



















































































In search of
a new African

theatre

by Demas Nwoko

N accident of history has made
A us Africans a curious people.

Our formal education began
with the learning of things foreign to
our culture in every branch of pro-
fessional training—medicine, agricul-
ture, language, history, geography,
and even in crafts like pottery, smith-
ery and weaving. The result for the
young African artist is a confusion
that breeds in him an inferiority
complex.

Modern African schools of drama
teach theatre history, dramatic liter-
ature, speech and movement, dance,
design and play production. Drama
students are confronted with plays
written by authors ranging from the
Greeks to modern writers like lonesco,
Pinter or Kafka.

Dance, design and production work-
shops offer practical courses which
are important in the training of a
theatre artist, but these aspects of the
theatre are mostly taught through
books, which tend to deal with them
in academic rather than practical
terms. :

The whole atmosphere is charged
with books and much emphasis is
placed on written examinations, so
that the students lose interest in the
practical aspects. They work so hard
to understand these text books that
frustration and exhaustion take away
any incentive to create spontaneous-
ly. This is to be expected since cre-
ativity is more a matter of intuition

- than knowledge.

African artists of today seek free-
dom to create their own art and cul-
ture, to borrow from wherever they
wish and to do anything they like
with what they borrow; above all
they seek freedom to be the sole
judge of the validity of their living
culture.

DEMAS NWOKO, Nigerian artist and authar,
has written a number of studies on the place
of modern theatre in African life and culture.

" fessional

The training of the young African
artist should be based on teaching in
the classical art forms: of Africa.
Once they have matured in their own
culture, all artists will pick up what-
ever influences they choose from any
corner of the globe. | see this as the
only sane beginning for any African
art.

To achieve this, our schools of art
and theatre should be practical pro-
workshops and studio
schools, outside the universities.

| would advocate the re-establish-
ment of the old apprenticeship system.
Actors "as well as all other theatre
artists should learn their craft in thea-
tre studios run by theatre directors.

Many spirited attempts have been
made in the past and are still being
made today to evolve an African
theatre idiom. Though no formal
philosophy has been propounded we
all agree that a truly African identity
in art is imperative. It is also com-
monly held that this new art should
neither ape European art nor be a
mere copy of traditional African art.

When we talk of a modern African
theatre, | should like us to think of a
culture that belongs to the new
African society, concentrated mostly
in the cities and towns.

Artistically speaking, traditional Afri-
can society worked almost always in
tribal enclaves and this was obviously
due to the poor communications that
existed in former times. Over a long
period, tribes developed theatrical
expressions unique to them, to such
an extent that scholars subsequently
tended to accept these differences as
cultural distinctions between African
tribes. Even Africans themselves are
generally surprised to see a person of
a different tribe perform a dance of
their tribe fairly well.

There is almost a belief that tribal
artistic expressions have their origins
in the customs and philosophy of the
tribe and often acquire a religious

colouring in the process. Once this
process is completed, the art is seen
as theirs alone and any outsider, i.e.
anyone immediately outside the clan,
is not expected to understand it easily.

Today, however, the new African
society is detribalized. It is nationalis-
tic now and will eventually become
Pan-Africanistic, as political unity is
achieved.

The artistic expression of one tribe
cannot fulfil the aesthetic needs of
this multi-tribal society. There has to
be a marriage of artistic habits, and
this is accomplished naturally as the
society comes to share the same reli-
gions, work and play. The duty of
the artists of this new society will be

* to create an art that will express the

life and aspirations of this new
"supertribe’’.

By virtue of its structure, the new
African society, which is characteriz-
ed by basically classless social habits,
holds great promise for the growth of
a people’s theatre. To achieve this
most desirable end, dramatists should
work with the people in mind at all
times.

Any attitude that tends to empha-
size distinction in status, or which
creates exclusive tastes in theatrical
entertainment, should be avoided. In
the framework of our present-day
society, any expression of the peo-
ple’s soul will be successfully African
and can become very popular.

It is always wrongly generalized that
an art that is popular is vulgar and
that fine art is always exclusive.
Traditional African arts have shown
that every human being is capable of
appreciating and enjoying the fine
arts, be he king or slave, master or
servant,

To preserve this heritage, any artist
who purposely confines his talent to
a single section of our society should
not be encouraged with public pa-
tronage, as there is a possible trace of
class patronage in him. Everybody
might not be able to buy the most
highly-priced seats in a theatre, but
all should be able to enjoy a play,
deriving a common aesthetic satisfac-
ti??fbased on a common philosophy
of life.

The most important thing on the
stage should be man, and not the
events he is enacting; neither should
the objects around nor the tech-
nological trappings of the modern
stage distract attention from him. We
should not seek to achieve mathema-
tical precision and speed to the detri-
ment of the full development and
exposition of the art of the living
artist on stage.

Realism as it is known in Western
theatre. appears wulgar to African
audiences, which react to it with
laughter that is not the laughter of an
amused person, but the chuckle of an
adult at the ineffectiveness of a child-

ish prank.
CONTINUED PAGE 33
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' S far as the general public is
concerned, it may well be
that the cinema is more high-

ly appreciated than anything else that

the West has brought to Africa.

From Niger to Botswana, from An-

gola to Tanzania, people flock to film

shows, and every country boasts a

great many cinemas, most of them

in the towns.

These cinemas undoubtedly play a
part in keeping people who for va-
rious reasons have moved to the
towns from returning to the villages
where they were born.

This makes the cinema—challeng-
ed as a form of entertainment only
by football—an important factor in
African society, and one that can in
certain circumstances have a major
impact on a country’s economy. Since
most of these economies are predo-
minantly agricultural, the rural exodus
which the cinema directly or indirectly
encourages is a matter whose impor-
tance cannot be ignored. -

| have often asked young Africans
why they insist on staying in the
towns, where they have no useful
occupation, instead of returning to
their villages where they would be

FRANCIS BEBEY, musician, novelist and
poet of Cameroon, is founder and director of
Ozileka, a record publishing house producing
records for Africa. Composer and guitarist,
he has given recitals of his compositions in
many countries, and has made several records,
the latest of which, Condition Masculine, /s
published by Ozileka. He is also the author of
a book of initiation into the traditional music
of Black Africa, African Music: A People’s
Art (Hill Lawrence and Co., New York, 1975).
In 1968 he was awarded the Grand Prix Litté-
ralre de I'Afrigue Noire for his novel Le Fils
d'Agatha Moudio (“Agatha Moudio’s Son”,
Hutchinson, London, 1973). For ten years he
was associated with Unesco’s programme for
the development of broadcasting in Africa.
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The awakening
African cinema

happier. All too often these young
villagers mention the cinema as an
urban attraction which they find hard
to resist.

At this point it is perhaps worth
pausing to define exactly what we
mean when we talk about the cinema
in Black Africa. Basically, of course,
the African cinema is much the same
as in the West: a darkened room, a
screen, a projector, a film being pro-
jfe_alcted, and an audience watching the
ilm.

Often, though, the darkened room
is simply an open-air enclosure with
concrete terraces for seats. The
screen is open to the weather and
not always ideal for a satisfactory
projection. The projector is liable to
be a noisy old machine and the film
a "'western” of doubtful taste. As
for the audience, its spontaneous in-
volvement in the proceedings may
sometimes be a little disconcerting.

To be fair, things are not always
thus, and in the big cities such as

Dakar, Nairobi, Lagos or Bukavu the’

cinemas are air-conditioned and every
bit as comfortable as those in Europe
or America, with the most up-to-date
equipment. These cinemas generally
cater to arelatively well-off public,
offering programmes of perfectly res-
pectable intellectual, cultural "and
artistic credentials.

Open-air cinemas, which are found
in many countries of the African sa-
vannah and in some towns of the
forest regions, cost little to build and
the running expenses are practically
nil. They are pretty uncomfortable for
the "“ordinary’” members of the public,
but they nearly always have three or
four rows of covered seats on a raised
dais at the back for the more impor-
tant Africans.in the audience or for
Europeans —should they ever venture
into these "cinemas for Africans”.

~For many teenagers and poor adults,

by Francis Bebey

these open-air cinemas are a godsend,
especially when there are a few trees
nearby. It is an easy matter to climb
up onto a stout branch and enjoy an
excellent view of the screen.

So cinema audiences in Black Africa
are socially stratified and could in
themselves provide the subject for an
interesting sociological study. Depend-
ing on the kind of cinema and the
neighbourhood in which it is situated,
the price of a ticket may vary between
the equivalent of 25 cents and $ 6.

Most cinemas belong to non-Afri- -
cans or to chains set up by European
or American distributors. For several
decades, two French firms owned and -
ran a network of over 300 cinemas
in the French-speaking part of Africa.

The situation is no longer quite the
same. A Tunisian journalist, Tahar
Cheriaa, writing in the weekly maga-
zine Algérie-Actualités in January 1972,
reported that 33 of these cinemas
had been nationalized by State bodies
following independence; that 83 now
belonged to private individuals, al-
though their programmes were still
provided by non-African companies;
and that 200 or so still belonged to
the two companies.

- But although the situation today is
no longer what it was 15 years ago,
the changes that have occurred do not
seem to have brought about a genuine
assumption of control, over distribution
by African governments. In the En-
glish-speaking countries the circuits
set up by the British, and the arrival
of American companies on the market
are a matter of concern to government
leaders and officials responsible for
African cinema. '

The fact is that these companies,
which have enjoyed a monopoly over -
film-distribution in Black Africa ever
since the beginning, are at the root
of the appalling state of the cinema
on the African continent. }






They are answerable to no one but
themselves when deciding on the sort
of film to be shown to the public. As
a result, African film-goers are offered
a diet of European duds, third-rate
American westerns and Egyptian or
Indian films so bad they could never
hope for a showing in Europe or
America.

HIS widespread distribution of
poor-quality films has at least
two tragic consequences: it

develops and nurtures uncritical taste

on the part of the public while at the
same time leaving scant room for the
development of Africa’s own potential
—or already existing—film-making
creativity.

In addition, it misleads many film-
goers into thinking that the cinema-
fiction served up to them is in fact
reality, and into accepting uncritically
everything they see on the screen.

The public thronging the cheap ci-
nemas In the poorest districts, in other
words the vast majority of African
film-goers, is in such thrall to the ci-
nema that the dangers underlying the
kind of unscrupulous programming
imposed by the existing distributors
are all too apparent.

The fact that audience participation
does not stem from any profound
reflexion means that “lessons’’ learn-
ed from the cinema screen are often
put into practice in real life. For ex-
ample, certain African towns expe-
rience periodic outbreaks of lawless-
ness following a spate of films glorify-
ing outlaws and gangsters.

The trouble is, this kind of fiim
makes up the bulk of Western cine-
ma's contribution to Black Africa; the
great films of the international cinema
are a rarity. True, in some parts
Charlie Chaplin is as familiar a figure
as Tarzan. Still, on the whole, and
certain improvements in programmes
over the past few years notwithstand-
ing, the African cinema-going public
continues to be overwhelmed by ar-
tistically stultifying and morally re-
prehensible films.

African film-making as such has ex-
panded -over the past 15 years, but
it is handicapped not only by a lack
of financial resources, not only by
obstacles placed in its way by the dis-
tributors, but also by the attitude of
the public, trained as it is in the school
of poor taste rather than that of
thoughtful scrutiny.

When someone like Ousmane Sem-
b&ne suggests a moment'’s reflection
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about some aspect of society, as in
his films Mandabi or La Noire de...,
(Black Girl) he is by no means sure of
having the African public on his side.
What kind of a film is this, it doesn’t
feature any of our favourite blood-
and-thunder heroes?”” think some,
while others mutter, "What on earth
does he think he’s up to, showing us
all the most commonplace aspects of
our daily lives?”

After all, it is understandable enough
that African film-goers, as avid for
exoticism as their counterparts the
world over, should have little time for
scenes of everyday life taken from all
around them. But the problem goes
deeper still: for all too long the African
public has been encouraged to think
about anything but its own condition,
This encouragement, which was an
integral part of colonialism, has not
altogether vanished with the advent
of independence.

Little has been done to combat the
foreign distributors’ monopoly, to
create new circuits or to bring to a
wider public films capable of helping
Africans along the road to intellectual,
cultural and moral emancipation. One
even begins to wonder whether this
misuse of cinema is not at least part-
ly responsible for the misfortunes of
Black Africa today.

Despite all this, the past 15 years
have seen the growth of an African
cinema worthy of the name. Some
people have seen its output as a new
form of modern African literature; at
any rate, it has included a number of
fims condemning colonialism, and
others dealing with the struggle
against neo-colonialism, with mistakes
made in the early days of indepen-
dence, with the position of women
in African society and with what Guy
Hennebelle has called the ‘“new black
slave trade” in his book Les cinémas
africains (African cinemas; published
by the Société Africaine d'Edition,
Dakar, 1972).

The development of an African
cinema has had a number of conse-
quences, including the foundation of
the Panafrican Cinema Federation,
which has fostered African partici-
pation in various festivals (such as
the Carthage Film Festival), and which
is also partly responsible for the found-
ing of the Ouagadougou Festival.

These subjects have already inspir-
ed a great many films, but certain
names stand out from the crowd.
The Senegalese writer and film-maker
Ousmane Sembeéne is undoubtedly
the best-known African film-director
at the present time. With La Noire
de..., Mandabi, Taw, Emitai and

Xala, all of which are good films
aesthetically, ethically and technically,
Ousmane Sembeéne has brought the
Senegalese film industry to the fore-
front of Black African cinema.

His films draw their inspiration from
everyday African—in this case Sene-
galese —life, revealing its charm and
its poetry while at the same time re-
flecting deeply on the human condition
in Africa. This film-maker, who is in
many ways a model for conternpo-
rary Africa, has already received nu-
merous prizes and awards for his
work.

Med Ondo of Mauritania (Soleif O
in particular); Paulin Soumanou Viey-
ra, a pioneer of Senegalese cinema;
Mahama Traoré, better known as
Johnson Traoré (Diegue-bi and Njdjan-
gan), another Senegalese film-maker,
have, along with Babacar Samb-
Makharam (Kodou) and others, also
played an active part in the burgeon-
ing of African cinema.

The Ivory Coast is represented by
Désiré Ecaré (Concerto pour un Exil)
and A nous deux, France), Bassori
Timité (La Dune de la Solitude and
La Femme au Couteau) and Henri
Duparc (Mouna, ou le réve dun Ar-
tiste). However, unlike Senegal, -
where one really can speak in terms
of a "'national school’’ of film-making
due to the relatively large number of
film-makers at work, in the Ivory
Coast, these artists are isolated
creators.

Mustapha Alassane (Le Retour d’un
Aventurier, Le Téléphoniste, etc.)
and Oumarou Ganda (Cabascabo)
from Niger, Daniel Kamwa (Pousse-
Pousse and Boubou-Cravate) and
Dikongué Pipa fMoun‘a Moto), both’
from Cameroon, round up this brief,
but by no means exhaustive list of
the better-known * French-speaking
African film-makers.

Turning now to the English-speak-
ing countries, it is too early to speak
of the birth of a genuinely African
cinema, although Bernard Odidja of
Ghana (Doing Their Thing), Egbert
Adjesu, another Ghanaian (/ Told-
You So) and particularly the Nigerian
Ola Balogun (Alpha, Ajani Ogun,
etc.) all deserve mention.

Ola Balogun is both film-maker and
theoretician. Speaking of African ci-
nema’s development possibilities he
points out that in many countries
cinema audiences are too small for
receipts to be able to finance a ‘con-
ventional”’ cinema industry. “"How-
ever, we may regard the economic

- problem as more apparent than real,

since a reorganization of structures



coupled with judicious planning ought
to make it possible to resolve it.”
(See article page 12.)

. He believes that one solution that
might permit the development of film
production in Black Africa might lie
in cooperation between the African
States themselves, especially through
the pooling of technical and financial
resources, and through the adoption
by African film-makers of new types
of equipment—especially lightweight
material. Traditional 35 mm cameras
could be replaced by 16 mm ones,
and production crews could be pared
down to a minimum, all of which
would naturally help to cut film-pro-
duction costs.

This view, expressed by a film-
maker thoroughly familiar with the
problems of his craft, which he pract-
ises in Africa itself at the present
time, deserves to be borne in mind
by all concerned with the growth of
African cinema: film producers them-
selves, but also cinema managers
. and operators, Ministries of Culture
and the Arts, the teaching profession
as well as other bodies concerned
with education.

NE thing is certain, namely that
O at a time when the rich na-
tions are dropping . methods
and techniques that have come to be
regarded as outmoded; at a time when
Hollywood is abandoning its studios
in favour of shooting on location with
increasingly compact production crews,
African film-makers would be well-
advised to reassess their art and to
adopt a more realistic approach to
production than they have done in
the past.

In my opinion, the only kind of
equipment which is really suited to
economic conditions in Africa is nei-
ther 35 mm nor 16 mm, but the cheap-
est of them all, Super 8 mm. For
the moment, most ''self-respecting”
professionals will have nothing to do
with this format; and yet it alone is
capable of making films serve the
cause of development education in
Black Africa.

N Francis Bebey

In search

of a new. Afrlcan theatre

continued from page 29 -

They might well be asking "“"Why
cry on stage when we know you are
not grieved or hurt? Why stab some-
one to death when we know his life
is in no danger of death? Why kiss
and caress on stage when you are not
lovers?”” They cannot help laughing
when a “dead” man rises at curtam
call to take a bow.

While the European is prepared to
suspend his disbelief, and to consider
that what is happemng on stage is
"reality”’, the African prefers to see a
performance as an artistic display.
In order to achieve the desired purity
in art, aesthetically ugly manifesta-
tions like quarrels, which create
abusive language and physical con-
frontations in fights, cruelty which
results in killing, and other types of
death, are enacted in a h|ghly stylized
manner.

What is true of the acting holds
also for design. The African does not
expect to see a house on stage, nor
does he expect to see a real car, a
king’s crown or even a real police-
man’s uniform. A theatrical represen-
tation of these things is all he expects,
and this is how it should be in the
theatre.

The theatre is first and foremost a
visual expression using sound in mu-
sic, song or speech; movement, walk-
ed or danced; designs, colour, shapes

. in two or three dimensions, static or

in motion; and a text to build up
associations with the world of nature.
Valid theatre can exist without a text,
while a text without visual expression
can only become literature and never
theatre.

In the new African theatre, there-
fore, the director should be a good
dancer and choreographer and, along
with these accomplishments, he
should have developed an ear for
music. He should have become so
conversant with shape and the use
of space that he can decide the shapes
of costumes and props that will
ensure their practicality.

While he should not necessarily
write the text of his scripts, he
should choose only poems or writings

_that fit into his style of production

since, in this theatre, the visual form
comes before the text in importance.
The true African dramatist will grow
with the African theatre, working
directly for a director or a style when
one has been successfully established.

As regards the ever-present question
of the synthesis of African and West-
ern cultures as they are found in our
lives, we must accept that a lot of
Western values have come to stay.

.for surface fun.

We will always have much more of
the European in us (especially with
the mass education programme in
hand) than the European will ever
have of our culture.

A few of us might appear quite at
ease in both cultures; but do not be
deceived—we are merely very good
actors and mimics, and it works well
Under this apparent
easy adaptability lies only one person-
ality, that of the African who must be
saved from his cultural ordeal. ‘

Whereas the African religion failed
in the face of the Christian Church
and lslam, art is more fortunate and
has become Africa’s pride in the
world today. So it seems that it is
the artist whose duty it is to restore
the new African into a wholesome
personality, by making his culture
dominate his material life.

African culture is not incompatible
with the material, purely technical and
economic aspects of Western civiliza-
tion. African culture can effectively
make use of modern technology for
its realization and dissemination on
the scale demanded by the world to-
day, without dehumanizing its values.

Western art today is not only com-
pletely dehumanized, but it is fashion-
ed for the glonflcatlon of man-made
things, indicating man’s sell-out to his
machines. We have as yet no ma-
chines to sell our souls to and | think
it would a little undignified of the
African to enslave himself to another
man’s machines. Let us build our
own modern, human civilization first,
and then decay in our own good
time.

H Demas Nwoko
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