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ABSTRACT

‘This thesis is a thematic study of the plays by Ola Rotimi, a Nigerian
playwright, theatre practitioner and scholar. It argues that Rotimi’s themes have
evolved in three stages. It also holds that the evolution of Rotimi’s thematic
concerns is the outcome and reflection of: Nigeria’s post-independence socio-
political situations, the change in composition and expectation of the Nigerian
audience, and of Rotimi’s own development as an artist.

The study describes and analyzes Rotimi’s major thematic concerns from
1966 to 1984, focusing on the three plays written during this period. The analysis
identifies the shifts in Rotimi’s thematic concerns and the factors which brought
these changes. The general pattern of Rotimi’s thematic evolution is explored
through the investigation of the development of the central theme in Rotimi’s
theatre: leadership.

The thesis is composed of five chapters. Chapter One establishes the
socio-political and artistic contexts of Rotimi’s plays and includes a survey of
Rotimi’s own vision of the purpose of the theatre and the role of the dramatist.
Chapters Two, Three and Four examine the major themes in Qur Husband Has
Gone Mad Again, Ovonramwen Nogbaisi and Hopes_of the Living Dead
respectively. Chapter Five concludes the thesis by summarizing and analyzing the
general pattern of the evolution of Rotimi’s thematic concerns and by relating this

1o Rotimi’s search for form.
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INTRODUCTION

Ola Rotimi is one of the most prominent playwrights of Nigeria. He is also
one of his country’s most eminent directors and theatre scholars, He was born of
Yoruba and Ijo parents in 1938 and attended schools both in castern and western
Nigeria (significant factors for his committed stance against tribalism). From 1959
to 1966 he studied in the United States where he earned his B.A. in Play
Directing and his M.F.A. in Play Writing from Buston and Yale Universitics
respectively. Although he had already begun to write before he left Nigeria, it was
during his stay in the U.S. that he established himsclf as a playwright. In 1963 his
first full-length play, To Stir the God of Iron, was produced at the Boston
University Drama School, and three years later his next play, Our Husband Ilas
Gone Mad Again, was 1performed at Yale University, where it was named the
major play of the year.

Upon his return from the U.S. to Nigeria, Rotimi took a rescarch fellow
position at the Institute of African Studies of the University of Ifc, where he wid
extensive research on Nigeria’s different ethnic groups’ traditions. It was during
this period that he published his two most popular critical essays on indigenous
Nigerian/African theatre: "The Drama in African Ritual Display" and "Traditional
Nigerian Drama".2 While he was at Ife, Rotimi combined his scholarly research
with his artistic endeavours and began his experiment to create a genuine
Nigerian/African theatre both in form and in content. Almost all of Rotimi’s plays
of this period are the result of this experiment. During this period Rotimi also
furmed the Ori-Olokun Players at the University of Ife, a theatre company which
became the only professional English-speaking theatre troupe in Nigeria for a
long time. Yemi Ogunbiyi, while stressing the significance of Ori-Olokun players
in understanding the nature of Rotimi’s theatre, pointed out the uniqueness of this
theatre company:

Its [Ori-Olokun theatre company’s] uniqueness lay in the idcology

underlying its objectives, as reflected in its membership, a membership

drawn from all walks of life and all classes of society, a membership which
affirmed the notion that the struggle for a meaningful cultural liberation is
not the exclusive concern of any one select group in society, but rather that
of all. In the hands of Ola Rotimi, Ori-Olokun became a real experimental
theatre, providing the much needed meeting-point between the traditional

artists and the university trained mind.3

Most of Rotimi’s plays at the end of the sixties and the beginning of the
seventies were written for this company. In 1975 Rotimi left Ife for Port Harcourt
to head the Department of Creative Arts at the University, where he continued to
write and direct plays until recently.

Rotimi has at least twelve plays to his credit: seven published ones--Qur
Husband Has Gone Mad Again (1966), The Gods Are Not to Blame (1968),
Kurunmi: An Historical Tragedy (1969), Holding Talks: An Absurdist drama
(1970), Ovonramwen Nogbaisi (1971), If...The Tragedy of the Ruled (1979), and
Hopes of the Living Dead (1984); and four unpublished ones--To stir the God of




Iron (produced in 1965), Cast the First Stone (produced in 1967), The Prodigal
(dance-drama, produced in 1969), Akasa Youmi (produced in 1977), and
Everyone His/Her Own Problem (broadcast on BBC Radio in 1987).

Rotimi’s plays comment on post-independence Nigerian Fistory, and they
also reflect the aspirations, difficulties and struggles of Nigerian/African society.
Their major themes have relevance not only to today’s Nigeria but also to other
African countries, including Ethiopia. Yet these plays have not been
comprchensively studied outside Nigeria mainly because, as Martin Banham
remarked, "Rotimi lives somewhat in the shadow of his fellow Nigerian dramatist,
the Nobel Laureate Wole Soyinka."4 Even where Rotimi’s theatre has been
discussed, his plays have attracted surprisingly little comment on their thematic
content.” The purpose of this study is to explore this least-discussed area of
Rotimi’s theatre. It will ‘nvestigate the most recurring themes in Rotimi’s plays,
their evolution, and the circumstances that surround this evolution; and it will
aopcfully contribute to more comprehensive studies of both Rotimi’s theatre and
of the changing thematic concerns of post-independence African playwrights.

I begin this study with a survey of the socio-political and artistic context of
Rotimi’s plays. Thus, in Chapter One I will briefly look at Nigeria’s post-
independence history and the development of its contemporary drama in English.
In order to understand the aesthetic foundation of Rotimi’s themes, I also briefly
look at Rotimi’s view of the purpose of the theatre and the role of the dramatist.

I have divided Rotimi’s works in the same way as the playwright divided
them: into three periods.(’ In Chapter Two, I will discuss Rotimi’s thematic
concern in the First Period, the beginning of his career. Because this period
coincides with civilian rule in Nigeria (1960-66), the discussion is also an
examination of Rotimi’s response to the situations under the Nigerian First
Republic. In this chapter I will exclusively focus on Our Husband Has Gone Mad
Again (1966) because other Rotimi’s plays of this period are not available in

print.

In Chapter Three, focusing on Ovonramwen Nogbaisi (1971), I will discuss
Rotimi’s main thematic focus under the period of military rule in Nigeria. This
discussion will also be a thematic exploration of the second stage, the
experimentation stage, of Rotimi’s theatre. In Chapter Four, again focusing on
one of the major plays of the period, Hopes of the Living Dead (1984), I will
examine Rotimi’s responses to Nigeria’s socio-political situations at the end of the
seventies and the beginning of the eighties. In this chapter I will also examine the
shift in Rotimi’s thematic concern which became apparent in the third stage of his
career. In Chapter Five, I will summarize Rotimi’s main thematic focus from the
beginning of his career until the early eighties. I also discuss the stages in the
thematic development of Rotimi’s theatre. And after examining the evolution of
one of the most recurring themes of Rotimi’s plays, I will present my conclusions
about Rotimi’s overall thematic concerns and their evolution.
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CHAPTER ONE
I Socio-political changes in post-independence Nigeria.

i. Political Changes
In its thirty-two years of history, Nigeria has experienced all of those ills

that have plagued post-independence Africa: ethnic strife, civil war, successive
military coups and countercoups. The country has also suffered from
unprecedented official corruption and economic mismanagement. As most
scholars explam it, some of these problems are a direct consequence of colonial
rule in Nigeria.” Therefore, to understand the post- independence political and
social realities of Nigeria, we need to look briefly at some of the situations
created there by colonial rule.

The major factor responsible for most of the country’s post-independence
problems, especially for its political instability, is the nature of the country’s
formation. Nigeria, like most countries in Africa, was created by colonizers at the
height of "the scramble for Africa". The British, competing with the French who
colonized most of West Africa, carved out a huge block of territory to form the
largest colony in the region. This region is located at the meeting point of the
trans- contmental migration routes® and is populated by many of the native races
of Africa.? Consequently, British colonial conquest resulted not only in creating
one of the most ethnically diverse nations in Africa but also in bringing together
"people with cultures, hlstorles and languages as different from each other as
those of Britain and China."! Today over two hundred and fnfty ethnic groups
are found in Nigeria, of which ten account for approximately nine-tenths of the
total population.

British colonialism not only brought these ethnic groups together but also
shaped their identities and their future relationships. Gavin Williams asserts that
tribalism, which was responsible for most problems in the post-independence
Nigeria, was taking shape during colonial era:

Before colonial rule the people of what is now Nigeria generally defined

their social and political identities by their social status and their inclusion

in a particular state or local community, not by any wider "tribal”
classification. In the early colonial period these identities were fixed by the
boundaries of the native authorities and the authorities of the "Chiefs" over
their subjects. With increased mobility and the breaking of ties with local
communities, new "tribal" identities were formed, based on the merbership
of much larger language groups.

Because Nigeria’s ethnic groups had never been incorporated into one
single political entity before colonialism, one could say that the Nigerian nation as
such was the imposition of colonizers. It was in the dbsence of organically
evolved national feeling that the nation was created.’ 2 This colonial le;,dcy,
namely the absence of common national interest, became another major cause of
instability in post-independence Nigeria:



It seems unfair that Nigernians have thus far got the governments they
deserve, but it is not unfair to say that the instability and ineffectiveness of
the national government derives partly from social tendencies that inhibit
the emergence of decisive and legitimate national leadership. Apart from
human venality, however serious, Nigerian leaders have made poor
defenders of the national interest because Nigeria as an idea remains
tenuous and deficient....The tragedy of Nigeria is that it is mcorporated as

a national unit in the absence of a commitment to a national good.!3

The structure of the colonial states also created conditions for the post-
independence problems.!® Before 1914, there were two British protectorates
where present-day Nigeria is found: The Northern and the Southern Protectorates.
The boundarics between these protectorates and their subordinate constituencies
were fixed arbitrarily by colonizers. After independence these colonial boundaries
became a bone of contentlon among the major ethnic groups, namely the Hausa,
the Yoruba and Ibo.!’In addition, this colonial heritage left the minorities with
only one hope: to seek patronage from the ruling polmcal party of the region, in
other words, from the dominant ethnic group of the region.!® To solve these
problems, successive governments have revised the division of the country;
therefore, toward the end of the eighties, the three regions which made up
Nigeria at the time of independence became twenty-one states.

The policy differences which existed between the Northern and Southern
protectorates also contributed to post-independence political problems. As is
typical in their colonies, the British chose a policy of indirect rule, and tiis formed
the basis for colonial administration in both protectnrates. However, this policy
was implemented differently in each protectorate:

In the Moslem emirates in the North, the Bri.ish simply took control over

appointments and sent urban office-holders to administer the subordinate

districts. In the west they transformed the institutions of the nobility to fit
their needs, raising rulers who had been first among equals to authority
over their peers, and applying a system of patronage to titled officers. In
the East, where no similar indigenous nobility existed, they appointed
intermediaries without noble status, in some cases even strangers to the
area, as chiefs by "warrant".

As with the administrative policies, different religious and educational
schemes were followed in each of the protectorates. In the Muslim-dominated
North, missionary activities were restricted, and the responsibility of education
was in the hands of the colonial administration. However, the administration did
little to introduce modern education. On the other hand, the missionaries had
every access in the South, and education was also left in their hands. Thus, they
expanded educational facilities in the South as part of their evangelical activities.
These policy differences left behind different administrative concepts between
Norti: and South, set conditions for future religious strife, and above all, created
educational imbalance between Northern and Southern Nigeria.

With these and other colonial legacies in the background, Nigeria became
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independent on October 1, 1960, and adopted a political system which was no Jess
than a continuation of the structure of colonial rule. The First Nigerian Republic
was fashioned after the British type of parliamentary democracy. However, this
Republic did not last long because a national consensus, which 1~. .l prerequisite
for a parliamentary type of democracy, did not exist at that time.'” 1t was not
only this faulty political experiment but also the politics of ethnicity and
corruption that caused the fall of the First Nigerian Republic. Ethnicity was an
issue to which the masses were very sensitive, and so most politicians used this
fact to win the support of particular ethnic groups without committing themselve.:
to major social chdn;,es In addition, these politicians, who had no more
allegiance to the people than did the imperialist rulers, saw their political power
not as responmbnhty to the public, but as a once-in-a-lifetime chance to achieve
personal pro.sperlty 1 They used their political power to amass wealth for
themselves, to reward their supporters and to punish their opponents by denying
them economic opportunity.

These political problems derived from the heritage of colonialism took
little time to create instability in the country. Two years after independence, a
major political crisis developed in western Nigeria which was followed by the
break-down of law and order in the area. A year later, census figures sparked
hostility between the less Europeanized numerical majority of the North and the
more technolegically advanced people of the South. In 1965, the government in
the West fell, and violence broke out again. However, the federal governiaent,
which was itself at the brink of collapse, was unable to stem this violence. By tie
end of the year, the political situations of the First Republic reached the point of
no return, and in January 1966, a group of young Ibo army officers overthrew the
government. However, soon they were forced to surrender, and Major General
Aguiyi Ironsi, who was himself an Ibo, took over power.

The January coup and countercoup did not improve the political situation
in the country; they rather worsened it and indirectly led Nigeria toward a civil
war. Although the leaders of the January coup claimed that they were determined
to wipe out corruption and put an end to tribal politics, their execution of msastly
non-Ibo politicians and high-ranking officers severely ddmag,ed the alrecady
strained relationship between Northern and Southern Nigeria.Z? In addition,
Ceneral Ironsi’s decision to abolish the federal regions and to form a unitary
government made the Northerners more hostile to Southerners. They felt that the
abolishing of the regions and the formation of a unitary ;,overnmcm would lead to
their being dominated by the better qualified Southerners.?* Hence, many
Northerners demonstrated against the unification decree and even raised the idea
of secession. Urban mob violence erupted in several Northern cities, and 1aany
Southerners, especially Ibo, were attacked. The Northern troops also avenged the
death of their fellow officers in the January coup by executing Ibo officers,
including General Ironsi. Later, arrangements were made to keep the country
together, and as an appeasement to the Northerners, L/Colonel Yokubhu Gowon
(later General), the only surviving Northern senior officer, was made the head of
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state. When Gowon assumed power, ne proposed creating twelve states out of the
four regions, but this was unacceptable to easterners, especially to the Ibo; they
felt that it was a plan designed to weaken them and to take control of the region
where a large quantity of oil had recently been discovered. In a parallel
development, thousands of Ibo who were settled in the Northern cities were
massacred, and the federal government did nothing to bring to justice those who
were responsible for these atrocities. All these developments created in most Ibo
a strong desire for secession. Consequently, as soon as the federal military
government announced the creation of the twelve states, the military governor of
the eastern region announced the secession of "The Republic of Biafra®, and two
months later Nigeria entered into a civil war that lasted over two years.

The civil war was primarily the outcome of those colonial legacies which
were discussed earlier. However, this does not explain fully the cause of the war.
The problem also needs to be addressed from the perspectives of political
leadership. The political leaders, who merely replaced the colonial rulers, were
also responsible for this tragedy. It was their lack of insight, their inability to
compromise and even their egocentric nature that doomed Nigeria to a bloody
war.® In a recent interview, Ojukwu, the leader of the Biafran secessionist
movement, hinting at the personal rivalry which existed between him and the head
of state, said: "I’'m one of the few officers that the Nigerian Army has produced
that has never served under an officer junior to him."*0

In January 1970, the war ended with the "Biafrans™ unconditional
surrender, and poliiical stability prevailed over Nigeria.27 However, five years
later this stability reached the brink of collapse. This time the crisis was brought
about by glaring social inequalities and rampant corruption. General Gowon’s
decision to postpone the date for the transition to civilian rule worsened this
political crisis; however, the crisis was resolved peacefully. General Gowon was
removed from his post in a bloodless coup and was replaced by B/General
Murtala Muhammad.

General Muhammad, a Northerner, ruled Nigeria for less than a year, but
during this period he managed to bring back solid discipline both in the
government and in the society.28 He also took several measures to guarantee
political stability in Nigeria. He outlined the process of transition to civilian rule,
and to ensure the fair representation of minorities in the future civilian
government he increased the number of states by seven. He also announced his
plan to demobilize part of the army, which was the legacy of the civil war.
However, this later plan, together with his support for a probe into widespread
government corruption, cost him his life.

General Muhammad was assassinated in the February 1976 abortive coup
and was replaced by his fellow officer, General Olusegun Obasanjo, an Ibo. The
new head of state continued to implement Muhammad’s reform plan; therefore,
in 1978, Obasanjo’s government adopted a new constitution and terminated the
twelve-year-old state of emergency. A year later, Nigeria returned to a civilian
rule under the presidency of Alhaji Shehu Shagari and became a republic for a



second time.
The Second Republic, like the first, was a political cxperlment but this

time the experiment was based upon concrcte Nngermn experience:™ it
enshrined the idea of consensus government.3! Nonetheless, the political elites
failed to adhere to this basic idea; as a result, intense partisanship and intolerance
re-emerged on the Nigerian political scene. 32 The split between the political
elite, together with the widespread corruption, brought back political instability to
the country. The political crisis was exacerbated by the decline of the oil revenues
and resulted in the collapse of civilian rule for the second time. in 1984, Major
General Muhammad Buhari overthrew President Shagari’s government, which had
managed to return to power through political manipulation, in 1983. Immediately
after the overthrow of Shagari, General Buhari launched a "war against
indiscipline" and reintroduced the death penalty However, in 1988, he was
deposed by his own Supreme Military Council for alleged political repression and
was replaced by the current president, Major General Ibrahim Babangida.
Currently, Nigeria stands at the threshold of the Third Republic. However,
the political situation in the country is still far from being stable. The volatile
nature of Nigerian politics is closely connected with the country’s economic and
social conditions. In the following section we will discuss the major post-
independence economic and social changes and briefly examine the problems
which arose from these changes.

ii. Economic and Social changes

The oil-boom of the seventies was the major post-independence economic
factor that greatly affected Nigerian suciety. The huge revenue {from the export of
oil helped the country to recover quickly from the war and to launch large and
extensive economic projects. In addition, this economic factor enabled the country
to implement various social and cultural programs. A Universal Primary
Education Program was introduced, and many universities and institutions of
higher learning were also opened during this time. The cultural revival, which was
thwarted by the war, gained momentum; the country also hosted several
international cultural events including The Second Black and African Festival of
Arts and Culture.

However, the fast economic growth of the seventies did not change the
neo-colonial nature of the economy; rather, it strengthened it. The economy was
mainly focused on the export of oil, and the agricultural sector was ne;,lectcd
The consequence of this faulty economic policy was twofold: first, it forced many
farmers to migrate to the urban areas; second, it made the country completely
dependent on imported food.3 The same is true of the industrialization of the
country; most of the industries which were established during this period were
dependent on imported raw materials and half-finished products, and as the
country’s foreign reserves dwindled, these industries came to a standstill. Thus, in
the eighties, with the sharp decline of world oil prices, the whole Nigerian




economy came close to total collapse. As the late chief Awolwo, a Nigerian
veteran politician, observed: "aithough the nation had achieved rapid economic
growth, it had gained little economic development."

Nonetheless, the economic growth of the seventies, like the civil war
before it, brought many changes into the social sphere. Before discussing these
changes, we will look briefly at one of the major social outcomes of the civil war,
namely the emergence of strong national feeling. Although the war had claimed
millions of lives and had caused great destruction, ironically, Nigerian society
emerged from the war with a much greater feeling of nationalism.”" This
national feeling arose out of concerted efforts to preserve the unity of the country.
In addition, the mutual distrust between ethnic groups, which led to the civil war,
was dispelied by the positive actions of the public toward the defeated side. The
Ibo, who were senselessly slaughtered before they took up arms to defend their
rights, were not massacred after their defeat.

In addition to these public actions, other measures undertaken by the federal
government after the war had helped to create cohesion in the society. Among
these measures, the most important one was the mandatory national service
programme. According to this programme, young Nigerian graduates were
required to serve for a limited period of time in one part of the country other
than their place of birth, This helped to bring the Nigerian people closer and to
understand each other.%

Although all the above-discussed factors contributed significantly to the
decline of tribalism and regionalism, it was the economic conditions which most
dramatically altered the pattern of relationships in Nigeria. In addition to the oil
boom, the indigenization decree of the seventies, which forced foreign-owned
companies to sell shares to Nigerians, created conditions for those Nigerians who
were already prosperous, to become more so. These economic factors deepened
the class differences in the society and precipitated a strong, class-based, social
relationship. Parallel to the emergence of a huge working-class population, an
affluent upper-middle class emerged and became politically dominant. As
Whitaker stated:

The phenomenal rise of the affluent in the urban areas and their

disproportionately increasing political influence have created a socio-

economic situation in which the peasants in the rural area and the urban
working classes have became increasingly impoverished and
marginalised.*0
Thus, in the seventies, tribal affinities had less meaning in the public and private
affairs of many Nigerians than class differences.

The civil war and the fast economic growth created other social problems.
After the civil war, Nigeria was engulfed in a wave of armed robbery, and aiming
to curb this problem, the military government established tribunals to try anyone
who was accused of armed robbery. Those who were found guilty were executed
publicly at the various centres throughout the country, and many at the Bar Beach
near the capital. These public executions had two social consequences: first, they
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created insensitivity on the part of the public to victims of accidents and other
misfortunes.*! Secondly, since the ueath sentence was given to art ied robbers
who stole money from individuals, whereas public officials who micappropriated
public funds received lighter sentences, this increased public skepticism with
regard to the legal system.*2

The other major social problem resulting from the post-war economic
conditions was wide-spread corruption of officials. The sudden rush of
multinational oil and other business firms into Nigeria, and their need for on-the-
scene connections, provided opportunities for many officials to amass wealth
through commissions and other forms of corruption. This social evil was not
confined to the higher levels of the government; rather, it became a code of
conduct at all levels of management and even entered the area of personal
relationships: "The corrupt informal pattern of relationships in the formal
structure of the offices extended beyond the office walls into society at large and
became the accepted norm of behaviour."*3

Generally, the post-civil war economic conditions brought a new morality
which was characterized by loss of sense of duty, undiscipline and cynicism. To
understand the social conditions of the post-civil war period, it suffices to look at
Wole Soyinka’s description:

The post-civil war period after an initial period of uncertainty--two or

three years at the most--has witnessed Nigeria’s self-engorgement at the

banyuet of highway robberies, public executions, public flogging and other
institutionalised sadism, arson, individual and mass megalomania,
racketeering, hoarding, epidemic road-abuse and reckless slaughter,
exhibitionism-- private and institutional--callous and contemptuous
ostentation, casual cruelties, wanton destructions, slummification,

Nairamania, and its attendant atavism (ritual murder for wealth), an orgy

of physical filth, champ%ne, usury, gadgetry, blood...the near collapsc of

human communication.

Currently, Nigeria, in addition to the social consequences of the oil-boom
economy, is facing religious strife as the result of the spread of Islamic
fundamentalism in Northern Nigeria. Looking at its geographical proximity, onc
could say that this religious hostility is a reminder of the pre-civil war ethnic strifc.
However, it is rather a manifestation of the deepening of the socio-economic and
political crisis in the country. In the next section, we will attempt to look at the
implications of this and other post-independence socio-political problems for
Nigeria’s dramatists.

iii. The situation for the dramatist

The need to free society from its colonial heritage has been the major
challenge in post-independence Nigeria. It is this challenge which forms the
background for the dramatist. The central task of the dramatist in this situation is
defining national identity. This task was more urgent in the early years of
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independence, as the country was attempting to assert its native heritage and
prove that it would be able to survive without the patronage of the colonialists. In
the seventies, the task of the dramatist with regard to the national identity took
another turn. At that time, the official policy of the government was to promote
Nigeria as a wealthy nation. This policy, which was based solely on yet uncertain
new-found oil revenue, ignored the continued poverty of the masses.* Now the
dramatist was faced with a challenge which required him to define the true
identity of the country in terms of social reality.

The need to create a stable political system and a just society has been
another condition which the dramatists have had to address in their work. This
situation is closely connccted with the problem of leadership. To this point in our
discussion, we have attenipted to present most of the post-independence problems
in light of Nigeria’s colonial legacy. However, to put all blame on colonialism is
no less than a search for an scapegoat. One of Nigeria’s major problems, like
most African countries, has been the lack of sound leadership. To exp'ain this, it
is sufficient to mention the oil-boom of the seventies as example. The oil boom
provided Nigeria with material means which could have been used to build a self-
sustaining economy. However, because of lack of sensible leadership, the country
failed to overcome economic dependency and plunged into the black hole of
foreign debt. Thus, the question of leadership is of paramount importance for the
dramatist.

These are some of the major challenges which post-independence socio-
political changes presented to the dramatist. Nigerian playwrights have addressed
these problems in their work from different perspectives and in different manners.
A detailed examination of the dramatists’ exploration of these problems is beyond
the scope of this discussion. However, in the following section, while outlining the
development of Nigerian drama, I will attempt to look at the two major

approaches to these problems.

1. Contemporary Nigerian Drama in English.

As Yemi Ogunbiyi explained it, the beginning® of contemporary
Nigerian drama in English coincides with Nigerian independence.4” The
euphoria of freedom and the desire for cultural revival created conditions for
many young Nigerians, who also were conscious of western dramatic models and
dramatic technique, to exercise their craft. This period was dominated by such
playwrights as J. P. Clark, Wole Soyinka, Ola Rotimi, Zulu Sofola and Wale
Ogunyemi.

Most dramatists of this period were primarily concerned with defining the
national identity and asserting Nigerian/African values.*® Therefore, they based
most of their work on the country’s traditions, myths and history. They also
blended their work with elements of indigenous art such as songs, dances, masks,
proverbs and sayings. These playwrights were simultaneously celebrating Nigerian
values and raising the Nigerian awareness of the corrupt practices of the
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politicians. Some of them were sending signals to the people about the impending
danger looming over the society. For example, ethnic strife and the resulting
Nigerian Civil War were predicted in the works of playwrights such as Soyinka.
When these conditions materialized in the late sixties, dramatists strove to find
solutions to these problems through their work.

Thus, the search for peace and harmony was the dominant theme which
most concerned these dramatists.*’ They primarily used individual heroes as the
vehicles of this search, and the solutions their characters sought were mainly
metaphysical. Therefore, this persistent concern with individual heroes and
metaphysical solutions exposed the dramatist to attacks such as the following:

Even for social problems of a practical and tangible nature, the dramatists

seek solution [sic] in [sic] non-tangible supersensible arena [sic]..., they are

generally existentialist in their search for formal excellence, somectimes
even to the detriment of content. These works [The Gods Are not to

Blame by Rotimi; Song of a Goat, The Raft, The Masquerade by Clark

and works by Soyinka) are mainly elitist in outlook with an avid potential

of alienating the majority of society’s populace.’®

Nigerian contemporary drama entered its second stage after the civil war
with the emergence of a new generation of playwrights. Among them, Fela Davis,
Kole Omotoso, Tess Onwueme, Bode Sowande and Femi Osofisan are the most
prominent. They were set apart from the first generation of dramatists "by a
temperament and v1510n hardened, as it were, by the wounds and trauma of the
Nigerian civil war". 1 In addition, the vision of these dramatists was also shaped
by the post-civil-war political and social conditions. Thus, in contrast to the first
generation, these playwrights have followed a different approach in the analysis of
their society:

The emergent group, mainly comprising the "young" generation of

dramatists, seeks to break down societal problems in the light of real

historical occurrences. Their ideology is materialist in description and
perception and dialectical in approach. As far as they are concerned, man’s
problem(s] originate from man and not from the metaphysical realm or
from the gods. Only man, then, can by himself find solutions to his

problems. For an end to societal ills, they proffer, as solution, a

restructuring of society....52
These second-generation playwrights, like their predecessors, based most of their
work on Nigerian tradition, myth and history. However, their ag)yroach to these
factors were entirely different from that of the first generation.”> They
"deconstructed" their materials to communicate their revolutionary ideas. Femi
Osofisan’s Morountodun is a good example. In this play Osofisan used the myth of
Moremi, a legendary queen who let herself be captured by the enemy in order to
bring victory to the Yoruba empire. The main character of the play, Titubi, who
believes in the ideology of the ruling class and dreams of being a latter-day
Moremi, decidt* to infiltrate the 1969 peasant uprising so that she could hasten its
fall. In the =1 however, she realizes her error and abandons both Moremi’s myth




and her subversive plan and adopts the peasants’ cause.

The fact that the central character of Morountodun is @ woman is not an
accident. In contrast to the older generation of dramatists, the second generation
are more concerned with §ender issues, and there are also prominent feminist
playwrights among them.>* As was noted earlier, most of the second-generation
playwrights were eager to provide practical solutions to social problems through
their works. In this respect, as we will see later in Rotimi’s works, some dramatists
from the first generation have also attempted to suggest social solutions in their
recent works.

Currently, contemporary Nigerian drama is facing two major problems. The
first problem is overcoming the language barrier and finding forms which enable
wider communication with the society. To resolve this problem most dramatists
from both generations have incorporated everyday expressions and used "pidgin
English” in their work. They have even made attempts to translate their works
into indigenous languages. Despite these attempts, this problem remains a
dilemma for the contemporary Nigerian playwrights.

The second major problem in contemporary Nigerian drama is to identify
the approach which will be relevant to the social and political conditions of the
country. The second generation of dramatists have used Marxist ideology in
Nigerian drama. However, given the recent crisis in Marxist ideology, it remains
to be seen whether or not their approach will continue to be credible to the

masses.

1. Rotimi’s View of the Purpose of the Theatre and the Role of the
Dramatist in the Context of Other Nigerian Playwrights" Views.

Every playwright, whether implicitly or explicitly, holds certain views about
his role in the society and sees the function of his art from a certain perspective.
One playwright may view his role from a purely aesthetic angle, seeing his craft
as an exclusively personal act which is devoid of any immediate social function.
Another playwright may see his art as serving a social function, envisaging his
craft as a means of enlightening society or arousing its spirit to purposeful action.

Rotimi has seen both the dramatist’s role and the purpose of the theatre
from a socially functional perspective. He believes that the artist’s role in society
is to make the audience reflect upon, and respond to, certain socio-political
issues. Therefore, he strongly believes that the artist’s work should have social
relevance. Rotimi expressed this view in one of his early interviews:

I think every writer--whether a dramatist, novelist or poet--should have

some commitment to his society. It is not enough to entertain; the writer

must try to excite people into thinking or reacting to the situations he is
striving to hold up to them in his drama or narrative. I think there must
always be some social relevance in what one presents.56

Rotimi’s view, especially on the question of social relevance, is shared by
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Soyinka, though he insists that his major concern is to provide excellent theatre:
When the writer in his own society can no longer function as conscience,
he must recognize that his choice lies between denying himself totally or
withdrawing to the position of chronicler and post-mortem surgeon.... The
artist has always functioned in African society as the -ecord of the mores
and expression of his society and as the voice of vision in his own time. It
is time for him to respond to this essence of himself.>’

Rotimi’s view also coincides with that of the general Nigerian society’s view
of the role of the artist. As Awam Amkpa explains it, the artist in Nigerian socicty
is always expected not only to entertain but also to make a certain social and
political statement with his art:

Unlike the western frame of reference...we see culture and politics as

integral....It is the history of art in our culture, even before colonial times.

It became more obvious when Nigeria encountered colonialism. It became

more urgent for art to reflect the bitterness about being colonized, the

bitterness about being enslaved and so on. So in Nigeria you notice that
people use that as a criterion to judge how good a playwright is.... So you
notice [that] when people are talking about Femi Osofisan, Soyinka or Ola

Rotimi, [they] keep talking about..."well it was wonderful play but what

about the political message"....58

The socio-political changes of recent years have caused Rotimi to modify
his previous view. In his 1983 collection of interviews, lectures and articles, he
described the artist as a social commentator who believes in the actualization of
the ideal man and ideal spirit in this world provided that people listen and act.”’
In contrast to his earlier views, here Rotimi defines the tasks of the modern artist
from a class-oriented perspective:

The role of the artist has changed through the ages. From the Artist/Chicf

priest whose social advocacy was total subservience of man to the

supernatural gods; through the singer/court jester who swiped at the fatuity
of earthly gods personified in Kings and Chieftains; to the modern artist
who must examme the establishmentarian gods who dominate the polity of
his world.%0

Rotimi prescribes almost the same role to the dramatist as the second-generation

playwrights. Since most dramatists of the second generation show a special

commitment to the Marxist ideology, they see both the function of art and the
role of the dramatist from a class perspeciive. For instance, Femi Osofisan, one of
the most promment of these dramatists, demanded that art be "a social force, an
ideological weapon." According to him, the artist’s primary duty is neither to
entertain nor to search for formal excellence but "to grapple with the reality of
his society in any meaningful way."

Post-civil war social realities, which caused Rotimi to modify his views,
were also reflected in a change in the composition and background of Rotimi’s
audience. Before discussing this point, we need to look at Rotimi’s general
concept of his audience. In one of his interviews he said:
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Inevitably, I write for audiences who are knowledgeable in this [English]

language. However, in handling the English language in my plays, I strive

to temper its phraseology to the ear of both the dominant semi-literate as

well as the literate classes, ensuring that my dialogue reaches out to both

groups with ease in assimilation and clarity and identification.
Rotimi sees his potential audience among the intellectual elite, civil servants and
to some extent members of the working class. These social groups were
increasingly marginalised and impoverished by the affluent class. In addition, the
expansion of higher learning resulted in bringing many young people with a poor
peasant and working- class background into intellectual circles. These two socially
related changes created an audience which demanded a class-based analysis of the
society. Thus, the change in the audience’s expectations also contributed to
Rotimi’s modification of his views.53

In this chapter I have attempted to establish the socio-political and artistic
framework of Rotimi’s plays. Before discussing Rotimi’s thematic concerns and
their evolution, I would like to summarize some of the points discussed in this
chapter. Post-independence Nigerian society has been engaged in a continuous
struggle to free itself from its colonial heritage, and its political condition is one
of the most volatile in Africa. Economically the society has gone through many
changes, going from utter misery, to flashes of wealth, to deep economic crisis. In
terms of social relationships, tribalism has given way to class affinity. Similarly,
modern Nigerian theatre has also passed through various phases: in the first
phase, the theatre was concerned with asserting Nigerian values and criticizing the
society, mainly from a metaphysical perspective. In the second phase, the theatre
went further to demand the restructuring of the society. These changes are also
reflected in Rotimi’s aesthetic views: in recent years, he augmented his central
view of the dramatist, from the dramatist as enlightener, to the notion of the
dramatist as a challenger to the power establishment.



CHAPTER TWO

Rotimi’s thematic concerns at the beginning of his career: Our Husband Has
Gone Mad Again.

Our Husband Has Gone Mad Again, Ola Rotimi’s first major play, was

premiered at Yale University in 1966. Since it was not published until twelve
years later, some differences may exist between the 1966 performance script and
its 1977 published version. Lines such as "That is what they did in 1965" hint that
Rotimi did some rewriting in the published script, but 1 believe that this rewriting
is minimal and the characters and the plot in the two versions are the same.
Besides, as Rotimi himself acknowledged, the basic situation of Qur Husband is a
reflection of the political atmosphere on the eve of Nigerian mdependence and
that of the First Republlc Thus, the themes in the published version reflect
Rotimi’s concerns in the early stage of his career. However, it is important to note
the similarity between the political situations of the two periods--the period in
which the play was written and the period it was published--because these
contribute to our understanding of Rotimi’s thematic journey. Rotimi wrote this
play while he was still in the U.S. He went there a year before Nigerian
independence, and to write this play he mainly relied upon his experience of the
political atmosphere of the transitional period from British to Nigerian rule. And
it was during this transitional period that party politics flourished and most of the
post-independence political contradictions set. In 1977, the time the play was
published, the same kind of political atmosphere returned to Nigeria as the result
of the termination of the twelve years of a state of emergency and the lifting of
the ban on the formation of political parties.

Our Husband is a domestic, political comedy which is mainly concerned
with the problem of political leadership in the newly independent Nigeria. In this
play, Rotimi consciously employs a mildly satirical approach to explore the
question of leadership and other themes:

When I started writing Qur Husband Has Gone Mad Again, the ultimate

goal was to laugh at...political charlatans of whom there are many in

Africa. But the laughter wasn’t meant to be acnd Rather, some degree of

understanding--even sympathy was preferred

In this play, Rotimi explores the leadership theme mainly through the
character of Major Rahman Taslim Lejoka-Brown and uses Lejoka-Brown’s
private life as a fundamental parameter to evaluate his quality as a leader. He
shows how a politician who aspires to be a national leader is not even worthy of
the responsibility of his house. Lejoka-Brown’s own satirical song summarizes this
basic point: "Can a pig with so much mess at home,/ Clean up our nation’s
mess?'%The play’s setting represents the "mess" in Lejoka-Brown’s domestic life:

... antiquated walls, cushions here, a couple of drink-stools upturned over

there, political posters everywhere, an old matchet dangling warningly up

there, a rifle minding its own business over here--all told, a curiously
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uncensored picture of well-meaning chaos.... (20)

Lejoka-Brown’s chaotic domestic life is partly the result of his lack of
integrity. He marries Liza without telling her about his traditional marriage with
Mama Rashida. He claims that he did not inform Liza because he felt she might
not understand him, but this is hardly the case. He married Sikira after he entered
into an apparently monogamous me riage with Liza, and naturally he keeps Liza
in the dark. Lejoka-Brown is not only a cheat, he is also a traditional-minded
chauvinist. He claims to be a freedom-fighting hero on the national scene, but he
sees women as no more than expendable objects. This is especially true of his
marriage with Sikira. He married her solely to secure the women’s votes through
her mother, who is the President of the National Union of Nigerian Market
women, and he plans to divorce her after the election. Rotimi redirects Lejoka-
Brown’s chauvinistic attitude toward the character himself and satirizes him by
showing how such an idea could be irritating to him:

Liza: ... Since I hate sharing any personal possession with

someone else...

Lejoka-Brown: [at top of his voice.] I'm not a possession!
Liza: Please, don’t shout!

Lejoka-Brown: So, don’t call me a possession, Lady! A-ha--am I a bag
ot cement? Or... or... do I look like a...a transistor
radio? Or...or what do you think I am? A fifty by
hundred plot of land on Ikorodu Road?

A Volkswagen? Possession indeed! (40)

Rotimi’s satire is mainly focused on exposing Lejoka-Brown’s crudity as a
politician. Lejoka-Brown is a semi-literate retired army officer and a cocoa
farmer, but he pretends to be an experienced politician. He challenges his
intellectual party colleagues and his western-educated wife for not knowing what
politics is: "What do you people know about politics--I mean hard-bone politics?"
(52, 56) However, he himself confuses it with war--"Politics means action, and
action means war" (52)--and plans to use a military strategy known as "Surprise-
and-Attack” in his political campaign. He also expects other party members to
accept this plan without discussing it. In this respect it is possible to say that he is
a potential military dictator. He even runs his house as one military unit. He has
dressed his steward in army Khaki uniform and army boots, and has trained him
to salute whenever he "reports." He also treats his wives as if they were
subordinates in the Army; thus, it is possible to say that what Sikira defies is not
only traditional male chauvinism but that military dictatorship which was
approaching the Nigerian national scene at the time: "Do as You say, do as you
say! It is always do as you say. Always command, command, command! Why don’t
you show some respect and let me do as I want, just once!" (57)

Lejoka-Brown’s ineffectiveness as a leader is also explored at a
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microcosmic level. While he and his deputies are holding a press conference at his
house, Liza enters in a bikini. Lejoka-Brown is embarrassed by this, and instead of
handling the situation skillfully, he resorts to force. He threatens both his deputics
and members of the press with a matchet and gun and forces them to lie flat on
their faces so that Liza can pass unobserved. Lejoka-Brown is not only ineffective
but also lacks the moral strength to be the nation’s leader. He does not have the
courage to sacrifice his immediate needs even to fulfil his ambitions. He rejects
his friend’s advice to live by himself until the election is over, claiming that he can
not live without a woman: "l hide myself away for six months--what do you think 1
am? IMPOTENT?" (11)

Lejoka-Brown is the epitome of those politicians who enter the political
arena to fulfil their ambition, rather than to serve the peaple. Thus, he already
has the blueprint of his position in the government and the personal gain he will
get out of it. He has assigned himself as the federal Minister of Agriculture and
Housing. Although his ambition to take charge of federal Housing Affairs is the
result of his anxiety (he seeks this position in order to save his house from being
demolished), his dream of being Minister of Agriculture is far morc than an
expression of his naivety. It indicates his deep-rooted opportunistic motives.
Before the oil boom of the seventies, the Nigerian economy was mainly based on
the export of such agricultural products as cocoa, and the ministerial position
which Lejoka-Brown hopes to assume had implications to farmers such as
himself, ranging from facilitating production to price control. Moreover, it is one
" of the key positions which could be expioited tor personal gain. Lejoka-Brown
himself unabashedly speaks about his opportunistic motives: "You want to chop a
big slice of the National cake?--Na
Politics" (4).

Social prestige is his other reason to go into party politics: "politics is the
thing now in Nigeria, mate. You want to be famous? Politics" (4). This is
especially crucial to him, for he married a weman more educated and more
sophisticated than himself:

Now, you tell me which is better:

[Rises to demonstrate, Master-of-ceremonies fashion.)

"Ladies and Gentlemen, I have pleasure in introducing to you this evening,

the chairlady of this august occasion..." [people clap--pra-pra-pra-pra-pra...]

"she is the one and only Dr. Mrs Elizabeth Lejoka-Brown, MD, MSc, wifc

of...

[Drops his voice.]

... an Jjebu-Ijesha cocoa farmer!" Now listen to this:

[More robust voice.]

"... She is the one and only Dr. the Honorable Mrs. Elizabeth Lcjoka-

Brown, MD (Yale), MSc (Gynecology), wife of the one and only Federal

Government Minister of Agriculture and Housing.... (28-29)

While exposing Lejoka-Brown’s opportunistic motives, Rotimi at the same
time attempts to explain the roots of these misguided ambitions. According to
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Rotimi the misplaced motivation of most African politicians is the result of their
desperate attempt to free themselves from that poverty in which the whole society
is languishing.®” Although less emphasized, that is what the central character in
Qur_Husband is trying to do: scale the poverty wall.® He claims that he has

succeeded in making money in cocoa farming, but, as his domestic life reveals, he
is not far above the poverty line.

The demands made by dependent members of the extended family is the
other factor which makes politicians like Lejoka-Brown desperate. In Our
Husband this familial responsibility is suggested by Lejoka-Brown’s marriage to
Mama Rashida. Mama Rashida was the oldest of Lejoka-Brown’s deceased
brother’s wives, and she is married to him by his father so that ske will be
supported and taken care of. Along with the familial responsibilities, there are
also expectations from the community. In the play this is only implicitly suggested
by Lejoka-Brown’s promise to his party men, who most probably might be his
tribesmen: "Cakes are too soft, Gentlemen. Just you wait! Once We get elected to
the top, wallahi, we shall stuff ourselves with huge mouthfuls of the National chin-
chin" (4).
Generally, Lejoka-Brown is motivated by the same social conditions that
compelled politicians of the First Republic to jump onto the arena of politics.
Elizabeth Isichei in her A History of Nigeria, explaining the reasons behind the
fall of the First Republic, sheds light on scme of these conditions:

Apart from those who, like the Saraduna, belonged to a hereditary

aristocracy, most politicians had made a desperate and successful struggle

to escape from rural poverty. The frantic accumulation of wealth was
meant to build a wall between themselves and poverty, between their
children and poverty. And, like their predecessors, the Warrant Chiefs,
whom in some ways they resembled, they were expected to be generous, by
western standards absurdly generous, to relations, fellow townsmen and
constituents. A successful man had to be seen to be successful--to wield
power, to display wealth, to spend it freely--or his constituents would begin
to wonder if he was really successful at all.

Rotimi, while denouncing the type of political leadership epitomized by the
character of Lejoka-Brown, hinted that it is selfless leadership that will deliver the
masses from their perpetual misery: "It’s amoral, no doubt whatever about that.
Amoral and devious, because the misplaced motivation of such politicians
deprives the poor majority of relief, through a selfless leadership."”® However, in
Our Husband none of the politicians have this quality. The party intellectuals are
no less opportunist than Lejoka-Brown. They even accept his leadership after they
learn about his whimsical campaign strategy and his autocratic manner. The other
political figure, Sikira, is also far from being a good leader. Throughout the play
she is portrayed as a childish, aggressively impudent and prejudiced person.
Although she abandons some of her prejudice toward the end of the play, it is
difficult to say that she is more rational than at the beginning. Besides, she does
not show any qualities, except rebelling against tradition, which might suggest her
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potential as a leader. Therefore, her nomination by the party only shows progress
from the perspective of women’s participation in politics. Otherwise her
replacement of Lejoka-Brown does not solve the problem of leadership posed in
the play.

Marriage and the relationship between sexes are the other major issues in
Our Husband, and as Rotimi himself pointed out, it is this issue that inspired him
to write this play first: "... the basic inspiration for Qur Husband ... derived from a
‘Dear Abbey’ letter-column in a local Boston newspaper where a love-lorn woman
was seeking advice on how to curb the amorous excesses of her lover."’! In his
exploration of the marriage issue Rotimi addresses pre-arranged marriage,
political and to some extent cross-cultural marriages under one enveloping theme:
the polygamy theme.

In Nigeria most traditional societies are polygamous, and polygamy is not
restricted to the Muslim population. It is practiced among most Christian
communities as well. Thus, the polygamy theme in Our Husband is a comment on
the traditional marital institutions as a whole. This attitude can also be discerned
from the play. Although Lejoka-Brown is a Muslim, he bases all his justification of
his polygamous marriage on the indigenous customs. He says that as an African
(though this hardly applies to all African societics) he has the right to marry as
many wives as he can.

The incompatibility of a polygamous marriage with modern social life is
one of the main points which Rotimi attempts to demonstrate in Qur Husband. It
is with the arrival of the western-educated Liza that Lejoka-Brown’s polygamous
marriage faces crisis and undergoes a tremendous change. Rotimi also addresses
the theme of polygamy in its relation to woinen’s liberation, presenting polygamy
as a major social institution that undermines the equality of women. Thus, Rotimi
tacitly demands the dismantling of this institution. The fact that the play ends with
Liza and Lejoka-Brown alone attests to the play’s advocacy of monogamous
marriage based on mutual consent, love and understanding regardless of religious,
educational or national differences.

As mentioned above, the issue of women’s liberation is one of the themes
addressed in OQur Husband. Rotimi explores this issue in the context of the
fundamental rights of all human beings "irrespective of race, sex or creed."’?
However, like the theme of polygamy, he treated this theme carefully because
these issues can make the audience uncomfortable, for their attachment to
traditional society is strong. He presented the idea of women’s liberation in
contrast to the chauvinistic attitude of a character with whom the audience could
hardly identify. He also presents Liza with a less radical idea of equality of men
and women:

Well, it all goes to prove that Mr Rahman Lejoka-Brown docs not have

any respect whatsoever for my feelings. Why, I believe a woman must try to

be a loving loyal wife and all that. On the other hand, the husband must
try to show some respect for the wife and all that. After all, when we boil it
down, men and women are all created equal, and unless a hushand is rcady
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to understand.... (56)
Rotimi addresses the issue of the participation of women in politics along

with the issue of liberation of women. He shows through Sikira’s mother and the
members of the National Market Women’s Union the determining ro'e women
could play in politics if they were conscious of their right and joined forces. The
fact that these women are market women implicitly refers to the necessity of
women’s economic independence for their freedom. This is also suggested by
Mama Rashida’s chicken-and-egg trade and her final exit.

Cultural dilemma or, as it is referred in many critical works on African
theater, "cultural conflict", is another major theme in Qur Husband. This theme
has been one of the main concerns of most African playwrights, especially during
the last decades of colonialism and the first years of independence. Rotimi, while
outlining the development of African theater, explains this:

The next epoch [the preceding epoch is the era of colonialism]) marked the

collapse of colonialism, with an attendant state of flux caused by an

encounter between old and new life-styles. The theme of "cultural conflict"
provided the rubric for the treatment of this situation in literature. Under
this head, the African writer not only appraised the cultural dilemma that
bedeviled our peoples especially in the 1950’s and 60’s, he also helped,
through pointed laughter or shared anguish, to sedate our people under
such stress. (emphasis added.)73

When Rotimi wrote this play, Nigeria, like most newly independent African
nations, was poised between the tasks of redefining its identity and enhancing its
development. What Rotimi primarily reflects on in this play was the dilemma that
arises from undertaking these tasks. In order to explore this theme, Rotimi
presents two sets of characters: characters with a traditional attitude and
westernized characters. Lejoka-Brown, Alhaji Mustafa, Mama Rashida, Sikira and
her mother belong to the first group. Liza, Okonkwo and Lejoka-Brown’s
intellectual party deputies are westernized characters.

Of the first group of characters, Lejoka-Brown and Alhaji Mustafa are of a
major interest. Lejoka-Brown is an arch traditionalist who attempts to embrace
the new life style as it fits him. This makes him the most incongruous character
in the play. The description of this character at the beginning of the play
physically represents the cultural dilemma of this character: "The index and
forefinger of his right hand held up in a "Victory’ sign. a mascot in the other hand,
Major Lejoka-Brown responds with buoyant dignity to the cheering underlings!"
(vii) lejoka-Brown does not hope to win the election using only "modern”
campaigning strategies or money. He seeks help from the spiritual world too.
Thus, he takes the baby python whenever he goes to campaign and keeps it under
his bed as a good-luck pet.

Alhaji Mustafa, on the other hand, is a purely traditionalist character.
Unlike the other characters, his dilemma is not how to fit into the new world but
how to preserve the values that are part of his existence in a changing and
developing world. He represents the traditional society who has been victimized

74
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by the insensitive modernizatiou policies which have been implemented in most
African countries since independence. The demolishing of Alhaji Mustafit’s old
houses is a comment on these policies--the policies which aimed to replace
traditional values entirely by modern ones without paying due attention to their
relevance to the society. As has been suggested in Alhaji Mustafa’s description of
the demolishing of his house, such modernization schemes shock the traditional
society and create tension:

... There is trouble. They have just broken down the house of my

grandfather. Hmm--what the eye sees in this Lagos, the mouth can’t

describe. As if...it was nothing...the government demons broke it down

with their white man’s machine. It is disgrace, sisters. A horrible sight! I

thought I could stop the devils.... (17)

Such schemes also escalate the conflict. Alhaji Mustafa decides to fight the
government because the house is more than a home, it is a sacred altar for him.
Thus, he borrows Lejoka-Brown’s rifle to stop the authorities from breaking down
his ancestors’ house but later realizes the futility of his effort and resolves his
dilemma by calling upon the values which he tried to defend:

So I said to myself: "Alhaji Mustafa, you are only one man with only one

gun, and out there, are three and twenty devils in uniform armed with

three and twenty guns. Alhaji Mustafa get out of this place, o! Go away in

peace. Hmm. Let the spirits of your Dead Fathers fight for you." Toh! (17)

Lejoka-Brown shares Alhaji’s dilemma as his house is also on the "list"; but
he hopes to resolve this problem with his political career: "I'll become the
minister of Agric [sic] and Hor<ing, Wife. By so, I will decide what house to pull
down and what shrines to leave alone..." (38). Since the "antiquated wattle and
clay-walled home" (vii) is a representation of his outdated ideas, one could say
that his attempt to preserve his house is reactionary (the same argument could be
applied to Alhaji Mustafa’s actions.) However, his effort cannot entirely be
dismissed as a hindrance to progress because the house he is trying to preserve is
"a standing wonder of 19th Century indigenous architecture” (vii). Besides, like
Alhaji Mustafa, the house has spiritual significance to him. As he constantly refers
to it, the house is a shrine for him. His ancestors are buried in the court yard and,
according to popular belief, their spirits also dwell in the house. Thus, when
Lejoka-Brown learns about his political loss, the first thing which comes to his
mind is not fighting for his political position but defending his house. This tells us
how much he is concerned with preserving traditional values. Finally Lejoka-
Brown, like his elderly neighbor, resolves his dilemma by calling upon those
values which he is trying to preserve: "I'll make a sacrifice to my fathers, and then
break down this old house. I'll build a new one on its soil" (75).

It is Liza who helps Lejoka-Brown resolve his dilemma and who epitomizes
the other type of modernization suggested in the play. Liza’s type of
modernization, though apparently more fundamental than the first type, is less
disruptive because it is not introduced as an imposition from the above; it relies
on winning the peoples’ hearts and also changes the people themselves to their
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own advantage (the demolishing of the house is imposed by the government and
relies on forces; and it is focused on material change, not on the people). Before
attempting to explain to Sikira her thoughts on the equality of men and women,
Liza first earns her friendship; Sikira benefits from this fundamental idea because
it has relevance to her situation. The same thing could be said of Liza’s teaching
to Mama Rashida the basics of market economy and her furnishing of Lejoka-
Brown’s steward with the booklet on modern carpentry.

Although Rotimi presents Liza’s modernizing role in a favorable light, he is
also critical of it. He satirizes Liza’s teaching by showing how Mama Rashida
confusingly uses Demand, Supply and other terms which she learnt from Liza:
"May Allah fill your womb with children--plenty, plenty children until your Supply
becomes greater than the Demand!" (48) Liza’s action to some extent represents
the action of those African intellectuals who fervently attempt to overhaul the
society as soon as they return to Africa from the west. The action of these
intellectuals, although it is a reflection of their anguish about the
underdevelopment of Africa and their commitment to their own society, is also a
manifestation of their own dilemma. Their action is an effort to fit back into the
society, and they attempt to achieve this by transforming the world which is no
longer recognizable to them into a familiar world. That is what Liza does in the
play: she transform Lejoka-Brown’s house into a familiar setting for her. She
makes her own kind of "a tight-fitting, micro-mini snippet of a dress" (53) for
Sikira who negatively commented about Liza’s dress at the beginning of the
play(19). Liza’s teaching of Sikira about women’s liberation succeeds in
dismantling the polygamous relationship which is strange to Liza and replaces it
with a monogamous relationship which is familiar to her.

In addition to the general cultural situation, Rotimi’s personal-life
experiences also contributed to his interest in this theme. Since he has been
married to a French-Canadian artist, he might have anticipated the problems
that arise from cross-cultural marriage:

I wrote the play in 1965: that was when our relationship was building up

to a consummation in marriage. Perhaps some of the problems inherent in

a cross-cultural marriage might have impinged on my subconscious

sufficiently enough to find expression in aspects of this play....

In this play, Rotimi does not directly deal with the problems of cross-cultural
marriage. However he sug%ests this problem through Liza’s western views on
women, marriage and arts. 6

Rotimi, like every western-educated intellectual, might have anticipated the
same kind of hostility which is expressed by his traditional-minded characters. This
has been suggested through Lejoka-Brown and Sikira’s hostilities to the western-
educated characters: In response to their rejection of his whimsical election
strategy, Lejoka-Brown attacks his educated colleagues: "They think because I
didn’t go to America-Toronto or to England-Oxford as they did, that I am a bat
with my head downwards"(53). Sikira’s hostility to the western-educated Liza is

more severe.
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That black-white woman who spent her whole life roaming the streets of
Americal... Ha! I know her kind. They think that because they’ve been to
England or to America-Toronto, they can kick every body round and round

like a...football (16).

Rotimi appears to be suggesting a way to overcome this hostility through the
deeds of Liza. She uses her role as a modernizer to re oncile herself with her
hostile sister-in-marriage. Sikira, who is apprehensive about Liza’s arrival, finally
confesses: "Hm! You know, sisi Liza, I was afraid when I heard you were coming
from America, o!" (48)

Other than the above-discussed themes, Rotimi addresses other themes
minor to this play such as Nigerian and African unity. Sikira’s mother claims that
being an Owerri (a major Ibo town) she gave her daughter to a Yoruba man to
promote national unity. This and the reference to the Congo civil war anticipates
Rotimi’s major concerns in his latter plays. Rotimi addresses the issue of African
unity through Liza’s and Lejoka-Brown’s marriage. None of the characters,
including Liza herself, make references to cultural and other differences which
apparently exist between Nigerian and Kenyan societies. All of the characters
accept Liza as one of them, and she too does not show any sign of being in a
foreign land. The fact that all the characters tend to call themselves or their
culture "African" rather than "Nigerian" strongly suggests Rotimi’s deep concern
with the issue of African unity.

In this chapter I have attempted to identify Rotini’s thematic concerns at
the early stage of his career. The problem of political leadership, the
incompatibility of the traditional marital institution with modern society, the
question of women’s liberation and modernization and its attendant cultural
dilemma are the major themes that concerned Rotimi in Qur Husband. In his
exploration of these themes, Rotimi primarily relied on characterization. To treat
the leadership theme from different angles, he presented a semi-literate and
extravagant political figure on one hand and opportunist intellectual politicians on
the other. To explore the polygamy and culture theme, he represented characters
with different levels of traditional/modern attitude. Rotimi did not fully develop
the characters in Qur Husband. He presented them with only some aspects of
their social and moral life. In this play he used language primarily as a means of
characterization and to some extent as means of thematic realization: the pidgin
and the different styles of English used by the characters, together with their
Yoruba and Arabic expressions, represent their dilemma.

The light-hearted satirical approach which Rotimi used to examine these
issues is the .other important point. Rotimi used this approach to handle such
sensitive themes as polygamy and women’s liberation. Besides, as Alex C.
Johnson commented, this approach also enabled him to depart from the dismal
treatment of the above-mentioned themes which has been a general trend in
African theater: "Our Husband Has Gone Mad Again is a successful stage
comedy and a refreshing departure from the more depressing treatment of
political and social themes by some other dramatists." 7 However, as I will
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discuss in the next chapter, Rotimi later abandons this comic approach in favor of
a tragic one.



CHAPTER THREE

Rotimi’s thematic concerns between the First and the Second Nigerian Republics:

Ovonramwen Nogbaisi.

When Rotimi returned from the U.S to Nigeria in 1966, his country was in
deep political crisis: civilian rule had collapsed, and the military had taken charge
of the country. This political crisis was further aggravated by violent ethnic strife,
and soon the country plunged into a bloody civil war. Commenting on his personal
experience of that time, Rotimi said:

To be candid... I was experiencing a personal crisis of dilemma. Whether to

remain in Nigeria with its social privations, or return to the States, take up

a teaching job and live a life of great material comfort. In short, there was

no inspiration to educe an artistic direction from me after Qur Husband

Has Gone Mad Again in Nigeria in 1966. Cast The first Stone seems to

reflect that state of gloom and cynicism.

As Rotimi hinted above, Nigeria’s socio-political crisis had a significant
influence in shaping his creative activities of this period. He abandoned his initial
comic treatment of political and social themes in favour of a tragic approach.
Instead of using contemporary situations, he began to use adaptations and
historical materials to explore contemporary issues.

In addition to the socio-political situation, the job which Rotimi took after
his return from the United Staies had an immense influence on his plays of this
period. He took a research fellow position in the Institute of African studies of
the University of Ife, and this position provided Rotimi a chance to know and
uaderstand in depth Nigeria’s different ethnic groups’ traditions. And this in turn
helped Rotimi to create plays that are enriched with tradition and also to close
the gap between his western-style plays and his audience.

Between the fall of the First Republic and the restoration of civilian rule in
Nigeria, Rotimi wrote four major plays: The Gods Are not to Blame (1968),
Kurunmi (1969), Holding Talks (1970) and Ovonramwen Nogbaisi (1971). In this
chapter, focusing on Ovonramwen Nogbaisi, I will attempt to identify Rotimi’s
major thematic concerns during the period of the Nigerian civil war and the

military rule, but first I will briefly outline the major themes in three of the plays
mentioned above as they will shed light on the development of Rotimi’s themes.

In The Gods Are not to Blame, his adaptation of Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex,
Rotimi focuses on the major cause of the Nigerian civil war: ethnicity. He
addresses this issue along with the leadership theme and shows how a leader who
is blmded with tribal prejudices brings misfortunes to himself and to his
people As Rotimi himself points out The Gods marks the beginning of his
search for an "Utopian model leader."8" Rotimi continues this search for a
leader in Kurunmi, his first hlstorlcal play. There he presents a strong-willed and
honest but nnsgmded leader.8! In this play Rotimi expands cn the leadership
theme and explores it from the individual, collective, political and military
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perspectives.8? In Kurunmi he also addresses the problem of social change and
development in traditional society.83 In Holding Talks, Rotimi’s only non-
realistic play, he turns his attention toward a more universal theme. Using
humorous situations, he "exposes the irrationality of man’s obsession with ’talking’
in a situation that clearly demands action." 84 As Rotimi indicated in the 1979
production note of Holding Talks, this play not only represents Rotimi’s responses
to the lack of dynamism in contemporary Nigerian society but also his frustration
over the lack of instant and purposeful action at the continental and global level:
France flagrantly exploding bombs in the Pacific, the United Nations
"discussing" the situation! The Republic of Guinea under invasion by
Portuguese mercenaries, the O.A.U.[Organization of African Unity]
arranging "Talks" on the incident to take place some two weeks after the
deed. Africans in Mozambique being massacred, the world press "sending
in observers" and "debating the issue” etc, etc.
The issue of a dynamic approach to socio-political problems is one of the
themes which Rotimi continued to address in his next play, Ovonramwen

Ovonramwen Nogbaisi, first performed in 1971 and published in 1974, is

Rotimi’s second historical tragedy. The play takes its title from the Oba (king) of
the Benin Empire from 1888 to 1897 and deals with the downfall of Ovonramwen
Nogbaisi and the destruction of one of the oldest and most highly organized
Kingdoms in west Africa. %6

In Ovonramwen Rotimi goes beyond "appreciation of the past,"™ a task
which he had set for himself in Kurunmi, and re-examines Nigerian history. In this

play Rotimi primarily challenges the conventional and prejudicial portrayal of Oba
Ovonramwen Nogbaisi. In his background note to the play, Rotimi describes the
Oba as "a man long portrayed by the biases of colonial History in the mein of the
most abominable sadist but in actuality, a man more sinned against than he ever
sinned’."87

In Ovonramwen Rotimi did not deny that the Oba was a ruthless leader
but established the circumstances that made him act in such a way. These
circumstances will be discussed later in relation to the leadership theme. Here we
see how Rotimi challenged the colonial portrayal of the Oba as a sadistic figure.
He presented him as a leader and a man who attempts to change his own fate
and the destiny of his people. The Oba sends a messenger to the Oni of 1fe®8 to
know what is in store for him and for his people. He finds out that the future is
"Fire, and an Ocean of blood--bodies floating in it" (§). When the Oba learns
about this the first thought which comes to his mind is not his down-fall but the
tragedy of his people: he interprets the oracle’s prophecy as a civil war, "Binis [the
Benin people] burning Binis, brothers freely killing brothers." To avert this bad
luck, he follows the advice of the Ifa priest. Despite his effort, his worst nightmare
becomes a reality. In Act Two, Scene IV he finds out that his chiefs massacred
the British mission. The Oba understands the consequence of this. He realizes
that what was foretold by the Ifa priest is soon to happen, and it is only he who
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feels the danger (the voice of the Ifa priest which echoes over .- ‘oudspeaker
apparently is heard only by the Oba) (37). Thus, the horror which the Oba feels
in this scene is not only a personal horror but that of a leader who senses the
danger his people are going to face. His reaction to the massacre  presented in
contrast to the jubilation of the chiefs: "Warriors dance triumphantly »wards
Ovonramwen and assemble the human heads in front of him. Ovonran. i stands,
surveying the scene with lethargic horror. After a while, he raises a hand: -Irumming,
jubilation subside" (Rotimi, Ovonramwen, 37).

The above stage direction hints also at Rotimi’s attempt to rehabilitate the
image of the Oba by throwing light on his humane side, and the scene in general
is part of Rotimi’s effort to distance the Oba from the responsibility of the
massacre. Although the Oba does not punish his chiefs for what they did, he
neither approves of it: "Children of our fathers, Benin, I fear, has this day
swallowed a long pestle; now we shall have to sleep standing upright" (37). And
the chiefs disperse in silence, demoralized by his "uninspiring reaction" (37). This
scene also refutes another historical account which claimed that the survivors of
the massacre were later sacrificed in Benin.8? As Rotimi indicated it in Act
Two, Scene I, ritual ceremonies in which sacrifices are given to the gods are
attended by the Oba. Thus, the Oba’s disapproval of the massacre frees the Oba
from the blame for the supposed ritual sacrifice of the British captives.

In order to align the audience’s sympathy with the Oba, Rotimi portrayed
the human nature of the "god-king" (81). Act Three, Scene 1V in which the Oba
runs away from the British, is the best example of this. In this scene the Oba
comes to a realization that he is as fragile a human being as anyone:

Gods...What has become of me? An oba? No...a wisp of cotton wool,

fiercely yanked off its stalks by the wind in harmattan and cast into space,

wafting loft, helpless, at the mercy of airy whims far beyond its control--a
sea weed, buoyant, drifting, aimless, devoid of will-power, borne triumphant
on the graceful canter of high tide, and then quisshh!(71)

While trying to correct the colonial portrayal of the Oba, Rotimi also
challenges the conventional interpretation of the events of 1897. That year the
British sent a punitive expedition to Benin which caused the destruction and
subjugation of the Benin kingdom. The pretext for this expedition was the
massacre of the British "diplomatic" missio; oy Benin war lords earlier that year.
In Ovonramwen Rotimi challenges this excuse first by explaining the
circumstances that forced the Benin warlords to attack the British mission. He
establishes the British aggressive moves in West Africa and the anxiety and fear
these moves created among Benin people. In the scene where the Oba and his
chiefs are tried, the Oba explains this response:

For Six Years now Benin has been gripped in fear. One time we heard that

a big chief like Nana had been seized by the Whiteman and carried away

from the Jekiriland of his fathers. Next time word reached us that King

Jaja of the Opobo people...him also the Whiteman had overwhelmed and

carried away to be killed in some strange far-place they call West Indies.

'
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Some time later we heard that the Whiteman had done the same thing

again to one big king in the Gold Coast they called emm...Prempehson--of

Ashanti. Our fear became heavy when Whitemen began to come to Benin

the way they had been coming recently.... (59)

The other circumstance which causes the massacre of the "diplomatic"
mission is the reluctance of the head of the mission to respect Benin customs. The
British mission reaches Benin land at the height of the Ague Festival, during
which strangers are forbidden to enter Benin city. Thus, the Oba demands that
Phillips, the head of the mission and the British Vice-consul of the Niger Coast
Protectorate, return after the ritual celebration is over. However, Phillips insists
on entering the Benin city without delay, and he orders the caravan to advance to
the city. The Benin people believe that the presence of strangers (the British) in
their land during the Ague ritual ceremony angers their gods and brings
misfortune to them. Therefore, they ambush and massacred the British, including
Phillips, to protect themselves from the wrath of the gods.

In addition to the massacre of the Phillips mission, the British used another
excuse to subjugate and colonize Benin: the practice of human sacrifice among
the Benin people. As a civilized nation, the British felt that they were obligated to
stamp out this practice from the Benin land. A few months before the 1897
expedition, one of the major British Newspapers wrote:

Apart from all consideration of commerce on both sides the depopulation

of the country by human sacrifices would be a sufficient reason for Her

Majesty’s Government stepping in to suppress horrors more atrocious than

anything depicted in the history of any country in what is practically British

territory.

Rotimi did not make direct reference to the existence of the large-scale
human sacrifice in Benin. The only reference to this practice in the play occurs
when the Oba tries to convince his Chiefs that they should refrain from attacking
the Phillips’ mission:

The gods are a part of our existence....They feel with us our dangers; they

share with us the peace. The blood of slaves spilled upon their altars in

prayer for wrongs done them, is enough to calm their anger and win them

back into our existence again.... (34)

Rotimi de-emphasized this practice probably because this fact had already been
extensively dealt within historical documents.

In addition, as indicated by Samuel O. Asein in his review of Rotimi’s
Qvonramwen, Nigerian playwrights such as Enwinma Ogieriakhi followed the
colonialists’ interpretation of the 1897 incident.®! Thus, Rotimi’s attempt to
present another perspective of the history is justified.

The British claimed that one of the purposes of the 1897 expedition was to
“civilize" the Benin Empire. Ralph Moor, British Consul-General of the
Protectorate, announcing his decision to send the Oba into forced exile, says: "I'm
afraid Overami [the British calls Ovonramwen, Overami] will have to come with
me to Calabar, then to Lagos and other Yorubalands. There, Overami will learn
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how the Blackman governs his own people in the peaceful ways of the Whiteman"
(63). Rotimi rejects the civilizing mission of the British and instead focusses on
the economic interests behind their removal of the Oba and the subjugation of the
Benin people:

Phillips. Commerce, Mr. Campbell! That is your answer! The
conduct of trade in the colonies demands direct
contact with the interior that produces the goods!
Meanwhile Overami has placed a Juju on all produce
from that interior....What then are we in Africa for?
What object brings us here? Commerce, gentlemen!
Commerce brought us to Africa; commerce determines
ouar actions in Africa! (31-32)

As was mentioned earlier, Rotimi’s main concern in this play is to re-
examine history, but this does not mean that Rotimi is merely re-assessing
historical facts for their own sake. He intends to draw historical parallels to
contemporary socio-political problems, and this intention is evident in the play
itself. For instance, the chorus repeatedly reminds the audience that what
happened to the Oba is not just history but also today’s reality:

It is not for
one day.
Nay, it is not for one day
alone--
This story of Ovonramwen
is a story for
ever! (67)

Thus, when Rotimi exposes the economic motive of the 1897 expedition, he
reminds the audience that colonial economic exploitation continues to exist in
Nigeria, a fact made clear during the Nigerian civil war.?? It should also be
remembered that Rotimi wrote this play at the time when multi-national
corporations were rushing to Nigeria to take advantage of the booming oil
business in the country. The struggle between the Oba and the British for the
control of trade routes along the Niger River, if seen in the light of the soci-
economic situation of Nigeria at the time the play was written, reflects the
struggle waged by Nigerian national bourgeois against foreign capitalists. This
struggle started long before Nigerian independence. However, it was only around
the time when Qvonramwen was produced that legal grounds were laid down to
protect the interest of the Nigerian bourgeois: In 1971 the government issued the
indigenization decree that reserved some branches of economic activity for
Nigerian capitalists and compelled expatriate firms to sell shares to Nigerians.

The above explains why Qvonramwen is so popular among the Nigerian
ruling class. As the press release issued soon after the play’s first production
indicates, the play got an enthusiastic reception from members of this class:

’Ovonramwen Nogbaisi’ [sic] became a darling play in the history of

Nigeria’s performing arts... There is a rush for tickets; and the Military

93
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Governor of the [Mid-West] state, Col. Osaigbovo Ogbemudia, whose
Government jointly with the Institute of African Studies, sponsored the last
Ife Festival of the Arts, is said to be delightfully awaiting the arrival of

OQvonramwen Nogbaisi. He, together with his comnusswners, top civil
servants and the people of the state, will watch the play.®4

Two decades have passed since its first production but Qvonramwen has not lost
its natnonahst appeal. This year a major Nigerian bank funded the revival of this

play.?>

It is important to note that the popularity of Ovonramwen is not limited to
the Nigerian ruling class. The play was enthusiastically received by a wide range
of Nigerian audiences, because it celebrates those things which are vital to a
society which is trying to come to terms with its colonial past: that is, the
courageous struggle of the past generation against colonial domination. Rotimi
symbolically presents this struggle as follows:

For a brief while, Ologbosere and Moor stand glaring at each other. Then, first

slowly, the movement building up, they begin to stalk each other: feline

malevolence. Suddenly, the attack--the stems of their national symbols strike

together, and lock. Pressure is applied on both sides. For a while, a

stalemate... then oscillation, as the one strains to weigh down the other. At

last... gradually, painfully, Ologbosere begins to give ground--sinking lower and

lower under the oppressive muscles of his opponent. (43)

In this play, Rotimi also celebrates the resistance movement that continued
throughout the colonial period. He celebrates this movement primarily through
Ologbosere’s character. Among the Benin war lords, it is only Ologbosere who
refused to submit to the British. Ologbosere’s defiance of colonial domination
motivates the Oba to resume the fight after he had already surrendered to the
British:

You will send word to Ologbosere in Okemue. Tell him that the fight with

the whiteman [sic] begins afresh. Iyase, you prepare to send Ologbosere

more soldiers--my own soldiers. Rally them round from wherever they may

be. Obaseki, you pass word to the populace that all is not lost. (64)

However, the Oba was captured by the British before he succeeded in
joining Ologbosere, and according to Robert Home’s City of Blood Revisited, the
Ologbosere continued the war for over two years until he was captured and
executed by the British.% Rotimi does not bring Ologbosere’s character to this
tragic conclusion probably to suggest the continuation of the resistance movement
in the form of a struggle against neo-colonial domination.

In Ovonramwen Rotimi deploys the full resources of traditional soc1et¥
both as a means of creating rich dramatic texture and also as a major theme.

It is in Kurunmi that Rotimi first introduced tradition as a theme (In The Gods
he used tradition primarily as a means of adapting the dramatic situation in
Qedipus Rex. He replaced elements of the Greek myth with Nigerian mythology,
in order that his audience would more readily identify with the play). In
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Ovonramwen Rotimi develops this theme into a celebration of Nigeria’s pre-
colonial tradition. He recreates "the pomp and pageantry that were part of the
glory of the Bini Empire."98 At the beginning of the play, he describes the Oba’s
entrance as follows:

Drumming picks up tempo as the Ibierugha (royal Servants) and Ukoba

(royal messengers) troop in, preceded by the Royal bard who meanders

through the gathering, announcing in prolonged, sing-song yells, the advent

of the Oba himself.

The bearers of the royal ’asa’ (sacred, red twin staves, the hape of a caret)
appear. Following closely behind, is the imposing figure of the Oba
himself. Right hand resting on the left shoulder of the royal page
who is bearing the ’ada’ (royal scimitar), the Oba is supported at
each arm by two chiefs. (4)

There are other evidences of tradition in the play and the Ague festival is
the major one. Rotimi opens Act Two, Scene I with this festival at its ritualistic
climax. He uses this festival both to celebrate tradition and to represent the tragic
consequence of the colonial incursion: "Suddenly a harsh peal of drums coming
from a distance breaks into the solemnity of the ceremony, brings the proceeding to a
shocked stop" (27).

Rotimi’s celebration of the pre-colonial past and tradition is a challenge to
the civilizing mission of colonizers; it is an assertion of the existence of uniquely
African political, administrative and economic know-how before colonialism.”
As is suggested in Robert Home’s City of Blood Revisited, Iyase, Ologbosere and
Obaseki, etc., are not names of war lords but are titles given to high-ranking
office holders in the Benin Empire.® Thus, looking alone at the number of
such titles'®! mentioned in the play, it is possible to see the intricate political,
administrative and military structure of the Benin Empire.

Rotimi does not simply present the political and military apparatus of the
Benin Empire but also shows its effectiveness. For instance in Act Two, Scene 1V,
he presents both the Benin and the British war councils mapping out their
respective strategies and defence. In these alternating scenes the Benin war lords
exactly predict the routes and point of attack of the British and deploy their force
accordingly. Thus, when the British defeated the Benin warlords, the audience
knows that the key to this victory was not greater military intelligence but rather
superiority in weapons.

The British, as portrayed by Rotimi, recognize the richness of Benin’s pre-
colonial tradition: Moor, the Consul-General of the protectorate, says: "You have
a rich tradition, Overami: rich in proverbs, rich in ceremonies, rich in..me-:
things. I sometimes envy you greatly" (60). However, the British use this tradition
to their advantage to complete their subjugation of the Benin kingdom. The
British force the Oba to pay homage to them in public and in native fashion to
crush the Benin people’s faith in the god-king and to prove the superiority of the
British. In addition, the British use the Benin traditional law to eliminate the
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Benin ruling class:
Moor: ... Well now, we all know that your chiefs have killed seven

Whitemen. And you know that those Whitemen were my
representatives, my chiefs. According to your custom,
therefore, seven of yours chiefs must now die. (60)

In addition to the themes discussed above, Rotimi continues to address
some of the themes which he began to explore in his first play. Among these
themes, the problem of leadership is the most important one. In Ovonramwen he
presents "a traditional ruler who is attempting to hold his people together in a
world that is changing shape."192 Oba Ovonramwen Nogbaisi comes to power
at the time when violent succession struggles and colonial invasion are
threatening the Benin Kingdom. Moreover, when he assumes the throne of the
Benin Empire, the traditional faith in the "god-king" is already in decline because
of the increasing contact of Benin people with Europeans. One of the rebel chiefs’
defiant responses to the Oba indicates clearly this decline: "Indeed: the Whiteman
who is stronger than you will soon come!" (6) In spite of all these new conditions,
the Oba considers his empire as a "sacred domain" and himself as a god-king
whose authority is unquestionable (9). Thus, he determines to rule as his ancestors
ruled: "Let the land know this: Ovonramwen Nogbaisi is henceforth set to rule as
king after the manner of his fathers before him" (6-7).

The Oba does not only determine to rule in the old ways but also decides
to tighten his grip on his people: "I deal lightly with men no more. Indeed, harshly
now nave I learned that if like soap you try to make men clean, like soap [sic] you
will dwindle in the act" (8). Therefore, he uses force to solve all the internal
problems of the empire: he condemns his political rivals to death; he sends an
ultimatum to the head of one of his vassal states who has fashioned for himself
two royal swords as a symbol of his independence from the Empire; he also puts a
ban on the Ijekiri people who threaten his monopoly of trade by directly dealing
with the Europeans.

It is easy to see the connection between the authoritarian rule of the Oba
and the then military leadership of Nigeria. Like the Oba, the then military
leaders of Nigeria primarily used force to solve most of Nigeria’s political and
social problems: they used repression to contain political opposition; they
forcefully suppressed the Biafran secession; they introduced the practice of public
execution to cope up with armed robbery, etc.

The problem with the Oba’s leadership is not only his use of force but also
his reluctance to listen to his chiefs. When his chiefs appeal to him for forgiveness
on behalf of the political dissidents, he turns down their appeal. When the Iyase
tries to remind him that the sentence he passes on his political rival is against
Benin law, he pays no attention to the Prime Minster’s criticism. Generally, as the
court jester later criticizes him, all the Oba’s efforts are directed more toward
instilling fear in his subjects than earning their loyalty (12). Consequently, he
alienates his chiefs, and later when the Oba instructs them to be cautious in their
dealing with Phillips’ mission, they mistake his warning for a test of loyalty and
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massacre the British caravan.

The other flaw of the Oba as a leader is that he loses his initiative at the
time when he should be more active and dynamic. Toward the end of Act One, he
receives a very grave warning from the oracle at Ife that his reign will swim in
blood unless he proceeds with caution. From this moment onward, the initiative
passes from the Oba to his chiefs. When the British advance in a huge caravan
toward Benin city, instead of taking the matter into his own hands, the Oba leaves
it to his chiefs. Again when he finds out what his chiefs did to the British mission,
he fails to discipline them. Even when the final showdown with the British takes
place, the Oba remains passive. Rotimi represents this with the following stage
image: "Low lights on Oba Ovonramwen watching the imminent confrontation"
(43).

Thus, Rotimi, by showing the Oba’s earlier active role as leader and his
later lack of initiative establishes one of the "cardinal attributes"!?> of sound
leadership, namely: to act decisively. Rotimi says that an ideal leader "must be
action-bound, happiest in his madness for purposive result."104

It is not only Oba’s flaws as a leader which are presented in Qvonramwen
but also his merits. As was discussed above, he is portrayed as a dynamic leader
at the beginning of the play. Dum Okeke elaborates this point:

It is only a powerful leader who can control such a vast empire as Benin

Empire comprising several communities and traversing various ethnic

groups such as the Binis, the Ishan, the Edos, the Itshekiri and so on. His

powerful army appears to be very loyal to him and, hence he despatches a

segment to any doubtful community or chief with clear-cut orders. These

comply without argument. For instance the Udezi of Akure has to send
some presents in addition to surrendering his new swords.!?

Another of the Oba’s positive attributes as a leader is that he is willing to
correct his mistakes. When his court jester criticizes him for his harsh treatment
of the chiefs, the Oba responds and takes the necessary measures to earn the
loyalty of some of the chiefs: he marries Ologbosere to his daughter and gives him
the responsibility of leading the empire’s army. He also utilizes mcasures which
unite the chiefs at the time of crisis: "Sons of our fathers, from the cleanness of
my heart, I have served you Kolanuts. The eyes...the nose...are one. Whenever one
is hurt, the other sheds water. Pray, may nothing hurt the land or the throne" (35).

The Oba is also capable of compromise. When Phillips insists on entering
Benin city during the Ague festival, the Oba considers permitting the mission into
the city in order to avoid any confrontation with the British. To appease the gods
for the damage done to them for allowing strangers into the land during the
festival, he would then provide them with a sacrifice. In addition, when the British
threaten to continue their destruction of Benin city and its people, the Oba agrees
to surrender and pay homage to them in public.

Rotimi is also interested in the wisdom and integrity of the Oba as a
leader. He presents him as a ruler who "can hardly take any decision without
reference to native oral performances and idioms."'% He also shows the Oba
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as a leader who is capable of seeing the dubious schemes of colonizers behind
their mask of friendship. The Oba earnestly asks Hutton, the British Emissary:
"...what do you gain that, like the early morning sun, uninvited, you venture from
your home to light up places distant and unknown?" (19).

Because the Oba speaks in the third person this serves to further
emphasize the stature of the Oba as a leader. Moreover, when the Oba pays
homage in native fashion, his chiefs as well as the British become shaken by the
sight (54). Thus Rotimi sees the tragedy of the Oba not only as a tragedy of one
person but also as a tragedy of the Benin people as a whole. Rotimi describes the
last lamenting chant of the Benin warriors as a "symbolic representation of the
enshacklement of a god-king, the fall of an empire, the end of an era..." (79).

The other major theme in Ovonramwen which comes through from
Rotimi’s first play is the conflict of cultures. The British attempt to enter Benin
city at the height of the Ague festival, and its tragic outcome is the high moment
of the cultural conflict theme in this play. To the British officers, the Ague festival
is a mere pagan observance. Phillips, the head of the mission, responding to the
advice of some of his colleagues to wait until the festival, says: "But how long,
gentlemen, must British trade policy remain crippled by the whims and ritual
taboos of a fetish Priest-King?" (32)

Ignorance of and insensitivity to foreign cultures is not limited to the
British side only. For instance, when the Oba learns that Queen Victoria is
widowed, he tells her Emissary:

Then, let her take another husband from among her own people. A woman

without a man is like rich farm-soil without the feel of roots. A beautiful

woman without a man is a crab--Over-protected by shells: selfish.

Tell your Queen that Ovonramwen Nogbaisi says she must have another
man. (18)

The cultural dilemma is the other aspect of the theme of cultural conflict.
The roof of the Oba’s palace is the best visual representation of this dilemma. "A
small portion of my roof is the pride of the Whiteman--Zinc sheets," tells the Oba
to the Ijekiri traders, "but a wide area of it is humble, native’ emaha" [thatch]
(10). Therefore, he orders them to bring him twenty thousand Zinc sheets as a
payment for the loss which they caused him to incur by trading directly with the
Europeans: he wants to benefit from "civilization" and at the same time he is
attempting to limit the contact of his subjects with Europeans.

The Oba, like Alhaji Mustafa and Kurunmi in Qur Husband and in
Kurunmi respectively, is doing everything to ensure the continuation of tradition.
For instance, when the Ekpoma elders refuse to recognize their late ruler’s
legitimate heir as their new leader, the Oba dispatches two of his royal guards to
Ekpoma "to make sure the eldest son is crowned Head of Ekpoma" (11).

In addition to the above-discussed themes, Rotimi explores secondary
themes such as the cycle of injustice. At the beginning of the play, Rotimi shows



35

the Oba committing injustices. The Oba orders the execution of all his political
rivals without paying due attention to the circumstance which led the accused to
commit the crime they are accused of. The accused chiefs claim that they killed
the Oba’s chief advisor in revenge for the Oba’s killing of their brothers. The Oba
dismisses their claim, saying that their brothers were rebels and deserved death.
The Oba also does not pay due attention to the Benin law which says that "when
a chief kills another chief, a chief must die for the one killed" (60). He sentences
all the accused chiefs to death as punishment for the death of one chief. Later in
the play, Rotimi presents the Oba and his chiefs as the victim of colonial
injustices. The British conduct a trial in which they are the accusers, the judge and
suppliers of witnesses. Thus, they condemn the Oba and his chiefs without paying
due attention to the stubborn acts and intrigues of the slaughtered British officials.

In the preceding discussion, I have pointed out that re-examining history,
the problem of leadership, protest against colonial and neo-colonial domination,
celebration of pre-colonial tradition and cultural conflict are Rotimi’s major
concerns in Qvonramwen. In his exploration of these themes, other than
characterization, arrangements of incidents and language, Rotimi used different
theatrical devices such as dance, mime, mass movement, sound effects, songs, etc.,
to convey his meaning. As Michael Etherton comments, "the full meaning of the
play may be more obvious to an audience at a performance than to the reader of
the text."'07 The specific stage directions which the playwright provides in the
play indicate that the play’s full meaning is dependant on its production. For
instance, in the trial scene where the Oba is forced to pay homage to the British
and where the chiefs are condemned to death, Rotimi gives the following stage
direction: "It is suggested that some chiefs and commonality move into the
auditorium and share seats with members of the audience or simply crouch wherever
possible in the aisles, so that the audience now become a living part of the action in
this scene" (51). Another example which indicates the emphasis on performance in
this play is the Oba’s reaction to the massacre of the British mission. The Oba’s
lethargic horror can be played at different levels. The final stage direction of the
play also suggests the full meaning of the play is dependant on the actual
production: "They chant in lament: symbolic representation of the enshacklement of
a god-king, the fall of an empire, the end of an era..." (79). And as Michael
Etherton explained it the "symbolic representations" mean a series of gestures
which convegy the meaning of the songs, sung in Edo language by the two
prisoners. 10

To conclude this chapter, once again I would like to return to the overall
picture of Rotimi’s creative activity between the fall of the First Republic and the
restoration of civilian rule in Nigeria. This period is a formative stage in Rotimi’s
career, and as he himself points out, the period represents his search for his own
voice:

You might say between ’66 and ’79 were the years of experimenting on a

number of theatrical levels: linguistic, use of cultural elements, music,

dance, mime, sound, etc. I also tried, in terms of content and theme, to



36

articulate in plays written between ’66 and 79 the anxieties of the present,

drawing some hope from the principled nature of the elder of our past who

stood in defense of their convictions.

The general picture of Rotimi’s plays of this period is that they address
issues that concern the fate of kingdoms and empires, and their characters are
kings, generals and chiefs. In addition, these plays show a great degree of
spectacle for they are set in palaces, require mass movement as they involve many
characters, demand the use of a variety of masks and costumes as they involve
ritual ceremonies. What all these indicate is that the themes explored in these
plays are larger than the themes addressed in Rotimi’s plays of the beginning
period.
The major focus of these plays reflects the most pressing problems of
Nigerian society between 1966 and 1979: most of these plays deal with warfare

and aim at strengthening Nigerian unity (The Gods defies tribalism; Kurunmi and

Qvonramwen focus on the common past which Nigerian ethnic groups are
sharing). Toward the end of the seventies Nigerian society underwent tremendous

changes. Rotimi responded to these changes by shifting his focus from the
tragedy of rulers to the tragedy of the ruled.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Rotimi’s thematic concerns during Nigeria’s Second Republic: Hopes of the Living

Dead.

Toward the end of the seventies Ola Rotimi departed from his earlier
creative directions. He began to write plays which were markedly different from
his earlier works, both with respect to the issues alluded to and the style used. In
this chapter, focusing on Hopes of the Living Dead (1985), 1 will discuss Rotimi’s
major concerns at this new stage of his career; but before going into that
discussion, I will provide an overview of If, the play which marked the beginning
of the new phase in Rotimi’s career.

If was first produced in 1979 at the time when power was transferred from
military to civilian hands, and, like Qur Husband, it addresses current socio-
political issues using a contemporary situation. As in Rotimi’s first play, the issue
of proper use of voting rights became a major focus in If. Unlike Rotimi’s earlier
plays, If reflects the predicament of ordinary contemporary Nigerians trying to
cope with adverse social and political circumstances. The very dedication of the
play is a testimony to this point: "to the New Generation of the Ruled, menaced
by the incubus of an eternal drift...."119

In If Rotimi approached the socio-political problems from a class
perspectlve and exposed the exploitation of the common people by the rich and
powerful.!! 1 He also presented his insights into the possnble means of social
redemption. He established the power of the people in the making of good
leadership and urged them to use their voting rights consciously to effect good
leadership. He emphasized the necessity for solidarity among the masses to bring
social changes; and he explored the role education plays in changing the society.
Along with his insights, he presented the various panaceas for socio-political
problems which are advocated by the followers of Christianity and Marxism.
Despite all these solutions, Rotimi ended the play on a pessimistic note, showing
the masses experiencing the tragic consequence of their failure to use their power.
And this is one of the aspects of If which Rotimi continued to work on in his next
play, Hopes of the Living Dead.

Rotimi produced Hopes of the Living Dead in 1985, soon after the collapse
of Nigeria’s Second Republic. He based this play on the 1928-32 "Lepers’
Rebellion" in Nigeria. In 1924 about forty lepers were hospitalized in Port
Harcourt General Hospital, Southern Nigeria, for an experiment on a cure for
leprosy. However, the introduction of this kind of research in a "normal" hospital
provoked a public outcry, and Dr. Fergusson, a Scottish medical practitioner, was
forced to abandon his experiment and return to his country. Next, the British
colonial adminstration decided to flush the patients into the bush, but the lepers
stood their ground. After a long and hard struggle, the patients succeeded in
forming their own settlement in Uzuakoli, where they lived in security and
became self-sufficient.
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In Hopes Rotimi once again returned to history, but this time, as Martin
Banham points out, with a firm allegorical intent.!1? Rotimi used the historical
material as a spring-board for creating a parable which articulates the aspirations
and struggle of the present. Commenting on the main thrust of Hopes, Rotimi
said: "The purpose of the play is to reveal the sordidness of our moribund state in
the hope of rousing, of waking ourselves up from it, and heading
somewhere."13 In the same interview Rotimi also described Hopes as the third
play in his socio-political trilogy (the other two are Our Husband and I_f).114

Evidence of the parable is particularly visible in the play’s characterization.
With the exception of the central figure, the other characters appear to be the
product of the playwright’s imagination. Many of them are named by their social
functions: Court Clerk, Editor, Catechist, Corporal etc. The aliases of these
characters also suggest that they are representations of the society in terms of
profession. They are also a microcosmic representation of Nigerian society in their
ethnic backgrounds. Among them there are inmates from Yoruba, Tv, Hausa,
Edo, Ibibo, Kalabari, Isan ethnic groups. But as is pointed out in the production
note, the ethnic composition of the play may be altered "depending on the
linguistic varieties which the actors on hand represent"ns--another example of
the non-historical nature of the characters.

Hopes is divided into three acts, respectively titled: Crisis; Strain of
Leadership; Solidarity and Movement. As with If, each of the three acts is
subdivided into Happenings. These Happenings are composed of small self-
contained incidents which either dovetail or overlap with each other to create
theatrical naturalness’. In his introduction to the published script, Rotimi
proposed the same dynamics of staging be used in Hopes as in If: "a convoluting
concourse of juxtaposed variegated
happenings" (x).

In this play, as in If, Rotimi concerned himself not with the destiny of
rulers but with the plights of the ruled. The characters are the worst victims of the
politico-economic malaise of the society, which is metaphorically represented by
the leprosy image. They are also outcasts who are reduced to a sub-human level.
However, as is noted in the description of the costumes of the characters, the
inmates have not lost their self-respect: "They [the clothes] are aged, wear-chafed,
and submissively weather-rattled. But by no means filthy" (2). They have also the
potential for changing their condition, and by showing what these characters did
about their condition, Rotimi asserted the potential of the masses.

Hopes is Rotimi’s dramatic statement about the possibility of change.
Using the example of the lepers’ uprising and its positive outcome, Rotimi
showed that the victory which eluded the masses in If is achievable. He also
established the factors which make this victory possible.

Rotimi saw good leadership as the first major factor of social change. He
used the example of Ikoli Harcourt Whyte, the leader of the lepers’ uprising, to
recreate the kind of leadership the people need. Unlike the other leader figures in
Rotimi’s earlier plays, this character is neither a king, warlord or a notable
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personality, at least when leading the uprising (Later he became one of the
founders of Nigeria’s choral music.) He is a leader who is "born from the scuttled
rank of the people"16 and who equally shares the "curse" and suffering of the
people.

Harcourt Whyte is presented as an embodiment of those qualitieq which
eluded the leader figures in Rotimi’s other plays. Unlike Odwale in The Gods are

not to Blame, Harcourt Whyte is an "unreservedly detribalized" leader and
it is this attribute which enables him to identify the strength of the bondage which
ties the patients together beyond any tribal sentiment:

Now, I want everybody to remember this. We all are part of this land. We

are not fighting the people. We are fighting for the people. We are fighting

for the simple things which everybody wants. The strong or the sick; Fulani
or Ijo; man or woman; Yoruba or Ibibio: old and young; Hausa or Urhobo;
rich or poor, Kanuri or Ibo: everybody wants one thing in life. We all want
to go to sleep at night in peace, and to wake up in the morning with trust
that there will be food for the stomach, a good day’s work for the hands,
and a roof over the head to return to. Who is the madman here who does

not want just these? (56)

Although the authorities hoped to exploit the diverse ethnic backgrounds
and languages of the patients, Harcourt Whyte succeeds in keeping the inmates
together both by respecting their diversity and demanding from them that they
surmount their prejudices which are the result of their diversity.!!

Harcourt Whyte believes that the people are the ultimate source of power.
He also realizes that "to act for the well-being of his people, a good leader must
listen to the voices of his people" (71). He refuses to accept the authorities’ plan
to move the inmates to a temporary settlement before discussing the implication
of the new proposal with his followers (71). And when the authorities press for an
immediate decision, he makes a concession without jeopardizing the inmates’
cause. Before he notifies the authorities of his decision he instructs "Court Clerk":

..I can’t see them releasing us both at once. Anyway, listen. One point is

clear. When we do quit Port Harcourt, it’s Uzuakoli. That is final.

Meanwhile, listen....You will go to people, if in truth the man does release

one of us. Tell the people: the IDH is still inside Port Harcourt. To the

IDH, then, we shall go. The whole group. They move first thing tomorrow

morning. Together. Now, as soon....

When they move to the IDH, Newke and one other person depart
immediately. They hurry to Uzuakoli, to see the land that the authorities

talk so much about.

-------------------

Tell Newke, when he comes back from Uzuakoli, it must-- you’re listening?

It must be with a solid report. Yes, it is true; or no, it’s sweet talk. (72)

Rotimi illustrated the leadership skills of Harcourt Whyte in the above
passage by showing his proficiency in decision-making. In Act One, Happenings 11,
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Rotimi gave another instance of Harcourt Whyte’s decision-making ability. In this
scene, offended by Catechist’s and other inmates’ comments, Editor tears the
appeal into bits and refuses to prepare another one, frustrating the inmates,
because among them it is only Editor who has both the knowledge and fingers to
prepare a written appeal. Harcourt Whyte resolves this crisis by matching Court
Clerk, who has the knowledge of writing, to work with Newke, who has the
physical ability of writing:

CC [Court Clerk]--I said: stand up! Mushrooms don’t grow on a tree that is

alive! Stand up! You will write the letter. You hear me? I say you will

write it, and you can write it. Nweke! You sit down there. Pick up that pen
and paper. CC, you dictate what you want written and how you want it

written. Nweke, you write down exactly what CC says (27).

In this scene, responding to the intellectual arrogance of Editor, Harcourt Whyte
establishes an important organizing principle: joining forces to overcome
limitation, a principle which he later uses to free the inmates from their
dependency on others.

Harcourt Whyte is portrayed as a selfless and committed leader. While in
prison the condition of his health deteriorates, but he puts his leadership
responsibilities before his health and continues to coordinate the movement. The
authorities realize that imprisoning Harcourt Whyte neither stops the uprising nor
forces Harcourt Whyte to give up the struggle. Thus, they design a strategy similar
to that is used by the Landlord in If: frustrating the collective action of the people
by buying off their leader. The Superintendent of Police explains to Harcourt
Whyte why he should accept the special privilege offered to him by the

authorities:
...Nobody grows younger, you know....well, like everybody also as the

years creep on--you might just want to rest. Relax. No landlord to
push you about. A house--your own. A lump sum gratuity in
addition, perhaps. And a regular monthly pension--like any
respectable, retired man with a meritorious service behind him. And
no mistake about that, brother. You have tried. For your people, I
mean. All those years of self-sacrifice. Anyway, no matter. Nothing
matters (74).

Harcourt Whyte, like Papa in If, refuses to betray his followers and
continues to lead the movement. However, after the patients are transferred to
their temporary settlement near the cemetery, the movement gets into a serious
crisis: The authorities stop providing the inmates with supplies, and soon the
scarcity of basic necessities threatens to rip the group apart. Some of the inmates
even flee the group. At this point the authorities once again approach Harcourt
Whyte with a bribe. However, he remains committed to continuing the struggle
with those who are determined to go forward.

These are the major leadership attributes reflected in the play, and the
attributes serve as indicators of the playwright’s intent in recreating this historical
figure. As opposed to other leaders in Rotimi’s other plays, Harcourt Whyte is a
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flawless leader. (In Act Two, Happenings IV, there is even a suggestion to
compare this character with the Biblical Moses.) Rotimi pointed out that this
character is the full realization of his "theme of Utopian Models"--a theme which
he flI'St hinted at in The Gods and developed in If with the character of

Papa.l!

When Rotimi recreated Harcourt Whyte as an ideal leader, he was not
only establishing the leadership factor of social change but also responding to the
continuous depiction of "insatiable lust for power, of misrule, and of betrayal of
the people’s cause" in post-independence Nigerian/African theatre.!?0 Rotimi
wondered if Nigerian/African playwrights’ persistent focus on negative heroes had
any contribution to the general lack of faith in the possibilities of good leadership
and just societies on the continent:

The question crossed my mind: could it be that our African peoples have

become sickened from witnessing spectacles of bad rulers in office and on

the stage, so much so that their idea of positive leadership has gone awry,
become blurred finally consigning them to stunned fatalism and
fatigue?12!

Rotimi attempted to dispel this gloom and to inspire hope in the socicty
through the positive leadership of Harcourt Whyte. He considered this as his
major centribution to African theatre: "The idea of flaunting the image of an
’ideal’ leader as a foil to the negative stereotypes, inspired me to consolidating a
new theme for contemporary African Dramatic Literature."1%?

In this play, Harcourt Whyte, though a leader, is not presented as a lone
hero. There are other characters who provide leadership to the group. Among
these characters Hannah is the most important. By showing Hannah'’s active role
in the movement, Rotimi reintroduced one of the major issues of Qur Husband--
the participation of women in leadership--and further developed it. Niyi Osundare,
in his review of Hopes, called Hannah the ideological alter ego of Harcourt Whyte
and described her as an articulate, stubborn]y positive and reliable leader.’ 123
Although she is fourth in command, she is the most active and resolute leader
next to Harcourt Whyte. She thunders in when incoherence threatens the
group.?* In Act One, Happenings II inmates fight over Catechist’s abandoned
bed. Harcourt Whyte mediates this conflict. However, the inmates keep fighting
over the bed, disregarding Harcourt Whyte’s decision. At this point Hannah
intervenes and "heaves the bed up manfully...and hurls it upside down" (24),
announcing that none of them would be allowed to use the bed.

Rotimi emphasised Hannah’s stern leadership. In Act Two, Happenings
V11, discipline among the group deteriorates as a result of the scarcity of supplies
and poor living conditions at the new settlement. These adverse conditions
culminate in the argument and fight between Editor and Catechist. When things
appear to be out of control, Hannah enters and severely criticizes the inmates’
lack of perseverance in the face of difficulties:

Spoilt--that’s the problem! Spoilt by too much help from outsiders--Dr.

Fergusson, the Rev. Dodds, Dr. Savage! Now we’re alone in a canoe, and
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think we would go faster on a crocodile’s back! All right...

(roughly shoving the inmates apart)
Let’s scatter! Scatter, everybody. Go your separate ways, I say!

------------------------------------------------------

love confusion, embrace hate! (85)

The inmates listen to Hannah and respond positively to her stern leadership: they
stop the fighting and also take disciplinary measures against the two main culprits:
Editor and Catechist.

Since Editor and Catechist are part of the leadership, the disciplinary
actions that have been taken against them have far great implications than
showing the importance of discipline in such a movement. As Court Clerk
comments, the trial of the two characters is a lesson in discipline for those who
are in the position of leadership: "To control a country, a good leader must first
try to discipline his disciples" (98). This leadership problem has been a major
concern for Rotimi for a long time. In Chapter Three we saw the damage the
Benin Empire had suffered as a result of the Oba’s failure to discipline his
warlords. In If Hamidu, the young medical doctor (alias "Che Guevara"), dictating
his criteria for voting to Akpan, who is his political apprentice, says:

Voters ask themselves: is the leader of the Party capable of controlling and

disciplining his partymen? Now, I say this is the most important because

the collapse of a nation begins with indiscipline in the ranks of the those

who rule or govern. Therefore to any Political Leader who aspires to a

successful rule of this nation, I say, the fundamental secret to that success

is this: discipline your disciples, and you’ll control the country.!

In his Statements, a collection of articles which was published around the time
of his writin% of Hopes, Rotimi called "disciplining the disciples" a "Fundamental
Leadership™: %

The single quality one expects in a leader of this nation at this stage is the

stamina to discipline those around him, first and foremost. The premise

here is that, ruination of the whole is more intractable, more insidious, if

the rot begins at the core.

Briefly stated, the motto for any leader intent upon making his mark on

this nation should be: discipline your disciples, and you’ll control the country.

That is the touchstone to capable leadership in this country.127

Solidarity of the masses is the other major factor of social change which is
explored in Hopes. The theme was initially introduced in If where the tenants
under the leadership of Papa overcome their differences and prejudices in order
to act collectively against their landlord who had attempted to force them to vote
for him. In Hopes Rotimi made this theme one of his major foci (he actually
subtitled the third act "Solidarity and Movement") and developed it by presenting
the positive result which solidarity yields.

In If Hamidu explains to his fellow tenants that their solidarity is the basis
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of their human existence: "The day our solidarity dissolves is the day our humanity
ends, and our worthlessness begins."l?'8 Solidarity for the inmates in Hopes is

not only a way of preserving their humanity but also a weapon with which they
"impress their modest right to existence upon the complacence of world
conscience" (iv). Hamidu’s cry for solidarity in If gets practical response in Hopes:
organizing and mobilizing themselves as one man, the patients frustrate the
forceful attempts of the authorities to expel them from the hospital; they cope
with the difficulties they encounter at their temporary settlement and eventually
force the authorities to resettle them decently at the place where they can live in
security and work for themselves. The one thing which Harcourt Whyte demands
from them before they depart to "the promised land(108)", Uzuakoli, is
strengthening the communal feeling which they forged during their struggle:

Now we’ve won our freedom. But this is only the beginning of a new

struggle, my people. From this day on things will happen to us. Perhaps,

rough things: things without gladness. But...together. To tackle them, we
must stand together, children of our fathers. Not apart. The day children of
the porcupine made bond to drift apart: one going this way, a mouse; the
other going that way, a bush rat, is the day both mouse and bush rat
became food for cats. Together, then, we move. If not for our gains, then

for the gains of our sapling to come. (111)

But to reach to this kind of solidarity, they had first to overcome the kind of
greed and ignorance that was portrayed in Act One, Happenings I1. In this scene
two inmates fight for Catechist’s bed: Alibo, who has his own sleeping mat, wants
to take over Catechist’s abandoned bed, instead of letting Jimoh, who has neither,
use it. On the other hand, Jimoh refuses to sleep on Alibo’s mat because he
thinks that Alibo’s leprosy is worse than his own and fears that he will contract his
friend’s diseases: "The gods forbid it! Why? Mine is the skin type of leprosy, but
this man’s? The fingers and toes are gone" (24). While showing the greed and
ignorance among the group, Rotimi also presented the potential of the group to
effect solidarity. In Act One, Happenings IV, Catechist, returning from his futile
journey, brings a wandering soldier (alias "Corp’l), his wife and their child.
Although the inmates themselves are in a desperate situation, they allow the
newcomers to stay with them and share all what they have. This act of solidarity
pays off: the Corp’l organizes and trains the inmates (53-55) so that they can resist
the forceful expulsion from the hospital by the authorities.

The language diversity is the other difficulty which the inmates have to
overcome to create a sense of solidarity among themselves. To surmount this
difficulty, the inmates adopted the "each one tell one" principle. When an inmate
conveys a message or a comment in one language, the others translate to their
linguistic kith and kin: for instance, the character who understands both English
and Hausa translates to his Hausa inmate, if the latter knows Yoruba he conveys
the message to Yoruba-speaking inmate, this one to Igbo, the Igbo to Tiv, etc.
The following scenes serve as examples of the theatrical presentation of the
above-mentioned communication mechanism. In the first scene Harcourt Whyte
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breaks the news of Dr. Fergusson’s imminent departure to the inmates and in the
second one he mediates the earlier mentioned fight between two inmates for a
bed:
HW ...Each one tell one. I heard something this afternoon. What
was heard was about our doctor.
Group shows heightened interest.
I tried to find out from the doctor himself. But he couldn’t
see me this afternoon. I tried again this evening.
Multi-lingual interpretation is done concurrently among
members of the group, but subliminal whispers (19).
HW One by one--pcople--
(indicating Yoruba inmate)
Who understands him?

Nweke Mama Musi

Mama Musi (comes forward and addressees the Yoruba combatant)
Jimoh, ki lo de?
[meaning: Jimoh, what’s the matter?]
Jimoh Nse ni okunrini yi joko si ori ibusun yi, ko je kin sun.

Mama Musi He say this one sit down bed. Him ...

(lost for words, gestures sleeping) (23)

In Hopes Rotimi represents the debilitating dependency of
Nigerian/African societies on others through the use of the disabling ailment of
the inmates. Showing the humiliation, the uncertainty, the chaos and the hardship
which the characters are experiencing, he communicates to his audience the
implications of this dependency. Using as an example what the inmates achieved
through self-help, he proposed that in order to build a just society
Nigerians/Africans must also depend on their own potential: self-reliance. This is
the third factor of social change which Rotimi establishes in Hopes.

It is in The Gods that Rotimi first hinted at self-reliance as an offshoot
theme. There Odwale, King of Kutuje, confronts the townspeople who come to
him, seeking remedy for their suffering: "Now, you have all come here, sprawling,
vomiting, rubbing tears on one another begging me to do my duty, and hellg you.
But what about you yourselves? What have you done to help yourselves?"1%?
And the king challenges them to depend primarily on themselves: "If you need
help, search for it first among yourselves."0 In If Rotimi brought this theme to
the centre: Young Onyema and his New Nigeria Youth Brigade friends sing a
"Self-reliance” song at one of the play’s high moments: at Papa’s and his ailing
wife’s (Nigeria’s image) anniversary party: "Self-reliance self-help/This is the only
way/The only way, the only way/To build a great nation."13!

In Hopes, citing the example of the historical Uzuakoli Leper Settlement,
Rotimi reminded his audience that success through self-help is not something
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unreal. In this play, as he did with the leadership and solidarity factors, he went
beyond stating the importance of self-reliance: he showed what selt-reliance
meant in practice. As he presented it in the play, self-reliance is a skilful use of
the potential of the masses. While in prison, Harcourt Whyte instructs his
colleagues to organize the inmates according to their physical ability so that they
can start their own collective farm: "Editor and Mallam are to organize people
with fingers. We start our own farm at the IDH. Those without hands--carry
things. With their arms. Water, anything that needs to be carried for the good of
the people" (72).

Rotimi also showed that self-reliance is being resourceful. In Act Two,
Happenings V, when the inmates confront the policemen who came to expel them
from the hospital, one of the inmates (alias "Corp’l") knocks a rifle from the
sergeant’s grip. However, he is unable to grab the rifle off the floor for the rifle
keeps slipping from the stumps of his fingerless hands. Discarding the rifle, the
inmate storms toward the Sergeant, thrusting forward his leprosy-stricken arms,
and he forces the police to flee.

Rotimi shows that self-reliance is also the courage to say "no" to any kind
of outside help that robs the working spirit of the people. At the end of play
Harcourt Whyte rejects the offer of free treatment, free meals, and frec lodging to
the inmates by the authorities at their new settlement:

No! No! Rejected. For long, we depended on the people outside--yes, the

whiteman, [sic] the missionaries, the black Givers-of-alms...

(mimicking)

"beggars, here take...take...." When suddenly they withdrew their help,

confusion gripped us, ripping us apart. Well, we've since learnt our lesson.

We must depend on ourselves. There is no going back on that!(110)

Although the self-reliance and self-help theme is a basic issue to
Nigerian/African society, it was a burning issue to Nigerian society when Rotimi
wrote Hopes. At that time Nigeria economy was near total collapse as a result of
the sharp decline of world oil prices in the eighties. The country which extended
help to other African countries at one time was unable to import enough rice to
feed its people in the eighties.

In addition to the above-discussed major themes Rotimi addressed other
minor theraes in Hopes: he criticized the intellectuals for their failure to place
their knowledge in the service of the masses. In the scene where Editor refuses to
rewrite the petition according to the comments of the inmates, Hannah criticizes
Editor for his arrogance and through him the elite:

..Turn around and look at the face of the majority. I dare you to. Listen to

what those silent faces are saying. You can’t? Then let me tell you, brother

they’re cursing...You hear? Cursing us: the book people, the blessed! We
are supposed to lead them. Supposed to save them, and save ourselves too.

Not so? We have seen the light.(26)

However, Rotimi’s criticism of the elite in this play is not as sharp as in
Our Husband. In If he presented the young generation of intellectuals in a more
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favourable light though he was critical about their ideological stance. On the other
hand, through the character of Papa he portrayed the old elite as ideal leaders.

In Hopes Rotimi briefly addressed the colonial issue, but in this play his
approach to this issue was not as partisan as it was in Qvonramwen. As he did in
The Gods are not to Blame, in which he explored the causes of Nigerian civil war
and Africa’s post-independence problems, he critically looked at the colonial
issue. He questioned the role played by the Africans themselves in the
colonization process. In Act Two, Happenings IV, the Corporal proudly narrates
his heroic deeds in the British West African Army. Although Rotimi presented
this narration with some degree of understanding (he made Court Clerk listen to
the Corporal with generous attention) his intention was to question the Africans’
role both under colonialism and neo-colonialism. In the same scene Rotimi
criticized directly Africans for letting themselves into the trap of the colonialist:
challenging Editor’s "Rum, Rifle and Ruin" analysis of colonialism, Catechist
says: "...why take the Whiteman’s rifle? Having taken, why go on a rampage killing
your own brothers and bringing the land to ruin?" (49)

In the seventies it was the official policy of the government to promote
Nigeria as a rich and a great nation, and in some respects it is possible to say that
Rotimi had concurred with this policy in his historical plays, especially in
Ovonramwen Nogobaisi. But in Hopes of the Living Dead Rotimi went to the
bottom of the society and presented an image which challenged the official
version of the national identity. Commenting on the title of the play, Rotimi said:
"By the way I use the word dead as Eointer to our politico-economic malaise. In
that context, we are dead people."13

Rotimi used various dramatic devices to communicate his themes in this
play. As in most of his plays, in Hopes he used songs which "agree with the
contextual sense of the dramatic moments to which they are applied" (vi). The
songs which Rotimi used in this play were composed by Harcourt Whyte himself.
(Harcourt Whyte later became one of the fathers of contemporary Nigerian choral
music.) Thus, the songs enforce the connection between the past and the present
as they are juxtaposed with the historical incident which preceded the time of
their composition. Besides, since they are the symbols of Harcourt Whyte’s
personal success, they authenticate the optimistic message of the play. By bringing
in Harcourt Whyte’s personality as an artist, the songs also added dimension to
his leadership image and also to the leadership theme: the artist as a leader.

In Hopes language "is not just a medium of dramatic expression, it is also a
vehicle for [the play’s] thematic thrust."133 In this play Rotimi brought his
experimentation of multi-lingual usage in dialogue to its logical conclusion. It was
in If that he began this experiment. Over fifteen indigenous languages are
employed in this play,** and as was noted earlier, the characters have
established effective communication by setting up translation chains. Thematically
this reflects the possibility of collective action despite tribal and language
differences. As Niyi Osundare described it in his review of the 1985 Ibadan
University production of Hopes, Rotimi used the multi-lingual aspect of the play
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to bring out the chaos which the characters are facing and trying to overcome: "So
many times the stage turns into a cacophony of tribes as each character shouts his
desperation in his own language. At such moments tension takes possession and
communal umty receives a savage punch. vl

Earlier in this chapter I mentioned the nature of Rotimi’s plot construction
style in If and Hopes: he attempted to aveid the iimiting implication of linear
plottmg in these plays by presenting a total environment of action'* in a form
of "a convoluted concourse of juxtaposed, variegated happenings.” 37 Rotimi’s
style of plot construction in these plays was partly informed by the nature of the
themes he addressed. For instance, in If Rotimi’s main intent was to show "the
tragedy of the ruled", and he realized this intent by presenting different
"unrelated" incidents of persecution, poverty, prejudice and corruption instead of
presenting one single tragic story line. In Hopes, to assert the communal will of
the masses, he presented such self-contained incidents as the following: in Act
One, Happening II, when Catechist returns from his futile journey to "the outside
weorld", he brings the family of beggars. As Martin Banham explained, this incident
contributes to the building of the communal will by showing that "even the
poorest and most afflicted can see someone who is even worse than them to be
concerned for."138

In this chapter we noted the shifts in Rotimi’s thematic concerns: he moved
his focus from historical themes to socio-political issues; he became politically
more explicit and partisan in his writing; he also focused more on providing
solutions than reflecting socio-political problems. As was indicated in Rotimi’s
note to Martin Banham regarding If ("If marks a departurc from my carlier
directions, and the beginning of a new phase both in style and concern”)’ the
change in his thematic concerns was partly a conscious decision. However, this
decision was conditioned by three major factors.

The first factor was Nigeria’s socio-political circumstances. The oil-boom of
the seventies brought glaring social inequities in Nigeria, and as the country’s
economy fell into the economic crisis of the eighties, the condition of the masses
worsened. On the other hand, as the political experiment of the Second Republic
got into crisis, the hope for a stable and just political system began to fade. Thesc
socio-political problems created favourable conditions for a radical leftist
movement to evolve. This movement initially was limited to educational
institutions, but it gradually spread tc the trade union movement, especially aft=r
university academic staffs’ associations became members of the trade union.

The second factor tha: conditioned the shift in Rotimi’s thematic focus was
the development of Nigerian theatre itself. As was noted in the first chapter, this
was the stage in which the second generation of playwrights and critics became
influential. Besides, most of this new generation of artists were part of the radical
movement. Hence they questioned their predecessors’, including Rotimi’s,
approach toward the problems of the society and attacked them for "lack" of
commitment. They also challenged the style of writing of the first gencration. The
following quotation gives us a hint of the kind of criticism directed at Rotimi at
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that time:
Without question, there may be grounds for impatience, at least

until Hopes [of the Living Dead] with Rotimi’s rather ambivalent
ideological basis in terms of his recurring tendency to vacillate
between two irreconcilable polarities: the oppressed and the
oppressor; the committed and the bourgeois. True enough, this
vacillation gives Rotimi’s drama unengaged ambience, a lack of
sincerity in his portrayal of the sordid detail of social life, the
suffering of his small men and their resolve to triumph over their

class enemies.!

The third and most important factor was the change in the composition
and expectation of the audience. The economic growth of the seventies and the
consequent expansion of educational facilities allowed many young Nigerians of
working-class and peasant backgrounds to join the elite. And as I pointed out in
the first chapter this social group has constituted Rotimi’s potential audience. In
addition to the bitterness they shared with their parents (who were either
members of the working class or the peasantry), this new generation of
intellectuals felt angry about their own situation as they were increasingly

marginalized by the upper-middle class. Thus, to remain in his constltuency,
Rotimi had to reflect the bitterness and attitude of this social group.*! Beyond
losing his potential audience, there were other considerations for Rotimi: it was
these same people who recommended his plays for text books in hxgh
schools.1#? Besides, as Awam Amkpa explained, this social group’s taste has
been used by publishing houses as the yard-stick of selection of works for print:
“institutions like the pubilishing houses have long realised the taste of such an
audience, and do demand literature [sic] that are radical but which do not
endanger the existence of the social structures they are bitter against. n143
Although the above-mentioned factors had an immense influence on Rotimi’s
thematic concern, his shift of focus was not entirely the outcome of these factors.
The change in Rotimi’s thematic concern should be seen primarily as the inherent
development of Rotimi’s theatre.
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CHAPTER FIVE

CONCLUSION

It is relevant to conclude this study first by summarizing Rotimi’s thematic
concerns from the beginning of his career until the early eighties. In order to get a
complete picture of his thematic journey, I have also included the main issues
which Rotimi addressed in his other major plays that were not thoroughly
discussed in this study.

Rotimi’s earliest major play, Qur Husband Has Gone Mad Again, deals
with socio-political issues. In this play Rotimi satirized politicians of the First
Republic and humorously exposed their misplaced motivations and crudity
through the character of Lejoka-Brown and his National Liberation Party
colleagues. Rotimi sent a message to the Nigerian electorate to be aware of such
political charlatans. In doing so, Rotimi signalled that raising the awareness of the
people would be the central focus of his theatre.

In this play, Rotimi interspersed the piolitical theme with such important
social issues as polygamy and Women’s liberation. Using the crisis of Lejoka-
Brown’s polygamous marriage, Rotimi showed the incompatibility of this
traditional marital institution with modern life. And by letting Lejoka-Brown and
Liza’s relationship succeed, he aivocated a monogamous marriage which
transcends educational, religious and cultural differences. Rotimi saw polygamy as
one major social institution which subverts women’s rights. In regard to women’s
liberation, he put economic independence and political awareness as its basic
factors: as soon as Mama Rashida sees the possibility of financial independence
she leaves her husband; Sikira also dares to leave her husband only after Liza
affirms for her that she too has rights.

In this play Rotimi showed what women as individuals (Liza) and as
collective (Nigerian Market Women’s Union) can do in bringing change to the
society: Liza disrupts the polygamous relationship between Lejoka-Brown, Mama
Rashida and Sikira; the Nigerian Market Women’s Union forces the National
Liberation Party to drop its ineffective and crude candidate and to adopt a more
progressive stand by naming a woman as its candidate.

In Qur Husband Rotimi also appraised the cultural dilemma of
contemporary society. Almost all characters of this play are caught between the
new and old life style. And each one of them is trying to cope with this dilemma
in his or her own way: as was shown through his marriage, Lejoka-Brown attempts
to embrace the new life style without sacrificing some aspects of traditional life;
Liza and the other western-educated characters, on the other hand, give less
regard to the traditional way of life; Alhaji Mustafa attempts to defend traditional
values at any cost.

In later plays some of the issues addressed in Our Husbhand are developed
along with new ones. In The Gods Are Not to Blame, his adaptation of Oedipus
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the King, Rotimi challenged the attempt to put all the blame for Nigerian civil
war (and also Africa’s post-independence socio-political problem) on foreign
forces. He saw ethnic distrust and leadership as the real causes of the civil war.
Adding tribal prejudices to Odewale’s Oedipal hubris, Rotimi showed how such a
person brings misfortune to himself and to his community.

In Kurunmi, his first historical play, Rotimi drew parallels between the
19th century civil war among Yoruba people and the Nigerian civil war. And as in
The Gods, he challenged "the Ostrich-like approach post-independent [sic] Nigeria
had towards self-inflicted wounds."’** He showed Nigerians how a split in the
political rank of the Oyo Empire and the misguided leadership of Kurunmi
doomed their ancestors to gruelling civil war. In this play Rotimi continued to
explore the tension between tradition and social changes and treated this issue
tragically. Unlike Lejoka-Brown and Alhaji Mustafa in Our Husband, Kurunmi,
the traditionalist, stubbornly continues to defend tradition and brings misfortune
to himself and to his people.

In Holding Talks, his only non-realistic play, Rotimi turned to a more
universal theme and expressed his frustration about the lack of dynamic approach
to socio-political problems at the national, continental, and global levels. He also
satirized humankind’s obsession with discourse and speculation even when faced
with catastrophe.

In Ovonramwen Nogbaisi he continued his exploration of historical themes
and went beyond appreciation of the past. He re-assessed Nigeria’s pre-colonial
history and challenged the colonial interpretation of the 1897 British expedition to
the Benin kingdom. He also attempted to rehabilitate the image of Oba
Ovonramwen Nogbaisi. He also drew parallels between the economic motive of
the 1897 British expedition and the interest of the super-powers in the Nigerian
civil war. He appraised the struggle of the present generation against neo-colonial
domination by celebrating the resistarn-2 of the Benin people against colonial
domination. Rotimi’s critical intent irr } 2 Gods and Kurunmi was replaced with
affirmation in Qvonramwen Nogbaisi. He reaffirmed the national identity by
celebrating pre-colonial tradition and by attempting to recreate the pageantry of
the Benin Kingdom and its religious traditions such as the Ague festival.

In this play, he continued the theme of leadership in a period of crisis. He
illustrated the consequences of attempting to rule by instilling fear: the Benin
chiefs in their desperation to prove their loyalty to their Oba massacre the British
mission, and this brings the down-fall of the Oba and the destruction of his
kingdom. Rotimi also showed the Oba attempting to modify his leadership
approaches by illustrating him using such tactics as political marriage: the Oba
marries his daughter to his Ologbosere to win the latter’s loyalty.

In this play, Rotimi dealt with the tragic consequence of the conflict
between cultures. He illustrated this with the failure of the Phillips’ mission to
respect the Benin customs and the misfortune this disregard of others’ cultures
brought to both British and Benin sides. Rotimi showed that the Oba, like Alhaji
Mustafa and Lejoka-Brown in Qur Husband and Kurunmi in Kurunmi, is a
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traditionalist who is trying to survive in a changing and developing world. Rotimi
represented the Oba’s dilemma by the physical structure of his palace (the palace
roof is made of zinc, "Whiteman’s pride" and thatch) and by his action: The Oba
forces the elders of Ekpoma, who want social change, to recognize the crowned
head of Ekpoma as their leader.

In If Rotimi shifted to the contemporary situation and focussed on showing
the plight of the ruled. He returned to one of the central issues of Qur Husband:
political competition. In If, unlike in Qur Husband, he focussed on the electorate
and urged them not to cast their votes for a politician "on the basis of sheer
fatherhood by birth; or of brotherhood by clan; or sisterhood by religion."(15)

In Hopes of the Living Dead, he allegorically celebrated the struggle of the
masses using the historical lepers’ uprising in Nigeria at the turn of this century.
He illustrated that the victory which had eluded the masses in If is possible. He
also developed those factors of social change (ideal leadership, solidarity of the
mass and self-reliance) which he laid down in If, and showed them at work. In this
play he also reintroduced one of the important issues of his first major play: the
issue of the participation of women in leadership.

Three stages are apparent in Rotimi’s thematic concern. The first stage
coincides with the first civilian rule in Nigeria; and, as was shown above in the
summary of Qur Husband’s themes, it was a period in which Rotimi dealt with
contemporary socio-political issues. In the same play we have seen that personal-
domestic relationship was also one of the areas of thematic exploration for Rotimi
at this stage. Besides the political theme, the major focus in Qur Husband is
Lejoka-Brown’s and his wives’ relationships. The play progresses mainly as the
result of the crisis and adjustment of this relationship.

The second stage, which is represented by Ovonramwen Nogbaisi, coincides
with the civil war and military rule in Nigeria. At this stage Rotimi obliquely
addressed the contemporary socio-political crisis. First he used adaptation to
comment on the Nigerian civil war: he re-worked the Oedipus’ myth in Yoruba
terms in The Gods. Then he turned to Nigerian pre-colonial history to comment
on the contemporary socio-political situation. He also used this history to define
national identity and to strengthen mutual respect between Nigerian ethnic
groups: he used the history of the Yoruba people in Kurunmi, the history of Edo
(Benin) Eeople in Ovonramwen and the history of Brass people in Akassa
Youmi, ™ his unpubhshed play. Almost all of Rotimi’s plays of the second
stage focus on appraising society’s search for harmony. They show a greater
degree of metaphysical dimension than any of his plays of the other two periods:
in almost all of these plays of the second period the central characters consult the
gods before they take any action; as well, the Oracles at lle-Ife determine the
course of action both in The Gods and Ovonramwen.

The third stage, represented by Hopes, coincides with the second period of
civilian rule in Nigeria. Rotimi at this stage returned to socio-political themes.
Rotimi’s themes of this period reflect his disillusionment with the political system.
He focussed on showing the tragedy of the ruled and, as was seen in If and
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Hopes, he suggested restructuring the society. Thus, his plays of this period
became politically partisan and explicit. Rotimi’s themes of the third stage also
differ from his themes of the first and the second stages by their rcmantic nature.
In response to the negative mirroring of the society, he strived to represent the
ideal. In If he showed ideal cooperation between the neighbours taking shape, and
in Hopes he developed this ideal cooperation to bring a positive result and win
for the people the "promised land". And at the centre of this cooperation, Rotimi
put "utopian model leaders": in If, Papa, and in Hopes, Harcourt Whyte.

When his plays are examined for their themes it becomes evident that
every one of Rotimi’s major plays has probed the question of leacership from
one perspective or another. Rotimi’s persistent concern with this theme is a
reflection of his society’s search for sound leadership, which, as was shown in
Chapter One, has been manifested through the incessant alternation of power
between the civilian and the military. The development of the leadership theme in
Rotimi’s plays is a good indicator of the general pattern of thematic evolution of
his works. Rotimi’s exploration of the leadership theme at the first stage does not
show any urgency. His main focus was unmasking a political masquerader. Using
domestic situation and laughter, he warned the audience to be aware of political
impostors like Lejoka-Brown. At this stage when he sent this message to the
audience, he implicitly established the people’s power in effecting good
leadership; but this issue had to wait until the third stage to be Rotimi’s main
concern.
Rotimi’s search for a hero began at the second stage. At this stage Rotimi
portrayed highly virtuous leaders who brought about their downfall by their vices.
These characters are not only born leaders but are also closely associated with the
spiritual world: Kurunmi in Kurunmi acts as the priest of Ogun (one of the major
gods in the Yoruba pantheon), and the Oba in Qvonramwen sees himself as a
god-king. The fate of these leaders is the destiny of their subjects. Thus the
people in these plays have no alternative except to share the fate of their rulers.
Rotimi no longer used domestic situations to explore the leadership theme at this
stage. He rather used the crises of Empires: the Kingdom of Kutuje in The Gods,
Oyo Empire in Kurunmi and the Benin Kingdom in Ovonramwen. He looked at
the leadership theme not only from the political perspective but also from the
military angle. Almost all of the major characters in Rotimi’s plays of these period
are both political leaders and warlords: Kurunmi in Kurunmi is Generalissimo of
Yoruba Empire and Lord of ljaiye; the Benin chiefs in Ovonramwen have military
responsibility in addition to their political role. In these plays Rotimi approached
the leadership theme not only from an individual perspective but also from its
collective aspect. In Kurunmi he illustrated the merits of collective leadership
using the practice of consultation at Ibadan court. And in Ovonramwen he
illustrated the necessity of a strong leader along with collective leadership: the
Benin chiefs, the same as the Ibadan chiefs, hold consultations to discuss their
actions but they fail to effect good leadership mainly because they lack a leader
like Ibikunle, the Ibadan War General, among themselves.
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At the third stage Rotimi shifted from examining institution-centred to
people-centred leadership: Papa in If is a "martinet of the neighbourhood" (ii). He
is a modern version of the traditional village elder. Harcourt Whyte is also a
community leader. Like Papa, he is a leader of the people who shares their
suffering. At this third stage Rotimi resolved the tension between his search for a
hero and his belief in the power of the people: in Hopes he portrayed the masses
producing a hero from their rank. The major change in Rotimi’s exploration of
the leadership theme is his shift from examining the shortcomings of leaders to
the creation of their prototype. In doing so, as was mentioned earlicr, he added a
romantic dimension to the leadership theme. At this stage Rotimi shifted also his
focus from political and military leadership: Papa is a kind of a moral leader, and
he assumes the leadership position not by the virtue of his birth or force but by
the virtue of his wisdom. The same applies to Harcourt Whyte except that he is
an artist/leader.

The above-mentioned stages in Rotimi’s thematic concerns coincide with
the three phases in Rotimi’s search for a technique. At the beginning of his
career, Rotimi, like most playwrights of the continent, was faced with the language
dilemma: whether to continue to write in the colonial language or to use one of
the country’s many indigenous languages. He realized that both choices have their
own limitations. Thus, in Qur Husband he began his experiment to find a
technique which enabled him to reach a wider audience and at the same time to
communicate his themes in the most efficient ways. At this stage his experiment
was limited to using only Pidgin along with literary English.

In The Gods Are not to Blame , the first play in the second stage of
Rotimi’s thematic journey, his experiment became purposeful and intense in that
he made a conscious effort to “temper"146 literary English itself. In order to
achieve this goal he followed two principles: "simplicity in the choice of
words":147 and modification of the English syntax of his dialogue to refelcet the
syntax of indigenous languages.148 He also infused the dialogue with proverbs,
allusions and metaphors to create the same kind of poeticism as the traditional
African speech. For instance at the beginning of Qvonramwen, before convicting
the rebels, the Oba remarks: "Some birds dread water; ducks sleep in it. The same
it is with men "(4). King Odewale in The Gods expresses his own fear as a
stranger when he learns that the former king of Kutuje was murdered by one of
his men: "When crocodiles eat their own eggs, what will they not do to the flesh
of a frog?" (23) In addition to this language experiment, as was noted in our
discussion of Ovonramwen Nogbaisi, Rotimi used traditional songs, chants, mime,
dance and spectacles as other means of communicating his themes.

In If and Hopes, Rotimi’s plays of the third stage, his experiments went
beyond using pidgin English and tempering literary English. He began to use
indigenous languages not as incidental expressive snippets but as sustainable
means of dialogue construction. The following dialogue helps to illustrate this
point. In this scene from If, Mama Rosa tries to help the Fisherman, whose life is
affected by oil exploration around one of Nigerian rivers, get help from Banji, the
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lawyer in the neighborhood:
Fisherman: A biim o gboru y mie wa pirii. O mie bari munoso o mie bia-
a?

Mama Rosa: He want to beg you to do one ting for am. He say: you go
fit?

Banji: What is it?

Mama Rosa: Anie tie?

Fisherman: Wa alagba biari.

Mama Rosa: E say make you give dem gun.
Banji: Give them what?

Mama Rosa: Gun, gun!

Fisherman: O duko ke Komsini pirii mine ini alagba ke wa pirii miete wa
inote pulo-ida-ogbome na cwuso bari bara.

Mama Rosa: He say tell Gov’ment make Gov’ment give dem gun to fight
di Oil Company dem.

Banji: Tell him it is the same Government that has given power to
the Oilmen to look for oil in the river (26-27).

Rotimi’s use of indigenous languages enabled him to reach a wider
audience--for instance a Kalabari person, a pidgin English speaker, and the
literate audience could respond to the above scene. In Hopes he extended this
possibility by employing as many as fifteen languages. Generally, Rotimi’s search
for a form (dramatic technique) which best communicates the content (theme) of
his plays was a successful one, and the popularity of his plays is a testimony to this
success. Femi Osofisan, comparing Wole Soyinka’s and Rotimi’s dramaturgical
techniques and their influence on the responses of the audience to their works,
pointed to this popularity:

In him [Soyinka] is usually seen a wilful capriciousness, or an opaque

erudition appropriate to revered genius. The audience meets him with awe

and trembling, and go out shaken, nodding with incomprehension. But a

playwright like Rotimi is there right at the doorstep to take you in a warm

and fraternal embrace: ¥ou go out no less shaken, but the burden is of a

terrible comprehension. !4’

It is important to understand that the evolution of Rotimi’s themes are
rooted in his concern for his country. His themes are informed by his socially
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functional view of the theatre. They are also a reflection of his pan-Nigerian
background and his deep commitment to his socicty. As has been pointed out, the
major factors which contributed to Rotimi’s shift of focus at each stage are: socio-
political changes, the development of Nigerian theatre, the change in the
composition and expectation of the audience, and Rotimi's own progress as a
playwright and a theatre practitioner. Rotimi’s thematic concern is limited to a
certain range but this was primarily a reflection of the cyclic nature of
Nigerian/African society’s problems, not a reflection of a lack of genius. If Rotimi
returned to the issue of a proper use of voting rights in If, he did so because this
issue was an urgent problem in African society at that time as it was in the sixties.
Rotimi, who is deeply committed to his society, has no choice but to keep on
investigating this cycle in order to help his society to break out of this cycle.
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Since Hopes of the Living Dead Rotimi has yet to publish a major
play;lsa by comparison, between 1969 and 1979 he wrote and produced at least

four major plays. As he indicated in a 1983 interview, his position as Dean of
Faculty of Humanities at the University of Port Harcourt was partly responsible
for this dramatic decline in his productivity: "I hardly have the energy to
write....Try as I might, I found myself as one in a quicksand, being steadily sucked
into the abyss of the post."31 In one of his recent speeches he explained this as
one of African writers’ major problems:

...the African writer cannot make a living from writing full-time. As a

result, he is ineluctably compelled to a distracting compromise. He has to

take up employment full-time with an establishment. Whereupon, he

manages to make the best of his literary calling: part-time.
From recent discussions with Nigerian theatre scholars, I learned that Ola Rotimi
has retired from the University and moved from Port Harcourt back to Ile-Ife, to
the place where he first established himself as a prominent playwright and theatre
director.!33 Most of Rotimi’s plays are based on historical facts and require a
great deal of time to do the appropriate research; thus, it appears that his early
retirement (he is only fifty-five years old) may have been due to a desire to
devote himself more fully to his writing.

Although his productivity declined, Rotimi did not stop writing or
producing. Thus, it is appropriate to speculaie about the possible future thematic
trends in Rotimi’s theatre. Recently, he revived Qvonramwen* and he is
planning to re-write Akassa Youmi, his unpublished historical play of the
seventies. Describing his ultimate artistic ambition, Rotimi once said: "My
ultimate artistic ambition is to write a full-length massiveness in music, dance and
movement lasting two whole hours and half directed by me, mobilizing a 500-man
cast....[and then] collapse and die after making my last exit on stage acting in
it."15 Rotimi’s return to his plays of the seventies suggests his possible return
to the kind of themes which he addressed in the second stage, the themes which
are larger in scale and less topical.

There are other indicators of the trend in Rotimi’s theatre: for example, his
1987 radio play, "Everyone His/her Own Problem". The play is described as the
work which “recounts the universal preoccupation of man grappling with personal
problems of one kind or another."’>® Another testimony to his return to
"universal" themes is Rotimi’s staging of Holding Talks,>” his only non-realistic
play. What is important about this production is that the main vehicle of the
thematic thrust (the language)158 of the original play was removed and entirely
replaced with non-verbal stage languages such as mime. This suggests both the
new direction Rotimi’s exploration of theatrical language may take and an
emphasis on the directorial aspect of his craft.

Explaining the factors behind this trend needs further research on Nigerian
society and the development of its theatre of the past ten years. Nonetheless, it is
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possible to make one speculation based on the country’s current economic
situation and the funding for the revival of Ovonramwen. The economic
difficulties of the recent years forced Nigerian playwrights to rely on private
funding bodies. Ovonramwen was revived by one of Nigeria’s banks, and such
funding bodies may not like to see such plays as If and Hopes of the Living Dead
on the stage.!

Before concluding this study, it is also relevant to point out some of the
possible research areas which became apparent during the course of this study.
This study can be developed through a comparative study of Rotimi’s thematic
evolution and the thematic development of other Nigerian/African playwrights.
The evolution of the theme of leadership, which is Rotimi’s central thematic
preoccupation, can also be studied from different perspectives. A comprchensive
study of the evolution of Rotimi’s dramatic techniques as well as his themes would
enable us to understand Rotimi’s theatre even better.
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