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relationalitp and the peneral appeal and ace epltance of the three theatre
traditions in the Nigerian theatre,

The three theatre traditions are; the indigenous, popular and literary
theatre traditions, which Akinwale (1993:15) aptly describes as “the
indigenous tradition, the travelling theatre tradition and the theatre
of English expression”. Importantly, the categorizations above arc
arrived at through the contents and forms of such theatrical traditions.
Interestingly, each age or period has its own unique type of accepted
theatre. The humble classification of the Nigerian theatre tradition is
an expansion on the already accepted classifications. We are of the
opinion that: ‘the Nigerian theatre traditions by the researcher can be
classified into five sub-headings”:

The Pre-colonial Theatre Traditions

The Colonial Theatre Traditions.

The Post-colonial Theatre Traditions

The Neo-colonial Theatre Traditions

The Postmodern Theatre Traditions (Musa, 2003b:39).

While concluding, it is observed that “each of these theatre traditions
has an avalanche of types and modes”.

Ithas also been argued variously by Dapo Adelugba, Ziky Kofoworola,
Ola Rotimi, Yemi Ogunbiyi, Robin Horton, James Amankulor, J.A.
Adedeji, Edith Enem, R.T.E. Ellison and C.G.B. Gidley, in Drama and
Theatre in Nigeria: A Critical Source Book, that the indigenous theatre
forms alone have numerous modes. These include the ritual, festival,
storytelling, masquerade, trance, religious, travelling and puppet
theatre forms.

Indigenous theatre forms are the theatres of the grass roots where the
histories, social patterns of life, ethical values and moral essence of the
people are widely celebrated. Through the elegance of indigenous and /
or traditional costumes, set, make-up, musical instruments and
specialized modes of acting and performance, traditional theatre forms
are the dramatization of the very best in the Nigerian traditional and
ethnic-based cultures and festivals.

The success of the past indigenous theatre forms also makes a total
success of the history of theatre practice in Nigeria. Chief among the
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st succemidul indigenous performances are; the Lkpe festival theatre,
ihe Oy festival, Owi festival, Sango festival, Obatala festival, Agento
funtival, Ikoro pageant and festival theatre, Argungu fishing festival,
Mew yam (estival, Obitun festival, Osun festival and Durbar festival. It
s alwo been reported that Wasan Gauta, Wasan Sariki, Kidan Ruwa,

Wit Maharba, Rawar Pawa and Wasan Makera are very important in
Morthern Nigeria while uncountable masquerade festivals, which are
imuntly present in the southern states of Nigeria, are also the best of
i l I)',(‘Il( ns I Yl'l‘[‘()l‘lllilnCCS.

Almost all these indigenous traditional festivals and theatres are still

{1 existence today. However, the dynamics, the elaborate performance
furms and the oftén deep contextual metaphors, the efficacy of ritual
[ilonsings and mytho-historical reflections, and so on, have all naturally
jone into the winds of cultural change as dictated or partly caused by
(e new religions (Christianity and Islam) and western education.

ltovered theatre artistes and workers of most of these indigenous
{raclitional festivals and theatres who, got into it out of right of birth
oi family cultural inheritance, are also forgetting some basic norms of
{lielr indigenous performances while most of the children of the
lorchbearers of indigenous theatrical activities not only refuse to follow
(lhelr parents’ footsteps but are frantically doing everything possible
{0 “kill” some important indigenous traditional performances.

Most of the indigenous performances have therefore been reduced to
cultural interlude for the glorification of the owners of such
performances. The mass appeal, the natural mammoth crowd, the
often spontaneous and effervescent displays of performing arts have
also been effectively supplanted.

I'he contextual tone and dialectics of most of the indigenous
performances have also changed. They are now campaigns and praise-
singing instruments for the new Nigerian political landlords: The
sociocultural change in the Nigerian polity has also turned indigenous
performances and their performers into the whipping boys of the
political class. They are now engaged in restrictive indigenous
performance practices.

The glamour of Agemo festival, Ojude Oba festival, Eyo masquerade
festival, Ogun festival and Osun festival in South-western Nigeria,
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Argungu fishing festival and Darbar festival fn Northern Nigeria and
Lkpe festival in the south-south are still great. However, some of these
festivals have also lost other relevant cultural values of problem solving,
protection against war, blessings, and so on, to accommodate modern
tourist attractions and local subterranean motives in the zero-sum game

Of importance in the Nigerian theatre practice also is the popular
theatre tradition. Musa (2004:164) observes:

Popular theatre all over the world is a denominational theatre
of mass appeal. Its taxonomy of sociopolitical economic, moral,
religious and cultural reflections make it an accepted theatre
of the majority in a given ethno-traditional society although
its claws often spread to neighbouring societies.

Ogunbiyi (1981), Beier (1981), Clark (1979), Adedeji (1981), Jeyifo (1984),
Gumucio-Dragon (1994), Abah (1997) and Obafemi (1999), have all
defined and conceptualized the basic underlining principles, types and
functions of the popular theatre tradition in the Nigerian theatre.

In the past, however, the travelling theatre troupes, through their
numerous performances, dominated and promoted the aesthetics of
the popular theatre tradition in Yoruba land. Late Hubert Ogunde of
the famous Ogunde Theatre also gave the popular theatre movement
a nationalistic flavour.

The Hausa Yankamanci, in all its ramifications, is also one of the
important popular traditions in the Northern Nigerian theatre. Gidley
(1981:255) observes that “for three generations at least, ‘yankama’
have been welcome but the content of their performances, loosely
described as ban dariya “amusing”, is fully known only to Hausa
audiences”.

In spite of the fact that Yankamanci did not move out of the Northern
part of the country, “Yankamanci remains a comical mode of expression
which has been valued by Hausa audiences” (Gidley, 1981:289). These
itinerant comedians not only entertained the Hausa audiences, they
also used the art of comedy as a popular instrument of correction,
education and admonition by sensationalizing and dramatizing the
topical issues of the moment. The home video bug has reduced the
status of Yankamanci to a totally non-existing comical tradition.
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1 I Traditional Forms of Tauga Drama”, 1.0, Kofoworola classifies
Platsa deama into six categories: “Royal Court Forms, Occupational
Hormes, Domestic Forms, Social Forms, Religious Forms, Ceremonial
Horms” (Kofoworola, 1981: 165). The concern in this classification is
fhe popular theatre performances such as, Tashe, Yan dambe, Yawon

Magi (Wasan Samari) and Wasan bori. For example, “Tashe is a very
popular ceremonial form of entertainment to mark the period of the
{ilamic Ramadan” (Kofoworola, 1981: 168-9).

I e also observes:

The traditional boxer — yan dambe — go from one village to
another in search of challenge performance... A similar
pattern of mobile performances is observable among the
performing group of Makera occupational group (Kofoworola,
1981:168).

Ihis type of mobility can be likened to the Yoruba popular traveling
{heatre. The Kwagh-hir theatre and the Bornu Puppet show are also
{wo dramatically unique popular theatres in Northern Nigeria.

in the past, most of the above were highly celebrated performances
and theatrical forms under the popular tradition. At present, however,
fhe story has changed. The erstwhile over hundred travelling theatre
{roupes in Yoruba land can no longer be seen. No more harvest of
troupes’ movement and displays. The travelling theatre tradition is
pradually fading away. The same thing can be said of other popular
fheatre performances that are spread all over the country.

The only popular theatre tradition which still maintains its lead in
popular performances is the community theatre forms which:

...has been variously referred to as Theatre for Development
(TFD), popular theatre, Theatre for Integrated Development
(TIDE) Theatre for Integrated Rural Development (THIRD)
and many more. This simply refers to that practice whereby
theatre is utilized as an exploratory tool for social mobilization
and conscientization for sustainable development...
(Dandaura, 1999:97).

Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, University of Ibadan and a few other
universities have a robust community theatre tradition.
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With the active participation, dedication and commitment of the firat
generation of Nigerian theatre artistes, the literary theatre tradition
started with a story of success in the early sixties. As a brief recall, the

following theatre personalities and their theatre oulfits and companies
cannot be forgotten in the chequered history of literary theatre tradition
in the Nigerian theatre, especially in the sixties till the late eighties

Wole Soyinka’s 1960 Masks and Orisun Theatre.

J.A. Adedeji’s Unibadan Performing Company (UPC).
Ola Rotimi’s African Cradle Theatre (ACT).

Bode Sowande’s Odu Themes and Odu Themes Meridian.
Olu Obafemi’s Ajon Players.

Akanji Nasiru’s Unilorin Theatre.

Fred Agbeyegbe’s Ajo Players.

e

Some of the above theatre outfits and companies toured the Nigerian
nation with successful theatrical performances. For example, Dapo
Adelugba says that, “Ola Rotimi Acting Company was able to go round
the entire country. Ola Rotimi’s “ACT”, a professional troupe, was
able to choose its cast from among talents in various parts of Nigeria...
(Dasylva, 2003:105)”. Likewise, Bode Sowande’s Odu Themes in
conjunction with numerous international theatre outfits performed
severally at London and Italy, apart from their stimulating
performances at the University of Ibadan theatre.

So also was the performing prowess of Olu Obafemi’s Ajon Players
based at the University of Ilorin. As documented by S.E. Ododo, Ajon
Players have performed in some selected cities in Nigeria such as Benin,
Jos, Ibadan and Jebba (they also performed recently in Lagos and
Abeokuta), apart from their frequent productions at the University of
Horin. This researcher is also a member of Ajon Players who has written,
directed, stage-managed and acted for the performing group. It has
been observed that Ajon Players come:

---at a time when most existing theatre groups were mainly set
up to produce and promote the works of their founders. .. Ajon
Players in many ways gave opportunities to several individuals
to sharpen their creative talents. “At the last count, over three
hundred actors have passed through and nourished Ajon
Players” (Ododo,2000:86-7).
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Mout of these theatre outfits and theatre companies, which were formed
for the promotion of stage performances, have produced seasoned
Nigerian theatre scholars, playwrights, critics, actors and directors.

There were (majority of them are still working) also some theatre-
ficld-marshals whose names can never be forgotten in the Nigerian
{licatre scene. They are humble, workaholic and brilliant theatre
personalities. Although the list is endless but certainly, Wole Soyinka,
Dapo Adelugba, J.P. Clark- Bekederemo, Oyin Ogunba, Late Zulu
fiofola, Sunny Oti and Ola Rotimi, Ziky Kofoworola, Agbo Folarin,
4,0. Amali, ] N. Amankulor, Kalu Uka, Late Wale Ogunyemi, Olu
Obafemi, Hagher Iyorwuese, Olu Akomolafe, Bayo Oduneye, Femi
latoba, Jide Malomo, John Illah, Demas Nwoko, Saint Gbilekaa,
[.anrele Bamidele, Duro Oni, Sumbo Marinho, Bode Osanyin, Biodun
Jeyifo, Ebun Clark, Oga Steve Abah, Ahmed Yerima, Ayo Akinwale
and many more have contributed immensely to the development of
{heatre practice in Nigeria. For example, it has been documented that
" Soyinka, at a forum... in Ibadan, conceded theatrical brilliance to
{he then Mr. Dapo Adelugba, when he Soyinka, was praised as being
A living genius in the theatre” (Dasylva, 2003: 76), whereas Wole
Soyinka’s name is partly syngnymous with Nigerian literary theatre.
There were also virile institutionally funded theatres and performing
companies that also help to promote theatre practice in Nigeria. As
Ahmed Yerima has observe:

Some university lecturers and students are lucky because some
of the universities such as the University of Ibadan, Obafemi
Awolowo University and the University of Lagos have resident
professional companies consisting of professional actors and
theatre practitioners to get their plays performed... (Yerima,
2003b:147).

Most of the performances of these institutionally funded theatres (ABU,
UNIJOS, UNICAL, UNILORIN, UNIPORT, and others) were usually
robust and the best in terms of dramaturgical displays.

The cinematic tradition which later gained wider acceptance through
the home video drama, no doubt is one theatre tradition in Nigeria
that is developing and, in spite of the constant criticism of this segment
of the Nigerian theatre practice, the Nigerian audience has accepted
the home video theatre.
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In-addition to the above was the culture of constant performance
making through theatrical experimentation in the Nigerian universities
of the sixties till the late eighties. It was then a healthy competition for
one university performing/theatre arts students to travel out to another
university ostensibly to “show them that we are the best in the country
in theatre matters”. The local audiences too were always entertained
through sustained performances especially in ABU, UNIJOS,
UNILORIN, UNICAL, UNIPORT and others.

There were also cultural and theatrical exchanges between some
Nigerian universities and their foreign counterparts. In Duro Oni’s
Stage Lighting Design: The Nigerian Perspective, some of the productions
through these cultural exchanges are documented. He also recounts:

Of note are also productions by outside groups at the Arts
Theatre. Some of these include the earlier works of Hubert
Ogunde, Duro Ladipo and Kola Ogunmola such as Oba Koso
(1968) and The Palm Wine Drinkard (1968). Others are Ibi-Tombi
(1976) by the South African group, Fred Agbeyegbe’s Woe Unto
Death (1984) directed by Jide Ogungbade, Sam Art William’s
Home (1988) directed by Chuck Mike and Shakespeare’s
Macbeth in a 1991 production by the London Bubble Theatre
directed by Peter Rowe (Oni, 2004:111).

From the foregoing, it can be concluded that the literary theatre
intellectuals of the sixties till the late eighties revolutionized the Nigerian
stage with various experimental performances.

Now, the tone of theatre practice in Nigeria has changed. There is an
emergence of a fleet of intruders and pseudo-theatre intellectuals who,
through the social dislocation in the Nigerian nation, did not make
the theatre to move, yet, they did not make the theatre to die. We
speak of the new generation of Nigerian theatre artistes.

No doubt, we have had numerous theatre outfits and pseudo-theatre
companies in the Nigerian theatre industry but they often packed up
as dramatically as they appeared. To further convince doubting minds,
one should ask: where are the travelling theatre troupes? They have
all gone with the wind and been buried with discordant tunes. And,
like the rainbow, we have flashes of theatrical exchanges that occur
once in a blue moon. Succinctly put, the new generation of Nigerian
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theatre artists had slowed down the pace of theatre development some
llteen years ago and one may be tempted to believe a statement
dledited to Ola Rotimi that, after them and their own generation, God
lan wtopped producing geniuses in the Nigerian theatre. We may all

shout blue murder; yet, like a volcanic rock, Rotimi’s statement calls
[o1 a critical examination, if the Nigerian theatre must move forward.

I'toblems Affecting the Development of Theatre Practice in Nigeria

(he main problems affecting the rapid development of theatre practice
it Nigeria today can be divided into two major sub-headings: the
liititutional and the individual. Each of the two problems will further
be sub-divided into units. Invariably, the two major problems are also
somewhat connected.

I'he Institutional Problems
I'hese problems include:

(1) Lack of Constant Review of Theatre Courses Curriculum and
Performance Contents and Forms: In the universities, the same old
course contents have become annual rituals to the students and
even to the lecturers, Most of these theatre-based courses are also
outdated and may NOT be able to meet the government current
economic policy of privatization nor the current tide of
globalization. Also, most of the professional theatre groups and
outfits often repeat the same pattern of production, thereby,
(apology to Yerima) “giving us fragmented performances with
monotonous specifics”.

() Extreme Politicking: Theatre artistes are human beings and conflict
is inevitable in the social process. However, the saying that theatre
members are family members or that theatre is a family art is a
white lie. Theatre workers are always playing DEADLY politics,
especially for the position of head of theatre departments and other
theatre related agencies because of the crumbs and political
patronage that the occupiers of such offices get. It is quite bad to
observe that there are always sharp divisions within the rank and
file of theatre workers across the country. The theatre arts’ students
and trainees are also often involved in this deadly adventure
whereby they break heads when attempting to choose the director,
choreographer or music director for their practical courses.
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NUTASA and NUTAF have also been consumed by deadly theatre
students politicking, This position is also rampant in the professional
theatre. Politics is even at its worst during promotions which, in
most cases, is based on loyalty and that which political researchers/
artists often explore at the expense of committed and hardworking,
researchers /artistes.

(iii) Finance: Some of the theatre arts departments in Nigeria today do

not have basic theatre instruments, equipment and studios. This
often plays a big role in the quality of performances and even in
the quality of graduates being produced. The professional theatre
workers often hide under the theatre idiom of “improvization” to
ensure that performances go on. As a rider, funding for
convocation plays is now inadequate in most Nigerian universities.

(iv) Inadequate Manpower Resources: At present, most theatre

)

institutions are understaffed. This nonetheless often leaves the few
theatre workers overworked. Research round some selected
theatre arts departments across the universities have confirmed
the worst: some lecturers often teach sixteen to eighteen courses
in a semester!

The worst of it is that professors in some theatre schools are not
spared. The HODs most times also groan under heavy
administrative and academic duties. The problem of inadequate
manpower resources is even worsened by the institutionalized
riddles of ‘No Vacancy’ or, worst of it: there are vacancies, But No
Budget Provision, as is often the case now.

Institutionalized Bureaucracy and Red Tapism: These two technical
terms are derisive words often used in describing the slow and
millipede-like civil service organizations in Nigeria. Excessive
protocols are end-products of inefficiency — the mask and garb of
which slow down the pace of institutional development. Although
the theatre is quite hierarchical, yet, too much use of protocols
will not make the play to move. Division of labour in performance-
making and the entrenchment of democratic spirit are also lacking
in educational, private and professional theatres.

(vi) The Conspiracy of the State and the Society against the Theatre: Owing

to its critical nature, the state and her agents have repeatedly
castigated, vilified, condemned and embarrassed the Nigerian
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theatre artintes, Soyinka was a frequent “jailbird.” Ogunde’s
experience in the First Republic is still fresh. During Late Sanni
Abacha's regime, Dapo Adelugba was interrogated by the Nigerian

State Security Service (SSS) for attempting to produce one of
boyinka’s plays. Jenks Okwori changed the title of Soyinka’s The
lieatification of Area Boy to ‘Lagos Kaleidoscope’ to escape state
tepression. All Soyinka’s works were also expunged from the
curriculum of secondary schools because of the unsubstantiated
iccusation of terrorism labelled against the first African to have
won the Nobel Prize in Literature. Societal attitudinal behaviours
(0 theatre and the theatre artistes is often reflected in the audience’s
lurnout, except in some major cities such as; Lagos, Ibadan, Nsukka,
lfe, Zaria and Abuja, in a country of over seven hundred cities.

Wi Low Motivation of Theatre Artists: Promotion of staff in the

I,

universities is now difficult and slow. Before, theatre scholars and
their counterparts in the university used to be promoted every
lwo years. Now it is a minimum of three years, even if the
candidates seeking promotion are exceptionally brilliant or
(ualified. You have to wait for your time and mark time. It is even
more difficult from the senior lecturer to associate professor or
|rofessor cadre. Some of our brilliant lecturers have spent between
len and twenty years on the rank of senior lecturer. Through this
bad attitude, such candidates are being systematically discouraged.
The criteria being used for the promotion of theatre scholars mostly
excludes practical performances; this is bad and can even
discourage theatre artistes from experimenting their new found
theories. Low motivation of theatre artistes is also bad in the private
and professional theatres. The honorarium often given to
professional artistes during rehearsals and after performances is
too small; hence, there is constant friction between the producers
and the cast members. The accusations of underhand dealings
and cheating have thus become daily rituals.

Individual Problems

Among these are:

() Theatre Artists Open Hatred for Performances: Except those few

theatre artistes whose lives depend on performances in the popular
and indigenous theatre traditions, the National Troupe, and State
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Councils for Arts and Culture, there is a gradual decline in
performance-making in the educational theatre. Convocation
plays, students’ practical performances for examinations, and
occassionally commissioned or association-sponsored productions,
are now the remnant of universities” stage productions. Self-
inspired and experimental productions from lecturers are now
things of the past, especially among the new Nigerian theatre
artistes. It is the same theatre field-marshals listed under the second

-sub-heading of this work titled, “Theatre Practice in Nigeria: Past

and Present”, and few other stage lovers, that continue to enliven
the Nigerian theatre stage with one production or the other. The
apathy towards performance-making is one of the reasons why
the live theatre is dying in the Nigerian theatre.

Low Quality of, and Inadequate Classics in the Nigerian Theatre: Of
recent, there have been no quality plays rich in language and
dramaturgy. Everybody is now a playwright and, because of the
relative ease of publishing written materials, all badly written
materials are now published and the more they are coming out,
the more they go into extinction. The haste to publish nonetheless,
is responsible for the low quality of, and inadequate classics in the
Nigerian theatre. Without praising the foremost Nigerian
playwrights, one is tempted to ask: where are the scripts, that can
rival Kurunmi by Ola Rotimi, Death and the King’s Horseman by
Wole Soyinka, Many Colours Make the Thunder King by Femi
Osofisan and many more from Bode Sowande, Olu Obafemi,
Ahmed Yerima and Hagher Iyoruwuese? The bitter truth is that,
there are plays in Nigeria but there are no classics, at least in the
immediate present, except from the known theatre field-marshals.

(iii) Sheer Hatred for Conferences, Symposia and Seminars: Unlike in the

past, the new Nigerian theatre artistes hate to attend conferences,
symposia and seminars except they are made compulsory or are
part of their marks for the M.A. or Ph.D. programme. Conference
attendance enriches individuals; symposium brings scholars close
to the topic while seminar digs into the topic, and opens up
numerous possibilities. Those who jump from one conference to
the other are not poorer but richer in knowledge and deep in
thought, whereas non-attendance of conference will not make one
richer but will draw one back from the currency of scholarship.
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Fhene days, majority of the new theatre workers see nothing special

in conference attendance.

W) Lick of Commitment and the Rush to Grow Fast: In almost all the
arty of the theatre, the new Nigerian theatre workers lack serious
commitment in the real sense of it. Yet, there is a rush to grow fast
withoul wanting to sacrifice. To buy books is a taboo, to discuss
nerious theoretical issues in the theatre is seen as time-wasting,
yel the need to condemn and vilify the elders and institutions is a
constant ritual.

There are other problems affecting the development of theatre
|ractice in Nigeria apart from the above. The above problems
(institutional and individual) as stated earlier, are related. Most of
{hem are, however, caused by the dysfunctional attitude of the
new theatre workers to theatre practice and the hostile
environment in which the theatre has to operate.

Huppestions on the Options Available for the Theatre Workers in
{li¢ Sustenance and Development of Theatre Practice in Nigeria

Ifthe development of theatre practice must be sustained in the N igerian
{heatre, theatre workers, scholars, administrators and consultants will
newd to take the following suggestions into consideration:

(1) The Need for a Code of Conduct for Theatre Workers

Mol social and professional associations, such as; the Nigeria Medical
Asnociation, the Nigerian Society of Engineers, and so on, have codes
ol conduct that guide their professional practice and conduct. Theatre
workers have none. It is therefore imperative that theatre and theatre-
telated associations such as: SONTA, NAN TAP, ANTP, SONA,
(OND, and so on, should spell out in clear details the dos and dont’s
(minimum ethical standards) that will guide the professional conducts
ol such theatre and theatre-related associations’ members. The SONTA
lixecutive Council, as a matter of fact, should consider this suggestion
it lop priority. Once this is done, standards will be maintained in theatre
jractice and its development will be sustained.

(11) The Need for a Review of Theatre Courses’ Curricula and Performances

llach age has its own peculiarity. The present Nigerian economic
flystem is capitalism. Capitalism also promotes privatization. There is
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therefore the urgent need for a review of theatre courses” curricula
and performances in tune with the present economic reality. Theatre
students and trainees should be made to realise that this is the era
when they must begin to think of how they will set up their own
theatre/theatre-related businesses. The few available government and
private jobs will not just go round. Until a comprehensive review ol
the contents and forms of most of the theatre-related courses in our
universities is done, the attractions for theatre practice may NOT be
jumped at. Scholars have also laid to rest, the general acceptance of
the total theatre performance mode by the Nigerian audience
Nonetheless, the theatrical attractions of multiculturalism,
interculturalism, the theatre of trans-nationalism and others in the
global cultural nexus should be explored.

(iii) The Need to Accept the Fact that Theatre Practice is the Spine of Theatre
Development

Every theatre worker who engages in one art of the theatre or the other
is embarking on an adventure of theatrical transformation. The
difference only lies in the level of participation. A play may be staged
without the playwright's presence. Yet, a playwright may be working
at that vantage position of playwright-director. So also, a theatre director
may put up a play without a published play-text if he intends using the
theatre workshop experiment; yet, he constantly directs many
playwrights” works. The costumiers and make-up artistes, theatre
managers, set designers, etc., also contribute significantly to performance
making. J.A. Adedeji’s various conceptions of “theatre-in-education,
theatre-in-society, theatre-in-academia, theatre-in-industry to theatre-
as-business” (Dasylva, 2003: 92-3) preach the need for all theatre artistes
to accept theatre practice as the spine of theatre development.

(iv) A Wake-up Call to Theatre Field-Marshals and Scholars to Continue to
Advise the New Theatre Workers

Rome was not built in a day. Experience is always the best teacher.
The first and second generations of Nigerian theatre artistes (Soyinka,
Adelugba, Ogunba, Clark-Bekederemo, Osofisan, Hagher, Kofoworola,
Obafemi, Abah, Oni, Yerima, Osanyin, Malomo, Bamidele, Akinwale,
Gbilekaa, Asagba, Illah, Okwori, other committed theatre professors
and scholars) should continue to advise the upcoming young scholars.
Directors, choreographers, music directors, producers, and so on, in
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(b) Conferences

(¢) Seminars and

(d) Symposia.

If theatre scholars, professors and practitioners constantly attend these
fora to gather knowledge, the young theatre workers must also ensure
that they attend all related and available theatre conferences,
workshops, seminars and symposia, so that their skills will be
sharpened and their thoughts properly focused and refocused. A
patient dog will always eat the fattest bone. It is hereby suggested thal

. the new Nigerian theatre workers should be cool, calculated and
patient. Ahmed Yerima recalls that, during his certificate-in-drama
class on playwriting at the then University of Ife in 1977, Wole Soyinka
once advised him that “when you finish writing a play, leave it and
put it aside, let the idea continue to grow within you, then read it
again after a few months or even years, and you will find helpful
corrections that may be necessary (Yerima, 2003b: 149)”. This advice
calls for patience. Its acceptance and many more painstaking efforts
we all know, has made Yerima one of the most outstanding
playwright-directors of his time today.

(iv) The Need to Reduce Excessive Politicking

Politics is part of man and man is part of politics. However, those who
“will mirror, dramatize and satirize political happenings cannol
themselves afford to be extremely and overtly political. Fuel price
increase is now a constant economic policy. The Nigerian naira is being
constantly devalued. Ethno-religious strife is rampant in the country.
One governor is down, and the president now has more emergency
powers. The 1999 Nigerian Constitution creates double laws for the
Nigerian people (a case is the current controversial issue of local
government creation) and many more social problems calling for urgent
action by theatre workers through drama. Can we be able to do our
work as efficiently as possible if we play dirty politics? It is hereby
suggested that we should reduce the political tension within the rank
and file of the theatre body. Afterall, what will be will be. The slogan that
theatre is a family should not be a caustic satire, but should indeed be
our sincere guiding principle. All inter and intra-political camps within
the theatre workers’ ranks should also be broken to pave the way for a
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the private, professional and government-owned theatre outfits should
aluo ensure that they are not going to die with their trades. Although,
advice ds a thankless job, yet old wine is tasty (apology Late Zulu
Hulola). They should develop special interest in what the upcoming
fheatre workers are doing and should never discourage or condemn
{hem outrightly if errors are genuinely made. Theatrical innovations
should also be encouraged instead of a rabid insistence on old theatrical
nrthodoxy. The diagram below represents the current state of theatre
{itactice in Nigeria. While the theatrefield-marshals lift theatre practice
iy, the reverse is the case with the young theatre workers. To sustain
(heatre practice therefore, the experienced theatre workers must give
{juality advice to the new theatre workers, which the latter must accept
limbly.

Theatre Practice

Theatre-Field-Marshals,

Young Theatre Workers

Theatre Practice

(V) The Need for Young Theatre Workers to Accept On-the-Job Training
and be Patient

Young theatre workers must accept the fact that training and
Inowledge acquisition is endless. Theatre practitioners in Nigeria must
herefore accept the need for training and re-training. Training can

lnke place not only through the acquisition of higher degrees but
(hrough:
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e undted, more purposelul and more commilled theatre b()dy in

Migeria. 16 s when we put our house in order that other problems
tunfronting the development of theatre practice in Nigeria caused by
povernment and governmental agencies can be collectively tackled.

(01l The Need for Live Theatre Marketers

for live thealre to be sustained, there is the need for live theatre

imarketers. Live theatre should now be accepted as business. We should
iow begin to give a deeper thought to the formation of modern
{ravelling theatre companies from the university theatres and even

[tm private and government-owned professional theatres. Theatre
productions from such companies can then be marketed by live theatre
inrketers. This is imperative because:

Marketing the Nigerian theatre can be viewed from the
perspective of evolving means of generating enough income
(o run a successful theatre organization. Thus, marketing can
be seen as a “soul” or “provider” of theatre organization
income. Therefore, in order to manage theatre organization
successfully, management needs to adopt marketing strategies
that will enhance the marketing of its performance and of its
stakeholders and the organization itself (Gondo, 2002:1).

i"ublicity, sales of tickets, performance space, promotion strategies,
{ickeling pricing system and other relevant marketing concepts can
i given good facelift through the activities of live theatre marketers.

i, Conclusion

llior any organization or individual to grow, there must be constant
nelf-examination and a critique of such organization and individual.
I'his study is therefore a self-examination. Although the study is
anchored on comparative study of the state of theatre practice then
and now, it nonetheless frowns at and condemns the dysfunctional
altitude of Nigerian theatre workers, most especially the young
Nigerian theatre practitioners in theatre practice. This is not a vote of
no confidence on the young Nigerian theatre workers; rather, it is a
wake-up call that we must be alive to our responsibilities by avoiding
unethical behaviours in our quintessential efforts at developing theatre
practice in Nigeria.
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Abstract

The numerous potentials of the theatre cannot be over-emphasized.
This is,because, the theatre plays significant roles in all developmental
issues. Paradoxically however, the developmental rate of theatre
practice in Nigeria is slow. Through the reflective and deductive
methods of research, this article examines the past and the present
state of theatre practice in Nigeria. After reviewing the core problems
affecting the development of theatre practice in Nigeria today, it
also makes some suggestions on the options available for the theatre
workers in the sustenance and development of theatre practice in
Nigeria. Among others, it was found out in this work that the main
problem affecting the development of theatre practice in Nigeria today
is the dysfunctional attitude of theatre workers (most especially the
young theatre practitioners) to theatre practice, and the hostile
environment, in which the theatre has to operate. For sustainable
development of theatre practice in Nigeria, it is concluded that the
contents and forms of theatre curriculum and performances, among
others, should be re-examined, while also calling for a constant, yet
critical self examination of the attitudinal behaviours of theatre
workers in their effort to develop theatre practice in Nigeria.

Introduction

practice in Nigeria. This unfortunate trend against the rapid
development of the Nigerian theatre is symptomatic of the near-
total invasion of the Nigerian theatre profession by a fleet of intruders
and pseudo-theatre intellectuals. It is important to also state that the
difference is clear between the old theatre workers who are dearer to
the unwritten ethics of the theatre and the new Nigerian theatre artistes.

BEYOND rhetorics, there is indeed a paradigm shift in theatre
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The reality is that, the new Nigerian theatre artistes are snoring: now
that there are more theatre theories and performance-making is a
crime, leading, quite sadly, to the gradual and slow death of live theatre
on the Nigerian stage.

The theatre profession, no doubt, is that profession that allows its
ndherents to grow with time. We insist, however, that the first
peneration of theatre practitioners in Nigeria created much theatre
consciousness and awareness to the theatre profession and they all
must be praised for using their potentials for making the theatre to
prow and flourish. The second generation of the Nigerian theatre
practitioners also promoted theatre practice and ensured that its
immunity (was and is still) being sufficiently defended against all anti-
{heatre elements and institutions.

Ordinarily, one would have expected the orbit of theatrical
development to bear its fangs and rotate among the new generation
of Nigerian theatre artistes (of which this researcher is a part).
I lowever, one insists strongly that the new theatre artistes are snoring
and the theatre is sleeping. The rate at which the new Nigerian theatre
arlistes are working is too slow and theatre practice, especially live
fheatre, is dying.

Interestingly, the numerous potentials of the theatre cannot be
overemphasized. The theatre also plays significant roles in all
levelopmental issues. Elsewhere we have stated that:

...theatre arts can revitalize the economy through:
umployment generation, revenue generation, educational
development, social engineering, political socialization,
population control and through doctoring the soul (Musa,
2003a:21).

fulfice it to also say that the glaring roles of the theatre in the Nigerian
nocial, political, economic, cultural and religious divides are very
fmportant. Banham (1976:1) also lends credence to the potent force
ol the African theatre in all developmental issues. He observes that,

Alrican theatre is functional, in the sense that it serves a purpose
within communities and cultures that is much greater than simply
that of entertainment”.
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For example, the Nigerian theatre has also been used ag a veritable tool
for cultural diplomacy. Oyesoro (1999:33) draws a composite
relationship between the cultural policy and theatrical potentials of
Nigeria and her foreign counterparts, accepting that the concept of
cultural diplomacy “reinforces the interdependent relationship between
external policy and the internal cultural policy”. He also observes:

The occurrence of the theatre in Nigeria’s cultural policy is by
no means negligible. Diverse theatrical programmes have
represented Nigeria abroad and Nigeria has hosted some
foreign productions since independence (Oyesoro, 1999: 32).

The theatre of cultural diplomacy is beyond the exchange of cultures
or mere entertainment. It has, among its major attractions, the enviable
task of information, education and, most importantly, image
laundering for a nation like Nigeria whose image has always been
suspect to her foreign friends.

In Yerima’s Fragmented Thoughts and Specifics: Essays in Dramatic
Literature, the ‘new’ enviable tasks of the National Troupe (a.k.a.)
“cultural ambassadors”, among others, include: image laundering,
cultural diplomacy, revenue generation, celebrating and selling
Nigeria’s cultural heritage and complimenting tourism (Yerima,
2003a:142-4). Fortunately, the above can only be achieved through
constant theatrical and artistic adventures on the part of theatre
practitioners in Nigeria.

It is interesting to also say that almost all the Nigerian theatre scholars
and interested foreign scholars of the Nigerian theatre such as; Wole
Soyinka, late Ola Rotimi, late Zulu Sofola and late Sunny Oti, Dapo
Adelugba, Femi Osofisan, Kalu Uka, Olu Obafemi, Iyorwuese Hagher,
Ziky Kofoworola, Martin Banham, Geoffrey Axworthy, Michael
Etherton, Oyin Ogunba, to mention but a few, have all commented and
reviewed the interconnection between the theatre and the society and,
most importantly,the theatre and the Nigerian national development.

In his “The Nigerian Theatre and National Development”, Ayo
Akinwale lucidly reactivates the often forgotten roles of the theatre in
national development through his analysis of the interaction between
the theatre and developmental phenomena of cultural, social,
educational, political and economic factors.
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However, Akinwale (2000:138) concludes:

Ihe Nigerian theatre will make a more significant contribution
(o national development when theatre artists themselves begin
{0 nee theatre as a veritable business. Like all other business
ventures, the theatre can survive and be a profitable venture...

{1y nbove comment necessarily calls on the Nigerian theatre artistes
{0 nustain the development of theatre practice.

While not attempting to jump into a costly or hasty conclusion, we
are of the strong opinion that theatre practice in the last fifteen years,
1990 to 2005 (the artistes of which we have tagged “new generation
ol the Nigerian theatre artistes”), has not fared well. Irrespective of
{le various socio-political and economic dislocations facing the
Migerian nation, the Nigerian theatre artistes, themselves created,
(leveloped and sustained some untheatrical culture and ethics, the
cumulative effects of which now slow down the pace of theatre
ilevelopment in Nigeria.

Ihe paradigm shift in the ways and manners of theatre practice in
Nigeria is from the tangible to the intangible, brilliancy to mediocrity
and potency to impotency. Before we moved from ‘coup mentality” to
another ‘wasted words’ (apology to Ola Rotimi and Ahmed Yerima),
i{ s important to emphasize the unfortunate state of theatre practice
in Nigeria and trace, even if briefly, the historical development of
ilheatre practice in Nigeria. Maybe this will help us to prove our point
lieyond reasonable doubt that there is indeed a paradigm shift in
(heatre practice in Nigeria in the last fifteen years. ‘

I'heatre Practice in Nigeria: Past and Present

It is not possible to exhaust in one document the various histories,
types and modes of theatre practice in Nigeria. However, theatre
historians and scholars have made numerous efforts at tracing the
historical development of theatre practice in Nigeria. Interestingly, the
multi-ethnic nature of the Nigerian nation with her numerous ethnic

based theatrical activities call to question the accuracy of such
historical documentations on theatre practice. However, three theatre
(raditions are imperative in the phenomenological understanding of
theatre practice in Nigeria; and this is due to the cross-cultural




