CHAPTER TWO:
THE LIBRETTIST AND HIS ART

FELIX A. AKINSIPE

The idea of publishing a collection of librettos arose out of the need to take a further bold step towards the proper evolvement and development of the dance art and the dance theatre in Nigeria. One of the reasons why the dance art has lagged behind in the Nigerian theatre is the lack of written and published dance librettos. Most Nigerian choreographers have created works from their unwritten ideas or at most from mere sketches on paper, which are usually dumped, once these ideas are fully passed to the dancers. Such works are therefore not documented and made available for other choreographers to use. It is the belief of this writer that this attitude should stop forthwith. (Akinsipe, 2003, p. vi). 

The above statement of fact remains the same motivation for this collection. Since the experimentation with the above publication, the position  of  the  Librettist  has  been  vindicated  as  works  from  the collection  have  been  performed  at  various  places  far  from  the choreographer because of the availability of the script. Since the art of publishing the libretto for a dance performance is relatively new in the African/Nigerian theatre scene, it will be of paramount assistance and  advantage  to  proffer  a  guideline  to  the  art  and  intricacies  of writing  a libretto and that is the  focus of this chapter.  The chapter however  concludes  that  the publication  of  librettos  will  be  an innovation  that  will  not  only  contribute  to  the  understanding, appreciation and promotion of dance performances in our theatres, but consolidate the teaching of the theory and practice of dance and choreography in both Nigerian and other African institutions. (Omojola, 2003, p. xiii)

The libretto is often erroneously allied to the opera only but it is actually “a written version of a play or other composition, used in preparing for a performance” (www.vocabulary.com), (emphasis mine). The script for drama has since come to be known as a “play”, while the written work for music or an opera and dance is called libretto. The libretto is also described as “the story line of a ballet” which often contains a very detailed description of the ballet's story scene by scene.” (en.m.wikipedia.org). Tomassini (2011) portrays the dance libretto “as a written text...of the complete plot of a dance performance. It was sold at the theatres to help the audience understand the performance and to establish a kind of copyright for the choreographer.” 

In the opera, “the libretto is the words or lyrics, as distinct from the music or the notation.” (www.vocabulary.com). The dance libretto is a book or script containing the stories of the dance; told in a dance possible way. The libretto is therefore the script containing the story expected to be told in a dance performance. The librettist is the writer of libretto(s). The plural can be librettos or libretti (www.Britannica.com). 

The art or notion of writing a libretto for dance is not yet very popular. That is why Akinwale (2003) opines that the writing of Dance Librettos for publishing is relatively a new emergence on the Nigerian dance art Scene and Ugolo (2003: back page) submits that “the writing of librettos itself is foreign to Africa. It is regarded as a Western tradition. 

However, it is of interest that there is no work of dance that does not have its written form. Ideas always exit in the oral form before it is realized in the practical form. Sofola (1994, p. 3) opines that “the artistic mind first of all catches a glimpse of a truth in his divine essence, actualizes it in his medium as a suggestive blue-print, before any other level of human awareness catches on and  further realises it in  the  various channels  of actualization.”  In the same vein, it is noted that no matter how sketchy or fleshy, the choreographers do put something down before he set to work. The problem is that what they put down is never published due to many factors which may include one or all of the followings; 

The Size and Length of the Work:

Most often, dance is like poetry, some are very short but they are regarded as full works. The libretto for a two hour dance performance may not be more than two pages in length. So, going to the press to publish a two page work will be very strange. This may have been one of the major factors that have not encouraged the publication of Librettos. That is why the idea of a collection is recommended here.

Revisiting and Developing the Sketched Work:

Most  choreographers  do  not  go  back  to  the  written  work  to develop it with the intention of making it available for interested people to also produce it. The written sketches in most cases are works in progress which must be consciously revisited and thoroughly reworked, developed and prepared in details for other users. There are many things usually on the choreographer's first script that often only he can understand. All these are to be rewritten with other users in mind. The Task of Writing the Libretto Itself: From the experience of this writer who is also a playwright, there is no doubt that the writing of a dance libretto is more difficult compared to writing a play or a libretto for an opera. To write a dance libretto is not just to write a story. It entails writing the story in a dance possible way. This is because there are stories that are not dance compliant or danceable. The script must be in the form that another choreographer will just interpret it in movements and not to think of alternate way of realizing what is not realizable in the script. This will be a mark of a failed script.

What is Dance Possible Way?

The essence of going to watch a play is to see and hear well composed dialogues and a well packaged production.  The audience attending an opera performance must be aspiring to be educated and entertained with well harmonized songs and musical theatre. The focus of a dance performance therefore, should be telling stories or affecting the audience through movements. The use of dialogue and music should be at the barest minimal. When a dance performance thus depend heavily on dialogue, narrator, song or music for its understanding and or communication it is a failed production.  One of  the  common mistakes made when writing a dance libretto is to allow the desire to  write  or  present  a  particular  situation  the  way  we  want  to override the performativity of it on stage.

Hence, before conceptualizing the libretto into movements, possibilities and plausibility is a factor to look out for. In example one below; there are so many dance impossibilities here. How do you dance to convince the audience that you want a man “as a birthday” gift? Meanwhile once that meaning is lost the understanding of the message will be affected. A crafting like this should definitely be avoided. So the dance script must be crafted in way that the stories will be dance compliant or movement prone. The  dance  possible  way  is therefore  the  skilfulness  of making  all  actions  danceable  or  writing  movement  possible actions.
Suggested Techniques for Writing a Dance Libretto

The idea or the subject matter to write on is not teachable but largely inspirational. Therefore, what we are going to concern ourselves with are the methods of putting them down in the best possible way or dance possible way.

We shall illustrate with five different examples taking from some of my students' assignments in their attempts at writing a libretto.

Example one:

She pleads with her parents to free the man and that she will take him as her birthday gift but they refuse her request and she gets very angry.

Example two:

Lights come on stage where Okoro is soliloquising on how he will go back to the earth to see his people, then the princess comes to him and he requests to be allowed to go back to his people that there is no place like home.

Example three:

The fisherman decided to go to over the sea to see his friends and family, but before going he teaches the girl a lovely song with which she will call her whenever she needs him. He promised to answer her call whenever she does.

Example four:

Obi arrives in the village. He is given a warm welcome. He narrates all he went through in the forest. When they heard him they get angry at him and reject his living among them. So he decides to go back to the forest.

Example five:

Nike sneaks out of the party under the sea and swims to the top of the sea where she sees a lot of human beings enjoying and having fun. She joins them but after a while she has to go back to the party still unnoticed though she has no interest in it.

Avoid Mime. This area has been the aspect where dance librettos are more susceptible and this arises when dance is taken out of the context of communication. We should be aware that there are mime dramas; therefore a dance performance should not consist of a quarter of mime not to talk of having mine all through. In example four above; Obi's “narration” of “all he went through in the forest” will turn out to be a mime and not a dance scene.

Avoid Flash Backs. This absolutely has little or no hopes of working out. Flashbacks are more suitable for drama and not for dances, because the communication intended relies on the flow of the idea through an establishment of the beginning, middle and an end. Therefore, flashbacks will not only distort the message, it would present the dance in a caricature form. 

It is usually better to order the work in a straight and progressive plot.

Avoid Dialogue. It is the major characteristic of drama. Dancers should be made to communicate in movements. Dance has actually broken the language barrier. So, example two above where Okoro is said to be “soliloquising” should not appear in a dance script at all.

Avoid Dependence on Songs/Music for the Understanding. The fact is that at times we tend to believe that with the song the audience will grasp the meaning of the dance but this is a failure on the part of the script or choreography. One can just imagine if the production is taken to a location outside the language of the song or somebody who does not understand the language is present in the hall of performance. So, example three above is not encouraged.

Avoid Run on Scenes. This is another common mistake observed in many dance scripts. An action will start in a particular scene and run on into another scene and back to the first scene within a movement.  Example five is applicable here. At the point Nike arrives and join human beings at the top of the sea, we are already in another scene. Her coming back to join the party she left under the sea is another movement.

Don't Deliberately Create Confusion. This is by not telling too long story but by making our stories short and direct. We should allow more room for carrying out much dances rather than telling stories. There is also the need to avoid multiple themes in the bid to avoid creating confusion.  It requires an extra task understanding dance already.

Have the Stage Area and Possibilities in Mind. Making a plane to bring dancers on stage, making dancers to fly or creating too many locales will not provide the much needed space for the dances and the dancers. 

It is important to add the place of happening and time of action at the beginning of every movement. This is a feature of a good script. Also the Librettist's (authorial) comments and stage comments or instructions are to be clearly marked out in brackets, parenthesis and italics to distinguish them from the dances. 

In all, the way out is to be aware of the above don'ts and be resolved to think and think more. A deeper thought will produce an  alternative  to  any  situation  that  seem  difficult  to  realize. Writing frequently will also help to improve our skill and the qualities of our work.  So, keep thinking and keep writing.
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