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nSCA'lTERED SPOI'LIGHI'S IN TIlE SE7IR:H FOR ClARITY"

The Drama of Bla c k Afriaa. By Ant:h::m¥ Graham­
\<bite. Naw York: Sarrue1 French, In::: . , 1974

SCholarship in SUb-saharan African draJlB aOO. theater has been
very slow in caning. 'Ihis~ is TQt suqrising when we rea­
lize that serious stuties in drama did TQt begin in African Univer­
sities until the last decade. '!he drarratic activities of L 'Eble
William Ponty which later spread t:l1rouJhout Dakar, in senegal , were
originally designed to smw off ecocrc African talents to the neerop­
olis, and the =lonial <,PVernOrs, '<lb::l ecocrcerued the Africans on
such tours, were often at pains to j ustify their art~ cbuble­
talk. Ql the one hand, the artists were carriers of the authenticity
and truth of the African IooQrld. on the other hand, boeever, they
represented a synthesis; TQt rrerel.y the artistic synthesis of song,
eeoce , ImlSic aOO. literature \IIhich belonged to the African , wt aloo
the cultura l synthesis into I<Ihich the African has been transn'UtOO
in the process of co looial assimilation. It is out of the recollect­
ions of this experience that Blkary 'I'raOdl wrote his Le Theatre Negro ­
Africain, published by zreseece Africaine in 1959, aOO. later trans­
lated into English by Dapo 'Mall¢'a aOO. published by Ibadan Univer­
s i ty Press (1972) umer the title The Black African Thea t er and its
Social Functions .

'I1le next significant wxk to appear in this area is AntOOny
Graham-I'hite ' s The DranrI of Black Africa . content-wise, The Bla ck
African Theater is a mi.cro:::osm, aOO. T1w DranrI of B1.aak Africa, a
IlaCrUCOSll, for while BakaIy Trame generalizes on African '!heater
through the gli.npses fran L' E::01.e William Ponty am Fodeba 's 'Ibeatre
Africain, Anthony Graham-White approaches his stu:.iy through a nere
intensive stu:ly of ~t African drarratic types, with frequent irK:ur­
sicrls into other areas of suc-sereran Africa. '!he result, Traore 's
s t u::l:y is f ull of generalizations which have 00 textual s~rt while
Graham-I'bite's IooQrk contains an ablmd.ance of critical rerereocee \IIhich
cb rot necessarily fit into a historical or artistic pattern. '!his
ct>servation is material for a lOf¥Jer essay which I cb TQt rreen to
pursue in the present context, am as slXh I would rather devote
the rest of my caments to Grallan'rlhite 's, T1w D.rw7tl of B1.aak Africa .

In a discipline socn as DrimB/'1heater where western SCholars
ask, relative to the African continent, "I s there any?" , the need
to provide Wornation, 00 matter tn.> sketchy becares an urgent aOO
necessary one imeed. Graham-I'bite has cbubly proved that there is
an a1:lurdarre of IlB.terial on the drama in Black Africa, fust to his
Stanford University Drarra professors; and sec.xn:ily , through.5anlJe1
Frerch Inc; he has brought this material to the wider Io'Orl d . ere
is therefore nere terpted to praise the research efforts of Graham­
I'hite (as DaPJ Adelugba eces in his Preface to the wxk) than in
raising questions based on scmlarly-theoretical corcepts a:I the qu:l.l ­
ity ani accuracy of the material, for oo1Ddy '<lb::l reads The DranrI of
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Black Afr'Wa will fail to be iJlpressed by the quantity and qIB1ity
of IICh::l1at"ly~ qmt;Ild . '!hese sources, EcD1dary as they are,
nevertheless a:nstitute a Il8jor refenn::e awrce to sdDlars inter­
ested in Drama and'Iheater in Black Africa . Nlat adYanta<;les field
trips and int.ervi.aIs would be ve provided have been CCIlplnltive1y
attained t:hrou¥t very intensive library research.

TJw Drartu cf Bl QDk Africa ~1B mt a history of African drana~ ,

says Grahan~te in his -Intnxb::tiat-, but a survey of the IlElin
dramIltic types, -the 9lXp:! of eecb" , the -<XJmaI tb:mes and tIEir
<.ievelop'rent-, thus irdica:tin; briefly "what IlBY be the d1rect:ialS
in which Afr ican drllllla is llDVirJ;r . - (p . 11. yet roix:ldy wro scans
t:hrou;h the took will fail to be guided by its obvious h1storical
and critical devel.qm!nt or meth::dology. 'Ihu8. Qapter I I::egine
aI - 'It!e Origins o f DnIrB in Africa- and the took eros with a "Ccn­
clusicrL- which speeulates a:J the future of drata in Africa relative
tc the Bl iEI9t:id! of the African draPatist wro 18 at 0'l0e an irdivi­
dual and lepxeaeiltative o f his society, a s ib.Bt.1oA'I the autklr eee­
pares with the Ehglish Renai..ssan::e period of dram:l.t1c history. Even
the ca~izat.1alof the mlln drmmtic types into the - traditialal,
~ and literluy~ (p . 2), Jll1St be associated i th historical
developrent in the analysis and treated as su::h. Fl:an -'!he origins
of oreea in Africa- through ~Drana of the COlcn1al PeriOO~ (Chapter
3) to "DraIl8 Seeking~- (~ 4 ) , the historical per­
spective is CUlStant but instead of - l1teI"ary Drama- and -Ptlpular
DnlrrB- as baadi.ngs for Chapters 5 and 6, Grahlm-Wlite resorts tzuly
to his wperspectives- . nros -Yonb!~- represelts Pqlular Dr.mEl
and -J .P . Clark and \fQle SOyinka- stand for -:Literary Dnma- . 'Ihe
result is that there ;q:pears to be m~ Il'E'tb:d:>l.o: for the
rest. of the~ and this leaves the reader r'I:It with the auth:lrity
o f Graham-itl.i.te a:J African Dr.ma, instead there are a nud:ler of
\oQioes, all speaking at the same time.

Graham-i<N.te is cbviously handic;awed by his lack. of CQl.tact
with Africans and their art (except for a brief periOO in laxbn),
especially in their 00'Il env i.rcnmnt. 'Ihis contact; sOOuld have been
oeoessary, at least before the ~icat1on of the txxlk , to ccrrcccr­
ate his earlier inforrm.t.i.at IlC6t o f which care3 fran anthrqx:lloqical
oources. '!he three areas of dranatic types treated have teccee in­
depen:1ent areas o f research and robody can mwly very justifiable
penpec tives a:J~ with::lut aare field work . 'nl.ke the area o f trad­
itional drarra f or ~le. E1ab:lrate dependBd! a:J the wort. o f aeo­
peen anthropllogists w:lUld have been mnecessary had the al,...:mr cD­
serve:j at least cmr of these perfocrances and 1nvest.iqated its 8OC'~

loqioal iJlt:ll1catia'l8 . '!his 10CUld have~ the mfortl.nlte I,n­

theatrical~ as evidenced by -1.anqu:l.qes of priJnitive aocletiesw

(p. 9) , "llaqic- as applied to JlBSks ard the irdiscriminate use of
-ritual- for tnditional dnmatic art. Also the rea9CX'lS I«ly w:Il'lerI
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w::lU1d wt be anc-rl trl talk a1xJut the nuskai players , an:) Wtrj
these crarecters w;JU1d rot perform after the rain, IQl1d have
teen drarratically justified. Allli:Ju:)h the t.efIdercy tcrlay is to­
wards en interdisciplinary e pproecb to African Sbili.es. ro ectcier
abIDXJos his own field tx> d;.Jell 00. the observat.i.lxls of Cl1:mrs
fl'all armher discipline.

'!he autmr makes the right observation when he wr i tes. "Dr.n­
atic perfonrances are usually giV8l. during a festival , just as in
classical Atrens plays were perforned during the festivals of the
l.EnaeII. am DionysusR Ip, 331. I prefer to use the term -traditiar
al African festival theater- for lIDSt African traditional drarra
because it is a IlI.d1 ecre co.p:te."ellsive and organizing tel:rnin:llogy.
Festivity calls for entert.aintlent ard freed:::m fran -realM life ee­
str.ictiau;. And , eeseern Sch;llars can c;nly arri ve at an objective
rather than Slbjective conclusioos 00 traditional arts when they
beg in to see these arts as theu-~ see them, not just as "we
are ecccseceee to'" , '!he term> religion and ritual have teccee ece­
ccnstrictors to the traditional Afr ican festival drama ard otmr
traditional arts . 'Ihe peredeterce of these terms have :resulted in
a rtental bloc for western theater theoreticians . 'rtey s.intUy can­
not advan:e fur"theJ;. '!he production process is seen a s ritualist­
ic procedure altlnugh their own professional and amateur product­
ions are art not r itual. s inply stated, this position is nere cul­
tural and academic chauvinism because it c laims a position of sup­
eriority over Iotlat it eoee rot actually urrlerstand.

Ritual . as GrahaJn.-+lI.J.te ramrks. "may de<Jelop tol.Jcu'd drama in
three ways: t:hrmJ;Ih the rrolification o f the perrcmerce, throu#l
ra!I.S)[l for the pertcreerce changirg, ani throu:;h its adoption I:1j
awther people- lw. 18-19) and he~ these with African and
aJropean~. Also, drarra my develop -a'Umglride r i tual, as
a suw1erentazy perfClDl8tt:e- o r the after-piece of the ritull cere­
m::ny. 'Ihi.s tiEoretical franeoork Wo!ards the rel.at.i.lx1ship between
ri tual and drana. althlugh not mtirel.y new tsee cere Harr:i8on, An­
cifmt Art and Ritual for exarrplel , nevertheless stou1d help the re­
searcher in IlBking distinctials between mere religious ritual and
art. azt we need to go farther than this. Traditiooal theater be­
ing' the prodlJ::t o f the traditiooal society in which~ ard autJDr­
ity bel.a1g to the traditicnll priests -.to also control the land and
the IlEljot" IlEBIlS o f produ::1:i.ai , i t is litUe w:ro:ier why ~ secuter
entertaimetts IIaJSt be hiI:kIen Imder the rel.igioos cloak. 'lbus,
before~ col.onialiSll~ the dynamics of the African
cultural growth, people )a)ew when they~ ...urshipping for practi­
cal results and Io'hen the l i.c:ense of enterta.i.ntEnt takes CM!r . order
had to be inp::lsed in the manner of social san::tia1s and tal::oos be­
cause disorder looOuld pln::ture the aesthetic ceicco, the willing' sus­
pension o f dj sbal iet , and sh:x:k the perfonrers and their a lJllence
into su::klen reality.


