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This study is a critical analysis of two Yoruba (Nig erian) dramatic texts which

have been re-worked from fifth-eentury Greek tragedies: Ola Rotimi ' s TheGods Are

Not To BlatnL from Sophocles' Oedipus RD andWa le Soyinka 's ~ Boa:hae 01

Euripitks : A Communion Rile from Euripides' &u:c/uJe. Although there are

similarities between the ancien t Greek and Yoruba myths and rituals , the purpose of

this study is to establish that the essential link:between Greek traged y and modem

Nigerian drama is the influenceof western educatio n imposed by the British during

colonization and to demonstrate that the Nigerian adaptations of canonized western

texts are signifi cant within the context of postcolonial discourse and modem African

drama.

Following the preface , there is a brief discussion of aspects of posteolonialism,

the British slave ~e and colonization as reflected in the ideo logical structure of

imperial expansion and the eurocenaic assumptions written in history and literature.

The next two chapters exami ne the plays individually with referen ces to their Greek

original s and the ancient African myths that provide the cultural environ ment for the

plays. Appropriate biographical information on Ola Re timi and Wale Soyi.n.k:a help

establish ways in wwch western education influenced their writing and provide the

socio-poli tical contex t within which the plays were writte n.

The study conclu des that the re-writing and re-inte rpreting of fifth-century

Greek: tragedies, which formed the models for western dramatic an forms. contri bute



to distinctive discursive practices aimed at challenging and interrogatin g eurocen tric

ideologies while authenticating and valorizing pre-colonial Nigerian history and

culture. The transformation of ancient Greek originals by modem Nigerian

playwrights show bow the colonial language and cultural heritage which were usedas

tools of oppression could be used paradoxically as instruments to undennine and resist

that oppression. Postcolonial discourse is marked by this irony .
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PREFACE

Dissimilar in most respects. william Shakespeare's Tbe Tempest, Danie l

Defoe 's Robinson Crusoe and JosephConrad's Bean of Darknessshare one thing in

co mmon ; all can be defined as representative o f what has been categorized as

colonialist literature. All reflect a certain way of thinking and writing abou t indigenous

blacks. specifically Africans . The fictional presentation of blacks in European

literature. which coincided with the Europeanslave trade and colonization of Africa.

helped create the myth of the Dark Continent and the inferiority of the negroid in

co ntras t to the ca ucasian race . For exampl e. Prospera and Caliban in The Tempest

havebecomethe archetypes of the master and slavedialectics of the west ; Crusoe's

attem pt to tame the wild land . andMan Friday 's status as cannibal within it. further

intensifies the differences between the civilized white master and the black: savage; and

Conrad' s readers are taken into the very heart of dar kness in the African continent

where darkness is synonymous with evil and Africans are reduced to the subhuman

standardof beasts . The scientific: and philosophical speculations of such men as

Darwin. Hume and Kant reinforced the euroc entric assumptions prevalent at the time.

The distinct dicho tomy between whi te and black, good and evil , master and slave,

civilized and savage, cultured andprimitive was established and its subsequent

dialecti cs continued to permeate literary texts and academic insti tutions . Europe

became the imperial centre, the continent of the superior master race with all its

patriarcba.l, hierarchical values; non-Europeans. particularly those of African. Indian .
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and Caribbean descen t, remained at the periphery as the anti -thesis o f Europe , the

inferio r "other: with all its connotations of savagery .

Of equal significance is the response to eurocen tric ideo logies written in history

and me fictional representation of blacks in eighteenth and nineteenth century western

texts ; it is a phenomeno n now defined as postcolonial literature. Unde rgird ing such

literary discourse are the constructs of postcolonial theory which challenges and

interrogates colonialist assumptions about the history and culture of the colonized.

Colonizati on , like slavery, involved the destruction and deliberate undervaluing of a

people's dignity and culture while consciously elevating and propagating those of the

colonizer. In seeking to undo eurocen tricism, postcolonial writers emphasize that the

colonized had a rich culture and history prior to European domination. The purpose of

postcolonial discourse is to abo lish all distinctions between the imperial centre and the

periphery as well as other binaries which still remain as the legacy of coloniali sm.

Postco lonial literature is evidenced by the revising, rewriting and. reformulating

of western texts in ways that challen ge, interrogate and re-eval uate the assumptions

wrinen into European literature. For examp le, 1. M. Coetzee in Foe and Wailing f or

dle Barbarians subverts Crusoe's concept of empire building and the violen ce against

the innocent associated with tunin g me native. Cbinua Achebetells a different storyof

impe ri.alism and the missionary enterprise from the African ' s perspective in Things

Fall Apart and Arrow of God. In portraying a pre-colonial African worldview.

postcolonial fictional writers re-presen t Africansas intelli gent and rati onal and
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operating within complex organizedsocial and religious systems .

The imposition of the European ' s language and the naming of the slaves and

the colonized were integral to the meow colonization of the Africans . By replacing

the indigenous languag es, the Europeans redefined the languages of the co lonized as

meanin gless and uncivilized. Since language has been used as a tool to oppress and

denigrate the co lonized , in the same way, it is being utilized as an instrument of

resistance and liberation as part of the dcco lonization process . Like Prospera' s Caliban

who uses the language he was forced to learn from his master to curse, postcoloaial

write rs who are unable to write in their mother-ton gue beca use they were indoc trinated

at an early age are manipulating the European languages in such a way as to serve

their own purposes. Many writers satirize the stereotypical white imperialist:and

miss ionary; utilize Pidgin English, an adulterated form of the Queen 's Englis h; and

incorpo rate indigenous words, proverbs and idioms that valorize the pre-colonial

history and culture of the colonized . Western education in the colonies coupled with

the knowledge of the colonizer 's language , which accompanied the imperial enterprise,

have been employed by pos tcolonial writers as a source of empowerment in their fight

against eurocentricism.

A criti cal study of The GodsAre' Not To B~, Ola Rotimi 's transformation of

Soph ocles ' Oedipus Ra and The~ ofEuripitks: A Communion Rilt!, wole

Soyinka 's tran sformation of Euripides' Bacchaerev eals that they contribute to

distinctive discursive practices aimed at subverting colonialism. Just as the Gree k
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originals were charged with ideological meaning s in the ways they were taught to the

Africans , so these adaptations, when re-interpreted within the African cul ture, are re

vitalized and given new meaning . The study is cons tructed on the proposition that

languag e and power are inseparable and that literature provides an open site for an

examination of this relationship. The dramatic texts of Rotimi and Soyinka are based

on the reality that ideology is produced throug b language and by changing language

ideology can in tum be forced into new directions . Although both plays are written

and performed in English. the playwrigh ts have deliberately transformed and re

interpreted the plot to lend authenticity and legitimac y to their African history and

culture . By incorporating pre-co lonial African myths and rituals, the dramatists

provi de an ethnocentric fram ework: for their plays. A discourse 00 the existence of an

indigenous African culture prior to co lonization is vi tal to an understan ding and

appreciation of significant aspects of modem African drama. Such a study is relevant

to the ever-increasin g scholarty attempts to define African literature within the context

of current tnn.sfonnarions in colonialist literary forms.
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CHAPTER 1 • INTRODUCTION

Postc olooiaJ Theory and tbe Rewriting oCCano nized Western Texts

ApolIcx1orus records an ancient Greek myth about Philomela and her sister,

Procne, daughters of Pandion . king of Athens. In return for assistin g him during the

war against Thebes . Pandion gives Procnein marriage to the Thracian king, Tereus.

After a few years, Tereus goes to Athens to bring Philomela to Th.raceon the pretence

that Procae was dead . On their arrival, Tereus rapes Philo mela and cuts off her

tongue to prevent ber from revealing what happened . However . Philomela finds out

that Procne is alive and co mmunicates with her by weaving a tapestry depictin g her

violation (ill.nv.S) .t Centuries later , in 1986. 1. M. Coetzee rewrites Defoe's

Robinson Crusoe in a novel entitled Foe, in which the character , Friday , is a slave

who has been castrated. and his tonguecut off . Friday 's owners attempt to teach him

to write English words . but instead of imitating the letters . be writes rows and rows of

the letter 0 tightly packed together like a stone wall (152 ).2

Although in differen t ways, the characters of Philom ela and Friday symbolize

the resistance to violence and liberation from a dominating power . While Philomela

exposesTereus' violence which freesher from her condemnation to silence, Friday,

by refusing to write: like his masters, resists being formed into their image or being

drawn in to their mode of representation. Instead, he uses the ability to write tha t he

hasacquired as a means of creating his own images. Coetzee reverses one of the

dominant motifs of the topes • Philomela -speaks - despite her -silencing - - Friday



refuses to , because to do so is to accept me domination of his oppressors. The issue of

attempting to silence me oppre ssed or victimized and their resistance to oppression,

which runs throughout legends , myths and folk-tilles , also permeate the history of

slavery , co 1oniz3.tion and aparth eid . Since it is noconl y through violen t military

conquest that people are subjugated, but also thro ugh languag e, postcolonial theory

demonstrates how language can be used as a means of resisting that oppression. This

chapter explores how postcolonial theory interrogates a certain western way of

lhinking and writing that perpetu.a.tescolonial ideo logies about the ltistory and culture

of the colonized, and how a rewriting of canonized texts subverts such ideo logies.

Beginning with me sixteenth-century British slave trade , I shall present a brief

overview of eurocentric ideo logies, which were well ingrained in me European 's mind

long before colonization. and I shall discuss resistance asan emancipa tory project of

postcOlonialism.

The term postco lonial and its variant forms (postcolonialism. posteoloniality)

have recently gained curre ncy in academic institutions and have become the subject of

conferences and seminars. Postco lonial theory and cri ticism have featured as special

topics in such literary journals andperiodicalsas Criricallnquiry. txocrma,

Kunapipi , Mtx1em Drama. PML4.. Social Tar. Thearn Jounuzl, and Yale French

Studies. Postcolonial as an adjective has been attached to a number of nouns : ' aura '

(Arli Dirlik) , 'condi tion' (linda Hutcheon), ' cri tic ' (Gayatri Spivak) , 'in rellectual '

(Edward Said), in addition to the frequently used , "discourse, ' ' studies ,' and ' theory . '



Postcolonial theory comprises the discourse of the m.u:gin/periphery with

reference to the centre , but what exactly is postcOlonialism ? Kwame Anth ony Appiah

asks , "Is the Post- in Postmodem the Post- in the Postcolonial?" And an equally

provocative question is thaI of AnnamariaCaru si, "Po st, Post and Post . Or, Where is

Sou th African Literature in All This?· Vijay Mishra and Bob Hodge in their essay

-What is Post (-) coloniallsmf " remind us that the 1989 edi tion of the Oxfo rd English

Dictionary does not give pest-colonialism (hyphenated) an independ ent entry. Instead ,

it "exlsts alongs ide other compou nds [with the prefix 'pcst- ' ] such as post -adolescent,

post-cognitive , post-coital and so on - (276) . In 1994 , Columbia University Press

published a compilation of essay s in Colonial Discourse and Post-Co lonial Theory : A

lUathr , edited by Patrick Wtlliams and Laura Chrisman. Other texts include :

Onemalism and 1M Postcolonial PrediCturleTU. edited by Caro l A. Breckenridge and

Peter van der Veer (1993), Michael Harris ' Oursiders and Insiders: Perspectives of

Third World Culture in British and Post-Colonial Fictio n ( 1992) and Post-Colonial

English Drama: Commonwealm DramaSince 1960. edi ted by Broce King (1992) .

Wha t then is postccloeial theory and why is it significan t to the adapta tion and

rewriting of western texts?

Although there are geo-political, historical and theoretical amb igui ties inherent

in the term postco lonial , it is usedto identify a type of theoretical discourse that

interrogates and challenges eurocentric assumptions written in history and literature. In

The Empi re Writu Back.: lMory and Practice in Pcm-eolonial Literatures, Bill



Ashcroft. Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tlffin use the term postcolonial to "cover all the

culture affected by the imperial process from the mamou of colonization to the

presen t day- (2) . This raises the question about whether one single term can represent

all the culture affected by the imperial process . Such a universalizing and totalizin g

definition seems to render the term inadequate . Ella Shohat in her "Notes on the

Postco lonial- suggests :

Positioning Australia and India., for example, in relation to an imperial
center, simply because they were both colonies. equates the relations of
the colonized white-settlers to the Europeans at the -centre- with that of
the colonized indigenous populations to the Europeans. It also assumes
that white settler coun tries and emergin g Third World nations broke
away fro m the "ceatre" in the same way . Similarly, white Australians
and Aboriginal AusaaIians are placed in the "periphery." as though
they were co-habitatants (sic) vis-a-vis the "centre" (102).

There are obviou s political , historical and cultural differences between white- settler

colonies such as Australia. New Zealand and Canada. and colonies in Africa and

India. Colonization in coun tries such as Kenya and South Africa where European

settlers took possession of the land is different from countries like Nigeria and Ghana.

Furthermore , the colonizer/colonized relationship of the francophone colonies is unlike

that of the angl opbone colonies. The French colony of Algeria is not "postcolonial" in

the same way as Hong Kong, which will be independen t of Britain in 1997 . The

variou s colonized countries differ in race , nationali ty, langua ge and the way that they

were co lonized and governed. However . desp ite the differences. there are some

similari ties betw een the litera ture produced by those whose lives were affected by the



colonial process .3

The use of the term, postcoloaialism , as a ·singular, ahistorica1 abstraction"

has been questioned by Anne McClintoc k:in "Pitfalls of the Term 'Post -Colonialism ;"

I am not convin ced that one of the most important emergin g areas of
intellectual and political enquiry is best served by inscribing history as a
single issue. Just as the singular category "woman " has been
discredited as a bogus universal for feminism , incapable of
distinguishing between the varied histories and imbalances in power
among women , so the singular category "pest-colonial " may license too
readily a panoptic tendency to view the globe within generic
abstractions voided of political nuance (86) .

If postcolonial is empl oyed. to define a single, universal categ ory , "the postcolonial, "

the term. has failed. to take into consi derati on Ibe multip lici ty of locations and cultures

that have beenaffected by the imperial process. Evenwi thin the category of

postcolonial Intellectuals, thereare the resident and diasporic inrellectUa1s; and within

the diasporic, then: are those who migrated , those forced into exile , and those with or

withou t First World citizenship. If their resistance to Europeando mination is reflected

in their literature. can their counter-discursive practices be considered postcolonial , in

spite of their differences? For example, the metaphors of "house. " "bomelessness,"

and ·hybridi ty,· which symbolize the effects of colonization, are evident in the

Trinidadian Sam Selvoo's Mosa Asanding, Asian-born Anita Desai ' s Fire 011 eM

Mountain, and white South African J . M. Coetzee's Waiting f or the Barbarians.4

McC lintock: is also concerned that the term posteolonialism marks history as a

"series of stages along an epocba1 road from 'the pre-colonial, ' to ' the colonial , ' to



' the post-colonial' . . . • (85), signalling a commitmen t to linear time and the idea of

"develop ment" which it sets out (0 dismantle . Since it directly affected over eighty

percent of the world, colonization as a bistorical marker is of great importance in

political global relations. As Gayatri Spivak emphasizes in 1M:Pose-Colonial Critic:

11Uervi~, Seralegies and Dialogues , one canno t ignore the last few centuries of the

historical impact of colonization and other forms of European domination which

continue to exis t (69. 70, ISO). Moreover , far from bein g j ust a commiuneru to linear

time , postcolonial theoey, in joining the anti-co lonial and feminis t struggle, goes back

to interrogate hieracchical and parriarchalvalues embedded in eurocentricism, and

exp lore the continuities and ruptures betweenthe discursive formations in relation to

teaching English literature in current institutions of learning.S

The prefix 'post' in the term postcolonial bas created a reaso n for contention

among those who understan d it to be synooymous with post-independence. The fact

thaI some colonies have beenofficiall y declared independent of imperial rule does not

mean the end of colonization. The political and economi c whee ls of the colonial

masters are still turning . Old colonial structures are replicated in forms of neo

co lonialism . For example. Nigeria gained independence from Britain in 1960 but there

wasextensi ve colonial involvement leading up to the civil war in 1967 and Nigeria is

still economically , and in other ways. dependent on Britain . After providing military

aid that fuelled the seven -year civil war in Zimbabwe, in 1979 , Britain presided over

the Lancaster House Agree ment which gave the white minority in Zimbabwe the right



to own one-third of the land .

While using the prefix -post.- the term poStCOlonial must not be understood as

exclusively denoting the period after coloaization. In the Introductio n EO the Jan uary

1995 special topic issue of PML1 on "Co lonialism and the Postcolonial Condi tion , •

linda Hutcheon asserts :

Of me man y meanin gs amibuted EO post, two have emerged as
em blematic of me dynami cs of cul tural resistance and retentioc. On the
one hand , post is Eaken to mean "after, - "becauseof, • and even
unavoidably "inclusive of' the colonial: on me other , it signifies more
explicit resistance and opposition, Ute anti-colonial (10).

How effecti ve is postccloeial theory as a form of resistance and opposition?

Postcolonial theory, Ehrougha re-reading and revising of colonialist texts, challenges

and subverts colonial ideologies written in history and literature . The Empire Writes

Back sugg ests that" [t]he concern of postmod erni st writers and post-struc turalist critics

to dismantle assum ptions about language and textuality and to stress me importance of

ideological construction in social -textual relations finds echoes in postco lonial texts-

(165). Gyan Prabsb, in 'Postcolonial Criticism and Indian Historiography,· argues:

One of the distinct effects of the recent emergence of postcolonial
criticism hasbeen to force a radical re-thinking and re-fonnulation of
forms of knowledge and social identities authored and authorized by
colonialism and western domination. For this reason , it has also created
a ferm ent in me field of knowledge. This is not to say that coloniali sm
and its legacies remained unquestioned until recen tly: nationalism and
marxism come immediately to mind as powerful challen ges to
co lonialism. But both of these operated with master- narrati ves that put
Europe at the cen tre •. .. Recent postco lonial criticism, on the other
hand , seeks to undo me Eurocen tricism prod uced by me institutio n of
the west 's trajecto ry , its appropriation of the other as History (8) .



Even mough postcolonial theory interrogates co lonialist assumptions. it is eviden t thar

eurocentric ideo logies were fonnuIated and disseminated long before coloniza tion.

The domination of other nations by the western world did not begin with the

1884 Bertin Conference which stipulated that Europeans could own whatever territory

in Afri ca they oc:cupied ;6 the period of European slave trade had already seen the

do mination of one nation over another . Different fonns of slavery had existed long

before the full-scale transatlan tic slave trade. Enslaving the enemy that had been

defeated in battle waspracticed by the Egyptians , Greeks and Romans. Europeans

were enslaved by the Byzantines and Moslems. Domestic slavery wasan acceptab le

way o f life for many people around the world, including some African tribes. It was a

co mmon practice for slavery to be used as a fonn of puni shment for crimes invo lving

death; and for the credi tor to enslave the debtor and/or his relati ves as collateral until

the debt was paid. Eric R. Wolf , in Europeand rhe People Wirhour Hutory , sugges ts

that during the time prio r to the European slave trade "slavery wasclearl y color-blind

(195) . Emphasis was IlQ( placed on racial origin per se; howev er , the Europeanslave

trade was definitely different in scope and bad far reaching effects on the Africans that

were enslaved and their culture. Britain' s lucrative enterprise in trading humans began

in 1562 when, acco rding to Claude George in 1M Rise of British Wesr Africa, Captain

John Hawkins' first shipment of three-hundrcd slaves left Sierra Leone in West Afri ca

for the West Indies.7 The majority of African slaves were shipped under deplorable

conditions to the West Indian islandsand the Americas to work in the sugar and cotton



plantations and the co ffee plantations in Brazil; otherswere used as do mestic slaves in

England.8 Slave labour sustained the industry and increased Britain ' s wealth .

In Three Blade Wriren in Eighreetuh Q nrury England , Francis Adams and

Barry Sanden record the biograph y and writings of three: slaves and their resistance to

slavery . One of these slaves. Ottabah Cugoano , who was born in 1757, was kidnapped

as a child and sold into slavery .9 He wasgiven the English name, John Stewart,

taken to the West Indies and eventually brought to England. Having learn ed English,

he wri tes a book condemnin g slavery enti tled Thoug1u:s and Sennmous on rite Evil and

WicUd Traffic of eM Slavtry and Commerce of eM Humanspecies ( 1787) . He

constructs his political and philosophical arguments in the writing style of the

eighteenth cen tury. Since be hadheard slave traders j ustify their business by making

referen ces to the bible. be also referred to God 's love and other appropriate biblical

passages that denounced slavery . In other words, he uses his master 's tool in his

attempt to dismantle his master ' s house .

Cugoano writes about the degrading and sub-human fashion in which

Europeans treated and spokeabout blacks . He demonstrates that the behaviour of the

Engli sh slave traders was worse than that of the slaves whom they regard as beasts:

None but men of the most brutish and depra ved nature, led on by the
invidious influence of infernal wickedness. could have made their
settlements in the different parts of the world discovered by them , and
have treated the various Indian nations, in the manner that the barbarous
inh uman Europeans have done ; and their establishing and canying on
that most dishooest.. unjust and diabolical traffic: of buying and selling,
and of enslavin g men, is such a monstrous, audacious and unparalleled
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wickedness, that the very idea of it is shocking, and the whole nature of
it is horrible and infernal (81) .

Cugoano made his appeal on humanitarian, theological and economic grounds. If

Africans were allowed to live freely. they could still produce the raw materials; they

could also buy manufactured goods which would boost Britain 's economy. Although it

is not known what impact Cugoano had on the abolition of slavery. it is important to

note how he articulated his resistance to slavery . In 1807 . twenty yean after his book

waspublished. slave trade was abolished but the practice of slaverycarried on well

into the following dcc:ades. The freed blacks in England, who werereferred to as the

"white man's burden,-lO were transported in overcrowded ships under terrible

conditions to populate the colonies in West Africa. By this time, the British had

alreadyextended their empire to include their trading posts in the Gambia. the Gold

Coast (Ghana), Nigeria and Siena Leone; the Berlin Conference just made their

occupation official .

The oppressed, like Cugoano, reversed the political and philosophical

arguments that the British used to validate slavery, as resistance against slavery. Such

arguments had a powerful impact on the British authorities. Contrary to the philosophy

of the Europeans, these slaves proved that they were capable of learning and

reasoning, just like intelligent human beings. However, although the slaves were

emancipated. it was evident from colonization that the Europeans still considered them

morally . mentally and physically inferior.
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The period of formal colonization began in the late eighteenth andearly

nineteenth centuries with the British setting up schools, churc hes and government

administra tions . Each British co lony was divided up arb itraril y into smaller secti ons

ruled by British district officers. Since the colonizers' aims were to "civilize" the

natives , the administrators hired local men whom they taugh t to help enforce the

British rules of conduct. These local men , called district interpreters. were placed in a

position of po wer and usedas sycopbantswhich alienated the m from theirco mmunity.

Th us, the hierarchical syste m, patterned after the great chain of being that placed non

whites on the lower rung next to the beasts . wasestablished and maintained .

Not only werechildren removed phys ically from their homes and cultural

environment to attend British -run schools. but they were indoctrinated in the European

language and culture. They were taught British history . geography. and most

importantly, they were taught that the whites were superior. The children were given

English names which alienated them furthe r from their history since the naming of a

child in the African culture has great significance to ancestral connections and the

ownership of land . Iden tifyin g with the traditions of the master and speaking the

master's language were an integral part of the colonizing process. For the British

colonies. English becam e the official language for conducting business and

gove rnmen t tran sac tions. Ngu gi wa Thiong 'o asse rts in Decolonising 1MMind: The

Politicsof Languagein African Luerarure:

Co lonia.l..ism ••• involved two aspects of the same process: the
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desttuctioo. or the deliberate undervaluing of a people's culture . their
art. dances . religions. Ilistory, geography, ed ucati on, orarure and
literature. and the conscious elevation of me language of the colonizer.
The domination of a people' s language by the language of the
colonizing nations wascrucial to the domination of the mental universe
of the colonized (16).

Language as a means of communication is also a carrier of culture. If a people' s

language is replacedby a more dominant one, then. the tendency is for the dominant

culture to take precedence in that society . As pan of the colonizing process, the

Bri tish enforced their languag e and literature which perpetuated the inferiority of the

colonized . The authors of 1M:Empire Writes &Jet suggest:

It can be argued thai: the studyof English and the growth of empire
proceeded from a single ideological climate and thaI the development of
the one is intrinsically boun d up wi th the dev elop ment of the o ther, both
at the level of simple utility (as propaganda for instance) and at me
unconscious level where it leads to the naturalizingof constructed
val ues (eg . civilizati on, humanity, etc .) which, converse ly , estab lished
'savagery' . 'nati ve ' . ' primitive' . as their anti thesis and as the object of a
reforming zeal (3) .

Gauri Visw anathaD echoes a similar relatioaship between the teaching of English and

the co lonization of India in Masks of Conquest: Uurary Study and British Ruk in

India. She demonstrates bow the British colonial control depended00 western

knowledg e which fostered "cultural hegemon y, ethical absolutism, (and] cen tralized

auth ority, - (74) to which all Indians were subjec ted . While the study of Engli sh was a

mean s of imposing foreign power , its widesp read usage pro vided a means of

co mm unication among the diverse tribal groups . For exam ple , according to lmzgU4g~

Survey in Mg~ria , the resul ts of a 1979 study by Bede Osaji, Nigeria has abou t 368
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linguistic groups . The people who occupiedthe land prior to European inausi on must,

however , have communicated because they interacted and traded with each other .

Whether in blatan t or subtle ways, ideas that elevated the European 's

worldview at the expense of the non-European permeated colonialist texts. The

colonized were mis- or re-presented as the antithesis of civilized Europe. the inferio r

'other ' with all its connotations of savagery. In his essay . "Manichean Allegory: The

Function of Racial Difference in Colonialist Literature, " Abdu1 1anMohamed asserts

that the English texts were used to justify imperial control and the exploitation of the

colony's resources:

[f such literature can demonstrate that the barbarism of the native is
irrevocable. or at least very deeply ingrained. then the European 's
attempt to civilize him can continue indefinitely . the exploitation of his
resources can proceed without hinderance. and the European can persist
in enjoying .a position of moral superiority (62).

This wasthe process of colonizing the mental universe of the natives while reinforcing

the supremacy of the European.

In his essay on "victorians and Africans: The Genealogyof me Myth.of the

Dark:Continent, .. Patrick Brantlinger analyzes several texts to delineate the

development and establishmen t of the myth that Africa is the dark:continent. He bases

his discussion on the theory of discourse"as strategies of power and subjection.

inclusion and exclusion, the voiced and silenced" (166). Brantlinger argues that the

imperiali st ideology produced the Dark Continent myth. which wasdeveloped and

maintainedduring the slave trade and the partitioning of Africa;
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As pan of a larger discourse about empire , it [the myth} was shaped by
political and economic pressures andalso by a psychology of blaming
the victi m through which Europeans projected many of their own
darkest impulses onto Africans. The product of me transition - or
transvaluation - from abolitionism to imperialism, the myth of the Dark
Continent defined slavery as the offspring of tribal savagery and
portrayed white explorers and missionaries as the leaders of a christian
crusade that would vanquis h the forces of darkness .•_. When the tain t
of slavery fused with sensational reports about cannibalism, witc hcraft.
and apparently shameless sexual customs , Victorian Africa emerg ed
drapedin that pall of darkness that the Victorians themselves accepted
as reality (198).

The association of Africa with darkness is eviden t in numero us colonialist texts which

were wide ly circulated in Europe and in the colonies . Postco lonial theory challenges

this white mythology that has beenaccepted as a universal reality.

Like Cugoano , a number of the African intellectuals in the twentieth century

resisted the eurocentric discourse of domination . The West Indian poet , Aime Cesaire,

coined the word Negritude but Africans . like Uopold Sedar Senghor and Amilcar

Cabral , played major roles in the NegrillJdemovement by writing essays and poe try

emphasizing their iden tity . The philosophy of NegriCUth.developed by colonized

francopbone Africans, emptlasized the recognition of the culture and dignity of the

African in an effort to gain social and political liberation from colonization. In An

lmroauaton to War African Lueranee , Olade le Taiwo cites Leopold Senghor's speech

at the founding of the Negritude movement

They (the colonizers ] esteemed that we (the colonized] had neither
invented, nor created , nor written , nor sculptured, nor paintednor sung
anything . To set our own and effective revolution , we had first to put
o ff our borrowed dresses , those of assimilation and affirm our being,
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that is our nig1'i1utU •...• For our nigl"irutU to be an effective
instrument of liberation, instead of a section of a museum, we had to
shake off the dust andassert it in the international movement of the
con temporary world (45) .

Colonization. more so for the francophone than lhe anglophone Africans. meant a total

assimilation of western culture, physically and mentally dominating their language .

lifestyle and values. Senghor and his pioneers tried to validate the worth of the Negro .

but by doing so , placed the African in an inferior position to the European. Frantz

Fanon , influenced by Marxist ideology . attacked the philosophy of Nigritutk as a

concept to create black self-coesciousoess. He advocated.a more aggressive means of

decolonization and nationalliberation. I1

NigrituLk did not of itself make a radical break from the ideo logy of French.

and by extension European, colonization; however . it prepared the way for

anglo phone African intellectuals ' increasing awareness of nationalism and the

apprecia tion for their own indigenous culture , one which was intensified during the

fight for independence from European rule . Nig ritutk was a product of French

theorizing and ideology and some anglophone African intellectuals cri ticized its

reliance on the essential binary nature of the western philosophical tradi tion . Wale

Soyinka 's argument against the racistphilosopby of NigrifUtiL , particu1ar1y his

comm ent on 'tigritude,' has been misinterpreted as an attack against African

Nationali sm. Soyinka put the record sttaigbt at the Berlin Conference for African

writers in 1964; in Neo-African Lueranee, lanheinz Jabn records Soyinka' s taped response:
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The point is this that , to quote what I said fully. I said: "A tiger does
not proclaim his t igritude , he pounces. " in other words: a tiger does not
stand in the forest and say: -I am a tiger. " When you passwhere the
tiger has walked before . you see the skeleton of the duiker, you kno w
that some tigritude hasbeenemanatedthere. en other words: the
distinction which I wasmakingat this conference ( in Kampala..Uganda .
1962) wasa purdy literary one: [ was trying to distin guish between
propaganda and true poetic creativity (265-266) . 12

Despite its deficiencies. Negritude , like Nationalism and Marxism. wasa step in the

right direction in the fight against European colonization. 13

Postco lonial literature has beenregarded as a replacement or substitute for

Third World. Commonwealth, or (New) Literatures in English. The term, Third

World, was coined in the fifties in France by analogy to the third estate, the

commonen who were neither nobility nor clergy. The term is widely usedin academic

lnstinmons, and in social and political contex ts. parti cularly in reference to anti -

co lonial natiooal liberation movements . Third World carries with it the connotation o f

inferio rity as it is usually associated with the state of being underdeveloped and/o r

underprivileged. It also supports the European hierarc hical system with its binaries of

First WorldlTbird World anddeveloped/underdeveloped which places such concepts in

fixed positions. The notion of First Wortdflbird World does not take into acco unt the

changing global relations in which , for example, the Third Wor ld Arab countries have

First World economic power nor the Third World national who hasFirst World

citizenship.

"Commonwealth Literature" emerged in the sixti es to descri be Britain ' s both
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white and non-white colonies. The term , Commonwealth, was already ideologically

nuanced because Britain as the head of the Commonwealth was assuming a cultural

domina tion of politically independent ex-colonies. Furthermore . what came to be

named Commonwealth Literature or (New) Literatures in Engli sh , did not include

British literature (nor those from other European countries) , thereby continuing the

distinction between the periphery and the centre . In "Posr-cclcnial Literatures and

Counter-Discourse," Helen Tiffin recommends the advantages of the term

postco lonial:

(l] f the impul se behin d all pest-colonial literatures is seen to be counter
discursive, and it recognised that such strategies may take many forms
in different cultures. I think we havea more satisfactory model thanany
loose national grouping based OIl felt m.a.rginality can offer, and one
which perhaps avoids some of the pitfalls of earlier collective models or
paradigms. Moreover. sucb a model can account for the am biguous
position of say. whi te Australians, who, though still colonised by
Europeand European ideas . are themselves the col onisers of the
Aboriginal inhab itan ts. In this model all post-invasion Abori ginal
writing and orature might be regarded as co unter-disc ursiv e to a
dominant'Australian disco urse ' and beyond that again to its European
progenitor (20) .

The use of postcolonial theory does not limit the writer to any specific country . race .

gender. class . or language. Ccesequeatly, Dutch Afrikaners and Anglo-South

Africans , such as I . M. Cce tzee , Andre Brink. Athol Fugard and Guy Butler can be

engaged in anti or pos tco lonial discursiv e practice s. According to Albert Memmi, in

~ Colonizerand the Colonized, such a writer can be classified as a "colonizer who

refuses- (19) because sIhe doesDOtassume the role o f the colonizer. Under the rubric
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of postCOlonial theory , Memmi 's classification is unnecessary.

The colonizer who chooses to identify with the colonized and the strugg le for

freedo m fro m European domination standsat a very precari ous position. Slh e may be

treated with suspici on by the colonized and with disgus t by other co lonizers. In his

"Jerusalem Prize Acceptance Speech (1987) , " J. M. Coetzee asserts that "[iln a

society of masters and slaves. no one is free. Th e slave is not free, because be is not

his own master; the master is not free. because he cannot do without lhe slave " (96) .

Coetzee makes reference to the psychological dilemma that any colonizer who re fuses

faces because there is no way of escaping one's skin colour or genetic co mposi tion

which immediately resigns that perso n to a specific racial caste . 14 Coetzee argues

that South African literature is a literature in bondage:

It is a less than fully human litera ture. unnaturally preoccupied. with pow er and
the torsions-of power, unab le to move from elemen tary relations of
contestation. domination. and subjugation to the vast and complex human world
that lies beyond them. It is exactly the kind of literature you would expect
people to write from a prison (98 ).

Although be longing to the race of colonizers. Coerzee and others can choose 00 engage

in postcolonial discourse by cballenging euroccntricism.

On the other hand. it is not aU those who were previouslycoloniz ed or living

in post-independen t countries whose texts adhere to postcolonial theory . Th ere has

been a controversy surrounding V. S. Naipaul' s status as a postcolonial writer. His

nove l, TheMiddl e Passage: The Caribbean Revisued. and his autobiography, Finding

1M Qnue: 1WoNafTtJli~ which includes references to the primitive lifestyle of the
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Africans in Ivory Coast have beenquestioned. LS Many East and West Indian critics

accuse the Trinidadian-born writer of Indian descent, who now resides in Europe , of

"self hatred " and of being a "colonialist writer" because of the way he represents the

colonized in his writings. 16 for example, in An Area of Darkness:

To me as a child the lndia that bad produced so many of the persons
and things around me was featureless. and I thought of the time when
the uansference was made as a period of darkness, darkness which also
extended to the land . as darkness surrounds a but at evening .. . I have
travelled lucidly over that area which was to me the area of darkness.
something of darkness remains. in those attitudes, those ways of
thinking and seeing, which arc no longer mine (32).

Naipaul's negative description of India, and blacks in general. basearned him the

reputation of assimilating eurocentric ideologies and using them against his own

people. The particular reference to darkness and its connotations fall into the category

of themes found in colonialist literature; however. that does not necessarily make

Naipaul a colonialist writer. In Miguel Street (1959) and A House/or Mr. Biswas

(1961) , Naipaul engages in postcolonial discourse in his exposure of the effects of

colonization and the impact it has had, and continues to have, on the lives of the

colonized. Himself a victim of colonization, Naipaul is caught in the predicament of

hybridity, of belonging to both worlds and at the same time belonging [0 neither. 17

Postcolonial theory is worked out through the practi ce of postcolonial

discourse, in other words. the re-constructions of knowledge and power through

language. The discursive practices of slavery, imperialism and colonialism demonstrate

that ideology is produced through language, and particularly in literature. This is
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eviden t not only in the language of fictional texts but in what wasconsi dered "true"

scientific and philosophical observations . Concepntal framewor ks of men like Darwin

and Freud were based on patriarcbal hegemonic structures of race, gender andclass.

in · Writing 'Race' and the Differen ce it Makes " Henry Louis Gates Jr. says , "Hegel.

echoin g Hume and Kant, claimed thaI Africans bad00 history . because they had

developed no systems of writing and had not mastered the art of wri ting in European

languages" (1 1). Chinua Achebe . one of the foremost postcolonial writers. resists such.

assumptions by suggesting in his novels and essays that Africans had a rich culture

and an organized system of reli gion and governmen t prior to European dominati on. In

Morning Yel On Creation Day, he rei terates that the African 's "past - with all its

imperfections - was net one long night of savagery from which the first Europeans

acting on God 's behalf delivered them " en). Ironicall y, colonialist wri ters , who

assume that the blacks had no written history or culture . conveniently ignore the fact

that the Egyptiansoot only inven ted hieroglyphs but also made the writing material

from papyrus. which other civilizations copi ed andan African mask sculptured by the

Fang people. which came into Picasso's possession. revolutionized twentieth-century

Europeanart . The music of the Africans in America hasgreatly influenced American

popular music, like gospe l, rhythm-and-blues , rock and jazz. Paul Simon has relied on

African musicians and musical instruments to enhance his songs, although he basbeen

accused of artistic exploitation and colonialism.

Edward Said , in Orierualtsm, applies the notion of discourse to his analysis of
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how me West dealt with the Orien t by -making statements about it , authorizin g views

of it, describing it. by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it . .• • as a way of

dominating and having auth ority over it (3) . Said claims that various texts authorized

the Orien t, and through the citing of previo us texts by succeeding authors . the Orient

came into being (20).l 8 The connotations of authority that Said applies to

Orientalism also define imperialism and colonialis m:

It [autho rityJ is formed, irradiated, disseminated; it is instrumental, it is
persuasive; it hasstatus, it establishes canons o f taste and value; it is
virtually indistin guishab le from certain ideas it dignifies as true , and
from traditions. perceptions . and j udgements it forms, transmits,
reproduces (19-20).

Although Oriesualism does not provide a counter-discourse to eurocenrricism, it does

demonstrate that knowledge/ language and power are inseparable . Within the

colonizer 's language. there are sign systems that pass themselves off as 'universal ' or

' natural ,' that give the speakin g subject the power to represent and inscribe its object.

Vijay Mishra and Bob Hodge suggest that there is a danger that "the post-

colonial is reduced to a purely textual phenomenon. as if power is simply a matter of

discourse and it is only through discourse that counter claims can be made- (278.

italics mine). Although the postcolonial project should not be reduced to a single

phenomenon , however , language is power and it played a major role in the imperial

and colonial conquest of subduing the colonized. Moreove r. a great percentage of the

human race has been , and continues to be. described and represented as inferio r.

Terry Eagleton. in his chapter on "The Rise of Englisb Literature" in Literary Theory,
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contends that: · ·U ter.ltUre,' in the meaning of the word we have inherited . is an

ideology. It is the most intimate relations to questions of social power" (22 ).

Postcolonial theory , tbrougb language, can be a powerful tool in combatting colonialist

ideo logies.

In her essay on "Poststructuralism, Marginality, Posteolonia!ity and Value, "

Spivak discusses the term , ouachreses, which she descri bes by sayin g: "You take

positions in terms not of the discovery on historical or philosophical grounds. but in

rerms of reversing, displacing. and seizing the apparatus of valuc-ax1ing" (228). [9

Postcolonial theory seizes the apparatus of value-coding of imperialism and displaces it

by positing alternati ve meanings in the language. Considering that ideology is

prod uced throu gh language. by reversing the value placed on language, ideology is

forced into different direc tions. For exam ple . by re-presenting Afri cans functioning in

co mplex socio-political and religious systems. postcolonial African writers seek to

reverse eurocentric assumptionsabout the i.mageand mental capab ility of the African.

Some of the western literary master narratives that have been interrogated

and/or rewritten include: Sophocles' fkdipus Ra . Daniel Defoe's Robinson CTJI.S«.

Wtlliam Shakespeare 's~ Tempest and Othello. Charlo tte Bronte 's Jane Ey~.20

Joseph Conrad's Hearrof Dal'ltnas and Graham Greene's~ Hean of the Matter. In

his essay, entitled "An African Image: Racism in Conrad ' s Heart 01 Darkness." in

Hopes and tmpedimaus, Chinua Acbebe challenges the obvious racial and colonial

assumptions presented in Conrad's text. He considers Conrad 's writing a product of its
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time when the British enterprise of slavery . imperialism and colonization denigrated

and dehumanized the non-European. Conrad's descriptions of blacks in his nove l and

autobi ography reduce the m to mere animals; Achcbe quotes the following passag es:

And between whiles I bad to look after a savage who was a fireman. He
was an improved specimen ; he could fire up a vertical boiler. He was
there below me. and, upon my word , to look at him wasas edifying as
seeing a dog in a parody of breeches and aft(JJ~r hart walking on his
hind ~gs (6. italics mine) .
A certain enormous buck nigger encountered in Haiti fixed my
conception of blind , furious , unreasoning rage, as manifested in the
human animal to the end of my days (13. italics mine) .

Achebe asserts that "Heart ofDarkness projects Ute image of Africa as the 'other

world, ' the antithesis of Europe and therefore of civilization . a place where man 's

vaunted intelligence and refinement are finally mocked by triumphant besdallry" (3).

Acbebe bas come under attack for his observations of racism. on the basis that

Conrad's is an ima:ginative novel and the darknessis usedasa metaphor for the

character ' s soul . Conrad does portray the darkness as inherent in all men and the

Africans on a whole are described favourabl y .

"Can a writer be condemned for wri ting within the confines of his own time?-

is the question askedby David Denby in •Jungle Fever ," published in the November

1995 issue of TheNew Yorkt' r . Denby argues that Edward Said's suggestion that Hean

ofDarkness was "an organic part of the 'Scram ble for Africa..- (127) is

misleading21 and that Achebe 's essay is "an act of rhetorical violence- (125) .

Denby, who interprets Marlow 's voyage from Europeto Africa and upriver to Kurtz' s
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inner station as a "revelation of the squalors and disasters of the colonial ' mission ;"

argues that it is a figurative trip down "through the levels of self to repressed and

unlawful desires - (120); he concludes:

[TIo maintain that this book is not embedded in the world · to treat it
innocently. as earlier critics did, as a garden of symbo ls, or as a quest
for the Grail or the Father. or whatnot - is itself to diminish Conrad 's
achievement. And to pret:eDd that literature bas no political component
whatsoever is an equal felly (129).

Language is power and literature provides an open site for an examination of this

relationship. It is significant that while Conrad is a product of his time, his fictio nal

work exposes the atrocities of imperialismwithout endorsing or passing judgement on

Europe 's imperialistic ven tures . His portrayal of the blacks in the chain-gang and in

the grovesof death scenes revealshis sensitivity to their humanity and sufferin g. At

the Central sracoc, there is a suggestion of the Africans ' resistance to their

enslave ment by the burnin g down of the store bouse . However, Conrad 's work

contributes to a certain body of texts that reinforce the otherness of non- European s.

The binary opposition between Europeand its other is submerged in a highl y encoded

system of language which allows the Europeanto maintain distinctions of power and

dominatioo. Ccerad, and other so-called colonialist writers , are caught in a web of

cul tural and political dialectics. Can one culture describe and define another culture

without relegating it to an inferior status. without hostility or the desire to do minate?

Lewis Nkosi, a black South African living in exile. discusses the ideology

underlying European dominatioo in -Robinson Crusoe : Call Me Master . - in H~ and
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EJik. Nlcosisuggests that the myth of civilization written in fictional texts convinced

the European readers that such things as savages and canni bals exis t in Africa and

needto be enlightened and civilized. l ust as the violence is inseparable from the

enterprise, so in Robimon CnaM the element of myth "regarding the painstaking

Industry of building a civilization from nothing . ex nihi lo, is inseparable from the

story of colonisation. of subjug ation , exploitation , and finally christianisation .. . •

(i54). In his discussion. Nkosi asserts that a vital part of the enterprise of empire

building wassubj ugating the natives ; and of equal importance to the idea of

civilization basedon law and order was the caming and classification of objects:

Defoe makesCrusoe confess : ' I began to speakto him. and teachhim
to speak: to me; and first, I made him know his name should be Friday,
which was the day I saved his life; I called him so for the memory of
the time; I likewise taught him to say Master , and then let him know ,
that was [Q be my name ' •.• . Crusoe does not teach Friday to call him
by his name. He doesDot teach him to call him Robinson or Bob or
even Crusoe (156).

Permeating the language of imperial domination is the naming and categorizing of the

'other. ' Since language and power are inseparable, the ability to name and place in

fixed categories gives the one woo dominates that power of authority. The binaries

between 'self' and 'other' are established. According to Robert Young in While

Mythologies: "what is called 'other' is an alterity that does settle down and falls into

the dialectical circle . It is the other in the hierarchically organized re1arionship in

which the same is what rules , names, defines , and assigns ' Its' other' (2) . Prakash

claims rhat if these binary opposi tions. "as Derrida ' s analysis o f the metaphysics of
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presence show s. aim relentlessly to suppress the other as an inferior , as a supplement.

their structures of signification can also be rearti culated differently" (10) .

In his novel Foe, J . M. Coetzee not only interrogaleS the discursive field of

eurocentric ideo logy by reartieu1ating and revising Defoe ' s Robinson Crusoe. but he

also seizes the apparatus of value-ceding and reverses the dialectic of imperialism

surrounding empire/ civilizati on building . Unlike Defoe' s character, Coetzee's Cruso

(without the e)22 does not keep a diary, tabulate the days. clear the wilderness,

build a boat or cul tivate anything . Cce tzee's Frida y hasbeen cas tra ted and his tongue

cut off to represent the violence inflicted on those whose voices are silenced by

oppression.

The patriarchal hierarchy, propagated by colonization and Defoe's Robinson

Crusoe, is subvc:rted by Coetzoe in the character of Susan Barto n who takes ownership

of most of the novel 's narrative. and custody of Frida y after Cruse's death . The two

meanin gs of "foe," Defoe' s patronymic name , and the denotation for "enemy, " are

used to undermine the authority of Defoe's story . Coettec has often said thac " Histo ry

is nothin g but a certain kind of story that peop le agree to tell each other ."23 He

echoes vice's observation that men maketheir own history, and that what they can

know is what the y have made . Coetzee captures the idea of histo ry making in Foe by

re- interp retin g Defoe's story. Like Cugoanc, Coetzee writes in the style of the earl y

nineteenth-eenrury travel/autob iographical novel . Coe tzee dem onstrates the intersection

between feminist and posteo lonial lheories by having the character of Susan keep a
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diary and write letters. While she is given the dominant role of the creative enterprise.

she still identifies with the colonizers in her effo rts to dominate Friday . She coul d not

free Friday because he would be enslaved by whoever finds him; yet she could not

treat him as an equal. Coetzoe puts Susan ' s narrative in quotation marks to lend

authority and authenticity to i.t:

"Then there is the matter of Friday' s tongue . On the island [ accepted
that [ should never learn how Friday lost his tongue, as I accepted that I
should never learn how apes crossed the sea. But what we can accept in
life we canno t accept in history. To tell my story and be silent on
Friday ' s tongue is no better than offering a boo k for sale with pages in
it quietly left empty. Yet the only tongue that can tell Friday's secret is
the tongue he has lost!' (67).

Coetzee 's Friday bas his tongue cut off . and while it is a violent act, it means that

Friday does not have to speakhis master's language . The literal and metaphorical

silencing of postcolonial writers in South Africa is significant to their role in the

liberation struggle and anti-imperialist resistance . Just as Friday resists domination by

rttusing to write as his owners. and by inscribing his own writing (rows and row s of

the letter 0 tightl y packed together), postcolonial writers resist colonialist inscriptions

by either rep lacing or rearti cu1ating them.

In Prospero and CaJiban: 1M Psychology of Colonuanon. o. Mannoni treats

the Crusoe/Friday and the ProsperoiCaliban relationshi ps , in Rootnson Crusoeand The

Tempestpsychoanalytically, as paradigmatic examples of the master /slave,

colonizer /col onized dialectics of colonial domination. Cali ban attempts to violate one

of the most basic taboo s underp inning imperial rule - that of the violation of white
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women by the natives. In "Caliban Answers Prospero: The Dialogue Betw een West

and African Uterature,- Kofi Awoonor suggests:

A significant sub theme that also reflects some of the deep seated
psychological dimensions of the play [1ht Tt'17JPtStl is the relationship
between Caliban and Miranda, the beast and the beauty, the aboriginal
focus of the sex-based war between the races. She is the pure white
woman over who m the native savage salivates . Between her and Caliban
the racial rape syndro me is born (78) .

Mannoni explains the ' Prospero Complex- of the paternali st colonial and white

raciali st, who desires to dominate and fears the rape of a white woman by a black

man, as his own repressed tendencies toward s sadism , rape or incest , the image of

which frigh tens and fascinateshim. being projected on to others (11Q-l11) . The

owners of Coetzee 's Friday eliminate the possibility of him ever raping their women

by having Friday castrated .

It is apparent thatassociated with the project of colonization is the process of

taming the savage by teachinghim language. However , in The Tempest , Shakespeare

presents the characterof Calibanas having a better understanding of the English

syntax . semantics . and poetic diction than Defoe 's Friday. Caliban 's understanding of

the English languageempowers him to respond: "You taught me language.and my

profi t on' t l Is I know how to curse: the red-plague ride you I For learning me your

language- (I .ii.363-36S). Caliban uses his acquisition of western language and power

to subvert it,

The issue of language has caused contention among some African postcolonial
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writers. Ngugi wa Thiong'o and others such as David Diop and Obi Wall have

insis ted that in an effort to decolonize the mind and break: free from dependence on

the co lonial masters , previously colonized writers should not write in their adopted.

Europeanlanguages. Writing in the language of the colonizers is seen as a subtle form

of colonization. The debate on what constitutes African literature has been focused on

the languag e by those who i.n.sist that the authentic African litera ture must be written

in an indigenous African language. In an interview with Phanuel Egejuru in B/Qc/c

wruers: White Audience. Chinua Achebe asserts :

[1'5 not j ust the language that determines what the literature is; it's
importan t, but it ' s not the main issue. If you have a pI.acecalled Nigeria
in whi ch education is in Englis.h. then there is a certain way in which
English becomes pan of that reality . Literature is j ust one way in which
this reality demonstrates itself (102).

Pan of that reality is also the fact that in Nigeria alone . there are seven main tribal

languages and over three-hundred ethnic dialects ; one languag e could be like a forei gn

language to someone who does not speakthe same languag e. If you multiply that with

an equal number of diverse languages spoken in the other forty or so African

coun tries. what are the chances that an authentic African wri ter could co mmunicate

with the rest of Africa? At the 19n Second World and African Festival of Arts and

Culture (FESTAC) and: at a UNESCO conference in Tanzania. Wole Soyinka

proposed that Swahili or Kiswahili become the official language of Africa .24 Since

no tribe in Nigeria speaks the East African language . it would have been a level

playing field. whereas the acq uisition of English had formed a social hierarchy that
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privileged the aite above those without formal English mining. Ironically, Kiswahili

and Gikuyu . spoken predominantly in East Africa. are Ngugi's indigenous languages

which he has chosen as the mediu m for his wri ting after gaining his repuradon as a

writer in English. In lHcolonising 1M K Utd, Ngugi states his decisi on to aban don the

use of English but he dec lares: "I hope thaI throu gh the age old medium of translation

I shall be abl e to continue dialogue with all- (riv). While Ngugi condemns writing in

the colonizer's language, he does not condemn its translation into that same language.

In addition to communicating in the colonizer's language is the reality that

many postcolonial intellectuals cannot wri te in their indigenous languages . Removed

from their cultural environment at an early age without any formal teaching in their

tri bal languages. they became fluent and excelled in their adopted languag es. Unlike

Ngug i,such writers cann ot reverse the processovernight; years of western domination

have made tbat impossib le . Gayatri Spivak puts a similar issue in perspective in 1M

Posr-Co/oniaJ Critic: Inrervicws . Smuegies, DiaJogua when she responds to the

question of privileging FU'St World theories:

I cannot understand what indigenous theory there migh t be that can
ignore the reality of nineteeath-ceaniry bistory ••0 . To construct
indigenous theories one must ignore the last few centuries of historical
involv ement . I would rather use what history has written for me (69).

Crucial to the debate on writing in African languages is that while ex-colonized writers

cannot pretend that coloniza tion did not happen, they can usc what history has written

for them to recover what was lost thereby creating their own unique cul tural space.



31

Some po stcol onial wri ters consider returning to indigenous languages as forms

of fetishization and syncretism. Others use the Englisb language as a tool. as a means

of em pow erment to subvert co lonialist ideo logi es and presentan African worldview ,

In Morning Ya on Creation Day, Achebc responds to the use of indigenous languages :

Th e Afri can wri ter should aim to use English in a way that bring s out
his message best without altering the languag e to the extent that its
value as a medium of international exchange will not be lost . He should
aim at fashioning out an English whicb is at once universal and able to
carry out his peculiar experience (100).

Achebe achieves these aims in his oovels (11Iings FalllIparf and Man of iM P~ople)

by using Pidgin English or Igbo idioms, proverbs and parables . as well as standard

English . Other postcolonial writers use indigenous words. phrases and traditional

songs with or without a translation or glossary . Wri ting in indigenous African

languages is nothing new, there are texts written in Zulu and Yoruba; but by making

that the only criterion for African literature discriminates against other postcolonial

writers . If a foreigner. or an African for that matter, were to write in an African

language and present a eurocentric view would the wor k qualify as African literature ?

Phanuel Egejuru, in Blad wruers: Whire Audience, suggests another reason

why writing in the colonizer 's language is effective in c:hallenging Europeanideas :

Being able to use the language of the colonize r was one of the ways of
proving to him that the colonized people were educable. In this way,
knowledge of the foreign language became a powerful means of
conuadicting the colonizer's idea of the mental inferiority of the
colonized (57) .

Not onl y are postcolonial writers able to match their intellectual ability with the
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colonizers', but they can also manipulate the languag e to con vey the message even of

a counter-culture. As Bakh tin suggests in 1M Dialogic tmaginasion: Four Essays. they

can "populate the word with their own intentions. their own accents. appropriating and

adapting the word , " by placin g their own value on the meaning s (293-294 ).

Abrogation and appropriation of language is quite evident in modem West

African drama which co mbines the classical heritage of western theatre with African

dramatic art forms. Since drama is an ideal medium for poli tical and cultural

expression, through the revising of Greek: tragedies and the usc of Greek myths

legends and motifs , Afri can playwrights project their image of Africa . For exam ple . I .

P. Clark, Wale Soyinka and Ola Rotimi incorpo rate Afri can myths, rituals and

languag es into the plays they inheri ted from the co lonial infl uence on meir education .

By using the En glish language and maldng it their own . the postcolonial wri ters

can resist the colonialist labe lling and re-presentations. Unfortunately, the use of the

English language in postCOlonialist literature bas been described as non-standard and

referred to, at least in The Empire Wrila Back, with a lower case "e." This practice,

which categorizes their l iterature under -englisbes. · imp lies inferiority and continues

the marginalization of their texts . Can the term. postcolonial literature , eliminate: such

binaries as centre/ margin? In The Post- Colonial Cri tic , Spivak suggests a re-inventing

of the term margin as "ne t opposed to the centre, but as an accomplice of the centre:"

[I]n the old days . marginaliawere , in fact , rather impo rtant. Textual
cri ticism in the pre- modem period is much interested in marginalia. In
the early print culture in the West it wasin the margins that the so-
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called argument of the paragraph or set of paragraphs was written . I
would like to take away the current notion of marginality, whic h
implicitly valorizes the centre (156) .

Postcolonial theory, through an interrogation and rearticulation of co lonialist

assum ptions . resistsand liberates those enslaved by such ideologies . Postco lonial

discourse. whether written in French or Bengali, by a Dutch or an Aboriginal can

resist the otis- or non representatio n in history and literature beca use the emancipat ory

projec t of postco lonlalism is not limited to any country. race, gender or class .

How ever, is it possib le to theorize postco loniality withou t falling into me trap of

universalizing ? Can the writer avoid stepping out of the aesthetic realm of art into

politically-charged hegemonic discourses'? Or should we consider Homi Bhabha 's

"unmanned sites," the "in-between spaces•• between cultures and nations and peoples ,

that will give us an international dimension~
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CHAPfERl

11re Gods An Nol To BI4mr. Ola Rotimj's Transformation or

Sophodes' Ihdipus Ru:

( think every writer - whether a dramatist. novelist or poet 
should have some co mmitment to his soc iety . It ' s not enough
to entertain; the writer must try to excite peopl e into thinkin g
or reactiDg to the situations he is stri ving to hold up to them in
his dramaor narrative . [think there must always be some
social relevance in whatone presents. Ola Rotimi 1

Ola Rotimi wrote 1M GodsAn' NOi To B/arnt in 1967, a year after civil war

bro ke out in Nigeria. The devastating conflict . which cam e to be known as the Biafran

war, was primaril y between the Igbos in the East and the Hausas in the North . but

there were also casual ties among the Yorubas in the West and other ethnic groups.

Michae l Crowder, the director of African Studies at the University of lfe, had

suggested that Rotimi produce a dramathat will be "the star tum of the Ife Festival "

held annually in Nigeria (68) .2 Rotimi duly took on the challenge and chose wha t

could be considered the master dramatic tex t in the western literary canon , Oedip us

Roc. Sophocles' masterpiece . which wasperformed about a year after the outbreak of

the Peloponnesian War (43 1 Be .), wonsecond prize in the Athenian festival, the

Great Dioo ysia. Oedipus Rex was Aristotle ' s prime example of a perfect traged y. the

focus of Sigmund Freud 's Oedipal Complex, and one of the plays most transla ted.

adapted and alluded to by various playwrights throughout the history of dramatic

literature. Rotimi wasnot onl y aware of the cul tural and religi ous similarities between

the Greek and Yoruba world view, but he was also cognizant of his role as a
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postcol onial writer and the significance of dramatic an in comemporary Nigerian

society . Rotimj's The Gods An Not To Bl~. wltich won first prize at the 1fe

Festival in 1968. is more a re-interpretUioo. or a transformation than a translation or

an adaptarioo of its original; it goes beyond just a philosophical or psycboana1ytic

treatise . This chapter is a criti cal analysis of 1ht: Goth A.n Noc To B~ with a view

to establishing the influence of colonization and western education on modern Yoroba

drama. demonstrating how a rewriting of a canonized western text contrib utes to

postco lonial theory. and examinin g how drama is an ideal medium for social and

political expression .

Emm anue l Gladstone Otawal e Rotimi , who pre fers to be known as ala Rotimi,

was born in April 1938 in Sape le, a town in the Bendel State in Nigeria. then a British

colony in West Africa . During the transatlan tic slave trade which began in the

sixteenth century. the Europeans, who bought Africans to work on the sugar . co tton

andcoffee plantations. branded their slaves with a hot iron to indicate which company

bough t them .3 Those slaves were treated as bc:a.sts of burden; the domesticated slaves

were given European names , usuall y ones rhat would identify their owner. The usc of

names as a means o f establishing dominance and autho rity could hardl y be clearer than

in such a contex t. Th e abolition of the slave trade was followed by the formal period

of colonizati on during which those who were colonized and christi anized still rece ived

European names . It was inc umbent on the colonized to foUow this prac tice of giving

their children foreign names, but now it became a marie.of their status as the
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(invol untary) reci pien ts of so-called western civiliza..tion . The children who were not

alread y subjected to this practice before attending the missi on schoo ls had their

African names replaced at registr.Uion. The chan ging of the children ' s names and

forbiddin g them to speak: their tribal or vernacular languages were an integral part of

the colonization process which anempted to alienate the Africans from their cul ture.

Rotimi's preference for the use of his African name , Ora. instead of Emmanuel

or Gladstone. suggests the breaking away from the colonial practice of adop ting the

master's names. A number of African writers rejected their Christian names , to revert

to their African ones. For example, Chinua Achebc dropped his first name , Albert ,4

and the anti-colonialist East African writer . James Ngugi, changed his name to the

more comprehensive Ngugi wa Thiong 'o .S

Nigeria was under British rule wben Rotimi was born and he lived the tint

twenty-two yean of his life under such rule before the coun try gained independence in

1960. His father was Yoruba and his mother was an Ijo from Bendel State:. His father

waseducated under the British system; so he spoke both English and his mother

tongue Yoruba, but did not speakhis wife 's language Ijo . Not having an opportunity

for extensive formal education, Rotimi's mother spoke the common lingua franca .

Nigerian Pidgin English. Growing up in an ethnically heterog eneous famil y. Rotimi

had the optio n of speaking Yoruba or English with his father, and responding to his

mother in Ijo or Pidgin. His ethnically diverse family background clear ly sharpened

his sensitivity towards the problems of tribalism and the language barriers that
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hindered communication with the different ethnic groups . Rotimi 's father. who was an

engin eer. spent his leisure tim e directin g and orpniring neighbourhood concerts

which fostered communality among the various tribes . From this environment. ROOmi

was equipped to explore a variety of themes in his plays that are pertinent to the

posteo looial situation .

As a child , Rotimi had the influence of his father 's knowl edge of English , but

as he got older he received years of formal western education . From 1952- 1957, he

had his post-primary education at the prestigious Methodist Boy' s High School which

was es tablished by British missionari es in Lagos. There Rotimi was exposed to various

tex ts in the western cano n including classical Greek, Roman and Shakespeattan

drama, as well as the works of Plato and Aristotle . Being in a missionary-run schoo l.

he would have been also exposed to Christian Medieval drama. the cycle and Morality

plays that were taught and performed as part of the Chrisana.s and Easter celebrations.

In 1959 . Rotimi woo a scbolanhip from the Nigerian Federal Government (Q

continue his education at Bostoa University in the United States of America. He

pursued a four- year undergraduate degree in drama with a majo r in directing and a

mino r in playwri ting . After grad uating in 1963. he received a Rockefeller Foundation

scholarshi p and co mpleted a Masters degreein playwri ting (minor in direc ting) at Yale

unive rsity . With the oppo rtunity for post-secondary educatio n overseas . Rotimi became

further steeped in the western dramaticart forms and conventions. In his interview

with Bemth Lindfors in Don Say: lmeniewr with Eight Nigerian Wrirtn, Rotimi
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admits his admiration for Shakespeare 's characterization through dialogue (58). After

obtaining his degree, Rotimi returned to Nigeria to take up the position of research

fellow at the institute of African studies at the University of Ife, and later, as dean of

Faculty of Arts at the Universi ty of Pen Harcourt,6

Rotimi 's plays reflect his dual heritage of both African and western drama.

This combination characterizes much of modem African drama. Uke most of the

literature of the colonized. his plays are wrinen and performed in English. However.

he incorporates Nigerian Pidgin English, African idioms and proverbs, with Yoruba

religious rituals and traditional ceremonies. His plays explore mythical and historical

themes with emphasis on political and socialproblems that have resulted from

Nigeria's encounter with colonial domination. For example. Our Husband Has Go~

Mad, a satirical comedy , was first performed at Yale in 1966 and waspublished in

1977. It depicts an army veteran, Major RahmanTaslim Lejcsa-Brown, who atte mpts

to advance his political aspirations by explo iting women who even tually outwit him.

The character' s bigotry and deception is exposed and he is rejected by the voting

public. Rotimi 's portrayal of a Nigerian arm y officer/poli tician who prefers to live

with a westem-educated woman instead of his wbushw wife. a village woman without

formal Britis h education and proficiency in English . shows that the colonial mentality

of superiority still prevails in the attitudes of the colonized .

Another comedy, Holding Talks. published in 1979, parodies contemporary

Nigerian society 's preference for talking in situation s thatdemand immediate action . A
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barber collapsesfrom hunger and while be lies helpless . a variety of characters

discuss. debate, question and argue without meeting his immediate physical needs .

Chinyere Okafor in "Ola Rotimi: The Man. the Playwright, and the Producer on the

Nigerian Theater Scene" refers to a section in the play 's production notes:

France flag:nDd y exploding bombs in the Pacific, the United Nations
"discussing" the situation! The Republic of Guinea under invasion by
Portuguese mercenaries. the O.A. U. arran ging "Talks" on the incide nt
to take place some two weeks after the deed . Africans in Mozambi que
bein g massacred. the world press "sending in observers" and "debating
the issue " etc, etc (27) .

Rotimi satiriz es the absurdity of this western trait. inherited by the co lonized

Nigeri ans, which demonstrates the lack of sensitivity to human suffering.

Oppression and exploitation are portrayed in the next two socio-political plays.

1/ (1983) and Hopes/ or tM Li ving Dead (1985) . Ifdramatizes the exploitation of poor ,

low inco me apartment tenants by the rich and powerful men in contemporary Nigerian

society . The tragedy lies in the inability of the oppressedpeople to join together and

fight their oppressors, the landlords. What these characters fail to achieve , another

repressed group in society accomplishes in Hopesfo r eM living Dead. This play is

based on an incident which occurred in the Port Harroun General hospital in L924.

Roti mi weaves into the plot the circumstances surrounding the event. A Scottish docto r

had initia ted an experimental treatment programme for lepers at the hospital but when

he left Nigeria, the colonial authorities atte mpted to discontin ue the treatm ent and send

the lepers away. In the play, the cberacter, Ikoli Harco urt Whyte, organizes the other
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forty lepers to resist removal from the hospital and win the war against oppression. In

these two plays, Rotimi experiments with the use of Nigerian languages which he

translates in the first play. In the secoadplay. be uses up to fifteen differen t tribal

languages , untranslated . According to Martin Banham , in "Ola Rotimi : ' Humanity as

my Tribesmen, " having characters express their disgustand resignation in different

tribal languages works well as a dramatic device (75) .7 The plays also demonstrate

that the colonized do not have to depen d solely on the use of the English language to

strengthen their solidari ty. The different tribes can break the language barrier and

work. together against colon ial and neo-coloni al dominatio n , just as the characters do

in Hopes fo r the Living Deod ,

Rotimi has labe lled KJuuunmi (1971) and Oron~n Nogbaisi (197 4) as

historical plays. Kunnmmi is set in the late nineteen th century during the Yoruba

(ljaiye) wan in which the leader , after wbom the play is titled , fights for what he

believes is right. The presenceof the Christian missionaries in meplay subtl y points

both to the imposition of Western ideologies , andof the missionaries' function as

agen ts of co lonial dominati on. In Post- Colonial Eng/ish D rama: Commanwealm

Drama Since / 960. Elaine Saint-An dre Utudjian suggests that the character,

Kunrunmi, "welcomed the Christian missio naries, thus paving the way for the whitt

invaders" (194 ). Ovonramwtn Nogbaisi explores the events surro undin g the historical

figure, Ovonramwe n Nogbaisi, who became the king of lhe Benin Empire in 1888.

The British destroyed the king and his people in a punitive expedition in 1897. Martin
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Banhamcites the production notes and comments on the play:

Ovcnramwen Nogbaisiwasa man -long portra yed by the biases o f
co lonial History in the mien of the most abominab le sadist - (p ..o), and
the play is coacemed [0 challenge that viewpoint and to show how the
igno rance and blundering prejudice of the colonial authorities caused the
horrific bloodshed of the sackin g of Benin (69).

The British troops responsi ble for this attack discovered what they called bronze but

were actually brass statues , plaques and. masks . which came to be known as the Benin

bronzes . These were ingeniously crafted with such intricate design that art experts in

London compared them to the classical Greek sculpture in style, though superior in

quality . They remain to this day in the British Museum, though Nigerian authorities

continue to press for their return.8

Setting the records straight about the colonial encounter with the co lonized has

been one aspect of the postcolonial agenda. These plays conaibute to the dual focus of

postcolonial theory by challenging and interrogating coloniali.sr. ideologies about the

colonized, and by presenting Africa 's rich culture and history. This is further

exemplified in the revising of a canonized western text that portrays the aftermath of

colonization. The GodsAn NOI To BltIIM, Rotimi 's only play rewri tten from an extant

Greek: traged y, was first performed in 1968 at the Ife Festival of the Arts in Nigeria.

It was a time of profound social , political and economic upheaval, exacerbated by the

ravages of war . one itself partl y fuelled by some of the first world coun tries . There

was blatant corruption in every level of government. coupled with distrust and

animosity among the various tribes .
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Rotimi 's commitment to the advancement of modem African drama and its

social and political relevan ce in contemporary Nigerian society is shown in his criti cal

essay on "Ihe Drama in African Ritual Display· publish ed in the 1968 edition of

Nigeria Magazine. In ltis essay . "T raditional Nigerian Drama," in the tnsroduaion to

Nigerian Lueramre edited by Bruce King (l971) , Rotimi traces the development of

Nigerian drama in English from ' ritual drama ' and ' traditional drama. ' Rotimi has

expressed his commitment to socio- political issuesin Nigeria and given valuab le

insights into his plays in interviews with Onuora Ossie Enelcwe publi shed in Okih in

1984. with Dapo Adclugba in 1975. cited by Martin Banham, and in 1973 with Bemth

Lindfo rs. reco rded in Den Say. Rotimi is known for his public statements againstany

form o f discrimination and oppression . It is in this context that Okafo r refers to

Rotimi 's public lecture, "The T rials of African Literature•• delivered at the opening of

the English and Literature Students ' Associa tion Week a t the Universi ty of Benin in

1987 (25) .9 Rotimi himself. a professor of Englis h literature, hasbad to wrestle with

the historical iron y that while the colonized strive to free themselves from the yoke of

colonialism, African Literature as a discipline is still very much attached to the study

of English literature, a fact which demonstrates the continued culrural dependence on

the colonial masters. Rotimi' s involvement in drama might be consi dered an attem pt to

establish independence culturally as well as politically .

The theatres and theatregroups that Rotimi establish ed or co-founded also

demonstrate his commitment to African drama. While at the University of (fe in 1968 ,
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he founded the on Olokun theatre group which offered a dramatic experience for both

the townsfolk and the university students . The group 's physical stage was an open-air

courtyard structure similar to the traditional palace courtyard in which local.

dramatization of rituals and festivals would have been held. Rotimi establi shed another

playhouse. the Crab, at the University of Port Harcourt. Okafor asserts that the Crab

Theatre. an amphitheatre. bad "the advantage of promoting a physical and

psychological rapport between audience and performers" like those of the traditional

performances (29) . (0 Rotimi 's dedica tion to reviving indigenous drama, training

actors, and exposing the political and social problems related to postcolonialism is

significant to drama not only in Nigerian society . but also. in those countries affected

by colonization . The fact that his plays are written and performed mainl y in English

and he incorporates western dramatic art forms are ironic indica tions that such

dedication is itself a reflection of his dependence on western education and culture.

In The Gods Are Not To Blame, 11 Rotim i makes several changes to the

Sophoclean tragedy while keeping the main idea that in ignorance a man killed his

father and married his mother. These changes are significant to an analysis of the play

because they reveal Rotimi's commitment to the African world view while using the

European knowledge he hasacquired. Being educated in the western literary canon.

Rotimi was exposed to the larger body of classical Greek texts behind Sophocles'

play; that is, like Sophocles, Rotimi would have beenprivy to the Theban legend and

Oedipus myth, and Odysseus' description in Homer's The Odyssey:
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Then I saw Oedipus ' mother. the lovely Epicaste [also known as
Iocasta]. She in her ignorance did a terrible thing ; she married her SOIl .

For Oedipus killed his father and took his mother to wife. But the gods
soon let the truth come OUL They deviseda cruel plan : Oedipus
remained to suffer the tortures of remorse as king of the Cadmeians in
the lovely city Thebes; but Epicaste, tormented by anguish, hanged
herself wi th a long rope she made fast to the roof-beam overhead .•.
00,271-280).

Homer' s was just one of the versions that circulated in Ancient Greece; and

Sophocles ' reputation for originality and ingenuity depended on his use of the familiar

myth to create dramati c tension, irony and recognition . For the fifth<entury Athenian

audience. the success of lRdipus Rex relied not on revealing the incestuous murderer

to the audience but on the dnmatic technique usedto revealOedipus to himself. As

Rush Rehm suggests , in Gruk Tragic tneooe, -[ t]he audience in the theatre resemble

the gods who foresee Oedipus' destination but [unlike the gods] are ignoran t of its

precise course- (110) .

Like the ancient Greeks. the history of Africans is filled with numerous myths

and legends. handed down through the oral traditions and re-enacted in regular rituals

and festivals . A number of the aetiologica1 myths and the gods associated. with them,

which find their correspondence in ancient Greek:society. would have been familiar to

Rotimi because they are used to initiate and educate the young into the moral code of

the society . For example. 10M Pepper Clark 's essay. "Aspects of Nigerian Drama. "

relates the story of Obatala, the creation God of the Yoruba , which is re-enacted in the

annual ritual at Oshogbo and other Yoruba (owns:
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In the legend , against the advice of the Oracle Ifa, Obatala, on his way
to Sbango , the God of Thunder , relieves Emu, the God of Mischief.
here disguisedas an old woman. o f a pot " f oil . The pot breaks in the
processwith an effect like a sacred vessel breaking .•. • Th us Obatala.
his white dress all dripping with oil . arrives at the court of the King
Shangoat Oyo, and since nobody recognizes the God. he is thrown into
jail when he protests at the ill-ueattnent of a horse . As a result. drou ght
and famine befall the earth . And it is not until King Sango consul ts the
oracle and is told be must make repararioo. to an innocen t man wrongly
punished in his kingdom that the general curse is lifted (18- 79) .

These common elements, such as plagues , oracles and divine anthropomorphic

disguises make for easy transformation from Greek to African drama. In Myth ,

Literature and tneAfrican World, Wale Soyinlca describes the re-enacted drama , the

ritual of Obatala, as a "moving celebration whose nearest equivalent in the European

idiom is the Passion play.· Obatala is "captured, confined and ransomed- (1S2) .

While African ritual drama is a phenomenon of pre-colonial Africa. western

dramatic forms and metapbors provide an idiom for making the work: accessible to a

Europeanaudience . Ironically. the develop ment of modem sub-Saharan African drama

has been greatl y influenced by the western tradition. In "lbe Drama in African Ritual

Display; Rotimi defines drama in Aristotelian terms as "an imitation of an action ...

or of a person or persons in actioe" (17) which hasa -PI.QT, with its implied vitals

of SUSPENSE and CONFLICT- (79) . He suggests that while the series of "abeoe "

dance processio ns of the Edi festival of Ile-Ife cannot be call ed drama, the mock-duel

scenes staged on the second day of the ObaIaIa festival are certainly dramatic in form

and content:
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The characters are : the Ajagemo . as procagooist. the Otunwt , his
opponent. They engage each other in a duel, the Olunwi wieldin g a
wh.ip and attacking, the Ajagemo mainly parryin g off the strokes in self
defence. Eventually, the Ajagemo is defeated , taken prisoner . and
bustled off into the interior of the palace . . . • (a ransom is paid] and the
Ajage mo is set free (19-80).

Modem Nigerian drama. developed from ancient pre-colonial rituals. such as the re-

enactment of the Obatala myth, performed in an open-air courtyard and involved the

whole community . The emphasis on ancient African drama was performance and had

religious and social relevance. Durin g the period of colonization many of these rituals

and festivals , which were labelled pagan , were bannedby the colonial administrators

and replacedby Passion plays held in the church . There is a tendency to consider pre-

colonial drama as non-existent because it waspart of the oral tradi tion and did not

meet the res tricti ve criteria for drama in Euro pean literary terms.

Vital to the development of African drama is the work of Chief Hubert Ogunde

who combined Nigerian folklore with social and political satire . Ebun Clark has

credited Ogunde, who startedIrisdramatic career performing church plays, for the

emerg ence of contemporary Yoruba theatre in Nigeria between 1946 and Im. 12

According to Michael Etherton , in TherMwlop~1Il ofAfrican Drama . Ogunde

attac ked col onialism and political corruption in the new indepen dent Nigerian state and

some of his pla ys and his entire theatri cal company were banned for a period of time

by both the pre- and post-independence governments (45-47).

Modem professional Nigerian drama and theatre with a strong influence from
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western cul ture evolved from the dramadisciplin es of the universi ties like lbadanand

Ile- Ife . Nigerian postcolonial dramatists. while incorpo rating western dramatic an

fo rms . have returned to the pre-colonial ritual and myths of oral traditional drama.

Whenever possible. Soyinka and Rotimi have abandoned the Europeanstyle

proscenium arch in an enclosed spacefor the open-air arena style theatre in an effort

to restore me indigenous parti cipatory relationship between the actors and their

aUdience. 13 Of particular significance in modern Nigerian drama is Rotimi's

rewriting of Sop hocles ' Oedipus Rex. 14

The main plot of The GodsAre NOI To Blame is quite similar to that of

Oedip us Rex . L5 Sophocles' play , which begins in medias res , reveals how the tragic

chara cter, Oedipus. finds out that be killed his father . Lalus, and married his mother.

Jocasta. Before the staged time of the play. Oedipus bad saved the city of Thebes by

solving the riddle o f the Sphinx , and received as a reward the throne of Laius and

marriage to Iocasta. After years of prosperi ty and four chi ldren, a devastating plague

brings Theban citizens to their King for help. The Delphic oracl e declares that the

murderer of King Laius , who is the cause of the plague , is in the city ; Oedipus does

all in his power to find him . The aged seer , Teiresias, accuses Oedipus of the murder

whic h leads to Oedipus ' suspicion of his wife 's brother, Creon . An ensuing quarrel

between Oedipus and Creo n leads to Jocasta' s disclosure of the oracle given at the

birth of her child and the place of Laius' death. Thinking he may have beenguilty of

regicide , Oedipus summons the return of the survivo r of Laius ' travelling party, who
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also happens to be the household servant who saved Oedipus from exposure as a child .

The arrival of the Corinthian messenger with news of Oedipus' father' s death and the

good news of his position as king of Corinth reveals that Oedipus was adopted as a

child and that the messenger was the one who received him and took him to Corinth.

The ironic dramatic reversal, discovery and recognition take place as Oedipus '

insatiable desire to know his identity leads bim to discover the truth that he fulfi.lled

the oracle's prophecy .

In Rotimi 's versio n, Odewale , the African Oedipus, who believes he is the son

of Ogunde1e and Mobike of Ijekun Yemoja, kills his father , King Adutesa of Kutuje ,

and marries his mother, Queen Ojuola . Odewale does not solve the riddle of the

Sphinx to gain the kingdom of Kutuje and the hand of Queen Ojuola in marriage ;

instead, he saves the Kutuje people from the attacks and enslavement to the

neighbouring Ikolu tribe. Rescuing an enslaved group of peop le from the domination

of another mirrors the social and political role of the postcolonial African playwright

in an attempt to free his people from the slavery to western ideologies about the

colonized. Of equal importance to the period to European slavery is the universal

problem of ethnic wars . Both the history of African tribal wars , particularly the

Yoruba (ljaiye) wars of the late nineteenth century . and the Biafran war that was

raging at the time Rotimi wrote the play. make his replacement of the Sphinx more

effective. Moreover, making the character of Odewale , who thinks he is from the tribe

of Ijekun Yemoja , come in defense of one tribe against another warring tribe is
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appropriate to Rotimi' s theme of tribalism in the play. In 1M Developmenr0/ African

Drama, Michael Etherton conjectures that "(tlhe time in which the action takes place

•.• is DOt made specific ; but it is clearl y neither con temporary nor colonial . and

predateswhile intrusi on into Yorubaland" (123-124 ). However , although the play is

set in a mythol ogical past. it clearl y has relevance to conte mpo rary postcolonial

Nigerian society.

In "The God's An Nor To Blame: Ola Rotimi's Version of the Oedipus Myth , "

1. P. Conradie suggests that "Odewale does not outwit the Sphinx . for it would have

been difficult to transport her to Africa" (28) . Contrary to Conradie's suggestion . it

would have posed no difficulty because popular legend hasit that the Sphinx hailed

from "the uttermos t partS of Ethiopia. .. in East Africa or "originated in Egypt· in

North Africa. l6 However. Rotimi chooses a more suitable feat to raise Odewale to a

high social position because prowessin war gives him a better cul tural status than

solving a riddle; even though Odewale does say that he is "good at solvin g riddles "

(21).

Rotimi's change of places and charactersinto rccogniz.able Yoruba names and

the addition of characters and scenes are nor arbitrary but essential to the

transformation of the Greek original to The GodsAre Nor To Blame. For example,

Odewale's name in the Yoruba language means "the hunter has returned home . ~ Just

as the name Oedipusbasthematic significance to Sophocles' play . so does the name

Odewale to Rotimi 's version . Oedipus in Greek, can suggest "swollen feet · from the
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verb oideo meaning "swell" or "become swollen ;" but it also resembles aida , the verb

meaning "know. " Oedipus is called swollen feet because of the effects of having his

feet pinned together as a baby but his desire to know who he is. is an integral part of

the tragic plot . The same tragic connotations are apparent in Odewale, the hunter . who

without knowing it. pursues himself . As a skilled hunter who tracks down his prey . in

accordance with the oracle. Odewale kills his father . returns home to take the hunter's

prize and later finds out that he fulfils both partS of the propbecy. Learning that King

Adetusa ' s murderer is the cause of the plague in Kuruje, Odewale takes an oath (0 find

the murderer. OdewaIe as the hunter, becomes the hunted; the predator becomes the

prey; the saviour because the sacrificial scapegoat for the purification of the people

and village of Kutuje.

Oedipus is a well-known figure in ancient Greek mythology and so is Odewale

in ancient Nigerian folklore . Ebun Clark narrates the popular folk tale about Odewale,

head hunter in the a town called rjaye:

While hunting in the forest one day, he [Odewale] saw a deer which
miraculously took off her skin and became a beautiful woman . She then
changed the nearby leaves into costly female dresses which she wore
and went to market. Odewalequickly came out from his hideout took
the skin, returned to his hideout and waited for the arrival of the
beautiful creature. On her rerum she found that Odewale had taken her
skin. and followed him home to become his wife . Odewale already had
two wives .. .[wbo] were suspicious of Adesina the new wife and did
not rest until they had tricked Odewale into revealing that Adesina was
half animal and half human (9).

Female creatures, such as the sphinx. from the animal or spirit world, who take on
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human features and interact with men, is a common motif in Afri can mythology and

foUdore. 1. P. C1arlc records the same tale as a beautiful drama observed in the annual

Igogo, a vegetation festival, at Owo in Western Nigeria. The hybri d woman/creature.

herecalled Orosen, is the central figureand the story is about how "her rival spouses

eventually encompass her downfall by lricking their man [Odewale] into revealing the

true iden tity of his favourite wife- (83-84) .

Rotimi ' s addition of a prolog ue to the original Sophoclean pla y is cruci al to the

trans forma tion of the fifth -«ntury B.C. Greek play into an African ritual

performance, one roo ted in Yerub a drama . Edmo ndson Asgill , in •Afri can

Adaptations of Greek T ragedies ," suggests that the prologue is necessary because

"Rctimi's presumed audience does not have the advantage of a prior knowledge of the

baclcground details on which an appreciation of the play so much depends" (1SO).

However, he conuadiets his ownprevious statement in which he asserts that the

preoccupation with adapting Greek: tragedies by African playwrights "may reflect to

some extent the depth of classical learning that featured in the syllabuses of colonial

education •. •• ( 175) .17 Oedipus Ra. as a written text, either in Greek or in the

English translation , wasand is still usedby insti tutions in Nigeria which teach in

English to citizens of a country whose official language is English. In other words. the

people who were and co ntinue to be subjected to the colonial education are the same

people who make up the majo rity of the English speaking theatre audien ce.

The prologue must be considered an integral part of the play. not because it
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educates an audience that is already familiar with the story. but for several reasons

which I shall now discuss . If~ Gods Are NOI To B~ is to portray the African

world view . then it is imperative that the openin g of the play presen ts a vital aspect of

pre-eolonial Africa - the importance of the gods in the lives of the people . Rotimi

reinforces the role of the godsby erecting in a prominent position on stage the shrine

of Ogun , which according to the stage directions should be "in its star k simplicity: two

upright palm-tree fronds supporting, horizontally, a third ; a lone matcher .•. stuck in

the ground within this frame- (1) . Ogun , whose shrine is veiled with palm fronds . is

the Yoruba God of Iron and War accredited for making the first technical instrument

of iron; he is particularly revered by all who use iron weapons and implements .

Consequentl y, he is also associatedwi th hunting . Rotimi makes his audience aware of

Ogun's presence throughout the drama. The rhythmic clinking of metallic Objects

combined with the rhythm of Ogun in the background help to create the atmosphere of

awe associated with one of the most powerful gods in the African cos mo logy .

In Myth. Ute~ and rM African World, Wole Soyinka discusses the Yc ruba

history of Ogun and presents a few lines from the praise chants sung in his honour:

Rich-laden is his home, yet, decked in palm fronds
He ventures forth, refuge of the down -trodden.
To rescue slaves he unleashed the j udgement of war
Because of the blind, plunged into the fores t
Of curative herbs, Bountiful One
Who stands bulwark to offsp rings of the dead in heaven
Salutations 0 lone being, who bathes in rivers of blood (26, 27) .

Ogun is associated with palm fronds and the wine prod uced from the palm . Ogun is
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rbe master crafts man and artist. fanner and warrior , essence of destruction and

creativity . He is known as the protector of orphans. roof over the homeless, terrib le

guardian of the sacred oath (26). The Yorubas ' belief in Ogun 's dual nature as the one

who rescues slaves and pronounces the judgement o f war is of thematic significance in

11ILGodsAn: Not To blame , For example. although OdewaIe saves the people of

Kutuje from slavery to the O:olu tribe , his shedding of his father's blood is the cause

of the plague that destroys Kuruje.

Of equal importance to the presence of the gods is the birth of a child and

Rotimi uses the pro logue to demonstrate this vi tal connection in the Yoruba society . In

1M Epic in Africa: Towards a Poaics ofl~ Oral Paformance, Isidore Okpewho

explains that in ancien t Indo-European heroic narrative, the poet occasionally explores

the birth of the hero ic figure . He gives as an exam ple of The Homeric Hymn to

Athene which sets forth the fantastic birth and meteo rological turmoil of the type seen

in some African epics, and addsthat "in Africa . the heroic career starts right from

infancy - (89). In Rotimi ' s play, these are the narra tor ' s first words to the audience

after he pays obeisance to the shrine of Ogun : "Tb e struggles of man begin at birth. I

It is meet then that our play begin with I birth of a child- (1) . One of the most

significant themes in the drama of Oedipus Rex is the stru ggle of man against

supernatural forces . Rotirni emphasizes that this struggle. which is well dramatized

throughout the play. begins at birth because the idea of some relationship between the

gods and humans correspondsto the beliefs of West Africans. When Odewa1e arrives
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in Kutuje , he tells the people not to be passive but to struggle because "the world is

struggle" (6) . "Life is a struggle," Odewale repeats as the peop le go out into the bush

to collect curative herbs (15). Alaka reminds Odewale that he told him he (Odewale)

was "going to face the struggle of life alone ..... (44). In "Adaptations of Greek

Tragedy." Asgill suggests:

Odewale's tragedy is self-imposed and from the outset the need to
struggle is a recurrent thematic refrain. Odewale's insistence on struggle
seems to call attention to an authorial warning against the possibility of
overreaching himself. or attempting to exceed his human limitations and
consequently creating a situation for his tragic fall ••. • The blame on
Odewale can be traced specifically to his compulsive drive to struggle
beyond his capabilities" (182,183).

While I disagree with Asgilll:hat Odewale's tragedy is self-imposed because, as with

the original Oedipus. Odewale hasbeendestined to destruction as confirmed by the

oracle , Rotimi 's emphasis on OdewaIe's temper and bigotry does suggest such an

interpretation. There is a struggle between the god 's oracular proclamation and

Odewale's eventual recognition that he fulfils . albeit in ignorance. the god 's oracle .

The need to struggle hasspecific resonance in the context of colonization . The

struggle against supernatural forces is nothing compared to the struggle against slavery

and oppression which the colonized have had to endure. While Africans see this

struggle agains t the larger context of life, they are aware that the struggle against

humankin d on the basis of racial or tribal difference is far more devastating. As a

postcolonial dramatist, Rodmi seeks to change the eurocentric ideologies that divide

along racial lines and ethnocentric ideologies that segregate on tribal orientation.
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From the moment a child is conceived the struggle for survi val begins and it is

central to the rituals and customs observed by Africans. The cycle of birth and rebirth ,

whether of the seeds of plant or animal life, is seen as governed by the supernatural.

OdewaIe refers to his wife , Ojuola by saying: "She now is bearer I of all my four

seeds- (8) . The metaphor of sowing seedsand reaping a harvest is used to represent

the significance of birth and regeneration in the African cul ture , which is close ly

connected to the benevolence of the gods. There is a vital relationship between

Odewale 's him and the welfare of the people of Kutuje within the plo t of the play.

lust as in Sophocles ' Oedipus Rex. the main plot hinges on Oedipus ' ignorance of the

fact surroundin g his birth (he thinks be is the son of Polybus and Merope), so Rotimi

draws attention to OdewaIc ' s birth , by presen ting him as a baby to Ogua, accord ing to

the Yoruba custom. It is a West African belief that the newborn baby does not belong

to the family, and therefore is not even given a name until after the seventh or eighth

day. If the child dies, it is believed that he/she has returned to the gods and the land

of the ancestors ; if the child lives . it is assumed that helshe hascome to stay . L8The

child is then presented in a ceremony to the gods that involves the ancestors and the

whole community . as the narrato r explains in the prologue:

NARRATOR: Then they call
a priest of Ifa.
as is the custom,
to divine
the future that this boy
has brought
with him.
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what is it mar thechild has brought
as duty to this earth
from the gods? (2)

This dedica tion of a child to the gods is usually conduc ted with the naming ceremony

in which the child's name is given and announced to aU present. However , since the

priest declares that the child will kill his father and many I1is mother, the naming

ceremony is withhel d. Not naming the child acknowledges the sovereignty of the gods

to whom the child must be returned . and veils the identity of the child. thereb y

delaying the moment of recognition till the appropriate time in the plot. It is obvious

from the rest of the play that Odewa.le wasnamed after be was found. as in the

biblical narrative of Moses found floating on the Nile and named by the daughter of

Pharaoh (Exodus 2: 10), Other versions of the Oedipus myth tell of Laius putting

Oedipus in a chest and lowering him into the sea. However. the chest drifted ashore at

Slcycn where Polybus ' queen found him, and being childless , she adopted him. 19

In YotUba Rimal: Ptrfo~rs. Play , Agt'ItCY, Margaret Thompson Drewal

asserts that the first rituals performed for a newbo rn infant among the Yoruba peop les

of southwestern Nigerian focus on the metaphysical journ ey between [W() realms

because the newborn is "still betwixt and between the other world and earth- (51).

Drewal descri bes the divination process:

Through interpreting texts , the diviner obtainsa sense of the baby' s
impact o n its family . He constructs for the parents what the immediate
future holds in store . The texts provide clues to the baby 's nature ,
including its name . If. for example. the baby hascome to the world
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throu gh the intc:rcession of a deity , it will be named in that deity' s
honour . ••• Ogunbiyii. 'Ogun gav e binh to this one . .. •• (S2) .

Drewal witnessed several such rituals during her researchand on one occasion . the

diviner was led to the negati ve side of Oyd:u mejt. a powerful set o f texts full of death

and destruction, which de termined a child was "born to die" (abiku) ; she exp lains:

An abiku is a child whose soul is consi dered "irresponsib le " beca use it
never completes a full life cycle. The child dies young and its spirit
lingers nearby. continually plaguing the mother with rebirths and
sudden deaths (59).

An understanding of the Yoruba belief in the cycle of birth. dea th and rebirth, as well

as the god's involvement in each stage, is relevant for an appreciation of Rotimi's

inc lusion of the birth ritual in the prologue.

Roti mi dram atizes the Yoruba ritual ceremonies for a newborn entire ly in

mime with choral singing, drumming and dancing. In his essay on "Traditional

Nigerian Drama, .. he considers "the most salient characteristics of tradi tional drama

[to be] dance. mime , music. masquerade, procession, worship, and the lesson or

moral theme" (40) . In · Wale Ogunyemi, 'ZUlu Sofola & Ola Rotimi : Three

Dtamatists in Search of a Language." Dapo Adelugba comments on Rotimi' s use of

the traditional Yoruba music in~ GodsAre NOI To Blome:

Music is also an integral pan of the theatrical creation, and Rotimi has
used his associa tion with the sophisticated Nigerian musician and
ethnomusicc lcgis t, Akin Euba, to advantag e . Indeed, the choral chant of
the Townspeople of this drama has a socio- pbllosophical content
com parab le to the role of the Chorus in ancien t Greek drama (2 14
215).
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Various types of music, both vocal and instru mental. together with mime and dance

were intrinsi c to the earli est forms of African ritual . These elements continue to play a

vital role in modem Nigerian drama in combination with western dramatic art forms.

The prologue is also significant because it introduces the audience to Aderopo.

the character who replaces Sophocles' Creon . The purpose of this introduction is two-

fold: it shows the benevolence of Obarala, the god of creation . who consoles the

bereaved paren ts by granting them another son, Aderopo ; and secondl y. it presents

Aderopo as the righ tful heir and next in succession to the throne of Kutuje. Obatala

and Ogun are two of the important gods in the Yoruba pantheon ; however . Rotimi

chooses to have Odewale associate with Ogun. lust before killin g his father . Odewale

narrates the myth surrounding Ogun's anthropomorphic visit on earth during which he

mistakenly killed his own people:

ODEWALE: When Ogun , the god of iron.
was returning from Ire
his loincloth was
a hoop of
fire ,
Blood ••• the deep red stain
of victim's blood
his cloak. (48,49)

Rotimi intensifies the irony by Odewale relating Ogun 's erroneous slaughter of his

own people as he is about to make a similar mistake of killing his own father . Obatala

is associated with creation and the creative process among all living things; Ogun is

the god who is associated with war and the usc of weapons. OdewaJ.e reinforces the
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power and potency of the oath he takes to find King Adetusa's murderer by calling on

the gods, Obatala, Orunmila. Sango , Esu-EIegbara, Agemo, and Ogun [0 stand by him

(24). Like the Greek pantheon , these gods have their individual responsibilities but

they can be called upon to worle corporatively towards a special task..

The binh of Aderopo, Odewale's younger brother. establishes a contrast.

between the cbild who is to be sacrificed to the gods and the chil d who is permitted by

the gods to stay on earth . The prologue, which announces the binh of the sons,

po rtrays that destiny is determined from binh . Instead of waiting to reveal the orac le

concerning the child , as Sophocles did by having Jccas ta narrate it half way through

the drama (11 1~722). Rotimi presents it directly from the ·oldest and most knowing of

all [fa priests in this world _., " (2). The gods have decreedOdewalc 's destin y; nothing

he does can deliver him from n, Like Oedipus, when OdewaIe finds out about the

oracle, he leaves what he thinks is his hometown. Ijekun-Yemoja, and Ogundele and

Mobike whom he thinks are his biological parents. for Ede. It is at Ede tha t he kills

his own father without recogni.zi.ng it. in fulfil ment of the prophecy. His defeat of the

Ikolu warriors. which earned him the marriage o f his mother . made him the scapegoat

and sacrifice for the poUution of the people and the land of Kuruje .

Durin g the prolo gue, Odewale rakesover the storytelling from the narrator and

exp lains how he earned the righ t to be king of Kutuje, at the same time the eve nt is

demonstrated in mime . He says that the people of Ikolu took advantage of King

Adetusa's death by waging war. plundering and ensla ving the peop le of Kuruje.
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Having heard about their predicament, upon arrival in the town, he was responsible

for organizing fighters and defeating the people of Ikolu and seizing their lands. As a

result. Odewale says. "they [the people of Kutuje] broke tradition and made me, I

unasked, I King of Kutuje- (7) . They broke the tradition of giving the throne to

Aderopo, the only known son of the king, and gave it to the supposed stranger.

Ironically , far from being a stranger. Odewale is the most eligible man for the throne;

choosing the older of the two sons, the people of Kutuje did not break: their tradition

at all. In an interview with Onuora. Ossie Eaekwe , Rotimi answers the question of

whether the people of Kucuje caused their tragedy by making Odewale king contrary

to tradition:

No. As a matter of fact, I do not think the people are guilty in that
respect . They needed someone to give them succour in the face of
persistent aggression and devastation from a neighbouring tribe. They
needed some leader to help mobilize them , to help galvanize their
morale, and, by extension, to help forge them into a solid group against
those invaders. Odewale arrived at the right moment to give them the
needed boost in spirit against the people of Ikolu whom they eventually
defeated (38).

Although Rotimi 's drama is the tragedy of Odewa1e, because of the cultural and sodo-

economic situation in Africa, which is rooted in the extended family system , one

man's tragedy is usually seen to affect the whole community. Rotimi demonstrates this

in the final stage directions as Odewale and his children maketheir journey through

the Kutuje Townspeople who "kneel or crouch in final deference to the man whose

tragedy is also their tragedy" (72).
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In "Ibe Theater in the Search for Authentici ty. " ' ZUlu Sofola strongl y

criticizes Roti mi for his atte mpt to "cloerethe Greek cos mic view in a Nigerian garb

•.. • (134). She sugges ts that it would be "virtuall y unthinkable" that the peop le of

Kutuje would make a total stranger their king without first consulting the gods

(135).20 However . it is obvious that if the people W~ desperate at the time they

were being ravaged by the Dcolu warriors, here fully dramatized, they would have

beenwilling to give anything to the person who saves them from such destruction and

protects them from any future arrack, Asgill suggests that "[slaving a people from the

ravages of war and from the loss of patrimony are reasons enough to exalt such a

saviour as Odewale to the highest position in the land " (lsl) . Furthermore , the Ikolu

warriors took advantage of Kutuje because of the empty throne ; and Odewal e proved

himself to be deserving of the kingship by his quali ties of leadership , courage and

success in war. The people would have bad no doubt that the gods were with ltim 10

give him such victory. and that the gods had sent him to deliver them. from their

ene mies, a co mmon theme in folk mytbology .21 In DmI Say, Rotimi respoods 10 the

cri ticism of Odewal e, a total stranger, occupying tbe thro ne:

I'm sure those same Nigerian critics know all about the battle of
Hastings in 1066 whic h saw the ascension to the throne of England by
William the Conqueror - a total stranger from Normandy .. .. But they 'U
be ignorant of the fact that assumption of kingship by a stranger of
greater military o r physical prowess was also quite a common
experience in our own African mythology and African history.
For instance, how did Oduduwa, "father of the Yoruba race itself, 
become Lord of De-lfe ? Didn't he migrate to De-lfe? Wasn't be a
stranger? Didn 't be subjugate the aborigin es o f lfe, become their lord
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and assume power over the land? (64).

Rotimi refen to both English history and African mythology to provide preced en ts in

support of his makin g Odewale. the supposed strang er, king of Kutuje .

The Nigerian audience and critics are famili ar with British and European

history beca use it has been part of their educational curriculum since co lonization .

Rotimi is able to dra w from his own educational background to substantiate the plot of

his drama. Of equal importance is the parallel in Afri can mythology and history.

Rotimi makesuse of his dual heritage to his advantage in presen ting a postcolonial

ideology rooted in the fact that. although the co lonized wereand are influenced by

Europeandomination , the Africans can still portray their rich ancestry prio r to

colonization. like all societies. those of Africa are organized and have their own fully

developed culture . history. mythologies, rituals and religious ceremonies. In the

prol ogue and thro ughout [he play this intersecti on of cultures is exhi bited and

presentedwithin the socialand political context of contemporary Nigerian society ,

Rotimi's replacement of Sophocles' Creon. locasta's brother, with Queen

Ojuola's and King Adetu.sa' s 500. Aderopo. reflects the African palrilineal tradition. In

such a system, a wife's brother cannot be eligi ble for the throne becauseroyal

success ion is passed down from the male members of the family. The oldest son is

usually considered the first in line of inheriting the throne and if there are no sons, the

oldest of the king's brothen is considered. Rotimi intensifies the dramatic irony by

adding the character of Aderopo, the younger brother, because OdewaIe being the
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older brother rightfull y occupi es me throne at the death of his father . Although

Odewa1e is ignoran t of his birth right, and thus his tribal affiliati ons . the audience

watch him unra vel the mystery surrounding his birth .

By replacing Creon wi th Adercpc , who . in the absence of an older brother .

would have been the rightful heir to the throne after Kin g Adetusa ' s death, Rotirni

strengthens Odewal c 's suspicion tha1Aderopo is guilty of treason . One wonders why

Aderopo was not crowned king after his father's death ; was it because he feared for

his life or the elders questioned his competence'? Whatever the reasons, it is obvious

that Aderopo is in a difficul t siruation as the rightful. heir to the throne. This makes

Odewal e 's suspicion of him even more plausible because Qdewa1e sees himself as a

stranger in Kutuje. Odewale expresses his anger against Aderopo after the scene in

which Baba Fakunl e calls him a murderer and bedsbarer::

ODEWALE: First , that boy, Aderopo or whate ver he call s himself . He
wants to be King, so what did be do? He bribed the Seer
to co me and insult me , to call me murderer of his father.

That blind bat who calls bimself Seersays I am a 'bcdsharer' .
Wha t does that mean? Sharin g a bed with whom? Ojuola.
Aderopo' s modler . In other words. 1 don't belong in that bed. In
OO1er words, I have no right to be King.

Is Aderopo jealous that I am sharing a bed with his mother?
Very well then , let him come and sleep with his mother.

1st CHIEF: The gods forbid that such thoughts should enter the heads of the
living.

ODEWALE: Oh, you wait. 1 have sent for him to come. Bedsharer. So, let
him come and marry his own mother. And nOf: stopping there , let
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him bear children by her (31).

Rotimi's creation of Aderopo intensifi es the dramatic irony more directly than in the

corresponding scene in Oedipus Ra because Odewal e actually verbalizes the

incestuous relationship that Aderopo would have been guilty of had he married !tis

mother . not knowing that he. Odewale, bas alreadycommi tted the act. The dialogue

portrays incest as no less an offence to the gods in African culture than in Greek .

Another scene that has dialogue riddled with similar iron y is the one in which

Odewale asks his wife , Ojuola , if she would side with her son again st him :

OJUOLA: [kneeling]. It is you I married . your highness, nor my
son.

ODEWALE: [moved]. Hm! Great woman. Indeed. Who says women
have no beads? She is a foolish wife who sides with her
sonagainst bet own husband. (~l'UTU her to suon tne
stool nexr to tM throne .]
A son is a son: a husband is a husband. A woman cannot love
both equally . Everything bas its own place (3S) .

Ironically. everything in not in place; the son is also the husban d and the woman in

ignorance loves both equally. Although the Greek. original is filled with irony, Rotimi ,

by replacing Sophoc les' Creon. the queen'sbrother. with QueenOjuola' s songreatly

intensifi es it.

Rotim.iestablishes Odewale as a man of high social status in the prologue. His

co ronation is well attended by chiefs. bod y guard s. royal retainers . musician s and

several of the townspeople. who replacethe formal Sophoclean chorus. These

characters portray the mood and atmosp here of the play in mime and dance while
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reflecting their social relevance in African culture. Rotimi introduces a royal bard. not

in the Greek original, whose function it is to exalt and entertain the king. In reference

to the African context, Okpewho asserts that like Hesiod., "every bard considers

himself. and none other . the chosen one in his craft, commissioned by the supernatural

powers ID deliver me crurh in song" (48) . It is in this attitude that Odewa.Ie's royal

bard pushes the King gently aside , faces Queen OjuoIa and declares:

ROYAL BARD : You and your husband 
two partS of the same
calabash split equal
by the gods . Indeed ,
what is the difference between the right ear
Of a horse
And the left ear of thaI same
horse?
Nothin g (38) .

While describing the marital union, the metaph orical imagery of "two parts of the

same" can also be applied to the union between mother and child . A calabash grows

like an enclosed womb - a gourd when full grown is cut open, the pulp removed. and

the outer shell is dried and usedas a container . References to two parts of a calabash

coming together as one also has sexual connowions.

Since in certain African traditions a king would have many children and more

than one wife. Rotimi arguesin Dem Say, that he adds Abero, the maiden in

Odewale 's palace who, according to custom, is "being groomed by the 0100ri . Queen

Ojuota, to be a potential wife of the king· (63-64) . Unlike the Sophoclean drama in

which Oedipus' children are 00 stage only for the final scene, Odewa1e's two sons and
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two daughters are introduced on stage in the prologue and seen interacting with both

parents throughout the drama. By having his children around. Rotimi establishes the

cultural milieu, Odewale's social status and the benevolence of the gods in prospering

him with wealth and children. Rotimi also uses the parents ' interaction with the

children to portray Ojuola's ambivalence towards her husband and children . In Act

two, after Odewalc 's quarrel with Aderopo, Ojuola reads the four children a story of

Olurombi and sings the corresponding song in Yoruba, to which the children join in

the chorus (36) . Akanji Nasiru, in "Cia Rotimi's Search for a Technique," suggests:

[11he context of the song makes is clear that the playwrigh t intends
more than [the} depiction of a commonplace event. It comes from the
story of a woman who swears to give anything as reward to the itaim
spirit if she hasa successful venture in the market. The request is
granted. but she realizes her foUy when the spiri t demands her only
child . Rotimi skilfully brings in the song to forebode disaster . •• (26) .

Rotimi uses the corresponding African folk tale of King Midas whose wish that

anything he touched turned to gold proved to be disastrous when he touched his only

daughter. He appropriately integra tes the theme of this common folklore into the

drama, which foreshadows the tragedy, after OdewaIe predicts his own destruction by

biting the sword of Ogun and saying: -May my eyes not see Aderopo again till [ die!"

(3S). The use of the story also lends credibility to the African oral tradition that

existed prior to European colonization.

Another important addition to the play is Alaka, who not only corresponds to

Sophocles' Corinthian messenger and the one who received Oedipus from the Theban
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shepherd. but is also OdewaIc 's boyhood friend and mento r (44 ). Martin Banham and

Clive Wake . in African~arre Today, suggestthat he is one of the "most successful

creations - of the play:

Alaka is half clown, half philosopher, a man of rural wisdom. who
reveals the true nature of the King 's parenth ood through a performance
that is tantalizingly slow, warm with his goodness and innocence.
enlivened by his country wit and manners , and finally exp loded by his
words .... Dramatically his presenceis extraordinary. and his creation a
triumph.of theatrical crafts manshi p and instin ct (44) .

AIaka is a combination of a character out of Aristophanes' comedy. an Elizabethan

court jester and definitel y a versatile African storyteller . On his arrival at the palace .

he in te racts on the level of the common man. In the scenes that follow, which quickly

bring the play to its denouement, Alaka plays a major part in the revelation that

Odewale was picked from the bush, the reversal of the news of Ogunde lc's death and

Odewale 's recognition of who be is.

In TheGod's Are Not To B~. the combination of both western and African

cultures is seen in the portrayal of the tragic plot and of Odewa\ e as a tragic character.

While adhering to western theories of tragedy. Rotimi creates a tragic charac ter who

not only fits into the traditional West African setting, but also, reflects the socio-

political environ ment of contemporary Nigeria. One of the texts in the western

dramatic canon that was prominent in Rotimi' s education is Aristotle ' s Poetics,

Aristotle asserts that the tragic character be - that of a man not eminentl y good and

jus t. yet whose misfortune , however, is brought about not by vice and depravi ty. but
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by some error or frailty - (X l ll .14S3a3).22

Aristotle. who writes over a hundred years after the original production of

classical Gree k tragedies. baseshis description of traged y on the plays of that time

period , and mentions particularly the tragic character of Oedipus. However by

Aristotle's time, there was a greater emphasis on the morality of drama as descri bed in

TheRepublic . to the extent that Plato would ban the tragedians because they corrupted

the youth.23 It is eviden t in Oedipus Rex that the tragic character 's misfortune is not

brought about by some error or frailty for which he is respons ible. According to the

Theban legend and the Sophoclean plot, Oedipus' misfortune wasdecidedlong before

his was even born . The gods decreed that he would kill his father and marry his

mother , regardless of what Oedipus did or did not do. Between the fifth and fourth

centuries. the emphasis shifted from the decree of the gods to the responsibility of

Oedipus . The fifth-century Athenian tragedy of Oedipus Rex is not that Oedipus Idlls

his father and marries his mother. but that he discovered the tru th of who he is and

what he had done in ignorance. Oedipus attributes his deeds to Apollo in his reply to

the chorus after Jocasta 's suicide and his self blinding : "It was Apollo, Apollo , my

friends , who accomplished these cruel , cruel sufferings of mine- (l 329-1 330).24

However Oedi pus does take responsibility for his own blinding by saying that his own

miserable hand struck his eyes (133l -1332).

The Greek word, hamartia, which is tran.sIated "error" in Aristotle ' s text. has

since taken on a moral or religious meaning . The original meaning of the Greek verb
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from whi ch the noun is derived is "to miss the mark," as for examp le, if someone

throw s a spearand it fails to hit its target, or if an archer ' s arrow does not hit the

intended mark. According to Liddell and Scott's A Gruk·Engluh Lexicon, the verb

also means the foUawing: "to fail one's purpose" or "to go wrong" as in the case of

Penelope's suitors who were unable to string Odysseus' bow (OdySS£j XXI.lSSff);

"fail of having: or "be deprived. of;" and rarel y means, "fail to do ," "neglect." "do

wrong ." "err . " or "sin" (n). The meanin g, " to missthe mar k. It in the ancien t Greek:

context bas no moral or religious eonnotUioos; it is jwt a commentary 00 an action .

While Stephen Halliwell in his interpretation of Aristotle's Poetics suggests that the

common premise underlying reversal . recogni tion and hamartia is human ignorance .

he says that hamartia ough t to be located "som ewhere in the space betw een guil t and

vulnerability to arbitrary misfortune" (220) .25

Within the context of the plot of Ckdipus Ra. Oedipus is doomed from binh

and he is subjected to the will of the gods; whether or not the Greek gods are

irrational is besides the poin t. When the account of Oedipus and his mother is

mentioned in the Odyssey. it is relatedas a matter of fact. "bu t in time the gods made

the deeds known to men . He (Oedipus] ruled the Cadmean people in lovely Tbebe(sl

in suffering woes. through the dreadful plan of w gods .. •• (XI.274-276, italics

mine.) . Similarl y, Sophoc les includes in his plot the Delphic oracle concerning

Oedipus and simply presents him as a character who commits acts that are abomin able

to the gods, without passing any moral or religious judgement on Oedipus. Although
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there arc numerous references to the gods . Apollo and the Delphic orac le. Oedipus is

not portrayed as a guilry sinner in the Christia.a sense of !:beword. Oedipus committed

the acts in ignorance and fulfill ed the oracle of the gods. Oedipus , who knows how to

calculate lhe time and distance, and answercorrectly the riddle of the Sphinx, does Dot

know who be is; he missesthe mark by thinkin g he could outwit the gods. Even in the

epilogue the Chorus remember Oedipuswho knew the answer to the famous riddle

(lS2S) . Ironically the English word, enigma. which is derived from the Greek noun

translated "riddle " aptly describes Oedipus himself and his circumstances .

During the Elizabethan period . hamartia acquired the meaning of "tragi c flaw. ·

Some Shakespearean tragedies had.characters who were not pre-eminently virtuous

because they possessed by nature, demonstrated through their behaviour. a tragic flaw.

For exam ple , Macbeth is told by the three witches that he will become king; but with

the aid of his wife , he commits a premeditated act of regicide . Macbeth. like Othello.

exhibits an inherent tragic flaw. Sometimes this flaw is associated with the Gree k

word . hubris, which is translated as pride. The original Greek noun means "wan ton

violence. arising from the pride of strength or from passion, " frequently used in

referen ce to the extravagance of Penelope 's suitors in the Odyssey. It carries the idea

of a violen t act , and in extreme cases, violation on a person, such as rape . As a legal

term , it coven all the more serious injuries done to a person (Liddell and Scott). The

meaning of a tragic flaw as an innateperso nali ty trait . hasbeen superimposed on fifth 

century Greek tragic characters. Consequen tly, it hasbeen interpreted that Oedipus'
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tragic flaw, his sin of hubris . brought about his tragedy and caused his change in

fortune. Michael Grant. in Myths of the Greeks and Romans. suggests that "in an age

of fighting and killing (Oedipus} killed hot-headedly at the crossroads when provoked.

and he shows fits of hubris in his over-confident. rash handling of the present

situation. Yet these things are not the main. or at least the sole cause of his disaster"

(198). Here, Grant implies that while not being the main or sole cause, Oedipus' fits

of hubris contributed to his disaster. In other words. Oedipus must have done

something to cause his tragic fall; certainly. the gods should not take all the blame .

Such an interpretation fails to take into consideration the fact that Oedipus committed

the deeds before the beginning of the play; OedipusRex seems concerned not so much

with the deeds themselves but with the degree to which they point to the limited

poss ibility of human freedom. From his report of what happened at the place where

three roads meet. Oedipus himself was only acting in self defense .

In The God's Are Not To Blame. Rotimi 's transformation of Oedipus Rex links

the Sophoclean tragic character with the Aristotelian and Shakespearean models while

at the same time reflecting the African worldview. In Dem Say, Rotimi explains:

The idea of absolute subservience to the gods. and acceptance of the
immutability of fate which is a recurrent motif in early Greek drama. to
a large measure dictated the direction and outcome of the original
Oedipus tragedy. Quite interestingly, traditional Nigerian religions also
do acknowledge the power of predestination. Furthermore, our religions
appreciate the wisdom in personal submission - submission not only to
the gods of the land but also to the memory of departedancestors. (62
63).
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Rotimi draws from his knowledge of the mythological. religious and socio-political

aspects of the ancien t Greeks and combines it with his African experience and culture.

During the ceremony to divine the future of the boy , subsequently known as OdewaIe,

the Sophocl ean concept of the tragic character is well defin ed in terms of the will of

the gods . spoken directly throu gh the most reliab le source , who predicts lhat Odewale

-will kill his own father and marry his own mother- 0 , italics mine ). There is no

doubt about it; Odewalc ' s doom is sealed as lhe narra tor contin ues:

NARRATOR: The bad future must not happen
The only way to stop it
is to kill,
kill the unlucky messenger
of the gods.
kill the boy (3).

According to the custo m of lhe Kutuje people. such a child must die and be returned

to the land of the gods . 'ZUlu Sofola disagrees with Rotimi 's representation of the

Yoruba gods who would decree such abominable acts 00 society :

In Greek cos mology destiny is forced on individuals who are thus
helplessl y burdened wi th what they can neither influence nor al ter . They
may uy to run away but they cannot escape. Their natural impulse is to
fight these natural and supernatural forces in order to surviv e. Africans.
on the other hand , as we have seen, actively parti cipa te in their own
destini es, and irrational and intolerable arrangemen ts of their lives
rarely occur. Hence it would be inconceivable that an African would
ever be destined to kill his own father and marry his own mother. Nor
would an African god have ordained that a child sho uld commi t a
murder in order to right a wrong which was still unrighted, but which
had been committed earlier in his life (134).

Sofola's argum ent that irra tional and intolerable arrangemen ts of African s' lives rare ly
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occur does leave room for the possibility of it occurring, howev er rate. She also says

that the "complex nature of this situation is compounded by the fact that the destiny is

often forgotten by a personafter birth , though the oracular art can be consul ted for

recollection and redirection- (129). If the Supreme Being is the only one who

remem bers the destin y, as the need for coosul tation of the oracle suggests, then

whatever is proc laimed during the divination cerem ony cannot be refuted. Rotimi

explains the premise on which he developed the drama's divinelh uman relationship in

the interview with Enelcwe:

When one says, ' the gods are not to blame ' , one must contemplate the
world view of the African people; particu lar ly the Yoruba concept of
des tiny . This is that. a person chooses his own destin y from a sort of
tabula rasamind , before he descends to the world to practicalize the
cho ice . You might say that this determinist tenet hasa fatalistic ring
which could. in human affairs, encourage social stasis . It is like
foreclosing individual effort againstall odds to achieve success . I don't
think that is the waywe should look at it. Rather we should conceive
the idea from the angIe thatevery action of man, or every destiny. has
a role in the entire purposeof human interaction (38. 39).

Although Rotimi would rather emphasize the role o f human action in the large arena

of life instead of the determini st or fatalistic aspect , yet Odewale' s efforts against all

odds do not avoid the fulfilment of the orac le; on the contrary , his attempt at

avoidance itse lf leads to the oracle's fulfilmen t.

It is clear that Sophocles' Oedipus does not choose his own destiny, rather the

gods chose it for him: he makes choices but they lead him right back to the god's

prophecy . In the case of Odewale, Rotimi' s flash-bac k scene captures the presence of
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the god speak:ing through the (fa priest as the oracle is relayed through a loud speaker:

VOICE: ' You cannot run away from it [the curse] , the gods have willed
that you kill your father . and then marry your mother! '

ODEWALE: ' What must I do then not to carry out this will of the gods?'

VOICE: ' Nothing. To run away would be foolish . The snail may try , but
it cannot cast off its shell. Just stay where you are. Stay where
you are .. .stay where you are .. .• (60) .

Odewale is given definite instructions ro stay where he is.

In the Sophoclean original, Jccasta responds to the oracle given to Oedipus by

sayin g: "Many [mortals ] have lain [slept] with their mothers in [their] dreams too "

(98 1-982) . In b.is commentary 0 0 Oedipus Ra. R. D. Dawe asserts thaI the only

meanin g that can beextracted from the Gree k that is faintly plausible for the context is

"in dreams too < as you have been warned you will do by this oracle> . plenty of

men have slep t with their mothers" (196) .26 In this recognition scene, it would seem

that Jocasta Dies to alleviate Oedipus' fears and discredits oracular utterances .

The Oedipus-co mplex in psychoanalytic theory has thrived on Jocas ta.' s remark

which is interpreted as a universal statement that in their dreams men have incestuous

relationships with their mothen. Modem criti cs, like Freud , find it difficult to accept

that the Greek gods decreed soci etal taboos, and so attempt to exp lain away divine

intervention by placing the respo nsibili ty on Oedipus. Even though Freud had a

proble m with the god 's curse on Oedipus. the ancien t Greeks had no prob lem
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accepting it; the gods themselves commined incest and broke: taboos . Certainly in

terms of the power and potency of the Delphic oracle as portrayed by Sophocles. it is

clear that what the oracle says shall be so. Similarl y, Abimbola asserts thar in

"traditional Yoruba society , the life of every man, from birth until death. is dominated

and regulat ed by Ifa" (66) . Yet a probl em remains for most; if the gods do mina te

human life . how do humans take responsibility for their actions? How can they evade

the will and decree of the gods? Did the gods predestinate or simply predict Oedipus'

and Odewalc's actions?

The infallJ"bility of the divine orac le is juxtaposed against human skepticism in

both plays by Sophocles and Rotimi . Durin g the fifth century there was a move awa y

fro m the Ath enian gods and oracles to man's technologi cal wisdo m and sophism as

satirized in Aristophanes ' Clouds. Th ucid ydes gives an acco unt of the plague which

broke out during the Pe1oppon esian War and suggests that "the temples in which they

pitched their tents were fuU of corpses which had died on the spot. As it prev ailed

over them people turned to negligence of both holy and sacred things alike" (ll .S2.3

5) . Similarly, with the exposure to western civilization , money and power , many

Africans turned away from the tribal gods to embrace the "gods " of the foreigners;

and during the civil war, there wasno fear of god in the midst of moral and political

corruption .

Sop hocles dramatizes such moral docay when just afte r hearing that Po lybus is

dead , Jocasa says mockingly, ·0 orac les of the gods where are you' · (946-947) and
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Oedipus says that the oracles are worth nothing. Prior to this scene , me Chorus

laments the attitude towards the oracles and bow their significance is waning, even

ApoUo's glory (883-9 10) . Rotimi captures the humanistic reasoning when Ojuo la

insists that the all-knowing lfa priest lied (53) and Odewale concludes "these

soothsayers . oracles. gods - they are not to be trusted . Not one!" (58-59). Both

playwri ghts in subtle ways give commentary on the trend towards humanism and

materialism prevalent during their time of writing .

Sofala 's argument that, unlike the Greek gods . the African gods are not

irrational can be disputed . In his essay on "Ogun Festival in Ire Eki ti. .. R. r. Ibigbami

narrates an inciden t in the history of Ogun, who visited the people of Ire at the time of

their festival which they celebrated in utter silence . They bad finished their wine and

the empty kegs were standing around:

Hungry . thirsty and tired . be (Ogun] suddenly walked into the mids t of
a silent group of people . The smeU of wine that filled the air aggravated
his thirst while the sight of standing kegs made him anxious to drink..
Since the people offered him neither wine nor salutations he bent down
to serve himself; to his frustration he discoveredthat all the kegs were
empty . He gave vent to his pent up indignation by drawing his sword
and Icilling many of the people around (4S).

This is just onc of the many instances in the Yoruba mytho logical corpus in which

Ogun displays irrati onali ty. A majority of Africans emphasize the benevole nce of the

gods, and rightly so; however , the dual nature of the gods reveal their capricio usness .

Michael Etherton , in 1M Developmera ofAfricanDrama, also argues agains t Rotimi ' s

concept of fate:and says that Yorubas traditionally believe that: "your fate is your own
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doing : you bl ed down andreceive it as a gift from Olodumare before being born

(124) . But how can it be your own doing if you receive it as a gift7 To strengthen his

argument, Etherton goes on to assert that "unlike the Greek:Olympian pantheon (Zeus.

Apollo and the rest) whose divinities pursue vendettas against each other and against:

mortals. the Yoruba gods are not capricious , least of all Ogun . .. .. (125) .

The custom of sacrificing a scapegoat. ordained by the gods . for the

purificati on of a community is considered in terms of morality as a necessity for the

good of the whole community. The fate of the sacrificial victim is a recurring theme

in African mythologies and has been used by several African dramatists. So yinka, in

"I'M Scrong Breed . dramatizes the ritual cleansiDg of a village through the death of the

sacrifi cial victim . Eman. [n this play, he follow s the tradition that the scapegoat must

be a stran ger. In A Wri!.t'T and His Gods: A Study of the tmponance of Yotuba Myths

and Religious Ideas (0 1M Writing of Wok Soyinka . Stephan Larsen compares Eman

to Ogun who "sacri fices himself in order that the grou p . . .. may have a chance of

progressing" (9 1). The faa that Odewale was thought to be a stranger is a dou ble

iro ny because as a baby, according to the Yoruba custo m, he would have been called

a stran ger until the Ifa priest finds out whether or not he has come to stay on eanh

and gives him a name . Since the priest revealed that he was supposed to be returned to

the gods , Odewale remained a stranger and became the most eligible person for the

carrier ritual expia tion ceremony.

In the prologue, Rotimi clearl y identifies the cbild , Odewale, as a sacri ficial
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victim. The Priest performs the customaryrites and prepares the child for sacrifice:

NARRATOR: Priest of Ogun ties boy 's feet
with a stringof cowries
meaning sacrifice
to the gods who have sent
boy down to this Earth (3) .

The audience would easily identify with the performance becau se animal sacrifices are

a part of lhe religious observance of many tribes. including the Yoruba, in an effort to

appease the gods, appeal for a good harvest or to purify the evil fro m the 1and.27

The Nigerian J. P . Clark's Song ofa Goal portrays the custom of the Ijo people of the

Niger Delta which requires the offender of the gods to sacrifice a goat as an act of

propitiation. The refusal of the tragic character. Zifa , to offer the sacrifice at the

approp riate time brin gs death to his wife, his younger brothe r and himself.

Rotimi infuses both Aristotelian and Shake spearean concepts of tragedy into the

tragic character of Odewa1e while emphasizing his African roots . Odewale is presented

as one "nor pre-eminently virtuous or just. • The opening of Act one reveals a cross-

section of the Yoruba townspeople gathered together as a pitiful illustration of the

effects of the plague lhat has ravaged the once prosperous village of Kutuje, The

atmosphere parallels the attack:of the IkoLu warriors which was narrated and mimed in

the prologue. It wasOdewaJe who had gathered the men of Kutuje then and conquered

the IJrolu peop le. Now, the townspeople have gathered to seek Odewale 's help . Just as

be organized them to fight against the IJrolu; so he organizes them to fight against the

plague . In the stage directions. Rotimi stipulates the physical and emotional condi tion
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of the Townspeople:

[The] old. and young. men , women, some with babies strapped to their
backs - all sprawlin g or crouching on thebare groun d in varying forms
of agonizedsemi-consciousness; moaning, keening. Voices become
more inarticulate. more impatient; then give way to moanin g and
keening again (9) .

The gro up of people comin g to the king represents the communal nature of a West

African village . Their wailing and moaning suggest the extre me pain and suffering that

they have been going through . This scene is reminiscent of Thueydides' account of the

plague that ravaged the Athenians after the PeIoponnesian War broke out . The country

dwellers were forced to abandon their homes to the enemy and take refuge within the

city walls; the cver-pcpularicn and tack of supplies may have caused the outbreak of

the plague. Thucydides descri bes the symp toms of the plague which he himself caught

but from which he recovered ; however, Pericles and about a quarter of the people

died:

An ineffectual retching prod ucing violent convulsions fell upon most of
the sufferers ; some as soon as !:heprevious symptoms had abated .
othersDOt long afterwards .. . the burning within them was intense . . .
the disease descended into the bowels and thereproduced violent
ulcer.uion ; severe diarrhoea ar the same time set in. and at a tarter stage
caused exhaustion. which finally with few exceptions carried them off
(II.49 .4-6) .28

H. D. F. Kitto, in 1M:Greeks, discusses the Peleoponnesian War and suggests that in

the dram a produced for the Athenians. and in their name, "Soph ocle s without a word

abou t the war, continued to brood on the ultimate prob lems of human life and

character" ([37). Contrary to Kitto 's suggestion. in Oedipus RD., Sophocles does
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dramatize the effects of the war in the presence of the Theban elders and townspeople

who came to Oedipus for help. In the prologue, me Priest says:

For the city [Thebes ). as you see yourself. is grievousl y tossedby
storms , and still cannot lift its head from ben eath the depths of the
killin g angry {blood-stain ed] sea, a blight is on the buds that enclose the

;;;:',~tth~"o~~ks;~_~~ cattle and on the women giving

Like Sophocles. exposed to the ravages of war and the destruc tion caused by the

plague, Rotimi vividly dramatizes the plight of the innocent people who were caugh t

in the brutal Nigerian Biafran war. Rotimi' s depiction of the sick villagers mirrors

Thucydides' account of the Athenians and Sophocles' representation of me Thebans.

Rotimi usesthe scene with the sick.and helpless citizens to presen t Odewale as

a good . caring. efficient king and leader of the peop le. OdewaIe takes time to listen to

each individual's complains. even when his chiefs want them to be quiet ; he is

sensitive and understanding towards their problems. When the firs t woman mentio ns

her sick child , Odewale comes down to her level . physically by descending the steps ,

and emotionally by touching her sick child (9) . Noticing Iya Aburo . a men tally

di.sturbed mother mishandling her child . Odewale gives the child to Ojuola's care and

orders his men to take Iya to the curer of sick - heads and he (Odewale) will pay the

charges (16) . Odewale fitsperfectly into the model of the Good Samaritan. Iya

Aburo's mental distress due to the plague and the loss of her husband parallels the

effects of the plague mentioned by Thu cydides , that "those who got up (recovered]

were: seized with a forgetfulnessof all things and knew neither themselvesnor their
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friends" (II .49 .8).

Whereas Oedipus only tells the people that the sickness is also in his home ,

OdewaIe actuall y asks his wife to bring out his sick children and even to wake up the

one who wasasleep in order to demonstrate to the peop le that he and his household

are suffering too (11) . OdewaIe shows the people the healing herbs he himself

collected from the bush and encourages them to go in groups and get similar herbs to

boil as medicine for their sick families (14- 15) . The scene ends with the Towncrier

summonin g everyone together for the journey to the bush. The stage directions read :

TOWNSWOMEN appear. carryin g earthen pots on their heads. They
pick up the TOWNCRIER's tune, anddance , beading for the bush. The
women haven ' t co mpletely dancedpast when a contrasting chorus of
male voices approaches from another direction •.• • Drumbeats
accentuate their dance song (11).

Rotimi incorporates the song and dance as part of the communal activi ty of going out

to the bush. Qdew aIe and his Chiefs come out and happily join in the dance . Africans

are known for using songs and dance as a means of coping with the struggles of life;

this is how they survived during the period.of slavery and colonization. Ironically. the

Townspeople go out into the bush , albeit a different pan of the forest in which

Odewale as a child woul d have been sacrificed . to collect healing herb s. The earth that

receives the dead also provid es nourish ment that sustains life .

Thi s opening scene does not reveal any vice in Odewale' s charac ter at all. Not

only is he able to motivate the people for the common good of the community, but

also . he basoffered all the necessary sacrifices to me gods and has sen t Aderopo to
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De-lfe to inquire of the gods the reason for the plague and bow it can be eliminated

( 11. 12). Furth erm ore , Odewa.Ie admi ts: "I cannot help. Why? Because I, Odewale ,

son o f Ogundele, r am only a person . human : like you, and you. and . .. you" (13).

Although Odewale has done remarkable deed s in the past by sacking Ikalu and

reigning as the victorio us king of KUOJje. be humbLy accepts that he is only human,

just like any of his subjects . Rotimi adheres to Aristotle 's cri terion that the tragic

character be "one like ourse lves," By stating that he is only human , demonstrating

how he is affected by the plague and interacting with the local people, Ode wale does

not exhibit any form of hubris.

As the drama continues however, Odewale increasingly displays what seems to

be a tragic flaw after the Shakespearean model , one that worsens as the:play

progresses. The tint sign of this flaw is demonstrated by Odewale on Aderopo's

reluctance to repeat the oracle in public, "My people, I beg of yo u, plead with him, or

I shall loose my temper soon!" (20). During the misunderstanding with Odewale. Saba

Fakunle says: "00 on. touch me. Call up your raw anger . . ."(27) ; later be refers to

Odewalc's angeras "your hot temper. like a disease from birth, is the curse that has

brought you trouble " (29) . While BabaFakunle attests to the curse on Odewale that

hasca used the plague using the metapho r of disease , he also implies that this disease

is somehow related to the curse . Rotimi jux taposes , though ironically, the curse of the

gods wi th Odewale's disease of anger. In Dem Say, Rotimi claims tha t "the human

elemen t of Oedipus' tragic flaw in the Greek original is irascib ility - a congenital,



86

inborn and therefore, perhaps. incurable affliction " (63). The interpretati o n leans

towards two forces at work, the supematural, that is the Greek orac le, and the human.

Oedipus ' congen ital affliction . Rotimi injects this interpretation into his transfo rmatio n

of the tragic character to makeOdewalemore human and acceptable in the

contemporary Nigerian context , more fitting to the theme of tribalism .

Before the end of the drama, it is obvious that Odewa.Ie has a serious problem

with anger, which is called hot temper in Nigerian parlance. Odewale' s boyhood

friend . Alaka , reveals that he used to call the King scorpion because of his temper

(42). Beginning with the second scene in Act two, OdewaIe exhibits this terrible

human trait which culminatesin the recogni tion scene. From the time Odewa.le is

aware that the previous king waskilled by his own people and that he being a stranger

(as be believes) is a target for assassination , his outbursts of anger occur frequently.

His suspicions intensify because he is parano id that Aderopo desires the throne . is

jealous of him, and therefore in alliance with the chiefs and priests to kill him. He

provokes a duel with Aderopo and. when the latter does not give in to his

provocation. he banishes him from the land, saying ·may my eyes not see Aderopo

again till I die " (35) . He foreshadows his own blioding. Qu= Ojuola, who previo usly

asks OdewaIe to cool his anger , tells the children that they should not make their

father angry (3S, 36) . Odewale, who bimsc1fis aware of his anger , prays to Ogun in

his household shrine. 10 the Greek.original , it is Jocasta who prays for Oedipus; but in

the panilinea1 society in Africa. it is the man who approaches the gods on behalf of
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his household . Rotimi has a dual purpose in this action : to portray Odewale 's

submissio n to the gods and emphasize his awareness of his debilitating temper.

Give me some of her patience. [ pray you. Some .. . some of her coo l
heart . . . let her cool spirit enter my body. and cool the hot , hot. hotness
in my blood - the bot blood of a gorilla! [Cleansing himself in the
sacred warer.} Cool me, Ogun, cool me. The touch of palmoil is cool
to the body. Cool me. The blood is hot. The blood is hot because fear
now grips the heart of Odewale, son of Ogundele , a stranger in this
land (39).

Odewale 's persistence in his pra yer to Ogun implies this anger that runs through his

veins can only be alleviated supernaturally. He likens his blood to that of a gorilla.

noting that these bestial qualities are detrimental in humanexperiences. He expresses

his fear and puts himself at the mercy of the gods . ntis scene justifies Rotimi ' s

juxtaposition between the gods' oracular prediction and the character's tragic flaw.

In Mala man Talk True: Nigerian Drama in English Since 1970, Chris Dunton

insists that Odewale' s hasty temper is introd uced too abrup tly in the drama. He says:

"No more than twenty minutes of stage time later, and Odewale has changed almost

out of recognition from his earl y model of self-contro l and initiative [and] by the: end

of Act two he:appears pathological" (16) . In the opening scene of the Greek original ,

Sophoc les ' Oedip us is presented as a calm and self-con tro lled leader. who 325 lines

into the play becomes extremely angry at Teiresias , and later requires death for

Creon's plotting against him (513-679). Conradie argu es, in response to Dunton, that

a "drama tist does not have the time for an extended character analysis and frequently

has to juxtapose two differe nt states of mind " (34) . The latent anger in Odewale,
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which is not apparent in the opening scenes , is referred 10 by Alaka as a boyhood

trait. Teiresias declares OdewaIc's hot temper has plagued him since birth . In the

drama, Rotimi clearly demoostrates that OdewaJe did not acquire the trait on the spur

of the moment, although it seems triggered by an insurmountable sense of fear for his

life. The dramatization in the t1asbback: scene of a situation in which Odewa1e loses his

temper, prior to the time of the play. coofinns that Odewale had the prob lem during

the twenty-minute stage time Dunton mentions.

Rotimi deliberately focuses on the double irony tha t Odewale thinks he is from

the tribe of Ijejun Yemoja when he is in reality from Kutuje. The Sophoclean scene in

which Oedip us ldlls his father laius is replaced by a highly theatrical flash-back scene

in which Odewale narrates how he killed an older man, not knowing it was his fathe r.

Flash-bac k: as ligh ts fade in lhe bedroom ODEWALE's voice is carried
over loudspeaker, as from a distance . Ugbts brighten on foresage,
where men wi th hoes are grouting out imaginary mounds o f yam .. .
The climax of the fight scene should be mimedin slow motion .
suggesting the nighunari sb languor of bizarre recall (45).

In this scene. Rotimi depicts the use of the weaponsthat are associated with Ogun the

god of war and iron and the power of the supe:matUIa1. Rotimi dramatizes the

creative/destructive principle of Ogun (visualized by the lone matchet at Oguo's shrine

on stage); the men use the hoe to cultivate and harvest the life-sustaining yam s but

Odewale also uses the hoe as a weapon to take life.

Rotimi demonstrates how tribal hostili ty can lead to fights that result in death.

as in the civil war occurring at the lime. Odewale buys a piece of farm land in Ede,
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the place where three footpaths meet, and plants yarns; but at harvest time he find s an

old man supervising his labourers in harvesting the yams. The old man teUs Odewale

that be is from a bush tribe and makes fun of his mother tongue (45-46) . Odewale

fights with the old man 's workers and mesmerizes them with his charms. The old man

takes out his charms and a battle of the supernatural forces ensues until Odewa1e

strikes the old man with a single blow of his hoe (49). The encounter between

Odewale and the old man minors the act of war that is re-enacted during the Ogun

festival in which peopl e attack each other with matchers. Ibigbami asserts that only

those who are sure of immunity to the effect of mate hets take pan in the remembrance

of the battling spirits of Ogun: "It was then a common occurrence to see marchers

breaking into two instead of cutting human flesh" (47) . By using supernatural forces.

Rotimi justifies Odewale striking someone old enough to be his father .

Since in the Nigerian cultural setting therecan be no justification for a young

man to strike an elder in a dispute over right -of-way as happened in the Greek

original, Rotimi replaces the cause with a more a plausible scenario. Rotimi explains

in Dem Say that he chose "landed property as the instrument to galvanize [his ] hero' s

temper. In addi tion to this , [he] introduced , as a kind of ca talyst, another touchy issue

- tribalism - the ban e o f con temporary African soctal Hfe" (63) . Tw o issues em erg e

from Roti mi 's argument, landed property and tribalism. Co nce rnin g the first. it is

ackn owledg ed that the own ershi p of land is an integral part of any African society

because of its ties with the ancestors. It is also a very val uable asse t in an agrarian
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society that depends on the benevolence of the gods for survival. In the case of

Odewale , the farm land is not handed down to him by his father . according to the

African custom; he buys the land for five bags of cowries from Kakalu , son of Ariki.

woo lives in Ede (4S. 46) . Ironically, Odewalc 's father owns the land which Kakalu

sold to him; but at the time of the encounter, Odewale is ignorant of that fact. The

irony is further heightened by the fact that since the ownership of land is passed from

father to son , Odewalebeing the cider would have bad the land after his father 's

death . During colonization, some of the tribal chiefs bad sold sections of land to

forei gners, breaking the traditionaJ nonn of family ownership . Some of the problems

of con temporary Nigeria today relate to the contracting of land to foreign oil

companies which results in pollution in the environment from oil spills and the

destruction of valuable local farm land .

Rotimi also uses the flash-back scene to dramatize a dispu te provoked by mba!

animosity. Odewale is angered by the old man, his father . callin g his tribe bush and

mocking his mother tongue. Referring to OdewaJe, the old man orders his men to

"bundle the goat up. and Odewa1e uses his tortoiseshell talisman pendant to mesmerize

his assailants. With the mea fast asleep , the war of charms. a battle in the supernatural

realm , ensues as the old man produces his talisman and demands death in the act of

conj uration . Okpewho explains the use of complex magical devices in the African

heroic myth and says that - the most significant of these devices is that by which the

hero reaches into the very source of !tis enemy's personality and being and completel y
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overwhelms him (113) . Odewa le, reciting in mythopoeic language Ogun's slaughter of

the Ire peop le. wields lhe hoe high abov e his head :

OD EW ALE: This is .•. Ogun
and Ogun says: flow!
flow ••• let your blood flow
flow ••• flow •. . f-I~w .. . [LJuchLsj oT\lll(JJ"(f and strikes
OW MAN down wi.lha single blow of his hoe; suddenly
realizing 1Ml araJresuu ne bacJa away overcome with
fright] (49) .

OdewaIe rakeson me character of Ogun in his re-enactment of Ogun 's massacre as he

strikes the old man with one fatal blow . Thi s phenomenon in which the actor is

possessed by the spirit of the god is a vital part of African ritual sacrifices. In

•Aspects of Nigerian Drama , " Clark explains:

This [' possession'] is the attainment by actors in the heat of
perfo rman ce of ' actual freedom of spiri t from this material world' . a
state of transformation . . .• when as the Ijaw put it. ' things unseen enter
the man '. the actor may become a medium, a votary of some ancestor
spirits or divine powers fillin g him with the gift of prophecy (87) .

Although the regularity of such occurrences bas been limited sincethe intrusion of

western civilization. by including this ritual as pan of the performance . Rotimi

consolidates the ancient African rituals . Whil e he features the metaphysical aspects of

ancien t African histo ry. he also explores poli tical and social aspects of con temporary

postcolonial Nigerian Society . Biodun Jeyifc, in ~ Trurhful lie: Essays in a

Sociology ofAfrican Drama, refers to theatrical performances that combine ancient

African history with problems of contemporary socio-po litical significance:

Very conscious ly, very deliberately, active histo rical contents are played
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off against the old myths, the supematura1 and magical explanations of
man's existence within society and nature. And no wonder, for quite
often these plays deal with the more basic, more concrete problems that
confront Africa and Africans : foreign domination . .. the degradations
and oppression of the - little people" , that is of Africa's vast urban and
run! masses. The sights are focused more sharp ly on all the meansof
liberation . as much from foreign and domestic oppression . as from the
systems o f thought and the mystifications of reali ty inherited fro m
previous ages unencumbered by the problems o f the presen t epoch (62) .

Rotimi participates in the liberating project of postcolonial writers; here he is not onl y

revising a western canonical text, but is addressing the issues surro unding the

aftermath of colonization. sueb as ethnic marginal.izaIion .

Tri balism is the secondissue that arises from Rotimi ts argument a!x>ut the

theme of The Gods An Not To Blame; OdcwaIe reveal s his motive for murder:

The y [the gtxls} knew my weakness : the weakness of a man easily
moved to the defence of his tribe against others. I once slew a man on
my farm in Ede. I could have spared him. But he spat on my tribe. He
spat on the tribe I thought was my own tribe . The man laughed. and
laughing, he called me a ' man from the bush tribe of Ijekun' . And I lost
my reason (71) .

Rotimi brings together the god's prediction and human destiny in such a way that

Odewale realizes that he bad played a part; he allowed the gods to use him, to use his

quick: temper or loss of reason . Rotimi in his interview with Enekwe arti culates the

didacti c locus of the drama:

Rather than blame the gods for letting Odewale perpetrate such heinous
crimes , people should look at Odewale ' s experience and learn the
lessons from unbridled tribal bigotry . In other words, Odewale is used ,
in the idio m of the play, to dramatize the shocks which ethnic jingoism
is capable of pan1leling in the relationships of African peopl e. In this
sense, Odewale's trib ulations can be seen as dra wing atten tion to that
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most obtrusive of African national evils: ethnicism (39.40).

Critics. like Ethenon question the validity of Odewale 's final monologue:

Rotimi finds himself trapped both within the story and wilhin the Greek
moral order. if the gods, or 'fate'. are to blame and not Odewale, then
me Yoruba milieu of the play disintegrates. If, on the other hand,
Odewale's hot temper and, as he says, tribalism , is (sic) to blame and
not the Gods . then the story of the prophecy has no rationale" (127).

V. U. Ola, in "The Concept of Tragedy in Ola Rotimi's 'The GodsAre Nor To

Blame." suggests that "the idea of ethnic distrust simply hangs on the play and is not

fully woven into the fabric of the work ." He argues that Odewale's first mention of

his tribe is on a happyoccasion while meditating on his achievement and subsequent

references come from Odewale himself most of which appear as figments of his

imagination (27-29). Although Ola concludesthat only Odewale emphasizes his tribal

connections, it .see.ms to me that that is the point that Rotimi is making - that is,

Odewale's obsession with tribalism and ethnic distrust causes him to commit murder.

albeit against his own father. The senselessness of tribalism leads to equally senseless

wars in myths and the real world. Ogun, the god of war, and the other gods

themselves have acted irrationally and arbitrarily against mortals. Rotimi draws a

contrast between war for a good cause , to deliver the Kutuje people from slavery to

the IkoLu, and the war wagedon the grounds of tribalism .

Even though Ola does not think that the theme of tribalism is integrated

effectively into the play, he does acknowledge:

Rotimi seems to have married both ideas successfully. The initial curse
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on Odewale that he should kill his father and many his mother is given
enough emphasis to convince us that this is truly a drama of the gods.
In additiOD Qdewalc 's quick temper is given enough dramatic expression
to make it a strong enough propeller of the decision of fate. The result
is that we can say at the end of the play. "lbe Gods are DOt to blame••
even when, like the playwright. we know that they are to blame in the
context of the play (24) .

Ola also finds Rotimi's use of the word -bush- disturbing because most ethnic groups

in Nigeria, "especially Ibos and Yorubas have fixed words or expressions for those

areas and people within their groups whom they consider a bit less 'civiliz ed' than

themselves - {29}. Ola fails to realize the impli ca tions of the word in its colonial

conte xt and the memories it brings back for the audience . The word "bush- too k on a

demeaning connotation during the period of colonization. In other words , it was bad

enough for the European to call the African -bush- but an anath ema between the

colonized . l ust as Friday. in J. M. Coetzee 's Foe, resists dominaIion by refusing to

write exactly as his owners dictated . and by inscribing his own writing , .soRotimi

resists colonialist inscriptions by portraying how despicable they are , particularly wbea

usedamon g Africans. By blatantly exposing such words that imply inferiority, the

writer moves towards influencing the mental universe o f the colonized and re-

evaluatin g what was encodedin the languageof dominance.

The imposition of the English language on the colonized Nigerian s es tablished

a hierarc hy of social classes with the overseas universi ty-trained postcolonial

Intellectuals at the top and those without formal training in Engli sh, whom the white

manreferred to as "bush," at the bottom . Chin ua Achebe satirizes the social hierarchy
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created by the English language in A Mana/w People, which is set in a post -

independent African country. Mrs. Nanga..who characterizes a typical African

motherly figure without any lengthy formal English education, says about her children

who attend English -run schools: "Don ' t yousee they hardl y speak: our languag e? Ask:

them something in it and they reply in English. The little one , Micah. called my

mother 'a ditty, bush woman'" (38).30

The problems of tribalism in post-independent Nigeria has been an impediment

to the unity and progress of the people as a nation. Neo-colonialism is comparable to

colonization in its destruction of national unity; this is evident in the Biafran civil war

and the several preceding and succeeding military coups. Rotimi insists that European

intervention in African affairs is the cause but lays equal blame on the national s who

allow themselves to be influenced. In Den Say, Rotimi alleges that the civil warthat

motivated his play broke out becauseof "tribal animosi ties . whic h bad beenfostered

by the poli tics of the day, and compound ed by insatiable co rruption in high quarters 

(62) . OdewaIe suspectsbribery and corruption and financial influence surrounding me

death of King Adetusa (23) . In Dem Say, Rotimi asserts that the title of the play does

not refer to the mythological gods or mystic deities of the African pantheon but

symbolizes the national . political powers such as America, Russia, France and

England who dictate the pace of world peace:

So I asked : why hold outside powers responsible for the resultant
bloodshed 1 Why place the guilt for our disintegration on foreign
Intervention ? Why no t blame ourselves'? If we hadn't created the clima te
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in the first place••..(foreign powers] wouldn ' t have taken. liberties at
meddling 50 brazenly in the affairs of our nation. and consequently
dictating lhe scopeof our national tragedy (62).

The prob lems that continue to exist under neo-colonialism are intrins ically tied to the

co lonial powers. Althougb. the Europeans officially handed over to the colonized

durin g independence, they still exert tremendous influence. particularly in a co untry

like Nig eria that is rich in IWUra1resources. For examp le. the conflict between Shell

Oil com pany and the Ogani people in southeastern Nigeria led to the 1995 execution

of many Ogoni leade rs by the ruling military leader.

Pos tcolonial countries contin ue to face the divide-and-rule policy . tainted with

greed and hatred . During slavery . the Africans captured and sold each other: durin g

co lonization. the colonial masters bad African district interpreters who were paid to

betray other Africans; andafter independence Africans scl1 each othe r for power.

Reliance on foreign control creates complex social . political and economic problems in

ex-colonized countries; dramatists utilize such themes as forms of resis tance .

Rodmi envisions that his role as a dramatist in his commitment to his society is

not only to entertain but to teach. to presen t something of social relevance. Chidi

Amuta, in The Theory of African Luerasure, suggests that -the rise of revolutionary

drama in a given society requires {Iu! existence of social. economic and political

suuasions requiring revolunonaryinrervenrion" (156); and asserts:

[O]rama is very amenable to revolutionary expression and can become
very instrumental to revolutio nary situations for reasons that are
intrinsic to the nature of both drama and revolution. Drama is addressed
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to a group mind, is a collaborativ e art, relies on action for its
actualization and appeals to a combination of senses , thus exploding the
barrier of literacy which shackles the other fo rms in their written
expression ( 156).

Rotimi's awareness that drama is an ideal medium for social and political expression is

stringen tly articulated in oem Say: "Nigerians like action . When we boil it down.

really. the essence of drama is AcnON which . by Aristotelian definition . means plot ,

which in rum presumes a story line" (60) . The African culture attaches a lot of

importance to storytelling as a means of educating the young in the society . Rotimi is

able to draw from the rich resources of African myths and folk tales in his drama.

Martin Banham affirms that the strength of Rotimi 's work lies "not in the propagati on

of any simple ideological dogma . but in its powerful theatri cal advocacy of political

and social action. basedon thoughtful and coocerned anal ysis" (80).

Rodmi's use of language in his plays, particularly in~ GodsA~ Not To

8~, reflects his commitment to reaching a wide audience in his performances.

Although be writes mostly in standard English., the officiaJ medium of communication

in Nigeria. he integra tes Nigerian Pidgin , Yoruba poems and songs. and idioms.

proverbs and parables . He combines poetry and prose and uses customary gestures ,

such as, prosuatin g before the king or elder, and biting on the sword of Ogun in

taking an oath. Asgill suggests that : Min the localization of his play, the very choice of

names in a language which is very tonal reflects a certain histrionic quali ty . . . Like

the images and idioms , proverbs evoke an authentic African milieu and lend poetic
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embellishments to the language" (181, 182). For example. when the citizens come to

Odewale, one of them says: "When rain falls on the leopard. does it wash off it (sic)

spots'!" (10) . In some instances. Rotimi explain s the pro verb to make its meaning

understandable to a non-African audience by allowing the character to give a

translation in a close approximation to the English language . as in this instance when

the character goes on to say: "Has the richness of kingly life washed off the love of

our king for his people'?" ( 1O). Sometimes. the proverb is more explicit and no

translation is needed ; for example, Odewale suspects the people of treason : "When

crocodiles eat their own eggs, what will they oat do to the flesh of a frog?" (23 ).

The Yoruba song that Ojuola sings with her children and the song that

Odewale sings for Alaka to dance are not translated into English. thereby lending

authority and authenticity to the indigenous language as a legitimate social register. On

one occasion, Odewale says to Aderopo: "Aren't you a Yoruba man? Must proverbs

be explained to you after they are said']" (32). The audience would relate to the

question because the African English-trained intellectuals are ridiculed for not being

conversant with their own local proverbs and idioms and for their insistence on

speaking English to maintain a high social status.

One of the difficulties anglophone postcolonial dramatists, who have to publish

in English, face is expressing in a language what the character in his cultural setting

would express in an indigenous language . With the transposition into English , the

accents, inflexions and intonation s are lost in the written words . In handling the
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English language in his plays. R.otimiasserts in Dem Say that he strives to temper its

"phraseology to the ear of both the dominant semiliterate as well as the literate

classes•• ensuring that his dialogue reaches out to both groups with ease in

assimilation and clarity in identifi cation - (60). In "Ola Rotimi's Search for a

Technique," Akanji Nasiru comments on Rotimi's 1M Gods ....re N<H To BltzrM:

[Ilhe actual weakness of the play is that language sounds a discordant
note in a play that attempts to arouse tragic feelings and emotion s in its
audience . It is curious that a playwright woo subscribes so much to
Aristotelian tenets, as is evident both from his adaptation of the
quintessence of Greek tragedy . Oedipus Rex• ..• can ignore the Greek
philosopher ' s insistence on elevated language as the appropriate register
for the tragic genre (23) .

How many peop le in the theatre audience doesNasiru think would be able to

understand a Greek translation of elevated language? Rotimi's play employs poetic

mythopoeic language which is elevated language in me Yoruba cul tural contex t. The

aim of a dramatic performance is to communicate. nor: to display elevated languag e.

Rotimi makes use of Aristotelian elements wherever they arc:appropriate; neither be.

nor any eth er write r . is bound by all the cri teria in Aristode 's Poetics . It is ironic that

in challenging eurocectric, hegemonic ideologies, postcolonial writers are still

expected to adhere strictly to western literary forms even by their ex-colonized peers .

In •Aspects of Nigerian D~ • 1. P. Clark argues that the task of any

Nigeri an or African artist writing in a European language is two- fold: that "of finding

the verbal equivalent for his characters created in their original and native co ntext .. .

[and] the conscious exp loitation of language for the purpose of persuasion and
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pleasure - (92). In "lmitarion, Abrogation and Appropriation: the Production of the

Post-colonial text, • Gareth Griffiths suggests that the need to make the language over

is a task facedby all wri ters in post -eolonial societies :

When they are faced with the need to record an experience which
within the available discourse is marginalised, is outside the receiv ed
norm , they can only do so by abrogatingthat discourse, that is by
recognising that their reali ty is oppressed by the discourse and that any

~~:~a:y~mn~tU:ri~~;: ~~S)~e;=tion of the hierarchy

Man y previously colonized write rs. including Rotimi , have chosen to re-evaluate the

European languageand to lend credibility to the indigenous languages by placing them

on the same social level as Standard English hom in dramatic performances and in the

literary text. Drama tic performances. however . provide the opportunity to use

indig enous languages and accen tuate the English words so that the ideas arc

co mmunicated effectively.

Rotimi admi ts to makin g a conscious effort to eliminate the alienating effect

which a foreign languag e poses betweenwriter and reader or audience . Immersed in

the English language from an early age and removed fro m the indigenous African
setting for most of his ear ly adult life, Rotimi realizes his need to be immersed in his

culture to be ab le to reach the local audience and he exp lains how to Enekwe:

I started out app renticing under traditional Yorubal artistes and
spiritualists. spiritualists in the sense of people like the (fa Priest ; Ogun
priest; traditi onal poetry chanters, etcetera. I would frequent [fa

festivals, Ijala, Ogun ceremonies, and watch as many plays by Yoruba
performing groups as possib le. In the process of all this . I guess , I got
myself reall y absorbed in condi tions when: the manipulation of our
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language wasrichest •••• I started perceiving the possib ilities of using
the English language to approximate the impact which our traditional
language has on people (4 1,42).

ThL GodsAre Not ToB~ is Rotimi 's first play in which he makes the conscious

effort to eliminate the alienating factor in the English language while portraying the

richness of the Yoruba language. history and culture. In the development of modem

African drama, Nigerian playwrights are returning to the oral performances in

tradi tional ritual dramato makethem speak to their contemporary society.

Although Rotimi does not write solely in the vernacular. he has succeeded in

incorporating it to empower his writings in English. Martin Banham cites a lecture

given by Rotimi at the University of Benin in 1987 entitled, "The Trials of African

Literature," in which Rotimi responds to the controversy over writing in the

colonizer 's language:

The real issue should not be wiry an African writer resorts to
perpetuating a colonial tongue. Rather, for the debate 10be worthwhile ,
it shou ld bear on how the writer uses that tongue to express the
condi tion s and yearningsof his linguistically diverse peoples. To igno re
the fact of linguisti c heterogeneity, is to be hypocritical. because it is
the very multi-linguality of the peop les - or to put it more bluntl y - it is
the very ethnic promiscuity in the land that. in the tint place.
necessitated the adoption of that foreign tongue to serve as a neutral
base for communication amoog a reasonable cross-section of the people
(7S-76) .

Rotimi hits at the crux of the postco lonial debate about whether African s should use

their vernacular or European language. While all the ex-co lonized cannot simply

revert to writing in their indigenous language for the simple reason that their



102

communication is limited to only those who can understand ; yet they can strive to

bring together the various other Africans through the medium of English. Within the

defining characteristics of African literature, there must be room for diversity without

one gro up imposing on others. Through the medium of drama , Rotimi contributes to

the postco lonial agenda of reartic ulating and revising colonialist texts in ways that

challen ge. resist and subvert eurocentric ideologies about the colonized.
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CHAPTER 3

17r~ &zecluu of Euripid~s: A Comnul1UoII Rit~ - Wale Soyinka's
Transformatio n or Euri pides ' &ucluu

Colonialism I do DO( separate , even in its more borrmdous form. from the
experience of slavery .. .• After all, we [AfricansI did have a history • We had
civil izatio ns, the process of evolution of these d viliz.ztions into me
contemporary world. the panem of evolution towards egalitarianrelaDc)[)sbips
with the outs ide world were i.aterrupted suddenly . Our entire history was
deni ed . 1 am.more interested in recoveringthat history, utilizing that sense of
history for moving forward . Wa le Soyinb1

The Baccluu ofEuripides : It Communion Rite ,2 which was commissioned by

the National Thea tre in London . waswritten in 1973 by Wale Soyinka durin g his self-

imposed exile from Nigeria. The civil war in Nigeria , which resulted partly from

Biafra 's attempted secession . had worsened since Roti mi' s production of The God's

Are Not To B~ in 1968. The tribal hostility and political mistrust between the

Hausasin the north, the Yorubas in the south-westand the Ibos in the south-east

(Biafra), which had beensuppressed during British colonial rule. wasunleashed in the

devastating war . During the pre-co loniaI period. what cameto be known as Nigeria

were separate kingdoms or empires , such as the Hausa. Dyo, Ife and Benin . with their

individual kings or rulers. In 1897, after the Berlin Conference , the British sent Sir

Frederic k Lugard to comman d the forces that pushed out the French and establish ed

the borders of what Lady Lugard called Nigeria . Frederick Forsyth, in The Biafra

Story, affirms: "Nigeria had never been more than an amalgamof peoples welded

together in the interests and for the benefit of a European power " (11) . The British

forced these people of diverse ethnic . linguistic and religious backgroun ds into one
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entity under the colonial system. In an interview with John A. Stotesbury . Soyinka

commen ts on the effects of colonialism on the problem of unity in Nigeria:

We [Nigerians] are victims of a peculiar, of an unnaturalprocess which
interrupted wbar could have beena process of evolution into a larger
political entity . This was interrupted and we were dragooned into these
very artificial boundaries. I think we also have a duty to ensure that any
means of communication betweenthese artificially separated peoples
shoul d in some way ar leasr be preserved (61).3

Soyinka is convinced that colonization interfered with the natural, amicable

progression towards unity that would have taken place between the different pre-

colonial kingdoms that existed. As a result. this premature fusion of the kingdoms has

created numerous political. tribal and socialproblems. Soyinb. uses his talents as a

writer. dramatist, poet. novelist, poli tical activist.andcriti c to expose the prob lems

and offer possible solutions through recoveringand validating his people' s history.

Since Nigeria 's official independence from Britain in 1960. the country has

continued to experience political and social problems inherited during colonization.

Nigeri a has gone from one political crisis to another with the main tribesand colonial

elite classes vying for supremacy and control of power. During the last three decades

Nigeria has bad several unsuccessful military regimesand civilian administrations,

rigged electi ons , mass murders , imprisonmentsand executions with or without bogus

trials as. most recently and notoriously in the case of nine civilians including the

talented poe t/writer , Ken Saro-wiwa, in November 1995. A month after these

executions, while Soyinka was in Parisreceiving an award for the imprisoned
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Nigerian journalist, Chris Anyanwu, armed men ransacked and removed items from

Soyinka's Abeokuta residence. The March 1996 cover story of Tell, a Nigerian

weekly magazine . read : · Wanted Dead or Alive : The Junta Guns for Soyinka .

Soyinka has been in exile since be left Nigeria for Paris in December 1995.4

In 1973 . when Soyinka was commi ssioned to write a play for the London

theatre , be chose to adapt the only extant classical Greek tragedr in which the major

theme is the worship and acknowledgement of the dei ty of Dionysos . whom the fifth

century Athenians honoured wi th their dramatic performances. Soyinka. who says "the

play hasalways fascinated[him); considers it the "first of the classics. ·6 In the

Bacdtae, Euripides explores the earliest form.of the Dionysian ritual performance with

the dithyrambic chorus out of which Athenian theatre and Western theatrical forms

have evol ved.7 Many writers have sinceincorporated various aspects of the

Dionysian impulse into their work.

Euripides wrote the Bacchae when be himself was in exile from Athens , living

at the court of Arche1aus of Macedon betwee n 408406 B.C. The play, which was

producedposthumously by one of his three sons in 40S B.C. won the first prize at the

yearlydramatic performances held durin g the Dionysian Festival . Born in cASS B.C .•

Euripides was quite involved in the political. social and religious life of his Greek

co mmunity. According to lames T. luee in Ancien: Writers: Greeceand~.

Euripides wasco mmissi oned by the Athenians to write a funeral epigram for the

soldiers wbo died in the disastrous expedi tion of 414-412 (233) . Geoffrey S. Kirk in



110

his introduction to the Bacchae asserts that Euripides served on an embassy to

Syracuse and held a lay priesthood in the cul t of Zeus at his birth place in Attica (ir).

During Eurip ides' lifetime theGreek: city -states experienced a series of military,

political and social crises which threate ned their stability . While the Peloponnesian

War was raging, he abandoned his homeland for safety and security in a foreign land.

Similarly. while Nigeria was in a political turmoil following the devastating

civil war, involving a majority of its thirty city-stares, Soyinka left his homeland and

took the oppcrtuairy to re-write Euripides' original . Although the Greeks and Yorubas

sharea mythological. religious and cultural affini ty, Soyinka 's transformation of

Eurip ides ' &2cc1rtu reflects certain relevant aspects of the postcolonial agenda in its

restora tion of the cultural and historical image of the Yorubas distorted by British

imperialism, and its resistance to political and social oppression , nationall y and

interna tionally" This <llap<ordemonstrates how Soyinka"s1h<Baccnae ofBuripiaes:A

Communion Rile authenticates the pre-colonial history and metaphy sics o f the

Yoru bas; expo ses the tyrann y of slavery and Briti sh colonization ; denounces the

colonial ment3lity inherited by contem porary Nigerian leaden ; encourages resistance

to political oppression: proposes liberation and renewal throu gh communal celebration;

and explores drama's portrayal as a revolutionary art form.

Akinwan de Oluwole Soyinka. commonly known as Wole Soyinka, was born on

Iuly 13, 1934 in A.Jre, Abeokuta, a city in the Western Region of Nigeria. ln a 1990

conversation with the students at the lnstitut du Moode angIophone in Paris, Soyinka
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said that his last name, which begins with an ' sh' sound . means "I am surro unded by

sorcerers.· 8 Soyinka's father, a teacher, moved to Akl! fro m the [jehu town of Isara

and became t1eadmastc:rof SL Peter's Primary, a British Mission school. His mother.

who acquired the name, "wild Christian . .. in~. because of her fervent evangelistic

endeav ours. was born into an Egba family . She was also a teacher, a political activist

and a business woman . Both parents descended from the Yorubas of the south-west

region of Nigeria. one of the first areas to be affected by British imperial expansion.

In his book entitled Wole Soyinka, l ames Gibbs asserts that Soyinka' s maternal

ancestors "play ed a pioneerin g role in spreadin g christianity throu gh Western Nigeria

and had composed music which fused Yoruba and Europeantraditions" (2) .

In his autobiography, A1ci: The Yean ojOd/dhood (1981) , Soyinka vividly

describes the first eleven -and-a-half years of his life in AJce and his father ' s home

town , Isara , where he was influenced by both the Yoruba and Western cultures. He

startedschool earlier than the usual age when he followed his older sister to the

nearb y St. Peter's Primary school and was allowed to stay because he was well 

behaved and smart eno ugh to comprehend the lessee s. After com pleting his primary

education. be spent a year at Abeoialta Grammar schoo l and four yean at Government

College at Ibadan. In 1952 , he started his undergraduate studies at University College.

which later became the Universi ty of fbadaa , where he studied English, Greek and

history . At the age of twenty, he left Nigeria for the Schoo l of English at Leeds

University. In 1957 he wasawarded an Upper Second Class Honours degree and he
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began work on his Masters programme. His plays, The Swamp Dwellers and The Lion

and 1MJ~l sparked interest at the Royal Court Theatre in london; his involvement

in the theatre as playwright and pla y-reader hindered the completi on his graduate

work . He has since received honourary Doctor of Laws degrees fro m the University

of Leeds (1973) ; Yale University ( 198 1); Paul valery Universi ty , Montpellier, France

(1984); Univemty of Logos , Nigeria (1988); Moomhouse College, Allanta (1988);

and Universi ty of Bayreuth , Germany, (1989).

Although in Iris teenage years SoyinJca had written plays for his school drama

group. read his shortstories on the local radio, won prizes for poemshe wro te and

reci ted at art festivals . be becam e more widely known as a multi -talen ted artist when,

in 1959 , he directed an evening of his work at the Royal Court Theatre which

included , poetry. songs and drama tic pieces . It was a sensational perfo rmance,

particularly The IJnlOllion. a play about the absurdity of racis m and apartheid in South

..uri ca. He returned to Nigeria on a two-year Rockefeller scholarshi p to research

African drama and theatre at the University of Ibadan in 1960. the year of Nigeria's

official independence from Bri tish colonial rule . Soyinka formed the 1960 Masks

drama group and staged A Dana aleM Forests , a revision of an earlier anti-apanbeid

piece , A Dance olrhLAfricanForest , which he entered in a competi tion of plays to

celebrate Nigeria 's Independence. Soyinka had always beensuspicious about the myth

of Nigerian unity propagated by the British and suspected that it would lead to further

disin tegra tion of the country 's social and political fabric. His outspoken criticis m or
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the illusion that all would be well after independence and his oppos ition to political

corruptio n which he dep icts in his plays placed him in a precarious position in

Nigeria.

Prio r to his period of exile in Englandin 1973. Soyinb Itadbeen imprison ed

twice in Nigeria on politically-related charges. In protest against me results of the

1965 elections that dec lared Chief S. L. Akintola the winne r in the Western Region of

Nigeria , Soyinka replaced the victory tape of Akin tola ' s national radio broadcast.

Soyinka's tape , which began with "This is the voice of Free Nigeria- requested that

AkinroLaand his "crewof renegades- quit the country.9 Soyinka was arrested and

imprison ed and had to go on a hunger strike in order to have his case brou ght to trial

during which he p leaded not guilty to the charge of subversio n and was acquitted

because of insufficient evidence. Twenty months later , in August 1967, Soyinka was

re-arrested and detained withou t trial in solitary confinement in Kaduna prison for his

visit to the Biafran leader, Colonel Ojukwu , and for writin g letters to the press

opposing the war.10 In an intervie w with Louis S. Gates . Soyinka disclosed that his

visit was to present viabl e and concrete solutions and "a definite political alternative to

the secession which had been worked out by a number of influential people - (33) .

Soyinka, who was released. in October 1969, insists that the war was not merely tribal

but a result of class seg men tation and the lack of eg alitarianism .

Soyi.nka was devastated by his experience in prison wbicb he records in The

Man Dted: Prison Notes and in his Poemsfrom Prison; however be bas con tinued his
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fight against political , social and economic corruption in Nigeria and other parts of the

world. For exam ple. he transformed. Euri pides ' the Baccnae into a drama agains t

forms of oppression in 1m . and in 1m , he directed and acted in The Biko Inquest,

a play about the South African court proccc:dings following the death in police custod y

of Steve Bike, a black anti-apartheid leader. In Wok Scyinka , James Gibbs comments

on the play:

The production wasa clinical expose of the inhumanity and deceit in
far-off South Africa. but the play wasnot allowed to become in any
sense escapist. All the parts were taken by black acton, and the piece
was obviously relevant to the Nigeria in which police brutali ty and lack
of integrity in the judici.al system were common-place (I 2) .

Soyinka has used whatever means he couId to communicate his opposition against

tribalism, racism. corru ption and oppression in Nigeria and abroad . He says, in an

interview with Stctesbury, that when he was unable to raise sufficient funds to make

an agirprop film . he recorded the songs in an album , entitled Unlimi ted liability

Company(1983) , which effective ly and economically expressed his views about the

socio-political situation in Nigeriaand was widely distribu ted among the masses.

In 1986. Wa le Soyinb became the first and only West African to receive the

Nobel Prize for Literature, He has also bad many national and internati onal awards

and honours including , the John Whiting Drama Award (1967); Jock Campbell -New

States man Literary Award (1968); Commander, Federal Republic of Nigeria (19 86);

the Order of La Ugioo d 'H onneur from France (1989); the Akogun of Isara (1989) ;

AkinIanm of Egbaland (1990) ; the Order of the Republic of Italy (1990) ; and Premio
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Letterario Internarionale Mondello (1990) .

Soyinka. who bas over fifty published and unpublished works , is a prolific

writer, fluent in Yoruba, Pidgin and English ; be is well-mown and respected

nationally and internationally. His plays have been performed locally , in continental

Europe an d the Americas. He has produced and directednumerous radio , televisio n

and stage plays written either by himself or omen. A film version has been made of a

few of his plays and his movie Bllu!slor a Prodigal was released in 1984 . He played

the role of Patrice Lumumb a in Joan Littlewood's Paris production of Conor Cruise

O'Brien's play, Murderous AngtLr in 1971 and the following year he had the lead rote

in the movi e . African Tbemesand Perspeatves directedby essie Davies.

In addition to the drama grou p , 1960 Masks , Soyinka also fonned the Orisun

Theatre drama group (1963) and the Unife Guerilla Theatre at the University of Ife

( 1978) . Other non-established drama groups were created to meet the immediate needs

for agi tprop plays . for example, as Soyinlcaexplains in an interview with Stotesbury:

When I direct my plays in Nigeria . and especially the kind of plays
which I call ' shot-gun theatre' . my group goes to the market square, to
outside the offices, outside the Houses of Assembly. andenacts these
very bard-hitting plays on specific political and economic issues and
then they vanishbefore they're rounded up by police . In this way , we
are communicating with market-women, with peasants, with office
workers, with the unemployed . .• (62).

Soyinka's dramatic productions are not limited to an enclosed space within a theatre

building; he l3kes his message to the masses and the leaders wherever they are . Art.

whether in the form of dramaor music, has been utilized by Soyinka to exposeand
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resist political, social and cultural oppression .

Soyinka's versatility and his commitment to raising the awareness o f the value

of Yoruba theatre was also evident in his introducti on of a Nigerian theatrical season,

the Orisun Repertory, in 1964. During and after the period o f official colonization.

indigenous Yoruba plays were not given the same value as the plays performed in

English. For the first time in the history of Nigerian theater, Soyinb arranged for

individual plays in bam Yoruba and English to be performed as part of the same

repertoire. On twelve successive evenings threeseparate theatrical companies

performed five different plays in both languages. In 196 1. he wasactively involved in

the foundation of the Mbari Writers and Artists Club in Ibadan . He was the co-editor

of 8/0£1 OrpMUSfrom 1961· 1964; literary editor for Orisun Acting EditioIU in 1970 ;

and edi tor of the journal Transition which he renamed Ch 'lndaba between 1974 and

1976. He held the position of secretary-general of the Union of Writers of African

People s in 1975 and in 1m. he wasthe administrator of the second International

Festival of Negro Arts and Culture (FFSTAC) held for the first time in Nigeria.

Between his return to Nigeria in 1960 and until his retirement from academia

in 1985. SoyinJca held various full time positions. He was lecturer in English at the

University of Ife for one year in 1962; senior lecturer in English, University of Lagos

(1965-67); chair of the Drama Department and appointed bead of the Department of

Theatre Arts. University of Ibadan in 1967 (spent 1967-72 in prison); and professor of

Comparative Literature and bead of the Department of Dramatic Arts , University of
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Ife (1975-85) . While in exile at various times, be was visiting professor at several

prestigious universities. including Churchill Colleg e. Cam bridge University (1973-74) ;

University of Sheffield (1973); lnstitute of African Studies . Universi ty of Ghana

(1976) ; Yale University ( I979-SO); Comdl University (1986) ; and Goldwin Smith

Professor of Africana Studi es and Thea tre, Cornell University ( 1988) . 11

It is evident tllat fro m ear ly childhood and during his ed ucation in Nigeria and

England, and throughout his professional career. Soyinb bas been tremendously

influenced by Western culture . In his Preface to TheGolden lAbyrinth. G. w llson

Knight acknowl edges Soyinka's contri bution to the writing of his essay on Shakespeare

(X). Those Soyinka considers the "quintessence of the literary an- are: John Synge.

Umberto Ecoand Toni Morrison. He admires such dramatists as , Bertoh Brecht,

Derek Walcott. Sean O'casey, Maya!a>vUyand Shakespeare . '2

Several of Soyinka' s written works badbeen previously perfo rmed and some

published individually; how ever the Oxford University Press publis hed Collected Plays

vol. 1 (1973) containing A Dana o/trL Forests, 17re Swamp~lkrs. The Strong

Breed. The Road . and The Bacchae of Euripides . Collected Plays vol. 2 (1974),

com prised 17re Lion and the J~l. Kongi 's Harvest, TheTrials ofBrother Jero,

Jero's Metamorphosis.and M~lI and Sptcia1i.sts. Plays from both collections had

been previously published as Five Plays (1964). Other published plays, which had

been written and performed earlier either on radio or stage, include : CtJtrwJood on 1M

Leaves (1974); [kalh and 1M Ki ng 's Horseman (1975); Opera Wonyosi (1981); If.
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Play of Giams ( 1984); Requiem / or a Funuologisr ( l98S) ; and Childe tmemasionale,

originally pan of a revue, Befo~ the Bb:Jcow (1987).

Soyinka's published collection of poems are : tdanre and Othe r Poems (1961) ,

Poems from Prison (1969) A. Shuttle in lhe Crypt (19n) ; he edi ted Poems ofBlack

Afri ca (1975) ; Ogun Abibiman (1976); Mandela 's Eanh and Ome r Poems (1988). He

has several uncollected poems and others that ace pan of anthologies. for example, in

An African Treasury (1960) edi ted by Langston Hughes, and in Modern Poetry from

Africa (1963) edited by Gerald Moore and Ulli Beier. Soyinka has two original novels

The tmerpreiers (1965) and Season ofAnomy (1989). He translated D . O . Fagunwa's

Yoruba novel , Ogbuju Oth Ninu tgbo trunmaie, into English called The Forest 0/ a

Thousand Deamons (1968). He has three autob iographies: TheMan Died: Prison

NOla a/ Wale SoyinJca ( 19n ); Akt: 1M Yean o/Orildhood ( 1981); Isara: A Voyage

around "Essay" (1989) . Soyinka hasrecen tly published a sequel to AU and tsasa , The

Penkelemes Yean. a Memoir 1946- 1965 ( 1994 ). He haswritten a poetics on Yoruba

drama. Myth. U Uf'tllUn and w African World (1976) ; be has a collection of essays

on litera ture and culture enti tled An , D ialo gue &: Ourrage (1988) ; and nume rous

critical essaysand letters to the press.

Soyinka has interviews recorded in "Cocversaticns with wcle Scyinka" in

Pari s. transcribed by Michel Fabre . Commonweaim 15.2 (Sprin g 1993); With 'B iyi

Bandele- Thomas in July 1993 recorded in Wolt Soy inbl.: An Apprais4l edited by

Adewale Maja-Pean:e ( 1994); "Interview by John A. Stotesbury at the Secon d
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Stockholm. Conference for African Writers . It Kunapipi lX . I (1987) :59-64; "Interview

with Laura Jones . It editor of The N~ Theatre Revi~ (March 1978); "An Interview

with wcle Soyinka· by louis S. Gates in BlI2dc World (August 1975) ; Te levised class

discussion record ed in Katen L. Morn:U' s In Person Ache~. Awoonor. and Soyinka

(1975) ; and intervie ws with Ezekie l Mphahl ele , Lewis Nkosi and Dennis Duerd en in

A.frican Writers Tailin g (1972) editedby Cos mo Pieterse and Dennis Duerden.

In Soyinka 's lnnsformation of Euripides ' Bacchoe, which he subtitles "A

Communio n Rite." he makes significant changes to the original by j uxtaposing

slavery. co lonization and oppression with resistance, libera tion and communal

equality .l3 Soyinka adds a slave leader. an old slave. an addi tional chorus of slaves,

creates relevant scenes and replaces Euripides' epilogue of vengeance and retribution

with restitution and celebratio n. Unlike Rotimi , who gives the Greek charac ters and

places Yoruba names in 1heGodsA~ Not To Blame, Soyinka maintains the English

translation of the Greek characte rs and setting, using standard English language and

images of contemporary Europeanscenes . Like g otimi , but to a greater degree,

Soyi.nka projects his African culture in such a way as to assert its authority over

imported western tradi tions. Although Soyinb acknowledges Irisdependence on the

English translations by Gilbert Murray and Wtlliam Arrowsmith, he uses lines from

his African poe m, tdanre, and traditio nal praise-chan ts that exalt African deities . Just

as Euripides relies 00 the myths surrounding Dion ysos and the foonding of Thebes, so

does Soyinka on the myths of Ogun and other Yoruba gods; but each playwright
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imaginatively recreates the plot and dramatization into his own individual production.

Euripides reverts to earlier forms and structures of Greek drama in his

constructio n of the Baccnae, for example, the Chorus is given a prominent position in

the drama. The Chorus has long choral odes that mark distinct divisions in the action

of the play . As the true worshippen of Dionysos, the all -female Chorus honour their

god , reinforce the myths and respood to the various actions in the drama. They are the

focal point of reference. permanently on stage, drawin g attention to the wisdom of the

gods and particul ar ly the divinity of Dionysos. Althoug h it is not clear to what extent

Euripides mirrors the activities of the Dionysian cult, he makes use of several ancient

and contemporary myths and stories regarding Dionysos' existence and position in the

Greek: cosmology . 14

In Gree k mytho logy , Dionysos is the only Olympian god who has a divine

father . Zeus. and mortal mother. Semele. Although Dionysos has attributes that

associate him with early chtho nic deities , WSaddition to the Olympian pantheon as one

of the twelve came later when Pisi.slr.atos added him in Hestia 's place and introduced

the Dionysian Festival as a state celebration. IS Explanations of the gods ' origins and

histories play an important part in the developmen t of Greek mythology. Homer 's

Iliad has the origin of the gods as Oceanus and Tethys (XIV .201) and Hesiod 's (c.700

B.C .) Theogorry gives the earliest surviving accoun t of a systematic genealogy of the

gods, the creatio n of the universe and mankind . The Theogorryexplains that in the

beginning there was Chaos. Chaos brought Gaea. (Gaia) or Ge, Mother Earth , into
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being and she produced Uranus. Together with Uf2IlUS she had the Titans of which

Crocus was the youngest of seven SODS(123-138). Cronus cut off his father 's genitals

using a long sickle with jagged teeth given to him by his mother because Uranus was

the first to devise: shameful actions . Uranus' blood drop s prod uced the Erinyes and the

whi te foam from his immortal genitals produced Aphrodite (168-182 ; cr . Apollodorus

Li.4). Cronus married his sister Rhea and ruled in his father's place. Fearing his

fathe r ' s prophecy that one of his sons would dethrone him, C ro nus swallowed aU five

of his children. When Rhea gave birth to her sixth child . Zeus. shepresented Cronus

with a stone wrapped as a baby while MaUler Eanh carried Zeus away to safety in

Crete where he was nursed by nymphs . Zeus grew up into manhood. attacked his

father and defeated him after Cronus had vomited the children he had swallowed (453

491). Zeu s reigned supre me , married his sister', Hera, and made their home on Mount

Olympus.

Zeus. who had a reputatioo for amorous affairs with women , was in a

relationship with Semele. one of the four daughters of Cadmus . the legendary founder

of Thebes . Hera. who wasalways jealous of such relationships , disguised herself as an

old neighbour and convinced Seme le to ask her lover to reveal himself in all his glory

to ber. Semele made the request to Zeus after makinghim promise to gran t her

whatever she asked. Zeus' great power and mighty manifestation of lightning blew

Semele and her home into pieces; her chil d , latercalled Dionysos. was tom from her

womb in the sixth month of her pregnanc y. Zeus saved Dionysos , carved out a place
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in his thigh and sewed it up so that he could be protected till the appropriate time of

his birth . The name Dionysos etymologically could be a combination of me genitive

form of the noun Zeus. "Dies ," and "Nysa" the lofty mountain overgrown with trees

where be was hidden as an infant. 16 Dionysos' double birth characterizes his dual

nature of mortal and immortal . good and evil. and his origins in Asia Minor and

Thebes.

Dion ysos ' association with Thebes comes through bis maternal relati ons.

Cadmus, the legendary founder of the city . was the son of Agenor , king of Tyre and

brother of Europa. Agenor demanded that his sons find Europa. whom Zeus ,

disguised as 3 bull . had carried away . Cadmus consul ted the Delphic Oracle and was

told to follow a cow and found a new city wherever the cow laid down in weariness.

Cadm us obeyed and founded Cadmeia which was later called Thebes . In his attem pt to

get water to sacrifi ce the cow. he killed the serpent guard ing the nearb y spring of

Ares and a vo ice prophesied tha t before the end of his life Cadm us woul d become a

serpent. Athena told Cadmus to sow the serpent's teeth from which sprung , the

Spanoi (Sown Men) , the presumed initial inhabitants of Thebes. Euripides retells this

story in The Ph«nidtJn Womtn written in 41G-409 BC. (638-67S) andends the

Baccnae with Dion ysos ' pronouncement that Cadmus and his wife will become

serpents (1330-1 331). 17 According to the myth . Cadmus appeased Arcs for the

death of the serpent by becoming his slave . Cadmus married Harmonia. daugh ter of

Ares and Aphrodite. They bad a son and four daughters: Polydorus , father of
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Labdacus and grandfather of Oedipus ; Semele married Zeus and conceived Dionysos;

[00 married Athamas and both were struck with madness by Hera as a revenge on Ino

for her care of the infant Dionysos; Autonce married Aristeus and had a son Acteon

who was tom to pieces by his carnivorous hounds on Mount Cithaeron ; Agave

married Echion, a descendant of Cadmus , and she disme mbered her son, Pentheus.

Euripides incorporates into the /Jat:ch.ae several aspects of the aetiological

myths of the ancien t Greeks and gives prominence to their histori cal significance. By

having the Cho rus call Dionysos, Zagreus, Eurip ides ide ntifies him with yet anoth er

myth that is crucial to the theme of the play. Legend has it that Zeus impregnated his

sister , Demeter. who gave birth to Persephone; bodl are regarded as fertility

goddesses. The unionbetweenZeusand Persephone resulted in his 5OD., zagrecs.

Hen. as usual . jealous of the affair aroused the TItans who att3Cked the child

zagreus. cut him to pieces with knives and ate his dismem bered parts . 18 Athena

saved the child' s heart and brought it to Zeus who swallowed the heart and implanted

it through sexual union with Semele . Zeus in anger destroyed me Titans with his

thunder and lightning but ou t of their ashes the human race wascreated. The

aetiologi cal significance of this myth lies in the idea that being createdout of the ashes

of the monstrous . evil Ti tans. humans have the dual nature of evil and good , as well

as the capacity for divine attributes. Dionysos' relationship to Demeter and Persephone

qualify him as a fertili ty deity and accounts for similarities between the EIeusinian and

Bacchic Mysteries. 19
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In the prologue of Euripides ' lJacchae. Dionysos emphasizes his divine and

mortal parentage and his reasons for being in Thebes . His mother ' s sisters deny his

biological connection with Zeus and clai m that his mother wasconsumed because she

lied about her relationship with Zeus. There fore. bebasdisgui.sed himself as a mortal

in order to exact reven ge on the perpetrators (1-4; 26-31). Part of Dion ysos ' mission

is to defend his mother' s reputation by the revelation of his divinity as proo f that his

mother's story is true ; he is the product of the union betweenSemele and Zeus . the

fatherof gods and men . He also intends to introduce the Bacchic rites and Dionysian

ritual to me Theban s becausethey. through the arrogance of Penlbeus, have neglected

to worship him as god . Dionysos makesthis clear in the prologue that he stung the

Theban women with madness. driving them from their homes. Dressed in Bacchic

costume, they have gone to Moun t Cilhaeron to participate in Dionysian rites (32-36) .

The irony is that Dion ysos takeson mortal form but uses his supernatural powers to

entice and excite the Theban women into Bacchic worship and perfonn numerous

miracles . While the Theban women , compelled to perform in Dionysian rites . are out

on Mount Cithaeron, the group of Lydian women , who willin gly followed Dionysos

fro m Asia Minor. form the Chorus on stage.

As the title suggests. the Baccnae is also a play about women . The Greek word

translite rated as bacchae, is the nominative, feminine , plural of the masculine singular

noun , bacdua, meaning women possessed/inspired by the god , Bacchus. Euripides

makes reference to several mytho logical women. Dionysos comes to honour the



l2S

memory of his mother whose tomb is a permanently on stage; and. Pentheus, stripped

of his masculini ty and disguised in a female Baechle costume, is sacrificed by his

mother. Through his worship, Dionysos libera tes the Theban women and the female

slaves from their burdensome tasksof home-making, weaving and labouring in the

fields . The Chorus confirms that stung to madness by Dicnysos, the women are awa y

from their looms and shuttles and are gone into me mountain s (ll~1l9). The Cho rus

of foreign women have the important role as bearers of the wisdom and know ledge of

the myths and Bacchic rites. Euripides contrasts the peaceful , willing worshippers with

the Theban women whose mad, violent behaviour is a result of rejectin g the god .20

In the absence of a male heir, Cadmus. in his old age, banded over the throne

and the rulership of Thebes to his daughter ' s son , Pentbeus . Pentheus has ruled

Thebes as a tyrant. not only in the Gree k:sense of the word . meaning a usurper, but

as a dicta tor and a despot . In his first appearance on stage , he is enraged that the

women have left their work and gone away to parti cipa te in Baechle revels. He refers

to Dionysos as a stranger, a new-made god. an effeminate imposto r, one who corrupts

the women, and the one who wasblown up wi th his mother by Zeus . He ad mi ts that

be has bad some of the women chained and imprisoned and intends to do the same

with Dionysos . Pentheus passes judgement and punishment on Dionyso s:

PENTHEUS: . . .these women you have brought with you
As collaborators in evil we shall either sell off .
Or I shall stop their hands from the drum-beating din
And own themas household slaves at me looms
(511-514).
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Euri pides gives enough information about Pentheus' atti tudes towards Dionysos ,

woman and those in a lower class for his characterization as a tragic hero to be

understood. At the end. of the play. when rebuked by the Messe nger for rejoicing in

his master's death. the Chorus is able to say. "I a cry in ecstasy, a foreigner. in my

al ien strains, for no longer do I cringe under fear of imprisonm ent " (1034- 1035) .21

The Greek myths and legends make reference to slaves: for examp le. Cadmus

served as a slave of the god. Ares . for a period of time. Accordin g to The World of

AIMlU. during Euripides' lifetime . the Greek population was made up of social classes

which incl uded the citizens . the mewikoi and slaves (153- 162) . lbucydides reports that

after 413 B.C . 20 ,000 slaves , mostly skilled workers. escaped to the Spartans during

the latter phase of the Peloponnesian Wax. Slaves were usedextensively in agriculture

as manual labo ur for tillin g the grou nd. planting and harvestin g; in the clay pits and

mines ; in the manufacture of implements; and in domestic services . The slaves.

wheth er domestic or otherwise. had no rights to own property . buy land or sit at the

assemblies. In TheGruk. World , Philip de Souza asserts:

Slavery was widespread in the Greek World . but the slave trade
received little attention fro m the writers of ancient Greek literature,
partly , it seems, because they were embarrassed and offended by it.
although they were aware of its importance (18 8).

Slavery could also have been accepted as a way of life and just taken for granted . It is

not clear what Euripides ' own personal opinions were about slavery or Greece 's

imperialistic ventures ; howeve r in the Baccnae, Dionysos makes it clear that everyone,
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whether bond or free. ricb or poor. male or female . young or old can worship

Dionysos and participate in the Bacchic rites . Dionysos andPeetbeus reveal their

attitudes:

DIONYS OS: Every foreigner dances in these rites.

PENTIlEUS: Yes, becausethey are less sensible than Hellenes .

DIO NYSOS: In this case, rather . they are fully sensible; but their customs
differ (an: different] (482-484) .

Pentheus describes the foreigners as mentally inferior . as having ideas much worse

than the Hellenes . Having lived in exile , first in Thessaly and then in Macedon. as a

foreigner from Athens and his binh place . Attica, Euripides seems to view foreigners

not in terms of their inferiority of intelligence. morality or society, but in tenns of

social . political and religious differences. Eurip ides has dramatized this observation in

his earlier tragedy, Medea (431 B.C .), in which the heroine , Medea. who is fro m

Co lchis , faces rejection because she is a foreigner-.22 In the~, Pentbeus

upholds Zeus as the source of the state religion but rejects Zeus' son. Dionysos. In the

punishment meted out to me Cadmeianfamily at the end of the play. Cadmus and

Harmonia will be turned into snakes. exiled into slavery to drive an ox-cart and lead

foreigners befo re they will be rescued by Arcs and transplanted to the land of the

blessed (1330-13 39). Agave is to be separated from her sisters and all of them exiled

fro m Thebes.

Euripides.. in having Pentheus disguised as a woman and a bacchante, gives
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trim not only lhe bi- sexual nature attributed to Dion ysos but also the role of a

scapegoat as Dion ysos dec lares : "You alone take on the burden for this city, you

alone; I Therefore the necessary contests await you" (964-9 65). The Seco nd

Messenger's descri ption of what happens to Pentheus and Agave ' s expressions when

she returns with his head confirm his death as a sacrificial victim. Pentheus is seen as

a mountain beast . a lion, by the bacchantes and his mother. the priestess. possessed by

the Baechlegod starts the process of dismem berin g him. According to lhe ritual , in

the dismembering of a sacri ficial victim. known as sparagmos, the priest or priestess

initia tes the rite as dramatized by Agave. Unaware that she tore up her son. she call s

to Cadmus and Pen theus to share her victory in the hunt of the beast, She comes to

her senses and recognizes rhat she b.a.s killed her own son (1169-1300).

Euri pides presen ts me tragedy that befalls the house of Cadm us thro ugh

Penthe us' s death by his moth er as justified. Despite all the reports of Dionysos '

mirac ulous mani fes tation of powe r, and the Choru s' pleading that Dion ysos is "the

equal of any of the gods!" (777)23 . Pentheus remainsadamant that me god does not

exist beca use he was blown to pieces with his mother. In the end. Cadmus admits that

Pentheus wasa terror to the city (1310) , andif there is any man who thinks be is

above the gods ; "Le t him look on Pentheus' s death , and j udge that god s exist- (1326) .

When Cadm us pleads that the punishmen t is too harsh , Dionysos' response is that

-long ago Zeus my father appro ved these things - ( 1349) . Euripides dramatizes what is

very evident from Greek mythology and ancien t Greek literature that mortals who
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think themselves to be above the gods do not gel away unpunished.; the fact that Zeus

himself "gave his nod; in the literal sense of the word. demonstrates that Dion ysos

acted in acco rdance with the will of Zeus .

Aware of the parallels between Greek and Yoruba mythology and ritual s.

Soyinka underscores the significan ce of the elder god, Ogun , who is synonymous with

Dion ysos. Like the Gree ks, the Yorubas have a multiplicity of gods and several

aetio logica1 myths. In Yotuba Myths. U11i Beier records :

In the beginning there was Orisha.. Orisha lived alone in a little hut
which wasat the foot of a huge rock. He hada faithful slave . who
cooked his food and looked after him in every way .. . One day the
slave waylaid Orisha. He wai ted for him at the rapof the rock. and
when he saw Orisha return borne fro m his farm, he roll ed a huge
boulder onto the hut. Orisha wascrus hed into hundred s o f pieces and
they were scattered thro ughou t the world . . .Orunmila [Yoruba crea tion
god} put all the pieces he had collected into a large calabash which be
call ed Orisha Nla , or Orishanla, and deposited them in a shrine at Ife .
But hundreds of fragments are still scattered throu ghout the world today
(6-7) .

Orisba's household slave , reminiscent of Cadmus, is one of the earliest examples of

resistance to servitude in the Yoroba mytho logy. Beier suggests that the Yoru bas say

they have 401 otisha. or divini ties . meaning that DO one knows the exact number.

Ogun, like the Dionysos depi cted by Euripides in the B4cc:J:M. symbolizes the

creative/d estructi ve principle in humans and nature . In Myth. Soyinka records the

myth about the gods ' journey through an impenetrable void and Ogun 's importance:

A long isolation from the world of men had created an impassable
barrier which they [the gods ] tried, but failed. to demo lish . Ogun finall y
took over . Armed with the first techni cal instrum ent which he had
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forged fro m the ore of mountain-wo mbs. he cleared the primordial
j ungle, plunged throu gh the abyss and called on the others to follow.
For this feat the gods offered him a crown, invitin g him to be king ove r
them (28-29) .

Yoruba mythology elevates Ogun because be is the first to restore communication

between gods and men. It is to Ogun that Soyinka attributes the creation of the first

technical implement and thereby implies Ogun 's superiority to Cronus and Uranus . the

former of whom has only a flint sickle to castra te the latter. The rest of the Yoruba

creation myth presents Ogun's dual nature and similarity to the Greek: gods Zeus and

Dionysos. Ogun, who is well-received at tre. comes to the aid of the townsfolk by

ridding them of their enemy, similar to OdewaIe's accomplishment for the Kutuje

people in Rotimi' s The GodsAre Not To Blame. However, Ogun refuses several

requests from the people for him to be their king but since they persist he eventually

accepts and comes down from his mountain abodedecked in palm fronds to be

crowned king . One day , Ogun drinks a gourd of palm wine left by Esu, the trickster

god and in his state of confusion kills his own people (29). Soyinka insists tha t "Ogun .

by incorporating within himself so many seemingly contradictory attributes. represents

the closest conceptioo to the original oneness of Orisa-nla " (31) .

Another version of this myth which helps to crystallizeSoyinka's Bacchae is

recorded in "The [fa Divinatio n System- by Wande Abimbola. Ifa, also known as

Orunmila, was one of the 40 1 divinities who came to earthand settledat Ue.

Olcdumare, the Yoruba high god. gave each divinity a function to perform on earth
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and Ogun wasput in charge of all things related to war and hunting and the use of

iron im ple ments. The divinities married among themselves and ga ve birth to those

who became the divine rulers of the Yoru ba. Out of the descendants of the divinities,

the children of Oduduwa became the most important politicall y and fo rm ed the ruling

dynas ty of the Yoruba kingdoms which later culminated into the imperial or ganiza tion

of the Oyo Empire. Olodumare created human beings from clay and they became the

subjects over whom the divini ties and their descendants ruled (3S-36) . Other sources

declare Ogun the firs t son of Oduduwa and the direc t ancestor of the Yorubas .24

Since Ogun is the only one who forged through primordial chaos. which he

conquered throu gh the use of a scientific invention , according to Soyinlca.Ogun

becom es a key figure in the undemandin g of Yoruba metaphysics , and co nsequently

rirual drama. Ogun is So yinka's patron god, because being the god of creativity , he is

also the god of artists . In the Introduetioo to his version of the Bacchae, Soyinb

narrates the parallels between Ogun and Dionysos :

The Phrygian god and his twinhood with Ogun exercise irresistible
fascination . His tbyrsus is physicall y and functionall y parallelled (sic)
by the opa Ogun bome by the male devotees of Ogun . But the tbyrsus
of Dionysos is brighter , it is all ligbt and running wine , Ogun ' s stave is
more symbolic of his laboun of Ogun through the night of transition . A
long willo wy pole , it is topped by a froad -bound lum p of are which
strains the pole in wilful curves and keeps it vibrant •• . • Through town
and village, up the mountain to the grov e of Ogun , thi s dance of the
straining phallus-heads pocks the air above men and women revellers
who are decked in palm froods and bear palm branches in their hands
(v).

Associated wi th the Dionysian rituals are the fertility rites whi ch inc lude the barvesting
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of grapes. pressing out of the wine, the process ion of girls carrying baskets filled with

the frui ts and flowers of the earth . culminating in music . dancing and the drinking of

wine . An animal is sacrificed and its limbs tom apart in the act of Sparagmos.2S

During the annualOgun Festival at Ire aiti described by R. L. Ibigbami,

Oguo's shrine and images are cleansed and veiled with palm fronds . sacri fices are

offered by individual households and by the whole com munity. On Ogun day. the

Eyemola leads the female procession of followers while masked mortals in the image

of Ogun and his wife with their male attendants makea symbolic journ ey amidst

drumming and dancing to and from Umeru. Ibigbami asserts that "gro ups of hundreds

parad e the stree t dancin g vigoro usly . chantin g war songs in memory of Ogun .. . •

(53). In his Introdu ction to the Bcccnae, Soyinka identifies the Dionysian prac tices

with thoseof Oguo's festival, which significantly is climaxed by the symbolic sacrifice

of Ogun 's favourite animal:

A dog [a surrogat e for the god] is slaughtered [cut clean through the
neck] in sacrifice, and the (symbolic] mock-struggle of the head pries t
and his aco lytes for the carcass, durin g which it is literally tom lim b
from limb. inevitably brings to mind the dismembennent of Zagreus,
son of Zeus . Most significant of all is the brotherhood of the palm and
the ivy. The mysteryof the wine of palm , bled straight from the tree
and potent without further ministration, is a miracle of nature acquiring
symbolic significance in the Mysteries of Ogun ( v) .

The Mysteri es of Ogun symbolize the return to nature, which is intrinsic to Afri can

religious beliefs, and which possess the power to recreate and stimulate growth for all .

Soyinka's uansformarion of Euripides '~ is relevant to postcolonial
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discoursebecause be draws parallelsfrom the mythol ogical and religious history of the

ancient Greeks to authen ticate the pre-colonial history of the Yorubas . and by

extension. the African countries affected by European imperialism . In Myrh, Soyi.nka

ridicules those who have the "strong scholar ly nerve- to present 'conclusive evid ence '

mat the Yoruba religi on is derived from the Greek (14) . Ironically, Martin Bernal

documents the contrary in his two-volume treatise . Black AlhLna: TheAfroasiasic

RoofSofClassical Qvilizorion (1981) . Chcikil Anta. Diopconfirms the direct influence

of African civilization on Greece in his anthropological research . Qvi/izaIion or

Barlxuism (198 1), which was r:ransIate.d. into Englisb in 1991. Some of Soyinka's

arguments are similar to those of Bernal' s and Diop 's , as revealed in his discussion on

Greek:mythology in "Conversations":

[HJistori~y. nobod y has been in the slightes t doubt about the links
between the past African civilizations and the Grecian world. What are
called the Hellenic religions are proven to have come from Africa by
way of Egypt. Those aspects of African history I quite opportunistically
inserted there rm my plays] to see that people would try to remember
what was often denied, to remember that the world was not originally
quite as dichoto mized as bappeoed later in the last millennium . I
de liberate ly referred to that also to counter the habit of insulari ty which
in fact hasoften been imposed 011 African selt- awareeess by the
contemporary encoun ter with the European world by severing those
links (22).

Soyinka makesa conscious effort to validate the pre-colonial history of the Yorubas

and associate the beginnin gs of civilization with Africa through the reworking of

Euripides ' play. He emphas izes the Yoruba myths and local religious practices to

demonstrate that org anized religion and forms of social and political interaction and
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communication existed long be fore European domination . In Dionysos' opening

speech, Soyinka identifies him with dark:Ethiopia and insinuates Dionysos' African

origin, which implies that Ogun and the Yoruba gods existed before the ancient

Greeks and the subsequent western religions came into being . The Slave Leader exalts

Dionysos by saying that he has seen him in "the mountains of Eritrea. in the deserts of

Lib ya •.•" (19). Contrary to the myth of imperialism, the Europeans did not have to

come and deliver the "natives" from "darkness;" the Africans already possessed the

ligh"

It is obvious from his interview s and I~ that Soyinka sees his role as a

writer largely in terms of restoring the history of the Africans that hasbeen denied or

distorted by European imperialists. In his preface to Myrh, which he wro te in 1973 the

same year he produced the Baccnae. Soyinka narrates the incident that preci pitated the

co nten ts of his book. While a visiting professo r at Sheffield University he found out

that the " English Department (or perhapssome key indivi dual) did not beli eve in any

such mythical beast as ' African Literature ;" He acknowledges wi th mock relief th.u

sucb individuals "at least have Dot gone so far as to deny the existence of an African

world - only its litera ture and . perhaps. its civilizati on" (vii . viil) .26

SoyinG acknowledges the postco lonial theoretical position that eurocentric

assu mptions about the foundatio n and develop ment of human civilization and the

who le theory of social origins whicb have beenpostulated by European thinkers and

scholan must be re-evaluated. 10 an interview with Louis L. Gates in 1975 , be argues:
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I find myself very much preoccupied • if you like, naturally prejudiced 
in favor of a wholesale re-examination. re-evaluationof European ideas .
In fact. I question very much the intellectual value of a number of the
preoccupations of European scholars , And taking as the foundation of
my thinJdng the ideas. the world-view, the philosophical concepts of my
society. ( find that Europehasfor too long brow-beaten the rest of the
world . and especially the Afrk:an world . into an accep tance of the very
fundamental system (of evaluation] which is. I suppose . natural to
Europe (3S).

Soyinka engages in postco lonial discourse when he says that his onl y j ustification for

being preoccupied with Europeansystems and the reason for us to recog nize what they

are is "in order to undo , as far as we can. the immense damage which has been done

to our [Afri can] society , and also to retrieve our centers of learnin g - our schoo ls

even, and our universities - from the wrong emphasis . .. .. (35-36) . He is convinced

that "noming short of a cu/ruraJrevolsaion, It similar to that of China. is needed to rid

Africa and the world of eurocentricism (44).

Soyinka's commitment to ridding the world of eurocentricism includes re-

articulating and interrogating hegemonic ideologies and positing new meanings on

certain eurccenmc ways of thinking and writing about Africans. Words like: "pagan , "

"primitive" and "barbaric" are semanticall y purged of anything derogatory and utilized

in their older senses. namely as integral parts o f various com ple x African mythological

and religious systems. In "Human Sacrifice in Llteramre : The Case of Wale Soyinka. •

James Booth argu es that Soyinka "challenges European images of barbarism, and

asserts throu gh the ritual of human sacrifice a co mmunal Interrelationship between the

individual and society , different from that of the individualistic ' West " ( 14).21



136

Soyi.nka' s notion of tragedy is crucial to an understanding and interpretation of

his drama. An attem pt to exp lain Soyinka's play outside of its framewo rk leads only to

distortion as in the case of the 1973 National Thea tre production directed by Roland

10m. Soyinka hassinceadded the following in the Production Notes of the 1974

Norton edi tion:

This version of The Bacc!uJ.e has been conceived as a com munal feast. a
tumultuous celebratio n of life. It must be staged as such . Any cuts in
the text, dictated by production necessitiesmust Nor be permitted to
affect the essential dimension of a Narure feast.

In the contex t of a Nature feast. Soyinka considers the sacrificial death of Pen theus

necessary for the renewal of Thebes. as redefined in terms of the contemporary

Nigerian situation. [0 his essay "Between Self and System : The Artist in Searc h of

Liberation- written in June 1974, Soyinkadelineates his problems wi th the director ' s

interpretation of his adaptation and includescopiesof his notes to the director.

Soyinka's outline of what was wrong with the productio n's interpretation of his play

and a misunderstanding of his transfo rmation explain some of the poor review s and

disappoinunent of the critics .28 Commenting on Joff~ 's prod uction . apart from the

misuse or abuse of the Yoruba talking-drum. Dionysos ' introdu ctio n on stage with a

sign of the fUl11IQJte and the tOOlS posture, and viscous paint in place of wine. Soyinka

asserts:

(1) all the principal acton amo ng the slaves and the followers of
Diooysos were black ••• a reduction along raciallines which neither
Euripcdes (ric) nor I his adapter ever indicated; (2) the sense of visceral
liberati on implicit in the PJdrY was made literal and agitprop •••• a
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ponderously metallic stage set, the clanking of chains which drowned all
speeches ••• (17) .29

In an interview with W. Stephen Gilbert in Plays and Pfay~rs (Septe mbe r 1973) , Jo ffe

mentions the plays similarity with Indian mythology (23) and must have preferred that

interpretation instead of the African Ogun . Soyinka insists in his Introduction , that he

conceives his adaptation of me Bacchae as a "prodigious banquet. an insightful

manifestation of the universal need for man to match himself against Nature- (..t.xi) .

In his transformation and re-interpretation of Euripides' Ba.ccJrae. Soyinka nor.

on!y authenticates the pre-colonial histo ry of the Yorubas but he also exposes the

tyIann y of Europeanslavery and colonization. He emphasizes oppression by the visual

representation of slavery. the addition to the original Euripidean cast of a Chorus of

Slaves, an Old Slave and a Slave Leader who plays a major dramatic and symbolic

role in the play . The nature of Pentheus ' reign is characterized by terror. reminiscent

of both a slave master and a contemporary Nigerian mili tary officer or political leader .

Soyinka specifies in the Production Notes that:the Slaves and Bacchantes sbould be as

-mixed a cast as is possib le testifying to their varied origins.· Joffe obviously igno res

this important aspect to the understanding of Soyinka's play. In "Traasleti on;

Changing the Code: Soyinka.'s Ironic Aetiology: And.re Lefevere suggests that by

requesting a mixed cast. "Soyinsa's dispossessed arc emphatically made to include

Africa and the third world in general . witho ut excluding the dispossessed in the

deve loped nations . . . • (134). In other words, Soyinka includes all those who are
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oppressed , politically or otherwise. reg:ardless of their co lour , class, country or creed.

So relevant is slavery to the production of Soyinka's drama that he subjects his

audience to me stark reality of its humiliaring and destructive power on human life. In

addition to Euripides' smo lderin g tomb of Semele with green vines clinging to its

ruins . Soyinka sets up "a road [which] dips steeply into lower background. lined by

the bodies of crucified slaves mostly in the skeletal stage " (1) . Having a road dip

steeply into the tower background conveys the impression that there an: multitudes of

such bodies of slaves expo sed for miles along the road . Far more devastating than

Zeus' lightning and fire that destroy ed Semele and her ho me are the slaves that have

been crucified and their bodies left to rot in the open air. Just as these slaves were

kept and then murdered to satisfy Pentheus' whims so were the slaves in lhe

nineteenth century. usedto sarisfy the economic greed of the Europeans. Many slaves

were inhumanely treated and died under the burden of work or the beatings of their

cruel slave masters. Unfortunately. another form.of inhumanity still exists ; the

murders such as occurred in the Biafran warduring which Soyinka nor: only witnessed

merciless killings of others but wasalso the victim of man 's inhumanity to man.3O

Soyinka portrays a comp lementary scene on the set as ano ther constant

reminder of slavery . His stage directions read: "Farth er do wn and into the wings , a

lean-to built agains t the wall , a threshing-floor. A cloud of chaff, and through it. dim

figures of slaves flailing an d treading" ( I) . Slavery , colo nization , aparthe id, deeply

ingrained into the history and the lives of Africans, is dramatized physically by the
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sweatin g labour of slaves on the threshing floor and symbolically by the dead bodies

o f the other sacrificed slaves. The cries of the slaves permeate the drama.

According to Alben Hunt ' s review of the production , •Amateu rs in Horror, "

the image of the Chorus of male slaves at the beginning of the play is effective

because "they shamble through the audience , linked to each other by chains that clang

as they walk; and on the stage they form themselves into a shuftliDgcircle that evokes

images from the concentration camps" (343) . Even though this scene is visually

impressi ve, Soy inka mentions the technical difficul ties created beca use the clanking

drown ed the actors ' speeches. Portraying the men chained to each other brin gs bac k

memori es of those who were chained in like manner on their journey to the slave

markets during the British transatlantic slave trade . Amidst such representation of

brutality on stage is the main gate of Pentbeus ' palace , a symbol of terro r and

oppression. Pentbeu s maintains the old , establish ed state religio n whic h requires that a

slave be ritually flogged to death to symbolize the demise of the old year and

prospects for the new. This ritual perpetuates the oppression of slaves by the

imperialistic and aristocratic leadershi p , in which many suffer and die to sustain a few.

Such a process is a reversal of true leadership and ritual sacrifice where one dies to

save many .

Soyinka includes a re-enac tmen t of the King' s yearly ritual procession of the

Mysteries of Eeusis in the opcn.iDgscene . T~, the old blind seer , whose position

as priest of the state religion associates him with Pentheus' reign , has taken the place
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of the old household slave who is to be flogged to death in the ritual . TtreSias makes

the transference partly because he fears the possibility of insurrection and rebellion

amo ng the slaves and because he sees it as an opportunity to participate in the slave's

role instead of his usual role as administrator of the ritual (12). Tiresias has arranged

that the floggers do not whip him mercilessly to death as they do the slaves but only

perform the symbolic flogging; nonetheless they almost flog the last breath out of his

body. when askedby Dionysos why he volunteered to play flagellant, Tuesias replies :

"The city must be cleansed . Filth , pollution. cruelti es. secret abominations - a whole

year's accumulation ... . If one more slave I1adbeen killed at the cleansing rites , or

sacrificed to that insatiable altar of oarion-build.ing •••• (10. 11). Tiresias wants to

sacrifice himself but oot completely; he identifies with the scapegoatbut not to the

extent of being flogged to death. Through Dionysos, Soyinka. demonstrates that

Pentheus, not Tiresias , is eligible as a scapegoat, to rake away the filth, pollution and

cruel ties of the whole year, since he is directly responsible for them, and more

importantly as Diooysos declares: "Ibere are risks I A king must take for his own

people- (70) . Soyinka also hints at the thousands of Nigerians whose lives were cut

short under the guise of -nation-building- during the past several decades .

In his Introduction, Soyinka explains the philosophy behind the ritual flogging

and how it benefits the oppressor at the expense of the slaves and lower classes:

The impact of the Dionysiac revival on the slave-sustained economy of
Greek society becomes understandable within this context. Punishment
for 'economic sabotage ' - malingering, rebelliousness, quota failure etc .
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etc . - was, in a sense, a disciplinary perversion of the nature
propitiation principle. (u ").

The theme of sacrifice, both in mythology and as a social practi ce , is foregrounded

more in Soyinka 's transformation than the Euripidcan original, although Euripides

employs the theme of sacrifice in most of his plays.31 The sacrifice of Pentheus for

the good of the whol e community is deve loped through dialogue. mime and symbolic

enactment by the Slave Leader.

Significant to the understanding of Soyinb's Bacchae in its social . political and

religious contexts is the role of the Slave leader. He is the leader of the Chorus of

slaves who are threshing and flailin g, indicating the season of harvest. the time when

the ritual of sacrifice to welcome the new year is performed. The Slave Leader is the

firs t to protest the killing of slaves . the first to honour and identify with the god,

Dionysos . Having been told that the old man who looks after the King 's dogs is to be

sacrifi ced. the Slave Leader is agitated about his death:

SLAVE LEADER: Flogged to death? In the name of some un.speakable rites?

HERDSMAN: Someone must cleanse the new year o f the rot of the old
or the world will die. Have you ever known famine?Real
famine?

SLAVB LEADER.: Why us? Why always us?

HERDSMAN: Why not?

Sl.A VE LEADER: Because the rites bring us nothing! Let those to whom the
profits go bear the burden of the old year dying (4).

Soyinka's creation o f this scene early in the drama sets the stage for the tension and
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conflict betweenthe oppressed and the oppresso r. juxtaposed between the saviour and

the sacrifice . The Slave Leader proclaims that the worst form of brutality is to

sacrifice an unwillin g slave from the already underprivileged class for the sakeof

maintaining the wealth of the aristocracy. After Pentheus' sacrificial death. the Slave

Leader respo nds to the Old Slave who accuses the god of such heartless revenge :

SLAVE LEAD ER: Who pities us? When the mine-prop falls and pulps
Our bones with mud, who pities us'? When harvest
Fails, who goes without? And you , if you had
Died at the feast of Eleusis . would Thebes
Have remembered you with pity? (87) .

His words invoke the memory of those who die in the South African mines, or in

peace ful demonstra tions. and of those wbo died in slave ships or on the plantations.

sacrificed for the advancement and profit of the master race .32 Similarl y. British

coloaization of the African colonies introduced western education and culture at the

painful sacrifice of West African's culture and laDguage.

The Stave Leaderrefers to Pentheus' brutal rituals as "unspeakable rites"

because they are no longer efficacious; they bave become corrupt and polluted . In

"The Exigencies of Adaptation: The Case of Soyinka' s BaaJrae," K. E. Senaa u

suggests: "Pee tbeus hases tablished a tyranny whicb involves a perversion of religious

rites in to a crue l and meanin gless sacrifi ce of slaves as scapegoats " (109) .

Soyinka' s descri ption of the yearly ritual processi on: "a liturgi cal drone - lead

and re frain . a dull , thin, monotone . . .. black-robed priests intoning a liturgy ,

punctuated by hand-bells" <2. 5>, offers a thinly veiled satire of Western religion more
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gen erally reduced to mechanical and meaningless ritual, He con trasts this dull , useless

ritual with the vibrant. meaningful dance of antici pated freedom initiated by the Slave

Leade r in cooperation wi th the Bacchantes and Slaves. The stage directions read :

Music . It bas the strange quali ty - the nearest familiar example is the
theme-song of 'Zo rba me Greek ' - with its strange mixture of nostalgia.
violence and deaIh . The scene which follows needs the following
quali ty: extracting the emotional colour and temperature of a European
pop scene without degenerating into that tawdry commercial
manipulation of teenage mindlessness. The lines are chan ted not sung ,
to the musical acco mpanim ent . ••. His [the SLA VE LEADER's] style is
based on the lilt and energy of the black ho t gospellers who them selves
are often the first to become physically possessed (18).

Th e them e-song of ' Zorba the Greek' starts off with slow single beats which grad uall y

increase in both intensity and speed .33 The fully negroid Slave Leaderwho bas

experienced prolonged restraint and oppression knows how to freely express his

emotions physicall y and spiritually.

The Slave Leader. breaks loose from the res traints of the other slaves and

shouts "W elcome the new god! 'Thrice welcome the new order! " and with his hands

cupped to his mouth , yodels "Bvobe-e-e-e, Eveh -e-e-el" (7) . Soyinka duplicates the

sound in the Greek word for the Ba:cchic cry mentioned in Euripides' original

(1034) .34 Soyinka specifically recommends that lhe Slav e Leader be fully negroi d

becauseof the ' hollering ' style of his solo in the pla y. His vocal resonance will be

extremely effective on stage, particularly as it intermingles with the sound/musi c of

Dion ysos . Acco rding to the stage directions , the Slave Leader 's sound is "taken up by

echoes from the hills . It roves round and round and envelops the scene . . . . the sound
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continues. transformed beyond the plain echo (Q an eerie response from vast distances -

(7) . These arc the sounds that build up and swell. culminating in the music of the

black hot gospellers . the African-Americans whose music became a source of comfort

and hope durin g their yean of slavery and oppression. The Slave Leader sees that

same hope for freedom and libera tion as revealed in his words to the other slaves who

are frightened because they danced with Dionysos and the vestals:

SLA VB LEAD ER: You hesitant fools! Don' t you unders tand?
Don't you bloW? We are' no longer alone -
Slaves . helots , the near and dis tant dispossessed!
This master race, this much vaunted dragon spa wn
Have met their match. Nature hasjoined forces with us.
Let them reckon now. not with mere men, not wi th
The scapegoat bogeyof a slave uprising
But with a new remorseless order. forces
Unpredictable as molten fire in mountain wombs .
To doubt, to hesitate is to prove undeserving (7-8).

The Slave Leader assures all the slaves and helots both near and far that their

redemption is at hand. It is the dawning of a new day when the suppressed will be

freed. By saying that the master race have met their match because nature hasjoined

forces with the servile race, Soyinka would seem by extension to be alluding to all the

Europeancolonialists who considered themselves to be the master race . The Slave

Leader's words are like a call to arms for the ex-colonized to join forces and attack

eurocen tred ideologies and discrimination of every kind . Furthermore. Sc yinka , by

being commissioned to write a play. takes the opportuni ty to expo se the tyranny of

slavery and colonizati on and authenticate Africa' s pre-cclceial history to a
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predominantly British audience.

In his transfonnalion of the Baccnae, Soyinka considers Ogun , the Yoruba god

of iron and war, to be the older brother of Dionysos. Therefore, the Slave leader can

identify with Dionysos because his counter-part, Ogun , is a native of his land. Soyinka

traces Dionysian worship back to Ogun , as he asserts in his Introduction: "The

dionysiac impu.l.se was not new. Dionysianism, essentially agrarian in origin. was the

peasant's natural evocation of, and self-immersion in, the mysterious and forceful in

Nature" (\II). If the Dionysiac was already present in Ogun , suggesting that Ogun is

older chronologically than Dtonysos, then the African religions, myths and history are

older than those of the Greeks and the western world. The negroid Slave Leader, who

speaks like one of Ogun's priests, has "long been a spokesman for the god" (15); he

once knew the freedom to worship Ogun (3). Just like Soyinka, the Slave Leader

emphasizes that there was a time when he and his ancestors were not enslaved.

physically and mentally . a time before European slavery. colonization and the white

master race brought their new state religion . In the Greek myth , Cadmus, at the

command of the Delphic oracle, is said to have founded Thebes and taken over the

land; likewise, at the command of Her Majesty and the whole European imperialistic

system, the British took up residence in Nigeria and other colonies, defiled their

culture and distorted their history.

Soyinka adds another dimension to Euripides' theme of liberation; by freeing

the Slaves to worship in the ritual dance with the Bacchantes, he demonstrates the
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intersection between postcolonialism and feminism. Both theories denounce the

patriarchal. imperialistic and hierarchical systems that marginalize along gender and

racial lines. Helene Cixous, in "The Laugh of the Medusa. ~ discusses plta.l.locentric

and eurocentric ideo logies in the context of slavery and European domination of

Africa.35 Soyinka capitalizes on the strengths of both female and male impulses as

he brings them together in a highly rirualized dance.

Many women, like Soyinka's mother and aunt , play significant roles in the

religious and socio-economic life of Nigeria . In "Mother's Day: A Note on Eurip ides'

Bacchae." J . Gould makes referen ce to the Efe/Gelede festival of the Yorubas of

Western Nigeria held in the spring to honour mothers as an indication of the authority

and power of Nigerian women (32).36 Dionysos' opening speech offers a specific

invitation to both men and women to accept him (1). Soyinka denounces any fonn of

discrimination in the play which is a reflection of his own personal attitude, expressed

in " World A.Ullw rs : "I have one abiding religion - human liberty . It works in me as a

raging, insurgent force against the inexplicable propensity of human beings towards

the enslavement of others" (1356) . Soyinka is fighting the liberation battle on both

fronts: against the European imperialists and againstthe Africans who continue to

make war with each other.

Soyinka makes another significant change to Euripides' Bacchae, which is

evident in the addition of a subtitle, M A Communion Rite . M The Euripidean drama.

which exposes the tyranny of a mortal who daresto deny and reject a god , is moved
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into the realm of communal ritual . In his Introduction. Soyinka states why he changes

Euripides' ending and supports his reasons for the change throughout the drama. He

expresses dissatisfaction at the "petering off of ecstasy into a suggestion of a prelude

to another play· (x) . He is convinced that the Bacc:haL is not an epi sode in a historical

series, and this is not merely because Eurip ides did not live to wri te the next

instalment; it is because the drama is "too powerful a play of forces in the human

condition and too rounded a rite for the communal psyche:"

I have therefore sought a new resolution in the symbolic extension of
ritual powers, but oo1y such as we have already encountered with the
Baccban tes on the mountain- side. The disruptive challenges to Nature
that have been let loose in the action demand no less ... I see '1'he
Bacchae, finally, as a prodigious, barbaric banquet, an insightful
manifestation of the universal need of man to match himself against
nature (z).

By trans forming Euripi des ' play into a Nature feast. a barbaric banquet and a

communion rite of liberation, Soyinka equates the traged y with the Yoruba rituals on

which the social and cultural stability depended before the intrusion of European

slavery and coloniza tion. He explains his idea of ritual in his interview with Gates:

The princip le of it [ritual] is that a penon takes on himself the entire
burdens of society; very often it takes the symbolic fonn of a canoe
shaped object which is then taken to the river or to the sea and floated
away .... In certain Yoruba areas the carrier takes the object and dives
into the water and disappears for quite a while; he goes down there to
bury the object right in the sea bed•••He [Eyo Adimu, a masquerade]
carries the evils of the year in his penon: all the diseases . the
unhappiness . the evil, all the curses which have hung around society .
He takes this away. disappears into a grove or bushes somewhere and
all the collective evils of society are takenin his ownperson and are
thrown away (40) .



148

Notice that the carrier takes all the collective evils of the whole society symbolically

and psychologically in his person . The carrier or scapegoat always operates on behalf

of the whole community. In "Tiger on Stage: Wole Soyinka and Nigerian Theatre,"

Femi Osofisan argues that Soyinka's thematic concern in his plays rests in his belief

that society seasonally accumulates a burdenof guilt that can only be purged through

the shedding of blood:

For Soyinka this process equates to nothing less than a tragic cycle 
firstly . in the notion of prerequisite destruction and violence before the
advent of rain and harvest. and secondly. because this harvest, in order
to be at its most fecund, must first feed on a ritual victim. taken from
the society's strongest stock. That scapegoat, especially in societies
where the burden is hereditary , continuously fascinates Scyinka,
becoming for him the most palpable incarnation of our tragic fate . . .
(163) .

Soyinka superimposes iris own theory of tragic fate. different from that of Aristotle's.

on to the action. The tragedy here is not merely an "imitation of actions arousing fear

and pity" nor is it the change in the tragic hero's misfortune from happiness to misery

caused by "some error on his part" (XU I) . On the contrary, the cathartic experience

in Soyinka's dramatic theory is worked out through the re-enactment of Ogun's rite of

passage as he makes the transition through the primordial jungle where the tragic

transformation takes place, resulting in purgation and purification. rejuvenation and

renewal for the individual and the community; hamartia and/or the tragic flaw are not

essential. Agave sacrifices her son and in the recognition scene when Cadmus asks

"why us?- she responds "why not?- Agave accepts her role as priestess of the hunt
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and drinks from the wine that spurts out of Pentheus' severed head (97) .

Ogun and his rites of passage form the framework of Soyinka's adaptation. In

Myth, Soyinka asserts that -Ogun. for his part. is bestunderstood in Helleni c values

as a totality of the Dionysian. ApoUonian and Promethean virtues - (141). Soyinka

immediatel y acknowledges the superiority of Ogun as one who embodies the virtues of

a combination of all the Gree k gods. including Pro metheus me bringer of light. He

reinterprets Friedrich Nietzsche' s argument in "I'he Sinh ol Tragedy (1812) by adding

a third dimension to Nietzsche' s ApollinianIDionysian concept of the origin of Gree k

ttagedy .37 Soyinka. in referring to Ogun's battle lbrough the primordial gulf , in

Myth, declares that 0100 is the first actor for he led others. "the first suffering deity ,

first creati ve energy, the first challenger, andconqueror o f transition . . . the first actor

in that battle . and Yoruba tragic drama is the re-eaacunent of the cosmic conflict"

(145, 150).

In Myth, Soyinka insists on the differences between the traditional African and

the Europeanapproach to drama:

It is representative of the essential differences between two world-views.
a difference between one cul ture whose veryartifacts arc evidence of a
cohesive undersraoding of irreducib le truths and another. whose creative
impulses arc directed by period dialectics. So, to begin with. we must
jettison that fashionable distinction which tends to encapsulate Western
drama as a form of esoteric enterprise spied upon by fee-paying
strangers, as con tras ted wi th a comm unal evolutio n of the dramatic
mode of expression . this latter being the African (3 8) .

African drama hasevol ved from the traditional rituals of masksand masquerades.
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which invo lved the whole community, to the modern drama, influenced by

co lonization, tha t incorporates western dramatic techniques. Soyinka is interested in

returning to the roots of African drama which emphasizes"a symbolic struggle with

ch tbonic presences, the goal of the conflict bein g a harm onio us resolution for

plentitude and the well-being of the community" (38).

Thro ughout his version of the Baccnoe, Soyinka emphasizes the theme of

commonality. In the beginning of the drama, the male slaves are separated both from

Agave and the women in the mountains 00 the one hand and on the other hand from

the female Bacchan tes on stage. Gradually at first. the Bacchantesand the slaves

intermingle in the ritual dance and at the end all three groups participate in the new

wine festival as it pours from Pentheus' head. This innovative ritual. as Soyinka

describes it in the Introd uction is "both social therapy and reaffirmation of group

so lidarity .0.· (n ) . Soyinka dramatizes the idea of com munio n and liberation in the

opening scene when a Herdsman carrying a jar filled with new wine runs across the

stage to the threshers. The slaves come together and Listen as the jug is passed around

for each one to drink (2,3); the Slave Leader gets a first taste of freedom (3) . He sees

some possibility for total freedom in Dionysos andbe iden titi es with the Bacchantes

who are crying out for Bromius. The "deep audible breaths" accompanied by

"spasmodic, scenting movements" are punctuated by sudden "passionate screams " by

both the Bacchantes and the Slave Leader which culminates in a dance of release . The

stage directions read:
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From orgas mic moans the surrogate climax is achi eved. A scream finds
its electric responsein others and a rush begins for the personof the
preacher. Handfulsof his clothes are tom. his person is endan gered but
be never ' loses his cool ' . As his chan t approaches climax a sudden
human wave engulfs him and be is completely submerged under
screaming, 'possessed' lungs and bodies . AJ with such scenes there is
always somethin g of an overall ugliness about the manifested emotion.
But me radiant isolated votive or two or even the few faces of inten sely
energised spiritual rapture that standsout in the melee indicate
something of the awesome depths of lhis self- release (18- 19).

Soyinka suggests that the Slave leader "never loses his cool - implying that he is in

control and participating in a rite natural to his existence . The Slave Leader goes

thro ugh this symbolic ritual of tearing apart the willing scapegoat in order to sacrifice

for the good of the whole community as exem plified in the dance which does not

discriminate against females or slaves . The dance enacts the ritual of death and rebirth

which is so relevant to the Naturecults and deities and which is physically carried out

by the tearing of Pentheus ' flesh; the replacement of blood with wine durin g the final

celebration scene brings the drama full circ le from the co mmunion of the wine in the

Herdsman' s j ug at the beginning.

It is important to note that while the Slave Leader and the Bacchan tes co me

togeth er to symbolically perform a stylized mime of the hunt. their counte rpart on the

mountains . possessed by the god, perform the actual vio lent tearing apart of Penth eus '

flesh. indicating the dual nature of Dionysos and the creati ve/destruc tive natu re of

Ogun. In Myth , Soyinka. discusses the similarities between theatreand ritual and

suggests that the actor in ritual drama
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prepares mentally and physically for his disintegration and re-assembly
within the universal womb of origin, experiences the transitional yet
inchoate matrix of death and being. Such an actor in the rote of the
protagonist becomes the unresisting mouthpiece of the god, uttering
sounds which he barely comprehends but which are reflections of the
awesome glimpse of that transitional gulf ••• (30).

During the symbolic sparagmos, the Slave Leader, possessed by the god, takes on the

qualities and attributes of the god and grants freedom and release to his worshippers.

Soyinka superimposes the tragic character in African ritual drama on the

western concept of the tragic hero . The ancient Greek actor masked himself to portray

the god and in anci ent Yoruba drama, according [Q Soyinka, the actor is possessed by

Ogun in order to re-enact the god's tragic disintegration and re-assembl y of his night

of transition through the gulf to reunite the gods with men . In his essay . The

DevelopmentofAfrican Drt111I4, Michael Etherton suggests that Soyinka's reference to

the connection between the mock struggle of the head priest and his acolytes for

Ogun's sacrificial dog which is literally tom limb from limb and the dismemberment

of Zagreus is unclear because it was Pentbeus, not Dionysos , who was dismembered

in the play (134) . Etherton is obviously unaware of the forms of ritual drama in which

Ogun possesses the sacrificial animal and so goes through the process of disintegration

and re-assembly during which the earth is renewed and the community cleansed and

restored. This transformation, which occurs gradually during the scene that Dionysos

holds up his hand as a mirror for Pentheus to see his beast -like reflection. culminates

in the scene during which Dionysos leads him. out [0 the mountains reminding him of
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"those gods . who yearly mus t be rent to spring anew " (78 ). Whil e preparing Pc:nrheus

for sacrifice, DionysoslOgun possesses Pentteus. tranSfonning him into the sacri ficial

beast. unrecognized even by his own mother.38 To reiterate the significance of the

sacrificial animal. Soyinka hasboth the Officer andAgave describe the tearing apart

of Pentheus .

Elizabeth Hale w lnkler, in "Three Recent Versions of The Baccnae. " suggests

that Soyinka makes the theme of revo lt against authoritarianism and col onial

oppression more central than the two feminist adaptations. Riles (1969) by Maureen

Duffy and A MOUlhjU1 of Bird.r (19 86) by Caryl Churchill and David Lan. Wmkler

compares Dic nysiac possession with political rebellion:

Group ritual leads people into a phase of altered consciousness where
they feel the power of a supernatUral forte and are encouraged in their
behaviour through the participatioo. of othen. Choral dance , music,
traditional religious rites, or mass political rallies can all bring on states
of mind in which the individual is beside himlherself, and malleable in
ways he or she would not nonnall y be. Mass possession may lead to
mass psychosis or even to acts of collective violence which no one
individual would have perpetrated alone (218).39

Wmkler links mass psychosis with rituals and political rallies as the y relate to the

effects of communal actions. By transforming Euripides' original into a communal

ritual , Soyinka combines elements of the religious and political . Soyinka is clear in his

Introduction about the subversive nature of Euripides' message - Dionysos' followers

"could beco me trul y enmeos; his worship released the pent-up frustrated energy of all

the downtrodden " (vii); he sees the lJaccJlae in its totality as "a celeb ration of life.
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bloody and tumultuous, an extravagant rite of the human and social psyche . . . . a

manic religious inspiration suddenly let loose" (r).40 The Theban women are

possessed by the god and perform the aetua.I pbysical tearingapart of Pen lheus in lhe

manner of Ogun 's priests andacolytes ; the Slave Leader , Slaves and Bacchantes in the

city perform the symbolic ritual act but are bro ught together to seek release from the

god instead of marshalling a slave uprising that would only lead to death for the

slaves . As one of the Slaves reminds me Slave Leader when he tries to protest and

rebel. "you'U get us killed. We' ll be wiped out to a man" (6) .

In The New York Review ofBooks(February 1976) it is suggested that

"Soyinka's Btuchae is . .. a third- world revolutionary communion rite. in which

Dion ysos speaks with the voice of Frantz Fanon" (12). The Slave Leader seems to

possess more aggressive anti-eolonial characteristics than Dionysos ; however. the

theme of social and political liberation through ritual bas been questio ned by cri tics

such as Derek Wright who, in Wale Soyinka Revisited, argues:

Psychic liberation from a repressive rationality through religious ecstas y
is not the same as revolution . and whatever the historical justification
for Soyin.b ·s concept of Dionysos as a liberative force for the
oppressed masses, it is as priest o f ballucinated, anarchicexcitement.
not as political insurrectionary. that he impresses in this adaptation
(64).

There is a potential for revolutionary actio n in religious and political acti vities .

Soyinka discusses his own definition of the revolutionary qualities of drama in In

Person: AcMM. Awoorwr . and Soyinka :
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By making the audience or a memberof the audience go through this
process. a ruwakening hasbegunin the individual which in turn affects
his attitude to the external social realities .•• [believe the creative
process is the most energizing . And rbat is wh y it is 50 intimalely
related to the process of m-olution within society (126).

Soyinka dramatizeshow the revolutionary spiri t can be initiated mentally and then

reinforced through the deve lop ment of a communal spirit. 10 Myth , he says:

Ogun for his pan becomes not merely the god of war but the god of
revolution in the most contemporary context - and this is not merely in
Africa , but in the Americas to where his worshi p hasspread. As the
Roman Ca tholic props of the Batista regime in Cuba discovered when it
was [00 late , they should have worried less abo ut Karl Marx than about
Ogun, the re-disco vered deity of revolution (54 n).

Chidi Amur.asuggests that "drama is addressed to a group mind ; [it] is a collaborative

an- (156) and for this reason it can stir up a revolutionary spirit within religious and

poli tical gro ups. Soyinka adequately dramatizes the oppression and subsequent

communal revolt against Pentheus. There is a tendency that this can have negative

implications and be abusedby bigoted or corrupted politica1lreligi ous leaders ; Soyinka

more than hints at this possibility in the drama which he redirects into the more

positive goal of renewal for the individual and community.4 l

Soyinka j ustifies the slaves' revolt and Penrheus as a suitable sacrifice by

emphasizing Pentheus ' tyranni cal reign. Even before he appears on stage, the audience

is aware of his brutality. The skeletal figures of crucified slaves , the agitation , tension

and possible insurrection sugges t the slaves have bee n oppressed and dehumaniz ed for

a long time. having at least one of them killed as a yearly sacrifice. and whenever
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there is a slave uprisin g Pentheus seizes the opportuni ty for mass murder . When his

aged priest. Tlresias, pleads wi th him to accept Dionysos, Penth eus orders his

attendants to demolish his home and temple (35) . Knowin g it is an abomination, the

Old Slave hesitantl y asks Penthcusif he really wants to destroy the holy man's hut and

Pentheus replies with "a slap that knocks him flat- (36). As in the similar situati on

where Rotimi could not allo w Oedi pus to hit an elder , o ld enough to be his father,

here Soyinka deliberately has Pentheus violate the ethical codes and mores of African

culture by creating a characterwho doesnot respect anyone, nor. even his own

grandfather. The Staves and others (Various) express their disgusc

VARIOUS: We are strangers but we know the meaning of madness
To hit an old servant
Wi th fros t on his head

Age is holy
To hit an old man
Or demolish the roof of a sage? (31) .

The words spoken by the Slaves and others in response to Pentheus ' brutali ty sugges t

Soyinka ' s awareness that some African leaders have become like Pentheus in their

rejection of African traditions and in the way they treat their own people .

Penlheus' initial entrance on stage, according to the stage directions. is

"straight, mili taristic in bearing and speech . His attendan ts have to run to keepup with

him. Once on stage he stri des angrily up and down- (26) . Like the modern day

dictators, Pentheus speaks in militaristic terms and says: - I shall have order! Let the

city know at once I Pentheus is here to give back order and sanity- (27) . The first
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minute of his speech, he utters the word "order" five times. He wants Dion ysos and

the wome n "hunted down . Chained and caged behind bars of iron" (27) . He uses

political terms suc h as "campaigning to secure our national frontiers ;" "state polici es ; "

"stamp of approval from the bead of state ;" "break:the last barri ers of restraint." He

wan ts to call in "heavy -armoured infantry;" troops of the cavalry" and order "a state

of emergency ." In his interrogatio n of Dion ysos, the latter says:

DIONYSOS : Will you reduce it all to a court
Of enquity? A fact- finding commissioo.such as
One might set up to decide the cause
Of a revolt in your salt -mines . or a slave uprisin g?
These matters are beyon d the routine machinery o f sta te (41) .

Although Soyinka makes Dionysos' words relevant to the context of the play , he also

mirrors the contem porary Nigerian situation . one to which he himself was subject

between1965 and 1969; be waJ tried in a court of enquiry, released. and later .

bunted. chained and locked up behind bars .42

Soyinka transforms the typical blood -thirsty politician into a ready and

prepared sacrifice. Unlike Euripides . who takes Penthcus off stage to dress him up as

a Bacchante, Soyinb makesthe tta.nsitioo. fro m King to scapegoat in the presence of

the community on stage and the audience . Dionysos , like a stage director, takes

Pentheus through the rehearsal.for the ritual performance. Having agreed to act the

part, Dionysos dresses him in what he thinks is his royal armour but in reality it is a

female Bacdtic costume. Although thed.ramati.zarioo of this scene is comi cal, it is also

pathetic and has relevance to ritual performances. The transformed, dressed-up
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Pentheus resembles the Egungun , who appears at the beginning of the new yam

season . completely covered in variegated-coloured cloths. concealing his identity . to

honour the ancestors . The Egungun embodies the ancestral spirits during the masked

ritual performances in Nigeria . In Yoruba Beliefs and Sacrificial Rites, J. Omosade

Awolalu asserts : ~[W]henever there are terrible calamities in a town or village. and

there is the need to offer a propitiatory sacrifice. it is the usual practice for an

Egungun to convey such prescribed sacrifice to the appropriate place in the middle of

the night- (66).43

To demonstrate the symbolic extension of those ritual powers, Soyinka draws

upon Yoruba metaphysics and incorporates into it aspects of Greek and western

cultures . For example, in the procession scene, Soyinka dramatizes a combination of

ritual forms from various cultures: the western liturgical procession of priests in black

robes, the white-robed Roman vestal virgins and Tiresias carrying a bunch of twigs.

symbolizing the Old Year in the African carrier rites. Pentheus is to be not just a

carrier, but a scapegoat; the resolution is to be immediate and potent . Dionysos

reminds him as he goes to be sacrificed:

DIONYSQS: Yes, you alone
Make sacrifices for your people, you alone.
The role belongs to a king. Like those gods. who yearly
Must be rent to spring anew, that also
Is the fate of heroes (78).

In the both ancient Greek and Yoruba creation myths. killing was necessary for the

rejuvenation of the earth .
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Soyinka ' s dramatization of two wedding scenes in masks and mime makesa

vital connection between ancien t Greek and western rites in preparation for the display

of a more significant African ritual . Pen thcus ' vicarious sacrifi ce. As Uranus and Ge

and Cronus and Rhea fonn a sacred union in Greek mytho logy . so are marriages

amo ng the gods and Ogun and his wife relevant in Yoro ba mythology. Whil e marriage

and the chil dren that ensue from it establish the continuity of the population, sacrificial

rites ensure the survival of the community as a whole. According to So yinka ' s

Introduction, through such rituals . "man re-affirms his indebtednes s to earth , dedica tes

himself to the demands of continuity and invokes the energies of productivity " {n) .

The first wedding scene portrays the ceremony of Hippoclides , who under lhe

influence of wine, demonstrates the freedom and liberty of Dionysiac worshi p.44

The bridegroo m. Hippoclides transforms himselfby ripping apart his mask and formal

wedding attire to reveal his Dionysian costume. the fawn-skin . He dances vigorousl y

and ends up on the bridal table up side down to the horror and fury of the bride's

father . Ear lier . the beautifully veiled bride had removed her veil [0 reveal a "picture

of horren do us, irredeemab le ugliness" (67). There is a reversal in the ho rror; first the

groo m and bestman expres s their horror at the bride 's revealed ugliness and later the

bridal party demonstrate their horror at the groo m's association with the Diony sian

ecstatic cult. Soyinka disp lays both the horror and beauty inherent in nature in the bust

of Aphrodite whose face peelsoff to expose the mocking face of Dionysos who

assum es pre-exi stence and associati on with the fertility goddess .45
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Soyinka utilizes his knowledge of western religion and undermine s it to lend

authority to the pre-co lonial African religions in the second wedding scene . Thi s scene

is a sharpcontrast to the conservative , aristocratic. sedate (except for the grooms's

dance) ceremony of the previous scene; here there is music, revellers and snatches of

drunkensingin g. Visually, the western traditional Christ-figure is seated and his halo

is replaced by "an ambiguous mom-ivy-crown of D ionysos" (68). It depicts a wedding

celebratio n in true African style but it is a com bination of two episodes in the life and

ministry of Jesus Chri st which are symbolicall y relevant to Soyinka 's re-interpretation

of the~. The first is Mary's anointing of Christ ' s feet with expensiv e perfum e

during the Jewish feast of the Passover . which washeld in commemoration of .

according to the Old Teswnent, the offerin g of the sacrificial lamb prior to the exodus

of the Jews into freedo m from slavery in Egypt (Genesis 12; cr. Leviticus 22) . In St.

Mark's account of Christ's anointing , when the guests complained abou t Mary ' s waste

of money, Christ replies that she has anointed his body "before hand for burial

(14:8).46 Soyinka comb ines the aspects of slavery and freedom with a ritual practice

anticipating the sacrificial death of Chris t on the cross for the salvation of all mankind .

The dramatization of this scene is symbolic as Mary prepares Christ to be a sacrifice

through his death and in anticipation of his resurrection to bring newn ess of life .

However for Soyinka , it is not Christ but the past and future of DionysosiOgun.

To make his imagery more effective Soyinka combines the demonstra tion of

the preparation of the sacrificial lamb with the first record ed miracle of Christ in



161

which he turned water in to wine at the wedding at Cam (SL John 2:2-1 1).47

Soyinka hasthe Chri st figure drink first fro m the cup with the water turn ed into win e

and passes it to the character rep resen ting his mother who had alerted him to the lack

of wine; she then passes it to Mary in the manner of the communion rite instituted

after the celebrated last supper with Jesus and his discip les. As this scene fades

slowly , Dionysos is holding the cup of wine and passingit on to Pentheu.s (69).

Soyinkasucceeds in transferring the western rite, which symbolizes Chris t 's broken

body and shed blood as a sacrifice , back to the earlier god , Dionyso s, and earlier still

to the African god . Ogun . Emerging from the tableaux , Dionysos warns Pentheus not

to take shadows too seriously and to "continue to reject illusion- (69) . It is as

shadows, illusions and distortions that Soyi.nka is definin g curocentric ideologies as he

continues to insist that the Dionysian cull, like Christianity, bas non-European roots:

I seeChristianity merely as another expression of nature religion . I
cannot accept, I do not regard the principle of sacrifice as belonging to
the European world. I completely reject the idea that the notion of the
scapegoat is a Christian idea. This scapegoatidea is very much rooted
in African religion (Gates . 36) .

In interrogating eurocentri c views of the primacy of western religion, Soyi.nkarejects

Christianity's doctrine of the pre-existence of the incarnate Christ and comparesbim in

his humanity with Dionysos or Ogun who took on mortal fOnDs.48

Opposing the hierarc hical . linear nature of western philosophical tradi tion and

culture. Soyinka explains in Myth that - the world of the unborn. in the Yoruba

worldview, is evidently older than the world of the living as the world of the living is
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older than the ancestor-world " (10); the present life contains within it manifestations

of the ancestral. the living and me unborn " (144 ). There is a connectin g passage

linking these three areas of existence and Soyinka describes binh and death as acts of

hubris . The western definition of hubris in tragic drama is here re-defined by Soyinka

in Yoruba terms . It takes on more of a double meaning from the original Greek word

signifying violence - Iwbris becomes a violent tearin g apart from the womb at birth

and at death a violent breaking mID me realm of the dead - both a re-enactment of

Ogun "s passage through the primordial gulf and his rearing apart to effect

renewal .49 The contemporary usage of hubris as pride or an overreaching attitude

can also apply to Pentheus' character but Soyinka focuses on Pentheus as a ritual

sacrifice.

In his transformation of Euripides ' Bacchae, Soyinka turns the western rite into

an African communal ritual , a celebration of renewal and liberation in its religious,

social and political contexts. In "Between Self and System," Soyinka asserts :

[Al celebration of Dionysos becomes , truthfully. a celebra tion of
theatre : theatre as community. as idiom of liberation and renewal . . . .
Ritual equates the divine (superhuman ) dimension wi th the communal
will, fusing the social with the spiritual. The social liberation strands in
the play are not therefore arbitrary but intrinsic (68-69; 71).

From the opening scene , Soyinka's Bacclwe is a demonstration of liberation and the

anticipation of it. Soyinka transform s Pentheus ' "unspeakable rites- into a new

"communion rite- for the prosperity and benefit of all. The transformation from

slavery and bondage to freedom and release is celebrated by all in the communal
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ritual . As Tiresias says, Dionysos "bas broken the barrier of age, the barrier of sex or

slave and master " (26) . Tiresias discovers that his old traditional carrier rite is

inefficacious and that "life-sustaining earth I Demands . . . a little more .. . I Than token

offering for her own needful renewal" (96). In "Melting the Barriers of the Mind : The

Bacchaeof Euripidesas a Liberation Rite," lane Wilkinson suggests :

No longer separated from his people, Pentheus hasbecome the centre of
their communion. the symbol of their victory over the old regime and
of their power to transform what remains into anew. more human
order, building a future of plenitude. well-being and renewal in which
all can share (81) .

The communal rite takes on spiritual, social and political dimensions as it also releases

the community from the political tyranny of Pentheus. Like the Slaves. Soyinka, a

representative of the colonized, sees the dawning of a new day when the African's

history will be validated and when the old political regime will be replaced by a new

and more human order.

Soyinka 's use of language is relevant to his postcolonial discourse . In

"Conversations, " he takes up the issue of Nigeria 's multiplicity of languages and

explains that he writes in English in order to makehis work accessible to Nigerians

(27). He also discusses the response to his proposition for Ute utilization of Kiswahili

at Ute UNESCO Conference on the Use of Culture in the Decolonization Process :

1 remember the shadow foreign minister who was there from FRELIMO
said: -I agree with you in principle ... We have taken the Portuguese
language, we turned it inside out, we made it an instrument against the
very colonial masters, the original owners, in such a way that they
won' t even feel that it belongs to them.· So there is language as
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metalanguage, there is a political use of language. there is the crea tive
interior of languages which can be made to bear me burde n even of a
stren uous counter-cul ture (31).

It is hard to take Soyinka 's proposition of having Kiswahili as a common African

language serious ly, even though he says it would strengthen the bond between

Africans and provide a united front against eurocentricism. Even if Africans could and

did all learn Kishwahili, itself an unill:ely proposition; they would not be able to

communicate with the outside world . As the minister rightly says. the colonial

language itself as an instru ment against the colonizers is far more effective. Soyinka is

well educated in the English language and the culture that produced it so he is able to

mani pulate it to suit his own purpose. For example. in Madmetr and S~daJisa.

Soyinka extracts parts of the morphological units to convey meanings different from

the original words by having the Old Man say:

You splint in the arrow of igno rance . the dog in dog ma. tick: of a
heretic. the tick of po litics. the mock:of democracy. the mar of
marxism, a tic of the fanatic , the boo in buddhism. the ham in
Mohammed, the dash in the criss-crossof Chri st. a dot on the i of ego,
an ass in the Mass. the ash in ashram. a boot in kibbutz, the pee in
priesthood•. •you HOLE IN THE ZERO OF NarHlNG! (/6).

By changin g the meanings in the words. Soyinb takesthe liberty to reconstruct.

exp loit and do violence to the languag e o f the colonizer.

In his version of the Baccnae , Soyinka integrates the ancient art of story telling

which is a vital part of the African comm wlity because it bring s the people together .

The stories function as a tool for educating the young and reminding the old of their
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history . The story teller is an actor in his own right as he uses his voice and actions to

dramatize the events as he narrates them. Soyinlca. uses this technique for the Officer' s

report of Pentheus' death. In the form of the oral traditions. half-way through his

repo rt , the Office r incorporales 3Jl approp ria te African proverb :

OFACER: You know that saying - a man the people seek
To roast. rubs himself in oil. crouches beside an open fire
Moaning , I have a cbill : the rest is soon told (85) .

Soyinka has him say . "you knowthat saying ." knowing full well that a majori ty o f his

immedia te audience would DOtknow the saying; however in his translati on of the

proverb from its original . Soyinb presen ts it in such a way that the meaning can be

understood.

In 17t~ Bacchae ofEuripides: A Communion Rite . Sayinka not only transforms

but re-interprets the mythological. religious . political . cultural and linguistic contexts

of the original . Imposing Yoruba myths, rituals and customs on the hither to invio late

con text of western cultural history. Soyinka celebrates lbe pre-colonial history and

metap hysics of Africans. He insists on depi cting highly organized and complex

African c:oncepts of life that existedprior to Europeandominatioo.in order to

authenticate them. Soyinb considers his commitment to recovering and restoring

Africa's history that hasbeen distorted and deni ed by Europeans through dram a as a

mean s of moving forward in the decolonization process. He exposes the reality of

slavery and British colonization and the enslavement of others in their varying forms

to convey their dehumanizing and destructive consequences.
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By changing the epilogue of Euripides' original from Dionysos ' pronouncement

of retribution and vengeance to communion and celebration, Soyinka demonstrates the

possibility of breaking the continuing cycle of violence caused by revenge among the

Nigerian tribes. partly fuelled by European intervention. Soyinka's version proposes

resistance to oppression and liberation for all those enslaved. through a united

communal action without discriminating against gender, race or language. In keeping

with Soyinka's suggestion that drama/theatre is the most revolutionary art form.

Soyinka has transformed Euripides' Bacchae into a powerful attack against oppression

and a manifesto for communal liberation. Soyinka operates within the postcolonial

agenda by radically changing western dramatic techniques and implementing his own

concept ofaagedy, predominantly based on certain Yoruba aesthetics.
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for a theatre language built on ritual. thedirecror has opted for imitation orgi es , fake horror. and
whooped up excitement" (343).

30 . Hunt, in "Amateurs in Horro r: asserts thar.the two "complacent regim es " durin g the
Biafnn war "pres ided over an orgy of genocide, which was connived at by a diswJr: god in the
shape of a benign white man with a pipe. And when the orgy was over, the vacuum. was filled
by weekend entertainments on the Bar Beach, the Sunday playground of Lagos . in the form of
public executions .... It 's against this slice of contemporary reality that: Soyinka's version of
Euripides must be seen " (342).

3 L James T . Luce, ed. Aflt:knr Writtn (;,uc~ and~ (New York : Charles Scribner's
SoDS. 1982). suggests that sacrifice and reveDge are the "two commo nest plot elements in
Eurip ides ' surviving plays" (249). for example . AlasrU , Mttka, lphig trtla. in Tauris, and
lphigtnia in Au/is. (Agamemno n sacrifi ces bisdaughter fphigenia to obtain favourable winds to
co ntinue me expedition mat ended in me sacking of T roy).

32 . Framz Fanon. 1M WmchLd of the Earth. trans . Constance Farrington
(Harmoodswonh: Penguin.., 1967). Fanondiscusses the violence associated with colo nizatio n.

33 . Soyinta.. in Myth. afiUes thar. the "European coDCepl of lDUSic does DOC fully
illuminate me relationship of lIIU5ic to ritual and drama among me Yoruba . " He expl~ the
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transformation that language in Yoruba music undergoes to "unearth the cosmic uncertainties
which pervade human existence . .... (147-150 ).

34. Geo ffre y S. Kir k: in 1he~ by Euripides asserts mar:in these lines the Ctorus
respoDds in excited "doc::bmiacs" (103 1- [042); "[dlochmiacs" wereused "tc express excitement
and stro ng emotio n. either joy or sorrow ...• (977-10230. ).

35. Western feminism canno t reaUy be compared to the destructive consequences of
slavery and colonization. See also Toril Moi, SauaJ/l'o:tUiJlPolidcs: Feminirr Uterary 1heory
(London and New York: Roudedge . 1994).

36./11Penon. "AcMM . AlloOOnDf". and SoyinJ:JJ. ed . KarenL. Morell (Austin: U of Teus.
1975>, Soyi.nka respoods to the questioa of the role of women in his plays and he gives the
examp le of how his mother , gentl e in dispos ition. was trans formed when sh e had to co llect her
debts (93) .

31 . Friedrich Nietzsche, 1M Sinh Of Tragedy, trans. Walter Kaufmann (New York:;
Vintage Boob, l%7) . For a detailed discuss ion. Wiveca scec, ""Tbe Fourth Stage' and The
Bictb of Tragedy: Soyinb and Niea:sch e. " TheRbuntkd Rite: A Study of Wole Soy ink '/2Play 1M
Bacr:hae of Euripiths (59- 10 1).

38. Charles Segal, Dionysiac Poetics and EsuipidLs' Baccltae, suggests that "i f Pentheus
can appearas the bestial surrogate for the god . the god is also Pemheus ' other self, his double,
me repressed alter egoof the young Dng~ (29) .

39 . William. Golding. in Lord of eN Flles, dramatizes bow group ritual can lead to
col lective violence even among young ~innocent" school boys . The boys ' actio ns mirror tbose of
me so ldiers who were at war .

40. The Greek word enmeosfrom which me word, ~eDmusiasm, ~ is derived means "full
of, inspired or possessedby a god..~

4 1. Soyinka has referred to his time in prison and. the death of innocent victims as a
sacrifi ce and as a resuIt he has been accusedof coDdoning senseless kill ings to suppo rt bis theory .
See Rerwo 8et&er, eO&un: God of War and Iron- (Ni8erliJ Magt:lZiM 99, December 1968).
Soyinb does [end to UDiversa1ize his concepts , even though myths and legends differ fro m one
tribal erouP[() another.

42. Wa le Soyinh., in~Man Died, records his priso n experiences where , among other
inhumane treatment, be was put in chains , litenlly and kept in communicado in Maximum
Securtry (79-83).

43. Marpret ThompsonDrewa1 in Yontba Rirual (Bloomingron and Indianapolis: Indiana.
UP, (992 ) hasdocumented the Eglll!8l11! ritual with pborognpbs of modem masked performers and
pe<fonnances.
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44. Herodotus . History o/the Greek and Persian War, trans . George Rawlinso n (New
York: Twayne, 1963 ) records the story ofHippoclides who danced away his opportunity to marry
Agariste , the daughter of Cllsthenes, Iring of Sicyon (VI.126-lJO).

45. Just as it was outofCronus' viole nt castratio n of Uranus' genitals that Aphrod ite the
beautiful goddess of love was born, so it is out of the violence of Agave' s deed that the
community will be reborn.

46. All biblical references are take from the 1975 edition of the New American Standard
Venion.

47. The aposue. John, in his Gospel refers to lesus Christ as "the Lambof GOO who takes
away the sins of the world- (1:29) . God replaced Abraham 's son wb.omhe attempted to sacrifice
with a lamb, fores hadowing the sacrifici al deadl of God 's son, the perfect lamb , on the cross .
(Genesis 22 ; d. Ro mans 8:32).

48. Obi Maduako r, Wale Soyinka: An Ituroduaion to His Writing (New York:& London :
Garland. 1986) suggests thai: Soyinka's "teserd on of the wedding scenes is superfl uous at the
critical moment when Pentbeus is beginning to submit to Dionysus and to ackno wledge the
hope lessness of his pos ition as an apostle of reason " (256). On the contrary, the scenes advance
the plot, inverse the western rituals , and prepare Pentheus and the audience fur Pentheus'
sacrificial death .

49 . An examp le of hubris in ancient Greek tragedy is in the scene in Aeschy lus ' The
Oresteia in which Agamemnon returns from Troy and commits hubris by walking on the purp le
tapestry . The scene evokes connotations of Agamemnon's tt'anSfurmatio n as a sacrificial victim
as he walks right into Clyta emnestra 's net and his death .



CHAPTER 4 - CONCLUSION

Cha.nginethe Game

Ola Rotimi ' s 1h~ GodsAn Not To B/~ and Wale Soyinka 's The Bacchae of

Euripides contribute to a body of texts whose dialectical framework can best be

described by 1. M. Coetzee's analogy which be gave at a wri ters' Wor kshop on

March 1984, recorded in Dick Penner ' s Countries of lhe Mind: "whereas in the kind

o f game that I am talking about. you can change the rules if you are good enough .

You can chan ge the rules for every body if you are good enough. You can change the

game•• Postcolonial theory is abou t change; it is about changing the ideologiea.l

assum ptions wrinen in colonialist history and literamre. Throu gh a rewriting and re-

interpreting of the western originals. Rotimi and Soyinka challenge colonial ideo logies

while privilegin g African culture and history . Although Marxism, Nationali sm and

Negritude chall enged colonialism. they did so from the premise that placed Europeat

the centre . The purpose of the postcolonial project itself denies euroce ntred theoretical

models which Soyinka. in M)1h. rejects:

We black: Africans have been blandly invited to submit ourselv es to a
second epoch of colonisation - this time by a universal-humanoid
abstrac tion defined and cond ucted by individuals whose theo ries and
prescri ptions are derived from the apprehensiOn of wir world and tneir
history . wiT socialneuroses and WiTvalue systems. It is time clearly
to respond to this newthrea t, each in his own field Cr).

In response to this second epoch , Soyinka aims not only at changing the rules and the

game , but also the very arena.on which the game is played.

The French noun for game is derived from the verb to play, and the interplay
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of both words can be applied to the discursive and counter-discursive practices in

various relationships of power. Encoded in the language of the imperial centre: is the

power to describe and inscribe its other, postcolonial writers have seized the apparatus

of value-coding in order to authorize their own forms of knowledge and social

identities. More effectively than the novel. drama as performance provides the

opportUDity to authenticate pre-colonial African culture through the incorporation of

tIaditiooal rituals. mime , dance. music and idioms . 1ht Gods An' NOI To BImnL and

The Baccnae ofEuripitks: A Communion Rile. though in different ways , effect

changes that dispel the white mythology about the superiority of the colonizer.

However, neither Rotimi nor Soyinka igno res the issues that plague contemporary

Nigerian society. Their commitment to exposing the destructive forces of neo

colonialism and tribalism demonstrates a move towards socio-politica1 change as part

of the decolonization process.

Rotimi transplants the Greek original into pre-colonial African soil. utilizing

Yoruba place names with historical significance. By replacing the characters' names

with those of mythological and folkloric significance. Rotimi further valorizes the

traditiooal ritual elements in the Yoruba culture . He integrates Yoruba metaph ysics.

customs, idioms . proverbs, songs and linguistic codes, easily recognized by the

audience, to create an appreciation for their cultural heritage.

While Soyinka retains much of the fiftb-«:ntury Greek characters and setting,

he ma.Ices significant changes in the interpretation of the drama . By superimposing the
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African mythological worldview on the traditi onal western rituals. Soyinka undermines

the primacy of the western belief system . Soyinka replays the history of slavery and

co loniza tion in an atte mpt to convey the idea that civilization and drama originated

from Africa. Th e who le tragedy becomes a com munal ritual perfonned to brin g

renewal and libera tion to those who arc oppressed and subjugated . Through this

revo lutionary process , he attacks the very foun datio n of western traditional drama to

beat the colonizers at their own game . Misunderstood by predominately western

oriented audiences. Soyinb's drama is characterized by a radical postco lonial

pheno meno n, one that abandons western traditional criteria for tragedy and rep laces

them with that of pre-colonial rituals .

In seeking to abo lish all distinctions between the imperial cen tre and the

peri phery, there is a tendency for postcolonial discourse to become absorbed in to First

worl d dialectics and beco me subjected to the west ' s ideo logy . Spivak has more than

hin ted at the danger of using marginality to the ex tent that it valorizes the centre . A

majority of postcolonial writers depend on Europeanpublishers and they are again

drawn into the cap italist mode of production that renders their project counter

productive .

The plays of Rotimi and Soyinka, althoug h charac terized by hybridi ty because

of the encoun ter wilb. Europe, contribute to the on-go ing dialogu e aimed at re-defining

and re-interpreting eurocentric assumpti ons . Although the conceptS of resistance and

libe ra tion are more intense and dominant in Soyinka's transformation than in Rodml' s,
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both plays explore alter /native modes of re-presentation of the previousl y colonized .

There can be no closure on such a variedand rapidly evolving area of critical inquiry .

A postcolonial text need not be defined by the language in which it is written. nor the

geneti c orientation of its writer. nor should it be analyzed by existin g First world

theories ; it needs, however, to break uploutldownlthrougb the western stranglehold on

literary study and critical theory that perpetuates Europeandomination .
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