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The theatre of Ovonramwen

Every type of art is limited by the person who practises it. It is limited by the abil-
ities and knowledge, by his understanding of our world, by the very fact that the artist
shapes what he regards as important by dint of his knowledge and ability to go beyond
his limitations.?

In a critical explication, Ola Rotimi’s Kurunmi celebrates the tragic story of a tragic
hero whereas Jjaye by Wale Ogunyemi dwells extensively on the ‘tragedy that be-
falls a community’. We thus have a poetic creativity and contrast between mono-
manic heroism and loss of individualism versus the destruction of communalism
in an African setting. Historical truth, however, informs us that the urge to change
the tradition and the willingness to defend it, the provocation of war and its at-
tendant repercussions are incontestably treated in the two plays. In essence, as we
have a point of departure in the two plays so also we can see the same relative pre-
occupations in the two dramatic texts and this perhaps explains that: “Playwright-
ing is not a job, let alone a career. It is like being an eternal student™

Complex to recount again are historical happenings or issues that are orally
transmitted from one person to the other as is often the case in African history.
The playwrights are therefore constantly searching for facts and materials which
they hope will help them to reduce the widening gulf between fiction and fact and
even if:

It is perfectly sound to write only on matters that ‘one knows about’. But pendants and

schoolma’ams have foolishly limited what ‘one knows about’ to mean only what the
writer has personally experienced*

However, a playwright is a dreamer and:

... There are some dreams he has dreamed which are indelibly stamped upon his mem-
ory and are therefore much more part of him than thousands of happenings which,
though they did actually occur during his wakening hours, have left no impression
upon his conscious thought.®

Irrespective of playwrights’ abundant materials which they collate or their con-
scious efforts to recreate the unconscious in the creative reflections of conscious-
ness, they are yet faced with the questions of dramaturgy and language. And of
course, the ideas of poetic licence or poetic justice or poetic ingenuity set in.

If Jeffrey Huberman, James Ludwig and Brant Pope express that “art is primar-
ily an expression of feelings and passions, not something produced by reason or
intelligence”,’ is to be accepted, then art as an ‘expression of feelings’ when faced
with historical recreation may not be the reconstruction of historical truth espe-
cially when the historical issue or event involved is transmitted orally. The play-
wright is thus entangled on one hand between his right through the poetic licence
and creative or poetic ingenuity on the other. The creative reflections between ar-
tistic ingenuity and poetic licence dominate the creative works of Nigerian writers
where the understanding and appreciation of the culture of history and historical
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aesthetics of the past serve as a compelling weapon for drama of the new gener-
ation. Man is also history and as a dramatist or playwright, he learns from his so-
cio-cultural cum critical reflections on the myth, truth, reality and illusion of the
past although he can, through his creative work, turn myth into reality, truth lie
and reality into a sordid illusion. It is only one’s sense of history that can make one
separate the ‘incisors’ from the ‘grinders’.

The theatre and drama of historical reconstructions are necessary aesthetics to
be understood most especially by the body of the uncelebrated Nigerian third gen-
eration playwrights. Biodun Jeyifo corroborates this position when he observes
that:

Of recent there has appeared a growing number of playwrights, mostly of the left, who
place the weight more on social and historical determinism in the individual society

dialectic”

Heroes own society at different times in history and how they shape or misdirect
their society as heroes relatively informs the comparative study of the theatre of
historical reconstruction where the search to separate the truth from lie and myth

from reality abound.

3. Benin kingdom

Adherence to cultural idiosyncrasies, conscious efforts at cultural preservation
and the defence of the traditional institutions are the three factors responsible for
the sustaining of cultural heritage of one of the oldest kingdoms in Nigeria, the Be-
nin kingdom. Historically:
...the Binis came all the way from Egypt to found a more secure shelter ...after a short
stay in the Sudan and at Ile-Ife which the Benin people call Uhe®

This position by Jacob Egharevba is equally corroborated by Osemwegie Ebohon
in his work, Cultural Heritage of Benin when he submits that:
...a group of people started in hoards from Egypt down to Sudan, then to Ife; hence
they came to the present Benin, where they dominated an inferior people who had
lived there for many years, before other arrival.’

Contentious, however, is the foundation date of the Benin Kingdom. Whereas
some scholars traced the founding date of the Kingdom to 750 Ap, others critical-
ly reported 900 Ap.

Politically, Benin Kingdom was first ruled by “thirty-one Ogisos... the last
being Owodo and his reign was an era of kingly and governmental misdirection.
It was a catalogue of misrule, redundancy, failure and constant anxious expect-
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ations”.'® The time and period of these “Ogisos” marked the first period of the
foundation of the Benin Empire. The second period started with Eweka I and end-
ed with the death of Oba Ovonramwen, while the third period started with Eweka
Ilin 1914.

The Bini people to date worship different religions such as Osanobua, Olokun,
Ogiuwu, Esu, Iso and deities such as Ebomisi, Ovia and so on which “are men or
women, some of whom turned themselves into some natural features, e.g. river,
ponds, hills etc”." Yet the majority of the Bini people are now Christians, while
few are Muslims.

There are also some cultural norms that characterized the life of a Benin
woman which include ‘betrothal, marriage, pregnancy, delivery and mourning’ of
their husbands which usually lasted for seven days and the ceremony which Osem-
wegie Ebohon says “is rigorous and risky”."?

Importantly however, there are some festivals which make the Benin King-
dom tick such as Igue, Ododua, Aluboje, Oyigin, Ugho and Onudo festivals. Most
of these festivals also have special dances which add spectacle to the festivals. Mu-
sically as well, the people of this noble kingdom are great lovers of music.

In the present day Nigeria, the Benin people can be found in Edo State of the
South-South division of the country with the central kingdom at Benin city and
Oba Erediauwa I of Benin Uku Akpolokpolo, Omo n’ oba i’ edo as the present rul-
ing king of the ancient city.

4. Oba Ovonramwen and The Great Invasion

Oba Ovonramwen’s father was an Adolo and he was named Idugbowa and:

... was crowned Oba with the title of Ovonramwen in 1888. He was tall, stout, and of
a yellow complexion and had a majestic voice..."*

Basking on her economic and expansionist drive, the British Government saw the
need to conquer Benin as central to a successful business adventure in the Niger-
Delta sub-region of the Niger and as Walter Ofonagoro recounts:

Oba Ovonramwen as his cognomen “Nogbaisi” (meaning the Enlightened implied)
was fully conversant with the truth of international politics of his era..."*

This knowledge of his environment and the growing power of the British Govern-
ment who had captured and subdued great people and great kingdoms such as
Warri, Lagos and the Itesekiri made Ovonramwen sign a treaty with this new im-
perial power, who were eager to develop their own economy at home and make
their future oligopolistic companies vessels of economic power on the 26th day of
March 1892.
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This treaty had nine articles of faith. Articles five and six nonetheless summar-
ized the intentions of the British Government towards the great people of Benin

Kingdom:

The king of Benin hereby engages to assist the British consular or other officials in the
execution of such duties as may be assigned to them; and, further, to act upon their
advice in matters relating to the administration of justice, the development of the re-
sources of the country, the interest of commerce, or in any other matter in relation to
peace, order and good government and the general progress of civilization... The sub-
jects and citizens of all countries may freely carry on trade in every part of the territo-
ries of the king, partly hereto, and may have houses and factories therein'®

Perhaps the urgent need to enforce the treaty coupled with overzealousness on the
part of the then Acting Consul-General, James R. Phillips and his men, who insist-
ed that they must see the king against the tradition and custom of the Benin people
which forbid strangers to see the king during Igue festival led to “the massacre of
Phillips party which took place on the 17th February 1897”. However, there was
a political struggle for the soul of Benin Kingdom between Ovonramwen and his
brother and the killings of these internal rebels by Ovonramwen created a sharp
division in the kingdom which made some of his chiefs then disobey him when he
instructed that the White men should be allowed to enter Benin.

In summary, the massacre of “the Phillips party” led to a “punitive expedition
against the King of Benin” and the people of Benin. This imperial war’s organiza-
tion:

...was entrusted to the Cape Squadron under Admiral Sir Harry Rawson; Colonel
Hamilton, Major Gailwey, Consul and Executive Commander Bacon and others Com-

monwealth the land forces'®

On the 17th February, 1897, a once powerful king and kingdom fell to the hands
of the British machine and the history of the Benin Kingdom was rewritten by the
British Government through the great invasion of Benin, a calamity which the or-

acle had paradoxically predicted.

5. Contextual reflections on the dramatic texts

For short, we should accept to call Emwinma Ogieriaikhi’s Oba Ovonramwen as
Oba..., Ola Rotimi’s Ovonromwen Nogbaisi as Ovonramwen..., and Ahmed Yeri-
ma’s The Trials of Oba Ovonramwen as The Trials... which are plays written on
Ovonramwen, the tragic hero under discourse. Our mission in this aspect of this
article s to discuss the synopsis and the thematic preoccupations of the three plays
with a view to coming to terms with the messages of the plays.
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(i) Oba ... by Emwinma Ogieriaikhi is a story of the political happenings in
Benin Kingdom between 1888 and 1897. The play starts in a festive mood with
Oliha (the head of the kingmakers) announcing to the citizens of Benin the choice
of Idugbowa as the new king of Benin:

... my friend and I, your kingmakers, have met accordingly to tradition. And, thanks

to the souls of our ancestors who guide us, we have unanimously resolved that crown
Prince Idugbowa should succeed to the throne (13).

The Oba too accepts the burden to rule; “so, our empire was, is, and will forever
be... I hereby swear and resolve to reign and lead, not as a master or a despot, but
as an elder brother”... (14). Blessby, Bey and Farquahar (three British traders in
the play) visit Benin with the intention of signing the Trade Treaty and they are re-
ceived with warm embrace in Act I of the play.

Act II starts with Oliha informing the King again of the intended visit of some
white men, Consul Phillip and his party and the King’s anxiety that they should
not come especially during the Igue festival period. This is not out of fear but out
of the need to defend the tradition and not “to offend tradition”. Ologbosere has
the task therefore of informing Consul Phillip and his party of the need for them
not to visit Benin especially during Igue festivals. The white men are killed at Ugho-
ton against the King’s wish and Ologbosere defends himself:

Your majesty, I acted in the best interests of Benin... Your majesty, judging from their
action, we could not take them as traders but scheming, clever weaklings, who very
well knew the might of Benin, and who dared not fight hand to hand, but would, by
trickery and other subtle means, conquer and rule (24).

Scene three of Act II reveals Ovonramwen holding a consultative meeting and re-
flecting on the letter of war written to him by the British Monarch which is signed
by Sir R.D.D Moor, K.C.M.G. (Consul-General). The Benin people prepares for
war and the British Commander, Bacon, also prepares for a make-or-mar battle
on the outskirts of Benin near Warrigi. Scene five of Act Il dramatizes the consul-
tation of Imazugha (Benin’s Medicine Man) with six elementals who inform him
that the stronger side will win the war.

Act I confirms the predictions of the oracle with a raging war, the disappear-
ance of Ologbosere at the battlefront and the inevitability of war makes Ovonram-
wen himself prepare for war against the tradition of his people. Moors, however,
celebrates the advancement of his troop; “I don't think we are doing badly. We are
making good progress”. Ovonramwen eventually leaves for the forest after seri-
ous persuasion; Ologbosere is captured at Okemuen while Ovonramwen is being
searched for in the forest.

Ovonramwen gives himself up as the play progresses and is forced to make
obeisance to the British Monarch, tried and banished to Calabar. The British
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Monarch then sets up another system of administration. This tragic play has two
major themes of disobedience and revenge and was first performed at Edokpolo
Grammar School's College Hall in Benin City on the 12th and 13th June, 1965.

(ii) Ovonramwen... by Ola Rotimi perhaps widens the scope of the storyline
of Ovonramwen to include “Ovonramwen’s tasks of controlling a growing rebel-
lion within his kingdom”. There is a confrontation between him and some of his
rebellious chiefs and, most importantly, the British Government who are search-
ing for economic domination over the rest of the world.

This historical play is divided into three Acts, with a prologue at the beginning
and an Epilogue at the end. Act One establishes Ovonramwen's revenge judgment
on his two chiefs (Obaruduagbon and Esasoyen) that both of them must die for
killing Uwangue Egiebo, Ovonramwen’s Chief Adviser, as a result of the political
fallout for the political soul of the Benin Kingdom:

0ovOoNRAMWEN: This night, you all die...I have spoken.

0BARUDUAGBON: Today is your day: tomorrow belongs to another!
EsASOYEN: Indeed: the white man who is stronger than you, will soon come!®

This theatrical pronouncement is followed by the visit of Ijekiri Traders who come
to beg Ovonramwen for shortchanging the Benin people. Uzazakpo (the aged
court jester) also admonishes the King to beware of people, especially his Chiefs,
and to also seek the loyalty of Ologbosere against the growing hypocrisy of his
Chiefs. Ifa priests also warn Ovonramwen to be careful:
Oba Alaiyeluwa, Ifa has sent me to delivered the word - Caution. I have delivered the
word. Caution. My lord... Oni of Ife sends you greetings. (16)

This warning is overtaken by the visit of two white men, Hulton and Gallwey who
bring a Trade Treaty document to the King to sign and which the king refuses
to sign. Hulton is surprised. This Act ends with Ovonramwen instructing Olog-
bosere, his third-in-command, to lead the Benin army to Agbor to teach the people
there some lessons because “the people of Agbor, of late have been getting too hot
for our peace”.

Act I starts with a dramatic celebration of one of the Benin’s traditional festi-
vals, the Ague (igue) festival, and the unceremonious invasion of the Benin King-
dom by white men under the control of Acting Consul-General Phillips. Okav-
biogbe, the Chief Policeman of the Benin Empire, warns the white men of the
danger inherent in seeing the Oba during the Ague festival and his encounter with
Phillips sets the conflict of this play:

OKAVIBIOGBE: You cannot see the Oba...

PHILLIPS: Iam sorry, but we've come a long way and we have been sent by the queen
of ... (30)
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Phillips goes on to state the intention of the British Monarch:

... what then are we in Africa for? What object brings us here? Commerce, gentlemen!
Commerce brought us to Africa; commerce determines our actions in Africa! (32)

The Benin people celebrates the death of Phillips and his party through a dance
drama ritual where the ‘warriors re-appear, dancing wildly, but the chiefs among
them are carrying decapitated heads of white men’.

Obaseki and Osodin ( Benin chiefs ) meet Acting Resident Roupell in Act I1I
of the play and they promise to locate Ovonramwen and give him up. The King,
however, gives himself up and Roupell demands that he surrender to the British
Authority and after serious persuasion from his Chiefs, Ovonramwen removes the
crown on his head and surrenders to the British Monarch, an act which Roupell
confidently and heroically celebrates:

From this day, this land of Benin belongs to her Royal Majesty Queen Victoria! (54)

The chiefs are tried and seven of them are to die for killing seven white men. Obay-
uwana (a Benin Chief), however, refuses to be shot; instead he heroically stabs
himself and Ovonramwen leaves for Obaseki’s house to re-strategise for the con-
tinuation of the war against the white imperialists.

Ovanramwen hides and sleeps in the bush with Uzazakpo, the Court Jester
who makes things easy for him on their way to Okemue to meet Ologbosere and
before they could reach Okemue, Roupell and his soldiers apprehend Ovonram-
wen and he paradoxically rejoices with the white men on their success in captur-
ing Benin:

Not much. Tell Queen Victoria that at last the big pot of corn has been toppled; now
mother hen and her children may rejoice! (78)

This play was premiered at the University of Ife’s 4th Festival of Arts in December,
1971 with themes of deceit, disloyalty, indecision, overzealousness, intrigue and
disobedience.

(iii) The Trials by Ahmed Yerima is another historical version of the great pu-
nitive invasion of Benin and The Trial of the Chiefs who killed White men in the
Phillips party. Unlike the two plays above, this play starts with Ovonramwen tell-
ing his own story with a melancholic anger:

Here I am seated in my glory... how can I discredit myself when the truth is that the
story will never be written well if I don't tell you myself.... the white men. He desired
my Empire and envied my position and wanted my throne... (19)

The overzealousness of the Acting Consul-General Phillips is the next dramatic
action and this dialogue of his below expresses the desire of the British Empire:
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There you are. The great Benin Empire, I need you... you extend to Otun in the north,
Asaba in the east, and Lagos in the west. The British Empire must have you in order to
have the whole Niger area under its grasp. And it must be now... (21)

Phillips’ action negates the advice given to him by District Commissioner Bur-
rows, who says that the intelligence report from Eyebokan (one of their moles
in Oba’s palace) did not recommend them to enter Benin at that time, especially
when the Oba and his people were celebrating one of their sacred festivals. How-
ever, Phillips insists on entering Benin because of his own inordinate ambition,
“I must take Benin for the glory of the British Empire and mine.”

In an overlapping order the following scenario makes The Trials a captivat-
ing play: Ologbosere, Ovonramwen's father-in law, builds his loyalty on the Oba,
the oracle of Uhe's warning and the inevitability of the destruction of Benin city,
Obaseki and Omatshola also report to the Oba the situation at Warri with Ovon-
ramwen expressing his suspicion and doubt of the integrity of Obaseki about state
affairs, Eyebokan delivers Phillips' message of his intended visit as regards the
Trade Treaty, the chiefs of Benin discuss the issue of the uninvited visitors and the
need for them not to visit Benin, Uzazakpo recounts his dream to Ovonramwen
and how the colour of the white-man frightens him. The dramatic conflict of the
play becomes visible when Ovonramwen demands the white men and Ologbosere
says that, “Dead, we killed the white men’.

Obiro, the Court Seer, informs Ovonramwen that he cannot do anything to
avert the impending disaster, Ovonramwen also warns Iyase to be a good umpire
for he hears through Obiro that: ... My son Aiguobasimwin in a wrestling contest
with an older wrestler, the price was my crown” (56). Obaseki’s supposed classical
betrayal of the Benin people becomes exposed through his discussion with Carter
in the play after the fall of Benin:

OBASEKI: Not enough

CARTER: What do you need then? )

OBASEKI: Some authority. I need something new. Some powers so that he can believe
me. The Oba must know that when I am talking to him it is with power...

CARTER: I see your point. Then you must go as a representative of Her Majesty’s

government.
OBASEKI: Yes, Very good. As the most senior Bini man with British Empire here in

Bini Country. (60)

Consul-General Moor is the judge and the prosecutor in the Trial Scene with
Obaseki supporting every move of the British Officers in the trial. Ovonramwen
makes obeisance to the British Monarch without his crown, which he gives to
Chief Obaseki in trust. Idiaghe dies in the play for telling lies against the Oba and
Chief Obaiuwana commits suicide after he is arrested during the trial. Moor final-
ly delivers his judgment:
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Yes. Let it be entered that... the Oba did not order the massacre. Let Ologbosheri,
Obaradesagbon, Uso, Obakhavbaye and Ugiade guilty and hereby sentences them to
death. (77)

Ovonramwen is dethroned and banished to Calabar and he ends the play that he
starts by accepting the fate that befalls him:

... Take me whiteman.

Take me...

For the love of Bini,

Take me...

To the royal valley...

Where the gods await their sacrifice. (79)

The theme of this play includes overweening ambition, conspiracy, deceit, disloy-
alty, disobedience, partiality and fate.

6. The meeting point on contextual analysis

The three dramatic texts explicitly create practical impressions about the story of
Oba Ovonramwen; the political scenario that leads to the massacre of the Phillips
Party, the great invasion, the celebration of the Igue festival, the warning of the
oracle of Uhe, the intrigue and deceit that follow the coronation of Ovonramwen,
Ologbosere’s unflinching patriotism and loyalty to the Benin Kingdom and their
Oba, Phillips’ overzealousness, the big trial and the revenge tragedy that follows
it and the subsequent banishment and dethronement of Ovonramwen to Calabar
are particularly creatively celebrated in the three plays.

Throughout the plays Ovonramwen is presented as a strong defender of trad-
ition who also understands the scheming of the British Monarch to gain control
over his kingdom as other stronger Empires and Kingdoms have fallen honourably
to the British Government. With caution, however, he strongly warns his people to
protect the white men against any form of intimidation or attack as evident in the
three plays:

1. Steps must be taken to ensure that no mishaps befall the visitors when they are
in our territory (Oba... 16).

2. The ceremony must wait... I shall see them... you follow Eyebokan to the camp
of the white men. See their leader called Phillips. Tell him that I shall receive
him. Eyebokan, how many white men are in the party. (The Trials... 37)

3. Send trusted warrior out. If in truth it is the white men, alert our forces along
the road to Ughoton. But they must not attack. Let them stand by and await
further word from us. (Ovonramwen... 28)
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Ovonramwen’s diplomatic overtures are at variance with the overzealousness of
the white men who think that Benin must fall if the entire Niger-Delta area must
be under their firm control. This the three plays also celebrate as can be seen in
pages 40 of Ovonramwen..., 31 of Oba... and 21 of The Trials... respectively.

The kangaroo trial also captures the attention of the three playwrights and clearly
exposes the intention of the British Monarch to dominate, colonise and subjugate
the Benin authority:

1. MooRr: From now on, however, things will be different. You will cease to rule
and dictate to your people (Oba ... 43).

2. MOOR: Welcome, Overami. It is now quite clear that you are not prepared to
work with me in the interest of and for the peace of this land. The bitter alter-
native therefore is that you will be removed from Benin. At four o’clock in the
morning you will be on your way to Calabar never to return to Benin (Ovon-
ramwen ... 77).

3. MOOR: The Oba of Bini cannot be allowed to stand in the way of British oc-
cupation and control of the Niger territories. The British government has al-
ready made its presence felt in Warri, Asassa, Opobo and Lagos... As for the
convicted murderers still at large, I wish to call all the Bini people to help in
their arrest in order to stop further bloodshed (The Trials ... 77).

Some dramatic personae also feature prominently in the three plays. Names such
as Ologbosere, Obaseki, Ezomo, Iyase, Esogban, Oshodi, Ero, Consul-General
Moor, Phillips (Acting Consul-General) and so on are used as living characters in
the three plays.

7. Point of departure on contextual analysis

Contextually and expectedly in historical reconstructions certain issues are dis-
cussed in one play and omitted in the other. Some of these textual differences will
be analysed briefly here. In The Trials ... and Ovonramwen..., the activities of the
Itesekiri traders are adequately written about, while Oba ... does not give prom-
inence to those activities.

In Oba ..., Olihas role in installing Oba Ovonramwen is mentioned while The
Trials ... and Ovonramwen ... unconsciously ignore such vital aspects of Ovon-
ramwen's life. Ologbosere’s role in the Benin affairs too is controversially reported,
while Oba ... by Emwinma believes that he gives himself up to the white men The
Trials ... and Ovonramwen does not express that conclusion. Instead, the opinion
of the two playwrights is that the man is very patriotic and a gallant warrior who
is tried in absentia. The same can be said about Obaseki (another controversial
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figure in Benin history). Oba ... unfortunately did not bring to book his doubtful
integrity as creatively demonstrated by Ovonramwen ... and The Trials ... where
his supposed classical betrayal dominates the play as discussed in the sub-heading
before this aspect of our study.

Oba ... also recounts the mystical power of Imazugha (Medicine Man) and
the Six Elementals when Ovonramwen is attempting to find a solution to the im-
pending conflict between Benin people and the British soldiers. Obiro represents
Imazugba in The Trials ... and the two are of Benin origin, however in Ovonram-
wen ..., Ifa Priest from the “Oracle of Oghene n'uhe’ is the one that predicts Ovon-
ramwen’s calamity and that of Benin.

Both The Trials... and Ovonramwen... vividly recapture the heroic suicide of
Obayuwana (a Benin Chief) who kills himself in the two plays. Oba... also fails
to narrate this incident. And as the two plays celebrate Obayuwna, The Trials ...
also reports Idiaghe’s death. It will be recalled in the play that Idiaghe lied against
Ovonramwen that the King orders the killing of the white men and when it is time
for him to restate his submission in the presence of the King he gives up and Benin
tradition did not fail their Oba. Ovoramwen recounts this uncelebrated and unhe-
roic death:

He killed himself.
When you swear by the Oba, you do not use the same mouth to shame the Oba. It is
forbidden. He knew it (Ovonramwen... 73).

The above and many more are the inherent thematic and contextual differences in
the three plays as they directly affect the chiefs, the invasion, Ovonramwen and the
Benin people in general.

8. Dramaturgical observations and dissections

The three playwrights present their works in different styles and it is crucial for us
to make a few dissections about our observations on the playwrights’ styles and
dramaturgies.

(i) Oba... is the first play in the Ovonramwen historical theatre. This play
is divided into three acts. Act one has two scenes, Act two has five scenes while
Act three also has five scenes. The playwright makes use of “Commentary” at the
beginning and at the end of major dramatic events in the play. These “Commen-
taries” serve as a flashback to the play and subsequently guide the audience or or-
dinary reader of the play who is not familiar with the story of Benin’s invasion
and one may conclude that this style is too elementary as such issues raised in the
“Commentaries” can as well be accommodated in the play or a narrator created
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to present the aesthetic utility of the “commentaries”. One of the “Commentaries”
runs thus:
The time of this play is between AD 1888 and 1897. the scene is the palace of the Oba
of Benin. Oba Adolo is dead, and his eldest son, crown prince Idugbowa, is about to be
crowned in succession (Oba ... 13).

The play also minimally makes use of the dance medium as can be inferred from
the play’s stage instructions: “Dance proceeds”, “dance stops and all stand, cheer-
ing the Oba. He sits on the throne: dance resumes” and so on.

On the use of music, the playwrights do give instructions as to the fact that
“traditional court music...” is to be used in the play. However, it is untheatrical that
the playwright did not write a single piece of music either in English or Edo lan-
guage and this has seriously complicated the stage performance of the play, espe-
cially for the theatre director who must look for the relevant songs needed to com-
plete the circle of the African total theatre which the play purports to represent.

The language of the play is very simple with character Ovonramwen speaking
almost proverbially and metaphorically throughout the play.

(ii) Ovonramwen... this major dramatic classics has a Prologue in the begin-
ning, three Acts and an Epilogue as its layout.

Technically, the play opens up many theatrical possibilities and it is not a play
to be contemplated for stage performance by a director who does not know his job.
The playwright’s stage instructions are adequately explicit and deliberately instruc-
tive. For instance in Scene One of Act One the following majestic description of
Ovonramwen’s royal movements cannot be evaded away by prospective directors:

Following closely behind is the imposing figure of the Oba himself. Right hand resting
on the left shoulder of the royal page who is bearing ‘ada’ (royal scimitar), the Oba is
supported at each arm by two chiefs (Ovonramwen ... 4)
And the graphic description of the war dance in Scene Four of Act Two reveals the
creative ingenuity of Ola Rotimi. A choreographer who intends to work on this
short instruction can create a dance drama of thirty minutes with various styles
permeating a barbaric celebration of savagery. Michael Etherton also says of this
scene that:
... Rotimi wants to show that there is no simulation in Ovonramwen’s horror and that
heis deeply distressed at what has happened. He employs a stage device ... which takes

us into Ovonramwen's mind. A crucial phrase used by Ifa priest echoes over the ampli-
fiers in the theatre. The stage direction indicates Ovonramwen’s reaction ..."”

Also, during the preparation for war the British military camp and the Benin camp
are to be simultaneously enacted with the British martial music swelling forth and
“drowning the already dying beats of Benin war drums”. And when it is time for
war, Michael Etherton also observes that:




image19.jpeg
The theatre of Ovonramwen

The scene employs yet another type of stage device, namely, what is sometimes referred
to as the ‘split stage’ .. the battle itself is fought using symbolic objects (another device
to represent armies). In addition, an individual represents the whole force. Ologbosere
bears the ‘ada’ traditionally the symbol of the Benin empire. Consul-general Moor
bears the union jack, the British flag, the symbol of that other empire '®

Ola Rotimi’s use of music is unsurpassed in this work. The Prologue starts with
music and the Epilogue ends with music. Every major scenario or dramatic action
in the play is punctuated by chanting, singing and drumming which the playwright
wrote in the Edo language and translated into the English language. The language
of this play is essentially poetical, metaphorical and traditionally rich in local idi-
oms and where the dialogue is long, such expressions are prosaically guided.

The success of this episodic play although a political drama lies in the play-
wright's indepth research and the employment of the total theatre idioms, a style
that will make the play live forever.

(iii) The Trials... unlike Oba ... and Ovonramwen ... has no prologue nor
epilogue, the play starts with Ovonramwen acting as the narrator and the protag-
onist.

And instead of imposing episodes, Yerima merely uses sharp and crisp stage
instructions to introduce, advance or end a scene. Phrases such as “Dark stage”.
“Far stage right”, “light slowly fade”, “The palace”, “The dances continue as lights
fade to end the scene,” Ologbosere’s palace”, Obas palace” and so on only let read-
ers or dramatists know that the play is describing the next dramatic action; other-
wise there could have been confusion as regards isolating scenes for rehearsals or
critical reflections.

The playwright makes use of songs and chants and the dance medium is also
maximally utilized going by the stage instructions of the play. The songs of the
play are also well translated into English and the only problem is that most of these
songs are too long and are meant to praise either Ovonramwen or Ologbosere as
against songs that celebrate the cause of the collective struggle of the Benin people.
Yerima's The Trials... pays attention also to the proper use of language through
direct interpretation of Benin proverbs in English.

9. Beyond the discourse

The three dramatic texts evolve with time in the Nigerian theatre to celebrate the
Ovonramwen theatre. Oba... by Emwinma Ogieriakhi was published in 1966 and
it is a product of a free playwright who marries fiction with the fact of history. Ola
Rotimi’s Ovonramwen... though published in 1974 is a well researched dramatic
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adventure which is dedicated to ‘the government and peoples of the mid-west
state’ while The Trials... by Ahmed Yerima published in 1997 is dedicated to:

Oba Erediauwa 1 of Benin Uku Akpolokpolo, Omo n'oba n'Edo who celebrated the
hundred years for the Benin invasion by granting royal pardons, and thus creating
an atmosphere for forgiveness, peace and long lasting future development among the
Benin people (The Trials... 5).

The Trials ... is accepted by Benin cultural authority as “their version”, “their sto-
ry”, and one then wonders as to what becomes the fate of Oba... and Ovonram-
wen..., a classic that tends to defend even Ovonramwen as ‘a man more sinned
against than he ever sinned’. The public nonetheless should accept all the dramatic
texts as the playwrights’ contribution to Benin’s historical reconstruction under
Ovonramwen’s theatre.

The politics of historical reconstructions about Ovonramwen has developed
more than the three dramatic texts analysed in this work. While Ovonramwen...
and particularly The Trials ... condemns Obaseki (a Chief in Benin Kingdom dur-
ing the reign of Ovonramwen) as a betrayal, a power seeker and an ambitious
chief, Obaseki by Pedro Agbonifo Obaseki erases these that Obaseki is “an unfor-
tunate man caught in the web of history? Or a man overtaken by blind ambition?”.
Character Obaseki himself defends the tradition of his people and as the Regent of
Benin who ruled for seventeen years when the Resident invites him to come and
rule Benin as king, he cautions:

Who are the people white one? Who? I cannot be king. A wall gecko never bears a liz-
ard. I do not find the prospect of being one unattractive. It appeals to me, but I do not

want it. Our Obaship is divine, and not even the white ones can change that. If I do,
you will have a king with no subjects. Give the crown to whom God has ordained. '

This impression is rubbished by The Trials... when Obaseki himself wants power
and authority against the wish of the Benin people:
Some authority, I need something new. Some powers so that he can believe me. The

Oba must know that when I am talking to him it is with your power I must be your eye
and tongue (The Trials... 60).

Another dramatic text, Tegonni: An African Antigone by Femi Osofisan, also speaks
through the British Governor in the play about the calamity that befalls the Benin
people when they killed white men and challenge the British Empire.

Think of the possible consequence to your people. You're young, but 'm sure you've
heard about what happened to the great Benin city. What they suffered for daring to
kill white men. Your people will be wiped out!

This warning is handed down to Tegonni a Princess, of Oke-Osun whose heroic
determination rattles the British Officers in the play. This play is a dramatic adap-
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tation of the famous Antigone by Sophocles. The play tactically supports the fact
of history and the killing of the white men (Phillips Party) are some of the reasons
for the revenge expedition. Tegonni... and Obaseki are two plays that correct some
of the misgivings and impressions about the Benin’s invasion and it is only wise to
make reference to them since the two plays are beyond our discourse but relevant
to our discourse.

10. Conclusion, many more to come

In this work, we have analysed five dramatic texts (two as supporting texts): Oba
Ovonramwen by Emwinma Ogieriaihi, Ovonramwen Nogbaisi by Ola Rotimi, The
Trials of Ovonramwen by Ahmed Yerima, Obaseki by Pedro Agbonifo Obaseki and
Tegonni: An African Antigone by Femi Osofisan, that celebrate the great invasion of
the Benin Empire, the roles of the Benin Chiefs and the British Officers in the 1897
revenge mission and particularly the action and inaction of Ovonramwen; the de-
throned King who is at the centre of our discourse. The Ovonramwen plays are cut
across between the creative and historical reconstruction of free playwrights who
wanted to be heard through their works and playwrights who are wholly or partly
commissioned to tell “their version” of the story the way they see it. In all these,
the Nigerian theatre is the better for it because each of these plays has one lesson
or the other to teach either in content or in form.

The humble request of this writer is that we implore the British Government
too to tell us their own story of the Phillips Party and the revenge mission, as this is
the only way we can be able to do a thorough comparative analysis between histo-
ry books on the subject matter and the Nigerian Theatrical versions of it. The Brit-
ish dramatic account expected is not an invitation to another “coup mentality” but
rather it will further strengthen the Benin Kingdom and help the people to learn
about their past histories through various dramatic performances.

It is observed that the politics and dramaturgy of historical reconstruction in
the Nigerian theatre is beneficial not only to the Nigerian theatre but to the world
theatre in general. It is therefore urged that historical reconstruction through the
rewriting of Ovonramwen’s heroic deeds should continue, and that theatre direc-
tors should consider directing the three Ovonramwen plays for stage experimen-
tation in one single series or in a festival of plays. It is hoped that the theatre of
Ovonramwen is a necessary dramaturgy that will reshape other historical-related
theatres.
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Abstract

The Ovonramwen theatre is a paradigm that necessarily celebrates various theatrical perform-
ances and play-texts that reflect on the life and time of Oba Ovonramwen, the former King of the
Benin Kingdom, Nigeria. Using the deductive methodology, this paper reflects on the politics
of historical reconstruction in the Nigerian theatre and importantly evaluates various play-texts
written about Ovonramwen by Nigerian playwrights. We conclude that the international theatre
market will benefit from the Ovonramwen theatre and sincerely call on the British Government
to tell us their own account about the subjugation of the people of Benin and the deposition of
the god-king (Ovonramwen) through the famous revenge mission in 1897. Theatricalising these
events through a play-text by a British writer or commissioned by the British Government will
further help us to do more comparative study about Ovonramwen all in the Ovonramwen thea-
tre. The “incisors’ must be separated from the ‘grinders’ if the truth must be known.

Résumé

Le théatre dOvonramwen est un paradigme de performances théitrales et des textes qui reflétent
la vie du Roi Ovonramwen, 'un des anciens rois de Benin au Nigéria. A travers une méthodo-
logie déductive, cet article traite de la politique de reconstruction historique du théatre nigérian
et évalue surtout les divers textes des piéces théatrales écrits sur les dramaturges nigérians. Nous
concluons que le marché international du théétre va bénéficier de I'ceuvre théatrale dOvonram-
wen et va en profiter pour demander au Gouvernement Britannique de donner sa version de la
subjugation du Royaume du Benin et de la déposition du Roi-Dieu (Ovonramwen) a travers la
fameuse mission de vengeance de 1897, En théitralisant ces événements au moyen d’une piéce
théitrale d'un dramaturge britannique, approuvée par le Gouvernement Britannique, on arrive-
rait mieux a procéder a une étude comparative sur Ovonramwen dans diverses ceuvres théatra-
les. Les “incisives” doivent se séparer des “molaires” si la vérité doit se mettre 4 nue.
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A reflection on the dramaturgy and politics of
historical reconstruction in the Nigerian theatre

Rasheed Abiodun Musa

University of Ilorin, Nigeria

1. 'The discourse

Oba Ovonramwen was tried and he is unarguably still on trial because of the
numerous theatrical performances and written literary classics that awaken our
social consciousness about the heroic deeds of this most celebrated tragic Afri-
can hero; Oba Ovonramwen of Benin Kingdom, Nigeria. Using the descriptive
method, this research work is not an attempt to pass aesthetic judgment about the
textual, dramaturgical or historical excellence on the three creative works that will
be used in this work but rather, to critically reflect on these works in relation to
the politics of writing in the Nigerian theatre. Our reference points are going to be
the following creative works: Oba Ovonramwen (1966) by Emwinma Ogieriaikhi,
Ovonramwen Nogbaisi (1974) by Ola Rotimi and The Trials of Oba Ovonramwen
(1997) by Ahmed Yerima. We will also consider the myth and reality between his-
tory and fact, poetic licence and creative ingenuity and historical reconstruction
most especially in the Nigerian theatre and how it affects the former lion of the
Benin Kingdom, Oba Ovonramwen in the Ovonramwen theatre.

2. The Nigerian playwrights and historical reconstruction.

Writers, like teeth, are divided into incisors and grinders.!

*

Some African writers thrust upon themselves albeit deliberately the intellectual
responsibility of experimenting with the African theatre idioms, metaphors and
spectacle which re-capture the lost past in a sordid historical reconstructions ex-
pressed preponderantly in European language. Some too are the propagandists of
Marxist aesthetics and dialectics - a connective that celebrates and promotes the
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liberation of the proletariats through a hangover, and the hangman’s destruction of
capitalism. Other playwrights are simply creating “alternative theatre” where that
vision is to serve as alternative voice to most of the works of celebrated authors,
and again, few who have adapted great works because of the universality of, and
the relevance of, the central message of such works to their immediate environ-
ment cannot be ignored but studied.

Within the historical nexus itself we have such playwrights as Duro Ladipo,
Ola Rotimi, Wale Ogunyemi and so on whereas Bode Sowande, Femi Osofisan,
Olu Obafemi and Akanji Nasiru draw from the Marxist aesthetics. We must, how-
ever, state here that most Nigerian playwrights do not define their ideological per-
ceptions. For instance Ola Rotimi wrote according to his own aesthetic dictates.
Kurunmi is a historical play and If.. another play of his captures the suffering of
the masses and provides a Marxist solution to the resolution of the societal de-
generation and corruption. So also is Femi Osofisan, who holds two swords of
historical reconstruction and mythological recreation in Many Colours Make the
Thunder King, Morontodun and Esu and the Vagabond Mistrels. We also accept his
Marxist ideological submission in Red is the Freedom Road or his experimentation
in Farewell to a Carnival Rage is not lost on us.

As a pointer, the “alternative theatre” aesthetics in playwrighting has made
most Nigerian playwrights adapt, transplant, rewrite, imitate and recreate many
classics from among themselves and from the international theatre market. Femi
Osofian has single-handedly adapted five plays to cap his revolutionary theatre
repertory: The Engagement from Checkov’s The Proposal, Tegonni from Sophocle
Antigone, Another Raft from Clark Bekederemo's The Raft, Farewell to A Carni-
val Rage from Romeo and Juliet and No more the wasted Breed from Soyinka’s The
Strong Breed. It is also important to recount the adaptive works of Wole Soyinka in
Opera Wonyosi original titled The Beggar’ Opera by Gray and The Three penny Op-
era by Brecht and Hagher’s Mulkin Maka from Aristophanes’ Lysistrata and Har-
rison’s Aikin Mata.

Sango, the Yoruba's god of thunder, has relatively enjoyed creative patronage
in the Nigerian theatre market with works such as Duro Ladipo’s Oba Koso, “Ose
Sango” a home video clip and Many Colours Make the Thunder King by Femi Os-
ofian. Kurunmi, the former generalissimo of the Yoruba Kingdom, has also com-
paratively become a subject of discussion in the Nigerian stage with Ola Roti-
mi’s Kurunmi and Wale Ogunyemi's Jjaye. Perhaps the most widely discussed and
dramatized individual in the Nigerian theatre is Oba Ovonramwen.

Poetically, none of these cited works is useless. Each playwright tries to cel-
ebrate his own creative imagination through the human power of artistic con-
ception. However, they left us with the power of making aesthetic appreciation
and judgment. Paradoxically, theatre critics, practitioners and scholars are handi-
capped by their own limitation because:




