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COURSE DESCRIPTION

This course is a study of the major works, playwrights, and theatre traditions in
contemporary written African literature. The course will be an in-depth critique of the
way playwrights appreciate and respond to the major historical, social, political,
philosophical and moral issues in Africa. Emphasis will be placed on content and
dramatic style. The major purpose is to sharpen the insight and intelligence with which
we read the probing dramatic artefacts of the time. Authors to be studied include Wole
Soyinka, Ngugi wa Thiong O, Athol Fugard, Sarif Easman, Femi Osofisan, Bode
Sowande, Kole Omotoso, Ola Rotimi, Efua Sutherland, Ama Ata Aidoo, Zulu Sofola,

Tess Onwueme among others.

AIMS

This course will enable you to build on existing knowledge and acquire an in depth
critical perspective of written drama in Africa. It will be a basis for evolving an
independent perspective and broad approach to the written plays from North, West,
East and South Africa. All these issues are discussed within historical, social, political,

philosophical and moral cultural contests in Africa.

COURSE OBJECTIVES

By the end of this course you will become familiar with different dramatic genres that
have been dominant in written African drama and other forms of written African drama
that has evolved. To achieve this, you will at different times in the modules, be required
to consider issues on genre, class, gender, as well as ideological commitment. It is vital
to also consider the levels of literacy of the writers that are examined as vital points to
note particularly they and the issues discussed continue to influence the writing of
drama in Africa. Our discourse will begin on the history of early and modern written

drama its development in pre-colonial, colonial and postcolonial Africa.



Class Strategy

Your tasks, among others, in this course will be to read painstakingly through the study
units to analyse several of the plays that make up the African Dramatic folio and locate
the same within their social and political context, taking account of early modern

methods, socio-cultural conditions, compositions and other such parameters.

You will be required to read and get familiar with actual and not the abridged versions
of the works referred to or cited as references, listed under further reading and

compiled as selected bibliography.

You will be required to work on the exercises provided at the end of each unit. These
exercises provide you opportunities to assess your level of understanding and to aid the

same.

You will be required at the end of each unit to submit written essays for further

assessment purposes.
You will be required to sit an examination at the end of the course.
COURSE MATERIALS

Major component of this course are:
1. Course Guide
2. Course Outline
3. List of Selected Bibliography and Readings
4. Assignment File
5. Presentation Schedule
ASSIGNMENT FILE
PRESENTATION SCHEDULE
ASSESSMENT
FINAL EXAMINATION AND GRADING
COURSE MARKING SCHEME
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MODULE ONE
EVOLUTION OF MODERN AFRICAN DRAMA

UNIT 1
INTRODUCTION

Drama is a term that requires a number of definitions and explications to
describe it; it is also one form that excludes specifics in terms of definitions and
explications. Bentley (1964) argues that ‘drama is human’. His opinion is drawn
on his views and beliefs that to see drama in something is to, on one hand,
perceive the elements of conflict and to respond emotionally to these elements,
on the other. He further pursues his argument by stating that if drama is a thing
one sees, there has to be the one to see and that that makes it human. Dasylva
(2004) in Studies in Drama describes dramatic literature as drama in literary
expression which also facilitates the understanding and appreciation of drama
among other things (2). One can therefore describe dramatic or drama texts or

plays as they are also described as performance in literary expression.

We would constantly need to be reminded of the profuse and enormous pleasures
as well as the oddment and the seemingly perpetual eccentricities the world of
drama continues to offer the people of the world in a most worthwhile manner.
Universally, the diversity and perspectives to drama is endless and, the
overflowing abundance of familiar and unfamiliar plays that have been written
over thousands of year attests to this fact. Even in Africa which is our concern in
this course, the list of plays and playwrights is endless; confirming the obvious on
the relevance, the viability as well as the continued significance of the form in

contemporary times.

In several institutions where drama is taught, the text is often separated from the

performance. A historical overview of drama and dramatic forms in most parts of
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the world reveal that performance predated and influenced the written form that
drama now takes. As researchers in this field, one ought to keep this as a

fundamental ideology in studying, national, intercontinental or world dramas.

Drama, theatre derives its source and finds its relevance in diverse aspects of
human life. According to Hughes (2009), theatre does not and cannot exist in
isolation: history, theatre, and literature are a part of the social and artistic
infrastructure of the world in which we live ... (20). She observes that it is of great
significance and even in contexts where literature and theatre is written for
purposes of pure enjoyment and not with the intent to educate, both still make
up a significant part of what she describes as ‘ social and artistic infrastructure ...
in the making and recording of history’(20). The primitive theatres in most
continents and individual nations of the world (Africa inclusive) are the sources

and influences of their theatrical and dramatic traditions.

Modern African Drama refers to the specific type of dramatic activity, an
identifiable body of works, critical discourses and theatrical institutions in Africa
that emanated from primitive theatres as well as contacts and encounters with
European and other foreign theatrical and dramatic influences during the
colonial and post colonial periods. African literature as a whole reflects the
experiences of Africans, often portraying a nostalgic pre-colonial era to the
imperialist ruled colonial era and a post-colonial era marked with diverse
contradictions and propositions. These experiences usually form the basis of the

themes and setting of African literary works and in this case African drama.

In this module, we will attempt an overview of representative dramatic traditions
in Africa which we will necessarily have to delimit because of the number of
nations and zones that make up the African continent. Africa is officially
recognised as a continent with 54 countries classified into five regions namely
Northern Africa, Western Africa, Central Africa, Eastern Africa and Southern
Africa. In this course we shall study developments and trends in modern African

drama in these regions. We shall also focus on playwrights, forms and ideologies



that have defined modern African drama and that suit the recommendations of

the course description.

It is important to state here that the prefix ‘modern’ placed before the phrase
‘Africa drama’ denotes a form of African drama which has evolved from various
forms of theatrical and dramatic performances in African history and a form of
theatre which is still evolving. Drama in Africa has evolved through various stages
of development. Several scholars have written on the evolution of Modern African
drama from the traditional forms of drama and theatre that existed in the pre-
colonial era. However, this explication approaches the evolution of modern
African drama from three perspectives which other scholars have described as

phases.
UNIT 2
THE FIRST PHASE (TRADITIONAL DRAMA AND THEATRE)

Ogunbiyi (1981) describes the evolution of the traditional African drama as an
expression of the relations or state of connectedness between man, society and
nature. Drama rose out of basic human needs, which includes veneration and
entertainment. This period was identified with ritualized performances.
Therefore African drama is often described as a form of drama characterized by
orality largely because of the folkloric tradition it sprouted from; a tradition

which portrays dominant features found in performances in pre-colonial Africa.
Drama in West Africa

Questions have been raised about the existence of the popular theatre tradition
before Africa was colonised. Taking developments in Nigerian drama as a
template, one finds Ogunbiyi’s (1981:11) clarification germane to other national
dramatic forms. He makes a distinction between the Nigeria popular traditional
theatre in Nigeria and the European tradition that was to become a dominant
influence in Africa as a result of colonialism. Popular theatre such as vaudeville,

burlesque, circus and musical comedy in the Western style are identifiable as
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sources which also serve as influences from the European tradition. This is also
true of the other African countries. The Nigerian template is adopted as West
African in this class because of the strategic position Nigeria occupies in the
continent, the position its dramatists have occupied in dramatic history globally
and because this course is being offered in Nigeria and most Nigerian students
can identify with this historically or socially. Suffice to note that the first Nobel
Prize in creative writing to be awarded to an African was awarded to Wole
Soyinka and it was a Nobel Prize informed by his dramatic works. Popular
traditional theatre in Nigeria include the Annang drama of the Ibibio, Yoruba
Alarinjo theatre, The Tiv Kwag-hir and Bornu puppet shows and the Hausa
comical art of Yankamanci. Most of these theatrical forms, just as it takes place in
most theatres of the world, emerged from ritual performances and became

deritualized as noted by Ogundeji (2007).

Following the long drawn out arguments of critical scholars of African drama like
Ossie Enekwe or M.J.C. Echeruo, drama in Nigeria and in Africa will always be
ritualized or de-ritualized. Scholars like Kalu Uka, argue that traditional drama is
not drama but simply aspects or elements of drama. J.P Clark opines that the
origin of Nigerian drama are likely to be found in the early religious and magical
ceremonies and festivals of the Yorubas, the egwugwu and mmo masquerade of
the Igbo, and the owu and oru water masquerade of the Ijaw. He considers these
ritualistic performances as drama typical of the Nigerian national repertory still
widely unacknowledged today (Clark, 1981:58). In the same vein, Rotimi in his
essay on drama asserts that African ritual display involves ‘Ritual display that
reveal in their styles of presentation, in their purpose, and value, evidences of

limitation, enlightenment and or entertainment...’(Rotimi, 1981:77).

The hydra headed opinions on drama in Africa still hinges on the ritual origin
which is found in almost all theatrical traditions of in the world. Adedeji, in his
study of Yoruba traditional theatre, conceives of it as emerging from three stages;
the ritual, the festival and the dance. Traditional forms of performances earlier

stated translated into more developed forms of dramatic enactment and
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theatricality. J.P Clark’s seminal essay on aspects of Nigerian drama separates
traditional drama in two aspects: the religious form and the secular forms. He
cites the annual performance of Obatala and Oshagiyan at Oshogbo and Ejigbo as
example of the sacred kind of traditional drama. Clark discusses religious forms
of dramas, mythical and ancestral plays from one perspective, and the
masquerade plays and drama from different cults and age group from another.
His analysis of the secular form of traditional drama is into five types: magic or
tricks plays, pastoral or puppet plays, civic drama, dance or song dramas and
narrative or epic dramas. He however, concludes that elements which make
performances pleasurable and which entertain cannot be separated from the
ecstasy and the devotion that transpires during religious worship (Clark,1981: 58-
61).

Though Ogunbiyi, describes Clark’s classification of drama as outdated and
constrictive, one finds that it provides an operational structure and platform for
studies in African drama. Ogunbiyi classifies the forms of traditional drama as,
dramatic ritual, the popular tradition and Yoruba travelling theatre. Traditional
festivals and ritual ceremonies where drama is patently discernable and the
serious masquerade performances, he classifies under the sub-section of
dramatic ritual and he describes popular traditional theatre as art that is
commonly approved and widely liked by the ‘common’ people in an ever growing

urban culture’ such as the Yoruba Alarinjo and the Bornu Puppet shows.

Drama in North Africa

The North African stage is as dynamic as the West African. The Egyptian theatre
is largely symbolic of the Northern African theatres. Zaki (2004) takes on an
explicative analysis of the development of the Egyptian theatre. It is has been
observed that the foundation of the unique style that characterises the Egyptian
theatre appeared in Egyptian theatre over five thousand years ago (13). This
period of traditional theatre in Egypt is referred to by Zaki as the era of the
Pharaonic period, which represents thirty dynasties of Pharaonic rulers. This

period is also divided into the old kingdom, the middle kingdom and the new
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kingdom. The Pharaonic period was characterized by the strong persuasions of
belief in rebirth and regeneration of man which culminated into the beginning of
special ceremonies specifically connected to rites of passage. The ruling dynasty

also passed judgement and embellished traditions during the Pharoanic period.

At this time, religious and ceremonial observances dominated special ceremonies
and also informed the existence of a priestly caste, who were persons assumed to
be intermediaries between the Pharaohs and the gods. The privileged position
occupied by this class gave them access to wealth, since they were primarily
workers in the temple and the temple was a sort of domain for them. An example
of grand ceremonial drama first appeared in written form on the Shabako stone,
which is a copy of the probable origin of drama in Egyptian history, also known
as the Memphite drama. The drama portrayed rivalry between cities of Heliopolis
, the centre of worship of the Sun god Amon Ra, and Memphis, the Nile port city
situated on the border between the two lands, the new capital of the then newly

united country and whose god was nature, Ptah.

During this period, one of the religious ceremonies that attracted thousands of
pilgrims was the re-enactment of the Abydos Osiris passion play which tells story
of the betrayal, death and dismemberment of the fertility god Osiris by the evil
Seth who then proceeds to scatter Osiris body parts up and down the Nile, from
where they are rescued by his consort Isis and his son Horus after which Osiris
returns to life. The passion play was re-enacted by the priesthood, a strong

indication of the bond between religious ceremonies and the origin of drama in

Egypt.

Some of the elements of Egyptian traditional ways of life and entertainment
during this period also contained elements of drama. According to Zaki (2004),
music, a popular form which the people were endeared to, was regarded as sacred
art in the temples and had royalty and aristocratic ladies performing it in
religious ceremonies (16). As it is with several theatrical traditions in the world,
Zaki restates that drama in Egypt evolved from various religious and ceremonial

rituals, as well as aspects of the tradition of the Egyptians in the Pharaonic era.
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Drama in East Africa

According to Chiarunji and Mwangi (2004:206), Traditional drama in Kenya is
rooted in a belief system that acknowledges the existence of a relationship
between human beings and the cosmos and the relationship between the human
and the supernatural world. Here again, we observe that drama largely emerged
from the need of the people to communicate with the supernatural beings, either
in supplication to the supernatural powers that are thought to control all things
or in the occurrence of natural disasters or to venerate in order to avert such
disasters. The use of incantation or dramatisation of religious poetry as it is
recorded in most communities were engaged to invoke supernatural powers that
are good in and in warding off powers regarded as evil. These dramatic forms

were placatory and entreat the supernatural beings for favour.

Kenyan drama emerged as the leading dramatic voice of East in Modern Africa.
This came as result of the revolutionary fire and posture that erupted in the
period defined by Fashina (2014) as the second phase of African literature. The
speeches, critical essays, plays and creative writings of Ngugi wa Thiong'o, a
Kenyan revolutionary and nationalist and against colonialism and neo
colonialism placed Kenyan drama in the spotlight in East African Drama. The
Kenyan people’s philosophy on death and mortality also contributed significantly
to the development of drama in Kenya. Death is not considered as the end of life;
rather, it is viewed as part of the growth for the living, particularly where the
deceased was regarded as an elderly person. Elaborate dramatic performances
were engaged to help the living come to terms with the phenomenon of death and

to help them transmogrify the new ancestor into a world believed to be elevated.

At this point in the dramatic history of Kenyans, drama played a significant role
the rites of passage and other rituals. It symbolized the core of the Kenyan
custom and its traditions. Drama also played a significant role in the context of
child’s play in pre-literate Kenya. Most of the games children played involved
dramatic forms of role playing. This is important because it helped in gender

stereotyping and the stratification of a society in which each individual’s role is
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clearly defined. Role-playing however, was culture-specific. In the Massai
community where house building fell on the shoulders of women, the girls played

at roles that portrayed home and house building.

However, in certain communities it would be unthinkable and almost a taboo for
a female to participate or play a role in the process of home construction. Drama
therefore played symbolic and signifying roles in the pre-colonial society in
Kenya. It reinforced the prevalent cultural thoughts, customs, traditions and

religious beliefs. This continues to reflect in almost every sphere of the Kenyan
life.

Drama in Southern Africa

Starting with the assertion that “Any history of theatre in an African region must
stumble against the conceptual boulder of indigenous performing arts,” Kerr
(2004:265-273) gives ample examples of rituals, festivals and indigenous
ceremonies drawn from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds in Southern
Africa. Kerr gives the example of the San, where the main proof of performing
arts is evident in the rich artistic engagements of cave paintings and engravings
which are found virtually in all parts of Southern Africa including what is now
South Africa.

Kerr further gives the example of the Chewa and Manganja people, with their
Gule wa Mkulu (Big Dance) of the Nyau cult of ancestral masquerades. This cult
is a patriarchal secret society which performs a complex set of spiritual and
secular functions such initiation ceremony and the funeral of chiefs. The Tswana
people are also said to exhibit dramatic performances through initiation
ceremonies for both males and females. These are known as Bogwera and Bojale

respectively.

The people of Zambia and Malawi also show instances of traditional theatre
through female initiation rites which gave instruction and guidance to pubescent
girls on sexuality and social etiquette through songs, mimes and short dramatic

sketches. The Incwala ceremony among the Swazi people also satisfies the nature
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of drama and theatre in traditional Africa. This ceremony was a symbolic way of
expressing mutual rights and duties with respect to the king, princes and

commoner.

This cursory view at four representative regions in Africa further reinforces the
claim that most of African drama as we know it emerged from rituals. This
Indicates that even Modern African drama evolved from or alongside ritual

performances in the traditional theatre.

Self Assessment
Exercise 1

1. Examine the features of traditional theatrical performances, the social
relevance and significance of these features across the four nations described
in this section.

2. Compare the regional features of drama in the four regions.

UNIT 3
THE SECOND STAGE (FOREIGN FEATURES AND INFLUENCES)
Drama in West Africa

This stage marks the period when the incursion of foreign influences first began
to make way into African drama. In West Africa, especially Nigeria, Adelugba and
Obafemi (2004:143) refer to this stage of the development of theatre in Nigeria as
the nationalist phase. In Nigeria, the European churches employed theatre as an
effective way to Christianise and enlighten the natives about their ways and
religion. This eventually calumniated in the success of the imperialists to achieve

full imperialism which was inclusive of religious, political, linguistic as well as
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cultural imperialism, a determined plan to replace the African ways and beliefs
with a European version. As early as 1839, the first batch of immigrants started to
arrive. Several of the natives began to receive Western education and as a result
absorbed the infallibility of the tenets and models of Western civilisation as
represented by Christianity. Ogunbiyi (1981:17) states that, “this class of
Nigerians imported the Western and European forms of the concert and the
drama which were to constitute the basic framework of the early modern

Nigerian drama.

Subsequently, groups and circles that were exposed to these Western forms of
drama began to promote these forms to evolve. In 1866, the leading figures in the
Lagos society got together and opened ‘The Academy’, a place designated to the

promotion of the arts, culture science and social enlightenment.

Between 1866 and 1910, several forms fashioned after ‘The Academy’ were also
founded. Some of these groups include The Philharmonic Society which was
founded by Otunba-Payne in 1873, the People’s Union which was founded 1904,
the Lagos Glee Singers founded in 1910 among others. Virtually all these groups
organize shows of their own. Most of the shows featured recitations, musical
glee, love songs, duets and solo that were dominant in the programme and
content of performances in the English music halls known to enjoy high
patronage in the late 1860s and the early 1870s. Dramatic performances that
were performed included excerpts from popular books and most of these
performances were musical (Ogunbiyi, 1981:18). These performances enjoyed
patronages as well as played to full house audiences that were drawn largely from
the emigrant elite society of Brazilians, Sierra-Leoneans, Europeans, and a
minority of the elite as well as the unlettered indigenous Lagosians (Adelugba

and Obafemi, 2004:144).

However, there were other types of entertainment in which drama was fully
represented in Lagos at this time. The Roman Catholic Church was the pioneer of
this tradition. The French order of the catholic priests, when faced with the

challenge of conducting church business in Yoruba to a predominantly Yoruba-
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speaking community and Portuguese-speaking Brazilian emigrant group, was
compelled to rely on the power of the theatre for effective communication. Thus,
from 1881 when St. Gregory’s school was founded by the French priest to the end
of the century, annual end of the year performances were held. However,
although these contributions are crucial, they did not lead to the beginning of a

truly modern Nigeria drama.

Adelugba and Obafemi state that in the nineteenth century , the proliferation of
groups and the organisation of concert led to the rivalry between the groups and
church missions, since the concert were central to the doctrinal and convert-
seeking aspiration of the churches. As a result of this rivalry, the churches started
pandering to the traditional theatrical tastes of the public. Ogunbiyi (1981:18)
states that 1890, a major schism had occurred within the protestant church in
Lagos which led to the establishment of fourteen secessionist churches by 1917.
This was as a result of the call for cultural nationalism within this period. The
secessionist churches promoted the culture of the African race. Ogunbiyi states in
his essay that; ‘Not only was the call made for independent African churches
where Yoruba music and language could be freely used, there were beginning to
emerge attempts to blend European and African materials in entertainments.
This lead for such ‘innovations’ came from Abeokuta and Ibadan, but especially
from Abeokuta where, for instances, traditional masquerade songs were
reworked into church songs as a means of wining over convert from traditional
religions. Secessionist churches and more pertinently, the Abeokuta mission,
gave form and purpose to the rise of the native drama tradition in Nigeria

(Adelugba and Obafemi, 2004:146).

An example of truly Nigerian drama that came from these churches is King
Elejigbo and Princess Abeje of Kontagora which was written by Dr. D. A.
Oloyede under the joint sponsorship of bethel African church and St Jude church.
On April 22, 1904, the play received public performances at the Glover hall; thus,
earning for itself the distinction of being the first appearance of church drama

group in a public hall.’(1981:19).
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However, despite all the hue and cry about the indigenization of the church and
the surge towards cultural nationalism, most of these shows were not popular
affairs but were limited to a small circle of “Victorian” Lagosians. The majority of
the population who were illiterate and ‘uncivilized’ were cut off from the cultural
life which the elite group promoted and actively supported. In effect, the theatre
of this period was not popular and it relied on the small class it catered to for
support. Once that support was no longer forthcoming, the theatre was bound to
collapse, and it eventually collapsed when professional and political interests
diverted the attention of the elite that it was relying on’ (Ogunbiyi, 1981:20). For
a while after the collapse of this theatre, the combined effects of the First World
War and the Cinema served to dampen the effects of the following years. It took
the efforts of Hubert Ogunde to revive that interest. Ogunde with the richness
and virtuosity of his stagecraft and the popularity of his early plays such as The
Garden of Eden and The Throne of God, created a form of indigenous drama,
that became known as the Yoruba operatic (travelling) theatre. This subsequently

became an established theatrical tradition in Nigeria.

Drama in East Africa
Ciarunji and Mwangi (2004)’s study on East African drama engage Kenyan
drama, they recognise the phase during which theatre practice in Kenya was
dominated by the English colonial government. This stage is described as
constituting significant foundations and a second pillar in the development of
modern Kenyan drama.

In the stead of traditional theatrical forms that were communal
performances and closely associated with rituals, the colonial period introduced
dramatic forms which were more for the stage. In contrary to the traditional
forms wherein the line between the performer and the audience was very thin
because the two were usually actively involved in the course of performances, the
forms introduced during the colonial period established and evident gap between
the performer and the audience. More so, the forms were audience-sensitive as a

particular form determined the type of audience.
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North Africa

The Egyptian example suffices for North Africa, the Graeco-Roman period,
Christian era and Islamic period identified by Zaki (2004: 18-2) can be subsumed
under this stage. In addition to this is the period of British domination of Egypt
(Brockett, 2011:280).The Graeco-Roman period was both of Greek and Roman
social and political values. For the Greeks it started when the Alexander the
Great, the Macedonian king, entered Egypt after his conquest of Persia and Syria.
He founded the new city of Alexandria north to the Mediterranean after taking
over the capital city of Memphis. This Greek occupation is known as the
Ptolemaic Period. It ended after three hundred years with the demise of
Cleopatra VII in 30BC.

After this, the Romans started exercising a total control over Egypt to the
extent that it was no longer an independent state with its own capital and kings.
That Christian era began with the arrival of Saint Mark in Alexandria in about
40AD and the subsequent official recognition of Christianity in Egypt by Emperor
Theodosius. The Islamic period started in 640AD when Alexandria was captured
by an Arab army sent by Caliph Omar. With this, Islamic influence spread
throughout Egypt and North Africa to the extent that Arabic and Islamic became
the accepted and official language and religion respectively. Because the Arabic-
Islamic culture frowned at theatrical performance, there was gradual decline in it.

This continued until the nineteenth century when Egypt was under British
domination. Thus, playhouses were being built and theatre companies began to
appear again. European styles of theatre and forms of productions began to be
available after 1870. Singing and dancing as performances came to the fore in this
period and men played all the roles. Essentially, during these periods, Egyptian
traditional dramatic and theatrical values experienced a continuous imposition of
foreign dramatic ideals and orientations.

In other North African countries like Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia, this
phase experienced extensive control of theatre by the French colonists. However,
it was used against the interest of these countries for politicisation of cultural

questions and national issues and not as artistic expression.
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Southern Africa
In Southern Africa, this phase of evolution of African drama has been termed
colonial theatre (Kerr, 2004: 277). This stage was dominated by European
theatre which flourished at the expense of all forms of theatricality and

performance in pre-colonial Southern Africa.

This theatre of the colonialists served the function of providing white
settlers and colonial officers with psychological support and connecting them to
European culture and the function of educating and enlightening Africans —

natives — into western culture and civilisation.
Self Assessment
Exercise 2

In what remarkable ways did the incursion of Western theatrical and dramatic
forms influence the traditional African aesthetics, the African theatrical taste, and

the audience?

UNIT 4
THE THIRD STAGE (MODERN DRAMA AND THEATRE)

West Africa
This stage can be further broken down into two sub-sections namely: the
theatrical tradition, with emphasis on performing arts and the literary theatre
which focuses on writing. Hubert Ogunde pioneered the theatrical tradition in
Nigeria with his travelling theatre. When Hubert Ogunde first appeared on the
artistic scene, a new kind of drama called the Native Air Opera had become
popular due largely to the efforts of the church movement, but more specifically

to the efforts of A.K Ajisafe who started to relate church hymns to native airs at
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the United African Methodist Church. He was followed in that tradition through
the years by renowned theatre artistes such as E.A Dawodu, Ajibola Layeni, A.B.
David, G.I Onimole and A.A. Olufoye. Ogunde’s arrival on the scene in 1944 was
to determine the course of Yoruba theatre for over three decades. He freed the
Native Air Opera from its strict confinements, imbuing it with a sprinkling of

Yoruba songs and dances.

The fact that the Church of the Lord founded in Ogere in 1931 by Josiah Oshitelu
was less fundamentalist in its approach than its parent body was also a factor that
contributed towards Ogunde’s innovations. In 1946, encouraged by the success of
his first two plays, The Garden of Eden and the Throne of God, which was
initially done as a church play and Worse than Crime, which told the story of the
slave trade, Ogunde decided to resign from the police force and ge become a
fulltime professional theatre artiste. He also founded the African Music Research
Party which marked the advent of professional theatre in Nigeria. Ogunde was
actively involved in the struggle for self rule, an involvement which not only
influenced the subject and themes of his works, but also led to his encounters

with the colonial authorities.

Basing his work on the premise that theatre must reflect the reality of the society,
Ogunde boldly retold the tragedy, hopes, dreams and triumphs of his time and
age. He boldly reflected the realities of the society in his dramas, sometimes at
great risk to his safety. He did not confine himself to Lagos but subjected himself
to gruelling tours of the country, taking his theatre wherever it was needed at any
point in time. On one of these tours, he met a man named E.K. Ogunmola, and he
remained close to him till his death. This began a long tradition of influences
ranging from Duro Ladipo to even the comic Yoruba artists such as Moses Olaiya.
It is a rarely known fact that Moses Olaiya’s company (The Alawada) was actually
a group from the Ogunde theatre. It is also rarely acknowledged that most of the
theatrical techniques which other artists of the tradition rely upon were first
established by Ogunde. What is remarkable about the Yoruba Travelling Theatre
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is how firmly established it has become. It is believed that there are about one
hundred Yoruba theatre groups which make up the Association of Nigerian
Theatre Practitioners, and this is excluding the groups stationed in the Republic

of Benin where they perform to Yoruba-speaking Beninois.

We will begin our discussion of the literary tradition with a brief examination of
the drama of the Onitsha market literature. Although the drama is hardly
mentioned in literary studies, it provides us with useful insights into the meaning
of the lives of an important segment of a part of the Nigerian society (Ogunbiyi,
1981: 25).What is now known as Onitsha market literature was the product of
several socio-economic centre and the upsurge in the acceptance of an egalitarian
form of literature at the end of World War I. Onitsha market literature are
pamphlets, novelettes, plays/styles and stories written by members of an
emergent literate class of traders, artisans and working class persons for a mass
literate audience. The interesting thing about Onitsha market literature is the fact
that after the narrative genres, the plays come next in number. In fact, most of its

most interesting pieces are plays.

The plays deal with a wide range of subjects and themes, ranging from the
imprisonment of Adolf Hitler to the dramatized biographies of African leaders,
love theme and strictly didactic pieces. Obiechina identifies three or four broad
themes in Onitsha market literature namely: didactic love themes, marriage and
family tussles and religious and moral themes. These themes are adequately
taken care of in the plays. The most prolific playwrights of this tradition are
perhaps Thomas Orlando Iguh and Dr. O.A. Ogali. In language and style the
literary pieces written in this period are simple and loosely structured, but they
serve as models of James Ene Henshaw’s better structured and popular plays
which are now regarded as the first examples of conscious literary drama in

Nigeria.
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The rise of drama regarded as serious and relatively contemporary drama in
Nigeria is credited to a set of playwrights and dramatists. Ogunbiyi (1981:27)
traces the origin of serious contemporary drama to 1960, the year that Wole
Soyinka founded ‘The 1960 masks’. However, this group was not the only
amateur group on the scene at that time. There was also John Ekwere and his
Ogui players, which he later called the ‘Eastern Nigerian Theatre Group’ in the
East. However, most of what was known as serious theatre was centred on the
then University College, Ibadan. This was as a result of the introduction of drama
and theatre courses at the university in 1957 as part of an educational theatre
programme organized jointly by the English Department and the Education
Faculty (Ogunbiyi, 1981:71).

Amateur theatre formations thus provided the main source of growth for the
literary theatre of this generation. A binding cord of literary theatre is their being
involved in indigenous theatre traditions from which total theatre evolved. The
playwrights in this tradition were also trained in the western tradition and
education from which they inherited the dual heritage of dramaturgy and the
language of expression (Adelugba and Obafemi, 2004:153). Some of the plays of

this period satirized the Nigerian government at that time.

The theatre ideal of the succeeding generation of dramatists is characterized by
its materialistic bent. Most of these dramatists were trained outside Nigeria. The
thematic preoccupations of most of the plays in this generation are committed to
social and historical reconstruction through class struggle and a proletarian
consciousness. Their theatre deals with the problems associated with a neo-
colonial society such as poverty, corruption, violence, disease, among others.
Examples of leading figures in this era are Kole Omotosho, Femi Osofisan, Sam
Ukala, Tess Onwueme amongst others. Some notable plays in this generation are:
Femi Osofisan’s Morountodun and Tegonni, Bode Sowande’s Farewell to
Babylon, Tess Onwueme’s Reign of Wazobia among others (Adelugba and

Obafemi, 2004:15).
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The latest dramatists that have emerged since the nineties can be said to be
producing protest dramas more in line with the theatre for development. Most of
them are influenced by happenings on the world stage. Some of the new Nigerian
dramatists and drama include Felix Okolo’s Mekunnu Melody and Ben

Tomoloju’s Jankariwo.

North Africa

This stage which has been identified with postcolonial North Africa is
characterized with attempts by nations of this region to get rid of their multi-
cultural roots in colonial drama decolonisation and by implication, a search for
indigenous dramatic forms and structures. Evident in this stage is the point that
theatre is a mode of expression. The works of playwright during the early period
of this stage (postcolonial) focus on social and political injustice perpetrated by
colonial governments in the region. Later on, attention shifts to drama and
performances that address postcolonial issues.

There are differences among various North African theatres mainly
because of the different cultural and political roots of the nations constituting the
region. However, all these theatre share in common the reflection of a
postcolonial sensibility informed by the situation of North Africa after
independence.

In Egypt there was the emergence of playwrights like Tewfik Al-Hakim
(1898-1931) and Naguib Mahfouz (1911-2006). Al-Hakim was among the most
important Egyptian dramatists of the early twentieth century. In 1935, his play,
Sleepers in the Cave was produced as the opening production of the Egyptian
National Theatre. Naguib Mahfouz won the 1988 Nobel Prize for Literature and

became the second African writer to win the prize (Brockett 2011 and Zaki 2004).
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East Africa

This stage assumed its full growth in postcolonial Kenyan theatre. At the outset, it
was characterized with the establishment of theatre as a tool for entertainment
and as an agent of anti-colonial crusade among Kenyans. The Kenyan National
Theatre which was opened on 6t November, 1952 became the hub of dramatic
displays and theatrical activities. The other influential instrument in the
development of this phase in Kenya is the Kenyan Schools of Drama Festivals,
initiative of the British Council and the East African Theatre Guild (Chesaina and
Mwangi, 2004:217).

A very notable play at the beginning of this phase in Kenya is Ngugi wa
Thiong’o’s The Black Hermit which was written to mark Uganda’s independence
from Britain in September 1962. Though not a dramatic masterpiece, the play is
important because explores the tension between African traditional values and

modernity ushered in by colonialism.

Southern Africa
At the outset of this phase postcolonial Southern Africa, it was largely
continuation of some aspects of the colonial theatre. For instance, in Zambia for
the first ten years of independence, white playhouses still continued to be almost
exclusively for white expatriates. This was also the case in Malawi. Later on, with
strong movements of nationalist patriotism which was geared towards African
cultural expression, expatriates began to leave the region; hence the shifting of

attention to an African form of theatre and drama.

The most important of these forms was dance which had earlier played a
significant role in arousing the consciousness of southern Africans during
agitations for independence. In the words of Kerr (2004:283), “Several southern
African governments tried to mobilise this spirit of choreographic nationalism in
order to help build a pan-ethnic consensus. This included the National Dane
Troupe under Edwin Manda which was created the Department of Cultural
Services in Zambia. This troupe usually performed prominent dances of the

various Zambian ethnic groups.
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In southern African countries such as Lesotho, Swaziland and Botswana with
homogenous ethnic and linguistic formations, traditional dances were used to
promote national pride and renew interest in important pre-colonial political
rituals. In Swaziland for instance, the monarchy was accorded powerful control
over the organs of state. In order to give value to the role of the postcolonial
monarchy, two pre-colonial rituals — Umhlanga (the Reed Dance) and the

Incwala ceremony — were given dramatic relevance and political significance.

Self Assessment
Exercise 3

The third stage in the evolution of African drama represents what is now modern

African drama. Expatiate on this.

MODULE TWO

THEATRE TRADITIONS IN CONTEMPORARY WRITTEN AFRICAN
LITERATURE

UNIT 1
INTRODUCTION

Theatre traditions in contemporary written African literature have experienced a
rapid growth only after the independence of various African states. All the same,
these traditions benefit significantly from the resources and influences of
Western dramatic forms and traditions. Though still evolving, these traditions of
African drama and theatre in contemporary written African literature have been
categorised into four based on their thematic thrusts (Dasylva 2004). They are

culture plays, national drama, rational drama and neo-rational drama.
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UNIT 2
CULTURE PLAYS

Africa plays in the category probe the newly acquired European values, depicting
a constant conflict between the African cultures and the European values.
Sometimes both cultures are satirized that there is a justification of the ideals of
the African cultures over the other. Such plays includes; The Blinkard by Kobina
Sekyi, The Lion and the Jewel by Wole Soyinka. Marriage of Anansewa by Efua
Sutherland, and This is our Chance by Ene Henshaw.

UNIT 3
NATIONAL DRAMA

The plays in this category express the dissatisfaction of the people, and
consciously awaken their political consciousness with the solo aim of making
them realize and resist colonial or postcolonial disillusionment and general
oppression. These plays are preoccupied with political struggles and nationalist
objectives. Such plays are; The State Visit by Niyi Osundare, The Island by Athol
Fugard, Hungry Earth by Maishe Maponye, Kinjeketile by Ebrahim Hussein

among others
UNIT 4
RATIONAL DRAMA

Rational drama is comprised of plays that blend both cultural and nationalist
objectives. Wole Soyinka’s The Strong Breed, Death and the King’s Horseman

and A Dance in the Forest are relevant examples.
UNIT 5
NEO-RATIONAL DRAMA
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African plays that fall under the neo-rational theatre tradition are plays that draw
their materials from African folkloric tradition to pursue nationalist objectives.
Under this category, there are attempts at redefining and reshaping mythology to
cater for the present social realities. Femi Osofisan is the most prominent

playwright that belongs to this category.

UNIT 6
CONCLUSION

In conclusion, modern African drama is yet to evolve fully. There has been the
tradition from the traditional phase and the phase whence largely influenced by
foreign forms and norms. However, the easiest way to invalidates indigenous
African drama is to judge it by standards other than those found within its

cultural context.
Self Assessment
Exercise 4

Discuss how theatre traditions in contemporary written African literature have
been able to portray the atmosphere and realities of postcolonial or independence
Africa with regard to their thematic preoccupation, portrayal of characters and

style.
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MODULE THREE

PLAYWRIGHTS AND PLAYWRITING IN CONTEMPORARY
WRITTEN AFRICAN LITERATURE

Objective
UNIT 1

INTRODUCTION

UNIT 2
Wole Soyinka — West Africa

Born on 13t July 1934, Wole Soyinka is a dramatist whose work can be seen as
belonging to not just the best of African literature, but world literature. He is a
celebrated personage within and outside Africa in terms of his artistries and
intellectual efforts. Soyinka’s career as a playwright which has been exemplary
and representative of African cultural essence and socio-political situation started
with his establishment of the 1960 Masks in the eve of Nigeria’s independence

and the production of for the celebration of the independence.

Wole Soyinka is a multiple-award winning African playwright and writer in other
literary genres. In 1986, he won the Nobel Prize for Literature. He is the first

African and Black to win this most prestigious prize.

UNIT 2.1
Alapata Apata

Wole Soyinka’s latest play, Alap