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Literature is Performance
By Professor Olu Obafemi
In Africa, literature is, simply, nearly performance. And it does not matter whether we are talking about oral literature (or orature, as it is now being categorised) or written literature (the kind that is often given primacy or deference in academic circles, for its adjudged permanence, formality and durability): performance is at the bedrock of African literature. Performance – the aggregate interaction of all the arts – music, song, dance, gesture and movement with the spoken or written word with an audience – is the most enduring, robust and social means of apprehending and perceiving the literature of Africa. 

 

The ancestory – the gods, in general, the supersensible and extra-terrestial forces with whom man communicates and relates for harmony, peace, fertility or economic benefits – is evoked in the literature of songs, chants, praise and panegyrics.  Ogun, the Yoruba god of war and creativity, is evoked and humoured by his devotee through agogo (clinking objects) and sekere (castanets) throughout all the ritual and seasonal celebrations and performances. Sango, the Yoruba god of thunder, lightning, and, as Wole Soyinka has metaphorised, electricity and retribution, is best humoured, evoked or provoked to dance through a Sango-pipe – one of the most notable aspects of Sango worship – a classic way in which oral poetry is performed – with all its rhythmic attributions. Sango worshippers and artists chant his praise and epithets to appease him and tease good services and benefits from him. Besides the rhythmic patterns of the poem itself is the drum – the Bata drum, which is the unique drum of Sango. And there is the dancing dexterity of the god, which leads to his being referred to as kokoro fijo sayo, literally meaning the ‘worm rejoices in dancing’. Sango personifies dance. What we have tried to show from the above copious references to Sango is the inseparability of performance from literature – in this instance oral literature. The front-line African oral literary scholar, Professor Oyin Ogunba, once buttressed this claim when he stated that ‘it is a truism to say that the real nature (the true quality) of a piece of oral poetry can only be realised in performance’. The poet appeals to his audience in three key ways: through the ear (sound rhythms) – auditory; through the eyes – visual, that is eyes-rhymes; and through body rhythms and movements – kinetic.

 

But as we are to find out later, the contemporary African poet works and creates consciously from the understanding of the performance imperativeness of poetry. All of them – from the late Christopher Okigbo, Kofi Awoonor, through Atukwei Okai, to Niyi Osundare, Okinba Launko (the pen name for Femi Osofisan), to Tanure Ojaide, Odia Ofeimun and the young generation of poets such as Akeem Lasisi and his Yoruba musical, written poetry, Iremoje, move far beyond the reading essence of poetry to its performance, and they bring this out in their written poems. Okot p’Bitek’s Song of Lawino is taken straight from the oral performance tradition. Thus, for both the oral and the writing poet, the reciter or cantor almost always knows and works with the perception that poetry is performance-based. And so, for all manner of recitation, invocation, chanting, singing, drumming – performance is the sole business of the poet-practitioner. All of them create, in their poems, the right impression of the inseparability of music and poetry and the essence of performance as the sole form of poetry rendition.

 

Like poetry, folktales, a significant embodiment of oral performance, are fundamental to performed literature, both in drama and in prose-fiction. Take the example of the inter-dependence of folktales and modern fiction on the one hand and folktale performance and dramatic performance on the other. Fagunwa, the Yoruba classic novelist, borrows copiously from Yoruba folktales in weaving the plots of creation of all his classical novels, as exemplified by Ogboju Ode Ninu Igbo Irunmale, translated as A Forest of a Thousand Demons. Fagunwa thought of himself principally as a traditional storyteller and he functioned as such. In so doing, he was acutely conscious of his role as the equivalent of an oral traditional performer, who was ‘deeply conscious’ of his audience, and he designed his works – their rhetoric, tonal balance, word play, repetition, ideophones – as performance, rather than as texts meant to be read. Similarly, the more contemporary novelists, beginning from the tradition created by Amos Tutuola in The Palm-Wine Drunkard, have keen performance sensibilities. This novel was of course instantly adapted for the stage by the late Kola Ogunmola, a leading proponent of the Yoruba Travelling Theatre, as Lanke Omu. This is the sense in which the classic first novel of Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart, which has been established as one of the most widely read novels in the world, as the work of a storyteller – one who is at the same time a performer. Is it any wonder therefore that the novel was so easily and successfully adapted for the stage by the Nigerian writer Biyi Bamidele?  The primacy of performance in African literature is boldly manifest in Femi Osofisan’s satirical first novel, Kolera Kolej, whose performance potential lent it to easy adaptation for the stage by the brilliant technical director, Dexter Lyndersay, who died recently. Earlier this year I also reworked and staged the play, to mark Osofisan’s 60th birthday. 

 

The folktale tradition as performed art is the foundation for the successful theatrical enterprise of the foremost Ghanaian dramatist, the late Efua Sutherland. The Anansewa – spider folktales – is the informing vision and aesthetics of, not only Sutherland’s most significant play-text, The Marriage of Anansewa, which, according to James Gibbs, has ‘become a classic for African Theatre’, but the entire theatre tradition that she built for Ghana – the Ghana National Theatre Movement. From the initial ‘spider play’, Anansegoro, a blended performance by a storyteller, audience and songs, a performance tradition of oral and written plays was established, deploying the Ananse stories, with borrowed Western modes. Anyone who intends to read African play-texts will be dealing only with the surface experience and the result will be dry and trite. Imagine trying to reduce the subtle stagecraft and robust dialogue of Ata Ama Aidoo’s Anowa or the celebrative ritual performance in Soyinka’s Kongi’s Harvest and Death and the King’s Horseman to a classroom reading exercise!

 

The cultural background of African writers, producers of modern African literature, leaves them with no option other than to perceive their art as evolving from a performance backloth. The rites of passage, the fertility rites, the rich Egungun Masquerade ensembles in the village squares and royal courtyards, the yam festivals, the circumcision/initiation rites, naming ceremonies, wedding and nuptial celebrations, funerals, planting seasons and harvest celebrations, folktale pageants –  all inform the circle of life and experiences through which an African child grows – and this is in spite of centuries of imperialist, systematic subjugation of those rich cultural traditions. It cannot be otherwise. African literature is fashioned from the performative cultural sub-soil of the pre and postcolonial realities of the continent. 

 

My initial years in the UK in the 1970s confronted me with the distinctive literary traditions of the West and Africa. Sitting through theatre performances in those beautiful theatres in England, with specific reference to the Leeds Playhouse, which I visited very frequently and even acted in, I felt like a fish out of water. Once or twice I made to offer interjections and approbations as is common back at home, only to be faced with understanding, reproachful glances from an audience that must reserve their comments to the extended claps at the end of performance. The robust participation and active engagement that emerged from the oral performance repository from which modern African theatre emerged is completely absent on the Western stage. Performance is the kernel of real and true African literature.

 

Olu Obafemi

Professor of English, writer and theatre practitioner
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