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writing is particularly aggressive wherever it combines the re-creation of a pre-
colonial African world-view with eliciting its transposable elements into a
modern potential” (Soyinka: 115).

Individualism and monomaniacal heroism are two related concepts that
have contributed to Soyinka’s theatre ideology/vision. Although he has spoken
of the ‘total communal experience’ as the basis of the African, nay Yoruba
society, Soyinka believes in the larger than life posture of individuals, heroes,
lords and gods as bigger than the collectives. He seems to endorse the view that
a single, committed and visionary leader can liberate his people and mankind
if only they can direct their power and energy towards the liberation of their
people. On the contrary, Soyinka is also of the opinion that a highly
individualistic person can also cause havoc on his people if he uses his power
negatively. Kongi, Elesin Oba, Baroka, Pastor Jeroboam, Mata Kharibu,
Kamini, King Baabu and many more individuals in the mafia oligarchy
willingly act against the societal ethos, ethics and morals. Whether the heroes
or semi-demi heroes acted right or not, Soyinka shows that “the hero’s life is
his people’s life” (Iji, 1991a: 95).

The first incontestable impression, therefore, of Soyinka’s theatre is to see
his theatre as the theatre of the unborn, the living and the dead — a theatre of
a continuum:

... most African metaphysics are three worlds . . . the world of the ancestor,
the living, and the unborn. Less understood or explored is the fourth space,
the dark continuum of transition where occurs the intertransmutation of
essence — ideal and materiality. It houses the ultimate expression of cosmic
will (Soyinka, 1976: 26).

It is important to start a reflection on Soyinka’s theatre vision through an
introduction to Ogtin, the Yoruba god of iron. Ogiin, in Yoruba myth, has a dual
character; of the builder and of the destroyer, ‘the pathfinder’ who combines
“creativity with destructiveness”. Though Ogin’s heroic status in Yoruba
mythology has never been in doubt, Ogun is depicted in oral traditions as
arrogant, stubborn, reticent, temperamental, and with a penchant for violence.
The ritual re-enactment of Ogiin’s devotees only confirms the fact that “for the
Yoruba, the gods are the final measure of eternity” (Soyinka: 143). Communal
Yoruba rites, rituals and festival celebrations also accentuate Soyinka’s theatre
ideology and vision. Irrespective of their Western education and religious
inclination, the majority of Yorubas participate in festivals such as Ogin,
Agemo, Osun, Obatal, Eyd, Sango, Egangin, Orisa-Oko and so on. Soyinka
also must have joined his fellow villagers in the annual celebration of numerous
Yoruba festivals. Wole Soyinka’s intimacy with Yoruba travelling theatre
troupes’ has been noted by several critics such as Adedeji and Ekwazi
(Gibbs,1980: 23-4). Soyinka has benefited greatly from his contact with the
travelling theatre practitioners and has transferred this experience to his own
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literary and pseudo-popular theatre traditions (1998).!

Soyinka’s Stage/Technical Requirement

Soyinka’s stage is a living sacred and symbolic place of performance that
speaks affectionately to the audience as well as to the unseen gods in a deep-
rooted spiritual connection. The dialectics of ‘transition’, of ‘cyclic’, of
‘ritual’, of ‘man-cosmos’ relation, encapsulated in the tragic sensibility make
Soyinka’s stage a living stage. Soyinka himself affirms that:

Theatre then is one arena, one of the earliest that we know of, in which man
has attempted to come to terms with the spatial phenomenon of his being.
Again, in speaking of space, let us recognize first of all that with the
advancement of technology and the evolution-some would prefer to call it
counter-revolution — of technical sensibility, the spatial vision of theatre has
become steadily contracted into a purely physical acting area on a stage as
opposed to a symbolic arena for metaphysical contests (Soyinka, 1976: 40).

Through his incorporation of various dramatic styles, Soyinka has established
himself as a great experimentalist. Maduakor (1991: 197) confirms this when
he says that “Soyinka is by natural disposition an experimental writer” and that
Soyinka is also “a quixotic neo-romantic who uses popular causes for staging
in the public arena” (Maduakor: XI).

Most of Soyinka’s comedies and satires have numerous acting areas, which
must be creatively decoded by the director. For example, in The Trials of
Brother Jero, Soyinka’s stage instructions speak of: a “completely dark” stage,
“a fishing village”, “the hut”, “a cycle is ridden on stage towards the hut”, “The
Beach... the territory of Brother Jeroboam’s Church”, “a palm tree”, “the sea”
and “the prophet’s home”. All these instructions are contained in the five
scenes of the play and the major acting areas or locale are: Brother Jeroboam’s
house/hut, Brother Jeroboam’s church and the Beach. For sharp effects, The
Trials of Brother Jero s stage can be demarcated into three acting areas and the
entire stage used for different scenes if backdrops are used. Simplicity of sets
is expected in The Lion and the Jewel, which is also divided into three parts:
Morning, Noon and Night with the village centre, a demarcated flanks and
Baroka’s bedroom serving as the main sites of dramatic action. 4 Play of
Giants, Opera Wonyosi, Beatification of Area Boy and Madmen and Specialists
perhaps are satires that may pose greater challenges to a realistic director who
adheres to the playwright’s stage instructions and directions.

Stage and Contextual Symbols in Soyinka’s Comedies

The Yoruba culture is unique in its use of natural and contextual symbols and
objects as instructional materials. Some traditions, rituals and festivals are also
tied to the appearance and disappearance of these signs and symbols. The
symbols of the sun, the moon, the weather, and so on have specific connotations
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in the Yoruba worldview. The Ogl’m festival, for instance, is usually celebrated
during the harmattan period while the New Yam festival is celebrated during
the rains. Depending on the purpose symbolic objects such as knives, cutlasses,
feathers, kolanut, white and red clothes, palm oil and so on can serve as
information dissemination instruments.

The time of the day, connoting different meanings in the Yoruba social
worldview, has been used as a symbol in The Lion and the Jewel.(Ogunba,
1975: 42-3). Childe Internationale, From Zia, With Love, Requiem for a
Futurologist, The Beatification of Area Boy and King Baabu also use numerous
stage and contextual symbols. In the table below, a few stage and contextual
symbols have been selected from Soyinka’s comedies and their possible
significations stated based on the playwright’s suggestions. This is only one
reading because directors might interpret the same stage and contextual symbols

differently:

Stage/Contextual
Symbols

Plays

Likely meaning

Kongi’s Retreat

Harvest Square

Parade Ground

Segi’s Club
Bush School

Village Centre

Baroka’s Bedroom

Skycraper/UN
building

Task Force Special

Kamini, Gunema
and Tuboum

Kongi’s Harvest

»

The Lion and
the Jewel

»

»

A Play of Giants

»

»

A special abode for a maximum
dictator, replica of African leaders’
larger than life image.

A celebration venue, all in an attempt at
gaining spiritual/traditional power plus
the already acquired political/military
power.

A show-off venue meant for inflating
of the maximum ruler — kongi’s ego.

A place of gossip and coup planning.
The acceptance of Western education
in a primitive Yoruba village.

Sense of  collectivism  and

communalism.

Male chauvinism. Undying abode of
traditional Yoruba political power and
African royalty.

The dominance of the Western power
over other living powers.

State instrument of brutality. Killers’
squad.

Repressive, dictatorial, inhuman and
brutal African leaders.
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Two Russian/Two P Diplomacy (US and USSR then),

American Delegates instrument of persuasion. However they
seek to control the lives of Africans
through political domination.

Secretary General ? The most important and maximum civil

of UNO servant in the world. Instrument of the
West.

Beach The Trials of Naturalness, nature gift and spirituality.

Brother Jero

Jero’s home/Church " Abode and church of a fake pastor.

Congregation » Spiritual power seekers, mostly poor
people.

Jero ” Fake and dubious pastor who is fast
becoming a master of nefarious
activities.

Jero’s office/ Jero’s Metamorphosis  Symbol of independence and affluence,

Headquarters impersonation and phoney prayers.

Jero X Mature and perfect fake pastor in the
game of deception.

Ananaias L Jero’s friend, fake pastor and master
of evils.

The titles of Soyinka’s comic plays may be ambiguous or conjure special
meanings A careful interpretation of these titles can lead to an understanding
of the linguistic sophistication of Soyinka’s comedies. For instance, The Lion
and the Jewel conjures two key symbols: the Lion and the Jewel. In Childe
Internationale, too, we can deduce two key symbolic words: child and
international. A Play of Giants strongly creates a sharp and strong impression
of the dramatic text that will parade the larger-than-life personalities of the
black race. The Beatification of Area Boy, From Zia, With Love and Requiem
for a Futurologist have titles whose contextual meaning cannot be decoded

easily.

Props, Make-up and Costumes in Soyinka’s Comedies

In his attempt at understanding the use of props, make-up and costumes in
Soyinka’s comedies, this researcher has found out that three ‘paralinguistic’
aesthetics must be handled carefully.

The first option is a return to the published play-texts to locate Soyinka’s
suggestions and artistic impositions on the use of props, make-up and costumes
in stage instructions, For example, in Childe Internationale, Soyinka includes
details of the props and costumes needed for the performance through stage




image11.jpeg
Interpreting Soyinka’s Comedies for Theatrical Direction 63

instructions such as, “... Enters, sit down at table... he opened the
dishes...pushes the bell... picks up potato in his hand... pick up knife and fork;
knocking off a flower vase from a shelf...” (Soyinka, 1987: 1-10). Stage
instructions on the types of props are clearly mentioned in almost all his
comedies. Soyinka also describes the costumes that his characters should wear.
In The Lion and the Jewel for instance, he states:

... Sidi enters from left . . . Around her is wrapped the familiar broad cloth
which is folded just above her breasts, leaving the shoulders bare . . . Lakunle
now re-appears . . . He is dressed in an old-style English suit, threadbare but
not ragged, clean but not ironed, obviously a size or two too small. His tie is
done in a very small knot, disappearing beneath a shiny black waistcoat. He
wears twenty-three — inch — bottom trousers, and blanco — white tennis shoes
(Soyinka, 1963: 1).

Obviously, Soyinka is describing the types of costumes that Sidi (The Jewel of
Ilujinle) and Lakunle (The defeated teacher) must wear in the opening tableau
of the play tagged “Morning”. The use of make-up is not given elaborate
description in most comedies as Soyinka is quite economical with make-up
descriptions. Even so, these examples from The Trials of Brother Jero will
affirm Soyinka’s economy when it comes to make-up description:

The YOUNG GIRL crosses the stage again. She has just had her swim and the
difference is remarkable. Clean, wet, shiny face and hair. She continues to
wipe herself with her wrapper as she walks . . . BROTHER JERO has just
come in view. They all rush to help him back into the circle. He is a much
altered man, his clothes torn and his face bleeding (Soyinka, 1988: 14-24).

“The YOUNG GIRL” being referred to in the above comes to the beach “to
take a swim” and the description of her appearance is used by Soyinka to
express her beauty that entices Jeroboam. Jeroboam'’s physical state, after he is
pursued and beaten up by “the Woman”, is also vividly described by Soyinka
to express the suffering and demystification of “the man of God”.

The second option available to directors in the utilization of props, make-
up and costumes is to leave the business of props management, make-up choice
and use and costuming to their natural theatre designers (property manager/
artist, make-up artist/designer and costumier). However, this option, too has a
weakness, which is the likelihood of a clash of directorial concept and
interpretation between the director and the designers. While this option may be
affordable and artistic, props, make-up and costume use should not be left
entirely in the hands of professional designers. The director should apprise
designers of his desires on the choice of, and use of costumes, props and make-
up.

The third option is for directors to take into account inherent governing
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principles comedy as they make use of the ‘extra-linguistic’ variables of
costumes, props and make-up in their directorial interpretations.

Comedy, as a genre of drama, triumphs in exaggeration. Therefore,
prospective directors must take cognizance of the fact that all props, costumes
and make-up must be spectacular and exaggerated to create humour, wit,
laughter and sarcasm.

The Use of the Total Theatre Idiom in Soyinka’s Comedies

The total theatre performance, a drama of collective rhythm, is the essence of
African theatre. Even within its monologic theatricals, the total theatre idioms
weld many performative kernels into one unique, communicative, entertaining
and educative performance. African theatre relies heavily on the total theatre
aesthetics of dance, music and song, puppetry, acrobatic display, incantation
and invocation, mime and pantomimic dramatization and so on. All these
canons have become recurring decimals of artistry in the poetic justification of
African theatrical aesthetics. The understanding of how Wole Soyinka makes
use of some of this total theatre idiom in his comedies is also crucial in the
directorial interpretation of Soyinka’s comedies.

The indispensable total theatre idiom that Soyinka has consistently used in
almost all his plays is dance. But dance serves as a metaphor in his comedies.
Exaggerated, mocking, joyous, entertaining, educative dances and so on
advance the plot of his comedies. Dance also builds up Soyinka’s comic drama,
and serves to be as strong a medium of communication as the narrative idiom.
Soyinka loves dance so much that he has written a full length play titled 4
Dance of the Forests to celebrate the inevitability of dance in African drama.
The various dances mentioned in the play include the dance of exorcism, the
dance of welcome,the dance of Half-child, the dance of the Unwilling sacrifice,
the dance around the totem. Soyinka has used these dances to give a local
habitation and a name to his play, while at the same time using them as dramatic
tools (Maduakor, 1991: 179). All these dances are used in the play to carry
forward Soyinka’s ritual experiment, a concept that dominates most of his
tragedies. Comedy, at times, is a reflection of the absurd. As such, directors
cannot rely totally on Soyinka’s stage descriptions and prescriptions in the use
of dance and mime. They should be free to hire good choreographers so that
dance movements and rhythms can be created to weave together the comico-
satirical actions and, to mock major characters in the play and to play on
Soyinka’s comic words. These dances must be of ‘indigenous rhythm’ except
in instances of core Soyinka adaptations such as Opera Wonyosi.

In The Lion and the Jewel, dance is used as a medium of historical
recollection to dramatise past events. We have many dances in this play. The
first being “the dance of the lost Traveller”, a gradually developing set of fast
dance steps created by Soyinka for Sidi’s friends to mock Lakunle. Apart from
communal/festive dances in the play, we also have individual dances in the play
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such as those of Sidi, Lakunle, Baroka and Sadiku.

One remarkable thing about the dances in The Lion and the Jewel is that
some of them have been visualised as mime and pantomimic actions. In fact,
Soyinka’s success in this comic play, according to Eldred Durosinmi Jones, has

been his:

.. . harmonious blends of words, song, dance and mime. Soyinka’s use of
mime and dance in particular is worth some notice. Twice in the play, once to
represent the first visit of the photographer and again to represent the Bale’s
bribing of the railway surveyor, mime and dance are used structurally to recall
past events (Jones, 1973: 41).

Oyin Ogunba agrees with Eldred Jones that there are three mimes in the play.
These are; “The mimed dance” (by Sidi’s girls), “the flashback to the incident
in which Baroka bribes the white surveyor” “the dance of virility” (Ogunba,
1975: 44-6), a mockery of Baroka’s supposed ‘impotence’.

In Soyinka’s other comedies and satires such as The Beatification of Area
Boy, Kongi s Harvest, The Trials of Brother Jero, Jero'’s Metamorphosis, From
Zia, With Love, Opera Wonyosi, Madmen and Specialists, Camwood on the
Leaves and so on, various dances are used.

Music and songs, good creators of mood, are also unavoidable in Soyinka’s
plays. The melody and harmony of music are, however, crucial in Soyinka’s
comedies. In general, Soyinka’s music and songs can be divided into four
categories. The first is indigenous music and songs. Most of these songs are
written in Yoruba by Soyinka and must be sung in the core dialect of Oy6-
Yoruba. Examples from The Lion and the Jewel are:

Yokolu Yokolu. Ko ha tan bi
Iyawo gb’oko san’le
Oko yo’ke. . .

Mo te’ni. Mo te’ ni

Mo te’ni. Mo te’ni

Sun mo mi, we mo mi

Sun mo mi, fa mo mi

Yarabi lo m’eyi t’ole d’omo. . .

Tolani Tolani

T’emi ni T’emi ni

Sun mo mi, we mo mi

Sun mo mi, fa mo mi

Yarabi lo m’eyi t’o le d’omo (Soyinka 1963, 44-64).

These three songs are created for special effects. The first is Sidi’s praise of
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Baroka for winning the wrestling bout Baroka arranges to convince her that he
is still strong, agile, and like a ‘lion’. The second and third songs are songs of
love, prayer, and a prayer for children sung by Sidi beginning “come, sing to
me of seeds of children, sired of the lion stock” (Soyinka: 64). Camwood on the
Leaves also, starts with a familiar Yoruba song in the folkloric tradition:

Agbe to’ romo re d’aro o. . . olenle

Aluko t’ or’omo re g’osun o. . . olenle

Baba iyoku t’or’omo re p’agogo ide o

Awa o le taro iwo yen

K’ama a b’olu s’ere imoran. . . olenle (Soyinka, 1988, 89).

Soyinka also creates a familiar Yoruba song in Madmen and Specialists when
Iya Agba is gripped by the nostalgia for home. She sings that:

Ofe gbe wa de’le o - Ofe. . .
Ofe gbe wa de’le o — Ofe. . .
Oko epo epa i runa

Gbe wa dele o

Ofe gbe wa de’le (Soyinka: 234).

Most of these indigenous Yoruba songs are not translated into English and there
are no diacritics over or under the Yoruba written versions, which can pose
linguistic and cultural challenges to non-native directors.

The second mode of music and songs in Soyinka’s comedies and satires is
the use of English music and songs. Opera Wonyosi perhaps is a play that a
director can succeed at directing if s/he makes good use of and mastery of
English songs. It is a play in which ‘the orchestra’ must be functional throughout
the duration of the performance. In fact, the play starts with ‘the orchestra’
playing ‘Mack the knife’. The first stanza of ‘Mack the knife’ runs thus:

Now the shark has teeth like razors

And he shows them in a fight

All Mackie has is a flick-knife

And he keeps it out of sight (Soyinka: 304).

This song is followed by ‘Anikura’s song’ with the two stanzas mocking the
supposed men of God in their regalia of deceptions:

Christians smooth and sleek, wake up
Moslems in gold turbans, fake up

Now tell me you pieties

Is there one jot, bar niceties

To choose from your cozening make-up?
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You bankrupt your neighbour every day

And smother good consciences with pay

Then on Sundays and Fridays

You deny all your fun-days

And the next week resume your dirty play (Soyinka: 305).

Other songs in the play include; “Big Man Chop Cement; Cement Chop Small
Men”, “The Song of Ngh-ngh-ngh”, “Wedding Song for Polly and Mack”,
“Khaki is a Man’s Best Friend”, “Who Killed Neo-Niga?”, “The Song of Lost
Innocence”, “Jenny Leveller”, “Song of The Ruling Passion”, “It’s the Easy
Life for Me”, “The Beggars Anthems” and “Mackie’s Farewell”. There are also
short songs in the play that help to create a good mood for the dramatic
celebration of Opera Wonyosi. From Zia, With Love, The Beatification of Area
Boy, Kongi's Harvest, The Trials of Brother Jero and Jero’s Metamorphosis
also have English songs.

The third mode of music and songs in Soyinka’s comedies is his use of
chants and chorus. Chanting, invocation and incantation are primarily African
performance resources and communication modes between the living and the
dead. Soyinka makes use of chants and chorus for dramatic effect and emphasis.
In The Lion and the Jewel, for example, Sidi leads the following chant, which
is chorused by her girls to mock Lakunle in the “game of idiots” in the play:

You are dressed like him

You look like him

You speak his tongue

You think like him

You’re just as clumsy

In your Lagos ways —

You’ll do for him (Soyinka, 1963: 14).

The Prisoners, too, in From Zia, With Love chant to mock the warders:

Prisoners: Oga warder, Oga warder!
Oga warder, Oga warder!
Craw-craw warder, Oga warder
Sobia warder, Oga warder
Jedi-jedi warder, Oga warder
Gonorrhea warder, Oga warder
Appolo warder, Oga warder
Syphilis warder, Oga warder
Leprosy warder, Oga warder
Akuse warder, Oga warder. . . (Soyinka, 1992: 22)
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Madmen and Specialists, The Trials of Brother Jero, Jero’s Metamorphosis,
Kongi's Harvest also employ chants as does The Beatification of Area Boy in
the highly melodious “I love dis Lagos celebrating Lagos:

Minstrel: I love dis Lagos, I no go lie
Na inside am I go live and die
I know my city, I no go lie
E fit in nation like coat and tie
When Lagos belch, the nations swell
When the nation shit, na Lagos dey smell,
The river wey flow for Makurdi market
You go find it in deposit for Lagos bucket (Soyinka, 1994: 17).

The fourth mode of music and songs in Soyinka’s comedies is the lyric-related
dialogue, which the director can convert into songs by instructing the characters
to sing or chant them. For example, the following lines which Sidi delivers,
while talking to girls and Lakunle in The Lion and Jewel, can be turned into

song:

Sidi: If that is true, then I am more esteemed
Than Bale Baroka
The Lion of Ilujinle
This means that I am greater than
The fox-of the undergrowth,
The living good among men. . . (Soyinka, 1963: 11).

Also, Baroka’s lines, mocking Lakunle in the same play, can be turned into
song:

Baroka: Guru morin guru morin, ngh-hn!
That is
All we get from ‘alakowe’. You call at his house
Hoping he sends for beer but all you get is
Guru morin. . . (Soyinka: 16).

Many of such lines and dialogue abound in The Trials of Brother Jero, Jero's

Metamorphosis and these lines from Minister of Health (one of the Inmates of

the General Cell) in From Zia, With Love will have a comic effect if turned into
song or chanted:

Health: Everybody skin here craw-craw. De one wey no get craw-craw, ‘e

get beri-beri. De one wey no get beri-beri, € get kwashi-okor, e

get jedi-jedi. De one wey no get jedi-jedi. . . (Soyinka, 1992: 21).

Songs can also be improvised, adapted or borrowed from the long and endless
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African culture routed in myth, ethics, legend, folklore, tradition and general
cultural songs. Contemporary lyrics and songs should also be used while
considering the aesthetics of music in Soyinka’s comedies. Traditional
instruments and equipment should be used for traditional songs while modern
instruments and equipment must serve as accompaniments to English and
modern songs for effects.

Jones (1973), Ogunba (1975), Gibbs (1986) and Iji (1993) have expressed
the ubiquitousness of music in Soyinka’s plays. Oyin Ogunba asserts that:

In The Lion and the Jewel. . . the playwright brings in a wider range of
musical instruments including the percussion sticks of prisoners and the full
ensemble of bata and dundun drummings of the marriage festivities to give
colour to the performance. . . (Ogunba, 1975: 54).

Gibbs (1986: 14) also reflects on Soyinka’s recorded music, social and satirical
sketches arguing that Soyinka’s “agit-prop sketches which followed Rice
Unlimited: namely Festac 77, The Green Revolution, Ethical Revolution and
Abuja, known collectively as Priority Projects” call attention to the Nigerian
nation’ impending collapse. These songs, to borrow Gibbs words, “used
spectacle, simple dialogue, pungent lyrics and attractive music to draw attention
to the corruption, mismanagement and hypocrisy in the country (Gibbs: 14).

In Ngugi wa’ thiong’0’s Decolonising the Mind, song, dance and mime are
described as “the real language of language theatre(Wa thiong’o, 1981: 34-62).
All these performance modes weld themselves together into total theatre and
are dominant in most of Soyinka’s comedies.

Note

1 The theatrical affinity between Soyinka and the travelling theatre practitioners
was evident during “A Forum and Exhibition: 25 years of the Operatic Theatre
Movement, 1945-1970” in November, 1970 at the Trenchard Hall of the
University of Ibadan.
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Comedy, ‘an unserious play’ within the human psyche, transforms into a
parable in theatre paradoxically serving as a humorous, ridiculing, chastising,
lampooning, caustic, corrosive and corrective, didactic and dialectical
instrument. In this essay, I will examine core directorial issues and factors
involved in interpreting Wole Soyinka’s comedies for theatrical direction with
a view to providing information to those wishing to direct them.

Soyinka’s Theatre Ideology/Vision

e

Wole Soyinka’s Drama/Theatre Vision

ity with

oruba traveling theatre troupes.
mic and moral

*s socio-political

Western and Christian
education
Communal rites, ritual and
festivals
Oglin, the Yoruba
god of iron
Individual disposition to life

Romance and fraterni

Tragedies Comedies Satires

—— . AN

On ideology, Soyinka, in his “Ideology and the Social Vision: The Religious
Factor” and “Ideology and the Social Vision: The Secular Ideal” has
consistently spoken of ‘a social vision’, ‘a visionary vision’ and ‘secular
vision’. (Soyinka, 1976: 64-5).The multi-religious nature of African societies
informs Soyinka’s conclusion that “the secular vision in African creative




