jftm a a h  in  -the S truggle fo r  Freedom. Onitsha: Highbred , -  f
Maxwell, [n . d.TT — —

—• Zljt in  the B a ttle  fo r  Freedom. O nitsha: Onunrfiue k
Sons, I96I .

_• i * 2  j £  Romance o£ True Love: A T rag ica l Drama fro m 
JfeSl M s is *  1 m  School,* Jed  C itM .t.. >■«» < To».K- Providence
P rin tin g  P re ss , 1961,

Last~DgJfS of LuBKUBba. O nitsha: The Author, 1961,
* %

Love at F irst. Hate at la s t . Onitsha: Gebo Bros., [n. d.J.

i?.igpQ|000|000 Man S t i l l  Says Mo Money*. O nitsha: Highbred 
1 [n* d«j«

^  Tto Prise of Love. Onitsha: Njoku & Sons Bookshop, fn . d.3.

t t -• |1>2. Sonrows, Copplete Treason Trial and Last Appeal of Chief 
4£2i2£ J£& O ttirs. Onitsha:  ,

-•  Hi®. Struggles jgd Trials of Jomo Kenyatta. Onithha: Appolo* 
Brothers, fn . d .J■ I /

e «
.fohoiahe of Katanga*. Onitsha: Onvudiwe'* Sons, Cn. a.J.

9
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I jim ere , Obotunde. - The Bed, A F arce. » .Based op a  S to ry  by-Samuel 
S elves.' Oshogbo: Theatre B rpress. “1967. ~V. #. • . .

.** "Born With the  T ire  on His Head." - Three N igerian P lays. 
” 18. U lli B e ie r. London: Longmans, 1967, pp. 62 -̂ 89.

The1-B a ll of.Man, Oshogbo: Theatre Express, 196b. -

The Imprisonment o f  O batala and Qther P lay s . , English
' adaptation®  by triij. ■ B e ie r. ' ^London*, Heinemann*' 1966.

^Contents; The Imprisonment o f O batala . Everyman* ajjg tfoyengj3

Ik iddeh , Ime. "Blind Cyclos." Ten One-act P la y s . Ed. Cosmo P ie te rse .
.. Londpn:. Heinemann, I 960, pp.. 109—33,

Ladan, Umaru and Dexter Lyndersay. Shaihu Bmar. An ad ap ta tio n  from ‘ 
•">Alhaj Tafawa Balewa's novel o f the  same t i t l e .  London; - 

• Longmans^/1'975. . • ' . / '

Ladipo,- Duro. "Moremi. An H is to r ic a l  P lay ."  Three N igerian Play's,
- , Bd. Nlli^ B e ie r. 'London: Longmans, 1967, pp. 1-3h.

_------ — :----- .  fiha Ko'Jo { S e lec tio n s ) . / T ran sc rip tio n  by Robert L. Awujo-
o la a n d  R. G.’ Armstrong frdm a  tape  reco rd ing , by Curt'

, , Wit t i g .  Ib ad an rtL n stitu te . of A frican S tu d ie s , 1966. .

   ' j i.*~ 2  (The Kjng Did Not Hang) .  T ranscribed and tra n s 
la te d  h y R .  G. Armstrong, Robert L. Awujjoola and Val Olayemi 
from a tape record ing  by R. Curl W ittig . Ibadan; Univ. of - 

- r Ibadan I n s t i tu te  o f A frican S tu d ie s , 1968.

I ^ s k  I?£Eha Baaca* 25* «£. So? Morp; and Oba Wa.ia.ffl i dh Ana Vu ITTH ISAi.. tv_ j  ml . . — ."r’ * ' ■?5f,l is h  “ ^P ***1®*8 ^  W  B eier. Ibadan:. H b ari^ u b lic ltion s,

■ ' * *l . ' ’
Lakpa,'Michael U. The Blood of Lumumba. Warrit The Author, 196T.

Kba, A. N;. Hie Treasonable Felony T rial o f Chief Avolowo and Twenty 
. ‘ Othere. Onitsha: Appolos Brothers, I963" “  . ~ ^

•’ • ‘ * ‘ H - ■' . • .
. Nvankvo, Nkem, Eroya: A Play. Ibadan: Dept. ofExtra-Jfural Studies. ‘ 

tfniv, o f  Ibadan, 1966. . • V :
' * ' * ' • \ * ' # ’

Obioha* Raphael I'. M, ’ Sylyanus Olympic. ,  A lram atic Story o f the Man 
Who laughed a t Dcath, Onitsha; The Author, **

i  O gali, 0 . A .'* TKe Ghost o f P atrice Lumumba. Bfiugu: The'lluthor, 1961.
. * " • • *»••*'. ‘ . . .

O gieriaikhi, Brwinma. My Wife or My Wives? and ThecMarriage Couldn't 
^ i n u e .  ..Tjo

X . .

■ X ' X X ' .
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, Oba OvonragWen and Oba Ewuakpe. London: Univ.. .of London 
P red s, 7 9 •  ' ■

‘ /  - '  "  ' ' . ' ' ' ■ ’ ’ ■ ■ 
Ogu, H, 0 . Qkeke an d /R ijM laB ter'b  G ir l - f r ie n d . . Abat G. C. Monejne, 1960.

, " ; 5
• , ‘ Re t u r n , of Evelyn in  a Drama of How I  was Almost Marrying

My S i a t e r »' Ahart Affian P re ss , 19^0.
*  , '  *

- .  Rose. Only. Loved My Money. Aba:. T reasure P re ss , 1960.

.  Why Okafor- Sacked g is  W ife. Aba': Urban Bookshop,', I960.

Qgunmol-a, -Kola. The. Palmwine Drinkard. An opfera adapted from,Amos 
Tutuola's novQl o f  the *same t i t l e ,  tran scrib ed  and trans
la te d  by R. G. Armstrong, R. L. Awujoola and Val Olayemifrom  
a tape recording by R. G. Armstrong and Samson 9 . 0* Amali. 
Ibadan: In s titu te  pf African Studies, Univ. of Ibadan, 1972. •

Ogunniyi, *Laolu. Candle in  the Wind. Ibadan: Ohibonoje Press and 
Book Ind u str ies, 1977. •

• Fatefu l E elfp se . Ibadan: Oriibonoje Press and Book Indu-
~ s tr ie s , 197J>. *

i ‘ Riders on the Storm. Ibadan: Onibonoje Press and Book
.in d u s tr ie s , 1975. ' r

Ogunyemi, ,Wale. "ge Mighty, Be Mine. A Play Based on the Yoruba Myth
i c a l  Fight Between §ango and Qgun over and for Seniority."' 
N igeria Magaaine. No. 97 (June 1968) ^  11*3-51. >

. *,. B usiness Headache. OShogbo: T heatre  Express S k e tc h e s ,19*66 .

i "i . . ■ The Divorce> Performed a t  the Arts Theatre, U niversity of 
Ibadan, by The Unibadan Masques, June 1975.

. Eshu Elegbara: A-Play Based on tfye YorUba Creation Myth. 
’ ibadanT Orisun Acting E d ition s, 197.0. • ;

j ‘ a - . 'a , * , *
; I.laye War ( in  the nineteenth Cerituxy): A B is to r ic a l Drama. . 
Ibadan:. Orisun Acting”ld i t io n s , 1970. • "

' • ’ - S ' , ’ ' . . ’ - *. •
.  K iri.1l: An H isto r ica l Drama on E k iti Paraoo War in  the 
'Nineteenth Century; Lagos: African U n iv e r s it ie s  P ress, 1976. ■

•. Qbaluaye: A Yoruba tfasic-Brama. Ibadan: Institute, of 
Afrioan ‘Studies, tfniv. of Ibadan ̂ • 1-972 .

. "Poor Little Bird."' The Study of Literature, or Literary

L .
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Stud ies and C rea tive  W riting , by. H, L. Moody, London: George 
Alien & Unwin L td . ,' 1972, PP. 55-70;V * ♦

, « _ . * -

"The. Schemer A P lay in  Five Scenes." Three N igerian  P la y s ,
Ed. U ll i  B eier, London: Longmans,-1967, pp. 35-637

■ ft„. "Sign o f  the Rainbow," African Theatre: Eight P r iz e - . ,
• Winning Plays fo r  Radio. Ed. Gwyneth. Renders on. • London:..

Heineniann, ‘ 1973• pp. 131-1+7* '

Okeke, Alex Obiofah. *I 111 Rather Break My Sword and L ie , Drama fo r  ."
Schools and C o l l e g e s . Onitsha: Highbred Maxwell, D972?J.

Okonkwo, Rufus. , The Game of Love. A C lassica l Drama’f ram West A frica, 
Onitsha: J . C. !c Brothers Bookshop, [196ii?3.

i * • * ■ -
’« How to Make Priends with G ir ls . Onitsha:, J* C. & Brothers'

' , Bookshop,

Okpaku, Joseph. "Born A stride the Gfeve-." Journal of th e -New African . 
Literature and the A rts. No.- 1 (Spring 196^7, 21-57. '

‘ . ' ' ■. .The V irtues o f  Adultery: A Play in  One Act. Stanford,
• , C a lifo rn ia , ' I96t>7 C Mimeographed]. .

Olagoke, D. >01u. The In c o rru p tib le  Judge. London: Evans B rothers L td .',
1962.. . ' ■

O lisa , Sunday 6 . • About the  HUsband and Wife Who Hate Themselves. 
O nitsha: Highbred Maxwell, C196073. .

f j

_.. Dangerous Man . Vagabond 1 
"Author, I960.

V e r su s  P r i n c e s s .  O n itsh a :  The

, . Elizabeth My Lover, Onitsha: A. Onvudiwe 4 Sons, I196Q73. •

, The Half-Educated Court Messenger. Onitsha: Nathan Njoku,
•' . 19^ o T  '

x  . ’ - • • -Qmotoso,Kole. The Curse. Ibadan: New Horn Press, 1976..

Onokpasa, B. B..' Hero of SHarpVille. Ibadan: Augustinian Publishers of- 
Nigeria, 1961.

Onwudiegvu, J. K. The Bitterness of Love: A Play of Love Tragedy. 
. Onitsha:- The Author,'

Orisu, Gkwudili (pseud. Ayo MacDonald). .The Joy Of Life and Its Herrin 
ments. Onitsha: Highbred’Maxwell, Cn. dui.
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Osofisari, Femi. The S h atter in g  and the. Song. Ibadan; Ibadan Univ. 
- P ress, 1977. - .

»' A Restless Ron of Loousts. Ibadan: Onibonoje Press and
Book Industries,-1 9 1 $ ? • •* • ■ .

'O t i ,  Sonny, The Old' Masters. Ibadan; 0 . U. P . ,  1,977.

Roiimi., Ola. The Gods Are Sot To. Blame. Lpndon: 0. U. P., 1971.

KurHnmi: An H is to r ic a l  Tragedy. • Ibadan; Q. TJ. P . ,  1971.
/ . . ' ’ ' I J'

Oyonramwen Mpgbaisi: Ah H istorica l Tragedy in  English. 
Benin City; Ethiope Publishing Corp/; and Ibadan;-6 . U. P .,
197 lw . ".j. - 7  ' ' . -

.• ‘Si®, Prodigal.' Produced* at thefSecond I fe  F estiv a l o f the
A v c K s  T l  A  C \ £  r s  p  i r : ___________ „ ______t_  •Arts, Ile-Ife, 1969. IXimeographedl

Sada, Mohanmed. Uwar Gulinar: A Play for Schools and Colleges. Zaria: 
Northenge Nigeria Publishing Corp., 1967 i " ' •[

»•* ' '*  ’ - '

Sofola, Samuel. A. When a Philosopher Falls, in, Love. New York; Comet.. 
. , Press, Books, 195*>« '• ■ ,

•Sofala, ’Zulu. Hie disturbed Peace of Christmas. Ibadan;- Bays tar 
‘ Press# 1971.' . ' u /. ' -,1-.

' ’ , . King Baene: Tragedy of a Rebellion. ' London: Heihemann,

Old Wines. Are Tasty. Ibadan: 0. C, p., iForthcomihg}.

The Sweet Tran.  Ibadan;.0 . tr# P .,  1977.

_> Wedlock o f  the Gods. London: Evans Brothers L td ., 1972.

The Wizard of Law. London: Evans brothers Ltd#, 1975.

$ofovo£e»Segun. Sailor Boy in Tovra.• Qshogbo: Theatre Express 
. Stetches, 1966. •

Soyinka, Wole. The Bacohae o f Euripides.  A Communion R ite . London; 
Eyre Methuen, 1973. ~  1

Before the Blackout* A Revue. Ibadan* Orisun Acting5! ' .    “  1 L- 11 ■E d ition s, tT<

_* Camwood on the. Leaves. London; RyreMethuen,T973.
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_. Camwood oo the Leaves and Before the B lackout. New York: 
Third  P re ss , 1971*#, V ' ' ; ~

C o llec ted  P lay s  A ^ande of -the F o re s ts ; The -Swamp 
D w ellers; The S trong Breed; The RoadyThe Bacchae of E uri
p id e s ,. Londons 0 . TJ. T,  r 1,973* ' ' '

• C o llec ted  P lay s  I I s  th e  Lion and the  Jew el; K ongl'e 
“h a r v e s t ; The T r ia ls  of. B rother1 J e ro ; J e ro 1 g Metaroorphos 1 s ; 
Madmen and' S p e c ia l i s t s . Londons 0 . TJ. P . ,• 1971+«

-* A ^ > 0 0  of the  F o re s ts .  London: 0 , TJ. .P . , 1963. /

Death and th e  King*s' Horseman. London; Byre Mfethuen,

_ . The D eta inee . Broadcast, by the BBC A frican  S e rv ic e , 5 ' 
S ep t.. 1965- tMimeographedJ..

_* F iv e  P lay s : A 'Dance o f the F o re s ts ; . The Lion and the Jew el; - 
The -Swamp-Dwellers; The T r ia ls - of B ro ther J e rb ; The"Strong , 
B reed . London.; 0» TJ,’ P .,' I 96I+.- *' -

_• The House o f Banlge.ji (Act I I ;  “The E x ile s " ) .  R e fle c tio n s ; 
N igerian  Prose and V erse. Bd. Prances .Adesiola. Lagos:
A fric a n  U n iv e rs i tie s  P r e s s ,  1962 , pp. 88- 93 .

The In v en tio n . Performed a t  the Royal Court T heatre f 
London, 1959- C Mimeographed!.

The Je ro  P la y s : The T r ia ls  of B ro th e r J e ro ; J e r o 's  M eta-
. m orPhdsis. Londons Eyre Methuen, 1973'.

 .. K ongj's H arvest, London; 0 . II. P . ,  196?.

. The Lion and the  Jew el. London: 0 . TJ. P . ,  1963.

"The Lion and the Jew el" "(Part of "k o rn in ^ ") . . Post-War.
Drama. Ed. John B ale. London; Faber, 1966, pp,. 2057IO.

"The Lion and the Jewel" (E x tra c t) .  A frican  W riting : A
•a

Thematic Anthology. Elds, p.' Zaboul and C. Rossell, London* 
C ollins, 1975* p p , ' 9 ^ 1 0 7 .

# Madmdn and S p e c i a l i s t s .  London; M eth u en , 197 1 ; 'Ibadan:
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