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Instead of seeking out the “classical” on the snowy and inaccessible heights of Olympus, 
we should perhaps be looking for it on earth and using history to give it a name and some 
substance.

—Salvatore Settis
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13

In this study, I explore contemporary African adaptations of classical Greek tragedies. 
I analyse six dramatic texts by South African and Nigerian playwrights, written 
between 1973 and 2004. These adaptations are situated in and speak to contemporary 
contexts. Through their reworking of ancient plots and characters, Athol Fugard, Femi 
Osofisan, Wole Soyinka, Yael Farber and Mark Fleishman lend Greek tragedy relevance 
for South Africa and Nigeria. In this sense, as theatre scholar Kevin J. Wetmore states, 
“African adapters of Greek tragedy are doing the exact same thing Greek tragedians 
did: using the material of the past to comment on the present” (2002: 26). Rather than 
emphasising Greek tragedy as a metaphysical or existential genre, the playwrights I 
discuss understand it as fundamentally political.

The main title of this study is “The Politics of Adaptation.” I use this phrase to 
refer to the ways in which the discussed adaptations engage with and perform politics. 

…the Greeks were the niggers of the 
Mediterranean. If we looked at them now, 
we would say that the Greeks had Puerto 
Rican tastes. Right? Because the stones 
were painted brightly. They were not 
these bleached stones. As time went by, 
and they sort of whitened and weathered, 
the classics began to be thought of as 
something bleached-out and rain-spotted, 
distant. 

—Derek Walcott

Introduction: 
Contemporary African Drama and Greek Tragedy

On hearing the name “Greece”  
a cultured European man immediately 
feels himself to be in his home country.

—G.W.F. Hegel

CHAPTER 1



14

The article “the” is not intended to denote a singular, conclusive definition of what 
would be the politics of adaptation, but rather refers to the possible politics at play 
in adaptation. Those entail two interrelated levels. Firstly, playwrights turn to Greek 
tragedies to comment on their respective political presents. They choose to rework 
Antigone, the Bacchae, the Oresteia and Trojan Women because these texts, in their 
re-readings, hold political relevance in the contexts of apartheid and post-apartheid 
South Africa, and colonial and post-independence Nigeria. Through their emphasis 
on Greek tragedy’s relevance in contemporary African contexts, the writers also bring 
into play an additional level of politics. This level entails not so much the products but 
rather the process of adaptation and comes into existence through the relationship 
adaptations establish with the texts on which they draw. This relationship, which is also 
a relationship between different cultures, traditions and temporalities, is established 
in two ways. Firstly, the adaptations direct attention to Greek texts and contexts, as 
well as the cultural tradition of which Greek tragedy has come to form a canonical 
part. Therefore, although this is not a study in Classics and though I am not a classicist 
by training, I do engage with that discipline insofar that it is relevant to develop my 
argument. Secondly, as I will elaborate, by offering Greek tragedies as theirs, the 
playwrights indirectly yet effectively undermine Eurocentric claims of ownership and 
authority. They counter these claims by performing, through adaptation, a cultural 
politics directed at the Europe or West that has traditionally considered Greece as its 
property and as the very foundation of its supposedly superior culture. I am interested 
in both levels of “the politics of adaptation,” as well as in how these levels relate to and 
inform each other.

The subtitle to this study is “Contemporary African drama and Greek Tragedy.” I 
start with “contemporary African drama” rather than “Greek tragedy” because I wish 
to stress that I take the contemporary texts as the starting point of my analyses. Below, 
I expand on my methodological approach. The neutral conjunction “and” denotes 
a relationship in which contemporary African drama and Greek tragedy are equal 
partners, exceeding pre-set distinctions of chronology and hierarchy. I understand 
adaptation not in terms of a linear and one-directional relationship, in which the 
pre-text remains an authorative source, but as a constellation in which different texts, 
contexts and traditions relate to one another non-hierarchically and simultaneously. 
Where in the following pages I talk about “African adaptations of Greek tragedy,” I 
do so only for the sake of clarity and brevity; I am aware that this shorter phrase does 
not fully convey the nuances of my longer subtitle, and I ask the reader to keep this 
in mind.

Two words in my subtitle deserve some explanation. First of all, though I write about 
contemporary “African” drama, it is not Africa I discuss. I do not make comprehensive 
claims about a continent that, as is often forgotten, consists of different countries, 
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peoples, languages, religions and histories. I use the adjective “African” solely for the 
purpose of brevity. My analyses focus on the contexts of South Africa and Nigeria. I do 
not set out to compare these contexts to each other. Moreover, just as this is not a study 
about Africa, neither is it about Nigeria or South Africa. My focus is more narrowly 
defined: I examine a selection of Anglophone dramatic texts written by a number of 
Nigerian and South African playwrights. 

The second word in need of clarification is “drama.” I refer here to dramatic texts 
and not to the performances of these plays. Because dramatic texts function and 
circulate as texts in their own right, I believe it valid and worthwhile to consider them 
as independent cultural objects. My primary concern, then, is not how adaptations are 
staged and received in performance, but how they function as texts in relation to other 
texts. Despite this focus on textuality, I do discuss specific aspects of performance, but 
only insofar as these are referred to or implied by the texts. Also, I draw on the idea of 
the performative, an idea that is useful in reassessing the distinction between the other 
concepts of performance and text as one that, while operative, is gradual rather than 
essential. Reading a text is, much like viewing a play, a performative practice that takes 
place in the present act of reading.1

While the validity of textual analysis is rarely questioned with respect to Greek 
tragedies, the situation seems to become different once African drama is concerned. I 
experienced this first-hand at a conference in Chicago in 2008, where a theatre scholar 
accused me of “reinscribing colonialism by privileging text.” Despite her genuine 
conviction, I believe that a claim as hers risks preserving the logic it seeks to contest. 
It implies a binary opposition between a West of literacy and print and an Africa of 
illiteracy and orality, which simply does not hold in contemporary African cultures. I 
do not privilege text over performance, but I do make text my centre of analysis. There 
is a crucial difference between the two.

Below, I outline the framework for the rest of my study. I do so from different 
angles. To appreciate the dynamics at play in African adaptations of Greek tragedy 
it is, first of all, crucial to understand the role classical material, and Classics as a 
discipline, have played within Eurocentric traditions and ideologies. I wish to 
make clear from the start, however, that I emphatically do not reduce the discussed 
texts to mere reactions to these Eurocentric traditions and ideologies. In fact, as I 
elaborate below, one of my purposes is precisely to challenge the historicism that 
underlies such reductive readings. In this sense this study is also about the relation 
between past and present and, thus, about history. In the first section of this chapter, 
I discuss what Eurocentric classicism entails and implies and how it has informed 

1  For a good discussion of the concepts of performance and performativity and how these interact, see Bal 
(2002: 174-212).
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(contemporary) perspectives on texts that take classical material as their inspiration. 
I consider a number of concepts that have been suggested by various scholars in their 
analyses of contemporary readings of classical material and explain my own points of 
departure. I then move towards a more specific discussion of the relationship between 
contemporary African cultures and ancient Greek tragedy. The present introductory 
chapter is thus intended to lead to a clearer understanding of what “the politics of 
adaptation” might entail in the South African and Nigerian adaptations of Greek 
tragedy that form my corpus of analysis. 

CONTEMPORARY CLASSICS
In my approach to African adaptations of Greek tragedy I employ a methodological 
framework similar to that of what has come to be known as Classical Reception Studies, 
still a relatively new field of research. Scholars in this field investigate the performance 
and reception of ancient drama across different cultural contexts and within different 
media. Classical Reception Studies is primarily defined by the ways in which it 
challenges conventional classical scholarship, commonly described as “The Classical 
Tradition.” What this type of scholarship entails becomes clearer with reference to a 
specific example. I take the book The Classical Tradition: Greek and Roman Influences 
on Western Literature by Scottish-American classicist Gilbert Highet, published in 
1949 and reprinted in 1987, as such a clarifying example. 

In the introduction to this book, Highet writes that “our modern world is in 
many ways a continuation of the world of Greece and Rome” because “in most our 
intellectual and spiritual activities we are the grandsons of the Romans, and the great-
grandsons of the Greeks” (1987: 1). I quote Highet not to question Greek and Roman 
influences on Western culture—though such influences obviously demand critical 
reflection—but because the phraseology demonstrates the tendency to refer to Greece 
to emphasise the superiority of Western civilisation, while revealing the rhetorical 
strategy on which that argument relies. Through his use of the word “continuation” 
Highet establishes a direct line of influence between the contemporary Western world 
and classical antiquity. By subsequently referring to “we” as the grandsons and great-
grandsons of antiquity (no granddaughters and great-granddaughters present here), he 
couches this relationship between contemporary Western culture and classical culture 
in genealogical terms, thus posing the former as the natural and rightful inheritor 
of the latter. This genealogical relation is also employed, for example, by the English 
Romantic poet Percy Byssche Shelley (1792-1822) who, in the preface to his poem 
“Hellas” (1822) claims that “We are all Greeks—our laws, our literature, our religion, 
our arts have their root in Greece” (Fraistat and Reiman 2002: 431). Or by the German 
philosopher G.W.F. Hegel (1770-1831), who nostalgically asserts that “[o]n hearing the 
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name ‘Greece’ a cultured European man immediately feels himself to be in his home 
country” (quoted in Settis 2006: 102). It is also evident in the title of Martin Mueller’s 
book Children of Oedipus, and Other Essays on the Imitation of Greek Tragedy (1980). 

Highet continues that, despite other influences on Western civilisation, without 
the Greco-Roman strain, our culture would be “less worthy to be called a civilization” 
(1987: 1). He presents the value of classical antiquity as common, unquestionable 
knowledge. Western civilisation’s natural inheritance of antiquity thus affirms this 
civilisation’s value and, consequently, superiority. Highet’s introduction exemplifies 
nineteenth and twentieth century European intellectual thought, in which ancient 
Greece has often been referred to as the idealised model for all that is good about 
Western culture and as the place to which all humanist values can be traced back. 
This attitude was in part a reaction to change. In Britain, as society was transforming 
rapidly due to industrialisation and the expansion of the British Empire, the longing 
for antiquity as an idealised place of origin increased. And so, influenced by German 
intellectuals such as Hegel, Nietzsche, Hölderlin and Goethe, the cultural elite in 
Britain started to rely on a kind of romantic nationalism which similarly employed 
Greece as the idealised, founding origin of Western theatre, literature, philosophy and 
politics.2 

As Christopher A. Stray, a specialist in the history of classical scholarship and 
education, suggests, the invariant features of classics “relate to its construction from 
the symbolic resources of antiquity as an exemplary standard, something of permanent 
and general value able to resist the corrosions of change and relativity” (1996: 77). In 
other words, antiquity provided an anchor point to which to “return” as an escape 
from the many societal transformations. At the same time, the far-advanced stage of 
this industrialised society was legitimated by tracing a line of descent back to where it 
had all started: ancient Greece.

This romantic approach towards “Greece,” which is exemplary of Eurocentric 
classicism, presents problems and contains telling paradoxes. First of all, it strips Greece 
of any historical or socio-political context, constructing it rather as a mythic point and 
place of origin or, as Hugo Donnelly describes, “a kind of pastoral theme-park”: “[t]
he Greeks represented the innocent childhood of western civilization, an exemplary 
race living in the dewy freshness of the world’s dawn, carrying on uncomplicated yet 
prodigiously cultured lives” (2002: 688). The construct Donnelly describes has little to 
do with historical reality. It takes “Greece” as a point of cultural origin, while “Greece” 
cannot be pinned down to one particular historical moment of, let us say, conception. 
What is commonly referred to as “Ancient Greece” comprises a sizable stretch of time, 

2  Frank M. Turner explains that, while throughout the eighteenth century Britain had often compared itself 
to the ancient republic of Rome, the nineteenth century witnessed a predominating concern with Greek 
antiquity (1989: 61-63).
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from the start of the archaic period in the eight century BC to the Roman conquest 
of Greece in 146 BC. The notion not only lacks a clear temporal definition, but a 
geographical one as well, as “Ancient Greece” came to include colonies in South Italy 
and Sicily and Asia Minor and later Egypt and Libya. Often, when the name “Greece” 
is used, it metonymically replaces the particular historical context of Athens in the 
fifth century BC, the age of tragedy and democracy. It becomes the expression of an 
ideal, comprising celebrated elements from different historical moments and different 
geographical locations in a singular origin of Western civilisation. 

In reality, the “Greek home” to which so much nineteenth and twentieth century 
European thought refers as the origin of philosophy, art and politics, is geographically, 
temporally and culturally distanced from the cultural centres of later European 
intellectualism. The direct link that is established between ancient Greece and the 
contemporary Western world and the way in which it is subsequently contrasted to 
non-Western cultures, disregards the fact that the development of Greek civilisation 
depended on an expanded trading network across the Mediterranean, which entailed 
considerable cultural exchange between Greece, Asia Minor and North Africa, from 
as early as the eight century BC (Wetmore 2002: 7). As I discuss later, Martin Bernal 
has responded to this oversight by highlighting the influence of Asian and African 
cultures on ancient Greece and thereby destabilising the very foundations on which 
“The Classical Tradition” rests. 

To sum up: Eurocentric classicism relies on mythologisations of “Greece” in which 
Greece is actually missing. This entails an interesting paradox, because while Greece 
is theorised as a point of cultural origin, it is simultaneously, without hesitation or 
caution, posed as a timeless essence. “Greece” is viewed historically as a particular 
moment and place of origin, from which a direct line of progress is drawn to the 
here and now of our contemporary Western world, but “Greece” is also perceived 
a-historically as a universal essence that reflects the values of the Western tradition. 
On closer inspection, both perceptions are constructs of the same assumption, because 
if “Greece” is where Western civilisation was born and bred, and if “Greece” represents 
a system of universal values, Western civilisation therefore holds universal validity. 
The chronological line traced back to ancient Greece merely serves to substantiate 
the quasi-historical validity of the superiority of Western culture. As ancient Greece 
becomes the legitimisation of Western culture and as Greek history is posed as universal 
history, the specificity of its historical context is misrepresented to serve a Eurocentric 
logic. The very framing of “Greece” as apolitical and ahistorical becomes a political 
act. This Eurocentrism also informs the relationship between Greek tragedy and (post)
colonial Africa where, as I discuss later, colonising powers used “the Classics” to state 
their superiority as educated societies.
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The politics involved in the “invention of tradition” as described above becomes 
clearer by reflecting on the different temporalities involved.3 On the one hand, 
as Highet’s introduction to his The Classical Tradition demonstrates, it insists on a 
genealogical line of inheritance that makes “us” the “grandsons” of Greece, thus tracing 
a line from past to present. On the other hand, because this lineage is not given, but 
deliberately chosen from and within the present, the line actually runs from present 
to past. Greece is selected as an ancestral home, and this selection is fundamentally an 
act of cultural politics, because as Harold Bloom explains, “[a]ll continuities possess 
the paradox of being absolutely arbitrary in their origins, and absolutely inescapable 
in their teleologies” (2003: 33). 

A question that then concerns me—as a scholar located in the Netherlands 
with a (limited) classical education and in many ways taught to consider myself a 
“granddaughter” of Greece—is how to examine critically a tradition from a position 
within that tradition. Historian and postcolonial theorist Dipesh Chakrabarty is right 
when he writes that it is one thing to be “aware that an entity called ‘the European 
intellectual tradition’ stretching back to the ancient Greeks is a fabrication of relatively 
recent European history,” it is another thing to realise that “fabrication or not, this is 
the genealogy of thought in which social scientists find themselves inserted” (2000: 5). 
It is safe to assume that this genealogy of thought extends beyond the scholarly field 
and informs the cultural sphere as a whole.

The adaptations I analyse in the subsequent chapters provide an answer to my 
question. From a Eurocentric viewpoint their location would be considered to be 
outside the European intellectual tradition of which Greek tragedy forms a canonical 
part. But this is only the case when a unified, linear notion of “tradition” is adhered 
to. Classicist Lorna Hardwick proposes, instead, to think of a plurality of traditions, 
including the rewriting of existing traditions and the invention of new ones (2007: 
47). Indeed, once we pluralise the notion of tradition, the situation changes, as do 
the “locations” of the adaptations and of the texts they adapt, which now all become 
part of a constellation of different yet interrelated traditions. Consequently, the texts 
in question cannot be pinpointed to one particular place and time or one particular 
culture or tradition. In fact, they deny the very possibility of doing so. The analysis of 
these adaptations forces me to approach the European intellectual tradition to which 
I belong from a more ambiguous perspective: no longer solely from within, but also—
through these texts and the relation they establish with their pre-texts—from outside. 
Never entirely outside, of course, because I cannot simply remove myself from the 
tradition in which I am inserted or deny the ways in which that tradition inevitably 
informs my reading, but no longer exclusively from within either because I am also 

3  I borrow the phrase “invention of tradition” from Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger’s The Invention of 
Tradition (1983).
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forced to recognise that “Greece” is just as distanced from me as “Africa.” Adaptations 
insist on such an ambiguous or double perspective and through it stimulate readers to, 
as Freddy Decreus phrases it, 

complement the internal Western vision we developed of ourselves and of 
Classics (too often relying upon essentialism and universalism), with an 
external one: an appreciation coming from abroad, from intercultural and 
post-colonial perspectives. This might amount to a beautiful exercise in 
informing us of our place in history and culture. (2007: 263-264)

Scholars working within Classical Reception Studies engage in that exercise. They 
put emphasis on the two-directional nature of influence and analyse the connection 
between present and past in terms of a dialogue, in which one does not lead to or 
result in the other but in which both are continually implicated with each other. Their 
main premise is that cross-cultural migrations are never unilinear trajectories, but 
represent complex and dynamic socio-political and aesthetic interactions. Hardwick, 
the director of the “Classical Receptions in Late Twentieth Century Drama and 
Poetry in English” project at the Open University (UK), suggests a “migratory model” 
to explore the dynamics at play. Such a model recognises that “classical texts have 
provided important fields in which different societies have worked out the relationship 
between past and present and their interaction with that of others”; it recognises further 
that “classical texts are themselves diasporic, uprooted from their original contexts, 
travellers both physically and metaphorically across time, place, and language”; it 
constantly compares “the contexts and practices of different receptions of the same 
ante-texts, image, or theme”; it recognises “the shaping forces of the subsequent filters 
that have conditioned understanding of the texts without assuming that only one set 
of filters matters”; and finally, it “leaves room for investigating why any particular 
ante-text re-emerges under particular cultural conditions and for considering the 
extent to which the dynamics of its relationship with its ancient context are replicated 
or revised” (2007: 46-47). 

Hardwick’s migratory model is helpful because it provides ways to analyse the 
cultural politics in the relationship between source and receiving culture. In doing so 
it emphasises both time and space, both history and geography. Those emphases are 
important because Classics traditionally appropriated and (ab)used antiquity as both 
the origin and centre of European (often used synonymously to “Western”) civilisation. 
Classics has been tied in with what Chakrabarty describes as the “imaginary figure” 
of Europe, a figure which, he explains, is often taken as the origin of modernity, 
both in Europe and outside. It is this “Europe” which, in analysing non-European 
modernities, he seeks to “provincialize” or “decenter” (2000: 4). As his choice for 



21

  IN
T

R
O

D
u

C
T

IO
N

these two geographical referents implies, Chakrabarty’s project not only addresses the 
politics of time (in its challenging of historicism) but also of space.4

A main methodological distinction with the Classical Tradition is that, rather than 
celebrating classical cultural objects as static relics from the past, scholars in Classical 
Reception Studies recognise that “the ‘invention’ of new traditions of the classical is an 
indicator of broader cultural dilemmas and shifts” (Hardwick 2007: 43-44). The focus 
on cultural contexts and processes affects the discipline, which is opened up not only 
to a wider body of cultural theory but also to the wider world. As Decreus objects, too 
often still classicists ignore the theoretical discussions that have dominated elsewhere 
in the humanities, as if “‘Classics’ does not have to prove its credentials at all, a long 
lasting Western tradition being proof enough to motivate the high standards of its 
value and survival” (2007: 250). Classics has long been dominated by essentialist, 
Eurocentric assumptions, maybe in part out of fear that new theoretical developments 
within the humanities would undermine the discipline’s position. Fortunately, many 
classicists today engage with contemporary theoretical and philosophical debates and 
embrace interdisciplinarity as a way to move their discipline forward, rather than 
fixing it in an idealised past, no longer viewing it as “something that permanently 
‘is’” but as something “that is always ‘becoming’” (Decreus 2007: 252). In that sense, 
Classical Reception Studies has helped in bringing Classics back in touch, as it were, 
with the rest of the humanities.

wHY “ADAPTATION”?
My methodology is in many ways similar to the one used within Classical Reception 
Studies. I do not, however, consider my study as placed within the discipline of Classics. 
Since my topic requires the interdisciplinarity offered by different fields of study, such 
as literary studies, African studies, theatre studies and postcolonial studies, I employ 
an interdisciplinary approach in which Classics is brought to bear upon other fields of 
research, and vice versa. 

Classical Reception Studies’ central concept is “reception.” According to Charles 
Martindale, in contrast to “tradition” or “heritage,” “reception” stresses the mediated, 
situated, and contingent character of readings of the classics and, consequently, the 
active role played by receivers (2006: 2-3, 11).5 Despite the valuable insights this concept 

4  In his book Chakrabarty sets out to demonstrate how the categories and strategies that come from 
European thought are “both indispensible and inadequate” in representing non-European modernities 
(2000: 19). 
5  Martindale refers to the 1967 inaugural lecture of Hans Robert Jauss at the University of Constance in 
which Jauss argued for a paradigm shift in literary interpretation, which he called “Rezeptionästhetik.” This 
new model would acknowledge the historicity of texts and allow for the aesthetic response of readers in the 
present (Martindale and Thomas 2006: 3-4).
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offers, I find that “adaptation” better preserves the complexity of the relationship 
between object text and pre-text. Tim Whitmarsh states that reception “implies too 
simplistic a model of departure and arrival” and that what is needed is “a richer sense 
of the constant shuttling back and forth between text, interpreter and intermediaries.” 
He proposes the term “recipience” to suggest an ongoing process, rather than an 
achieved state (2006: 115). For Hardwick, attentive to the possible objections to the 
term reception, the solution might lie in the use of the plural “receptions.” In the 
editorial to the first issue of the recently established Classical Receptions Journal (2009) 
she suggests that, though “reception” is now sometimes thought to imply passivity, 
the plural “receptions” avoids “pre-empting judgements about any particular kinds of 
relationships between the classical material and its development” (2). 

Though I concur with Hardwick’s observations, I feel that “adaptation” —though this 
too is a noun rather than a verb—best succeeds in preserving the notion of an ongoing 
and mutual process, rather than a one-directional line of influence. Grammatically, 
something that is received remains unaltered, it is not per definition affected by its 
reception, while something that is adapted, through the two-directional process of 
adaptation, inevitably changes. “Reception,” in other words, suggests that Antigone 
may be given all kinds of contemporary refigurations in different historical and 
cultural contexts, but remains a stable base or point of departure for these receptions. 
“Adaptation,” conversely, manages to convey the sense in which the pre-text is itself 
a changing object. This is also implied in the biological origin of the term, referring 
to the process by which an organism is modified to fit and survive in new conditions. 

Adaptation, then, not only acknowledges the extent to which readings of texts 
determine their meaning, but also challenges positivist and historicist ideas about 
literary influence. The persistence of the belief that the return to an unchanged original 
is possible is demonstrated by Alison Forsyth’s article on adaptations of Antigone. She 
contends that Sophocles’ text has often been reinterpreted “in the service of ideologies 
far removed from the philosophical context of ancient Greece.” The Island by Athol 
Fugard, John Kani and Winston Ntshona (a South African play I discuss in the next 
chapter) she welcomes as a “long-awaited phase of Antigone’s ‘afterlife’” in which the 
classic text is “reinvested … with its original ambiguity” and Antigone “once again 
[becomes] as belligerent, as irrepressibly subversive and dangerously radical as the 
day she defined Creon’s unyielding edict” (2006: 131, 134-135). In Forsyth’s view, the 
success of an adaptation depends on the extent to which it succeeds in returning to 
the original text. 

Miriam Leonard investigates the impossibility of such a return in her discussion 
of Jacques Derrida’s reading of Antigone in Glas (1974), which is in effect a reading of 
Hegel’s reading of Antigone, thus offering a good example of the complex workings of 
intertextuality. Leonard asks whether Derrida’s Antigone can ever really escape “her 
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Hegelian genealogy,” whether he can ever make the Greeks his Greeks or whether his 
appropriation of the Greeks will always be caught up in the politics of his predecessor 
Hegel (2006: 123). As Leonard demonstrates, Derrida makes no attempt to sidestep 
Hegel, but rather observes how in Hegel’s reading, nineteenth-century German 
thought, in particular a strong anti-semitism, changes the Sophoclean text and rules 
out a simple return to the Greeks (119). Derrida takes into account that there simply 
is no original Antigone to which he can return, that the historical contingency of 
Sophocles’ tragedy exceeds the context of fifth century BC Athens and also extends 
to Hegel’s Germany. This makes a contemporary reading of Antigone increasingly 
complex, but also increasingly rich and, most important of all, relevant. 

The impossibility of simply erasing subsequent readings and adaptations of texts and 
retrieving an untainted original seems an obvious observation, perhaps, but one that 
stands in tension with something else I find important, namely the need to distinguish 
texts from the traditions that have appropriated them. For Hardwick, reception studies 
helps to make this distinction, in that it enables people to differentiate between the 
ideas and values of ancient texts and those of the society that appropriated them, 
thereby offering a way out of positivist historicism (2007: 44). In a similar vein, Italian 
classicist and archaeologist Salvatore Settis declares his wish to save the classics from 
their subsequent instrumentalisation. He refers, for example, to the ways in which 
totalitarian regimes, particularly in Italy and Germany, exploited the “classical” by 
promoting it as “the original depository of values, its presentation as perpetual and 
unchanging, and its de facto treatment as something that can be manipulated and 
simplified into schematic formulas at will” (2006: 83). Settis’ message in his book, 
appropriately titled The Future of the Classical, is that “the ‘classical’ could be delivered 
from this utilitarian approach, if we could revive and analyse its extraordinary 
complexity and singularity with the necessary thoroughness” (7). 

It is indeed important to identify the ways in which texts are used and abused for 
ideological purposes. At the same time, and Settis shows awareness of this, the wish 
to do so warrants caution, because it implies a (nostalgic) longing to bypass history 
and return to the original text. Not only is it crucial to recognise how qualities that 
are presented as inherent in a text are projected onto that text, in other words: how 
readings of texts are historically, culturally and ideologically contingent, but also how 
each of these readings changes the texts themselves, providing new interpretations, 
adding layers and thereby continuously extending their meaning.

It becomes clear that history is a main factor to consider in any study of adaptation 
or, in fact, in any cultural study. Although not all analyses of adaptations (including 
those with a postcolonial focus) sufficiently take this into account, adaptation per 
definition implies a two-directional influence between object text and pre-text and 
between present and past. Taking the contemporary text, rather than the Greek text, 
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as the starting point for analysis helps to avoid the trap of historicist readings that rely 
on problematic notions of origin and authority. For that reason, also, I follow Dutch 
cultural theorist Mieke Bal’s use of the term “pre-text” rather than “source text” or 
“archtext.” As Bal explains, “pre-text” has a double meaning which “keeps reminding 
us of the active work on preceding texts, rather than the obedient repetition of them 
(1991: 430, note 16). “Pre-text” describes a text that precedes, but does not authorise 
or define re-readings of that text. 

Classicist Barbara Goff describes conventional, historicist readings as envisaging 
the classical object as “pushing its way through time to a contemporary period, under 
its own steam.” She proposes that another way to look at the process is to imagine the 
object “pulled, by forces not itself, which deploy it—the classical object—for their own 
purposes.” In the first scenario the object’s survival is guaranteed by its own inherent 
qualities and influence is perceived of as a one-directional process, while in the second 
scenario, the classical object, Goff continues, “far from dictating its own terms, may be 
put to work in the service of various projects, and may become a counter in conflicts 
not of its own making” (2005: 13). The “being pulled” scenario is useful because it 
shifts emphasis to the present rather than the past. It acknowledges that analyses of 
adaptations of classical texts should take the present as a starting point, approaching 
the classical text from, or through, a contemporary perspective. Like the active 
“pushing,” however, the passive “being pulled” similarly implies a one-directional line 
of influence, in which an object from the past is pulled into the present, insufficiently 
acknowledging that influence is a current that also flows backwards.

Lawrence Venuti describes a similar process as Goff, yet he chooses the term 
“domestication.” His observations concern translation but apply to adaptation as well. 
According to Venuti, translation inscribes the foreign text with linguistic and cultural 
values that are intelligible to specific domestic constituencies, so that a text is no longer 
“inscrutably foreign” and communication can be achieved (1995: 9). He explains 
that translations set in motion a double-edged process of identity formation: they 
construct a domestic representation for a foreign text and culture, while at the same 
time constructing a domestic subject, an ideological position “shaped by the codes 
and canons, interests and agendas of certain domestic social groups” (10). The process 
through which translations (and adaptations) are able to form a domestic subject is one 
of “mirroring” or “self-recognition”: “the foreign text becomes intelligible when the 
reader recognizes him or herself in the translation by identifying the domestic values 
that motivated the selection of that particular foreign text, and that are inscribed in it 
through a particular discursive strategy” (18-19). For the playwrights I discuss, too, 
the motivation to adapt certain Greek tragedies comes from their recognition of how 
these ancient texts can speak to their particular contemporary contexts. It should be 
noted, however, that in their case Venuti’s distinction between domestic and foreign is 
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difficult to maintain, as Greek tragedy’s presence in Africa, now part of African cultural 
traditions despite its contested history, complicates that distinction to begin with. 

For the French classicist Nicole Loraux the political potential of classics is located 
in the domesticating or familiarising gesture to which Venuti refers. In opposition to 
Jean-Pierre Vernant, who through what he described as a “historical anthropology” 
sought to historicise the Greeks so as to respect their alterity, Loraux finds it politically 
dubious to make the Greeks other or distant. It ignores the position and tradition 
from where we speak and refuses to allow the Greeks to speak to the concerns of the 
day (Leonard 2006: 125). Hence, Leonard explains, different from Vernant, Loraux 
“relocates the political in a domesticating rather than a foreignizing gesture” (125). 
Her analyses of ancient Greek practices of remembering, forgetting and mourning, to 
which I refer in the following chapters, testify to this awareness and allow readers to 
critically consider how similar practices operate within their contemporary political 
contexts.6 

Loraux’s argument that the political potential of “the Greeks” depends on their 
familiarisation is persuasive, because it puts emphasis on the present. Any analysis, no 
matter how temporally removed its object of study may be, inevitably departs from the 
present and should do so consciously and explicitly. Bal expands on the importance of 
the present in a book that deals with contemporary re-visions of past objects, Quoting 
Caravaggio (1999). As she explains, analyses that depart from the historical precedent 
and view this precedent as a dictating source for what comes after, imply passivity. 
Analyses should, instead, take the present as a starting position:

[The] input from the present is—emphatically—not to be taken as a flaw in 
our historical awareness or as a failure to distance ourselves from our time, 
as is the case in naïve “presentism.” Rather it is to be taken as an absolutely 
inevitable proof of the presence of the cultural position of the analyst … 
In fact, to take that presence into account makes the analysis more, rather 
than less, historically responsible. It also makes the works, as well as their 
continuing presence, still matter. (Bal 1999: 15)

Similarly to Loraux, Bal emphasises the importance of acknowledging history so as to 
enable responsible analysis and to allow for cultural objects to speak to us (politically) 
today. This observation applies to adaptations as well, as these exemplify and reinforce 
the “continuing presence” of the texts they adapt, but also—and this is how they 
perform politics—continuously re-determine this presence. 

A term that has often been used to denote the “continuing presence” of classical 
texts is “Nachleben,” German for “afterlife.” Through this concept, cultural historian 

6  Loraux’s books include Mothers in Mourning: with the essay of Amnesty and its Opposite (1998), The 
Mourning Voice: An Essay on Greek Tragedy (2002) and The Divided City: On Memory and Forgetting in 
Ancient Athens (2006). 
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Aby Warburg (1866-1929) sought to understand how in certain epochs, such as the 
Renaissance, elements of classical culture are suddenly remembered and reactivated, 
while in other times they are forgotten. Georges Didi-Huberman, a French art 
historian and philosopher, explains that Warburg assumed a new temporal model for 
art history, introducing “the problem of memory into the longue durée of the history 
of motifs and images: a problem that … transcends turning points in historiography 
and boundaries between cultures” (2003: 273). Taking Warburg’s theory as a starting 
point, Didi-Huberman conceptualises “Nachleben” to envisage a “dialectic structure 
of survival,” departing from both positivist historiography, which is reductively 
chronological, factual and discursive, and idealist (especially Hegelian) historiography, 
which is reductively abstract, systematic and fixated on truth (281-283). 

Craig Kallendorf, in a similar vein, proposes a “theoretically enriched approach to 
Nachleben” which “is still Nachleben, but of a different kind from the traditional one, 
since there is no longer any unchanged literary meaning to banish the ‘afterlife’ of a 
text to a supporting role” (1994: 141; 156). As Kallendorf states, this takes into account 
that “[s]ometimes … meaning flows backwards when we take into account the reader 
as well as the text” and that “the afterlife of a classical text is not a bit part, but the best 
part in the still-unfolding drama of Greece and Rome” (156). While I concur with 
Didi-Huberman’s and Kallendorf ’s theorisations of “Nachleben,” I have chosen not to 
employ the term in this study, because I find it difficult not to view the nach (or after in 
afterlife) as a negative marker signifying that an adaptation always comes second and 
is primarily an addendum to an original, thus adhering to a chronological conception 
of influence and suggesting inferiority. 

To escape that value judgement, it is helpful to return to Bal’s observations in 
Quoting Caravaggio. She conceptualises her objects of study, re-visions of baroque art, 
as anachronistic in a positive sense, because they “neither collapse past and present, 
as in an ill-conceived presentism, nor objectify the past and bring it within our grasp, 
as in a problematic positivist historicism,” but rather “demonstrate a possible way of 
dealing with ‘the past today’” (1999: 6). For this reversal that, as Bal explains, puts 
what came chronologically first as an aftereffect behind its later recycling, she suggests 
the concept of “preposterous history”: “a way of ‘doing history’ that carries productive 
uncertainties and illuminating highlights” (7). Bal’s theorisation of history offers a 
valuable way of approaching contemporary adaptations of Greek tragedy. Only by 
departing from the presence of these texts and conceiving of them as anachronistic in 
the sense that they, in turn, affect the texts they draw on, does it become possible to 
capture the complex and often ambiguous relation between adaptations and pre-texts. 

The overlapping problem with concepts such as “reception” and “Nachleben,” 
or “pulling” and “domestication,” is that they are not fully able to catch the double 
gesture of adaptation. The important question is not to decide whether adaptations of 
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Greek tragedy enact either foreignising or familiarising gestures. The extent to which 
Greek tragedy can speak to us today is located in a constant shifting back and forth 
between those positions. Adaptation comprises both foreignising and familiarising 
gestures, which may coincide with or work against one another, moving beyond the 
mere historical and temporal, drawing in such issues as geography, culture and race. 
As my analyses in the following chapters will hopefully demonstrate, the political 
potential of adaptation is located in this double gesture. This potential exceeds a pre-
text’s relevance within the present. It also pertains to recovering aspects that have 
remained hidden or are lacking in these texts, or with highlighting or challenging 
possible assumptions that these texts contain or that the dominant traditions in which 
they are embedded have sustained. 

GREEK TRAGEDY AND (POST)COLONIALISM
A discussion of the relationship between African adaptations and Greek tragedies 
necessitates closer analysis of the relationship between adaptation and pre-text, but 
also of that between contemporary Africa and ancient Greece. A number of recent 
studies explore this relationship. Examples are Kevin J. Wetmore’s Athenian Sun 
in an African Sky (2002) and Black Dionysus: Greek Tragedy and African American 
Theatre (2003), Barbara Goff ’s Classics and Colonialism (2005), Lorna Hardwick 
and Carol Gillespie’s Classics in Post-Colonial Words (2007) and Barbara Goff and 
Michael Simpson’s Crossroads in the Black Aegean: Oedipus, Antigone, and Dramas 
of the African Diaspora (2007). In their analyses of African or African diasporic 
adaptations of Greek tragedy, authors frequently turn to postcolonial theory to analyse 
the engagement between classical and contemporary texts and contexts. Sometimes, 
this engagement is viewed in terms of distance or even opposition, sometimes the 
emphasis is on correspondences. In many of the analyses “colonialism” is given a 
central position, something I want to consider critically. I am, of course, well aware 
that the genre’s association with colonialism cannot be disregarded, and I want to 
make it clear from the start that, despite my objection to making African adaptations 
of Greek tragedy first and foremost “about colonialism” and my wish to place emphasis 
on Greek tragedy’s relevance within contemporary African contexts, I do not propose 
to sidestep or ignore the long history of colonialism. 

That in modern times Greek tragedy came to the African continent through 
colonialism is a historical fact that inevitably informs the complexity of the cultural 
exchange involved in African adaptations of tragedy. Greek tragedy was on every 
African syllabus. In line with the objectives of colonial discourse, schoolchildren and 
students in the colonies were taught not African but European literature and culture. 
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In Decolonising the Mind (1986) the Kenyan author and scholar Ngugi wa Thiong’o 
analyses the Eurocentric nature of African education systems. It is worth quoting him 
at length:

The syllabus of the English Department for instance meant a study of the 
history of English literature from Shakespeare, Spencer and Milton to 
James Joyce and T.S. Eliot, I.A. Richards and the inevitable F.R. Leavis. 
Matthew Arnold’s quest for the sweetness and light of a hellenized 
English middle class; T.S. Eliot’s high culture of an Anglo-Catholic 
feudal tradition, suspiciously close to the culture of the “high table” 
and to the racial doctrines of those born to rule; the Leavisite selected 
“Great Tradition of English Literature” and his insistence on the moral 
significance of literature; these great three dominated our daily essays. 
How many seminars we spent on detecting this moral significance in every 
paragraph, in every word, even in Shakespeare’s commas and fullstops? 
…But here I am not looking at which writer or critic was more suitable to 
our situation or even the difference in their world outlook: What was more 
important was that they all fell within English tradition except in the study 
of drama where names like those of Aeschylus, Sophocles and Aristotle or 
Ibsen, Chekhov, Strindberg and Synge would appear quaint and strange in 
their very unEnglishness.… But their literature, even at its most humane 
and universal, necessarily reflected the European experience of history. 
…African children who encountered literature in colonial schools and 
universities were thus experiencing the world as defined and reflected in the 
European experience of history. Their entire way of looking at the world, 
even the world of the immediate environment, as Eurocentric. Europe was 
the center of the universe. The earth moved around the European intellectual 
scholarly axis. (1994: 90-93)

Wa Thiong’o demonstrates the extent to which Eurocentric objectives, exemplified 
by British literary texts, dominated the curricula in African schools. It is interesting 
here that he refers to the “unEnglishness” of Greek tragedians (and other non-English 
authors). I will look at this qualification in more detail towards the end of this 
chapter. For now, it is important to note the Eurocentric nature of the curriculum in 
African schools, a curriculum in which Greek classics in general, and Greek tragedy 
in particular, took up an authorative position. Wetmore further explains that Greek 
tragedy also formed a significant portion of the plays performed by touring European 
groups and by indigenous school, university and church drama groups (2002: 30). 

In analyses of African adaptations of Greek tragedy, this prominent position of 
the European classics should be borne in mind, because it means that for African 
playwrights, Greek tragedy is part of their upbringing and their culture. This is also 
why I prefer the concept of “adaptation” over “appropriation,” because etymologically 
the latter implies that playwrights make the texts “their own” and thereby suggests 
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an original ownership of these texts that is located elsewhere, namely in the West. 
Wole Soyinka explicitly refers to his classical education in the acknowledgement to his 
adaptation of the Bacchae, where he acknowledges “a twenty year rust” with classical 
Greek (1973: 234). Greek tragedy, then, cannot simply be viewed as “alien” to Africa. 
At the same time it should not be disregarded that during colonisation, Greek and 
Latin classics were used to legitimise Britain’s dominancy. The British elite conceived 
of the classics as foundations of the British literary tradition and civilisation at large. 
As Paula Makris explains, “[a]s the rightful inheritor of the cultural capital attached to 
both Homer and Shakespeare, the British empire could claim to be the representative 
of the universal values that its educational system valorised in canonized literary 
texts” (2001: 2).7 

Not only was colonialism the decisive factor in Greek tragedy’s migration to the 
African continent, it also informed the society from which Greek tragedy sprung. In the 
centuries preceding the rise of tragedy, Greece had expanded to Italy and Sicily. During 
the sixth and fifth centuries BC, Greece’s territory expanded further as the Athenian 
empire settled colonies in Asia Minor, around the Black Sea and surrounding the 
Aegean (Wetmore 2002: 8-10). It is tempting to draw analogies between both colonial 
eras. Wetmore describes Athens as “the first European colonial power,” claiming 
that Greece during the age of Athenian imperialism resembled nineteenth century 
Europe in practice and philosophy, similarly believing it was bringing civilisation to 
unoccupied lands and imposing its languages on conquered peoples (2002: 8-10). 

Although parallels can indeed be drawn between Athenian imperialism and 
nineteenth century European colonialism, it is problematic, warns Irad Malkin, 
professor of ancient Greek history, to observe ancient Greek expansionist practices 
through the prism of modern imperialism and colonialism (2004: 363). Those 
analogies can be misleading, because they disregard political, religious and cultural 
differences. While British colonialism relied on nationalism, for example, Athenian 
imperialism was based on its distinctive identity as a polis; and while European 
colonialists perceived other peoples’ gods as a contradiction and threat to the “true 
religion” of Christianity, ancient Greeks recognised and respected the polytheistic 
mind-set in the peoples they encountered, because they had one themselves (348-
350). Those political, cultural and religious differences complicate simple analogies 
and make it questionable to place Greece at the origin of European colonialism. 

Malkin’s warning not to project contemporary cultural categories and practices 
onto ancient Greece equally applies to theories that place Greece at the origin of 
European constructions of “otherness.” Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978) is perhaps the 

7  A good example is the story of the Trojan hero Aeneas. A popular myth derived from Geoffrey of Mon-
mouth’s History of the Kings of Britain claims that the English descend from Aeneas. As Makris states, this 
line of descent could easily be utilised to insist on Britain’s innate superiority and legitimate its imperialist 
practices as part of a civilization-bringing project (2001: 1-2).
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most famous example of this. There, Said traces the demarcation between “West” and 
“Orient” back to ancient Greece. He cites Aeschylus’ Persians and Euripides’ Bacchae 
as early examples of how Europe articulates the Orient: in Persians, Aeschylus presents 
Asia as defeated and distant, while in the Bacchae, Euripides presents the East from 
where Dionysus comes as a place of dangerous excess. For Said, these tragedies are 
examples of how in classical Greece, as well as Rome, “geographers, historians, public 
figures like Caesar, orators, and poets added to the fund of taxonomic lore separating 
races, regions, nations, and minds from each other” as well as of how “much of that 
was self-serving, and existed to prove that Romans and Greeks were superior to other 
kinds of people,” not just to the east but to all directions (2003: 57). 

Classicist Edith Hall similarly suggests that Persians “represents the first 
unmistakable file in the archive of Orientalism, the discourse by which the European 
imagination has dominated Asia ever since by conceptualizing its inhabitants as 
defeated, luxurious, emotional, cruel, and always as dangerous” (quoted in Vasunia 
2003: 89). It is true that in the Bacchae and in Persians a Greek self is constructed in 
relation to a distant other; I expand on this aspect in Chapter Three. I wonder, however, 
whether by tracing post-Enlightenment Orientalism back to ancient Greece, Said and 
Hall, apart from ignoring contextual differences, are not also at risk of reaffirming 
Greece as the founding place of European thought, because no matter their critical 
viewpoint, they still manoeuvre within a tradition in which Greece is constructed as 
the original reference point. 

While Said turns to Greek tragedy as a site where European Orientalism was first 
articulated, in his The Idea of Africa (1994) the Congolese writer and scholar Valentin 
Yves Mudimbe views the Greeks as the first to invent and represent “Africa.” In Blacks in 
Antiquity (1970) and Before Color Prejudice (1983), American Classics professor Frank 
M. Snowden explains that Africans were indeed presented to Athenian audiences as 
distant and other (interestingly, played on stage by Greeks themselves), while not the 
modern concept of race but citizenship determined the extent to which Africans were 
accepted into society. Malkin similarly argues that in ancient Greece, unlike in modern 
European nations, identity was not formed on the basis of opposition or dissimilarity 
to other peoples. Even when, during the later Hellenistic era, imperial practices came 
to resemble modern colonialism more, great differences remained, for example with 
respect to the way in which Greekness now started to depend on status and culture, 
rather than on an opposition between Greek and Barbarian (2004: 348-350, 353).8

Here, I do not want to go into the usefulness of tracing modern notions of and 
attitudes to “otherness” back to ancient Greece’s construction of the barbarian 

8  Malkin explains that in terms of ethnicity, the idea of the barbarian emerged for the most part only after 
the Greeks had fought the common enemy of the Persians in the early fifth century BC. Before that, during 
the Greeks’ expansion, the term barbarian was usually not used derogatory but mainly served to refer to 
non-Greek peoples (2004: 344-345).
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other, as that is not my topic.9 Instead of a historical comparison between different 
“othering” practices, I am more interested in the other side of that dichotomy, namely 
how “Greece” has been employed in contemporary constructions of otherness. I am 
interested, then, not so much in the historical reality of classical times, but rather in 
what Settis describes as “the image of the ‘classical.’” This image is

bound up with the concept of a West with clear and sealed frontiers, 
typified by extreme dynamism and contrasting with the eternally static 
East. It is not only determinedly Eurocentric; it also exactly overlaps the 
concept of Western civilization as superior to every other one, and therefore 
legitimizes colonialism’s expansionist or hegemonic policies and economic 
and cultural subjugation. The opposition between Greeks and barbarians 
is then translated into the one between the West and the others, now given 
new life and projected onto Asia and Africa. (2006: 103)

Settis calls attention to the cultural politics of the construction of the “image” of 
the classical and the “concept” of a West, as well as the relation between these two. 
The discipline of Classics has played an important role in the construction of this 
relationship and, it could be argued, has existed in part by virtue of it. 

Phiroze Vasunia explains how the “European Philhellenism” of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries perpetuated the East-West distinction that Said investigates. That 
distinction led to the “aggressive promotion of Altertumswissenschaft in Germany and 
Classics in England” where Greece was conceptualised as a pure ideal, “uncorrupted 
by foreign traits” and detached from the Orient “despite all the evidence to the 
contrary” (2003: 90). The word “classics” denotes much more than a collection of 
cultural objects from a distant past, more also than a discipline that studies such 
objects, but primarily refers to an ongoing discourse. This is how Stray views “classics”: 
as a discourse complementary to orientalism and occidentalism, resting on a similar 
strategy of legitimation: “orientalism and Occidentalism describe and construct an 
alien Other, while classicising—as one might riskily call it—produces an account of 
an original Self ” (1996: 78). This is indeed why classics, and classical material such as 
Greek tragedy, bear such relevance to postcolonial studies.

I want to conclude this section with a passage from Jean-Paul Sartre’s preface 
to Franz Fanon’s seminal work against colonisation, The Wretched of the Earth 
(Les Damnés de la Terre, 1961). In this passage Sartre mocks the way in which the 
“classicising” discourse to which Stray refers has been used to legitimate colonialism: 

…from Paris, from London, from Amsterdam, we would utter the 
words ‘Parthenon! Brotherhood!’ and somewhere in Africa or Asia 

9  For a study of the concept of barbarism and representations of the barbaric Other in contemporary works 
of literature and the visual arts, see Maria Boletsi (2010).
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lips would open “…thenon! …therhood!” It was the golden age. 
It came to an end; the mouths opened by themselves; the yellow and 
black voices still spoke of our humanism but only to reproach us with our 
inhumanity. We listened without displeasure to these polite statements of 
resentment, at first with proud amazement. What? They are able to talk by 
themselves? Just look at what we have made of them! We did not doubt 
but that they would accept our ideals, since they accused us of not being 
faithful to them. Then, indeed, Europe could believe in her mission; she 
had hellenized the Asians; she had created a new breed, the Graeco-Latin 
Negroes. (1963: 7)

By ironically aligning the Parthenon, built by Pericles in the fifth century BC and 
a symbol of Athenian democracy and imperialism, with brotherhood, one of the 
humanist ideals employed to legitimate colonial practices, Sartre ridicules the way in 
which contemporary colonialism draws on ancient Greece to legitimate its ideology. 

TO Black DiOnysus AND bEYOND
Above, I focused on how Classics has been employed to reaffirm the distinction 
between a Western self and a non-Western other. This distinction plays a key role 
in different interpretations of the relation between ancient Greek material and 
contemporary African cultures. In his discussion of African-American adaptations of 
Greek tragedy, Wetmore discusses three models to analyse this interaction, extending 
the focus to the African diaspora: Black Orpheus, Black Athena and Black Dionysus. 

The first, Wetmore explains, can be traced back to Sartre’s essay “Orphée 
Noir” (Black Orpheus, 1948), the preface to Leopold Sedar Senghor’s anthology of 
Francophone poetry by writers of African descent. In this essay Sartre claims that, 
as opposed to European poets, “[t]he blacks of Africa, on the contrary, are still in 
the great period of mythical fecundity” (quoted in Wetmore 2003: 16). Of course, 
this romantic celebration fixes Africa in an idealised past, so that Sartre’s admiration 
of African poetry is ultimately of a condescending type. As Wetmore states, Black 
Orpheus was a way of explaining African poetry to a European audience, by using a 
European myth (of Orpheus and Eurydice) with which this audience was familiar. In 
this Afro-Greek connection, the African is explained through the Greek.10

10  Black Orpheus was also the title of a journal edited by Uli Beier (a German living in Nigeria who founded 
the journal in 1957) and of the 1959 film Orfeu Negro, directed by Marcel Camus set in Brazil during carnival. 
See Wetmore (2003) for further information on this, and for discussions of other Eurocentric models that 
set out to explain African culture through the metaphor of Greek culture, such as Black Odysseus, Black 
Ulysses, Black Venus and Black Apollo.
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The Black Athena paradigm works counter to that Eurocentric discourse and comes 
from Martin Bernal’s Black Athena: The Afroasiatic Roots of Classical Civilization, 
Volume I: The Fabrication of Ancient Greece 1785-1985, published in 1987.11 Bernal does 
not conceive of Greece as the origin of the invention and representation of Africa, as 
Mudimbe does, but as African in origin. For Bernal, Greek tragedy proves that Greek 
cities were originally colonies of the Egyptians and Phoenicians, so that Greek culture 
was shaped by African influences. He contends that this African connection has been 
denied by European scholars who, for racist reasons, have rewritten classical history 
and replaced it by an “Aryan model” in order to “keep black Africans as far as possible 
from European civilization” (emphasis in text, 1987: 30). Bernal sets out to re-establish 
the “Ancient Model” and return Greek culture to its authentic Afroasiatic origins.12 

Bernal’s Black Athena has far-reaching implications, because it implies that Western 
civilisation is partly African in origin. For Bernal, this is a step forward:

I think it is an important one for blacks, who have been told, “There are 
no—and never have been—black civilizations.” The implication is that there 
never can be: “You blacks are inherently uncivilized, and if you want any 
civilization you must become like us whites.” I think recognition of Egypt as 
an African civilization with a central role in the formation of Greece—the 
critical culture in the making of European civilization—changes black self-
perception. To put it another way, I hope to oppose this view to negritude—
Leopold Senghor’s notion that black Africa is feeling and Greece is intellect. 
(Cohen 1993: 7)13

It is interesting to note that the full title of Bernal’s work, Black Athena: The Afroasiatic 
Roots of Classical Civilization, preserves so many of the problematic signifiers his 
theory itself seeks to challenge (“roots,” “Classical,” “Civilization”). Looking back, 
Bernal explains that he is now ashamed at this aspect of both the title and the book 
itself: “I should never have left Classical unmarked; and Civilization implied both 
Eurocentrism and progressivism—the implication that Afroasiatic ‘cultures’ had only 
the teleological function of leading to European civilization” (Cohen 1993: 21).

Bernal’s theory has come under a lot of debate. Most famously, Mary Lefkowitz 
in Black Athena Revisited (1996) and Not Out of Africa: How “Afrocentrism” Became 
an Excuse to Teach Myth as History (1996) criticises Bernal for his predetermination 

11  This book was followed by a second volume with The Archeological and Documentary Evidence (1991) and 
a third volume with The Linguistic Evidence (2006). 
12  Wetmore also cites Edward L. Jones who, in Black Zeus: African Mythology, asserts that “Egypt was Africa; 
that the origins of the gods was Africa; and that since the gods were started by Africans and named by them, 
then the gods were surely black like them” (Wetmore 2002: 17). 
13  Négritude was a literary and political movement that developed in the 1930s by a group of writers who 
found solidarity in a common black identity and turned to the pre-colonial past in order to emancipate the 
black Africans’ position in the (colonial) present.
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with race, which she considers a methodological flaw of Afrocentric classicism in 
general, and insists on the distinction between ancient Athenian and contemporary 
perceptions of race, ethnicity and skin colour (see Wetmore 2002: 17). Wetmore 
dismisses Bernal’s theory with the deprecating phrases “circumstantial evidence,” 
“conspiracy theories,” “faulty logic” and “fuzzy thinking,” arguing that Bernal “would 
have Greece seen as the stepchild of African parents whom later (European) historians 
claimed was self-generating, born fully formed like Athena from the head of Zeus, and 
not of African origin” (2003: 16-17). By tracing Western civilisation back to (black) 
Africa, Bernal indeed reverses the genealogical logic that Eurocentrism constructs 
and promotes. However, I think that this is precisely why Black Athena deserves more 
credit than Lefkowitz and Wetmore allow for. Viewed in relation to the Eurocentrism 
it is intended to challenge, Bernal’s reverse genealogy could be seen as a useful strategy 
to reveal this Eurocentrism as an ideological construct. Hence his declaration that “my 
enemy is not Europe; it’s purity” (Cohen 1993: 23). 

From this perspective, Bernal’s strategy can be compared to that of Soyinka in his 
theory of Yoruba tragedy, which I discuss in Chapter Three. By introducing the Yoruba 
god Ogun as “the elder brother” of Dionysus, Soyinka uses a simple phrase to play 
politics of an ambiguous kind. Not only does he establish a relation of brotherhood 
between the two gods, emphasising their affiliation and kinship, but he also undermines 
the traditional Eurocentric view, in which the relation always prioritises Europe as the 
“elder” and “wiser” brother. Like Bernal, Soyinka reverses, thus inevitably adhering 
to, a genealogical model, which may be a useful political strategy in relation to the 
dominant model.

Although in my analyses I set out to demonstrate the reductive nature of 
genealogical thinking, I do think that (strategic) approaches such as those of Bernal and 
Soyinka have helped to create space for more nuanced analyses of cultural influence. 
Without recounting the Black Athena debate, here it suffices to say that, despite its 
flaws, Bernal’s alternative theory about ancient Greece has succeeded in challenging 
Eurocentric classicism, forcing scholars to rethink what has conveniently been taken 
for granted. More generally, Bernal’s discussion of how racism and anti-semitism have 
affected classical scholarship gives, in Vasunia’s words, a “salutary reminder about the 
socio-political conditions in which knowledge is produced” (2003: 92). Here too, it 
is important to extend the analytical focus beyond the historical accuracy of Bernal’s 
theory and turn to the cultural politics that this theory performs, which also means 
acknowledging that the latter does not necessarily depend on the former.14

14  The conference “African Athena” held at Warwick University in 2009, which concentrated on historio-
graphical and theoretical issues around Black Athena, demonstrates Bernal’s study’s ongoing relevance to 
both classics and postcolonial studies. See also African Athena: New Agendas, eds. Daniel Orrells, Gurminder 
Bhambra and Tessa Roynon, Oxford University Press, forthcoming.
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At first sight, African adaptations of Greek tragedy could be understood as artistic 
expressions of the kind of claim that Bernal makes with his Black Athena. Performing 
“Africanised” versions of Greek tragedies could be viewed as a strategic way for 
playwrights not so much to re-appropriate what colonialism has enforced, but rather 
to re-claim what was rightfully “theirs” to begin with. However, to view ancient Greece 
as exclusively African would ignore the hybrid nature of (classical) culture, a hybridity 
that Bernal in fact takes great care to emphasise, something that tends to be ignored in 
many critiques that label his work as Afrocentric.15 

The adaptations I discuss are characterised by a mixture of different theatrical, 
mythological and cultural traditions and through this mixture effectively challenge 
the essentialism of both Eurocentric and Afrocentric positions. They move beyond 
oppositional politics and, as cross-cultural texts, call attention to the fact that, in 
classic times too, African, Asian and European cultures, intimately connected to one 
another by the Mediterranean Sea, intermixed. In this respect, the adaptations could 
be seen as a corrective to the ways in which, as Wetmore states, “much of the cultural 
continuum of the classical world has been appropriation and representation without 
true knowledge of the actual, original cultures” (2002: 19). Before expanding on the 
model Wetmore proposes as an alternative to Bernal’s Black Athena, I would first like 
to add a critical remark. Wetmore’s use of the words “continuum,” “true,” “actual” 
and “original” in the above quotation point to a similar problem as I discussed in 
the first section of this chapter, where I commented on Settis’ endeavour to save the 
classics from instrumentalisation. Without wanting to get lost in endless relativism, it 
is important to acknowledge that any “true” knowledge of antiquity is unattainable to 
begin with. Knowledge of the classical world, like all knowledge, is inevitably mediated 
and informed by the multiple presents that superseded it. 

Although it is easy and at times tempting to get caught up in lengthy examinations 
of what is and what is not historically accurate about analyses that deal with the 
relationship between classics and colonialism, or between Greece and Africa, the 
discussion of similarities and differences is not only beyond the scale but also beyond 
the purpose of this study. The playwrights I discuss are not engaging in comparative 
historical analyses. When they explore themes in Greek tragedy that bear a relation 
to colonialism, their objective lies not with the historical reality of ancient Greece but 
with their respective presents. This does not detract from the fact that they can shed 
new light on the context of ancient Greece. But the importance of this “preposterous,” 
anachronistic influence (to refer to Bal’s concept) is located within the present in 
which these texts are read, not within the past.

15  Bernal does not conceive of himself as an Afrocentrist, but admits that he has a number of points of 
agreement with them and that, with respect to Afrocentrists’ appropriation of the name “Black Athena,” in 
some ways, he is “very pleased to provide ammunition for them” (Cohen 1993: 7).
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I concur with Malkin that ancient Greeks are too often “treated as though they 
were both ‘white’ and ‘European,’ the people who both put together and kept rocking 
the cradle of Western civilization” and that “the fact that Europe defines itself in terms 
of the ancient Greek world does not, of course, mean that the ancient Greeks owed 
their self-definition, in terms of either racial prejudices or national units, to categories 
important to modern Europe” (2004: 343). Again, however, it is not the historical 
accuracy of those racial or ethnic or cultural claims that are most relevant to me. I am 
not concerned so much with what it would mean historically that ancient Greeks were 
not “white” or “European”, but with what this means for contemporary definitions and 
appropriations of those categories. When playwrights put black Antigones or African 
refigurations of Trojan women on stage, it makes no sense to understand this as claims 
for ancient Greeks’ blackness or Africanness. Rather, through their emphasis on Greek 
tragedy’s presence in and relevance to their contemporary contexts, playwrights call 
attention to the “fact that Europe defines itself in terms of the ancient Greek world” 
and possibly challenge the terms on which that definition rests. 

Let me return now to Wetmore’s alternative model for analysing what he describes 
as “the Afro-Greek connection” (2003: 13). As an addition to Black Orpheus and Black 
Athena, he offers Black Dionysus, which he describes as a:

Post-Afrocentric formulation of drama that is counter-hegemonic, self-
aware, refuses to enforce dominant notions of ethnicity and culture, and 
uses ancient Greek material to inscribe a new discourse that empowers 
and critiques all cultures, even as it identifies the colonizer’s power and the 
colonized’s powerlessness.

Wetmore further explains that in his model, 

the foreign (whether cultural or historical) is not a mirror for the reflection 
of the Self or an object for Othering. Rather, it is recognized and valued 
in and of itself. Familiarity is celebrated, but not to erase difference. 
Greek tragedy becomes a means by which diverse communities might be 
encountered in public space and the historical forces that have shaped them 
might be exposed. (2003: 44-45)

Wetmore’s Black Dionysus model seems, in contrast to Black Athena, a more 
appropriate model to analyse African (or African-American, Wetmore’s focus in 
this particular book) adaptations of Greek tragedy. It depends less on opposition 
while still acknowledging the history of colonialism. Moreover, it does more justice 
to the complex dynamics that cross-cultural adaptations, characterised by their 
double emphasis on familiarity and difference, entail. I would like to add that, with 
regard to the term “counter-hegemonic” in the above quotation, it is important to 
specify to which hegemony (or, more accurately, to which hegemonies) this term is 
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intended to refer. I expand on this below in my discussion of the notion of canonical 
counter-discourse and further address this problem in Chapter Two. Also, Wetmore’s 
juxtaposition of the words “power” and “powerlessness” carries the risk of implying 
an uncomplicated binary opposition between those who do and those who do not 
have power. This, too, is further addressed in Chapter Two, where I discuss how in 
Tegonni: an African Antigone Femi Osofisan complicates the Manichean opposition of 
coloniser versus colonised.

Although I think Wetmore’s paradigm succeeds relatively well in preserving the 
complexity of the “Afro-Greek connection,” I question its title, no matter how tentatively 
it might be chosen—he introduces it saying “let us term it ‘Black Dionysus’” (2003: 
44). My hesitation has to do, firstly, with the use of the adjective “Black.” Although 
this adjective might be useful in that it acknowledges and incorporates the history of 
its use in Black Athena and Black Orpheus, it is also in danger of perpetuating these 
models’ preoccupation with race as a primary signifier in cross-cultural adaptation. 
Especially since elsewhere Wetmore demonstrates his awareness that the cultural 
politics adaptations perform exceeds race, this privileging of race in the name of his 
model comes as a surprise. 

Like in the phrases “Black Orpheus” or “Black Athena,” the “African” for which 
“Black” seems to function as a substitute here is explained in terms of the Greek, or the 
European. Wetmore notes that “Black_____” is a metaphor explaining the unfamiliar 
in terms of the familiar and acknowledges that there are always power relations 
reflected in it: “[t]he unstated assumption in that statement is for whom are these 
elements familiar and unfamiliar? The answer is, of course, the Eurocentric west” (15). 
In light of these observations it seems strange that Wetmore does not focus more on 
the impossibility of describing the complexity of the relationship between African and 
Greek in a two-word phrase like “Black Dionysus,” especially one that privileges race 
as a primary signifier and maintains a Eurocentrist perspective. Wetmore explains his 
choice for Dionysus as follows:

Like its namesake, “Black Dionysus” drama is a force that threatens to 
overwhelm the very things that created it. As Dionysus first seemingly 
submits to Pentheus, only to rise up and destroy him, Greek adaptations 
after this paradigm use the Greek culture to threaten the cultural forces that 
privilege Greek tragedy. (45)

The analogy between the relationship of Dionysus with Pentheus and the relationship 
between adaptation and pre-text seems somewhat forced. More importantly, however, 
Wetmore’s choice of the word “created” is in danger of reaffirming origin and authority. 
It seems to suggest that African (diasporic) adaptations of Greek tragedy have their 
original moment of “creation” in the culture they, through this adaptation, set out to 
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“rise up” against and “destroy.” These latter two words, moreover, suggest a model 
for adaptation based on resistance, though Wetmore discusses how the dynamics at 
play are always more complex than that. At the same time, despite these objections, I 
appreciate Wetmore’s choice for Dionysus to name a model that seeks to depend less 
on opposition and difference; Dionysus who is Greek by birth but comes from the 
East, disturbing the Greek-Barbarian logic and by extension any “othering” discourse; 
Dionysus who problematises and dissolves difference in his very being.

CANONICAL COuNTER-DISCOuRSE?
Wetmore’s interpretation of Dionysus as a metaphor for oppositional politics brings 
me to my final point of discussion in this introductory chapter: the notion of 
“canonical counter-discourse.” The phrase was coined by Helen Tiffin who, in turn, 
adopted it from Richard Terdiman’s Discourse/Counter-Discourse: The Theory and 
Practice of Symbolic Resistance in Nineteenth-Century France (1985). Terdiman deals 
with the struggle of nineteenth century French writers to separate from the dominant 
middle-class discourse. Tiffin views the need for postcolonial writers to contest the 
hegemony of a colonially constructed literary canon as a similar counter-discursive 
strategy (Thieme 2001: 3). 

The notion of canonical counter-discourse is used in many analyses of African 
(diasporic) adaptations of Greek tragedy and in analyses of postcolonial adaptations of 
Western canonical texts more generally. Those discussions tend to put emphasis on the 
ways in which non-Western novelists, playwrights, and performers deconstruct the 
literary “classics” that dominated the curricula in their countries during colonialism. 
They follow the framework set out in Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin’s The Empire 
Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures (1989), which analyses 
postcolonial texts as critiques of Eurocentric ideas about literature. Adaptations are 
seen as ways of writing back to the Empire, primarily defined in terms of anti-colonial 
strategies. The phrase “writing back” comes from Salman Rushdie who, playing on 
the title of the Star Wars sequel The Empire Strikes Back (1980), named an article on 
British racism “The Empire Writes Back with a Vengeance.” The phrase subsequently 
became associated with the project of dismantling Eurocentric literary hegemonies 
(Thieme 2001: 2-3). In analyses that view adaptations primarily as strategies to write 
back, counter-discursivity, then, is the central focus.

Most directly relevant to my topic is Helen Gilbert and Joanne Tompkins’ book 
Post-colonial Drama: Theory, Practice, Politics (1996). The authors define postcolonial 
texts as “textual/cultural expressions of resistance to colonialism” and state that the 
enduring legacy of colonialist education explains the “prominent endeavour among 
colonised writers/artists” to “rework the European ‘classics’ in order to invest them 
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with more local relevance and to divest them of their assumed authority/authenticity” 
(1996: 2-3, 16). In the first chapter, “Re-citing the Classics,” Gilbert and Tompkins 
define this process of adapting as canonical counter-discourse, whereby the post-
colonial writer

… unveils and dismantles the basic assumptions of a specific canonical text 
by developing a counter text that preserves many of the identifying signifiers 
of the original while altering, often allegorically, its structures of power.  
… These are not, however, strategies of replacement: There is no attempt 
to merely substitute a canonical text with its oppositional reworking. 
Counter-discourse seeks to deconstruct significations of authority and 
power exercised in the canonical text, to release its strangle-hold on 
representation and, by implication, to intervene in social conditioning. 
… counter-discourse actively works to destabilise the power structures of the 
originary text rather than simply to acknowledge its influence. Such discourse 
tends to target imposed canonical traditions rather than pre-existing master 
narratives which “belong” to the colonised culture. (1996: 16) 

Although Gilbert and Tompkins’ definition of canonical counter-discourse could 
be applied to the adaptations I discuss, I doubt whether this label is ultimately not 
reductive. So let me, again, add a few remarks.

I first of all worry that viewing African adaptations of Greek tragedy as texts that 
“write back” to the canon could end up reaffirming this canon’s originary location in 
the West. As I will demonstrate in the following chapters, the playwrights in question 
do not engage with Greek tragedy as foreign texts or as the cultural property of the 
West. Indeed, Greek tragedy is part of hybrid African cultural traditions and to claim 
that Greek tragedy is alien to Africa is to deny the history of colonialism that brought 
these texts to the African contexts of which they are now an integral part. It suggests an 
attempt to either return Africa to a pre-colonial “authentic” state or to freeze it in a set 
of colonial power relations in which Greek tragedy, Shakespeare, the English language 
and all other aspects of African cultures that come from colonial, neo-colonial and 
global cultural exchanges may be located in Africa but remain the property of Western 
hegemony. 

Since Greek tragedy is part of African cultures, the familiarity of African playwrights 
with Greek tragedies and their choice to adapt these plays exceeds a comparison of 
similar religious and mythological systems or cultural and theatrical traditions. This 
does not mean analogies cannot indeed be drawn, of course. Most of the playwrights 
tend to stress correspondences between their contexts and the ancient Greek one in 
their exploration of relationships between classical Greece and contemporary (post)
colonial Africa. A good example is Wole Soyinka, who repeatedly insists on the 
similarities between the Greek and African mythological and religious systems (see 
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Chapter Three). In the preface to his version of the Bacchae, he compares the socio-
political changes Africa underwent after colonialism to those Greece underwent as it 
developed into an imperial society, thus not aligning Greek imperialism with European 
colonialism and the colonies of Greece with African colonies, as some Afrocentric 
classicists do, but drawing an analogy between imperial Greece and (post)colonial 
Africa (1973b: vii). 

Those similarities reveal an understanding of “the Greeks” not so much as the 
products of British imperialism, but rather as its instrument. Wetmore argues that:

Greek tragedy … appealed to African playwrights and could be utilized 
without the taint of imperialist Europe and the national literatures of 
colonial powers. Thus, ironically, Greek tragedy, possibly a means of colonial 
domination and false representation of Africans, possibly the product of 
the first European imperial power, was and is considered by African theatre 
artists to be free from colonial stigma and therefore was and is acceptable 
material for adaptation and performance. (2002: 21) 

This would explain why, at the time that European culture came to be rejected under the 
influence of post-independence movements, theatre companies stopped performing 
plays from playwrights who were considered to be part of the colonising European 
culture, such as Molière or Shakespeare, but continued to stage Greeks tragedies, 
which were not considered part of that culture (Wetmore 2002: 21).16 

It is possible that “the Greeks” were not understood to represent British 
imperialism in the way that Shakespeare was, which implies that the “Western canon” 
to which Greek tragedy and Shakespeare are both taken to belong is not as unified as is 
assumed. Wetmore refers to wa Thiong’o, who cites the “unEnglishness” of Aeschylus, 
Sophocles and Aristotle in the extract I included at the beginning of this chapter. 
According to Wetmore, wa Thiong’o establishes these authors as different, “their 
humanism distinguishing them from the imperialist literatures of Europe” (2002: 
32). However, shortly after noting the “unEnglishness” of Aeschylus or Sophocles, wa 
Thiong’o includes them in a list of authors whose literature, although belonging to 
“the great humnanist and democratic” European tradition, “even at its most humane 
and universal, necessarily reflected the European experience of history” (1994: 91). 
Although wa Thiong’o does set Greek tragedians apart from the British literary 
tradition, the point he makes is that they too reflected Eurocentrist thought. 

It could still be the case that playwrights identify a difference between plays that 
came to Africa as the products and messengers of British imperialist culture, like 

16  See Gilbert and Tompkins for a discussion of the “ideological weight of Shakespeare’s legacy” and of 
postcolonial reworkings of Shakespeare (2006: 19). See also Ania Loomba and Martin Orkin’s Post-Colonial 
Shakespeares (1998). 
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Shakespeare’s, and those that have been introduced through this tradition but actually 
“precede” it, like Greek tragedies. Even if this is true, I believe that what counts for 
African adaptations of Greek tragedy counts for African adaptations of Shakespeare 
as well: they too should not be defined in relation to colonialism. Like Greek tragedy, 
Shakespeare too should be recognised as part of contemporary African cultures. 

I mainly hesitate to attach the label “canonical counter-discourse” to African 
adaptations of Greek tragedy because it defines them primarily in relation to the Western 
canonical texts on which they draw, a definition that reduces their complexity. I think 
that this places the Western pre-texts, rather than the adaptations themselves, at the 
origin and centre of analysis. The adaptations I look at do not so much “write back” to 
the texts they adapt, but rather engage with the dominant Eurocentric discourse that has 
contained these texts. This is an important distinction to make. Gilbert and Tompkins 
refer to this distinction when they write that canonical counter-discourse “tends to 
target imposed canonical traditions rather than pre-existing master narratives which 
‘belong’ to the colonised culture” (1996: 16). However, they do not consider it in their 
analysis of Athol Fugard’s The Island as an example of counter-discursive attention to 
Sophocles’ Antigone. This is unfortunate, because especially in adaptations of Antigone 
the distinction between the power structures that contain the tragic script and those 
contained within the tragic script are important in understanding the politics that 
these adaptations perform. I will expand on this in Chapter Two.

To view African adaptations of Greek tragedy primarily in terms of counter-
discourse is to suggest that the texts are first and foremost about colonialism. As an 
example, let me turn once more to Gilbert and Tompkins to explain what I mean. 
About Soyinka’s The Bacchae of Euripides: a Communion Rite (which I discuss in 
Chapter Three) they state that “since it stages so convincingly the destruction of a 
tyrant by supernatural forces, Euripides’ Bacchae is an ideal text for appropriation by 
marginalised groups: Pentheus is easily refigured as an agent of colonialism” (1996: 
39). Gilbert and Tompkins do not address that Soyinka’s Pentheus is more than “an 
agent of colonialism,” also referring to the many dictators that have held Africa in 
its grip, indeed to tyrannical leaders in all parts of the world. In other words: the 
hegemony Soyinka’s text is directed against is not as singular as Gilbert and Tompkins’ 
analysis accounts for; his text is about more than colonialism. 

According to fellow Nigerian playwright Femi Osofisan, such one-sided readings 
warrant caution. He has objected to using the words “counter-discursive” and “post-
colonial” to classify his plays and those of other playwrights, arguing that such readings 
reduce the plays to mere “strategies to deconstruct the presence of colonization,” 
ignoring the fact that “the Empire,” though still an important concern, is no longer a 
current one. According to him, the conclusion Gilbert and Tompkins draw (and which 
he contests) is the following:
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… that all our work continues to privilege the “Centre”—by which is meant 
a former colonial country in Europe, and that we still take this “Centre” as 
the focal point of all our activities of resistance in Africa. Thus, all we do 
is prefigured as a continuous act of “writing back” to an “Empire” … and 
hence is perennially a “counter-discourse.” This kind of reading therefore 
presumes, that is, that we continue to acknowledge the overweening 
presence of an “Empire,” in which our roles are not only subaltern but 
are also an automaton gesture of response to the presence of the “Other.”  
… It is no wonder, then, that their whole book is devoted to analyzing the 
plays we write, and all the strategies we employ, as merely strategies to 
deconstruct the presence of colonization, as opposed to what they really 
are—attempts to confront, through our plays, our novels and poetry, the 
various problems of underdevelopment which our countries are facing, 
and of which the threat of alienation and the potential erosion of ethnic 
identity constitute only one of the outward signals. It is time to correct this 
erroneous mis/reading. (1999b: 3)

Although Osofisan’s claim that “the Empire” is not a current concern could be 
questioned, he makes an important point, which applies to all the adaptations I 
discuss, namely that the problems that exist and the hegemonies in place are diverse, 
and not limited to colonialism. To see these texts mainly in terms of resistance makes 
the history of colonialism their defining force and the “West” their sole term of 
comparison, a perspective that is ultimately in danger of reducing African literatures 
to mere addenda to European culture. 

The playwrights I discuss in this study do not simply ignore or deny the Eurocentric 
tradition that has embedded Greek tragedy for so long. Rather, by sidestepping it, as 
it were, they consciously undermine its authorative status. By forging a connection 
between Greek and African that entails circumventing “Europe,” the playwrights in 
a way disconnect “Greece” from the British culture that has used it to reinforce its 
superiority and (re)connect it to the very cultures to which Britain (and Europe) felt 
superior. Within the Caribbean context, poet and playwright Derek Walcott plays a 
similar kind of politics in Omeros, a book-length poem that takes the Homeric epic 
as a model. Walcott merges the Caribbean’s African, Native American and European 
cultural inheritance and mixes English with Creole languages (Makris 2001: 9). In an 
interview, he explains that he wants to convey how “the Greeks were the niggers of the 
Mediterranean”:

If we looked at them now, we would say that the Greeks had Puerto Rican 
tastes. Right? Because the stones were painted brightly. They were not these 
bleached stones. As time went by, and they sort of whitened and weathered, 
the classics began to be thought of as something bleached-out and rain-
spotted, distant. (1990, quoted in Makris 2001: 10)
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I have chosen this passage as an epigraph to this chapter, because I think that the 
metaphor of brightly-painted stones that have lost their colour and that have come 
to be seen as “bleached-out” and “distant,” points to the cultural politics at play in 
African (diasporic) adaptation of Greek tragedy. Walcott emphasises the affinity 
between Greek and Caribbean culture, simultaneously differentiating both cultures 
from Eurocentric views of and claims to these cultures, Greek as well as Caribbean. 
This “double gesture” is at the heart of the adaptations I look at in this study.

THE CHAPTERS
I have structured my study as follows. In the next two chapters, I discuss plays that 
emphasise Greek tragedy’s potential to inspire and dramatise political change. I 
begin in Chapter Two by examining two plays that draw on Sophocles’ Antigone: The 
Island by South African playwright Athol Fugard and actors John Kani and Winston 
Ntshona, and Tegonni: an African Antigone by Nigerian playwright Femi Osofisan. I 
discuss the relevance of adapting Antigone within the contexts of South Africa and 
Nigeria and consider Antigone’s representative and performative potential within 
her new surroundings. Finally, I examine how Antigone’s cultural translocation 
affects her status as a Western canonical figure. In Chapter Three I look at Wole 
Soyinka’s Euripides’ Bacchae: a Communion Rite. In this “Yoruba tragedy,” Dionysus is 
transformed into a revolutionary leader. I explore the characteristics and implications 
of Soyinka’s ritualist aesthetics. I also examine the cultural politics that his theory of 
Yoruba tragedy, through the ambiguous relation it establishes between African and 
Greek, performs. 

In the second half of this study, I change focus from adaptations that dramatise 
resistance and revolution to adaptations that rework Greek tragedy to reflect on the 
aftermath of such transitional moments. Chapter Four focuses on two texts that adapt 
Aeschylus’ Oresteia trilogy within the context of post-apartheid South Africa: Mark 
Fleishman’s In the City of Paradise and Yael Farber’s Molora. Both plays dramatise the 
losses that haunt post-conflict societies as they try to come to terms with the past. 
I consider the political transition from apartheid to post-apartheid South Africa in 
relation to the cultural exchange between antiquity and the present. In the final Chapter 
Five I pursue the theme of mourning, inherently related to the genre of tragedy. The 
theme is implicit in the South African adaptations of the Oresteia but also relevant to 
the other adaptations I have considered. After revisiting these plays to delineate what 
is at stake in practices of mourning, I examine Femi Osofisan’s Women of Owu in order 
to investigate the implications of mourning in more detail. I conclude this chapter by 
addressing the broader relevance and potential that mourning may hold.
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The playwrights I look at in this study emphasise the contemporary relevance 
of Greek tragedy in moments of oppression and transition. By presenting Greek 
tragedy as theirs, they also enact a form of cultural politics directed at the West 
that has appropriated “Greece” as its legitimisation. As I explained, the main title of 
this study, “The Politics of Adaptation,” refers to this twofold political engagement. 
Importantly, adaptation not only relies on familiarity but by definition emphasises 
difference or foreignness as well. The title of Soyinka’s The Bacchae of Euripides: a 
Communion Rite demonstrates this beautifully, as its main heading emphasises the 
pre-text, while the subtitle points to Soyinka’s modification of this text to a different 
cultural context. Each of the adaptations I look at expresses such a difference, in part 
through a combination of different theatrical and cultural traditions. It does not suffice 
to regard them as romantic celebrations of cross-cultural hybridity, however, because 
this would sidestep the actual history of colonialism embedded in the exchange. In 
fact, the adaptations refuse such analyses precisely because the relationship with their 
pre-texts remains so ambiguous and “double.” In varying ways and to varying degrees, 
playwrights establish a two-directional dynamic that opens up a space for politics. 
It is in the dynamic between adaptation and pre-text, between present and past, and 
between familiarity and difference, that the politics of adaptation is performed. 

Counter to George Steiner’s famous claim in The Death of Tragedy (1961) that 
Greek tragedy has died, African playwrights demonstrate that Greek tragedy is very 
much alive and holds relevance today, not only within the contexts of South Africa and 
Nigeria, but within any context of political conflict and transition. This is yet another 
reason why attaching the labels “postcolonial” or “canonical counter-discourse” to 
their texts fails to do them justice. It could be, and this is a question to which I will 
try to find an answer in the course of this study, that the playwrights not only present 
adaptations of Greek tragedy, but also “adapt” tragedy as a genre. Their emphasis on 
tragedy as fundamentally political, rather than solely existential or metaphysical, 
seems to point in this direction. As I hope to show in the following chapters, Greek 
tragedy never died, nor is it fixed in an idealised and remote past. Adaptations of 
tragedies do more than simply keeping the texts they adapt alive. They continuously 
re-examine and add meaning, ensuring Greek tragedy’s ongoing relevance.
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If Creon could not hear Antigone,  
giving no credibility to her words, unable 
to see the logic to which she appeals,  
she continues to speak through the 
history of political translations and 
performances of Antigone, which,  
even as they re-signify her, articulate  
and renew the law she introduces.

—Tina Chanter

African Antigones: 
“wherever the call for freedom is heard!”

In this chapter, I consider two plays that draw on Sophocles’ Antigone (442 BC): The 
Island (first performed in 1973, published in 1993) by South African playwright Athol 
Fugard and Tegonni: an African Antigone (first performed in 1994, published in 1999) 
by Nigerian playwright Femi Osofisan.1 I examine the relevance and implications 
of the appropriation of Antigone within the contexts of South Africa and Nigeria, 
considering Antigone’s representative value within her new surroundings and the 
(meta)theatrical aesthetics that characterise her cultural translocation. Finally, I turn 
to the effects of Antigone’s translocation on her status as a Western canonical figure. 
Throughout my discussion, I am particularly interested in how Fugard’s and Osofisan’s 
“African Antigones” relate to Antigone’s political legacy. Let me therefore start with a 
brief exploration of “Antigone’s politics.”

1  In this study I follow the commonly used English transcription of Yoruba, omitting diacritical marks in 
names such as “Fémi Òsófisan” and “Tègònni” and words such as “Yòrùbá” and “oríkì.” 

Rejoice with us 
Rejoice heartily with us 
The tyrant 
Who gives wicked orders 
We have conquered him! 
Oh yes, we have beaten him! 
We have seen his back!

—Femi Osofisan, Tegonni

CHAPTER 2
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ANTIGONE’S POLITICS
Of all heroes and heroines of Greek tragedy, Antigone is probably the most famous 
and certainly the most debated one. Her popularity has been discussed at length, for 
example by George Steiner, who in the preface to his book Antigones: The Antigone 
Myth in Western Literature, Art and Thought (1984) classifies the play as “one of the 
most enduring and canonic acts in the history of our philosophic, literary, political 
consciousness.” He states that:

Whenever, wherever, in the western legacy, we have found ourselves engaged 
in the confrontation of justice and of law, of the aura of the dead and the 
claims of the living, whenever, wherever the hungry dreams of the young 
have collided with the “realism” of the ageing, we have found ourselves 
turning to words, images, sinews or argument, synecdoches, tropes, 
metaphors, out of the grammar of Antigone and of Creon. (1984: 138)

Steiner concludes his study by foretelling Antigone’s eternal life: “All I can be certain 
of is this: what I have tried to say is already in need of addition. New ‘Antigones’ are 
being imagined, lived now; and will be tomorrow” (1984: 304).2 

This prophesy about Antigone seems in tension with Steiner’s earlier claim in The 
Death of Tragedy (1961) that the genre has died with the rise of modernity. There, 
he argues that the dominant “mythologies” of the twentieth century, liberalism and 
especially Marxism, are fundamentally anti-tragic as they do not admit of tragic 
despair, a “mortal sin against Marxism no less than against Christ” (1961: 342). For 
Steiner, tragedy is about the powerlessness and fall of the individual, reflecting a 
fatalist worldview. Adhering to a purity of genre, he presents tragedy as “unfit” for 
modern adaptations or, rather, modern adaptations as “unfit” for tragedy (by which 
he means Greek tragedy), whose significance they tend to destroy: “the ancient is not 
a glove into which the modern can slip at will” (329). Interestingly, Steiner presents 
Antigone as the exception to his rule, an “achievement apart,” a claim he substantiates 
by referring to Jean Anouilh’s Antigone, which premiered in Paris in 1944: while 
“[e]lsewhere, variations on classic themes have yielded eccentric and often ignoble 
results,” within the political context of occupied France, Steiner argues, Anouilh 
succeeded in preserving the meaning of Sophocles’ tragedy (324-331). 

As I proposed in the previous chapter, suppositions such as Steiner’s do not 
take into account that meaning is always contingent and in movement. Here, I am 
fascinated by how Antigone forces Steiner into a position in which he cannot but 
contradict himself, foretelling Antigone’s eternal life in a modern world within which 

2  Although Steiner locates these new Antigones primarily in “the West,” he does consider Fugard’s The 
Island, cryptically describing it as “a harrowing addendum to the Sophoclean font” and “the satyr play to all 
preceding ‘Antigones’” (1984: 143-144). 



49

  A
F

R
IC

A
N

 A
N

T
IG

O
N

E
S

tragedy cannot survive. Towards the end of The Death of Tragedy it is as if Antigone, 
through Anouilh’s refiguration, compels Steiner to reconsider his claim. She seems 
successful, as he concludes his book at least considering “the possibility—though 
I judge it remote—that the tragic theatre may have before it a new life and future” 
(354). To substantiate this, Steiner discusses a scene from a documentary film about a 
Chinese commune in which the labourers lay down their work and together form “a 
large chorus.” They begin begin chanting a song of hatred against China’s enemies and 
reciting the heroic death of a founder of the local Communist Party who was killed 
by the Japanese. “Is it not,” Steiner wonders, “in some comparable rite of defiance 
and honour to the dead that tragedy began, three thousand years ago, on the plains 
of Argos?” (354-355). In relation to his argument that tragedy and modernity are 
incompatible, Steiner’s reference to China is in danger of suggesting that tragedy might 
still be viable in contexts “yet untouched” by Western modernity. This is relevant to my 
discussion, because “Africa” is often similarly considered to be “pre-modern.”3

In his reconsideration of tragedy in 2004, Steiner boldly reasserts the genre’s death. 
Willing to accept that tragedy might hold relevance for certain contemporary political 
moments, Steiner nonetheless reduces plays such as Fugard’s The Island, which he 
briefly mentions as an example, to “variations on previous themes”: 

At some moments of political social crisis, tragedy in its classical mask still 
provides a shorthand: as the Trojan Women did during the Vietnam war, 
as the Bacchae served during the turmoil of the drug-culture and flower 
children. But these are loans from the museum. (2004: 14-15)

Apparently, Antigone’s eternal life is a borrowed one. But as the plays discussed in this 
study demonstrate, adaptations cannot be reduced to loans, just like Greek tragedies 
cannot be reduced to museum relics. If tragedy seems dead, it is only so in Steiner’s 
mortifying conception of the genre.

In contrast to Steiner’s idea of tragedy as dramatising the despair of the powerless 
individual, the adaptations I investigate offer a different view, allowing it to enjoy 
enduring political relevance and the potential to promote change. In the case of 
Antigone, this relevance derives from the central conflict between Antigone and 
Creon, which may appear straightforward at first but on closer inspection turns out 
to be more complex. At the start of Sophocles’ tragedy, Antigone’s brothers Eteocles 
and Polynices have died fighting over the throne of Thebes. As the rightful inheritor of 
the throne, their uncle Creon becomes king. He issues a decree forbidding the burial 
of Polynices, because he has led an army against the city and is therefore considered 

3  In Modernity at Large Arjun Appadurai challenges this notion of Western modernity as a point of origin 
and reference, arguing that “different societies appropriate the materials of modernity differently” to 
produce multiple, alternative Modernities (1996: 17). 
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a traitor in the eyes of the law. Antigone, appealing not to the law of the polis but to 
the divine law that governs the family, defies Creon’s decree and sets out to bury her 
brother. Creon has her locked up in a cave to be executed. Although Creon ultimately 
changes his mind and hurries to free Antigone, his repentance comes too late. The 
play ends with no less than three suicides: of Antigone, her betrothed and Creon’s son 
Haemon, and Creon’s wife Eurydice. 

The main question Sophocles poses—and to which he does not provide an 
answer—is whose claim is more “just”: that of Antigone, who stays true to the laws 
of the gods and her personal morality, or Creon, who insists on the superiority of the 
laws of the state and public morality. Classics professor Suzanne Said suggests that in 
fifth century BC Athens, the on-stage negotiation between conflicting interests and 
ideologies had an important didactic function, since it represented the dialectic of the 
political process held high in the young democracy, so that tragedy primarily served 
to instruct the art of debate to the male citizenry (Boedeker and Raaflaub 1999: 282). 
In contemporary settings, too, the validity of Antigone’s claim remains a popular topic 
for debate, ensuring Antigone’s continuing attraction as a source for philosophical and 
artistic inspiration. 

Antigone’s contemporary popularity is particularly striking on African stages, 
where Edward Kamau Brathwaite, Athol Fugard, Femi Osofisan and Sylvain Bemba 
have given the play new relevance in a variety of settings.4 In his study on Greek 
tragedy in Africa, Wetmore explains this popularity by stating that Antigone “can be 
adapted into any situation in which a group is oppressed, or in which, in the aftermath 
of struggle, the forces of community and social order come into conflict with the forces 
of personal liberty” (2002: 170-171). Many translations and adaptations depart from 
a similar understanding of Antigone, not only those by African playwrights, but also 
those by, for example, Bertolt Brecht and Jean Anouilh, who figure Antigone against 
the backdrop of the Second World War, and those by Tom Paulin, who explores the 
Anglo-Irish problem, and Seamus Heaney, who comments on George Bush’s policy in 
the Iraq war.5 

While contemporary readings of Antigone, whether in theatre or philosophy, seem 
in agreement regarding Antigone’s political agency, she was not always conceived in 
that way. On the contrary, many of her interpreters have posited Antigone as a figure 

4  Although Brathwaite is originally Barbadian, his Odale’s Choice (1967) is set in Africa and was first 
produced in the newly independent Ghana (Gilbert and Tompkins 1996: 42-43). Sylvain Bemba’s Black 
Wedding Candles for Blessed Antigone (1990) was originally published in French in 1988 as Noces Posthumes 
de Santigone). For a discussion on Antigone in West-Africa, see Gibbs (2007). 
5  Bertolt Brecht, Antigone (1947); Jean Annouilh, Antigone (1943); Tom Paulin, The Riot Act: A Version of 
Sophocles’ Antigone (1985); Seamus Heaney, The Burial at Thebes (2004). For discussions of Heaney’s play, 
see Chanter (2010) and Wilmer (2010). For discussions of Irish versions of Greek tragedy, see McDonald 
and Walton (2002).
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before, against or outside politics. In that respect, two further strands of interpretation 
can be roughly identified. In the first, Antigone is viewed as the representative of the 
domestic sphere preceding politics. The most influential example of this strand is the 
interpretation of the German philosopher G. W. F. Hegel, who in his Phenomenology 
of Spirit (Phänomenologie des Geistes, 1807) romanticises Antigone’s act of defiance 
as led by divine inspiration and female intuition. In his reading, the conflict between 
Antigone and Creon is one between two equally justified ethical claims, with Antigone 
privileging the divine law (dike) that governs the family (oikos) and Creon privileging 
the human law (nomos) that governs the city (polis). This implies that “Creon is not a 
tyrant, but an ethical power just as much as Antigone”; indeed, both “realize only one 
of the ethical powers ... both do wrong because they are one-sided, and thus both do 
right” (1977: 17.133). Antigone’s death becomes the event where both ethical positions 
reconcile tragically.6 

In the second, psychoanalytical strand of interpretation, Antigone is theorised as a- 
or even anti-political, cast in the role of the inhuman or dangerous thing that needs to 
be expelled to preserve the social order. Chanter points out, for example, how Lacanian 
readings reduce Antigone to a monstrous figure, and how Slovenian philosopher Slavoj 
Zizek goes as far as to describe her as “proto-totalitarian” (2010: 21). If Antigone is 
given a political place in history at all, it is as the disruptive force that needs to be 
sacrificed.7

Feminist philosophers Judith Butler and Gillian Rose take issue with interpretations 
that present Antigone as enabling while never actually entering the political sphere. 
In Antigone’s Claim: Kinship between Life and Death (2000), Butler turns to Antigone 
to critique the heteronormativity of kinship as structured by the state. In her analysis, 
Antigone opens up the possibility of social transformation because she “represents 
not kinship in its ideal form, but its deformation and displacement,” thus putting “the 
reigning epistemes of representation into crisis” and raising the question of “what the 
conditions of intelligibility could have been that would have made her life possible” 
(2000: 24). For Rose, too, Antigone embodies the possibility of change. In Mourning 
Becomes the Law: Philosophy and Representation (1996), she discusses how Antigone, 
by critiquing the law through her mourning of her brother, presents the possibility 
of a new or changed law: “in these delegitimate acts of tending the dead, these acts 
of justice, against the current will of the city, women reinvent the political life of the 

6  For Derrida, this reading presents the problem that while Antigone’s death should escape the system and 
resist closure, it ends up being contained within Hegelian dialectics (Leonard, 2005: 143). Derrida not only 
discusses Antigone in Glas (1974), but also in Of Hospitality: Anne Dufourmantelle invites Jacques Derrida 
to Respond (2000), where he considers the story of Oedipus and Antigone’s arrival in Athens in Oedipus at 
Colonus in relation to the ethics and politics of hospitality.
7  See Jacques Lacan (1992); Slavoj Zizek (1992, 2000).
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community” (1996: 35-36).8 Butler’s and Rose’s analyses are relevant to the adaptations 
I discuss insofar as these similarly explore Antigone’s potential to critique and change 
dominant cultural and political epistemes.9 

This brief and partial account of Antigone’s extensive interpretative history 
demonstrates, as Chanter observes, that Antigone’s function in relation to the political 
is not only complicated by how she positions herself in relation to the polis within 
the play, but also by the reception of the play, which has been “overdetermined by 
the numerous critical attempts to come to terms with the divergent authorative, 
interpretive legacies issuing from Aristotle’s Poetics, Hegel’s dialectical manoeuvres, 
and Freudo-Lacanian psychoanalytic theory” (2010: 23). The texts I discuss in what 
follows form part of Antigone’s reception history and further influence her political 
legacy.

THE CHOICE OF ANTIGONE 
Fugard’s The Island and Osofisan’s Tegonni: an African Antigone extend Antigone’s 
political potential. The Island presents the story of two prisoners of apartheid who 
are locked away on Robben Island, off the coast of Cape Town, South Africa, and 
together, with all the power they have left, try to maintain their humanity in the face 
of continuous physical and mental cruelty. Tegonni is set in Nigeria under British 
colonial rule, but also refers to the military dictatorships that have held Nigeria in 
their grip almost incessantly ever since its independence from Britain in 1960.10 Both 
plays dramatise moments of oppression and employ Antigone as a representative of the 
struggle against this oppression. Written within contexts that forbid the kind of debate 
Athenian tragedy sought to instruct, when there is no ethical equilibrium between 
two equally justified claims, the confrontation between Antigone and Creon comes 
to represent the opposition between oppressor and oppressed. Within this larger field 
of injustice, the complexity of the conflict, a complexity on which many dramatic and 
philosophical interpretations centre, is reduced, and the question of justification is 
rendered unambiguous. There is no doubt about the validity of Antigone’s claim; her 
defiance is legitimate because it is necessary. 

8  Jacques Derrida theorises Antigone’s relation to the law differently. As Amy Swiffen explains, in Glas he 
views Antigone as a reminder of the irreconcilability between conditional written law and unconditional 
justice, thus as the embodiment of the aporia of law itself (2010: 42).
9  See Cecilia Sjöholm (2004) for a discussion of feminist philosophical texts that use Antigone as their 
model.
10  Nigeria became a Republic in 1963 but, with the exception of the short-lived second republic between 
1979 and 1983, the country was ruled by military dictators until 1999, when Olusegun Obasanjo (who had 
been a military dictator from 1976-1979 himself) was declared the new democratically elected president. 
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The Island premiered on 2 July 1973, in a small Cape Town club, under the title 
of Die Hodoshe Span. It was the result of a collaborative project by playwright Athol 
Fugard (of white English and Afrikaner descent) and two young black actors, John 
Kani and Winston Ntshona, undertaken at a time when apartheid’s segregation 
laws forbade the collaboration between whites and blacks. As precautions against 
government intervention, the performance lacked a script and was presented under 
an alternative title. In an interview John Kani explains that a written text would have 
been a document, which “would have meant that the police would have evidence 
that could be presented to a District Attorney who might lay charges against us” 
(Philips 2000). The title Die Hodoshe Span was chosen because the intended The 
Island would have referred to Robben Island too explicitly. Those familiar with its 
connotation nonetheless recognised the implicit reference to Robben Island contained 
in the alternative title, as “Hodoshe” (Xhosa for “carrion fly”) was the nickname of an 
infamous prison warden there. 

With the above in mind, it is surprising that the South African authorities allowed 
Fugard, Kani and Ntshona to take the production to London only five months later, 
which suggests that neither the powerful anti-apartheid message it promoted, nor 
the impact it could have on international opinion was fully recognised. The contrast 
between the two performances is considerable: the Cape Town performance was closely 
supervised by the police, concealed its criticism of apartheid and reached only a limited 
audience, whereas the London performance was accompanied by playbills with details 
about apartheid and loudly called for the release of South Africa’s political prisoners. The 
use of Afrikaans and Xhosa was replaced by a predominantly English dialogue to adapt 
to an international audience. Only after this production abroad did it become possible to 
perform the play more publicly in South Africa and to have it transformed into a written 
text under the name of The Island (Blumberg and Walder 1999: 105-106).

The Island is one of five so-called Township Plays, produced between 1958 and 
1973, whose common label derives from the fact that they were all inspired by the 
everyday life of the people in the townships and produced in collaboration with 
black amateur casts.11 As Dennis Walder, a specialist in South African theatre, states, 
the plays reveal a “uniquely fruitful and influential instance of creative interaction 
between urban black modes of expression and ‘outside’ or Western cultural modes; 
an interaction which took place despite the divisive pressures of the apartheid state” 
(Fugard 1993: xi).12 

11  The other township plays are No-Good Friday (1958), Nongogo (1959), The Coat (1967) and Sizwe Bansi is 
Dead (1972). See Walder’s introduction to the collected Township Plays (Fugard 1993).
12  As I argued in the previous chapter, “Western” modes cannot be considered as “outside” of or “alien” 
to African cultures, because (and The Island exemplifies this) they form an integral part of these cultures.
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The Island demonstrates Fugard’s commitment to acknowledge the existence and 
suffering of those who were excluded from the dominant discourses. However, the 
political dramatist Robert Kavanagh Mshengu finds fault with him for not using 
traditional African forms, which he considers not a mere “tragic result” of the South 
African situation, but evidence of a conscious lack of involvement with the struggle 
of the oppressed majority. In his opinion, “Kani and Ntshona’s real knowledge and 
masterful depiction of the life of black people in the Eastern Cape is weakened by their 
acceptance of Fugard’s interpretation of it” (1982: 176). The necessity of mediation 
by a white established playwright for public expression painfully shows the power 
relations at play during apartheid. Fugard has never concealed his uncomfortable 
position as a member of the dominant white settler minority, writing about a silenced 
majority, and his description of himself as “a classic example of the guilt-ridden 
impotent white liberal” well illustrates this.13 Walder is right to stress the extent to 
which Fugard’s township encounters have taken him beyond his own position (Fugard 
1993: xvi). It is important, also, to consider that these workshop collaborations grew 
out of improvised acting exercises based on personal experiences of the actors and 
their township communities. Fugard, then, did not write a script for the black actors 
to act out but, conscious of the fact that their acting provided him with a knowledge 
that would otherwise remain inaccessible to him, he let their improvisational acting 
determine the eventual script instead.14

Nevertheless, Mshengu’s observation that “while [Fugard] makes no mention of 
Fanon, Cabral, Nkrumah, Nyerere, Achebe or Ngugi, he repeatedly refers to Camus, 
Sartre, Beckett, Brecht and Grotowski as having influenced him” is accurate, for 
European modes and concepts indeed dominate in Fugard’s work (1982: 175). In The 
Island, too, they are the primary formal means through which the black experience 
of the two prisoners is conveyed on stage.15 A discussion of the various Western 
traditions that influenced The Island is best pursued elsewhere, but to gain a better 
understanding of the Antigone performance embedding in it, it is helpful to consider 
Fugard’s admiration for Albert Camus. Fugard’s Notebooks 1960-1977 (1993) reveal a 
particular admiration for Camus’ essay “The Myth of Sisyphus.” In Greek mythology, 
king Sisyphus was punished for his hubris by being forced to roll an inmense boulder 
up a hill. Because the boulder immediately rolled back down, his punishment 

13  Interview with Colin Smith for the Observer in January 1974, “White Man on a Tightrope,” quoted by 
Walder in the introduction to The Township Plays (Fugard 1993: xvi).
14  After No-Good Friday and Nongogo Fugard was banned from entering the townships himself (Wertheim 
2002: 79). Because the improvisational acting of Kani and Ntshona determined the script, it has become 
common among scholars to acknowledge them as co-authors to the published text. Where in this chapter I 
refer to Fugard as “the” playwright, this is for brevity’s sake only.
15  For discussions on the influence of Brecht’s epic theatre, Beckett’s absurd theatre and Grotowski’s poor 
theatre see, for instance, Durbach (1984) and Worthen (1996). 
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continued throughout eternity. Camus views Sisyphus as the absurd hero who in his 
torment is superior to his fate, because he “knows the whole extent of his wretched 
condition.” This “lucidity that was to constitute his torment,” Camus argues, “at the 
same time crowns his victory.”16 

In The Island the Sisyphean theme finds a clear echo in the prisoners’ struggle 
to preserve their identity and, more directly, in the opening mime which, the stage 
description instructs, is an “image of back-breaking and grotesquely futile labour” 
(195). Lasting for no less than ten silent minutes—which on stage is excruciatingly 
long—the audience witnesses how the prisoners repetitively fill a wheelbarrow 
with sand, push it across stage and empty it again. Their hardship is conveyed 
most powerfully not so much in their dialogues, but rather when speech remains 
unarticulated, like in this opening mime. The suffering of the prisoners is beyond 
what can be narrated. It can only be shown. It can only be performed. But, as I will 
demonstrate below, performance offers more than a way of expression, as it is through 
performance—a performance of a scene from Antigone—that the prisoners are led to 
a lucidity similar to that of Camus’ Sisyphus, yet exceeding the existential to become 
powerfully political. This is how performance achieves performativity.

Fugard’s decision to turn to Antigone was based on personal experience. In 1965, he 
had been preparing the performance of Sophocles’ Antigone with his Serpent Players, 
an acting company consisting of black actors from the township New Brighton, near 
Port Elizabeth. The police had been harassing them throughout the rehearsal period 
by taking down names, confiscating scripts and intimidating the actors involved, 
culminating in the arrest of Norman Ntshinga, who was to play the character of 
Antigone’s betrothed and Creon’s son Haemon. This performance, which went on 
without Ntshinga, is explicitly mentioned in The Island: 

JOHN. …Jesus, Winston! June 1965.
WINSTON. What?
JOHN. This, man. Antigone. In New Brighton. St. Stephen’s Hall. (202)

Ntshinga was not the first Serpent Player to be sentenced to Robben Island. As Fugard 
states in his contribution to Marianne McDonald and Walton’s book on Irish versions 
of Greek tragedy, “our young theatre group had in fact become the Antigone of New 
Brighton. It was speaking out against and defying the edicts of apartheid Creon” (2002: 
133). When Fugard later heard about a short two-man version of Antigone, performed 
from memory at a prison concert, this provided him with the plot of The Island, in 
which a prison performance of a scene from Antigone is included as a play-within-
a-play. Fugard’s choice to draw on Antigone, then, developed from two performances 

16  The original essay was published as Le Mythe de Sisyphe (1942). The English translation cited from here 
was found online <http://stripe.colorado.edu/~morristo/sisyphus.html>, accessed 4 February 2006.
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that had charged the text with political relevance within the context of apartheid and, 
in turn, made it the perfect text to critique apartheid. 

Like Fugard, Femi Osofisan adapts Antigone against a background of political 
oppression. His Tegonni: an African Antigone was first produced in 1994 at Emory 
University in Atlanta (Georgia, US), which Osofisan visited during one of the most 
chaotic periods in Nigerian history, following the military junta’s violent intervention 
in and annulment of the presidential elections of 1993. When the presumed winner 
Abiola proclaimed himself president in 1994, a new junta immediately arrested 
and detained him, after which political tension mounted (Raji 2005: 143). In the 
production notes, Osofisan explains that Tegonni is intended to “look at the problem 
of political freedom against the background of the present turmoil in Nigeria—my 
country—where various military governments have continued for decades now to 
thwart the people’s desire for democracy, happiness, and good government” (11). As 
this comment shows, although he sets the play during colonialism, Osofisan’s emphasis 
is on Nigeria’s contemporary political situation. I return to this aspect below.17

The final form of Tegonni and the idea to adapt Antigone shaped itself in Osofisan’s 
mind when he approached Lagos airport to fly to Atlanta, driving past “burning 
houses, mounted placards, and screaming police and military vehicles”: 

I remembered the story of the British colonisation of Nigeria and the defeat 
of my ancestors. And I remembered the valiant story of Antigone. The two 
events—one from history, the other from myth—would help me add my 
voice to the millions of other small voices in Africa, all shouting unheard 
and pleading to be set free—voices that are waiting desperately for help 
from friends in the free world. (10)

Osofisan not only appeals for help from “the free world,” but also holds Britain, 
France and Germany responsible for supporting the military dictatorship to safeguard 
their economic interests (10). Yet, he does not absolve Nigerians from responsibility 
for their country’s crisis; on the contrary, at the heart of the Nigerian predicament 
he diagnoses a distorted consciousness that shows itself in “collective amnesia and 
inertia, in cowardice, and in inordinate horror of insurrection” (1998: 15-16). This 
distorted consciousness, largely a distorted historical consciousness whose anaesthetic 
force disables change, Osofisan sets out to heal from within. Accordingly, his theatrical 
practice is characterised by a critical re-evaluation of the past as a prerequisite for 
socio-political change in the present. Within a context of oppression, the critical 
re-evaluation of the past calls for a special strategy, which Osofisan describes as 

17  The first performance of Tegonni in Nigeria was at the Arts Theatre of the University of Ibadan in 
November 1998, directed by Osofisan himself. Since then, the play has been performed in Nigeria a number 
of times (Osofisan, May 2006, personal correspondence).
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“surreptitious insurrection”: a way for the “dissenting artist” to “triumph through the 
gift of metaphor and magic, parody and parable, masking and mimicry”; a “covert 
and metaphoric system of manoeuvring” with which the terror of the state can be 
confronted and demystified (1998: 11). 

In line with his project, Osofisan does not set Tegonni in contemporary Nigeria 
but, turning to the root of Nigeria’s predicament, towards the end of the nineteenth 
century, at the height of Britain’s colonial expansion. Through the enactment of a 
moment of socio-political change set within this past, performance becomes a way 
to transform history into an active site, at which a renewed (historical) consciousness 
may start to take shape. Performance, to draw on Wendy Brown’s words, thus literally 
“opens the stage for battling with the past over possibilities for the future” (2001: 
151). The juxtaposition of history (the colonisation of Nigeria) with myth (the story 
of Antigone) in the above quotation is intended to serve a similar function, which 
Osofisan clarifies as follows:

by continuously juxtaposing scenes from myth and history; from the 
present and the past; and from the play’s present, and the real present, ... 
the audience is made aware all the time of the options available, and those 
chosen. ... The intention is to turn the stage into a problematic space of 
ideological conflict, through which the audience can see itself mirrored and, 
possibly, energized in its struggle with history. (1999b: 9) 

Another way in which Osofisan explores different ideological positions and socio-
political problems is borrowing from, while challenging antecedent texts. His 
dramaturgy is characterised by the recourse to existing plays: he engages with 
Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot in his Oriki the Grasshopper (1981), with Wole 
Soyinka’s The Strong Breed in his No More the Wasted Breed (1982), with J. P. Clark-
Bekederemo’s The Raft in his Another Raft (1988), with Shakespeare’s Hamlet in his 
Wèsóò Hamlet! (2003), and with Euripides’ Trojan Women in his Women of Owu, 
which I discuss in Chapter Five (2004). Osofisan gives his re-workings both local and 
political relevance. The first is achieved by drawing heavily on myths, rituals, songs, 
proverbs and parables taken from the Yoruba tradition in which he was brought up; 
the latter by subjecting these traditional elements to constant re-evaluation, releasing 
them from their possible repressive weight and granting them contemporary socio-
political relevance.18 An example in Tegonni is the inclusion of the Yoruba parable of 
the Tiger and the Frog, teaching a moral that in the context of contemporary Nigeria 
acquires political bearing: “the one who was swallowed gained a throne, while the one 
who usurped power fell to disgrace” (100). Tradition is not idealised, nor treated as 

18  The Yoruba are a West-African people living chiefly in southwest Nigeria. In Chapter Three I discuss a 
“Yoruba tragedy” by Soyinka and expand on the Yoruba worldview and mythological system.
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something before or outside of history or without political viability. Instead, tradition 
has a place within the (political) present; a place, however, in need of continuous 
reconsideration. Not only Greek tragedy, but also tradition has to be “adapted” to be 
politically relevant.

ANTIGONE’S REPRESENTATION
In employing Sophocles’ tragedy, both Osofisan and Fugard emphasise not Antigone’s 
historical distance as a character from Greek tragedy, but her relevance to their 
contemporary African contexts. It is therefore more constructive to think of Antigone 
as a concept, a concept that has travelled widely through philosophy, art and literature 
and, while travelling, has taken on different forms, shapes and meanings.19 In both 
Fugard and Osofisan, she has travelled to Africa where she becomes the representative 
of the struggle against oppression. In the remainder of this chapter, I want to consider 
the political implications of Antigone’s cultural translocation, focussing first on 
her representational value, then on her performative potential and, finally, on her 
canonical status. 

In Fugard, the character John explains to his fellow prisoner Winston that “[t]his 
Antigone is just right for us.” Using courtroom rhetoric, John describes Antigone as 
“the accused” who “buried Polynices.” She is “[t]he traitor! The one who I said was on 
our side. Right?,” the one who “in the play pleads Guilty” though “between me and 
you, in this cell, we know she’s Not Guilty” (199-201). As becomes clear in the play, 
Antigone’s act of defying Creon by burying her brother is compared to Winston’s act 
of defying apartheid authority by burning his pass book in front of a police station. 
Like Antigone, Winston has committed his act openly, and like Antigone he knew that 
it would commit him to a “living death.”20

Fugard’s Creon represents apartheid authority. When the prisoner John plays 
Creon in the play-within-the-play, he speaks lines that unmistakably refer to those 
prisoners of apartheid who were sentenced without trial. He proclaims it is “needless 
now to call the state witnesses who would testify beyond reasonable doubt that the 
accused is guilty,” and orders to take Antigone “straight to the Island! There wall her up 
in a cell for life, with enough food to acquit ourselves of the taint of her blood” (226-
227). Antigone, in turn, becomes the symbol of the struggle against the ideology that 
this apartheid-Creon embodies. That interpretation is shared by Nelson Mandela, who 
played the part of Creon in an Antigone production during his time on Robben Island 

19  See Bal’s study on travelling concepts (2002).
20  The Pass Laws Act of 1952 required black South Africans over the age of 16 to carry a pass book at all 
times.
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and, in his memoirs, writes that “[i]t was Antigone who symbolised our struggle; she 
was, in her own way, a freedom fighter, for she defied the law on the grounds that it 
was unjust” (1994: 441-442). 

Writing about The Island, Fugard draws a parallel between the prison performance 
of Antigone that had formed the main inspiration for his play, and Jean Anouilh’s 
Antigone, staged in Paris during the Nazi occupation. “[T]he front row of German 
army officers had thought they were enjoying French culture,” he writes, while “behind 
them Parisians received a political message of hope and defiance. So too on Robben 
Island the South African warders sat in front of the audience of prisoners” (McDonald 
and Walton 2002: 134). In the context of apartheid South Africa, it is likely that those 
supporting apartheid ideology identified most with the figure of Creon. Although a 
black man in the role of Creon would probably be considered controversial in this 
perspective, that aspect could be overcome since, as Wetmore explains, the production 
of Greek tragedies by blacks was taken to indicate the acceptance of European colonial 
hegemony (2003: 42). The sight of a cross-dressed black man in the role of Antigone 
could easily be interpreted as a sign of humiliation and demasculation. Most important 
would be the play’s final message: defiance of authority will have its fatal consequences. 
Oppressed South Africans, on the other hand, would probably share John Kani’s 
feeling that the story of Antigone who “chose to break the law of the state rather than 
the law of humanity and ‘was arrested’ sounded familiar to their situation” and take 
home a very different message (Philips 2000). In this performance of Antigone, then, 
the Sophoclean ambiguity was put to strategic political use: to allow the play to be 
performed and still get a particular political message across to those receptive to it.

In The Island, Antigone’s political potential relies not on such ambiguity about 
the legitimacy of Antigone’s act. Presenting the prison-performance of Antigone as 
a play-within-a-play, Fugard leaves no doubt about with whom the audience should 
sympathise. In their assigned roles of fellow-prisoners and spectators of the trial scene, 
the members of the audience are also directed to identify with Antigone in their other 
roles: as members of the audience and as members of South African society. Below I 
expand on this use of metatheatre to enhance audience involvement. Here, suffice it 
to say that, like a Chinese box, the Antigone-Creon opposition presented in the play-
within-the-play acquires significance at other levels as well: it becomes representative 
of the opposition between the prisoners and their prison warder Hodoshe on the 
level of the play proper, and of that between oppressed South Africans and apartheid 
authority on the level of South African reality.

Different from Fugard, in his Tegonni: an African Antigone Femi Osofisan 
structures his entire play along the lines of Antigone. The “valiant story of Antigone” 
is transformed into that of Tegonni, a princess of the imaginary Yoruba town of Oke-
Osun (10). Creon becomes the British colonial Governor Carter Ross, who rules 
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the town with an iron hand. Similar to Fugard, Osofisan departs from Sophocles’ 
ambiguous character presentation and presents his Governor as the undisguised 
representative of brutal colonial oppression; a man who longs for the time when 
“you knew you were right, because you believed in the Cross and in the Empire” 
and “You hammered the Union Jack down their throats, and made them sing ‘God 
Save the Queen’! For if you didn’t do that, they would quickly resort to barbarism, 
to cannibalism, to living apes” (131). Like Fugard’s Creon, who wants to defend the 
borders from “those despicable rats who gnaw away at our fatness and happiness” 
(224), Osofisan’s Governor does not conceive of the people he tyrannises as human. 
Sensing the dawn of a new “enfeebled” age, he obsessively clings to the historicist 
view that, as Chakrabarty discusses, enabled European colonialism in the first place. 
The Governor loudly proclaims that civilisation acquires its destiny because of people 
like him, while shamelessly stating that “we’re just here to give the orders, it’s the 
niggers who do the fighting” (131-132, 60).21

Unlike Sophocles’ Creon, who only comes to power after Antigone’s brothers have 
died, Osofisan’s Governor is actively engaged in the civil war and eagerly applies the 
colonial strategy of divide-and-rule, supporting one of Tegonni’s brothers with his 
army and treating the other as his enemy and forbidding his burial. Tegonni, like 
Antigone, disregards his decree and sets out to bury her brother’s body. The Governor 
not only represents brutal colonial force, but also refers to the military dictatorships 
that have held Nigeria in their grip for so many decades. Thus, as Goff states, Osofisan’s 
play exceeds a critique of the colonial and also offers a postcolonial critique (2007: 
49). I would add, and Goff makes a similar point, that by showing how the past haunts 
the present, Osofisan in fact demonstrates that the “colonial” and the “post-colonial” 
cannot be disentangled. 

Engaging with socio-political problems that will be painfully familiar to Nigerian 
audience members, Osofisan calls for their active engagement. Accordingly, Tegonni 
is more than the unambiguous symbol of resistance against colonial oppression, as she 
also becomes the agent of social and emancipatory change in a repressive traditional 
society. Like Sophocles’ heroine, she refuses to play according to the rules of the 
patriarchal society in which she is located so that, as in many feminist interpretations 
of Antigone, Osofisan presents Antigone as a possible model of emancipation. Tegonni 
is the founder of the first Guild of Women Casters and practices a trade formerly 
unknown and not allowed to women. Rather than propagating a return to an 
idealised pre-colonial past, Osofisan paints an unromantic picture of a society that 
not only needs to break free from colonial oppression, but also from the repressive 

21  Chakrabarty explains that because historicism “posited historical time as a measure of the cultural 
distance (at least in institutional development) that was assumed to exist between the West and the non-
West,” it was essential to the construction of colonial otherness, while it also legitimised the idea of civilisa-
tion in the colonies (2000: 7). He includes a helpful note on the term “historicism” (22-23).
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forces of tradition. Tradition, like history, becomes something to be battled with, 
and Tegonni and her sisters and friends take on this battle. With regard to his larger 
oeuvre, Osofisan’s feminist stance is not surprising because, as fellow playwright 
Tess Akaeke Onwueme explains, in contrast to the tendency in Nigerian theatre to 
portray women as underdogs, almost all of Osofisan’s plays portray women as agents 
of social reconstruction. In his view, the empowerment of women is crucial for the 
prospective programme of liberation and modernisation; accordingly, many of his 
female characters are determined to struggle collectively to transform their society 
(1988: 25). 

In Sophocles, there is no definite answer to the question whether Antigone’s act 
of defying Creon is motivated by the desire for social change or whether it primarily 
stems from individual knowledge and interest. Her political reproach of Creon’s “one-
man rule” causing the citizens of Thebes to “lock up their tongues” would suggest the 
former (2003: 556). However, it is equally significant that Antigone ultimately acts 
alone, without the support of her fellow citizens, without the support even of her sister 
Ismene. Sophocles makes it impossible to draw clear lines between private and public, 
and family and state, so that it remains impossible to place Antigone on either side. 
Osofisan’s play leaves no such ambiguity: his “African Antigone” Tegonni succeeds in 
unifying a group of women. Her act of defiance acquires collective relevance as it turns 
into a struggle for freedom from oppression and for societal change. 

The stark contrast between Tegonni and the Governor could be seen to permit an 
escape into a simplistic opposition of coloniser versus colonised. This, in turn, would 
reinforce rather than heal the distorted consciousness Osofisan wishes to correct. 
However, Osofisan simultaneously challenges this opposition through the romantic 
relationship between Tegonni and colonial officer Allan Jones, more prominent and 
more developed than the one between Antigone and Haemon in Sophocles. Different 
from the Governor, Jones is sympathetic, kind-hearted and generous. Importantly, he 
protected Tegonni when she set up her bronze casting workshop and was taken for a 
witch by her people. This means that, to a great extent, Jones (the coloniser) facilitated 
Tegonni’s (the colonised) emancipation in Oke-Osun’s male-dominated society. 
However, Jones is also presented as essentially powerless, too weak to stand up to the 
Governor, too careful to avoid confrontation and too eager to settle for compromise. 

Although the love between Tegonni and Jones suggests the possibility of bridging 
racial, political and cultural boundaries, their marriage is doomed from the start. 
Their idea that it could remain outside of the political sphere seems naïve, especially 
within the colonial context. Both Sophocles and Osofisan show how marriage is 
inscribed within certain political structures. In Sophocles, Antigone chooses loyalty 
to her brother (and, ultimately, death) over a life as Haemon’s wife. In Butler’s reading, 
Antigone thus unsettles dominant ideas about kinship and heteronormativity (2000). 
In Osofisan, Tegonni performs politics not through a rejection of marriage but 
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through a choice of whom to marry: the white colonial officer Jones. She too rejects 
what is expected of her and challenges the role to which she is supposed to conform. 
The Governor, of course, realises the marriage’s political implications. His fatherly 
affection for Jones, echoing the relationship between Haimon and Creon in Sophocles, 
soon changes into a loathing for his impotence as an imperial officer: “You thought 
you were being a fucking hero, didn’t you!” he shouts at Jones, “You’ll marry a nigger 
woman, and show us all! Teach us a lesson perhaps on the equality of races! Rebuild 
the world with your penis!” (120-121). 

The union between coloniser and colonised, between white and black, symbolises 
a transgressive moment in history that the Governor, the representative of Empire, 
cannot condone. But nor can most people of Oke-Osun. Although Tegonni’s sisters 
do wholeheartedly encourage it, Osofisan invites his audience to contemplate for what 
reasons they do so. After all, the support of one of Tegonni’s most committed sisters, 
Kunbi, seems to depend largely on the political usefulness of the marriage: “Just think 
of what the town as a whole will gain by having a whiteman as our in-law, rather 
than our antagonist! We will be feared and respected by all our neighbours” (22). 
Osofisan here points to the harmful effects of the colonial divide-and-rule strategy and 
demonstrates that resistance, no matter how committed it may be, is always to some 
extent informed by complicity.22

Because their different political contexts require different questions to be posed, 
Fugard and Osofisan remove the ambiguity of the Sophoclean conflict. This does not 
make their adaptations simplistic or reductive. It means, rather, that complexity is 
to be found elsewhere, for example in the ways in which Osofisan complicates the 
opposition oppressor-oppressed and extends it to Nigeria’s contemporary situation, 
or invites his audience to critically re-evaluate the past. In Fugard, the opposition 
oppressor-oppressed retains its Manichean character—it is, after all, a protest play set in 
the present of apartheid—and the play’s complexity derives mainly from transforming 
Sophocles’ discourse on into a performance of the political and the ethical. As such, 
performance becomes more than a method for representation, but also a way to elicit 
audience involvement and change. To this performing of Antigone I now turn.23

22  The complicity of resistance with the workings of power is considered by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 
in “More on Power/Knowledge” (1993). Reviewing Michel Foucault’s analysis of “pouvoir/savoir,” Spivak 
proposes a reading of power and resistance as not merely repressive and liberating, but as mutually 
dependent mechanisms. For discussions of the intertwinement of commitment with forms of complicity, 
see Commitment and Complicity in Cultural Theory and Practice, eds. Firat, De Mul and Van Wichelen 
(2009). On Spivak’s essay, see Aroch Fugellie (2010: 154-206).
23  I do not suggest that performative elements are absent from Sophocles’ Antigone, rather that Fugard and 
Osofisan depart from an understanding of the text as primarily a discourse about right and wrong. 
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PERFORMING ANTIGONE
Although my focus in this study is on dramatic texts and not on theatrical performances, 
I do wish to give attention to some aspects of performance (and have done so already), 
insofar as these are referred to or implied by the texts.24 I do so most elaborately in 
this chapter, because of all the adaptations I examine, Fugard’s and Osofisan’s texts 
draw attention to performance most explicitly. Through metatheatrical devices both 
playwrights not only suggest performance, but also include performance within their 
texts. In this section of my chapter I therefore wish to focus on the ways in which their 
political understanding of Antigone is intensified by her metatheatrical appearance 
on stage. Fugard and Osofisan go about this differently. Fugard, rather than offering a 
re-written version of Antigone, focuses on the play’s trial scene, which he freely adapts 
and incorporates as a play-within-a-play. Osofisan structures his entire play along the 
lines of Antigone, telling the story of, as the title suggest, an African Antigone, literally 
bringing Antigone on stage to interact with her African twin-sister. 

Let me first expand on what “metatheatre” implies. In its most basic explanation, 
the term encompasses all forms of theatrical self-reference, the ways in which plays 
call attention to their theatricality, such as story-telling, the play-within-the-play and 
role-play. Of course, these elements come into their full potential on stage, in the 
interaction between actors and audience members. On the level of the dramatic text, 
metatheatrical references can be read as signs of that “live” potential, but also hold 
relevance within the text as instances of literary self-referentiality evoking possible 
relations with performances of the text. 

Gilbert and Tompkins explain that for postcolonial playwrights metatheatre holds 
political potential, because it presents ways to not merely re-play, but also re-negotiate 
and re-work past and present:

Metatheatre reminds us that any performance stages the necessary 
provisionality of representation. … By developing multiple self-reflexive 
discourses through role playing, role doubling/splitting, plays within 
plays, interventionary frameworks, and other metatheatrical devices, post-
colonial works interrogate received models of theatre at the same time as 
they illustrate, quite self-consciously, that they are acting out their own 
histories/identities in a complex replay that can never be finished or final. 
(1996: 23)

Metatheatre, then, is not only a constructive method to engage with the politics 
of (self-) representation, but also offers ways to reconstruct past and present. It is 

24  In the introduction I stated my conviction that it is legitimate and worthwhile to study dramatic texts as 
literary texts and cultural objects in their own right. My focus on text inevitably means that other aspects of 
performance are excluded from my analyses. 
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therefore not surprising that metatheatre not only features in Fugard’s and Osofisan’s 
re-workings of Antigone, but that it is characteristic of their entire oeuvres.25 

In addition, theatre scholar Brian Crow suggests that many African dramatists 
make use of metatheatrical devices to “anatomise oppression and injustice and to 
celebrate the capacity of theatre and the theatrical to function as modes of survival, 
resistance, and even, in their more optimistic moments, change in contemporary 
African societies” (2002: 134). The Island, with its main focus on performance as the 
primary means of survival and resistance, is a case in point. Through performance—by 
acting out a film scene, composing fictitious news broadcasts and making imaginary 
phone calls—the prisoners retain their sanity and humanity. But though these 
instances of play-acting offer ways to hold on to normality and provide momentary 
distraction and even joy, Winston and John can ultimately not prevent harsh reality 
to kick back in and confront them with their situation. A good example is a scene 
in which, in an imaginary phone call, John asks their old friend Sky to visit his wife 
to ask her why she never writes and inform how their children and his parents are 
doing. What starts as distraction from reality ends with the painful realisation of 
what John has been forced to leave behind.

Only through their most significant performance, the rehearsal and staging 
of the scene “The Trial and Punishment of Antigone,” which Fugard includes as a 
play-within-a-play, the prisoners ultimately succeed in retrieving a sense of agency, 
transforming act into action. Through the use of metatheatre, Fugard underlines 
the power of performance. Creating an intentional slippage between the three-level 
division of reality, stage and stage-on-stage, he suggests that the action in the play-
within-the-play and in the play proper can seep through to and affect reality. Not only 
is the border between reality and stage explicit, it is also explicitly crossed because the 
actors John Kani and Winston Ntshona use their own first names in their roles and 
because the play includes various addresses to imprisoned fellow Serpent Players from 
real life. The actors are not merely acting out, but they are also experiencing prison-life 
on Robben Island: they are, as Wetmore argues, “playing themselves, both in a cell on 
the island, but also in the larger prison of the nation in which their identities are just 
as constructed as those of the characters they are playing” (2002: 197).26 

25  Although some critics analyse this in Brechtian terms, and despite Brecht’s significant influence on both 
Fugard’s and Osofisan’s dramaturgies, metatheatrical techniques are equally characteristic of indigenous 
African performance practices (Richards 1996: 72).
26  In the first performance of Die Hodoshe Span the characters did have different first names, Bonisile Kani 
and Zola Ntshona; perhaps, in line with the other precautions taken to avoid government intervention, 
the situation at that time called for a less explicit relation between what was presented on stage and reality. 
Worthy of note are two comments by reviewers of the 2002 London performance by Kani and Ntshona. 
Hilary Burns wrote that their “identification with the characters and situation is mesmerising”; Philip Fisher 
that “the movements and lines are deeply ingrained in the psyches of the actors, who have been playing 
these parts since 1973” (Burns 2002; Fisher 2002).
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As the dissolution of the boundary between actor and character inevitably affects 
the boundary between stage and the world outside, the audience is subjected to a 
similar experience. They are no longer solely the audience to The Island, but also 
become witnesses to the play-within-the-play. Indeed, the character John introduces 
the performance of Antigone by including the audience in his address: “Captain 
Prinsloo, Hodoshe, Warders….and Gentlemen!” (223).27 In this way, the viewers’ 
authoritarian gaze, surveilling the stage in ways analogous to Hodoshe’s gaze of the 
prison, is subverted. Placed in the position of fellow prisoners, viewers becomes 
participants in the performance. To draw on Bal, this makes a viewer a performer, 
“play[ing] the part scripted by the work to the extent that he or she responds to the 
perlocutionary address of the work, which reaches out, over time, from the past of 
the work’s making into the present of viewing” (2002: 186). Rather than observing 
an account of suffering, the audience is performatively involved in an experience of 
suffering instead. 

In line with this identification across the reality-fiction divide, Haike Frank points 
out in her study on role-play in South African theatre that using role-play to present 
the conflicts of the apartheid era on stage is especially effective for initiating the 
audience’s self-reflexivity, because apartheid’s ideology was itself based on a racial role 
definition of whites as masters and blacks as servants (2004: 50-52). That in order to 
be allowed to work with Kani and Ntshona, Fugard had to present them as his driver 
and gardener—in other words, assign them a role that would fit the role definition 
of apartheid—illustrates this. Another telling example comes from a performance 
of Fugard’s play No Good Friday before an all-white audience in 1958. Fugard was 
supposed to perform the role of the white priest, but he was not allowed on the same 
stage with the black actors. Presented with this dilemma, he decided not to cancel the 
performance, but to give his part to a black actor, resulting in a strange reversal of the 
more familiar image of the “black minstrel” (the white performer in black make-up), 
presenting a black performer with his face painted white (Walder 1993: 416).

According to Frank, the effectiveness of role-play on stage pertains to its power to 
confront audiences with their variegated knowledges and experiences of role-play off 
stage, knowledges and experiences that make them especially susceptible to recognise 
the performative potential of role-play to bring about change. Frank’s study reflects on 
any society negatively based on role definition, where people are forced to perform and 
conform to imposed roles. Its relevance to Nigeria is demonstrated by a scene from 
Tegonni in which the character Antigone orders her retinue to change roles and play 
members of the Hausa constabulary, the army that the British raised to colonise West 
Africa. Antigone tells them that “[i]t’s just history about to repeat itself again” and that 

27  The name Prinsloo refers to the infamous Captain Hendrik Prinsloo, commander of the Northern 
Transvaal Security Branch, a branch of the South African police during apartheid. 
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the script “is the story we rehearsed, as it’s happened at other times, in other places” 
(28-29). Antigone’s comment suggests a pessimistic and cyclical view of history, but 
her insistence that there is only one way this story can be acted out is met by her actors’ 
resistance. They ask for other roles:

2nd SOL: You’ve got to find us another role. This one’s no fun at all!
ANTIGONE: You’re tired of being soldiers?
4th SOL: Demoralised. All we do is carry corpses.
2nd SOL: Or build execution platforms—
1st SOL: Or terrorize people—
2nd SOL: Burn and plunder houses—
4th SOL: Collect bribes!
3rd SOL: We’re so ashamed! Is this all that soldiers do in this country? (74)

In response, Antigone promises them a scene in which they can change roles again 
(28-30). In the role of theatre director she imposes roles on her attendants, roles that 
they do not want to perform. Roles, moreover, that not only refer to the military forces 
in colonial times, but that will also be familiar to Nigerian and other viewers who 
experience military control in their daily lives. 

This scene does more than show the audience how different ideological positions 
are projected by individuals; it also presents them with the possibility of changing 
reality and, like in The Island, of changing their own roles within this reality (Dunton 
1992: 69-74). That they are not only passive receivers but actors within this reality 
becomes clear when one of the soldiers says, in pidgin English as Antigone has 
instructed: “As for me, I no care one bit to know de reason for de war! White man dey 
pay good money for soldier, so me, I join army to fight for white man, dat’s all!” (32). 
Osofisan points to the complicity of Africans in the exploitation of other Africans, but 
through the use of role-play he also shows that “if Africans are part of the problem 
then, by definition, they can be part of the solution” (Goff 2007: 49).28

That some roles, when chosen rather than imposed, can offer political potential is 
also demonstrated by Winston’s performance of Antigone in The Island. In his role of 
Antigone, a female character who in Western tradition is usually considered white, 
Winston performs a double act of cultural travesty, crossing boundaries of not only 
gender but also race. Spectators who are familiar with Antigone are made conscious of 
and invited to rethink their conventional ideas about her physical and representational 
status. To spectators lacking any prior knowledge of Antigone she is primarily 
presented, through John’s introduction to Winston, as a relevant symbol, although the 
sight of a blond wig on a black man will nonetheless make them aware of Antigone’s 

28  Elsewhere in the play Chief Isokun refers to the involvement of Africans in the slave trade and asks “what 
cruelties have we not inflected on ourselves, we black people, as agents in the service of others!” (108).
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Western origin. Despite these significations pertaining to femininity and cultural 
background, Fugard’s main concern is with Antigone’s symbolical power, which makes 
it unlikely that the audience is to understand Winston’s cross-dressing act as a hidden 
claim for Antigone’s African origins, or as an illustration of contemporary theories 
that examine the possibility that Greek culture developed out of African culture.29 
Instead, it serves to underscore the constructed and possibly also constructive nature 
of racial role-definition on stage and, as the boundary between stage and reality is 
metatheatrically crossed, off-stage as well.30 

In The Island, the protagonists bring Antigone on stage in the play-within-the-play. 
Rather than resorting to the safety of putting on a show that cannot cause offence to 
the guards, John and Winston make the conscious choice to perform Antigone, and to 
perform her on their conditions. They do so because they realise the political potential 
it offers them, a potential best illustrated by opposing two passages from the play. The 
first is from the beginning, when John appeals to Winston not to be “Hard-Arsed! 
You! When Hodoshe [the prison warder] opens that door tomorrow say ‘Ja, Baas’ the 
right way. I don’t want to be back on that bloody beach tomorrow just because your 
feel like being difficult” (204). In the second passage, towards the end of the play, 
Winston, in the role of Antigone, addresses apartheid-Creon: “[y]ou are only a man, 
Creon,” adding that “your threat is nothing to me” (226). In his role as a prisoner, 
Winston must remain silent, but in his role of Antigone he is at least able to talk back 
and declare his defiance. 

Still, the character Winston does not immediately recognise this potential power of 
performance, as he initially refuses to play Antigone. His rejection of the part is mostly 
based on his fear that his appearance on stage as a woman, with fake breasts and a wig, 
will merely evoke laughter from his fellow prisoners. And his fear seems justified, for 
according to the stage directions John “circles ‘her’ admiringly, he fondles her breasts, 
he walks arm in arm with her down Main Street… He climaxes everything by dropping 
his trousers,” exclaiming “Speedy Gonzales! here I come!” (207). Winston then angrily 
tears off his costume, shouting “I’m a man, not a bloody woman” and “I am not doing 
your Antigone! I would rather run the whole day for Hodoshe. At least I know where 
I stand with him. All he wants is to make me a ‘boy’…not a bloody woman” (208, 
emphasis in text). Apparently, suffering humiliation and dehumanisation at the hands 

29  See my discussion of Martin Bernal’s Black Athena theory in Chapter One.
30  A similar message is conveyed in the prologue to Tegonni, where the director complains that he needs 
white actors for the roles of the British colonial officers. One of his black actors responds that this only 
requires make-up and some imagination, because “all is illusion here, and everyone in the audience has 
come to play his or her own part in a dream.” Significantly, this prologue is suggested “only when the cast is 
mono-ethnic and composition” and “written here with an all-Black cast in mind” although “the appropriate 
equivalents can be easily supplied for White actors” and “ideally … the Cast should be racially mixed, and 
when that happens, the Prologue should be omitted” (13).
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of the prison warder seems less mortifying to Winston than being embarrassed and 
demasculinised in front of his equals. As Rush Rehm argues, this scene reveals that 
within the hierarchical racial divisions introduced by apartheid between Whites, 
Indians, Coloureds and Blacks another hierarchy between male and female is implicit 
(2007: 223).31 

John tries to persuade Winston that the fellow prisoners may laugh at him but that 
he should remember that “nobody laughs forever! There’ll come a time when they’ll 
stop laughing, and that will be the time when Antigone hits them with her words” 
(209). Since Winston is still not convinced of the potential of role-play, John resorts to 
role-play himself. He puts on the wig and false breasts and confronts Winston: “Look 
at me. Now laugh.” As the stage directions state, “Winston tries, but the laugh is forced 
and soon dies away” (209). John tells him “You think those bastards out there won’t 
know it is you? Yes, they’ll laugh. But who cares about that as long as they laugh in the 
beginning and listen at the end. That’s all we want them to do…listen at the end” (210). 
But Winston still protests:

…this Antigone is a bloody…what you call it…legend! A Greek one at that. 
Bloody thing never happened. Not even history! Look, brother, I got no time 
for bullshit. Fuck legends. Me?...I live my life here! I know why I’m here, and 
it’s history, not legends. I had my chat with a magistrate at Cradock and now 
I’m here. Your Antigone is child’s plan, man. (209-210) 

For Winston, myth and history are two opposed principles. He does not yet realise 
what inspired Osofisan to appropriate Antigone: that the combination of myth and 
history can hold political potential. He cannot yet believe what he will experience 
later: that the distinction between both can dissolve. Confronted with the hopelessness 
of his situation, Winston cannot view history as something that can be battled with, as 
Osofisan’s theatre instructs. Rather, it weighs him down, a weight from under which 
he cannot struggle free. 

When John is called off stage to be told of the reduction of his sentence, Winston 
puts the wig back on, looks at his reflection in the water bucket and laughs, but again this 
laugh is abruptly cut off, suggesting that indeed “nobody laughs forever,” that ultimately 
the meaning of his act will triumph. When he hears of John’s approaching freedom, 
he starts to shout in despair: “You stink, John. You stink of beer, of company, of poes, 
of freedom. Your freedom stinks, John,” then to admit “I’m jealous of your freedom, 
John” (220-221). For a few seconds, Winston “almost seems to bend under the weight 

31 With this gender hierarchy in mind, it is interesting to consider that in ancient Greece the role of 
Antigone—and of other female characters that figure in tragedy—would have been played by men. Classi-
cist Froma Zeitlin suggests that tragedy was a place where the male could freely investigate the female (1996: 
347). I expand on this in Chapter Five. 
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of the life stretching ahead of him on the Island,” but then, with the voice of a man who 
“has come to terms with his fate,” he speaks: “Nyana we Sizwe!” (221, emphases in text). 
This phrase, which translates into “Son of the Land,” is a Xhosa praise-term for heroes 
and a rallying cry that became an important slogan in the black South African struggle 
(Fugard 1993: 235; Raji 2005: 141). Winston collects the props for Antigone, suggesting 
that his struggle of rejection and identification with her part has come to its end and that 
he is led to a political awareness of the power of the performance he will put on. 

Winston’s acquired voice and sense of agency would be of relative consequence 
if it remained limited to the play-within-the-play. However, in the moments that 
follow, Winston’s prison-reality merges with Antigone’s story when Antigone/Winston 
explicitly refers to Hodoshe in her declaration to Creon: “If I had let my mother’s 
son, a Son of the Land, lie there as food for the carrion fly, Hodoshe, my soul would 
never have known peace” (226). By incorporating the translation of the Xhosa phrase 
“Nyana we Sizwe” in Antigone’s declaration to Creon, Fugard merges aesthetically and 
culturally divided terrains and reinforces the bearing that Greek mythology/tragedy 
and South African reality can have on one another. After “tearing off his wig and 
confronting the audience as Winston, not Antigone,” Winston delivers his final words. 
His declaration is an abridged version of Antigone’s final speech in Sophocles: “Time 
waits no longer. I go now to my living death, because I honoured those things to 
which honour belongs” (227). The play-within-the-play now coincides with the play 
proper, as well as with reality outside. Winston breaks role with Antigone and moves 
beyond his performance, not to distance himself from her, but because his experience 
is identical to hers, because as a symbol she has become his. Through his act he has 
acquired a lucidity similar to that of Camus’ Sisyphus: with a renewed understanding 
of the “whole extent of his wretched condition,” he has become “superior to his fate.”

Although this experience may be liberating on the existential level, it is not in the 
literal sense of the word. John and Winston’s performance does not offer them a way 
out of prison. Even if John were to be released from Robben Island, as Hodoshe has 
promised him, it would only be to return to the prison of apartheid South Africa. 
Perhaps it is for this reason that the South African novelist André Brink questions 
whether “the disguise of the political statement through play-acting may not be seen 
as a withdrawal into the comparative safety of aesthetics,” doubting whether one 
can “ever act oneself out of a given situation, or only ever more and more deeply 
and fatally into it?” (1993: 444). However, Brink concludes that the ending of The 
Island is ultimately not defeatist, for the act of performing not only provides sheer 
entertainment or distraction, but also prevents the prisoners from “turning into 
stone” like their fellow prisoner old Harry, who has forgotten who he is and why he 
is imprisoned (220). Most importantly it leads them to a renewed affirmation of their 
defiance of and struggle against apartheid. 
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John and Winston not only engage in an act of performance, but of performativity 
as well. Judith Butler describes performativity as a model for social processes in which 
set norms are reiterated for the purpose of resisting and possibly subverting them 
(1993: 2). Performativity, then, is a possible strategy not only to contend with but 
also to take advantage of the complicity of resistance with power. In her later study 
on Antigone, which I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, Butler explains that 
it is only possible for Antigone to perform her defiance of Creon by simultaneously 
refusing and assimilating his authority. Her claim can only be made within the language 
of the power she opposes. This does not make her defiance futile, because as Butler 
explains, rhetorically confounding the distinction between two opposing principles 
means “bringing into crisis the stability of the conceptual distinction between them.” 
That, in turn, facilitates resistance (2000: 6-12). 

In Fugard’s The Island something similar happens, though here the distinction 
between two opposing principles is confounded metatheatrically, rather than 
rhetorically. The norms at stake, imposed by apartheid ideology, are reiterated 
through John and Winston’s performance of the trial scene of Antigone. This 
ostensible reiteration of apartheid ideology on the level of the play-within-the-play is 
probably why the authorities allowed the play to be performed. However, by crossing 
the boundaries between the play-within-the-play, the play itself and reality, most 
importantly through the use of role-play, Fugard subverts the norms that the trial 
scene might be seen to convey. In this way, apartheid ideology is rejected through 
its on-stage transformation into the ideology that opposes it. The effect is a powerful 
message of resistance against apartheid. 

Similar to Fugard, Osofisan uses Antigone’s story as inspiration for the story of his 
“African Antigone” Tegonni. But Antigone’s presence does not remain hidden behind 
the mask of Tegonni, as Osofisan metatheatrically brings her on stage as another 
character. In contrast to The Island, she arrives on stage uninvited. Her introduction of 
herself is telling and, therefore, worth quoting at length:

ANTIGONE: I heard you were acting my story. And I was so excited I 
decided to come and participate.
YEMISI: Your story! Sorry, you’re mistaken. This is the story of Tegonni, our 
sister. Funny, the names sound almost the same, but—
ANTIGONE: Tegonni! Where’s she?
YEMISI: Back in the compound there. Preparing for her wedding.
ANTIGONE: And for her death?
FADERERA: What kind of thought is that, stranger—?
ANTIGONE: Antigone
YEMISI: Yes, Antigone, whatever your name is! Have you come to curse 
our sister?
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ANTIGONE: No, oh ho. Please don’t misunderstand me. I know what I’m 
saying. I’ve travelled the same route before. 
…
KUNBI: Hey, did you say, you’re—Antigone?
ANTIGONE: Yes.
KUNBI: The same Antigone we’ve heard about?
ANTIGONE: There’s only one Antigone.
KUNBI: But that’s impossible. She’s from Greek mythology.
ANTIGONE And so am I. From the Greek and other mythologies.
FADERERA: An impostor! Let’s go.
ANTIGONE: Antigone belongs to several incarnations.
KUNBI: But you…you’re black!
ANTIGONE: (laughs). And so? What colour is mythology?
ANTIGONE’S CREW: We’re metaphors. We always come in the colour and 
shape of your imagination. (25-27)

This passage demonstrates that it is not Antigone the heroine from Greek tragedy 
who comes on stage, but Antigone the mythological figure, from “the Greek and other 
mythologies.” And since mythology knows no temporal or racial boundaries, Antigone 
is willing and able to travel to any society in need of change. 

Interestingly, though the script suggests a black Antigone, the prologue is more 
ambiguous. Here, the director gives a wig to the black actor who will play the part of 
the British District Officer Allan Jones. The costumes manager asks whether this actor 
is the only one who is “going to be white,” prompting the director to remember that 
there is also the part of Governor Carter-Ross: “Who’ll play the General for us? … 
Yes, you then. Go get a wig too … Who else? Ah yes, the Governor’s ADC … You: that 
should fit you. And Antigone? Yes you. Go take a wig, you can pick your guards later” 
(15). Through this ambiguity about Antigone’s colour, Osofisan further underscores 
the constructed nature of racial role definition.

Before Antigone links hands with her African sister, she urges her to give up 
and apologise to the Governor. Sadly, her argument sounds quite convincing: “I’ve 
learned from history! Go and look down the ages, my dear. Human beings throw off 
their yokes, only for themselves to turn into oppressors. They struggle valiantly for 
freedom, and in the process acquire the terrible knowledge of how to deny it to others” 
(126). Antigone’s words suggest a pessimistic and cyclical understanding of history, 
an understanding which Nigeria’s history of successive military dictatorships could 
be seen to validate. But it soon becomes clear that these words were only intended to 
put Tegonni’s commitment to the test, a test which Tegonni passes gloriously when she 
immediately distances herself from Antigone’s defeatist words, urging her to “Leave 
my story, you and I, we have nothing to share” (126). Antigone congratulates Tegonni 
and promises her support, proclaiming that:
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Many tyrants will still arise, furious to inscribe their nightmares and their 
horrors on the patient face of history. But again and again, as many times 
as such abortions creep up, as many times will others come up who will 
challenge them and chase them away into oblivion. Ozymandias will 
rise again! But so will Antigone! Wherever the call for freedom is heard! 
(127-128)

Ozymandias is the name the Greeks gave to Ramses II, the Egyptian pharaoh from 
whom Moses and the Israelites fled during the Exodus. 

“Ozymandias” is also the title of a poem by the English Romantic poet Percy 
Bysshe Shelley. As Theo D’haen explains, this poem was written after a visit to the 
British Museum where Shelley saw a statue of the pharaoh  (2007: 112). In this poem, 
which Antigone and Tegonni together recite, the narrator meets “a traveller from an 
antique land,” who tells him about the sunken and decayed statue of Ozymandias in 
de desert. In ironic contrast to the pompous message on the pedestal—“‘My name is 
Ozymandias, King of Kings/ Look on my Works, ye Mighty, and despair!’”—nothing 
else remains and “[t]he lone and level sands stretch far away” (128-129). As D’haen 
argues, the poem is not a mere romantic meditation upon a remote past, but a topical 
reflection on early nineteenth-century British imperialism (2007: 113). It is fitting, 
then, that Antigone and Tegonni together recite this poem. Analogous to Shelley, 
Osofisan presents Antigone as “a traveller from an antique land,” arriving with a 
similar anti-imperial message. The image of Antigone and Tegonni linking hands 
like true revolutionary twin-sisters as they restate this message demonstrates that 
mythological relevance transgresses temporal and spatial barriers. It also emphasises 
that Tegonni does not exist by virtue of Antigone. As in The Island, the historicist 
view of “first in the West, and then elsewhere” is rejected (Chakrabarty 2000: 6). But 
does this also imply that Fugard’s and Osofisan’s engagement with Antigone should 
be considered as a way of writing back to the Western canon? I examine this question 
in the next section.

bEYOND antigOne?
Both Fugard and Osofisan place Antigone in an African context, transforming her 
to their political needs. Their metatheatrical referencing of Antigone could be seen 
as a performative strategy, to repeat Gilbert and Tompkins’ words, of interrogating 
“received models of theatre at the same time as they illustrate, quite self-consciously, 
that they are acting out their own histories/identities in a complex replay that can 
never be finished or final” (1996: 23). The question remains whether, in addition to 
intertextual works, their plays are also examples of “canonical counter-discourse,” 
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which Gilbert and Tompkins define as the process in which writers develop a counter-
text with the intention to destabilise the power structures of the pre-text (1996: 16).32 

In their discussion, Antigone is presented as a text that has “received considerable 
counter-discursive attention because it disputes the state’s definition of justice and 
champions a figure who is imprisoned for maintaining her sense of moral and legal 
principle” and because “[t]he differences between two systems of justice and the 
triumph of the stronger power of the weaker can easily be articulated in a colonial 
context” (1996: 41). Gilbert and Tompkins seem to suggest that rearticulating the power 
relations of Sophocles’ original in a colonial context equals giving this text counter-
discursive attention, whereas, according to their own definition, a counter-discursive 
text not only articulates, but also purposefully destabilises such power structures. 
In their discussion of The Island as an example of counter-discursive attention to 
Sophocles’ Antigone, they again only demonstrate how this play articulates and re-
works, but not how it destabilises or counters the power structures of its pre-text. 

Indeed, though Fugard as well as Osofisan do change Antigone’s power structures 
by taking away their ambiguity and adapting their representative value, they do not set 
out to counter them.33 After all, their sympathy lies with Antigone. Even if we were to 
interpret Sophocles’ original to unequivocally stand for European hegemony, a notion 
I challenged in the previous chapter, within this text the character of Antigone, in 
her defiance of authority, is herself the personification of counter-hegemonic action 
against Creon’s rule. In The Island, when John encourages Winston to identify with 
Antigone, he does not claim that she should be theirs, not even that she is theirs as 
well, but simply that she is theirs. In Tegonni, Antigone is presented as a metaphor 
that belongs to several incarnations, a source of inspiration for the struggle against 
oppression that can be conjured up “whenever the call for freedom is heard” (128). 
Both Fugard and Osofisan engage with Sophocles’ classic not to counter it, but to 
adopt the figure of Antigone as a political symbol. Neither seem particularly interested 
in Antigone’s cultural origin or her status as a Western canonical figure. Their main 
concern is with her political potential in the present.34 

The adaptations suggest that in attempting to classify them as “canonical counter-
discourse” it is important to further specify “the power structures of the originary text” 
Gilbert and Tompkins talk about. If these refer to the power structures that enclose 
the tragic script, the structures produced by the Eurocentric tradition that has claimed 

32  In the previous chapter I discuss my hesitation about using the term “canonical counter-discourse” to 
describe African adaptations of Greek tragedy.
33  Published after Gilbert and Tompkin’s book, Osofisan’s Tegonni is not included in their study.
34  I have been referring to Antigone’s appearance in Fugard in terms of a “symbol,” whereas in Osofisan 
Tegonni introduces herself as a “metaphor.” I find that in the case of The Island the word “symbol” more 
accurately describes Antigone’s appearance as a role to perform on stage, as it puts stronger emphasis on her 
function as a concrete face to an abstract notion. 
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Greek tragedy as the foundation of Western civilisation, then Tegonni and The Island 
could indeed be defined as examples of canonical counter-discourse. If, however, they 
refer to the power structures contained within the tragic script, dramatised through 
the conflict between Antigone and Creon, this generates a different answer. Although 
Osofisan and Fugard reduce the ambiguity and change the representative value of 
Antigone’s power structures, they do not set out to counter them. As I have attempted 
to demonstrate, not Antigone’s foreignness but, on the contrary, her at-homeness is 
stressed. The myth and tragedy of Antigone have a familiarising effect and it is this 
familiarity on which Fugard’s and Osofisan’s engagement with Antigone is built, and 
on which the political potential of their plays depends. 

Let me turn once more to the texts to elaborate. While in The Island Antigone 
comes on stage only because the prisoners choose to perform her, in Tegonni her 
appearance seems more ambiguous. If Tegonni indeed does not exist by virtue of 
Antigone, then how to understand the fact that Antigone insists on the necessity for 
her story to play out exactly as it did before, for instance by hinting at Tegonni’s tragic 
end in the first of the two passages I have quoted above? Antigone’s question whether 
Tegonni is preparing for her death is clearly rhetorical. And what to make of the fact 
that, as I described, Antigone not only comes on stage uninvited but, taking on the 
role of theatre director, also gets involved with the execution of Tegonni’s story? A 
story, moreover, which she possessively refers to as hers: “I heard you were acting my 
story” (25, emphasis added). Tegonni might be seen to reclaim ownership/authorship 
when she later implores Antigone to leave her story, but her story nonetheless ends 
similarly to that of the Sophocles’ heroine. At the climax of the play, Tegonni and her 
sisters rebelliously chant a curse at the soldiers: “Rejoice heartily with us/ The tyrant/ 
Who gives wicked orders/ We have conquered him!/ Oh yes, we have beaten him/ We 
have seen his back!” (139-140).35 In response, however, they get shot, and Tegonni 
follows the fate of her lover Jones. Like Antigone in Sophocles, Tegonni dies so that, 
as Goff observes, “the story is saved instead of the woman,” prompting the question 
whether all of this could still point to the “coercive dimension of the colonialism that 
makes [this] story available to the Nigerian author in the first place” (2007: 51, 46). 

In Osofisan and Fugard, the very emphasis on Antigone as theirs, representing their 
struggle, embeds the dominance of Antigone’s status as a white Western woman and, 
by extension, of Antigone’s status as a Western canonical text. The plays themselves 
support that argument. As I discussed, in The Island Winston puts on a blond wig as 
he performs his role of Antigone. In Tegonni, Kunbi expresses great surprise at seeing 
a black Antigone. Simultaneously, however, the plays undermine the dominant regime 
of racial and cultural representation. In The Island, Winston throws off his wig in his 

35  In a note Osofisan explains that the women chant in the Ijebu dialect, “to enhance the oral power of the 
curse” (139). The published text contains the diacritical rendition of the Ijebu and an English translation.
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final embrace of Antigone, as if he no longer has need for it. And Tegonni includes 
a prologue that “confuses” Antigone’s racial signification and turns her into a site 
where representation can be played with. On the one hand, Antigone’s origin seems 
unavoidable, while on the other hand, through the process of adaptation and through 
the use of metatheatre, that origin is constantly being questioned. 

By bringing Antigone on stage, Fugard and Osofisan present the illusion that 
Antigone is “really” there, while simultaneously stressing the distance between 
Sophocles’ original and their African reworkings. In the previous chapter, I discussed 
how adaptation by definition comprises both these familiarising and foreignising 
gestures. In Tegonni this is made literal when Antigone joins hands with Tegonni, “an 
African Antigone.” It is as if Antigone could not migrate without doubling herself. 
This doubling should not be understood as the tragic and inescapable consequence 
of cultural migration from the dominant Western canon to a (post)colonial context. 
In fact, as a strategy it offers great political potential, because it makes it possible 
to simultaneously claim cultural specificity as well as universality. Presenting their 
Antigones as particular variations on a universal concept, Fugard and Osofisan 
effectively demand shared ownership: Antigone no longer belongs to Europe exclusively. 
By doubling Antigone, they push the limits of the universal, thus destabilising the 
Eurocentrism that has defined it. Considering these African adaptations of Antigone 
in terms of counter-discursivity, it is important to emphasise that it is ultimately this 
Eurocentrism, rather than the canonical text itself, at which the counter-discursive 
attention is directed. 

In the final scene of Tegonni, Antigone comes on stage on the boat of the Yoruba 
river Goddess Yemoja and takes Tegonni on board. Together, they kneel before the 
Goddess. This final image not only suggests the power of mythological relevance to 
cross cultural boundaries, but also implies that these Antigones, and the promise of 
change that they symbolise, live beyond a singular historical moment; that, indeed, 
Antigone will rise again “[w]herever the call for freedom is heard!” (128). As Goff 
suggests, this final image also obscures Antigone’s origins and destination: 

we are not encouraged to imagine her as arriving from ancient Greece, or 
via Britain … Instead, her arrival by boat allows her to bypass this [colonial] 
inheritance completely [and] invites us instead to think of her as African. 
At some level it is clear indeed that she does not arrive at all; in the boat of 
an African deity, she is already part of Africa (2007: 53, emphasis in text).

The emphasis on Antigone as “already part of Africa” holds two implications: on the one 
hand, it resists analyses that reduce African adaptations of Greek tragedy to anti-colonial 
strategies; on the other, it presents Greek tragedy and myth as an integral part of African 
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cultures.36 That is also the suggestion of Osofisan’s title: Tegonni is “an African Antigone,” 
with the article “an” reminding us, as Goff explains, “that this drama can acknowledge 
the plural parentage of Brathwaite and Fugard, as well as of Sophocles and Anouilh” 
(2007: 53). The suggestion of different possible Antigones who come from a plurality of 
traditions undermines the notion of a singular and authorative point of origin.

ANTIGONE’S FuTuRES
In this chapter I focused on the political implications of appropriating Antigone within 
the contexts of South Africa and Nigeria. After a short consideration of Antigone’s 
legacy, I discussed how Fugard and Osofisan extend her political potential, primarily 
through changes in representation and through use of metatheatre. I then turned to 
the effects of Antigone’s cultural migration on her status as a Western canonical figure, 
demonstrating that Antigone’s politics not only operates on various levels but also 
stretches beyond the African continent. In drawing this chapter to a close, I want 
to emphasise that for both Fugard and Osofisan, Antigone’s supposed cultural and 
historical origin is not the main concern: it is not her past they are primarily interested 
in, but the political potential she has to offer for their future. 

It is tempting to view these adaptations as successfully recapturing a quality of 
Sophocles’ text which other interpretations have, perhaps, ignored. This is what Forsyth 
suggests when she considers adaptations such as Brecht’s Antigone and Fugard’s The 
Island as attempts to “liberate the source text from what was increasingly deemed to 
be centuries of interpretive distortion, containment and status in the service of the 
ideological and moral beliefs at the centre of the Western liberal humanist tradition” 
(2006: 127-128). As I discussed in Chapter One, for Forsyth these adaptations signal 
that Antigone once again becomes as belligerent, subversive and radical “as the day 
she defined Creon’s unyielding edict” (134-135). But of course this day only exists 
in the present of its reading, and there is no original Antigone to which we can (or 
should wish to) return. Adaptations are never free from their pre-texts, nor from other 
readings of these pre-texts that precede or supersede them, and any pre-text is per 
definition connected to its many re-readings. Chanter states it well: 

There is no returning to a Greek text somehow outside the political genealogy 
of its multiple translators. There is no pre-political text named Antigone. 
There are only the multiple resonances … ad infinitum. Neither these 
translations nor the history of their multiple resonances are innocent of 

36  In the previous chapter I discussed Osofisan’s objection to readings that presuppose that “all our work 
continues to privilege the ‘Centre’—by which is meant a former colonial country in Europe, and that we still 
take this ‘Centre’ as the focal point of all our activities of resistance in Africa” (1999b: 3).
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the philosophers, psychoanalysts, historians, political theorists, and literary 
theorists that have provided us with multiple and conflicting interpretations 
of Antigone. (2010: 46-47)

No matter how unsympathetic or unfair some interpretations of Antigone might 
strike us, they should not be considered as interruptions of an otherwise unbroken 
relationship between “us” and Sophocles but, rather, as constitutive parts of this 
relationship. 

Tegonni and The Island add and respond to a tradition of how Antigone/Antigone 
is read, which means that they inevitably influence the discourse of which they are 
part. Different from interpretations that push Antigone outside politics, for Fugard 
and Osofisan she “anticipates a future political order” (Chanter 2010: 26). This future 
exceeds beyond Sophocles’ text, and comes to entail numerous political contexts to 
which Antigone has migrated and will migrate in times to come:

Transposed into new political contexts, Antigone’s act comes to represent 
the burial of various aberrations, and a corollary re-birth of various political 
ideals, a demand to recognize a range of rights for those historically excluded 
by various states—including those states that deny rights based on racist 
premises. Through the multiple political transliterations of Antigone—
translations, adaptations, interpretations, and performances that together 
constitute the political history of the play—a political history of the tragic 
work of Antigone emerges, breathing new life into an activist tradition of 
political revolt. (Chanter 2010: 26)

Interpretations such as Fugard’s and Osofisan’s bring this political potential to the fore. 
Their Creon-figures may remain deaf to what their African Antigones have to say, but 
the message of defiance and resistance echoes loud and clear.

It remains distressing that the futures these Antigones help to construct hold no 
place for them: they seem unable to escape their legacy as a sacrificed woman. This 
tragic side to political resistance is reflected powerfully in The Island, where Winston 
tries to come to terms with the “living death” to which his defiance has sentenced 
him. Although retrospectively the (official) end of apartheid in 1994 evidences the 
ultimate success of his resistance, Winston stands for all those who were not able to 
experience the freedom they fought for, a freedom, moreover, which in the reality of 
contemporary South Africa still knows many limits. In Osofisan, the image of Antigone 
and Tegonni joining hands as revolutionary twin sisters suggests a celebration of 
political resistance, but the play concludes with its heroine’s death. The (living) death 
of these African Antigones does not diminish the political relevance of their acts, 
but its apparent unavoidability is tragic and lamentable. The change they instigate 
comes at the cost of their lives. In Fugard and Osofisan this is especially distressing 
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because, by continuously crossing the division between stage and reality to suggest 
that performance can transform act into action, they explicitly evoke the lives of real 
people.37 Within the concrete historical contexts of South Africa, Nigeria and other 
places in the world where people suffer from and struggle against oppression, the 
greatest challenge remains to imagine Antigones who hold a place within the futures 
they anticipate.

37  If we read Greek tragedy’s protagonists as dramatising a philosophical and political debate rather than 
characters who evoke real people, Antigone’s death could be said to function differently in Sophocles. 
Still, in ancient Athens too, the debate Antigone dramatises functioned within a particular socio-historical 
context, reflecting how ancient Greek society was organised.
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Ritual and Revolution: 
wole Soyinka’s Bacchae, a Yoruba Tragedy

CHAPTER 3

What has to be sacrificed is the 
grandeur of a Hellas that refused 
Afro-Asiatic syncretism. The Afro-
Asian god must retrieve his place in 
the ancient Greek city-state so that … 
a true sense of history, a history that 
has been heinously homogenized and 
expunged, may prevail.

—Chantal Zabus

79

In the previous chapter, I discussed two dramatic texts that explore Antigone’s political 
relevance within contemporary African contexts. I analysed how these texts challenge 
Antigone’s conventional status as a Western canonical figure and how they extend 
her political legacy, confronting the dominant conception of tragedy as an a-political 
genre. I identified, in other words, a “politics of adaptation” through which Greek 
tragedy’s discursive context and definition are challenged. In this chapter, I further 
explore this politics in another adaptation of Greek tragedy: The Bacchae of Euripides: 
A Communion Rite (first performed in 1972, published in 1973) by Nigerian playwright 
and Nobel laureate Wole Soyinka. The title of Soyinka’s play explicitly points to the 
ambiguity of its double status as both a revision of an antecedent text and a unique 
work of art. While the main heading The Bacchae of Euripides emphasises the Greek 
tragedy, the subtitle A Communion Rite flags Soyinka’s departure from this pre-text, 
marking its modification to a different cultural context where it acquires new relevance 
as a “communion rite.” 

When the present is intolerable,
 the unknown harbours no risks.

—Wole Soyinka’s Bacchae
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Euripides’ Bacchae (405 BC) dramatises the confrontation between Dionysus, who 
returns to his native Thebes, and his cousin King Pentheus, who denies Dionysus’ 
divinity and refuses to worship him. As punishment for this blasphemy, Dionysus 
causes the women of Thebes to be possessed by his spirit and tear Pentheus to shreds. 
The tragedy concludes with chaos and destruction. In his adaptation, Soyinka roughly 
follows Euripides’ plot, but he also makes significant changes. Most importantly, he 
gives his play colonial and postcolonial relevance, transforming Thebes into a society 
of slavery, Pentheus into an oppressive tyrant and Dionysus into a revolutionary 
leader. In Soyinka’s Yoruba-inspired Bacchae, the emphasis falls on Dionysus as a force 
of liberation. 

My focus in this chapter is twofold. In the first sections, I analyse the ways in which 
in his adaptation of Euripides, Soyinka draws on Yoruba mythology and cosmology 
to emphasise the revolutionary potential of ritual sacrifice. I begin by exploring how 
Soyinka sets the stage for the “communion rite” that concludes his Bacchae through 
his rendition of Thebes. I then consider Soyinka’s ritualist aesthetics as revealed in 
his refiguration of Dionysus and in his dramatisation of the sacrifice of Pentheus. In 
the final section, I shift focus to Soyinka’s theorisation of “Yoruba tragedy.” Here, I 
am especially interested in the cultural politics that his theory performs, through the 
ambiguous relation it establishes between African and Greek contexts. This politics, 
I argue, can also be discerned in Soyinka’s refiguration of Dionysus as a god who 
resembles his Greek counterpart, but not quite. In the first chapter, I suggested that 
adaptation is per definition characterised by such a double gesture of establishing 
similarity and difference, familiarity and foreignness. Soyinka seems particularly 
aware of the political potential that this ambiguity offers and, as I hope to demonstrate, 
puts it to strategic use. His choice of title is a good indication of this: in referencing 
Euripides, Soyinka embeds him in his text, literally making the Bacchae his own. At 
the same time, however, as Mark Pizzato points out, “his play is obviously not The 
Bacchae of Euripides” (2003: 43).1 

Before commencing my analysis, let me note that Soyinka’s choice to rework a 
Greek tragedy reflects his conviction that artists should feel free to take from other 
traditions, as long as they take their reference points from within their culture. Such 
cross-cultural eclecticism may be a suspect notion for cultural essentialists, since 

1  For Pizzato, Soyinka subverts the dominance of the European tradition in postcolonial Africa with the 
note of mimicry (2003: 43). The term “mimicry” is used by postcolonial theorist Homi Bhabha to refer 
to the process in which the colonising culture is copied in a way that contains both mockery and menace 
(1994: 121-131). Through its “double vision” mimicry discloses the ambivalence of colonial discourse and 
thereby disrupts its authority (126). As I have mentioned, in this study I want to move beyond a definition 
(in my view reductive) of African reworkings of Western canonical texts as responses to colonialism. I 
therefore consider the double gesture to which Bhabha and Pizzato refer not in terms of mimicry, but as a 
characteristic of adaptation more generally.
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the recourse to Western tradition could be a way for non-Western artists to “earn” a 
place within the Western canon. Soyinka, however, insists that it is not a matter of 
responding to Western standards, but of refusing to “preach the cutting off of any 
source of knowledge: Oriental, European, African, Polynesian, or whatever” (Jeyifo 
2001: 123). Soyinka’s celebration of Yoruba culture while claiming “membership of 
a universal republic of letters” has elicited varied responses: some find that his work 
demonstrates a traditionalism that isolates it from a larger international readership; 
others blame him of “Europhile intellectualism” and argue that his recourse to 
Western traditions, his use of English and his often dense style makes his work 
elitist, harming the possibility of finding an authentic Nigerian voice (George 
2003: 145-145; Jeyifo 2001: 123). Soyinka expresses little patience with such “Neo- 
tarzanists,” who

lack the intellectual capacity … to even appreciate the kind of exploration 
which I am making into points of departure as well as meeting points 
between African and European literary and artistic traditions, quite 
unabashedly exploiting these various complementarities, or singularities, or 
contradictions, in my own work. (Jeyifo 2001: 123) 

As I will demonstrate, Soyinka not only uses these complementarities, singularities 
and contradictions to emphasise the fluidity of culture, but also to enact a politics. 
In order to make that visible, let me first turn to Soyinka’s rendition of Thebes in his 
adaptation of the Bacchae.

(POST)COLONIAL THEbES
Given the prominent role Soyinka ascribes to ritual, it is fitting that the National 
Theatre in London asked him to rework Euripides’ Bacchae, the Greek tragedy that 
takes ritual as its focus most explicitly. Soyinka’s primary considerations in taking 
on the commission seem of a more contextual nature. In the introduction to the first 
published edition, he presents the “historical canvas” of ancient Greece as analogous 
to that of postcolonial Nigeria, explaining that the social, economical, religious 
and cultural changes that Greece underwent as it developed from an agrarian to a 
commercial society with an imperial agenda, parallel the changes Africa underwent 
after colonialism (1973: vii). Soyinka draws an analogy between postcolonial Africa 
and imperial Greece; hence he does not align or compare European colonialism with 
Greek imperialism. As a result, it could be argued, Soyinka complicates a comparison 
that, as I discussed in the first chapter, has been employed both to criticise and to 
legitimise modern colonial practices. He also makes it impossible to equate Greek 
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tragedy with colonialism or, by extension, to reduce an African adaptation of a Greek 
tragedy to a response to colonialism.2

There are notable similarities between the positions of Euripides and Soyinka 
within their respective societies, as both were forced to write their plays abroad. No 
longer welcome in Athens because of his unpopular opinion about Greek politics, 
Euripides was living in self-imposed exile in Macedonia. From there he observed the 
changes Athens was undergoing as it drew to the end of the Peloponnesian War. Soyinka 
composed his play in exile as well, shortly after the Civil War, commonly known as 
the “Biafran war” (1967-1970), which followed the attempted secession of the south-
eastern provinces of Nigeria as the self-proclaimed Republic of Biafra and resulted in 
around three million deaths. During this war, Soyinka had been imprisoned for nearly 
two years because of his critical and satirical pieces about the political corruption and 
dictatorial megalomania in Nigeria. When after his release he continued to speak out 
against the authorities, it became unsafe to remain in Nigeria and he left for England 
(Sotto 1985: 11-13).

Through various modifications Soyinka gives the Bacchae colonial and postcolonial 
resonance. Thebes is transformed into an oppressive society, ruled by the tyrannical 
King Pentheus. Unlike his grandfather Cadmus, who founded Thebes and was loved 
and respected, Soyinka’s Pentheus is feared. Lacking the qualities needed in a leader, 
such as “wisdom” and a “sense of balance and proportion,” he is described as “foolish,” 
“blind,” “headstrong” and “suicide-bent,” a man who goes at every riddle that Tiresias 
poses “with sledgehammer and pitchfork” (244-245, 235). From the moment Pentheus 
first appears on stage, “straight, militaristic in bearing and speech,” his aggressive and 
ruthless behaviour is clear, for instance when he threatens to “cut out the tongue of 
the next man that utters that name Bromius. Or Dionysos!” (256, 265).3 Pentheus is 
not just relevant to a colonial context, for his tyrannical behaviour also bears painful 
resemblance to the military dictators that post-independence Africa has known. In this 
respect, Soyinka’s approach resembles that of Osofisan who, as I have demonstrated, 
situates Tegonni in a colonial context not to restrict his focus to a particular historical 
moment, but to enable a critical reconsideration of history that is necessary for a 
critical evaluation of the present.

Under Pentheus’ rule, Soyinka’s Thebes is transformed into a society of “habitual 
tyranny,” in which many have been forced into servitude. Against this setting the 
dramatic action enfolds. The play opens with an image of “crucified slaves, mostly 
in the skeletal stage” and of “dim figures of slaves flailing and treading” (235). Later, 
the slaves make up a second chorus that Soyinka adds to that of the bacchantes. In 

2  Soyinka has also adapted Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus in Oyedipo at Kolhuni (performed in Delphi in 
2002, unpublished).
3  While Soyinka refers to “Dionysos,” I use the more common English spelling and refer to “Dionysus.”
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their choral songs, freedom from oppression becomes the primary theme. As the play 
proceeds to its climax, a number of slaves mix with the bacchantes. Together they 
form one chorus of marginalised people, “accentuating the tension between centre and 
margin and forging a true dialogue of aspirations among the oppressed” (Okpewho 
1999: 46). The slaves recognise the bacchantes as “fellow strangers” and “fellow aliens,” 
which demonstrates that Soyinka’s sociological focus is not so much on the bacchantes 
as women but on their social status as foreigners (246). With regard to the cult of 
Dionysus this is remarkable, since the Dionysian rite was emancipatory not only in that 
it allowed slaves to participate, but women as well. My main concern here, however, 
is not to analyse the historical basis of Soyinka’s class-conscious interpretation of the 
Dionysian myth, but to discuss how Dionysus’ story acquires socio-political relevance 
in Soyinka’s hands. For Soyinka, so his Bacchae suggests, this is mainly achieved 
through an emphasis on class, ethnicity and race. 

Drawing attention to the theme of slavery, Soyinka introduces a Chorus of Slaves 
and the new character of the Slave Leader. As he instructs, “solely because of the 
‘hollering’ style suggested for [his] solo,” this character should be “fully negroid” and 
should speak with “the lilt and energy of the black hot gospellers,” working the crowd 
as in a “teenage pop audience” (234, 248). These references extend the relevance of 
Soyinka’s play to include diasporic and contemporary popular culture. The ecstatic 
singing and dancing of the chorus of slaves and bacchantes demonstrate this as well: as 
the stage directions instruct, their music is like “the theme-song of Zorba the Greek”; 
the Slave Leader becomes a “rock star” in the “emotional colour and temperature of a 
European pop scene” and has “the lilt and energy of the black hot gospellers”; and all 
become physically possessed “as would be seen in a teenage pop audience” (248-249). 

In Soyinka’s postcolonial and emphatically contemporary rendition of Thebes, the 
focus is on a culturally diverse society. The slaves and bacchantes should be “as mixed 
a cast as possible, testifying to their varied origins” (xix). According to Soyinka, one of 
the things that went wrong in the premiere was that all the principal actors, including 
the leading Bacchante and the Slave Leader, were black, which Soyinka views as “a 
reduction along racial lines which neither Euripides nor I his adapter ever indicated” 
(1988: 77). The Slave Leader’s address to both “the near and distant dispossessed” 
implies that Soyinka wishes for his play to hold relevance beyond the African continent 
and beyond a singular historical moment (240).

In Euripides, the theme of slavery is not overtly addressed. By making slavery the 
main focus, Soyinka not only makes Euripides’ Bacchae relevant to the African (post)
colonial context, but also “re-fashions Euripides’ map and retrieves Attica’s colonial 
past” (Zabus 1998: 209). Highlighting the colonial nature of ancient Greek society, 
Soyinka reveals what, as classicist Page duBois argues, may well remain invisible to 
those who commemorate ancient Athens as a founding site of Western civilisation: 
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that every aspect of life in ancient Greek society was informed by slaves (2003: xii). 
Thus, Soyinka’s Bacchae not only emphasises Greek tragedy’s contemporary relevance, 
but also sheds new light on the pre-text and its context. In that sense, adaptation is 
never simply a one-directional relation from one text to another, but always entails a 
two-directional dynamic.

In Soyinka’s opening dialogue, the Slave Leader and the Herdsman (both outsiders 
to the city of Thebes) discuss the approaching rite of Eleusis, together drinking from 
a jug of wine: 

HERDSMAN: Which of us is the victim this year? 
LEADER: That old man of the king’s household. The one who looks after 
the dogs. 
HERDSMAN: [shrugs.] He’s old enough to die.
LEADER: He had better survive! 
HERDSMAN: [fearfully.]: Sh-sh!
LEADER: I have said it before. If another of us dies under the lash…! 
[The jug is passed to him again. He takes a long draught, sighs.]
There is heaven in this juice. It flows through my lips and I say, now I roll 
the sun upon my tongue and it neither burns nor scorches. And a scent-
laden breeze fills the cavern of my mouth, pressing for release. I know that 
scent. I mean, I knew it once. I love to know it once again. 
HERDSMAN: I think I understand you. Forget it friend. 
LEADER: A scent of freedom is not easily forgotten.  
… 
LEADER: Wait. [Takes hold of him.] Suppose the old man dies?
HERDSMAN: We all have to die sometime. 
LEADER: Flogged to death? In the name of some unspeakable rites? 
HERDSMAN: Someone must cleanse the new year of the rot of the old, or 
the world will die. Have you ever known famine? Real famine? 
LEADER: Why us? Why always us? 
HERDMSAN: Why not? 
LEADER: Because the rites bring us nothing! Let those who profit bear the 
burden of the old year dying. 
HERDSMAN: Careful. [Points to the row of crosses.] The palace does not 
need the yearly Feast of Eleusis to deal with rebellious slaves. (236-237)

In Pentheus’ aristocratic Thebes, the slaves have become the standard victims of 
the annual rites. Okpewho expands on the correspondence with Euripides’ Athens, 
where the Eleusinian cult was “one of those Attic cults especially favored by the old 
aristocracy” and where the imperial agenda had engendered (in part through the 
enormous flux of immigrants from Asia employed to work the mines) “a class structure 
marked by a very uneasy proletariat” (1999: 35-36). In Soyinka’s Thebes, unease fills 
the air in a similar way. Dionysus’ return brings the promise of change. His wine fills 
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the Slave Leader’s mouth with a “scent-laden breeze,” which is a “scent of freedom,” 
pressing for “release.” 

Soyinka portrays a society in which a majority is kept poor and powerless, 
highlighting the politics of ritual sacrifice. The French anthropologist, historian and 
literary theorist René Girard discusses the function of sacrifice in his Violence and 
the Sacred (published in French in 1972, translated into English in 1977). Because 
human societies are founded on myths of sacrifice, he argues, they operate according 
to scapegoating mechanisms. Sacrifice is an act of collective substitution, whereby the 
community protects itself from its own violence by projecting their aggression on a 
victimised outsider, the scapegoat. In this way, rival humans can coexist, harmony 
is restored and the social fabric is reinforced (Girard 1995: 7-8). Girard explains 
that in order for the ritual sacrifice to be effective, the victimised have to be similar 
enough to the larger community to be sacrificed on their behalf, yet different enough 
for the divine powers to single out and harm only them; their “status as foreigners 
or enemies, their servile condition, or simply their age presents these future victims 
from fully integrating themselves into the community” (12). Individuals are chosen as 
scapegoats because of their marginalised position, not because they are responsible for 
the violence that needs to be expelled.4 

Girard’s theory finds an example in Soyinka’s Thebes. Under Pentheus’ rule, people 
have not only been enslaved, but they have also become institutionalised as human 
scapegoats, or pharmakoi, as it was called in ancient Greek religion. Terry Eagleton 
describes how ancient Athens “kept a supply of scapegoats on stand-by for times of 
crises, as a modern city keeps emergency services in reserve” (2005: 130). In Soyinka’s 
Thebes, slaves are similarly used as mere instruments to perform the necessary rites 
to purify the city. But as the opening setting demonstrates, these rites do not succeed. 
Rather than safeguarding prosperity for the community, they serve the good of a very 
select elite, so that society is not cleansed but further corrupted.5 

The blind seer Tiresias realises all too well that the ritual has been distorted under 
Pentheus’ rule. To prevent a slave rebellion, he substitutes himself. To Dionysus he 
explains his political considerations, warning that in Thebes “the situation is touch 
and go. If one more slave had been killed at the cleansing rites, or sacrificed to that 
insatiable altar of nation-building…” (242). Ritual is a communal event, Soyinka 
suggests, and should not be turned into an instrument for nationalist politics. The 
reference to the “insatiable altar of nation-building” could allude to a variety of 

4  A problem in Girard’s theorisation of sacrifice is that he seems to treat the community as a singular 
cohesive agent. Although he analyses the social status or position of the sacrificed, he does not discuss that 
of the ones who initiate the sacrifice, select the victim and commit the actual act of sacrifice. 
5  Eagleton refers to the rite of Thargylia, in which the scapegoat was not killed, but expelled from the city. 
The debate in classic studies about whether humans were ever murdered in ancient Greece is ongoing (see, 
for example, Jan Bremmer 1983).
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African contexts where, both under colonial rule and during post-independence 
conflicts, many have been sacrificed under the banner of nation-building. The divide-
and-rule strategy used by European powers to construct national boundaries has had 
devastating effects on existing tribal and ethnic structures, and the countless civil wars 
since are a consequence of that heritage, to a considerable degree at least. 

“Quite a politician eh Tiresias?,” Dionysus responds. Indeed, Soyinka’s Tiresias 
bears more resemblance to a clever politician than a religious prophet. Believing that 
“it is far far easier to save Thebes from the anger of disgruntled classes than from the 
vengeance of a spited god,” he is willing to betray his religious vocation and perform 
a mock ritual (245). That a mock ritual is not a good way of practicing religion but 
a bad attempt at practicing politics soon becomes clear. The participants have been 
instructed to pretend that they are whipping Tiresias, but they get carried away 
because of the Dionysian incantation which, one participant explains, “soaks in your 
brain and you can’t feel yourself anymore” (241). Dionysus has to intervene to keep the 
blind seer of Thebes safe. When Tiresias gets back on his feet, he cries out:

TIRESIAS: …Fools! Blind, stupid, bloody brutes! Can you see how you’ve 
covered me in weals? Can’t you bastards ever tell the difference between 
ritual and reality. 
1ST MAN: I was particularly careful. I pulled my blows.
TIRESIAS: Symbolic flogging, that is what I keep trying to drum into your 
thick heads. (241) 

Although in Soyinka’s view ritual can serve a political end, it cannot do so when it 
remains on the symbolical level. Ritual has to be part of reality to be effective. This 
is the kind of ritual that Dionysus promises: “Thebes shall have its full sacrifice. And 
Tiresias will know ecstasy” (244). Tiresias admits that during the flagellation he 
suffered, “[s]omething did begin… I feel… a small crack in the dead crust of the soul” 
(244). Destruction and creation together constitute the regenerative force of ritual. 
In the remainder of the play, Soyinka not only presents a transformation through but 
also of ritual, from one in which the community takes no part, and one that is nothing 
more than a mock event, to a communion rite that succeeds in purifying Thebes, 
restoring both the social and the natural order. 

For Girard, Euripides’ Bacchae culminates in a “sacrificial crisis” because it 
concludes in a crisis of distinctions through the escalation of violence, affecting the 
entire cultural and societal order. Dionysus is “the god of decisive mob action,” who 
“claims legitimacy not from his ability to disturb the peace, but from his ability to 
restore the peace he has himself disturbed—thereby justifying, a posteriori, having 
disturbed it in the first place” (1995: 127, 134). In Soyinka’s Thebes, differently, there 
was no peace and prosperity to begin with. The social order was already corrupted, 
so that the violent collapse of distinctions is not so much directed against, but rather 
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acted out on behalf of the community. The breakdown of the social order holds the 
positive resolution of revolutionary change. Thus, the ritual sacrifice of slaves with 
which the play opens becomes the motive and legitimisation for the ritual sacrifice of 
Pentheus with which it concludes. 

Soyinka presents Dionysus as intervening in the perverted scapegoating of the 
Eleusian rites, initiating in response a proper ritual sacrifice in which the one who 
is culpable for the violence is selected as the scapegoat. The apparent impossibility 
to expel violence without resorting to the sacrificial logic that underlies this violence 
provokes two crucial questions. Firstly, what defines one sacrifice as perverted and 
another as “pure” or “legitimate” and who is to decide on the difference? And, secondly, 
can society’s need for substitute scapegoats ever subside or is sacrifice, intended as a 
singular act, always in danger of endless repetition? 

Philosopher Nathan Jun addresses the question of repetition. He claims that 
Girardian theory, which he considers a political philosophy, seeks neither to create 
anti-sacrificial mechanisms within existing political and economical systems, nor 
to abolish these systems (which are sacrificial by definition) per se. Rather, says Jun, 
the theory advocates “a series of on-going tactical interventions that resist sacrificial 
violence wherever and whenever it arises” and such interventions “would inevitably 
generate new forms of human social organization. What they would and could not 
do, however, is completely and permanently eliminate the possibility of renewed 
violence.” For Jun, no single revolutionary event can guarantee protection from 
violence. Consequently, revolution “if it is to occur at all, must be eternal” (2007: 38). 
Like sacrifice, revolution should be singular but cannot escape repetition. 

From the start of his Bacchae, Soyinka shows the necessity of the communion 
rite that concludes the play. From the setting, the characterisation of Pentheus and 
the description of the annual rite of Eleusis, it is evident that in Pentheus’ Thebes 
“something has occurred to disrupt the natural rhythms and the cosmic balances 
of the total community” (Soyinka 1976: 51). I use these words, with which Soyinka 
describes J.P. Clark’s play Song of a Goat (published in 1964), because they aptly 
express his metaphysical understanding of material reality.6 In Soyinka’s aesthetics, 
nature is not merely a romantic, metaphoric system to describe socio-political issues 
indirectly. Instead, as an expression of the essence of cosmic totality, Nature—which 
Soyinka capitalises—is the large-scale manifestation of human reality. Accordingly, 
moral order should not be understood “in any narrow sense of the ethical code which 
society develops to regulate the conduct of its members.” Rather, “a breakdown in 
moral order implies, in the African world-view, a rupture in the body of Nature just 
like the physical malfunctioning of one man” (1976: 52). 

Soyinka names this process the “metaphysics of the irreducible”: 

6  See also my reference to Clark in the final section of this chapter. 
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… knowledge of birth and death as the human cycle; the wind as a moving, 
felling, cleansing, destroying, winnowing force; the duality of the knife 
as blood-letter and creative implement; earth and sun as life-sustaining 
verities, and so on. Those serve as matrices within which mores, personal 
relationships, even communal economics are formulated and reviewed … 
Because of the visceral intertwining of each individual with the fate of the 
entire community, a rupture in his normal functioning not only endangers 
this shared reality but threatens existence itself. (1976: 53)

Correspondingly, in Soyinka’s Bacchae Pentheus not only poses a threat to the 
community but also to existence itself. The air of Thebes is sterile: “Nothing breathes 
in it. Nothing—really—lives” (237). The possibility of social and political change is 
similarly expressed in natural terms. There is, the stage descriptions instruct, the 
“smell and sweat of harvest. Ripeness” and Dionysus, the god of wine and a life-giving 
force, observes that “something lives yet,” that his green vines are “clustering” and 
“swelling” on the “slag of ruin” (235-236). In Soyinka’s metaphysical framework those 
regenerative qualities take on political significance. This is why, drinking from the jug 
of wine, the Slave Leader not only tastes “heaven in this juice” but also smells a “scent 
of freedom” (236). This scent is spread by Dionysus.

REvOLuTIONARY DIONYSuS
As in Euripides, from the moment Dionysus returns to Thebes, he challenges the 
hierarchies Pentheus tries increasingly desperately to uphold, such as that between 
rationality and emotion, man and gods, man and beast, masculinity and femininity and, 
most important to the (post)colonial context of Soyinka’s play, Greek and barbarian. 
Because Pentheus feels threatened by Dionysus, he attempts to define him as a radical, 
barbarian other. He describes the god as a “foreigner” from “decadent lands” and a 
“thing of doubtful gender,” desperately maintaining that “[w]e have more sense than 
barbarians/ Greece has a culture.” When Pentheus hits an old slave and orders to tear 
down Tiresias’ dwelling, the slaves stand up against him, contesting his twisted logic: “To 
hit an old man/ Or demolish the roof of a sage?/ Yet we are the barbarians/ And Greece 
the boast of civilization. We are slaves and have no souls” (256, 263-264).7

7  In Euripides’ days it was common to equate barbarity with decadence and gender-ambivalence. The 
exemplary barbarians (foreigners) at the time were the Persians, whose civilisation was considered 
decadent, effeminate, and opposed to the Greek values. The modern usage of the term “barbarian” to refer 
to established conceptions of masculinity and to connote the savage and undercultured should be distin-
guished from the term’s implications in ancient Greece. For more information on the Greek conception of 
barbarians, see Harrison (2002). For a study of the concept of barbarism in contemporary literature and art, 
see Maria Boletsi (2010).



89

  R
IT

u
A

L
 A

N
D

 R
E

v
O

L
u

T
IO

N

Pentheus’ attempt to construct Dionysus as his radical other is flawed from the 
start, not in the least because they are cousins and thus related by blood. Dionysus may 
be culturally other from Pentheus, but he shares the same biological origin. Like in 
Euripides, even the terms Soyinka’s Pentheus uses to construct Dionysus as his other 
are internally contradictory. Setting out to demonstrate that, Dionysus tells Pentheus 
that he has seen “even among your so-called/ Barbarian slaves, natives of lands whose 
cultures/ Beggar yours” (264). Thus, he undermines Pentheus’ superiority, showing him 
that his self-definition depends on a flawed conception of a barbarian other. Soyinka’s 
Dionysus is not only a vengeful god, but also a god who “grants self-knowledge”; the 
lack of this self-knowledge makes Pentheus a tragic hero because it means that he 
“doesn’t know his own flesh. When he does he’ll think he’s duty-bound to cut it out of 
himself ” (253, 261).8 

Euripides is similarly concerned with challenging the opposition between 
Greek and Barbarian. It could be argued, as does Suzanne Saïd, that through his 
dramatisation of Dionysus, he abolishes the frontier that normally separates Greek 
man from effeminate barbarian and that the Bacchae, his last tragedy, marks the logical 
conclusion of a development in his tragedies, showing the “gradual assimilation of the 
Greeks to the Barbarians”:

… the Bacchae did away with the idea of a boundary separating Greece and 
Asia, showing the gradual invasion of Thebes by a barbarism that no one 
could escape and establishing an incessant to-ing and fro-ing between two 
continents so that in the end one no longer knows where the Greeks end and 
the Barbarians begin. (2002: 66-67, 95)

Soyinka’s Dionysus resembles his Euripedean counterpart in that he too transgresses 
norms and traditions. He does not so much confuse distinctions, but rather, as 
Michelle Gellrich claims, “configures the nondifferentiation out of which such 
distinctions eventually arise”; rather than subverting the social order (which would 
ultimately maintain a similar binary logic) he dismantles the structures on which 
this order is built (1995: 48, 54). For this reason, Dionysus’ return to Thebes poses a 
threat to Pentheus’ rule and promises the liberation of the slaves. Dionysus will free 
the community by involving them in a rite in which hierarchies dissolve, including the 
one between aristocracy and slaves. 

8  In a note to his translation of Euripides Paul Roche explains that in ancient Greek “penthos” means 
sorrow. Hence, Pentheus’ tragic quality is inscribed in his name. In Euripides, Tiresias alludes to this when 
he tells Cadmus to “make sure/ that Pentheus, that sorry man,/ does not swamp your house with sorrows” 
(1998: 411). In Soyinka, the reference to Pentheus’ etymological root is more explicit. There, Tiresias tells 
Kadmos, “in Greek the name Pentheus signifies/ Sorrow. Does that mean anything? Let’s hope not” (263).
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Dionysus’ return to Thebes not only holds the promise of liberation, but also 
suggests more egocentric motives of familial vengeance. As in Euripides, Dionysus 
reveals his reasons for coming back in his opening monologue: 

DIONYSOS: Thebes taints me with bastardy. I am turned into an  
alien, some foreign outgrowth of her habitual tyranny. My  
followers daily pay forfeit for their faith. Thebes blasphemes  
against me, makes a scapegoat of a god. 
It is time to state my patrimony—even here in Thebes. (235)

Treated as “alien” and “foreign” to Thebes, Dionysus is denied his royal lineage as 
grandson of Thebes’ founding father Kadmos. More importantly, he is denied his 
divine origin, as a child of Zeus. Dionysus therefore seeks to bring vengeance “on 
all who deny my holy origin and call my mother—slut” (235). He is referring to the 
false rumour spread by his aunts about his mother Semele. According to this rumour, 
it was not Zeus who had made her pregnant but some mortal lover, which would 
deny Dionysus’ divine origin, making him a bastard son of mortals.9 As in Euripides, 
Soyinka’s Dionysus is of a dual and fallible nature. In light of Yoruba cosmology, 
however, in which it is normal for gods to be contradictory in nature and in which 
contradiction is understood as an intrinsic feature of experience, Dionysus’ individual 
motives do not downplay his role as the future liberator of Thebes. Soyinka explains 
that, in contrast to the Christian idea of a “supra-human understanding of the 
creator god,” Yoruba gods (much like the Greek gods) demonstrate weaknesses and 
shortcomings (1976: 18). Dionysus description of himself as “a scapegoat of a god” 
points, as Pizzato suggests, to the fact that Dionysus is not merely a force of revenge, 
but also a tragic hero, fragmented in character, torn between his divine and human, as 
well as his native and foreign aspects (2003: 59). The fragmented nature of Soyinka’s 
Dionysus may be the influence of the Yoruba god Ogun, who plays a prominent role 
in Soyinka’s theory of Yoruba tragedy. Soyinka develops this tragic theory in the essay 
“The Fourth Stage: Through the Mysteries of Ogun to the Origin of Yoruba Tragedy” 
(1973) and also refers to it in his collection of essays Myth, Literature and the African 
World (1976).10 

For Soyinka, Ogun’s role in the birth of Yoruba tragedy parallels Dionysus’ role in 
the ritual origin of Greek tragedy. He explains that “The Fourth Stage” refers to the 

9  Under the influence of Zeus’ jealous wife Hera, Semele started to doubt her lover’s identity and asked Zeus 
to reveal himself. When he did, his divine lightning killed her. Zeus took the unborn Dionysus and sewed 
him in his thigh. In another version of the myth, Dionysus (or “Zagreus”) is the son of Zeus and Persephone. 
In this account, Hera had the Titans rip Dionysus to shred, leaving only his heart, from which Zeus remade 
him. Zeus then implanted him in Semele, who carried him until he was born again (see John Burgess 2005: 
237-238).
10  “The Fourth Stage” was later included as an appendix in Myth, Literature and the African World (Soyinka 
1976: 140-160).
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transitional gulf that Ogun had to conquer, the stage at which the boundaries between 
the three stages of the ancestors, the living and the unborn are crossed, revitalising 
the cosmos. Soyinka’s Yoruba tragedy is founded on this ritual experience: it re-enacts 
the primal moment of transition when the Yoruba gods, longing for “their long-lost 
essence of totality,” descended to earth in an attempt to reunite with human essence 
(1976: 28). Ogun led them on their journey, which makes him the “first actor,” the 
“first challenger, and conqueror of transition”; his art “the first art, was tragic art” 
(26-27, 144-145). Ogun, Soyinka writes, “plunges into the transitional abyss between 
worlds, reenacting the alienation, lack, and fragmentation of being, to reconnect the 
divine and human shards of primal Oneness” (153). As Pizzato suggests, this implies 
that in Soyinka’s Bacchae, it is not only Pentheus who is sacrificed, but Dionysus as 
well: like Ogun, he sacrifices himself, “not only to turn the tables on Pentheus, but also 
to reconnect the psychic worlds of living, dead, and unborn” (2003: 52, 60).

In his Bacchae, Soyinka incorporates qualities of Ogun into Dionysus, including 
lines from his poem “Idanre” (a “Passion Poem of Ogun, elder brother to Dionysus”) 
and chants from Yoruba praise verses (234). In this way, Soyinka unites different 
cultures in one god (Gibbs 1980: 113). He introduces Ogun as “that elder god who 
is in this context synonymous with Dionysos and who, conceptually, I have to confess 
I use interchangeably with Dionysos as a symbol of the destructive-creative unity of 
Nature” (1988: 69, emphases added). As my emphases show, Soyinka highlights the 
similarities that cross cultural boundaries (though, as I discuss later, this description 
also has other implications).11 

By incorporating qualities of Ogun, Soyinka makes significant changes to Euripides’ 
Dionysus. While emphasising that Ogun’s creative/destructive duality resembles that 
of Dionysus, he complicates the gods’ brotherhood in various ways. He describes 
his “Ogunian” Dionysus as of “rugged strength” of “rugged beauty, not of effeminate 
prettiness,” departing from Euripides’ androgen-looking god (236). In combination 
with his disregard for the emancipating effect of the Dionysian rite on women, this 
has led Zabus to conclude that “[o]n the altar of Ogun, Soyinka has ‘sacrificed’ not 
only the feminine aspect of Maenadism, but also the feminine and androgynous side 
of Dionysus” (1998: 214). In the emphasis on the bacchantes as foreigners, rather than 
women, gender is relegated to the background. While Soyinka does not emphasise 
Dionysus’ gender ambivalence as much as Euripides does, his Dionysus similarly 
avoids gender specificity. The demi-god presents himself by saying “I am the gentle, 
jealous joy. Vengeful and kind. An essence that will not exclude, nor be excluded. If 
you are Man or Woman, I am Dionysus. Accept” (235). Hence, Soyinka’s Dionysus not 
so much confuses but rather exceeds gender. This makes him fundamentally Yoruba, 

11  Soyinka emphasises a similar destructive-creative duality in his description of Ogun as the god of “metals, 
creativity, the road, wine and war” (1973: vi).



92

because as J.D.Y. Peel explains, traditionally in Yoruba religion the gods (the orisha) 
were intrinsically simply powers or spirits. Their gender was a secondary attribution 
bestowed upon them by their devotees. Some gods were regarded as male in some 
contexts and female in others (2002: 139).

Soyinka explains that Ogun “can be best understood in Hellenic values as a totality 
of the Dionysian, Apollonian and Promethean virtues” (1976: 141). He thus adds a 
third virtue to the Dionysian/Apollonian relation developed by Friedrich Nietzsche 
in The Birth of Tragedy (1872). To understand Soyinka’s reference to Prometheus, it 
is helpful to first take a closer look at Nietzsche. He views the encounter between the 
Apollonian measured restraint and Dionysian ecstatic freedom as the moment when 
tragedy was born. The development of art is bound up with the duality between the 
two “art-deities” of the Greeks, representing the two “art-impulses of nature” (1995: 
1-5). Because it mixes Apollonian and Dionysian elements into a seamless totality 
that represents human experience, Greek tragedy, argues Nietzsche, is the highest 
form of art.

In Soyinka’s Bacchae, the Dionysian/Apollonian relation similarly expresses the two 
principles of life that make up the totality of experience. The first principle, so Tiresias 
explains to Pentheus, is the earth, which “nourishes man, yields him grain. Bread. 
Womb-like/ It earths him as it were, anchors his feet.” The complementary principle 
is “Ether, locked in the grape until released by man,” which makes “mankind forget 
his grief.” Tiresias tries to convince Pentheus that Dionysus helps man to “shed the 
heavy clods of earth that weigh down the ethereal man/ To that first principle” and that 
“Balance is the key” (258-259). But when he claims that Dionysus can even be found 
in Delphi, “home of Apollo, sanctuary/ Of reason,” for “[h]ow else does the priestess 
enter/ The oracular state?,” Pentheus blames him of blasphemy (260). Pentheus cannot 
accept that the oracle in Delphi, dedicated to Apollo, the god of reason, and the basis 
of Hellenism, would also be the residence of Dionysus. That life should consist of 
opposing forces is beyond Pentheus’ comprehension. Tiresias tries to open his eyes to 
the importance of being able to combine these two positions.12 

Soyinka departs from Nietzsche by adding a third, Promethean feature to his 
description of Ogun, which, in turn, informs his portrayal of Dionysus. Prometheus 
is the titan who offended Zeus by stealing his fire and giving it to the mortals. As 
punishment, he was chained to a rock, where everyday an eagle eats from his liver. 
Since Prometheus is immortal, his liver always grows back and his punishment 
is perpetual. Nietzsche does discuss Prometheus, but not as a creative force in the 
birth of tragedy. The Promethean drive ultimately leads to sacrilege and subsequent 

12 Although the relation between Apollo and Dionysus is usually understood as that between a Hellenic and 
a foreign deity, it has been argued that Apollo’s origin was in Asia as well (see Silk and Stern 1981: 168-169). 
This would mean that in undermining the dichotomy between the Apollonian and the Dionysian, Tiresias 
not only challenges the categories of reason and emotion, but also of Greek and foreign.
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punishment and suffering. The myth represents the attempt to “penetrate beyond the 
bounds of individuation and become himself the one world-being.” Consequently, it 
points to “a painful, irreconcilable antagonism between man and God”: “[t]he best and 
highest that men can acquire they must obtain by crime, and then they must in turn 
endure its consequences, namely, the whole flood of sufferings and sorrows with which 
the offended divinities must requite the nobly aspiring race of man” (Nietzsche 1995: 
32-33). After all, Prometheus’ punishment for challenging the gods is everlasting. 

Soyinka’s understanding of Prometheus is more optimistic. He views his 
“unconquerable will” as what “constitutes the paradoxical truth of destructiveness 
and creativeness in acting man” (1976: 150). Not Prometheus’ suffering Soyinka 
emphasises, but the value of his will-power to obtain fire for mankind. This possible 
political relevance is expressed explicitly in Soyinka’s prison notes The Man Died, where 
he identifies himself with Prometheus and contemplates the “regenerative continuance 
of the Promethean struggle,” relating the myth to his own role as an artist and activist 
(1972: 95). Soyinka’s inclusion of Promethean will-power in his description of Ogun 
suggests the political role he ascribes to this god; Ogun is the “embodiment of Will and 
the Will is the paradoxical truth of destructiveness and creativeness in acting man” 
(1976: 15).13

In his Bacchae, Soyinka draws on Ogun not simply to make Dionysus Yoruba, but 
to enhance his potential as a god who inspires regeneration and revolution. While 
the vestals of Eleusis initially refuse to follow Dionysus, the Slave Leader immediately 
recognise him as a leader. To the doubting slaves he says:

LEADER: You hesitant fools! Don’t you understand? 
Don’t you know? We are no longer alone—
Slaves, helots, the near and distant dispossessed! 
This master race, this much vaunted dragon spawn 
Have met their match. Nature has joined forces with us. 
Let them reckon now, not with mere men, not with 
The scapegoat bogey of a slave uprising 
But with a new remorseless order, forces 
Unpredictable as molten fire in mountain wombs. 
To doubt, to hesitate is to prove undeserving. (240, emphasis in text)

The “master race,” described as of a monstrous offspring, will be fought not just by 
rebellious slaves, but by the force of Nature. The necessity of the predicted revolution 
arises from the disruption of both the social and the natural order, involving both 
human and natural forces. In the rite that initiates it, the distinction between human 
and natural dissolves. That its outcome is “unpredictable” does not make revolution an 

13  For a discussion of the theme of regeneration in Soyinka’s work, and his use of Prometheus as a symbol 
of regeneration in The Man Died, see Mary T. David (1988: 658-659).
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act of “rashness,” for as the leader says, “[w]hen the present is intolerable, the unknown 
harbours no risks” (240). 

Dionysus channels the violence of the slaves. He is a liberating deity whose worship, 
Soyinka explains in the introduction to the Methuen edition of his play, “released 
the pent-up frustrated energy of all the downtrodden” and united the mass against 
the “monopolistic repressions of the ‘Olympian’ priesthood, Mercantile Princes and 
other nobility” (1973b: viii). The Dionysian religion Soyinka therefore regards as one 
that “transferred its ritualism to communal participation,” a social force with great 
impact on the “slave-sustained economy of Greek society” (x). This class-conscious 
interpretation of Dionysus could take its cue from Nietzsche, who describes the 
Dionysian movement as a “gospel of universal harmony” that tears down the barriers 
between men: 

Now the slave is free; now all the stubborn, hostile barriers, which necessity, 
caprice or “shameless fashion” have erected between man and man are 
broken down. Now, with the gospel of universal harmony, each one feels 
himself not only united, reconciled, blended with his neighbour, but as one 
with him. (1995: 4) 

Nietzsche views Dionysus’ ability to dissolve boundaries in political terms. Soyinka 
understands Dionysus in a similar way. In his Bacchae, Tiresias describes Dionysus as a 
good who “has broken the barrier of age, the barrier of sex or slave and master” (255). 

Despite this resemblance, Soyinka explains that his understanding of Dionysus 
is informed by Ogun, whom he describes as a protector of orphans, a roof over the 
homeless and a “transcendental, humane, but rigidly restorative justice” (1976: 26). For 
Soyinka, these restorative powers hold explicit and far-reaching political possibilities. 
Indeed, in emphasising the accommodative nature of African deities to modern-day 
realities, Soyinka makes a remarkable assertion about Ogun’s contemporary political 
significance: 

Ogun … becomes not merely the god of war but the god of revolution in 
the most contemporary context—and this is not merely in Africa, but in the 
Americas to where his worship has spread. As the Roman Catholic props of 
the Batista regime in Cuba discovered when it was too late, they should have 
worried less about Karl Marx than about Ogun, the re-discovered deity of 
revolution. (1976: 54) 

Soyinka’s reference is not only to the African context, but also to the African diaspora, 
where the Yoruba tradition is widely practiced. During the transatlantic slave trade, 
many Yoruba were taken as slaves to Cuba, the Dominican Republic, Puerto Rico, 
Brazil, Venezuela and the rest of the New world. Yoruba culture and religion combined 
with elements from other (primarily Christian) belief systems to form new religious 
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traditions, such as the Santería tradition in Cuba. Although Soyinka relates his 
mythological interpretation of Ogun to the historical context of Cuba, he does not 
expand on the god’s revolutionary contribution in this particular context.14 

However, as an aside let me refer to Philip Zwerling, who explicitly links Soyinka’s 
tragic theory to the Yoruba diaspora. He contends that the transitional gulf to which 
the “Fourth Stage” refers also has historical relevance. For oppressed Yoruba people in 
Cuba and Brazil, “the daily humiliations of slavery and transportation across the Atlantic 
were themselves psychic re-enactments of this cosmic disruption of Yoruba cosmology.” 
For them, “immersion in the rules of the orishas is a reconnection with a cultural past, 
a geographical reality, a religious mythos, and, sometimes, a political agenda” (2004: 
313). In this way, tragic theatre “both commemorates this great separation and acts to 
bridge the chasm as it re-enacts simultaneously the timeless cosmic conflict and the 
modern tragedy of slavery, racism and oppression” (312). Although Soyinka does not 
explicitly link his Yoruba tragedy to the diasporic experience, the connection between 
cosmology and politics is crucial to an understanding of his play.

It remains unclear what Soyinka means by presenting Ogun as the “re-discovered 
deity of revolution” in the above quotation. The suggestion that Ogun’s political quality 
is essential to him and need only be re-discovered could refer to Ogun’s myth of origin. 
In the Yoruba genesis myth (or at least in Soyinka’s account of it), Ogun and the other 
Yoruba gods originated because a slave rebelled against the “original godhead” by 
rolling a rock on to him and sending him “hurtling into the abyss in a thousand and 
one fragments,” thus creating “the multiple godhead” (1976: 27-28). More generally, 
it could be argued that Ogun’s creative/destructive principle and his ritualistic and 
regenerative nature corresponds to revolution, in which the old has to die violently for 
the new to be able to take root. 

Because of this dual nature, the influential cultural theorist Raymond Williams 
identifies revolution as fundamentally tragic in nature (Modern Tragedy, first published 
in 1966). That revolution is never solely liberating but always involves destruction 
and suffering as well, makes it not only “tragic in its origins—in the existence of a 
disorder that cannot but move and involve” but also “equally tragic in its action, in 
that it is not against gods or inanimate things that its impulse struggles, nor against 
mere institutions and social forms, but against other men” (2006: 102). Challenging 
utopian or romantic depictions of revolution, Williams calls attention to the suffering 
it involves. However, this does not mean that “suffering can be laid to the charge of 
the revolution alone” because, on the contrary, revolution is “the inevitable working 
through of a deep and tragic disorder” (100). As Williams states, “the real tragic danger, 
underlying war and revolution, is a disorder which we continually re-enact,” which is 

14  Social scientist Mercedes Cros Sandoval explains how Santería became a form of resistance and a powerful 
influence on other more hegemonic political and religious institutions in Cuba (2006).
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why “[t]he only consciousness that seems adequate in our world is then an exposure 
to the actual disorder. The only action that seems adequate is, really, a participation 
in the disorder as a way of ending it” (105-106). Soyinka’s communion rite could be 
interpreted along the lines of Williams’ argument. It ends the tragic disorder that was 
annually re-enacted in the Eleusian rites, but can only do so by disrupting the order 
itself. By emphasising the creativeness as well as destructiveness of the Dionysian rite, 
Soyinka calls attention to the tragic nature of revolutionary change.

Soyinka’s revolutionary vision of Ogun and his refiguration of Dionysus pose the 
question whether it is possible to talk about revolution when the community does not 
initiate the communion rite that unites them, and the exceptional individual Dionysus 
(a demi-god even) steps up as their political agent. This “individual-collective polarity 
theme,” as Soyinka calls it, has been an important point of dispute with Osofisan, who 
finds Soyinka’s vision ultimately pessimistic: “If you are always thinking of individuals 
creating,” Osofisan claims, “history will always look like a series of tragedies. The 
revolution itself is a mass of people always doing things together” (quoted in Obafemi 
1982: 119). But Soyinka’s revolutionary view is not a Marxist one, where the working 
class takes over power from the ruling bourgeoisie. Rather, it is built on the conviction 
that the role of the enlightened individual protagonist, like the artist, is to raise the 
consciousness of his society. 

This relation between individual and collective finds a correlative in Soyinka’s 
understanding of the role of the mass in the Dionysian movement. Because the oppressed 
slaves and working classes are not yet strong enough to be protagonists of vengeance, 
the punishment has to descend from Dionysus (1973b: ix). The emphasis on the 
enlightened individual seems in tension with the idea of a ritualistic event, in which the 
individual dissolves into the communal, and in which the outcome of the community’s 
ecstatic outburst is unknown. But for Soyinka, ritual is primarily that moment when 
the individual, the communal and the cosmic coincide and influence one another, so 
that divine inspiration and mass action can go hand in hand. The “communal agency 
role of the protagonist ego” suggests that the welfare of the protagonist is inseparable 
from that of the community, and that “in the symbolic disintegration and retrieval of 
the protagonist ego is reflected the destiny of being” (1988: 118).

In Soyinka’s Bacchae, when Pentheus has chained him, Dionysus sets himself free 
only after the slaves and bacchantes call for him. Their chants, the stage descriptions 
describe, start as “a kind of ululating which is found among some African and Oriental 
peoples and signifies distress, warning, or agitation” and spreading from the bacchantes 
to the chorus of slaves it “swell[s] into deafening proportions” (271). They call for 
Dionysus to break free:

SLAVE: Break interminable shackles 
Break bonds of oppressors 
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Break the beast of blood 
Break bars that sprout 
In travesty of growth (273)

Through the juxtaposition of words that denote political force (“shackles,” “bonds” 
and “bars”) and words referring to natural elements and forces (“beast,” “blood,” 
“sprout” and “growth”), the distinction between the social and the natural dissolves. In 
Soyinka’s ritualist aesthetic, this dissolve enables the reconfiguration and regeneration 
of both. At the climax of their incantations, Dionysus is revealed again, standing 
on the ruin of Semele’s grave. “You willed my freedom,” he tells the bacchantes and 
slaves, “I could not resist” (275). It remains ambiguous whether the Slave Leader 
recognises Dionysus’ revolutionary potential, or whether his recognition of Dionysus 
as a liberating force grants Dionysus this potential. Soyinka would probably prefer the 
second interpretation, because it relates to the Yoruba notion of viewing the gods and 
mankind as mutually interdependent. Soyinka refers to a telling Yoruba proverb, Bi o 
s’enia, imale o si, meaning “if humanity were not, the gods would not be,” suggesting 
the dependency of the gods on humanity, rather than the other way around, as in the 
Judeo-Christian theology of “in the beginning, God was” (1976: 10).

In this relation between man and gods, Soyinka also recognises a fundamental 
disparity with the classical Greek worldview, in which mortals are ultimately at the 
mercy of the gods, whereas in Yoruba metaphysics they are what the gods depend on 
for their existence. According to Soyinka, the Greek deities are like the Yoruba deities 
in that they commit serious violations against mortals. The difference, however, is that 
“the morality of reparation appears totally alien to the ethical concepts of the ancient 
Greeks” and “punishment … invariably take place only when the offence happens 
to encroach on the mortal preserves of another deity and that deity is stronger or 
successfully appeals to Father Zeus, the greatest reprobate of all” (1976: 14). This 
relation between divine and human agency is of crucial importance to Soyinka’s 
understanding of tragedy. As Ketu H. Katrak states, where the positive resolutions in 
Greek tragedy are “wholly engineered and stage-managed by the gods,” in Soyinka’s 
tragic universe, “[g]ranted that this human being is an exceptional individual; granted 
also that the breath of Ogun steadily and quietly inspires his actions; nonetheless, 
the final resolution is in the hands of human agents” (1986: 34). Man is ultimately 
responsible for the future; the emphasis on metaphysics does not render human agency 
impossible. Although Dionysus inspires the communion rite, in Soyinka’s Bacchae the 
slaves and bacchantes are the ones who exercise it.
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THE MYTHOLOGISATION OF HISTORY
In this section, I consider the communion rite that Dionysus inspires in more detail. 
Above, I referred to Girard’s ideas about sacrifice and scapegoating. Here, I briefly 
turn to the British anthropologist Victor Turner, who has expanded on the societal 
and political function of ritual. Turner introduced the useful concept of liminality to 
denote the intermediate phase within ritual experience. Liminality, he explains, is a 
phase of anti-structure, an “instant of pure potentiality when everything, as it were, 
trembles in the balance,” when signs are reconfigured in a way that not only allows for 
symbolic but also social revision. In other words, Turner locates not only a symbolic 
but also a concrete political potential in ritual. In the annihilation of hierarchic 
social structure all participants to the ritual are treated equally so that they become 
a communitas (1982: 44-45). Ritual is presented as something that unites those who 
were divided in the previous social order. Soyinka conceives of ritual in the same way 
in his Bacchae: the marginalised slaves and bacchantes unite as equals and form a 
communitas, together taking part in the final communion rite. 

Turner describes the intermediate liminal phase as “both more creative and 
more destructive than the structural norm” (47). His words correspond to Soyinka’s 
emphasis on the creative/destructive principle of Ogun. In his Bacchae, the creative 
force is evident in the regenerative and revolutionary nature of the communion rite. 
The destructive side is expressed most violently in the killing of Pentheus. Different 
from Euripides, where the killing of Pentheus is primarily inspired by Dionysius’ 
wrath, Soyinka presents it as a political necessity. There is one way in which Thebes 
can be saved: not by diverting the anger of disgruntled classes, as Tiresias tries to 
achieve, but by channelling it, through Dionysus’ worship, to a ritual sacrifice that will 
free the community from its tyrant. The community can only be saved by expelling 
what threatens it most. Pentheus has to die, but his death has to be performed ritually 
for it to yield political effect. As Dionysus tells him, Pentheus’ responsibility towards 
his people can now only be at his own expense: 

Yes, you alone 
Make sacrifices for your people, you alone. 
The role belongs to a king. Like those gods, who yearly 
Must be rent to spring anew, that also 
Is the fate of heroes. (293)

This shift of the scapegoat from oppressed to oppressor, from slave to king, corresponds 
with Soyinka’s class-conscious understanding of Dionysus as a deity who liberates the 
community. Through his sacrifice, in which he is made sacred as he becomes a gift 
for the gods, Pentheus will undergo a posthumous transformation. In the role of the 
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pharmakos, or human scapegoat, Pentheus is no longer solely the poison, but becomes 
the cure that will heal Thebes. 

Jacques Derrida connects this double status of the pharmakos to the etymologically 
related pharmakon, which in ancient Greek significantly means both poison and 
remedy. Hence, Derrida explains, the notion can be related to the notion of difference:

The pharmakon is “ambivalent” because it constitutes the element in which 
opposites are opposed, the movement of play by which each relates back 
to the other, reverses itself and passes into the other: (soul/body, good/
evil, inside/outside, memory/ forgetfulness, speech/writing, etc.) … The 
pharmakon is the movement, the locus, and the play (the production) of 
difference. It is the différance of difference. (1981: 127)15

Derrida’s différance plays on the fact that the French word différer means both “to 
differ” and “to defer.” The pharmakon embodies difference but also defers it, as the 
pharmakon becomes the site where difference temporally collapses and ceases to exist. 

Throughout Soyinka’s Bacchae, Dionysus has tried to show Pentheus that the 
divisions he tries to uphold cannot be sustained. Since Pentheus refuses to acknowledge 
this truth, the only way Dionysus has left to prove his point is to turn Pentheus into 
a site of ambivalence. He dresses him as a bacchante, making him both man and 
woman. The duality Pentheus has suppressed now breaks loose, which is made literal 
when (like in Euripides) he sees “two suns/ Blazing in the heavens. And now two 
Thebes” and can no longer distinguish whether Dionysus is man or beast: “Are you a 
bull? There are horns newly/ Sprouted from your head” (291). 

Under the spell of Dionysus, Pentheus walks to his death. He shouts “Death to the 
Bacchae!” but his voice dies off as the Chorus of Slaves “sets up a dog-howl, a wail of 
death” (294). Together with the Bacchantes, they evoke the spirit of Dionysus and start 
their hunt of Pentheus. “Now we shall see the balance restored,” says one slave, “O 
justice! O spirit of Equity, Restitution/ Be manifest! A sharp clear sword/ With blood 
in its edge—drive/ To the gullet of Pentheus” (295). The messenger then recounts 
how Pentheus’ body is torn to shreds by his raving mother Agave and the bacchantes. 
When he comes to his senses, Pentheus tears off his wig and touches his mother’s face 
in the hope that she will recognise him as her son, but in vain. To her, Pentheus is not 
her son, nor her king, nor male, nor Greek; not even human. She thinks she is slaying 
an animal, a bull, lion, mountain-goat or deer (301). Pentheus’ body thus becomes the 
site where difference is constructed, where it reveals itself as a construct and collapses. 
Only in his death can he be poison as well as cure. 

15  Jonathan Culler explains that Derrida’s discussion of the term pharmakon departs from Plato’s Phaedrus, 
in which Plato has Socrates describe writing as pharmakon, as a poisonous, misleading practice. As Derrida 
points out, by using the term pharmakon, which not only means poison but also remedy, Plato simultane-
ously undermines his own judgement (1983: 142-144).
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Unlike in other plays by Soyinka that dramatise sacrifice, Pentheus is neither a 
willing nor a conscious victim.16 He goes to his death convinced that he is on his way 
to destroy the bacchantes, never realising that he is dressed as a bacchante himself, 
embodying the very femininity and barbarity he detests. But for Soyinka, the fact 
that Pentheus marches to his death under Dionysus’ spell does not make his sacrifice 
less justifiable. Unlike Euripides, Soyinka never invites his audience to question its 
legitimisation: the Dionysian excess is legitimate because it is necessary to restore 
the corrupted balance. Yet, its necessity does not make the killing of Pentheus less 
horrendous. As in Euripides, he dies at the hands of his mother Agave and her sisters. 
When they tear his arms of his shoulders and peel his flesh until all that remains 
is his rib-case, “clawed clean of flesh,” they perform the main element of sacrifice: 
dismemberment, or sparagmos (299). 

Where in Euripides, Thebes is left in chaos and destruction with the house of 
Cadmus forever cursed, Soyinka’s conclusion is more optimistic. Once Pentheus’ 
head is impaled on a wand, it begins to spray wine rather than blood. The play ends 
with everybody drinking from this fountain of wine, a symbolic act of omophagia, the 
raw eating of the victim.17 This final scene invokes communion in catholic mass. The 
description of Agave ripping her son “like bread across a banqueting board” and wine 
gushing from Pentheus’ head, refer to the bread and wine that symbolise the body and 
blood of Christ (300). The play ends as follows:

[Slowly, dream-like, they all move towards the fountain, cup their hands 
and drink. Agave raises herself at last to observe them, then tilts her head 
backwards to let a jet flush full in her face and flush her mouth. The light 
contracts a final glow around the heads of Pentheus and Agave]. (307) 

Like Christ, Pentheus dies for the good of humankind, so that the communion of 
the subtitle not only alludes to the communal aspect of the play, but also to this final 
communion in which Pentheus is consumed by (and thereby also united with) the 
community.18 

The mixture of Greek, Yoruba and Christian traditions in this closing image 
suggests the syncretic nature of religious practice common in certain regions of 

16  For a discussion of ritual in Soyinka’s plays, see Derek Wright (1993: 23-41).
17  In the Dionysian ritual, the elements of sparagmos and omophagia re-enact the moment when the infant 
Dionysus, in the Zagreus version of the myth, was himself torn to pieces and devoured by the titans.
18  The death and posthumous transformation of king Pentheus reveals an interesting parallel with that of 
the Yoruba god Sango. As a historical figure Sango is known as the tyrant king who, after suffering defeat, 
took his own life in humiliation. However, his followers deified him, saying that the king did not hang 
but metamorphosed into a god. Since then, so Katrak explains, Sango is not only the god of thunder and 
lightning, but also of justice and retribution. Despite his historical role of a harmful monarch, as a mytho-
logical figure he has come to represent beneficial social principles (1986: 32).
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Africa and the African diaspora, where, as Sandra L. Richards explains, Christianising 
influences have resulted in religious practices that consist of a blend of Christian and 
pre-colonial African belief systems (1999: 97). The distinction between Christ and 
Dionysus is blurred most explicitly in an earlier scene, where, to challenge Pentheus’ 
belief in rationality and reality, Dionysus presents him with two illusions. Both are 
bridal scenes. Of significance here is the second one, which presents a variation on the 
account in the Gospel of John of the wedding at Cana, where Christ performed his first 
miracle, transforming water into wine for the guests. Soyinka presents the “traditional 
Christ-figure,” yet with an “ambiguous thorn-ivy-crown of Dionysus” as a halo (286). 
The Christian thorn and the Dionysian ivy together constitute an ambiguous mixture 
of different religious traditions.19 

Soyinka’s communion rite not only presents an image of religious syncretism, but 
also demonstrates that, as Terry Eagleton explains, a revolutionary view of sacrifice 
involves more than the celebration of the creative forces it releases and the political 
possibilities it generates. In the killing of the scapegoat there is not a simple passage 
from death to life, but rather “a movement from a living death (that of the destitute, 
the scapegoat) to a life that can flourish all the more richly because it has absorbed 
this death into itself in the form of an abiding awareness of human frailty, neediness 
and dependency.” This awareness is vital within the revolutionary context, because 
“[o]nly the political action that maintains this fidelity to failure can bear fruit. Only in 
the knowledge that failure is definitive of us can we succeed” (2005b: 13). Eagleton’s 
argument corresponds to that of Williams, who finds that the only way to maintain 
revolution is to see it in its tragic perspective, to recognise rather than romanticise 
the suffering it entails and to acknowledge that it involves real people, rather than 
merely an abstract idea (2006: 108). Williams’ emphasis is important: liberation does 
not cancel terror, but is connected to it, and this connection is tragic (107).

Soyinka calls attention to the tragic nature of revolutionary change. Although 
the legitimisation of Pentheus’ sacrifice is unambiguous, it is not celebrated as an 
unambiguously romantic act, nor is the suffering it involves disregarded. The character 
of the Old Slave laments:

OLD SLAVE: The ways of the gods are hard to understand 
We know full well that some must die, chosen 
To bear the burden of decay, lest we all die— 
The farms, the wheatfields, cattle, even the 
Vineyards up on the hills. And yet, this knowledge 
Cannot blunt the edge of pain, the cruel 

19  Comparably, in the early Christian empire and through the Middle Ages, Christianity was heavily influ-
enced by the pagan myths it incorporated—Dionysus, for example, came to be viewed as a proto-Christian 
figure. For more information on this, see Wolfgang Liebeschuetz (1995).
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Nature of his death. Oh this is a heartless 
Deity, bitter, unnatural in his revenge. 
To make a mother rip her son like bread 
Across a banqueting board. I pity her. (300)

Kadmos similarly grieves that the god is “just but he is not fair,” that he lacks 
“compassion, the deeper justice” (304). Both pity Agave, yet there is little room for 
her own lament, for her own pain. When she awakes from her spell and realises that 
she has brutally murdered her own son, Agave “screams and flattens herself below 
[Pentheus’] head, hugging the ladder,” but the play’s final image shows her drinking 
from the wine gushing from her son’s head, joining in the communion rite (307). 
As a result of Soyinka’s emphasis on the communal, the personal, individual element 
remains obscured.20 

When Agave and the other people of Thebes together drink the wine from 
Pentheus’ head, they absorb not only freedom. The ecstasy of the ritual killing has 
instantly been replaced by a profoundly tragic awareness of the paradoxes, insecurities 
and ambiguities of existence. As the Old Slave reflects earlier on in the play:

What does it mean life? Dare one 
Hope for better than merely warring, seeking 
Change, seeking the better life? Can we 
Control what oppresses by anticipation? Can we? 
Dare we surrender to what comes after, embrace 
The ambiguous face of the future? It is enough 
To concede awareness of the inexplicable, to wait 
And watch the unfolding… (292)

The “ambiguous face of the future” is intrinsic to the ritual; the state of liminality 
is necessarily temporary. Any communitas is ultimately converted into normative 
structure and law (Turner 1982: 47). It remains to be seen, then, what Soyinka’s 
postcolonial Thebes will look like. Hopefully Pentheus’ sacrificial death will succeed 
in putting a definite end to dictatorship. Hopefully Soyinka’s Thebes will be organised 
in such a way that violence does not, once again, become institutionalised. Hopefully 
Dionysus will have introduced a “new or changed law,” like Antigone in Gillian Rose’s 
analysis, to which I referred in the previous chapter (1996: 35-36). Hopefully, because 
the problem with sacrifice, as Eagleton states, is that “sacrifice is needed when the 
community falls sick,” but “the community is always sick” (2005: 130). As Williams 
reminds us, there is always the danger that “the most active agents of revolution can 
become its factual enemies, even while to others, and even to themselves, they seem 
its most perfect embodiment” (2006: 107).

20  I expand on the relative absence of Agave’s suffering in Soyinka’s Bacchae in Chapter Five.
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Soyinka suggests that Dionysian ritual reconfigures Theban society. The question 
remains whether expelling the tyrant and freeing the slaves is sufficient to transform 
a class-divided society; whether a ritual event can allow for social revision and, if so, 
whether this revision can last beyond the event. Looking at the conclusion of Soyinka’s 
Bacchae, it seems difficult to answer this question in the affirmative. As Goff identifies, 
“the interest at the end … narrows down to the aristocrats, and the exploited populace 
is largely left out of the equation,” so that ultimately, “[t]he account of the political city 
is abandoned for and superseded by an account of the unknowable gods” (2005b: 84). 
Soyinka emphasises but does not address class; class simply dissolves as an effect of 
the communion rite. For this reason, I concur with James Booth that the new order 
Dionysus creates seems a matter of “purified consciousness and transcendence, rather 
than coherent social reorganisation” (quoted in Pizzato 2003: 44). Derek Wright offers 
a similar criticism, arguing that ritual and politics make “strange bedfellows” and 
that, by using ritual to equate the communal to the cosmic dimension, Soyinka does 
not allow for the socio-political dimension between the two. The mythologisation 
of history and society, claims Wright, implies that everything that goes wrong is 
ultimately an aberration of human nature, rather than the result of social and political 
forces (1993: 18-20, 64).21

Booth’s and Wright’s criticisms are directed at Soyinka’s tendency to absorb all 
experience, traditional as well as contemporary, into a pre-existing cosmic totality. 
Osofisan also disapproves of this defining characteristic of Soyinka’s aesthetics. 
According to him, it locates Soyinka’s practice outside of history, prohibiting real 
political change: “[h]owever one may regret it, myth and history are no longer 
complementary, and to insist otherwise is to voice a plea for reaction,” because “the 
world view which made for animist metaphysics has all but disintegrated in the 
acceleration, caused by colonialism, of man’s economic separation from Nature” (1982: 
95). In an interview, Osofisan further explains that “[a]s long as the Archetype remains 
on the objective level of historical symbol rather than eternal paradigm, the wedding 
of ritual form and revolutionary ethos should be possible” (quoted in Onwueme 1991: 
64). This comment specifies the most important point of difference between Osofisan’s 
and Soyinka’s revolutionary vision of myth and history, a difference that is illustrated 
by their different reconfigurations of Hellenic mythical figures. While in Tegonni: 
an African Antigone Osofisan presents Antigone as a historical symbol that can be 
applied to different historical moments, Soyinka gives his “Ogunian” Dionysus the 
status of eternal cosmological essence. 

21  Chidi Amuta observes that much of Soyinka’s later writings witness the beginning of a move away from 
myth to more secular and more radical political inclination, relating this to Soyinka’s experience of the 
Nigerian civil war and his imprisonment (1988: 127).
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Like Booth, Wright and Osofisan, I find it difficult to be convinced by Soyinka’s 
combination of myth and history, ritual and politics. It seems important, nonetheless, 
to observe that Soyinka does not ignore history; his many calls for social justice 
and criticism of oppressive institutions and regimes in various historical contexts 
bear witness to this. Rather than evidencing an anti-historical approach, suggests 
Marxist literary critic Biodun Jeyifo, Soyinka’s recourse to Yoruba metaphysics 
displays a mythopoeic attitude to history, in which all experience is transformed 
into trans-historical dimensions (Soyinka 1988: xxvii-xxviii). Chidi Amuta similarly 
insists that while Soyinka’s “consciousness is ultimately historical,” his “imagination 
and idiom of creative expression derive from a fundamentally mythic source and a 
religious sentiment” (1988: 116). Through his mythologisation of history, Soyinka also 
emphasises that traditional Yoruba mythology and metaphysics are not at odds with 
modernity and that, rather, “tradition is now and is born of every experience, not 
buried in the stillness of antiquity” (quoted in Wright 1993: 21).

This mix of metaphysics and history in Soyinka’s aesthetics could explain the 
problems that arose when his Bacchae was first brought on stage. At its premiere, it 
received a number of negative reviews, but perhaps the most fervent criticism came 
from Soyinka himself. Apologising for “the occasional expression of strong feelings” 
because “the scar is still fresh,” he recollects: “There we were, with the Bacchantes 
waving the banner of revolution at the world in a manner that calculated to put 
the world off the very idea of change for ever” (1988: 72). It was change, then, that 
had been foremost on Soyinka’s mind, but in the hands of director Roland Joffé this 
objective was lost. In a hostile note to both Joffé and artistic director of the National 
Theatre Peter Hal, Soyinka explains what went wrong. He intended his Bacchae as 
an expression of the “periodic human need to swill, gorge and copulate on the same 
gargantual scale as Nature herself ”:

My emphasis is on the human; you keep putting things back into the laps 
of gods, game-playing gods at that. Divine enlargement of the human 
condition should be viewed dramatically, through man. The mode for this 
is Ritual. The medium is Man. Ritual equates the divine (superhuman) 
dimension with the communal will, fusing the social with the spiritual. The 
social liberation strands in the play are not therefore arbitrary but intrinsic. 
(1988: 70-72)

In taking recourse to the divine, the director bypassed the communal dimension that 
to Soyinka, as the subtitle a communion rite implies, is of primary concern. Soyinka 
teaches Joffé and Hal a lesson in Yoruba tragedy, in which the human is interconnected, 
through ritual, with the communal and cosmic dimensions and in which ritual, 
because it equates the communal will with the divine, holds the potential of social 
change. In the context of its performance (in a British theatre, for a British audience), 
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perhaps the dominant conception of tragedy as about “game-playing gods” stood in 
the way of staging Soyinka’s Yoruba tragedy as he had intended it.

YORubA AND GREEK: A COMPLICATED bROTHERHOOD
While Soyinka emphasises the Bacchae’s shared relevance in ancient Greece and 
contemporary Africa, the anecdote above also points to a crucial divergence. Different 
from Euripides’ bleak conclusion, Soyinka ends his tragedy with a communion rite, 
an image of utopian communion, which not only “evinces Soyinka’s firm commitment 
to social equality based on ritual enactment” but also “solidifies his rejection of 
traditional Western tragic structure” (Robert Baker-White 2006: 395). Soyinka’s play 
does not emphasise the powerlessness of humans at the hands of “game-playing gods”; 
its focus is not on the individual’s tragic fall, but on communal change. This tragedy 
ends positively, which again points to the play’s ambiguous status as both a revision of 
an antecedent text and a unique work of art. It could be argued that Soyinka not only 
adapts Euripides’ tragedy, but that he also adapts the genre.

Soyinka’s tragic theory corresponds with two other theories that seem 
incommensurable: those of Nietzsche and Williams. While I have found it useful to 
call on both, once they are viewed in relation to each other they reveal a conflicting 
logic. Williams theorises tragedy’s contemporary, revolutionary potential through 
emphasising history:

If … we think of [tragic theory] as a theory about a single and permanent 
kind of fact, we can end only with the metaphysical conclusions that are 
built into any such assumption. Chief among these is the assumption of 
a permanent, universal and essentially unchanging human nature … But 
if we reject this assumption … the problem is necessarily transformed. 
Tragedy is then … a series of experiences and conventions and institutions. 
... the varieties of tragic experience are to be interpreted by reference to the 
changing conventions and institutions. (2006: 69)

Soyinka shares Williams’ belief that tragedy is not about an unchanging human 
nature but about the possibility of change. In that respect, he too emphasises history. 
But while for Williams historical understanding opposes metaphysical theories that 
view tragedy as “a single and permanent kind of fact,” in Soyinka’s tragedy, history 
and metaphysics pose no contradiction to begin with (2006: 69). Soyinka also draws 
on Nietzsche’s theory, which in many ways stands diametrically opposed to that of 
Williams. For Nietzsche, the existence of a metaphysical totality exceeding individual 
suffering, the “change of generations” and the “history of nations”—exceeding history, 
in short—provides consolation. The focus is not on the individual’s fall, but on being, 
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which goes on forever, and this constitutes the “metaphysical comfort” of “every true 
tragedy” (1995: 22-23).22 

While Williams’ and Nietzsche’s tragic theories seem incommensurable, Soyinka’s 
theory of Yoruba tragedy shares important characteristics with both. His emphasis on 
the communal dimension, mediating through ritual between individual and being and 
between history and metaphysics, allows him to encompass a revolutionary politics 
as well as metaphysical totality within one theory. Appropriately, it is through an 
adaptation of the Bacchae, dedicated to the disruption of distinctions, that Soyinka 
bridges these conflicting views. 

But Soyinka achieves more. To analyse this, let me turn to his Myth, Literature and 
the African World (1976). This collection of essays sheds further light on Soyinka’s 
aesthetics and, I suggest, reveals a specific cultural politics. Soyinka expands on the 
“African worldview” by distinguishing it from the “European worldview.” Here, the 
emphasis is not on correspondences but on differences. 

In the European worldview, claims Soyinka, gods and humans are distanced, 
whereas in the African worldview they are interdependent, their realities constituting 
a cosmic totality. The boundaries between their realities can only be crossed through 
ritual, so that it is through ritual that humans try to reunify with the gods. According 
to Soyinka, this is what Yoruba tragedy enacts. He claims that in Greek antiquity “man 
did, like the African, exist within a cosmic totality, did possess a consciousness in 
which his own earth being, his gravity-bound apprehension of self, was inseparable 
from the entire cosmic phenomenon” (1976: 3). Hence, Soyinka argues that classical 
tragedy, with its ritual roots, is more akin to the African worldview than modern 
European tragedy, which, primarily under Christian influence, changed its focus to 
the hero’s individual moral flaws (1976: 40). Already in medieval European theatre it 
is clear that: 

22  Nietzsche writes: “in spite of the flux of phenomena, life at bottom is indestructibly powerful and pleas-
urable, appears with objective clarity as the satyr chorus, the chorus of natural beings, who as it were live 
ineradicably behind every civilization, and who, despite the ceaseless change of generations and the history 
of nations, remain the same to all eternity.” Still, the comfort tragedy offers lasts only briefly: “as soon as we 
become conscious again of everyday reality, we feel it as nauseating and repulsive” so that the escape from 
history that tragedy offers cannot last (1995: 22-23). According to Richard Seaford, Nietzsche “abstracts 
tragic contradiction from history and makes it a purely metaphysical principle, a principle of eternal unity 
that is also eternal contradiction: the Dionysiac” (quoted in Goff 1995: 205). Giacomo Gambino claims, 
however, that in Nietzsche’s theory, despite its metaphysical aesthetics, tragedy articulates the paradoxical 
tendencies of Greek culture and, as such, is a mode of political discourse: while the Apollonian demands 
restraint and measure (important to polis’ foundations), the Dionysian has to do with the rituals that 
undermine the conventions on which the polis is built and promote a sense of community in which all 
distinctions vanish (1996: 417, 427). Nietzsche’s description of the Dionysian movement as one of liberation 
(which I discussed above) seems to support Gambino’s claim. His observation that an emphasis on meta-
physics does not automatically imply the negation of history and politics, is relevant to Soyinka’s aesthetics.
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[c]osmic representation has shrunk into a purely moral one, a summation in 
terms of penalties and rewards. The process continued through successive 
periods of European partial explorations of what was once a medium 
of totality, achieving such analytical aberrations as in [the] sample of 
compartmentalisation which claims that the right (actor’s) wing of the 
stage is “stronger” than the left. We shall not encounter any proofs of this 
ludicrous assertion in the beginnings of theatre, Greek or African. (1976: 41, 
emphases added)

The European imagination lacks a sense of cosmic totality, demonstrating “a 
compartmentalising habit of thought” that “periodically selects aspects of human 
emotion, phenomenal observations, metaphysical intuitions and even scientific 
deductions and turns them into separatist myths (or ‘truths’) sustained by a 
proliferating structure of presentation idioms, analogies and analytical modes” 
(1976: 37). Although in modern European theatre “transient parallels, brief visual 
moments of this [ritual] experience” remain, these merely demonstrate the search 
of European dramatists for ritualist roots, showing their “deep-seated need … to 
recover this archetypal consciousness in the origins of the dramatic medium” (41-43, 
emphasis added). 

As my emphases show, Soyinka uses temporal terms to articulate the difference 
between the European and the African worldviews, offering a clear sense of a Europe 
that has lost something that in Africa is still present. In talking about “the beginnings 
of theatre, Greek or African,” he positions Greek and African as equivalent and 
simultaneous “origins” of theatre, presenting European tragedy as a derivation, or 
even a perversion, of these origins. He thus overturns the historicism of the traditional 
Eurocentric comparative paradigm that continues to present Africa as behind in time; 
Africa is “further” than its European Other. Soyinka additionally emphasises that 
“Greek” is not synonymous to “European.”23

Looking at Soyinka’s rhetoric, the question arises whether his emphasis on a “pure 
essence,” a “wholeness” still there in Africa but lost in Europe, does not maintain a 
similar dichotomy as that of the nativism he criticises, only substituting the categories 
of European intellect and African emotion for “European compartmentalisation” and 
“African holism” (Wright 1993: 182). Soyinka has often been accused of nativism, 
especially by the younger generation of Nigerian playwrights, like Osofisan, who, as I 
discussed above, feels that Soyinka’s use of tradition cannot live up to the demands of 

23  Soyinka’s statement reminds of that of Jean-Paul Sartre, who in his essay “Orphée Noir” (Black Orpheus, 
1948) claims that, opposed to European poets, “[t]he blacks of Africa … are still in the great period of 
mythical fecundity” (quoted in Wetmore 2003: 16). “Orphée Noir” was the preface to Léopold Sédar 
Senghor’s anthology of Francophone poetry by writers of African descent. For good analyses of the Euro-
centric paradigm described here, see Dipesh Chakrabarty (2000) and Rey Chow (2004).
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the contemporary world. In addition, Soyinka’s presentation of an “Africa” as a unified 
concept does not correspond with the reality of a continent of numerous nations, 
tongues and traditions. Moreover, it seems to entail the substitution of a general Africa 
with what is in fact particularly Yoruba. 

The pan-Africanism Soyinka displays has also been criticised by Ghanaian-British 
philosopher Anthony Kwame Appiah.24 He points to the role African intellectuals have 
played in pan-Africanist thought, describing Soyinka as one of the Western-trained 
group of writers and thinkers who “mediate the trade in cultural commodities of world 
capitalism at the periphery,” known by their compatriots “through an Africa they 
have invented … for each other, and for Africa” and known internationally “through 
the Africa they offer … an Africa they have invented for the world” (1992: 149). 
Appiah holds Soyinka responsible for perpetuating the essentialism that characterises 
Eurocentric thought. I concur with Appiah that “[i]f you postulate an either-or choice 
between Africa and the West, there is no place for you in the real world of politics” 
and that Soyinka’s construction of an “African worldview” as wholly different from the 
“European worldview” at times indeed gets close to the binary thinking he opposes 
(Johnson 1992: 8). However, as I try to demonstrate, Soyinka’s construction of Africa 
is part of a political dynamic that is more complex than Appiah accounts for, actually 
working to challenge the Eurocentrism it seems to perpetuate. 

To achieve a better understanding of this, let me turn to the anecdote with which 
Soyinka introduces his collection Myth, Literature and the African World (1976). He 
sketches the context of Cambridge University where he had become a fellow in 1971 
and where, in 1973, a series of lectures were held on African literature and society. 
Soyinka informs his readers that, tellingly, these lectures took place in the Department 
of Social Anthropology. As he recalls, “[t]he Department of English did not believe 
in any such mythical beast as ‘African Literature’” (1976: vii). Soyinka expresses his 
frustration: 

We black Africans have been blandly invited to submit ourselves to a second 
epoch of colonisation—this time by a universal-humanoid abstraction 
defined and conducted by individuals whose theories and prescriptions are 
derived from the apprehension of their world and their history, their social 
neuroses and their value systems. (x, emphases in text) 

24  Kenneth Inyani Simala defines pan-Africanism as a political and cultural phenomenon that aims at de-
veloping an African consciousness and asserting an African identity in order to apply this idea of “African-
ness” to a whole continent. The ideology expressed in pan-Africanism was indeed foremost intended to 
oppose the negation of African societies through the slave trade and colonisation. While the idea of “Africa” 
has played an important part in race-conscious anti-colonial movements, it extends from the European 
(colonial) imagination in which it satisfied the need for otherness (2003: 2).
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Soyinka refers to the traditional comparative paradigm described by cultural 
critic Rey Chow as “Europe and Its Others,” in which Europe remains the grid of 
reference to which literatures of others may be added, always to remain subsequent 
and subordinate. Non-European literatures are reduced to anthropological objects of 
study (2004: 294). Soyinka fiercely criticises the neo-colonial African elite who still 
depart from Eurocentric perspectives, but has equally little patience with those who, 
in reaction to this, develop their own version of Manichean thinking, such as the 
intellectuals of the Négritude movement, who rejected colonial racism on the basis of 
a common black identity. 

Soyinka’s tragedies never pose Africa and Europe as clearly separated or opposed, 
dramatising an ongoing dialogue. As I hope to have demonstrated, Soyinka’s Bacchae 
is a good example of this. His essays in Myth, Literature and the African World define 
Europe and Africa as distinct categories for their intended audience of English 
academics in the late 1970s. Seen in this context, Soyinka’s construction of Africa is 
not a mere reiteration of a colonialist construction of Africa but a particular strategy. 
Of all critics who have written on Soyinka, and there are many, Olakunle George 
seems most sensitive to what this strategy entails. He points out that the essentialism 
Soyinka demonstrates acquires meaning “only in the relational logic of a preconstituted 
discursive field, in which there is something called the West, and something else called 
the non-West” (2003: 149). In front of English academics, the most effective way to 
displace Eurocentric terms was through the construction of an Africa-against-Europe 
dichotomy that his audience would recognise. The fictional category of an idealised 
native Africa may be false, but at the same time becomes a useful (and thus tolerable) 
part of a process of reconstruction, a flawed but rhetorically enabling strategy (George 
2003: 149).25 

As discussed in the first chapter, genealogical models of influence, whether they 
depart from Eurocentric or Afrocentric assumptions, are ultimately reductive. I also 
suggested there, however, that Soyinka’s “reverse genealogy”—which I compared to that 
of Martin Bernal in his Black Athena project—should be understood as strategically 
effective. To clarify this strategic quality, let me refer to an exchange between Appiah 
and Soyinka about the uses of tragedy. Appiah asks whether the concept of tragedy is 
not too distant to most people, to which Soyinka replies:

Yes. But that’s only if one begins by accepting the European definition of 
tragedy. I remember my shock as a student of literature and drama when 
I read that drama originated in Greece. … What are they talking about? 

25  Despite his criticism of Soyinka’s construction of “Africa,” Appiah himself recognises that the “false” 
idealization that presents a coherently “native” Africa can under particular conditions also be a “tolerable 
falsehood by whose instrumentality a particular kind of African agency has historically been mediated and 
activated” (as rephrased by Korang 2004: 55).
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I never heard my grandfather talk about Greeks invading Yorubaland? I 
couldn’t understand. I’ve lived from childhood with drama. I read at the 
time that tragedy evolved as a result of the rites of Dionysus. Now we all 
went through this damn thing, so I think the presence of eradication had 
better begin. It doesn’t matter what form it takes. (applause) 
Appiah: Nevertheless, whatever their origins, tragedy does have a specific, 
formal… 
Soyinka: But I’ve never made a claim that I’m presenting tragedy in 
European terms. Tragedy ... whether we translate it in Yoruba or Tre or 
Ewe, I think we’ll find a correlative somewhere in which we’re all talking 
about the same thing. (1988: 782-783)

Again, Soyinka does not accept the European definition of tragedy. Nevertheless, 
the phrase “Yoruba tragedy” inevitably embeds the dominance of the European 
understanding. Similarly, in her discussion of the genre of the novel, Chow explains 
that, once outside the arena of Western Europe, the term “novel” is almost always 
invoked with a national or ethnic qualifier, such as “Japanese” or “Russian,” indicating 
that the ultimate reference remains European (2004: 295-296). The qualifier “Yoruba” 
in “Yoruba tragedy” contains a similar implication: it lends an ethnic specification to 
a genre that, without it, is assumed to be Western. 

To some readers, the exchange with Appiah may seem to contain a contradiction. 
Although Soyinka emphasises that he does not accept the European definition 
of tragedy, he simultaneously promotes a universal notion of tragedy, a general 
sensibility, stemming from rites that we all experience. Soyinka’s approach is located 
in this seeming contradiction, because it stops being a contradiction once the reader 
stops equating “universal” with “European,” or “tragedy” with “European tragedy.” 
As George explains, Soyinka gives the specificity of the Yoruba worldview a double 
function that avoids the universal/particular binary. Soyinka’s Yoruba tragedy is both: 
particular because the tragic action is located within a Yoruba context; universal 
because the tragic essence carries a resonance that transcends history (2003: 168). 

Soyinka’s view can be compared to that of fellow Nigerian playwright J.P. Clark. 
Critics dispute whether Clark’s Song of a Goat (published in 1964) is influenced by Greek 
tragedy. Its title suggests that it is, since the etymological root of “tragedy” is the Greek 
word for “goat song” (Wetmore 2002: 62). Clark addresses the question as follows:

The implication is not that one group of people borrowed this and that 
property from another but that there can and in fact do occur areas of 
coincidence and correspondence … For example, the orchestra and leader-
chorus arrangement of characters occupies as much a principal part in 
Nigerian theatre as it did in Greek theatre. But this is not to say one is debtor 
to the other. It is a matter of correspondence and coincidence. (quoted in 
Wetmore 2002: 64)
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Similar to Soyinka in his exchange with Appiah, Clark views tragedy’s occurrence 
in both Western and African culture as a mere “coincidence of comparison,” to use 
Rada Ivekovic’s phrase (2000: 224). Neither Clark nor Soyinka seem concerned with 
reclaiming tragedy, but with presenting it as a form and sensibility that originated 
also—if not exclusively—in their (Ijaw or Yoruba) cultural traditions.26 

Soyinka’s Yoruba tragedy becomes a strategic demand for a dialogue on equal 
terms. By substituting the vertical, historicist axis with a horizontal, structural one, 
he can claim universality precisely because he goes beyond history.27 Soyinka situates 
European tragedy next to Yoruba tragedy. He not only undoes the former of its higher 
position, but also pushes the limits of the term “universal.” George phrases it well 
when he says that “Soyinka is writing back to Europe by seizing a discursive form 
and filling it with a different content” and that, “in so doing, he acts out a basic self-
refutation that centralists of the canon act out all the time: he plays politics, so to 
speak, by insisting that we take our minds out of the gutter of politics” (2003: 169). 
Soyinka’s refiguration of Dionysus reveals a similar cultural politics. Hence, I end this 
section on a return to Soyinka’s Ogun-inspired Dionysus. 

As I discussed above, Soyinka attributes Dionysus with African qualities, drawing 
on the Yoruba god Ogun in his understanding of Dionysus. In his Bacchae, he also 
expands Dionysus’ territory from Asia to Africa, alluding to Eritrea, Libya and Ethiopia 
(Zabus 1998: 223). Through this added cultural difference, Soyinka’s Dionysus comes 
to resemble his Greek counterpart even more, at least in his rejection of any clear-
cut cultural definition. Goff expands on the ambiguous cultural origin of Dionysus 
in ancient Greece, explaining that while Dionysus’ myths present him as an “alien 
outsider intruding on a Greek civilization,” he was in fact part of Greek culture in 
Mycenaean times; “Dionysus” was therefore “how the Greeks pretended that they 
knew the difference between themselves and Barbarians” (2005b: 75). Paradoxically, 
in Dionysus, that difference collapses, so that he in effect challenged the Greek self-
definition he was supposed to affirm.

I have demonstrated how Soyinka emphasises the similarities between Ogun and 
Dionysus. However, a closer look reveals a more complex dynamic at play in this 
“brotherhood” between African and Greek. To explain what I mean, let me repeat 

26  Clark’s Song of a Goat tells the story of fisherman Zifa, whose impotence causes his wife and brother to 
start an illicit love relationship. Outraged, Zifa ritually slaughters a goat, foreshadowing both his brother’s 
and his own suicide. The play is rooted in the tradition of the Ijaw, who live in the southeast area of Nigeria. 
Its first performance was directed by Soyinka (Hardwick 2004: 243). For a discussion of the dispute among 
critics about the possible influence of Greek tragedy on Clark’s play, see Wetmore (2002: 63-64).
27  While going “beyond history” is supposed to typify universalism, Soyinka calls attention to the fact that 
universalist claims often conceal particular historical and ideological positions. I borrow the description of 
a vertical, historicist axis and a horizontal, structural one from Rada Ivekovic, who uses these terms in her 
discussion of Indian philosophy’s relation to Western philosophy (2000: 230). 
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Soyinka’s presentations of Ogun. In the acknowledgements to the Bacchae he talks 
about “Ogun, elder brother to Dionysus” (1973: 234, emphasis added). Elsewhere, he 
describes Ogun as “that elder god who is in this context synonymous with Dionysos 
and who, conceptually, I have to confess I use interchangeably with Dionysos” (1988: 
69). Above, I italicised “synonymous” and “interchangeably” to point to Soyinka’s 
emphasis on cultural similarities. Here, I want to call attention to the word “elder,” 
which holds a different implication. These descriptions not only denote Ogun’s close 
relation to, or brotherhood with Dionysus, but also present the African as pre-dating 
the Greek, Europe’s often-claimed origin. Soyinka thus uses a simple two-word phrase 
to play politics of an ambiguous kind. As in his theory of Yoruba tragedy, he overturns 
the historicism of traditional comparative paradigms, stating the relation between 
African and Greek in familial terms, but reversing the Eurocentric genealogical model 
that views Africa as backwards or belated. Soyinka further challenges the notion of the 
Greek as Europe’s point of origin by stating that he finds “Europe totally alien to a true 
conception of the essence of Dionysos who, it is often forgotten, was never a European 
Deity” (1998: 69). 

Just as it is too facile to dismiss Bernal’s Black Athena project as essentialist and 
Afrocentric, it is too facile to regard Soyinka’s Ogun-inspired Dionysus and his Yoruba 
tragedy in terms of a strategy to reclaim the Greek as African. As Zabus claims, 
Soyinka’s alterations end up not so much “Africanising” the play as “exploring the 
syncretism of an imaginary proto-Dionysian myth or Ur-Bacchae,” so that “[a]ttempts 
at Africanization are therefore subsumed to the overall scheme of syncreticization” 
(1998: 205). Indeed, as an amalgamation of different contexts, traditions and 
mythologies, Soyinka’s work refuses Afrocentric interpretations as much as it refuses 
Eurocentric ones. From this respect, he would no doubt agree with Bernal who, in 
response to claims of Afrocentrism, has declared that “my enemy is not Europe; it’s 
purity” (Walter Cohen 1993: 23).28

THE TERMS OF COMPARISON
My focus in this chapter was twofold: I examined the ways in which in his adaptation of 
Euripides’ Bacchae Soyinka employs Yoruba mythology and cosmology to emphasise 
the revolutionary potential of ritual sacrifice, and I explored the cultural politics that 
Soyinka’s theory of Yoruba tragedy and refiguration of Dionysus perform. I discussed, 
in other words, two levels at play in the politics of adaptation. 

28  Bernal does not conceive of himself as an Afrocentrist, but admits that he has a number of points of 
agreement with them and that, with respect to their appropriation of the name Black Athena, in some ways, 
he is “very pleased to provide ammunition for them” (Cohen 1993: 7).
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I suggested that Soyinka’s combination of ritualist aesthetics and revolutionary 
politics raises a fundamental question about the function and place of sacrifice within 
society. In Soyinka’s Thebes, the annual killing of innocent slaves epitomises the tragic 
perpetuation of disorder, so that the killing of Pentheus in the Dionysian rite is a 
necessary, and therefore legitimate, act. At the same time, sacrifice, while intended as 
a singular, restorative act, is in danger of becoming institutionalised as the continuous 
repetition of violence. To me, this is the most urging problem that Soyinka’s Bacchae 
poses. On the one hand, Soyinka presents ritual sacrifice as something that interrupts 
the cycle of history; on the other hand, in Soyinka’s aesthetics the ritual through 
which political change could be effected is contained within the cosmos it periodically 
revitalises. To Soyinka this poses no insoluble contradiction, nor does it imply that 
change is impossible or that action is futile. In his view, metaphysics and history are 
not opposed. Ritual is a mode through which the community can be inspired to act, 
which makes Yoruba tragedy the art form that most effectively inspires social and 
political change. 

It remains difficult to establish if and to what extent theatre can generate a 
communal experience and political change, and whether the chorus of bacchantes and 
slaves will succeed in inspiring revolutionary ideas among the audience. In this respect, 
Pizzato suggests that the title of Soyinka’s essay on Yoruba tragedy, “The Fourth Stage,” 
could also refer to the theatrical notion of the imaginary “fourth wall” which separates 
the audience from the action on stage. In realistic performances, this wall remains 
intact, with the audience conditioned to believe that the world of the play is real. The 
question how this fourth wall is dealt with relates to the political potential of ritual 
drama. Pizzato refers to Antonin Artaud and Bertolt Brecht as two modern theorists 
of drama who influenced ritual’s reinvention in spiritual and political directions. 
While Artaud envisioned the actor as a “transcendent scapegoat,” victimised “for the 
sake of audience communion and catharsis,” Brecht conversely “saw a great communal 
danger in the lingering ritual temptation of Aristotelian mimesis—not only from the 
ancient to the modern stage, but also in the social theatre of Nazi Germany in the 
1930s” (2003: 37). Pizzato observes that although Soyinka’s theatre corresponds to 
both Artaud’s and Brecht’s concerns, he simultaneously distinguishes himself from 
these European paradigms (39). Soyinka’s dramaturgy seems closer to Artaud than 
Brecht: while Brecht sought to break the fourth wall to distance his audience from, 
and make them reflect critically on the action, Soyinka breaks it to include them in 
a ritualistic experience.29 The political potential of this experience is complicated, 
however, by the possibility that the actors ultimately act on behalf of their audience, 

29  From a Western point of view, the preservation or dissolving of distance distinguishes theatre from ritual, 
but Soyinka emphasises that theatre is rooted in ritual and in his theory, as I have discussed, it is precisely 
this ritualist origin and nature of theatre that gives it political potential (1976: 41-43).
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offering them a communal and cathartic release from the politically subversive desires 
they might have. 

Despite the promise of future change that Soyinka’s tragic theory offers, historically 
speaking the idea that ritual sacrifice interrupts history only to restore the cosmic 
balance offers little solace. It means that sacrifice and the violence it performs are 
included within a larger metaphysical totality, part of a never-ending perpetuum 
mobile. The question remains, then, whether in Soyinka’s mythologized conception 
of history, ritual can ever succeed in changing the socio-political structure it disrupts, 
or whether it ends up conserving the status quo. I am inclined to locate the political 
potential of this play not so much in its combination of ritual and revolution—which, 
applied to actual historical contexts, proves problematic—but in its ambiguous 
relation with the Euripedean pre-text and with dominant ideas about tragedy and 
cultural influence more generally. It is not primarily the message of revolutionary 
change it proclaims, I argue, but rather the politics of adaptation it performs that 
grants Soyinka’s Bacchae its primary significance. 

As in the reworkings of Antigone, this politics of adaptation is played out through 
the dual emphasis on similarity and difference. Soyinka’s dramatisation of sacrifice is 
similar to Euripides’, yet different; his Dionysus is similar to Euripides’, yet different; his 
Yoruba tragedy is similar to Greek tragedy, yet different. Through this dual emphasis, 
Soyinka calls attention to both the cultural specificity of his own version of the 
Bacchae, of his refiguration of Dionysus and of his tragic theory, while simultaneously 
hinting at a shared sensibility and a mythological relevance that transcends cultural 
boundaries: in short, at something that could be called “universal.” This simultaneous 
emphasis on particularity and universality might seem contradictory, but as I have 
attempted to demonstrate, it is precisely in this ostensible contradiction that Soyinka’s 
politics is located.30 Soyinka leaves only one way to make this contradiction disappear: 
by forcing his readers to historicise and contextualise the universal. As Kwaku Larbi 
Korang explains, 

the history of Empire—and the philosophies and mythologies that 
accounted for and justified it—shows how, over time, an idea of the 
universal was appropriated and assumed by a particular civilizational and 
cultural identity, the Western one. This proprietary idea of the universal 
incorporated into a particular identity has functioned as a global marker 
of the competitive value of Europe, a value that as such devalues all other 
identities (2004: 55-56). 

30  One of the underlying arguments in this study is that within the contemporary contexts I look at, con-
tradictions and ambiguities are more effective ways of challenging dominant discursive paradigms than 
unambiguously oppositional discourses. This is why I appreciate Biodun Jeyifo’s choice to introduce his 
book on Soyinka with this epigraph by Bertolt Brecht: “Contradictions are our only hope” (2004). 
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Presenting a culturally specific form of a universal sensibility, Soyinka insists on a 
“competitive share or stake in the universal” (Korang 2004: 56). 

Because of the way it relates to particularity and universality, Soyinka’s Yoruba 
tragedy might be best described as an instance or expression of singularity. Bal 
makes this distinction in her book on Doris Salcedo’s political art, where she presents 
singularity as a term that surpasses the division between particularity and universality. 
The singular, she explains, is that which “maintains difference, without turning it 
into the (generalizable) ground for group identity” (Forthcoming 11). Singularity 
prevents the reduction of differences either to isolated, individual expressions that 
hold no meaning beyond their particular contexts, or to mere illustrations of general 
ideas they have no influence on. Unlike particularity, which can only be thought of 
in terms of a universal, singularity does not exist in a relation of opposition to or 
dependency on universality, but, rather, exceeds it. Through the ambiguous, double 
gesture of adaptation, establishing both familiarity and difference, Soyinka’s Yoruba 
tragedy achieves precisely that: it performs a “dialogue between the particular and the 
universal in favour of the singular,” through singularity demanding reflection on what 
“particular” and “universal” imply (Bal 198).

In this way, Soyinka does what according to Chow is necessary to reverse the 
conventional comparative paradigm of “Europe and its Others”: he demands of the 
viewer or reader a reflexive judgement of the terms of comparison itself, strategically 
pushing for these terms to be de- and reconstructed (2004: 303). Soyinka does with 
“tragedy” what Bernal does with “Greece”: challenging its conventional Eurocentric 
definition and thereby challenging Eurocentrism in general. His Yoruba tragedy is 
more than the expression of a Yoruba-inspired ritualistic aesthetics, also suggesting 
what could be described as an adaptation of genre. Soyinka performs a cultural politics 
that holds wider relevance, demonstrating that adaptation, both as a product and as a 
process, holds considerable strategic potential.
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In the face of the strength of the theatre 
of the Commission … how can any of us 
working in the theatre compete with it? 
Of course we can’t and don’t try to.…  
Our theatre is a reflection on the debate 
rather than the debate itself. It tries to 
make sense of the memory rather than be 
the memory.

—William Kentridge

Staging Transition: 
The Oresteia in Post-apartheid South Africa

Ho laphalal’igazi.
[blood has been spilt here]

—Yael Farber, Molora

CHAPTER4

In the previous two chapters, I discussed plays that adapt Greek tragedy to dramatise 
political conflict and change. In the second half of this study, I shift focus to adaptations 
that deal with the aftermath of change. This entails entering the realm of memory 
and history. Yet, the emphasis remains on the present, in which both memory and 
history are at work, and on the future they construct. In the previous chapters I was 
particularly interested in the ways in which playwrights mobilise Greek tragedy as a 
political tool and the ways in which they challenge conventional ideas about Greek 
tragedy. I focused, in short, on how tragedy is used politically, both to inspire change 
and to perform politics. In the following discussions I examine the ways in which 
playwrights turn to Greek tragedy to explore the costs and consequences of political 
transition. In other words, I move from a discussion of “tragedy and change” to a 
discussion of “the tragedy of change,” considering how Greek tragedy offers ways not 
only to perform, but also to theorise politics. 
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In the present chapter, I focus on two dramatic texts that rework Aeschylus’ 
Oresteia trilogy within and into the context of post-apartheid South Africa. Mark 
Fleishman’s In the City of Paradise premiered at the University of Cape Town in 1998 
as a collaborative production with his drama students, who also formed the cast. 
Yael Farber’s Molora (Sesotho for “ash”) was first performed at the Grahamstown 
National Arts Festival in 2003 and published in 2008.1 Like Osofisan’s Women of Owu, 
these plays not only dramatise the losses and compromises that haunt post-conflict 
societies, but also highlight their challenge to come to terms with the past and move 
forward. In my analysis of Molora and In the City of Paradise, I consider the political 
transition from apartheid to post-apartheid South Africa in relation to the cultural 
exchange between antiquity and the present, highlighting the politics involved in 
cross-temporal migration. This focus directs me to a number of interrelated topics, 
ranging from storytelling to theatre, from memory to justice, from truth to forgiveness 
and from amnesty to reconciliation. 

Aeschylus’ Oresteia, the only full trilogy of Greek tragedies known to us today, is 
based on the ancient myth of the house of Atreus. Although it is set in the aftermath 
of the Trojan War, the trilogy in all likelihood held considerable contemporary 
relevance when it was first performed at the Dionysia festival in 458 BC, marking 
the transition of Athens from a tribal culture ruled by customs to a democratic 
society governed by constitutional law (Ziolkowski 1977: 20). The trilogy’s first two 
parts dramatise a Homeric understanding of justice, in which justice is equated with 
vengeance: in Agamemnon, the king of Argos returns from Troy and is murdered by 
his wife Clytemnestra in revenge for the sacrifice of their daughter Iphigenia; in the 
Libation Bearers, their children Electra and Orestes avenge Agamemnon’s death by 
killing Clytemnestra. In the trilogy’s final part, the Eumenides, however, the definition 
of justice changes. Athena establishes a judicial court so that Orestes can be legally 
tried for matricide. When the judges are unable to decide Orestes’ fate, Athena casts 
the final vote herself, securing Orestes’ acquittal. Throughout the Oresteia Aeschylus 
dramatises the political deployment of justice, concluding his trilogy positively with 
the inauguration of legal justice in Athens’ new democracy.2

The two plays I discuss present political adaptations of the Oresteia within 
another context of transitional justice: post-apartheid South Africa. They dramatise 
the challenges South Africa faced after the end of apartheid: how to move beyond 

1  Molora has also played for European and American audiences (Aktina Stathaki 2009: 125). Although this 
chapter is based on the published text, my initial analysis was based on the unpublished script and I wish to 
thank Yael Farber for making this available to me. I also thank Mark Fleishman for allowing me to use the 
script of his unpublished In the City of Paradise.
2  It is worth considering how our modern understanding of Greek tragedy would be different if more 
trilogies were known to us today, since the conventional view of tragedy as a dramatic form that ends infe-
licitously rests primarily on single tragedies, rather than the trilogies they were part of. 
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vengeance, how to reconcile a nation torn apart by decades of injustice, and how 
to change a system of apartheid into a non-racial democracy? In their adaptations, 
both Farber and Fleishman make explicit reference to the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission (TRC), established in 1995 to avoid the bloodshed that was expected after 
apartheid officially ended and to facilitate the transition to a new democratic nation. 

In both Molora and In the City of Paradise, the distorted family relations within 
the house of Atreus represent the distorted relations within South Africa. Other South 
African plays employ the myth of Atreus as well. In 1971, Athol Fugard produced 
Orestes, in which he mixed the myth of Orestes with the story of John Harris, an anti-
apartheid protester who in 1964 left a bomb on a bench in the Johannesburg Railway 
Station, killing one woman and wounding twenty-three people (see McDonald 2006: 
23-29). Tug Yurgrau’s The Song of Jacob Zulu, a collaborative project with the choral 
group Ladysmith Black Mambazo which premiered in Chicago in 1992, also draws 
on the myth of Orestes, telling the story of the young black student Jacob and his 
involvement with anti-apartheid politics. With reference to Molora Farber explains: 

Forced to live as a servant in the halls of her own father’s house, Elektra 
waits for her brother Orestes to return from exile to the land of his ancestors 
and take back what is rightfully theirs. The premise of this ancient story 
was striking to me as a powerful canvas on which to explore the history 
of dispossession, violence and human-rights violations in the country I 
grew up in. … Molora is an examination of the spirals of violence begat by 
vengeance, and the breaking of such cycles by the ordinary man. (7-8)

Farber accounts for the relevance of the myth of the house of Atreus to post-apartheid 
South Africa. However, the use of a family metaphor within a context in which people 
were forced into submission also presents problems. It entails the danger of casting 
colonial history as a story featuring civilising parents and submissive children, and 
moreover suggests an original moment of primordial unity. As Aktina Stathaki 
contends in her dissertation on post-apartheid adaptations of Greek tragedy, a family 
metaphor represents history in simple terms: “an initial bond breaks, a period of 
enmity ensues and in the end the bond is restored” (2009: 173).

Both Farber’s and Fleishman’s plays suggest such a past unity. For example, when 
Farber’s Elektra tells her mother Klytemnestra, “You loved me once, I think./ You 
loved my brother—and you loved me…,” or when Fleishman’s Clytaemnestra tells 
her son Orestes, “I remember the milky smell of your skin against mine,/ the way 
a lock of your hair would fall across your forehead…I love you Orestes. I gave birth 
to you” (26, 42, 28). Instead of depicting an idealised family picture, however, both 
playwrights adjust the family metaphor to include a history of oppression and violence. 
Farber’s Klytemnestra reveals that she only became Agamemnon’s wife by brute force. 
Fleishman’s Clytaemnestra has a similar story to tell about Agamemnon, “[w]ho spent 
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more time away from home/ than ever he spent time in it” and whose “sudden and 
brutish returns/ terrified the children and the servants” (30). In this house, Fleishman’s 
Cassandra relates, “parents eat their little children” and “fill their hands with their own 
flesh” (1). The narratives reveal that this was never the home of a happy family.3 

In this chapter, I analyse the ways in which Farber’s and Fleishman’s adaptations of 
the Oresteia dramatise various aspects of the TRC. In the first section, I focus on the 
role of storytelling in both the plays and the Commission’s hearings. Narrative offers 
valuable ways of uncovering, commemorating and mourning loss. However, as the 
playwrights demonstrate, it is important to acknowledge the limits and implications 
of these processes. I then turn to the distinction between victim and perpetrator, 
which structured and guided the TRC process but which, as Farber’s and Fleishman’s 
refigurations of Clytemnestra, Electra and Orestes demonstrate, is not always easy to 
uphold. The third section examines the ways in which the commission’s ideal end-
point of national reconciliation relied on the staging of a direct relation between acts 
of revealing and personal and national healing. I reconsider the TRC’s shift from 
private testimony to public discourse and its theatrical nature. After this, I focus on 
forgiveness and amnesty, both on how they are deployed by the respective playwrights 
and how they appeared during the TRC process. I conclude by turning to the final 
part of Aeschylus’ Oresteia trilogy, the Eumenides, for further consideration of what 
reconciliation implies and entails. 

NARRATING THE PAST 
The Truth and Reconciliation Commission was the result of negotiations between 
Nelson Mandela’s African National Congress (ANC) and F.W. de Klerk’s National 
Party (NP), which culminated in the Promotion of National Unity and Reconciliation 
Act. The act advocated “a need for understanding but not for vengeance, a need for 
reparation but not for retaliation, a need for ubuntu but not for victimization,” and 
defined the TRC’s mandate and objectives. The work of the TRC was divided into three 
committees. The Human Rights Violations Committee investigated the human rights 
violations that occurred between 1960 and 1994, and organised hearings in which 
victims and perpetrators publicly told their stories, bringing out in the open what 
had remained hidden. The Reparation and Rehabilitation Committee was in charge of 

3  Fleishman uses the Latin transliteration for his characters (Clytaemnestra and Electra), while Farber uses 
the Greek (Klytemnestra and Elektra). When I write about Fleishman’s and Farber’s specific characters, I 
use the transliteration of their choice. In my general references, I use the Latin transliteration and refer to 
“Clytemnestra,” as this is the spelling conventionally used in English.



121

  S
TA

G
IN

G
 T

R
A

N
S

IT
IO

N

restoring the dignity of the victims and with formulating proposals for rehabilitation 
and restoration. Finally, the Amnesty Committee considered applications for amnesty.4 

As its name implies, the TRC was intended to achieve reconciliation by uncovering 
the truths about the past and by developing a shared memory. The scope of this 
project can only be grasped by reflecting on the structural forgetfulness that had 
inflicted apartheid South Africa. As cultural anthropologist Allen Feldman explains, 
different factors had created a “public culture of knowledge fragmentation and 
provisional memory, which overlaid a dense mosaic of privatized memories and local 
knowledge, informalized oral culture, and cults of secrecy in both white and black 
communities”; all of which was the effect of “information stratification by race, class, 
locale, mendacity, and archives of secrecy” (2004: 173).5 Despite the difficulties and 
compromises involved, the TRC’s intention to reveal what for so long had remained 
hidden was groundbreaking. The belief that people would be healed by revealing 
their stories, resulting in the healing of the entire nation, was idealistically and 
ideologically informed. After all, without some preliminary sense of national healing 
and reconciliation it was difficult to imagine the transition to a democratic South 
Africa. By referring to personal healing, national healing and national reconciliation 
as exchangeable and mutually reinforcing concepts, the TRC created a language in 
which the discourses of psychotherapy and politics became conflated. 

Both Fleishman and Farber write from a post-TRC perspective, portraying the 
human rights violations that the hearings have brought to light, as well as addressing 
a thematic of truth, justice, forgiveness and amnesty. Fleishman sets his play in and 
around the palace where Clytaemnestra, years after her murder of her husband 
Agamemnon, lives with her new husband Aegisthus. The allusions to apartheid 
are abundant: Aegisthus is violent, corrupt and drunk and walks around with two 
secret service agents. He “issues a state of emergency,” declaring “special powers to 
search and to seize; to detain and punish those who seek to wreck our quiet lives” 
and he has Cassandra arrested for spray-painting Orestes’ name (thus foretelling his 

4  See the Promotion of National Unity and Reconciliation Act <http://www.fas.org/irp/world/rsa/
act95_034.htm>, accessed 5 August 2008. The TRC held hearings over a period of six years in which it 
collected 21,000 individual submissions to the Human Rights Violations Committee and over 7,000 submis-
sions to the Amnesty committee (Feldmann 2004: 174). Its proceedings were published in a final report. I 
discuss the term ubuntu, the Nguni word for “humaneness,” below.
5  Feldman writes that “the fragmentation of public recollection was an institutionally manipulated effect 
that emanated from 1) the secret knowledge systems of the state; 2) the apartheid culture of deniability that 
extended from the upper echelons of apartheid’s ruling organs—government, armed forces, police services, 
and intelligence services—to the everyday class, racial, and geographic insularity of most white South 
Africans; 3) the spatial atomization of social knowledge imposed upon communities of color by apartheid’s 
geographical sequestration, race-based inequitable education system, and linguistic stratification; 4) the 
cultural decimation of violently urbanized rural populations; and 5) media censorship and deliberate disin-
formation campaigns” (2004: 172).
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return to Argos) on the palace walls (13-14). Electra is “scarred by years of abuse 
and imprisonment”; Orestes too becomes the victim of extreme violence when 
Aegisthus rapes him (5, 21). Fleishman refers to the TRC in the final scene of the 
play when Clytaemnestra’s parents, Tyndareus and Leda, bring Electra and Orestes 
before the court. They seek retribution but are forced to accept the foundation of a 
TRC-like process, in which Electra and Orestes are granted amnesty in the spirit of 
reconciliation. 

Farber makes more explicit reference to the TRC, instructing that the action 
should be set in “a bare hall or room—much like the drab and simple venues in 
which most of the testimonies were heard during the course of South Africa’s ‘Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission’” (2). The action of Molora is enclosed within the 
framework of a TRC hearing. Elektra has come to hear the testimony of her mother 
Klytemnestra—the only white character in the play—whom she witnessed brutally 
murdering her father Agamemnon when she was a child. Klytemnestra, in turn, 
testifies to what she has done. In Aeschylus, Electra and Orestes kill their mother to 
avenge their father and reclaim their right to the throne. In Farber and Fleishman, it is 
suggested that the spiral of vengeance in which Electra and Orestes are caught, is the 
result of structural abuse.

In the first scene of Molora, titled “testimony,” Elektra and Klytemnestra face each 
other across two tables with microphones. By placing victim and perpetrator at one 
table, Farber conflates what in the TRC were two separate hearings for two different 
commissions, thus complicating a straightforward distinction between victim and 
perpetrator, something I expand on in the next section. The testimonies are witnessed 
by the Chorus, Xhosa women from the Ngqoko Cultural Group, who sing and play 
traditional instruments, such as mouth bows, calabash bows and milking drums (12).6 
They sit along the back of the playing area, facing the audience, and are supposed to 
represent “the community that provided the context to this event” (19). Farber further 
instructs that her play should never be played on a raised stage, but on the floor with 
the audience “in front of, left and right of ” and on the same level as the performance. 
Contact with the audience, she specifies, “must be immediate and dynamic, with the 
audience complicit—experiencing the story as witnesses or participants in the room” 
(19). South African poet, journalist and scholar Antjie Krog, who chronicled the TRC 
in her Country of my Skull (1998), explains that similar considerations about seating 
arrangements and staging played a role in the Commission’s hearings. She relates how 
in the first Amnesty Hearings, in the absence of the architecture of the courtroom, 
questions arose such as “where should the perpetrators sit? On the same raised level as 
the judges? And the victims? Down among the audience?” (2000: 78). 

6  The chorus sing Umngqokolo, which refers to a style of singing in split-tones whereby two pitches are 
produced simultaneously. See David Dargie (1991).
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After the Chorus’ singing has ended, Klytemnestra pulls the microphone towards 
her and starts her testimony by confessing: “I did it all. I don’t deny it” (22). In the 
present tense, she describes in detail how “at each stroke he cries in agony,” how he 
“buckles at the knees and crashes here!” and how, “when he’s down” she adds the third 
and final blow, after which “the life is bursting/ out of him—great sprays of blood” 
(23). Klytemnestra revels in what she has done: 

And I…I revel like the Earth 
when the spring rains come down. 
The blessed gifts of God.  
And the new green spear splits the sheath 
and rips to birth in glory! 
Here lies Agamemnon my husband 
made a corpse by his right hand. 
A Masterpiece of Justice. 
Done is done. (23)

Although the “murderous shower wounds [her],/ dyes [her] black,” Klytemnestra 
presents the execution of Agamemnon as legitimate on both religious and legal 
grounds: it evokes the “blessed gifts of God” and is a “Masterpiece of Justice.” Her 
testimony points to a crucial aspect of the TRC process: perpetrators were asked to 
reveal what they had done and state the facts, but whether or not they would be given 
amnesty did not depend on any expression of remorse or guilt; amnesty was solely 
linked to truth, not remorse. I discuss the implications of this below.

The translator (the only male chorus member) interprets Klytemnestra’s last line 
into Xhosa. As in the TRC hearings, Elektra and Klytemnestra are both allowed to tell 
their stories in their own languages.7 Elektra then pulls the microphone towards her; 
it is her turn to speak. She mixes her English with the Xhosa that, it is suggested, is her 
native language. The published text includes an English translation: 

Ndingasiqala ngaphi isicengcelezo sam 
ngenkohlakalo yakho? 
[WITH WHICH OF YOUR EVILS SHALL I BEGIN MY RECITAL?] 
Kona, ndingayeka phi na? 
[WITH WHICH SHALL I END IT?] 

7  Fleishman also alludes to the different languages spoken at the TRC. While most of his play is in English, 
in the opening scene Cassandra cries out in a mixture of English and Sesotho and the nurse and the infant 
Electra and Orestes sings in isiZulu (1). Under apartheid, South Africa only recognized English and 
Afrikaans as official languages; now the constitution also lists nine other official languages: Sepedi, Sesotho, 
Setswana, Tshivenda, Xitsonga, siSwati, isiNdebele, isiXhosa and isiZulu. The latter four of these are Nguni 
languages, from which the term ubuntu derives. As found online <http://www.info.gov.za/documents/
constitution/1996/96cons1.htm>, accessed 13 December 2010.
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Zange ndayeka ukuyilungiselela into 
endandiya kuyithetha ebusweni bakho… 
[I HAVE NEVER CEASED TO REHEARSE WHAT I 
WOULD TELL YOU TO YOUR FACE…] 
If ever I were freed from my old terrors. 
And now I am. 
So I pay you back with these words 
I could not utter before: 
You were my ruin… 
Kodwa ndingakwenzanga nto. 
[YET I HAD DONE NOTHING TO YOU.] 
You poisoned me with your deeds. 
You are the shadow that fell on my life 
and made a child of me through fear. 
I have hated you for so long… 
And now you want to look into my heart? 
You who did this to my father will pay (24).

Electra does not so much speak to let Klytemnestra “look into [her] heart” and 
evoke feelings of sympathy or remorse, but rather to regain control. She confronts 
Klytemnestra with the power of one who is free to speak and who determines what is 
spoken and in what sequence. Elektra does not just speak of paying Klytemnestra back, 
her very speaking constitutes part of the payback.

The legal theorist Emilios A. Christodoulidis explains that speech can restore 
humanity in the confrontation between victim and perpetrator. Through positioning 
the tortured as addressee and seeking explanation for the first time from the torturer, 
the TRC established an ethical space, in which “the being-in-common might be 
projected. The space of ethics emerges, its possibility no longer negated” (2000: 181).8 
In Molora, despite Elektra’s and Klytemnestra’s reciprocal violence, the possibility 
of a shared space is implied when they acknowledge each other as daughter and 
mother. “I see your heart mama./ I know it hurts,” Elektra says, to which Klytemnestra 
replies, though hesitantly and euphemistically, with a murmur of remorse: “I am not 
so exceedingly glad at the deeds I have done…” (42-43). However, throughout the 
play this shared space of mother and daughter continually withdraws as sentiments of 
vengeance take over.

Both Fleishman’s and Farber’s characters repeatedly insist on telling their stories, on 
conveying their subjective truths. Sometimes these stories can only be relayed through 
a particular form. In Fleishman, for example, Clytaemnestra chooses the genre of the 

8  Yet, as Christodoulidis explains, this space can also easily withdraw, for example when a perpetrator’s 
action “reverts from from communicative to strategic” (2000: 181). He gives the hearing of police officer 
Jeffrey Benzien, to which I refer below, as an example. 
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fairy tale to explain to her son why she has killed Agamemnon, his father: “Once upon 
a time, in a land far, far away, there lived a weak and wicked king,” and “[s]o the old 
queen to protect her children, because she loved them so much, killed the evil king 
and his new wife [Cassandra] and grabbed the power of the kingdom so that she might 
raise her own children as kings” (28-29). The distanced, third person account makes 
it easier for Clytaemnestra to talk about her suffering. Primarily, though, the genre 
supplies the opportunity for her for once to talk to Orestes not as a perpetrator to her 
victim but as a mother to her child. 

Speaking and telling, the characters in both plays try to come to terms with their 
traumatic pasts. Anthropologist Michael Jackson discusses how storytelling is crucial 
to re-empowerment because it enables victims of oppression to actively rework, rather 
than passively live, past experiences (2002: 15). Storytelling implies agency, the very 
agency victims have previously been denied. Narration can also be a means to relegate 
traumatic experiences to memory, because, as Bal states in a study on traumatic recall, 
only by being made “narratable” can traumatic events enter memory (Bal, Crewe and 
Spitzer 1999: x). As Bal emphasises, by entering memory events do not become a thing 
of the past, for memory is always actively at work in the present (vii). Cathy Caruth 
similarly argues that trauma can only be made comprehensible through language, 
adding that this placement of trauma in a narrative only becomes possible after a 
period of latency (1996: 3-7). 

In the TRC process, the various testimonies were supposed to facilitate the process 
towards reconciliation by uncovering the past and by developing a shared national 
memory. Rosemary Jane Jolly argues that the terms “truth” and “shared memory” 
should not be understood here to refer to a monolithic version of the past, but to 
a heterogeneous construction that remains open to debate. The TRC assembled its 
narrative out of a wide range of stories by a variety of people, who were allowed to 
tell their story in their own words, rather than by being interrogated by committee 
members (2001: 701). At the same time, the conflict between Elektra/Electra and 
Klytemnestra/Clytaemnestra in Molora and In the City of Paradise demonstrate the 
difficulty that testimonies of the same experience do not always correspond. One 
event may generate a variety of often contradicting stories and truths. That truth can 
be endlessly contested is clear, for example, in the following exchange in The City of 
Paradise:

ELECTRA: It is not I who disgrace our family, mother. 
CLYTAEMNESTRA: Nor I, if truth be told. 
ELECTRA: Whose truth? What truth do you imagine  
ever spilt from between your guilty lips? 
The truth is plain: you killed my father! (8)



126

Electra’s and Clytaemnestra’s understandings of the truth remain diametrically 
opposed. Their conflicting “personal, narrative truths,” to use the TRC’s classification, 
will forever co-exist, a situation for which the TRC’s framework, which emphasised 
multiple and subjective truths, explicitly allowed. This raises the question what 
meaning and value should be ascribed to the singular Truth of the commission’s name.

The TRC privileged storytelling in its quasi-judicial Human Rights Violations 
hearings. Christodoulidis explains that while narrative inevitably remains distanced 
from the legal account of the law court, the TRC was steeped in law in every aspect of 
its working,9 He argues that the commission’s dual nature as legal tribunal and public 
confessional made it schizophrenic: “that is its faultline and on that it stumbles. At every 
step, what the law brings to the process undercuts the infinitely delicate—and risky—
process of reconciliation” (2000: 183). The law cannot “re-write collected memories as 
collective memory. Law cannot merge them into a narrative that a posteriori will do 
the job of ironing out the stark confrontations of narratives, the lived experiences of 
master and slave” (201). Perhaps the TRC privileged storytelling in its quasi-judicial 
Human Rights Violations hearings partly because it recognised this limit of the law. 
The commission explained that it recognised the healing potential of telling stories, 
that it understood that by telling their stories victims and perpetrators gave meaning 
to the “multi-layered experiences of the South African story,” and that it considered 
the process to be “particularly important” in the “(South)African context, where value 
continues to be attached to oral tradition” (Final Report I 1998: 112). 

According to literary scholar Mark Sanders this last statement is problematic, 
because the simultaneous joining and disjoining of “South” from “Africa” suggests 
that “it is not simply stories of people who have suffered, but the stories of Africans, 
African stories, for which the Truth Commission wishes to leave a domain of telling 
of which it constantly risks dispossessing them” (2000: 20). In his opinion, the TRC’s 
characterisation of storytelling as “subjective” implicitly situates it in opposition to the 
“factual evidence” that will be brought to light:

Africa, silenced in South Africa, speaks in the form of “oral tradition,” to 
which the Truth Commission will accommodate, just as legal modernity 
finds a place for “custom.” Yet, just as the Constitution maintains ultimate 
authority by reserving the right to overrule, and even define, “customary 
law,” the commission draws back from attaching “value,” in its own voice, to 
storytelling. (21) 

9  Not only did the TRC engage in “legal interpretations of key notions—‘just ends, just means’ and ‘crime 
against humanity’; ‘victim’; ‘severe ill-treatment’; ‘political context, political motivation’; ‘accountability’,” it 
also enjoyed significant legal powers, such as “the power to issue subpoenas and force people before it, to 
compel witnesses’ testimony; to decide on the admissibility of evidence; to authorise searches and seizures; 
to subpoena documents to grant amnesties” (Christodoulidis 2000: 186).
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Sanders’ criticism seems valid. By distancing the “personal, narrative truth” revealed 
through testimonies from the “factual or forensic truth” of the modern court of law, the 
TRC consigned people’s experiences to a separate, pre-legal and pre-modern domain.10 

The TRC distinguished “personal or narrative truth” from three other notions of 
truth: “factual or forensic truth,” which referred to empirical, objective truth; “social 
or ‘dialogue’ truth,” established through interaction and debate; and “healing and 
restorative truth,” related to the public acknowledgement of suffering and its beneficial 
effect on the healing of both individuals and the nation at large (Final Report I 1998: 
110; Mistry 2001: 3-4; Sanders 2000: 18). It remained obscure how these four different 
notions of truth were considered to interrelate within the TRC process. Especially if 
accounts by victims and perpetrators were supposed to construct together the South 
African story, it seems problematic that the notions of truth that were employed in 
the hearings were so different from one another. At the same time, the co-existence of 
different types of discourses on truth suggests that the commission intended to generate 
different narratives that relate to, but also possibly contradict, one another, emphasising 
multiplicity and diversity. The TRC was aware that the story it sought to construct would 
remain fractured and that the singular “Truth” of its title required nuance. Indeed, in its 
final report the commission acknowledged that its narrative would inevitably remain 
fractured, stating that it “tells only a small part of a much larger story of human rights 
abuse in South and southern Africa” (Final Report I 1998: 24).11

It is crucial to consider the ways in which the individual stories were framed by 
the hearings and the ways in which the hearings were highly mediated events. This 
mediation took place on various levels, ranging from the initial statement taking 
prior to the hearings and the selection of testimonies that fitted the TRC mandate 
of “politically motivated” human rights abuses, to the transcription and translation 
of testimonies in English (Driver 2006: 5). It was decided beforehand which stories 
would be narrated at the hearings and which testimonies would be broadcast and 
reach a wider audience. Perhaps most importantly, the space that was created for 
victims and perpetrators to tell their stories was state-authorised: the testimonies were 
incorporated within the discourse of the new state, concerned primarily with creating 
a shared point of origin from which a new nation could be erected. Mediation and 
framing influenced what was to become “the narrative,” “the history” or “the public 
memory” of South Africa. 

10  See also Sanders’ book on “ambiguities of witnessing,” where, arguing for the intersection of legal and 
literary discourses, he reads the TRC report in relation to contemporary South African literature (2007).
11  Megan Shore and Scott Klein explain that while victims were encouraged to tell their stories and state 
their personal, narrative truth, the hearings of perpetrators were restricted to legal, forensic truth and 
offered little room for emotional displays or storytelling. They also note that, remarkably, it was not until 
the final report was published that the TRC publicly acknowledged that it had been working with these four 
definitions of truth (2006: 313, 317).
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vICTIMS AND PERPETRATORS
Storytelling can bestow storytellers with agency; yet, this agency is always conditional 
and mediated. Telling may be healing, but does not automatically constitute acts of 
liberation or empowerment. Drawing on discourse analysis, Jan Blommaert, Mary 
Bock and Kay McCormick examine the TRC as what they call an “exceptional 
discourse event” to demonstrate that offering people a space to tell their stories does 
not necessarily do away with, and can even reaffirm, past inequalities. For example, 
some people may lack the communicative skills to make themselves heard beyond the 
immediate context of the hearings, or the interlocution of commissioners may result 
in the misinterpretation of testimonies (2006: 41-42, 66). Brent Harris illustrates how 
the interruptions by commissioners sometimes restricted the narrative of the past. He 
refers to a hearing in which a testifier recounted the sexual abuse of female recruits by 
ANC camp commanders in Angola and was asked to “confine yourself to the things 
that have happened to you and what you did” (2000: 129). There was not always 
room for unexpected and additional narratives that exceeded the ones pre-set for the 
hearings. Moreover, translations of the testimonies may alter the meaning of the initial 
utterances and are unable to preserve the non-verbal elements of the testimonies.

Another question is who tells the story and about whom. Here, gender is an 
important factor. A significant number of witnesses at the TRC hearings were women 
who, Feldman explains, represented not just themselves or their fragmented families, 
but “extensive networks of filiation” and who did not appear in front of the commission 
as victims, but as “representatives and embodied signifiers for the disappeared and the 
dead.” Their presence “and the shadows they brought into the hearing room, evoked 
the historical depth and recesses of their witness that could not be captured in literal 
speech” (2004: 176). The TRC venues offered women a place to represent and possibly 
also mourn their loved ones. Crucially, however, and I expand on this in the next 
chapter on mourning, the women’s identities exceed those of spokespersons for their 
lost ones. They too suffered. They too were victimised. Yet many women mainly spoke 
of men’s suffering and only addressed their own experiences indirectly (Ross 2003: 5).12 

Feldman comments on the gendered hierarchy of suffering. In comparison to male 
activists, he explains, the women who endured constant police raids, who experienced 
the loss of their men and children and who had to care for their families under 
extremely difficult circumstances were frequently not viewed as victims of trauma 

12  Ross explains that because commission realised that if women did not recount their own stories its 
account would not be complete, it decided to hold “Special Hearings on Women” (as well as on children), 
so that “women” became a distinct subject category (2003: 23). Although the TRC thus became better 
equipped to draw attention to gendered forms of violation, like sexual violence, another effect of “essen-
tialising suffering and gender in this way is to displace questions of resistance, class, race, age and cultural 
difference in the making of apartheid’s subjects and their remaking in the post-apartheid era” (23-25). See 
also Sanders’ chapter on “Hearing Women” (2007: 59-86).
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(2004: 184). The classification of who counts as victim and who does not is of crucial 
significance. Because only crimes with a “political objective” were investigated, the 
countless people who had been economically exploited and victimised on a daily 
basis were not considered the victims of the apartheid state. The emphasis was on the 
political, but of course apartheid terror did not halt at people’s doorsteps. Moreover, 
victimhood was temporally confined as the TRC restricted itself to the human rights 
violations that were committed between March 1960 and December 1993.13 

Unlike many women who spoke at TRC hearings, the suffering Farber’s and 
Fleishman’s Elektra/Electra and Klytemnestra/Clytaemnestra narrate is their 
own. Moreover, their stories are relayed to the audience directly, not mediated by 
commissioners’ interruptions or reinterpretations. They reveal structural abuse, so 
that the audience is led to understand why Farber’s Elektra desires “VENGEANCE!/ 
An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth!” and why Fleishman’s Electra similarly 
believes that “only violence can save us” (84; 19). Both playwrights show that violence 
begets violence, dramatising Nietzsche’s warning that “[w]hoever fights monsters 
should take care that in the process he does not become a monster” (1996: 98). Farber’s 
Klytemnestra knows that danger from her experience. Hence, she urges her daughter, 
who thinks that “[t]he night’s end is already written,” that “Nothing—nothing is 
written./ Do not choose to be me. The hounds that avenge all murder will forever hunt 
you down” (81-82). 

Klytemnestra’s warning seems to be uttered in vain. In what is arguably the most 
tragic moment of the play, Orestes faces his mother, ready to strike her, crying in rage 
and pain: “I cannot fight my destiny. You have made me what I am!” (82). Orestes’ 
desperation over having turned into a perpetrator articulates a difficulty that arose 
in the TRC hearings. The distinction between perpetrator and victim was often 
blurred; some people were both perpetrator and victim at the same time (Sarkin 
2004: 82). Sociologist Claire Moon discusses the way in which the subject categories 
of “victim” and “perpetrator” were central to the TRC’s performance of national 
reconciliation. The rituals of confession, forgiveness and remorse depended on a 
clear distinction between these categories, which were institutionalised through the 

13  The first date coincides with the banning of political organisations and the Sharpeville Massacre, when in 
the township of Sharpeville, police opened fire on a crowd of black anti-pass law protesters, killing 67 and 
wounding 186 people. The end date was chosen as the date when Nelson Mandela was inaugurated (Final 
Report I 1998: 1). The time restriction means that the long history of racism and violence that preceded 
this period and pervaded South African society ever since Dutch settlers first arrived at the Cape in 1652, 
remained unchallenged, as well as the violence that occurred in the transition period after apartheid of-
ficially ended (Anthony Holiday 1998: 46). In the final report, the commission does include a chapter where 
the gross human rights violations that occurred under apartheid are put into political and historical per-
spective. There the commission acknowledges its limited time frame and the limited focus of its mandate 
(Final Report I 1998: 24-44).
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discrete committees. Those testifying had to decide whether their submission would 
be a “victim” or a “perpetrator” submission (2006: 12, 267).14

In their plays, Fleishman and Farber underline the possible conflation of these two 
positions in their portrayal of Clytaemnestra/Klytemnestra as both abuser and victim. 
In Fleishman, Clytaemnestra tells her daughter that she should “learn the facts first” 
and then recounts the loss of her daughter Iphigenia and the shame she felt when 
Agamemnon, portrayed here not as a noble, troubled king but as a brutish, terrifying 
tyrant, brought his concubine Cassandra into her house. In Farber, Klytemnestra tells 
Elektra how she first met Agamemnon: “the day he opened up my first husband and 
ripped out his guts. He tore this—my first born from my breast. Then holding the 
child by its new ankles—he smashed its tiny head against a rock. Then took me for his 
wife” (22). Clytaemnestra/Klytemnestra has her own stories of injustice to tell. She is 
traumatised as well. 

Fleishman and Farber not only challenge the binary of perpetrator and victim, 
but they also show that these categories cannot be distinguished along racial lines. 
Nonetheless, it is important to emphasise that violence in South Africa was racialised to 
an extreme extent. Although many white South Africans suffered from apartheid, non-
whites (ethnically categorised as “blacks,” “coloureds” and “Indians”) were the objects 
of systematic oppression. Farber’s presentation of Klytemnestra as the only white 
character highlights this fact. When the audience members see her abuse Elektra, they 
are, on the one hand, invited to take her as the representative of apartheid ideology. On 
the other hand, the portrayal of Klytemnestra as the object of abuse complicates the 
perpetrator/victim opposition. Arguably, this also brings up the danger of implying 
that mitigating circumstances reduce the extent to which Klytemnestra can be held 
accountable for her acts. A perpetrator’s trauma does not absolve this person from 
responsibility for his or her act of violence. Different from Farber, Fleishman gives 
no instructions with regards to the racial make-up of his cast; race remains absent 
from his text. This is another way of de-racialising violence, one that focuses on the 
personal experience of cyclical violence rather than on the racial politics behind it. It 
also points to the importance of looking beyond the racial division and considering 
that, as Stathaki notes, the power relations at work were also based on economic, class 
and geographical terms (2009: 177). Still, the absence of race from Fleishman’s text 
does of course not imply its absence from performances of his play.

A consequence of Fleishman’s and Farber’s focus on Clytemnestra’s history of 
suffering, a suffering that is absent from Aeschylus, is that it challenges her traditional 

14  The distinction between “victim” and “perpetrator” is characteristic of truth commissions in general, 
leading Mark Osiel to compare them to morality plays, with characters functioning allegorically as rep-
resentatives of good and evil. But “[w]hat makes for a good ‘morality play’ tends not to make for a fair 
trial. And if it is the simplifications of melodrama that are needed to influence collective memory, then the 
production had best be staged somewhere other than in a court of law” (quoted in Cole 2007: 170). 
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representation in the Western tradition. While Clytemnestra could as easily be 
depicted as a trauma survivor, Katleen L. Komar argues that the literature of antiquity 
usually portrays her as the root cause of violence, representing a number of roles 
that have traditionally been assigned to women: “the demonic and vengeful woman, 
the adulterous wife and the avenging mother” (2003: 1-2, 6).15 In undermining the 
traditional representation of Clytemnestra, Fleishman and Farber address the gender 
politics it embodies. Doing so, they achieve something else as well. Rather than 
essentialising tragedy as an atemporal myth, they demonstrate that the migration 
of antiquity to the present is a complex process, which involves change and new 
perspectives, not only on Greek tragedy’s place and relevance within this present, but 
also the tragedies themselves. Fleishman’s and Farber’s representations of Clytemnestra 
underscore her relevance in and for the present, while undermining the notion of a 
universal denotation. In other words, through their “variations on Clytemnestra” they 
establish a cross-temporal relation between antiquity and the present, a relation that 
both illuminates and challenges Clytemnestra’s traditional representation. In this way, 
what I refer to as the politics of adaptation is performed.

When people speak and tell, ideally others listen and hear. When perpetrators hear 
their victims recount the suffering they have inflicted, this may elicit responsibility 
or remorse. Conversely, when victims hear their torturers or the torturers of their 
loved ones admit to their crimes, this may help them heal. However, there are other, 
less ideal possibilities, for example, the exchange between Electra and Clytaemnestra 
in Fleishman’s play. Clytaemnestra claims the right to speak: “But I am speaking, I’m 
screaming!/ Your father deserved to die.” She then recounts her brutal murder of 
Agamemnon. It is a testimony of sorts, but (like in Farber) not in order to be forgiven 
or to express remorse. Clytaemnestra not only relates her murder in gross detail, but 
she also claims that “[it] was the most pleasurable experience of my life”; “[t]o see that 
look once more, I would do it again and again and again” (31). This testimony may 
reveal, but whether this “full disclosure” will help Electra heal remains doubtful. 

The contentious relation between truth and healing became painfully clear 
during one of the TRC hearings. Krog relates how the former secret police officer 
Jeffrey Benzien was asked by one of his victims, Tony Yengeni (later a member of the 
ANC cabinet), to demonstrate how he had tortured him using his Wet Bag Method. 
In Molora the moment is replicated in scene viii, titled “wet bag method,” in which 
Klytemnestra re-enacts her torture of Elektra (47-48). After Benzien demonstrated 
his method, he turned to Yengeni and asked, “Do you remember, Mr. Yengeni, that 
within thirty minutes you betrayed Jennifer Schreiner? Do you remember pointing 

15  Komar discusses how late-twentieth-century women rewrite Troy and revise the figure of Clytemnestra in 
order to “challenge customary images of gender roles” and “question the Western, heroic tradition and the 
ways in which violence helps to found that tradition and define female archetypes” (2003: 13).
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out Bongani Jonas to us on the highway?” (Krog 2000: 94). Journalist Sandile Dikeni 
recounted the hearing as follows:

And so continues the torture of Tony Yengeni. … with some of us regarding 
him as a traitor to the cause, a sell-out, a cheat and in some stupid twist of 
faith and fate, his torturer becomes the hero, the revealer, the brave man who 
informed us all about it all. … And now, as I look at Yengeni, I see blood … 
The blood of Yengeni’s friends and comrades crushed and sucked out of their 
lungs by the heroes of Apartheid—in under forty minute, says the torturer, in 
his clinically precise “full disclosure.” (quoted in Krog 2000: 97)16

The described episode demonstrates that revealing does not necessarily result in 
healing. Benzien’s testimony did not humble him, nor did it re-empower his victims. 
It took him only minutes, writes Krog, to “manipulate most of his victims back into 
the roles of their previous relationship—where he has the power and they the fragility” 
(2000: 95). The “truth” that came from this perpetrator’s mouth proved to be the 
continuation of torture. To what extent can “facts” about past crimes help to pave the 
way towards reconciliation, when these facts not only recount but also perpetuate 
violence? The Benzien episode offers a disturbing example of how the quasi-legal 
context of its hearings inevitably curtailed the process the TRC was nurturing.

THEATRE OF wITNESSING AND MOuRNING
Although the TRC emphasised the heterogeneity of its narrative, be it personal, 
historical or national, this heterogeneity was, as I have discussed, mediated by and 
structured within a larger national narrative. The TRC had to construct a linear story 
with a past of suffering and inequality, a present of testimony and mourning, and a 
future of reconciliation. The formulation of a coherent national memory of the past 
meant that the pluralised narratives of those who testified were incorporated into a 
unifying narrative (Moon 2006: 269; Hutchison 2005: 357). This move from plurality 
to singularity is formally illustrated by the final report which, Sanders explains, 
constructs a historical narrative that encloses the first-person narratives and which, 
in contrast to the hearings, “leaves a relatively limited domain of utterance to the 
witnesses” (2000: 18). Farber and Fleishman place emphasis on and re-activate the 
personal stories. In performances of their plays, moreover, these personal stories are 
also brought back into the presence of their performance, as well as resituated within 
a community context of witnesses and audience members. 

16  Krog writes, “the sight of this bluntly built white man [Benzien] squatting on the back of a black victim 
[Yengeni], who lies face down on the floor, and pulling a blue bag over his head will remain one of the most 
loaded and disturbing images in the life of the Truth Commission” (2000: 93).
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For Farber, the relation between storyteller and community is of crucial importance. 
The “ash” of her title provides the poetic link between both. In her foreword she explains: 

Our story begins with a handful of cremated remains that Orestes delivers 
to his mother’s door… From the ruins of Hiroshima, Baghdad, Palestine, 
Northern Ireland, Rwanda, Bosnia, the concentration camps of Europe 
and modern-day Manhattan—to the remains around the fire after the 
storytelling is done… Molora (the Sesotho word for “ash”) is the truth we 
must all return to, regardless of what faith, race or clan we hail from. (8) 

Farber moves from the ash as a residue of violence to the ash that remains after the 
subsequent recounting of this violence, when the private experiences of victims are 
brought into the public realm. Before I expand on this emphasis on community, 
let me comment briefly on another aspect of the quoted passage: the way in which 
Farber extends the relevance of her play beyond South Africa, by referring to a 
variety of other contexts of political conflict. She thereby emphasises the common 
humanity that underlies historical and socio-political distinctions. At the same 
time, however, indiscriminately mingling different events, peoples and experiences 
entails the danger of blurring historical differences. Underwriting such criticism, 
Feldman expands on the danger of incorporating the particular into a universalising 
moralist discourse. “All terror is local,” he explains, “the universalization project 
of transnational human rights, or the unifying anthropology of the victim, seek 
to elevate these narratives from the particular, and from the opaque materiality of 
state, ethnicized, gendered, or racialized terror” (2004: 169). When human rights are 
discussed in general terms, the concrete structures and processes that threaten these 
rights are often obscured.17 

Of the different situations of conflict she evokes, Farber puts most emphasis on the 
events of September 11, 2001 in New York. Extending her ash metaphor, she includes 
a paragraph about the “fine white powdery substance” that “gently floated down upon 
heart-broken New York” amid “the grief, recriminations and the Bush administration’s 
indiscriminate wielding of revenge” after the attack on the World Trade Centre (8). By 
having the ash of her title descend on “ground zero” as well, Farber attempts to index a 

17  Feldman continues: “Locked into the materiality of the violent particular, the victim of political terror 
cannot be deployed for moral edification, cannot be retooled into a commodity artefact for a marketplace 
of public emotions, until the biographical artefact itself is resituated in a framework of legal redress and/
or psychic therapeusis. Yet it is in these dense political particularities and gross practices of atrocity that 
may never be redressed or therapeutically treated that the cultural and political logic of such violence can 
be encountered” (2004: 169). Feldman addresses a main predicament of the TRC: it sought to achieve rec-
onciliation by acknowledging the violence done to so many South Africans, but it could only address the 
cultural and political logic that had enabled this violence to a limited extent.
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universal humanity. At the same time, I would suggest that her ashes are in danger of 
covering up particularities of loss.18

Farber continues, “[d]espite the praise Nelson Mandela received from ‘First World’ 
leaders for heralding great restraint through his transition in our troubled land, 
nothing could convince those same leaders to check their own ancient eye-for-an-eye, 
knee-jerk response and their resulting offensives of ‘Shock and Awe’ on the women and 
children of Baghdad”; as a result, “South Africa’s relatively peaceful transformation was 
an extraordinary exception in our vengeful world” (7). I hesitate to endorse Farber’s 
utilisation of South Africa’s recent political history to underwrite her criticism of the 
US-led invasion of Iraq. I already mentioned the problem of sidestepping historical 
differences. An added problem here, I think, is that to present South Africa’s post-
apartheid transition as an exception in an otherwise vengeful world, suggests an 
unrealistically romantic picture that fails to address the many problems South Africa 
faces today, most notably poverty, unemployment, violence and AIDS.

Through her ash metaphor, Farber emphasises the active role of the community, 
gathering round the fire to listen to the stories of suffering and caring for the victims. 
This reflects the importance of community during the TRC process where, as Feldman 
explains, many victims who testified “were positioned as speaking from and for the 
community—speaking for familial, township, religious, and political filiations that 
had undergone common political terror” (2004: 175). The hearings were held in 
local community-based institutions, such as churches and schools, and witnessed by 
community members, whose presence functioned as a form of validation. Through 
public expressions of emotions, people in the audience supported the witnesses.19 

The chorus in Molora witness the confrontation between Elektra and Klytemnestra. 
However, different from what happened at many hearings, they do not interfere with 
or react to what they see. They do accompany the action with music, which could 
be understood as a form of response. At the end of the play, they transform into an 
active chorus. Their singing of a “haunting song” inspires Orestes to stop the cycle of 
vengeance and he urges his sister to do the same: “[w]alk away. Rewrite this ancient 
end” (83). Elektra, not yet ready to relinquish her vengeance, grabs the axe and runs 
towards Klytemnestra, but the chorus overpower her and comfort her as she weeps. 

18  Michael Rothberg deals with this dilemma in his book on “multi-directional memory.” As an alternative 
to either proclaiming an event incomparable to others or turning it into a universalizing moral example, 
he propose the notion of “multidirectional memory,” in which memory becomes something “subject to 
ongoing negotiation, cross-referencing, and borrowing: something “productive and not privative,” which 
allows for the memory of one history to help articulate other histories (2009: 3, 6).
19  The implication that suffering is never solely individual but always affects the community resonates with 
the position of community in African cultures and with the concept of ubuntu, the Nguni word for “hu-
maneness,” which refers to a social ethic that implies communalism and the care for others (Johann Le Roux 
2000: 43). As I shall discuss below, ubuntu was given a prominent position in the TRC discourse.
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They “move swiftly as one. They grab Electra and overpower her” and they “restrain 
her and pull her to the ground where they cradle her like a child” (85). Farber makes 
the chorus the main agents in breaking the cycle of revenge, because “it was not the 
gods—nor any deus ex machine—that delivered us from ourselves. It was the common 
everyman and woman who, in the years following democracy, gathered in modest 
halls across the country to face their perpetrators across a table, and find a way 
forward for us all” (7). As in most of the adaptations I have thus far discussed, there is 
no metaphysical fate or resolution; the emphasis is on human agency. 

Farber’s emphasis on storytelling as a way forward corresponds to the TRC’s goal 
to uncover the stories and thus create a new, reconciled, South Africa. Jolly argues 
that precisely because narrative holds the potential to resist closure and generate 
meaning “beyond the mechanics of secular and legal concepts of violation, testimony, 
proof, confession, judgment, punishment, financial compensation, even the truths the 
commission itself seeks to verify,” the TRC was able to create a space in which different, 
sometimes conflicting, voices could be heard. It thus instructed what apartheid had 
oppressed (openness and debate, negotiation and contestation) and performed the 
values that were to shape the new democratic South Africa (2001: 709-710). Through 
the narratives of those who testified, the TRC attempted to construct a past on which 
to build a future.20

French philologist and philosopher Barbara Cassin relates the “management 
of the relation between past en future” in South Africa to an episode in Athenian 
history. Like the playwrights I discuss (and like myself), she turns to ancient Greece to 
examine contemporary South Africa. She refers to Athens’ defeat in the Peloponnesian 
war, when Sparta replaced the Athenian democratic institution by a tyrannical regime 
of thirty “Spartophiles,” which was followed by a year of civil war. The violence ended 
when in 403 BC amnesty was negotiated. The amnesty decree instructed people “not 
to recall misfortunes of the past”; it was, in short, based on amnesia (Cassin 2002: 19; 
Loraux 2006: 15, 29). In her comparison of the Athenian decree with the South African 
TRC, Cassin observes that although both present “two opposite politics of deliberative 
memory,” forgetting versus remembering, they nonetheless have a shared objective: to 
break with the past and be reconciled (2002: 26). She points to the emphasis in both 
contexts on a shared language as a requirement for establishing a political community, 

20  Paul Ricoeur explains that because testimony performs the transition from the personal to the public 
domain, it performs the transition between personal memory and history (2004: 21). Through testimony, 
then, storytellers become active agents of the performance of history; they become history’s subjects rather 
than its passive objects. This process is reciprocal, because only through their inscription into history do 
people’s testimonies become accepted and validated (184).



136

whether this involves a written agreement to stay silent about the past or a theatrical 
forum in which narrating the past takes centre stage.21

The transition towards a better future, Cassin observes, shows discourse as 
performance, both in the theatrical sense, with regard to the TRC’s spectacular 
character, and in the pragmatic sense, with regard to the “repeated and nearly 
‘incantatory’ exigency to ‘tell the truth’, ‘tell their story’”: 

Just as the discourses, deliberations, epideictic and judicial speeches 
performed in the Ancient Greek city … the act of storytelling performs 
the as yet unheard history of the South African community; and this 
community constitutes itself through this process, with “history-history” 
being unraveled from the “story histories.” (2002: 27) 

The relation between “story histories” and “history-history” is complicated, however, 
by the fact that the TRC’s heterogeneous character was inevitably also arbitrated, 
mediated and framed by external judicial and religious discourses.

Possibly to recover the heterogeneity of the hearings, Farber divides Molora into 
nineteen scenes that dramatise accounts of the past. The first scene, “testimony,” 
metatheatrically frames the following eighteen, in which experiences of the past are 
not only narrated, but also performed. After scene 1, the Chorus breaks into song 
and Elektra and Klytemnestra step onto a raised stage to re-enact fragments from the 
past. With this gesture, the stage descriptions state, “mother and daughter commit to 
the process of unearthing the past” (25). Scene ii (“murder”) re-enacts Klytemnestra’s 
murder of Agamemnon, for example, while scenes iv (“interrogation”) and vii (“wet 
bag method”) re-enact Klytemnestra’s torture of Electra to get information out of her 
about Orestes’ whereabouts.22

Farber’s use of the metatheatrical device of the play-within-the-play points 
to the theatrical nature of the TRC hearings. As Catherine M. Cole explains, they 
were characterised by “theatrical and dramatic emotional displays, improvisational 
storytelling, singing, weeping, and ritualistic lighting of candles” (2007: 167, 174). 
The TRC toured South Africa, in Cole’s words, “like a traveling road show,” holding 
hearings on raised platforms in churches, town halls and community centres 
throughout the country (172). Entering the various venues, victims, perpetrators 
and audience members were greeted by banners that read “Revealing is Healing” and 
“The Truth Will Set You Free.” These were powerful slogans to frame the TRC project, 
legitimising the commission’s name by establishing a direct connection between truth 

21  Besides Athens and South Africa, Cassin also looks at how France has managed classified archives, such 
as during the Second World War. This latter context I do not consider here.
22  The different scenes are: i: testimony; ii: murder; iii: exile; iv: interrogation; v: dreams; vi: grief; vii: grave; 
viii wet bag method; ix: initiation; x: ash; xi: found; xii: plan; xiii: home; xiv: curse; xv: vengeance; xvi: lost; 
xvii: truth; xviii: shift; xixi: rises.
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and the sought-after end point of reconciliation and healing. Despite the emphasis 
on local communities, the audience to the TRC hearings reached far beyond those 
present in the various venues. The proceedings were published within papers; many 
could also be witnessed live on radio and television. The media played a large role in 
making victims and perpetrators heard by a national and international audience. 

Postcolonial scholar Benita Parry nonetheless questions whether “the public 
staging of mourning can truly facilitate national catharsis and psychotherapeutic 
healing” (2004: 187). Her choice for the word “catharsis,” a term from classical theatre 
theory, is telling: it presents the TRC’s project of national healing as an attempt to 
purge the nation from all that stood in the way of reconciliation.23 The extent to which 
the concept of catharsis is problematic across both tragedy and the TRC is striking. 
According to Aristotle, through pity and fear tragedy effectuates the catharsis, or 
purification, of such emotions (1996: 10). In Page duBois’ interpretation, Aristotle 
considers tragedy “from the point of view of power, administration, and management 
of the population,” with the genre working to “displac[e] the struggle over social 
power, which generates pity and fear, into the realm of art in order to maintain order” 
(2002: 24). In contrast to this political exploitation of tragedy, Bertolt Brecht believed 
that only the absence of catharsis could truly inspire theatre audiences to take political 
action. It seems legitimate to regard the TRC as a state-managed theatre of mourning, 
accommodating the nation’s emotions in order to contain and control them, preventing 
chaos. Although this seems to have worked to some extent—a major bloodbath was 
avoided—mourning is, of course, a complex, long-lasting and personal process, which 
far exceeds its public staging and state control. 

While Parry focuses on the ways in which the TRC hearings were staged, Cole 
analyses their performative nature. Her conclusions are more positive. She suggests 
that the “dramatic, unruly, ephemeral, embodied, and performed” aspects of the 
Human Rights Violations hearings, including not only words but also “gestures, 
cadence, intonation, and embodied expressions,” point to their performative potential; 
they were “affective, and consequently, [they were] effective in facilitating, however 
imperfectly, a transition from a racist, totalitarian state to a non-racial democracy” 
(2007: 179). Cole’s analysis allows for a better understanding of the hearings’ double 
function. Although they were staged in ways that fitted them into a particular political 
framework, performatively they did not simply reflect this dominant narrative, but 
also worked to challenge it: 

23  Richard A. Wilson similarly argues that, “for all their media coverage, TRC hearings were often little 
more than a symbolic and ritualized performance with a weak impact on vengeance in urban townships” 
(2001: 227). His arguments are based on research in the African townships of the Vaal region North of 
Johannesburg. 
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In the disjunctions between participants’ performances of truth they wished 
to perform and the commission’s public iteration of the truths it wished to 
perform, we come closest to perceiving the complexity of the knowledge the 
TRC brought into being. (187, emphasis in text)

The disjunction between individual testimonies and the narrative that enclosed 
them point to the performative power of challenging this overarching narrative from 
within. But even if victims succeeded (partly or wholly) in performing their truths, the 
question remains to what extent it resulted in personal healing.24 

Farber’s audience is left to wonder whether Elektra will ever be able to heal from 
the violence to which she has been subjected. They witness the torture performed 
when Klytemnestra stuffs a cloth into Elektra’s mouth and burns her with cigarettes. 
During the interrogation, which, a stage description instructs, Elektra endures 
like a political resistance fighter, Klytemnestra quotes from Genesis 9:25 the curse 
that Ham’s father Noah places upon Ham’s son Canaan: “Cursed be your children. 
The servants of servants shall they be unto their brethren” (11-12). The Dutch Old 
Testament scholar Ellen van Wolde explains that this episode was often referred to 
as a biblical legitimisation of apartheid theology, understanding the Africans as the 
descendents of Ham, hence a people destined to be servants (2003: 13-14). Seeing the 
suffering Elektra endures “live,” audience members are led to understand why she feels 
that “if the dead lie in dust and nothingness,/ whlie the guilty pay not with blood for 
blood—/ then we are nothing but a history without a future” (24-25). Their physical 
proximity vis-à-vis the violence may invite them to reflect on their experience and on 
their own position beyond the theatre walls. As Van Zyl Smith states, they could “have 
a story to tell like that about to be heard” (2010: 125). 

Yet, audience members might also conclude that what they are witnessing does not 
involve them. A general problem of trials, a lawyer and TRC staff member explains, is 
that they are about individual culpability, not about the system as a whole: “[t]rials set 
up an ‘us versus them’ dynamic. A trial is not about our complicity. It makes it look like 
they’re guilty, not us. So all of white South Africans can look at Eugene de Kock and 
say ‘evil guy’ and not realize that they made him possible” (quoted in Stathaki 2009: 
146). As a theatre of witnessing and mourning, the TRC may have not only revealed 
apartheid’s atrocities, but may also have made it possible for those complicit with this 
system to designate specific perpetrators as scapegoats and be cathartically released of 
complicity and culpability. The question whether witnesses or audience members are 

24  As Grahame Hayes observes, in spite of what the banners at the entrance of the TRC venues asserted, “just 
revealing is not just healing” and “what people have to reveal might not be healable, or at least not healable 
by means of the one-off revelation before the TRC” (43, emphases in text).
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called to responsibility or whether they are possibly freed of such feelings is important 
within the context of the TRC, but also pertains to performances of the two plays.25

Molora places emphasis on the theatrical nature of the TRC hearings it dramatises. 
Arguably, the TRC sought to utilise the potential that theatre offers, constructing a 
public theatre of mourning that allowed for a plurality of possibly conflicting, co-
existing voices and stories. These stories were inevitably contained within the 
overarching, singular narrative of national reconciliation. By bringing the TRC back 
into the theatre, Farber challenges this movement towards singularity and closure. 
She returns emphasis to personal stories and to the presence of their telling, which 
must make performances of Molora especially forceful. The published text, my object 
of study, is, however, preceded (and thereby framed) by another text, “The Power of 
Speech” by Sophie Nield. She writes that “[i]n South Africa’s reconstruction of itself 
through the mechanism of the TRC, fury and vengeance gives way to reconciliation. 
The world is remade … We can find reconciliation in the theatre” (11). Nield insists on 
reconciliation as the ideal end-point and presents the theatre as the means to achieve 
this. Her text stands in tension with the play it introduces, which in contrast reveals 
the theatre’s potential to work against the closure “reconciliation” performs.26 

JuSTICE: DEFINITIONS AND DEMANDS 
In Fleishman’s tragedy, like Aeschylus’, Orestes and Electra murder Aegisthus and 
Clytaemnestra. Farber’s story has a different outcome, which shows that the migration 
of antiquity to the present extends beyond the mere re-situating of universal myths. 
Her refiguration of Aegisthus, Ayesthus (who is represented by a large worker’s uniform 
hanging on a washing line) is killed, but the chorus prevent Orestes and Elektra from 
murdering Klytemnestra. Because of their intervention, the ancient end is rewritten: 
Farber’s Klytemnestra lives and a humbled Electra overcomes her vengeance. Not only 
Aeschylus’ trilogy, it is implied, but also South Africa’s violent history is rewritten, though 
residues of vengeance remain. In the epilogue, Klytemnestra speaks into the microphone:

25 Parry explains that despite the necessity to differentiate between entire populations and those who devised 
and inflicted atrocities, this differentiation is insufficient because it “too readily rehabilitates the many who 
were complicit with the outrages committed in their name—and no state machine however repressive can 
operate without the concurrence of large numbers.” Moreover, a change of government does not mean that 
all citizens “disavow old allegiances” or “admit as abominations the policies which they once endorsed and 
tolerated” (2004: 182). Tellingly, only one former apartheid cabinet minister has sought amnesty; all the 
others have, journalist Greg Barrow explains, “dodged” the TRC and “passed off the crimes of the apartheid 
era as the work of a few rotten apples” (1998: np).
26  Sophie Nield is (at the time of the publication of Molora) head of the Centre for Excellence in Training for 
Theatre at the University of London. For further analysis of how the theatrical structure of criminal trials 
facilitates but also limits processes of healing, see Yasco Horsman (2010).



140

It falls softly the residue of revenge… 
Like rain. 
And we who made the sons and  
daughters of this land, servants in the  
halls of their forefathers… 
We know. 
We are still only here by grace alone. 
Look now—dawn is coming. 
Great chains on the home are falling off. 
This house rises up. 
For too long it has lain in ash on the  
ground. (87)

Then, the stage directions instruct, a “fine powdery substance gently floats down” on 
the characters who stand in silence looking at the audience (87). The story has been 
told, the ash that remains around the fire floats down. Although the house of Atreus, 
and the South African nation it represents, rises up from the ashes, no family resolve 
or love can be regained. 

Farber’s conclusion that the cycle of vengeance is broken “by grace alone” reflects 
the TRC’s emphasis on forgiveness. In its basic sense, argues the influential political 
philosopher Hannah Arendt, forgiveness is the “exact opposite of revenge” (1958: 
241). The opposition informed the TRC hearings, where “[v]irtues of forgiveness 
and reconciliation were so loudly and roundly applauded that emotions of revenge, 
hatred and bitterness were rendered unacceptable, an ugly intrusion on a peaceful, 
healing process” (Wilson 2001: 17). Moon summarises that the political project of 
reconciliation organised the subjects, objects, types of enunciation and concepts in 
relationship to one another, providing a “general template-script” that defined what 
reconciliation was and what it involved, without recognising non-reconciled outcomes 
as possibilities (2006: 264). It is doubtful whether victims were given the choice to 
not forgive. Indeed, some of them later complained that they had felt expected, and 
therefore forced, to forgive their perpetrators. In their experience, forgiveness was 
their only option.27 

The emphasis on a Christian understanding of forgiveness had much to do with 
the influence of Church leaders, in particular the commission’s chairman, Archbishop 
Desmond Tutu. He recalls that the Commission accepted his call of prayer at the 
beginning and end of their meetings, and agreed that the victim-oriented hearings 
were to have a “solemn atmosphere with prayers, hymns and ritual candle-lighting 
to commemorate those who had died in the struggle” (1999: 72). This appealed to 

27  See the report on survivors’ perceptions of the TRC by the Centre for the Study of Violence and Recon-
ciliation between 7 August 1997 and 1 February 1998, as found online <www.csvr.org.za/papers/papkhul.
htm>, accessed 18 October 2008.
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Christian South Africans, but excluded people of other religions.28 “It is interesting,” 
Tutu admits in his memoir No Future Without Forgiveness, “that the President appointed 
an Archbishop as Chairperson of the Commission and not, for instance, a judge, since 
we were to some extent a quasi-judicial body” (1999: 71). This tension between a legal-
political and a religious-redemptive understanding of truth and reconciliation within 
the supposedly secular institution of the TRC is unsettling (Shore and Kline 2006: 
312). Moreover, to present “truth,” “reconciliation” and “forgiveness” as self-evident 
concepts and to implement them in political programmes disregards individual 
differences and obscures the particular (political, religious) ideologies to which the 
definition of a certain concept is inevitably tied.

To refer to forgiveness in the context of political reconciliation is essentially flawed, 
as it insinuates a moral and personal discourse into the political realm. The essence of 
forgiveness is that one can only forgive on behalf of oneself, not of somebody else, let 
alone groups of people. However, for Arendt, although some things are unforgivable, 
forgiveness is a necessity of (political) life, because without being forgiven, we could 
never be absolved from the consequences of our actions (1958: 237). From this pragmatic 
viewpoint, forgiveness is an act that frees us from the past; where vengeance reinforces 
the initial deed by perpetuating a “chain reaction,” it “is the only reaction that acts in an 
unexpected way and thus retains, though being a reaction, something of the original 
character of action” (241). Forgiveness enables action and, consequently, change. 

In his essay “On Forgiveness” Jacques Derrida deals with the relation between 
forgiveness and politics from a different viewpoint, exploring the tension between 
an “unconditional forgiveness” and a “conditional forgiveness proportionate to 
the recognition of the fault” (2001: 34-35). He cites the TRC as an example of how 
“grand scenes of forgiveness and repentance” theatrically appropriate an absolute 
idea of forgiveness into the everyday. The conflation of the rhetoric of forgiveness and 
reconciliation results in a confusion “between the order of forgiveness and the order 
of justice,” between the absolute and the profane. According to Derrida, “forgiveness 
does not, it should never amount to a therapy of reconciliation,” since that would imply 
the intervention of a third party within what should remain a one-to-one relationship 
between victim and perpetrator (41-43).29 He shares Parry’s scepticism about the 
effectiveness of national catharsis and psychotherapeutic healing, similarly insisting 

28  The absence of a Christian message of forgiveness in Fleishman’s play could be seen as a comment on 
this shortcoming. The title In the City of Paradise does contain a religious reference, but its intention seems 
mostly ironic: this city is far from paradise, nor is paradise presented as an achievable goal.
29  Derrida writes: “each time forgiveness is at the service of a finality, be it noble and spiritual (atonement 
or redemption, reconciliation, salvation), each time that it aims to re-establish a normality (social, national, 
political, psychological) by a work of mourning, by some therapy or ecology of memory, then the “forgive-
ness” is not pure—nor is its concept. Forgiveness is not, it should not be, normal, normative, normalizing. It 
should remain exceptional and extraordinary, in the face of the impossible: as if it interrupted the ordinary 
course of historical temporality” (2001: 31-32, emphases in text).
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that reconciliation cannot be achieved through the public staging of mourning and 
forgiveness. Perhaps the problem with the TRC was not so much that it drew on a 
personal and moral concept of forgiveness within a political sphere, but rather that 
this concept was given such a dominant position.

The adaptations call attention to the complicated place of forgiveness in the TRC 
process. “We are still only here by grace alone,” Farber’s Klytemnestra states, yet she 
is saved from Elektra’s vengeance because the Chorus of Women intervene and pull 
Elektra to the ground. In their arms, Elektra “finally breaks down, weeping for every 
injustice of the past” and “slowly finds her stillness” (85). Stillness does not equal 
forgiveness. It seems significant that “grace” is only referred to by Klytemnestra and 
never articulated by Elektra or Orestes. Their stillness, their silence begs the question 
whether forgiveness has actually taken place, eliciting reflection on the role of what 
Derrida refers to as another mediating institution in forgiveness, namely language 
(2001: 42). Is “I forgive” a phrase that does what it says? Can forgiveness be performed 
without its articulation? Does to state forgiveness, whether one wishes to or whether 
one feels forced to, mean that forgiveness actually takes place? Or is the articulation of 
forgiveness separated from its actual performance? 

Elektra’s and Orestes’ “stillness” in the conclusion of Molora brings these questions 
to mind. That they help their mother to her feet might signal the beginning of a process of 
forgiveness; a difficult process because, writes Farber, “such a journey is neither simply 
nor easy, and has little to do with the reductive notions of a miraculously forgiving 
Rainbow Nation or ‘turning the other cheek’” (7). The intervention of the chorus/
community suggests that it is difficult to conceive of forgiveness in its unconditional 
form, because it is not delimited to the confines of a one-to-one relationship between 
perpetrator and victim, but informed by mixture of personal, social and political 
factors and relations. Elektra does not forgive miraculously, but with the help of the 
community she might one day forgive. Although unarticulated, in Molora forgiveness 
is nonetheless on the horizon. 

In Fleishman’s In the City of Paradise forgiveness remains entirely absent. His 
conclusion is, instead, about amnesty. Fleishman’s focus on amnesty without any 
reference to forgiveness indicates a more critical position towards the place of 
forgiveness in the TRC, but also points towards an inconsistency, namely that 
amnesty—understood as the institutionalisation and collectivisation of forgiveness—
was never directly linked to forgiveness but to truth. Truth (“full disclosure”) would 
pave the way towards reconciliation. It seems contradictory that though forgiveness 
was related to full disclosure, one of the conditions for amnesty, it was never mentioned 
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as a condition for amnesty itself.30 The TRC was the first truth commission that linked 
amnesty to the uncovering of the truth and the first to be given the mandate to free 
perpetrators from civil and criminal prosecution (Cole 2007: 174). 

Traditionally, amnesty suggests a collective forgetting of past wrongs and a wish 
to break from the past. Indeed, in ancient Greek, amnesty and amnesia are two 
meanings of same word. In the previous section, I have discussed the amnesty of 403 
BC, intended to heal the community after a violent episode in Athens’ history. The 
decision not to try the crimes of war, classicist Victoria Wohl argues, was an “[a]ttempt 
to prevent the courts from becoming a theatre for replaying—and thus keeping alive—
the civic tragedies of the past. A break from the past seemed the only way to reorient 
the law toward the future goal of civic justice” (2003: 100). During the negotiations 
that preceded the founding of the TRC, several members of the apartheid government 
and security forces had pressed for a similar kind of collective amnesty. However, as 
Tutu writes, this was not an option, because it “would have victimised the victims of 
apartheid a second time round. It would have meant denying their experience, a vital 
part of their identity” (1999: 32). In contrast with the Athenian decree of amnesty, 
then, the TRC associated amnesty with anamnesis rather than amnesia (Schaap 2005: 
113). Amnesty was intended not to break with, but to uncover the past; recollection 
was considered the means to achieve reconciliation.31 

The emphasis on truth meant that applicants for amnesty were not asked to 
apologise, express remorse and ask for forgiveness, but solely to state their crimes and 
to demonstrate that these crimes were political in nature. The danger of connecting 
amnesty to truth in this way is that truth may become a mere commodity and be 
stripped of its ethical impact (Henderson 2000: 459). It makes it impossible to separate 
applicants’ motivation to tell the truth from the coercive lure of exoneration.32 For 
Soyinka, whose reworking of Euripides’ Bacchae I have discussed in Chapter Three, 
the main problem with South Africa’s chosen strategy is its “implicit, a priori exclusion 

30  A memorandum to the Promotion of National Unity and Reconciliation Bill of 1995 states that the bill 
was “based on the principle that reconciliation depends on forgiveness and that forgiveness can only take 
place if gross violations of human rights are fully disclosed.” As found online <http://www.doj.gov.za/trc/
legal/bill.htm>, accessed 21 October 2008.
31  There is an important difference between the civil war of Athens, which had lasted nine months and 
was therefore a recent event known by the citizens involved, and apartheid, which lasted some forty years: 
“In the former case, the issue is not how to bring the past to light, everything is immediately known by 
everyone, it is forgetting that must be constructed. In the latter case, on the contrary, the past is a hole or a 
series of distortions which cannot be shared” (Cassin 2002: 29, emphasis in text).
32  Tutu presents amnesty as a necessary political compromise: “We did not decide on amnesty. The political 
parties decided on amnesty. Amnesty made our election possible. The amnesty clause was inserted in the 
early hours of the morning after an exhausted night of negotiating. The last thing, the last sentence, the last 
clause, was added: amnesty shall be granted through the process of reconciliation. And it was only when 
that was put it, that the boere signed the negotiations, opening the door to our election” (Krog 2000: 30-31, 
emphasis in text).
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of criminality and, thus, responsibility” (1999: 31). The escape from legal prosecution 
by means of amnesty indeed implies the escape from accountability. However, the 
imperative to ascribe to the position of “perpetrator” to apply for amnesty, as well 
as having to admit one’s crimes in public, maybe have also forced many perpetrators 
to take responsibility. Ultimately, however, responsibility relies on sincerity and 
sincerity is difficult to judge. Ingrid de Kok’s doubt whether processes dedicated to 
reconciliation might not still “unwittingly encourage social and cultural amnesia” is 
therefore legitimate (quoted in Parry 2004: 109). 

Fleishman refers to the TRC’s amnesty arrangement in the final scene of In the 
City of Paradise. Orestes and Electra are hounded by Furies in gas masks, among them 
Clytemnestra’s parents Tyndareus and Leda, who do not figure in Aeschylus. Fleishman 
introduces another generation affected by the violence. In Euripides’ Orestes, in which 
Tyndareus does play a prominent role, he threatens to encourage the citizens of Argos 
to stone Orestes to death. In Fleishman, however, despite his grief and anger about his 
daughter’s death, he prevents the mob from stoning Orestes and Electra. He persuades 
them to “let the law run its course./ We seek not private vengeance here, but public 
retribution/ Justice will win out./ Our time will come” (37). Orestes explains his 
conflicting duties: “Should I have kept still about her deeds?/ What would he have 
done then?/ Hounded me with the Furies of a father’s hatred!/ Or are there Furies on 
my mother’s side,/ but none to help him in this deeper hurt?” While Electra views 
their act simply as a “patriotic service,” Orestes experiences moral conflict (34-35). 

Tyndareus argues that by having killed their mother rather than taking her to court 
they have become like her. He laments, “[w]here I want to know, will this chain/ of 
murder end? Can it ever end, in fact,/ since the last to kill is doomed to stand/ under 
permanent sentence of death by revenge?” (35). Tyndareus’ call to replace vengeance 
with legal action is not answered. Although the “wise and learned judges” find Orestes 
and Electra “Guilty on all counts,” the court herald announces that they will be granted 
amnesty. The lines he speaks are almost identical to those of the 1995 Promotion of 
National Unity and Reconciliation Act:

...we stand today upon an historic bridge 
between a past of deep division and discord, 
and a brighter future of peace and prosperity for all. 
There is a need for understanding, not for vengeance, 
For forgiveness not retaliation, 
For humanity not for victimization. 
Our learned judges, seek to reconcile all differences, 
To set aside all enmity and hatred, 
To build anew our fragile lives in Argos. 
They decree, therefore, that amnesty shall be granted 
In respect of acts, omissions and offences 
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Committed in the cause of conflicts of the past, 
Where a full disclosure of the facts are made, 
Lest we forget our brutal heritage. 

Tyndareus is outraged at the decision to grant amnesty to his daughter’s murderers:

So they walk free? Unpunished for their acts? 
What justice this? 
… What about our justice? 
A parent’s right to recompense and retribution. 
…This amnesty pollutes our law, 
the clear well is fouled 
and we are doomed to suffer great thirst 
What say the people to this travesty of justice? (38-39)

Tyndareus’ objections call to mind those of the Furies in the final part of the Oresteia 
trilogy, the Eumenides. They too take offence at Athena’s new system of justice; they 
too cling to different demands of justice.

The final image of the play suggests a “brighter future of peace and prosperity for 
all” (38). The mob that was previously about to stone to death Electra and Orestes, 
now holds them above the ground in “triumphant adoration” (39). The TRC’s amnesty 
arrangement is presented as an imperfect but necessary tool for democracy. At the 
same time, read in line with the absence of forgiveness and the play’s title, the chorus’ 
“triumphant adoration” of Electra and Orestes could also be read ironically, presenting 
reconciliation as “only a utopia that can be achieved only in the ‘City of Paradise’, 
but not in real life” (Steinmeyer 2007: 116). Tyndareus cannot forgive; his objections 
to reconciliatory justice echo those of many victims of apartheid, who felt that the 
amnesty provisions denied them the right to seek redress.33 

The opposition between reconciliatory and retributive justice came to be identified 
as the opposition between Africa and the West. When asked to defend the amnesty 
provisions, Tutu argued that the notion of a retributive justice is Western in origin 
and that the African understanding is “far more restorative, not so much to punish 
as to redress or restore a balance that has been knocked askew” (quoted in Minow 

33  Family members of the murdered anti-apartheid activist Steve Biko, for example, together with other 
survivors of murdered activists, filed a lawsuit against the TRC, claiming that the amnesty arrangement was 
unconstitutional, as it denied them the individual right to judicial redress and violated international law. 
The appeal was dismissed, with the respondents conceding that although amnesty to the wrongdoer does 
obliterate fundamental human rights, Parliament was “entitled to enact the Act [offering amnesty] in the 
terms it did … so as to enhance and optimize the prospects of facilitating the constitutional journey from 
the shame of the past to the promise of the future” (Parry 2004: 187). Although the Constitutional Court 
ruled that amnesty in exchange for truth did not violated the constitution, it did violate people’s individual 
right to opt for a kind of closure other than the reconciliatory one promoted by the TRC.
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1998: 81). The idea of a distinctly African sense of justice became entwined with the 
concept of ubuntu, the Nguni word referring to “humaneness” which was given a 
prominent position in the 1995 Promotion of National Unity and Reconciliation Act. 
As Wilson argues, the creation of a polarity between a romanticised “African” idea of 
reconciliation (founded on the notion of ubuntu) and a Western notion of retributive 
justice (implying vengeance) closed down space to discuss legal punishment as a 
possible route to reconciliation (2001: 11). According to him, ubuntu thus became 
an “ideological concept with multiple meanings which conjoins human rights, 
restorative justice, reconciliation and nation-building within the populist language 
of pan-Africanism.” With the “Africanist wrapping used to sell a reconciliatory 
version of human rights talk to black South Africans,” he continues, “Ubuntu belies 
the claim that human rights would have no culturalist or ethnic dimensions” (2001: 
13). It was implied that if you were truly African, there had to be forgiveness in your 
heart. Wilson’s criticism and the debate about the TRC’s amnesty arrangement point 
to the inevitable clash in post-conflict societies between different understandings and 
demands of justice.34

THE POLITICS OF RECONCILIATION
Despite the TRC’s attempts to promote reconciliation, it remained contested and 
difficult to define.35 Moreover, as Krog argues, the “re” in “reconciliation” assumes 
there was something in common that can be reconciled, but “in this country, there is 
nothing to go back to, no previous state or relationship one would wish to restore. In 
these stark circumstances, ‘reconciliation’ does not even seem like the right word, but 
rather ‘conciliation’” (2000: 143).

To further examine reconciliation, I propose to return to Farber’s and Fleishman’s 
pre-text, Aeschylus’ Oresteia. Throughout the trilogy, Agamemnon, Clytemnestra, 
Apollo, Orestes and the Erinyes (the Furies, spirits of wrath) all claim to have justice on 
their side, while their different understandings and rhetorical appropriations violently 

34  This rhetoric of reconciliation, Wilson explains, forms a great discrepancy with, for example, the retribu-
tive practice of justice within township courts. Whereas human-rights activists look towards a future of 
rehabilitation and reconciliation, retributionists in townships “look back at the past and still feel the burden 
of a crime that has not been cancelled by punishment,” an adherence to a continuity with the past that is 
“dangerous to the new and fragile nation-building project: the new historicity of a reconciling political elite” 
(2001: 209).
35  Andrew Schaap lists different interpretations of reconciliation: “a non-racial ideology that promotes unity 
in the form of the ‘rainbow nation’; an inter-communal understanding that would preserve the distinct 
identities of separate cultures; a religious ideology that demands repentance from wrongdoers; a human 
rights approach that calls for restoring the rule of law in order to prevent future abuses; and community-
building that would restore social trust in divided townships” (2006: 263).
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compete. In the final part, the Eumenides, Aeschylus dramatises the implications of 
reconciliation and the political deployment of justice. At Orestes’ trial, in front of a 
newly established Athenian court, the confrontation takes place between his defender 
Apollo, who has instructed Orestes to kill his mother to avenge his father’s death, 
and the Erinyes who want Orestes to pay with his blood for matricide. In this court 
scene, Aeschylus demonstrates not only that justice lacks a fixed referent but also that 
its meaning depends on the political interests at stake. The Eumenides dramatises a 
reconciliatory process between the demands of different forms of justice, culminating 
in the celebration of Athena’s court that puts an end to vengeance and installs a judicial 
system based on evidence and trial. 

The reconciliation Athena achieves depends on her power to convince the Erinyes 
to take their place within the new Athens as the Eumenides, the Kindly Ones. They are 
not banished, nor are their passions of vengeance denied. Rather, as Philip Vellacott 
explains in his introduction, in their new function, the goddesses will embody “that 
ultimate sanction of fear which underlies the new order, as it dominated the old” 
(Aeschylus 1959: 20). By transforming “murderous begetting into blessed fecundity,” 
to use Loraux’s words, Athena attempts to compromise between the demands of 
the past and those of the future (2006: 38). The Furies, now transformed into the 
Eumenides and incorporated within the new order, will protect the city rather than 
endanger its inner stability. Athena’s mediation signifies the inauguration of a new 
social and political order, one in which the old is not simply discarded, but reconciled 
with the new and given a place within the new democracy. At least, that would be the 
official story. 

Bernard Knox notes that the Oresteia traditionally has been read as “the triumph 
of civilization over the darkly mysterious forces of a sinister primitivism.” For an 
earlier generation, he explains, “the promise of wisdom born of suffering, the triumph 
of an ultimately benevolent Zeus, the joint human and divine consecration of a just 
Athens, in which all conflicting forces and principles were accorded due place and 
honor, seemed to mirror their achievements” (quoted in Euben 1986: x). Christopher 
Rocco, a political scientist, lists a number of similar interpretations, in which the 
Oresteia is taken as a celebration of democracy and as the expression of progress from 
chaos to order. Among them is the one by renowned classicist John H. Finley who, in 
Rocco’s words, saw the trilogy as “nothing less than a founding document of Western 
civilization” (1997: 144).36 

In relation to the African context, a telling example of this view is Pier Paolo 
Pasolini’s Appunti per un Orestiade Africana, or Notes for an African Oresteia (1970), a 
collection of filmic observations for a film he was planning to make. Pasolini considers 
Africa’s development in relation to the Oresteia: 

36  For other such progressivist readings of the Oresteia, see E.R. Dodds (1960) and H.D.F. Kitto (1956). 
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I feel I can recognise some analogies between the situation of the Oresteia 
and the situation of Africa today, especially concerning the transformation 
of the Furies, the Eurynes, into the Eumenides. In other words, I mean 
that the tribal civilization seems to resemble archaic Greek civilization, 
and Orestes’ discovery of democracy, carrying it then into his country 
which could be Argos in the tragedy and Africa in my film, is in a sense 
the discovery of democracy that Africa has also made in the last few years. 
(quoted in Wetmore 2003: 29)

Speaking of Africa’s “discovery” of Western democracy without making any reference 
to European colonialism, Pasolini articulates the Eurocentric “classicising” discourse 
I discuss in my introductory chapter. Ancient Greece is instrumentalised to legitimate 
the dominancy of European civilisation over other, “less developed” or “not yet 
democratic” cultures.37 

Feminist interpretations have challenged the dominant reading of the Oresteia as a 
celebration of democracy. Classicist Froma Zeitlin argues that what is actually founded 
in the Oresteia is not Western civilisation, but a tradition of “misogynistic exclusion,” 
since the “solution” or reconciliation of the Eumenides entails the hierarchisation 
of values: the subordination of the Furies to the Olympians, of barbarian to Greek 
and, most importantly for Zeitlin, of female to male (Rocco 1997: 144). Her point is 
supported by the court scene. When the judges of her court fail to cast a final vote, 
Athena’s mediation displays a great amount of gender politics. She votes in favour of 
Orestes because the murder of Clytemnestra is less important than that of Agamemnon. 
She explains her motivation as follows:

No mother gave me birth. Therefore the father’s claim  
And male supremacy in all things, save to give 
Myself in marriage, wins my whole heart’s loyalty. 
Therefore a woman’s death, who killed her husband, is, 
I judge, outweighed in grievousness by his. (Aeschylus 1956: 172)

The first line refers to Athena’s own birth from Zeus’ head. The gender politics of 
Athena’s vote, in which the death of a mother is classified as less grievous than that of 
a father, depends on Athena’s own personal history, as a child of only one parent, her 
father Zeus. Just preceding her vote, Apollo has similarly argued in defence of Orestes 
for the supremacy of fatherhood over motherhood, stating that the mother is “not the 
true parent of the child” but only “the nurse who tends the growth/ Of young seed 
planted by its true parent, the male” (Aeschylus 1956: 169). Athena’s final judgement is 
far from impartial. Zeitlin is right to argue that, as Rocco’s paraphrases, “through the 
democratic rhetoric of equality, reason and consent legitimate the institutionalization 

37  For further discussion of Pasolini’s Notes, see Wetmore (2003: 29-32) and Kim Gardi (1996).
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of exclusionary polarities into systematized hierarchies, rather than creating a truly 
democratic order” (1997: 144). The reconciliation Athena achieves is by no means 
non-hierarchical. The democratic space she creates is a discursive order in which 
certain principles and interests predominate, while others are “relegated to relative 
silence” (Rocco 1997: 25). The problem of justice is not solved; rather, one version of 
justice is privileged over other versions (Goldhill 1986: 55-56).38 

In South Africa, something similar happened. The new democratic subject that 
was created was not, and still is not, congruent with the reality of the majority of the 
people. One understanding of justice, justice as reconciliation, was privileged, leaving 
sparse room for a retributionist discourse. Perhaps justice as reconciliation did best 
serve the nation-building project; in the new South Africa, people had to find ways 
to live together. Then again, maybe Wilson is right that the TRC’s effort to “forge 
a new moral vision of the nation” ultimately “destroys the most important promise 
of human rights; that is, its possible contribution to a thoroughgoing transformation 
of an authoritarian criminal justice system and the construction of real and lasting 
democratic legitimacy” (2001: 230). 

Precisely here the ancient and the contemporary meet. Just as Athena’s mediation 
is imperfect and ambiguous, so the TRC’s mediation entailed loss. Just as the new 
order Athena establishes remains precarious, so post-apartheid, democratic South 
Africa finds itself in a fragile state. The Oresteia dramatises this complexity, ending 
triumphantly but also presenting democracy as a construct open to struggle and 
renegotiation (Rocco 1997: 169). As J.G. Finlayson states, rather than instructing how 
reconciliation can and should be achieved, 

[i]t is as if Aeschylus is telling us that justice, reason, and lawfulness are 
not established facts that need merely be recognised for what they are by 
an act of theoretical contemplation but ongoing practical tasks within the 
new social order, and reconciliation between the different ethical powers, 
between citizens and their new institutions is not a state already attained but 
an ongoing process. (1999: 516)

Democracy will continuously have to be critically re-examined and re-negotiated. 
Reconciliation, despite the finality that the word suggests, can never achieve closure; 
it is a process, rather than a state. 

The political theorist Andrew Schaap reflects on the democratic potential of 
reconciliation. He argues that “reconciliation talk” presumes unity as a social good 

38  Simon Goldhill states that the great variety of interpretations of the Oresteia in itself demonstrates that 
the problem of justice is not solved: the language of justice (dike), “twisted and turned by the rhetoric of 
appropriation in the Oresteia, can be read only by a further act of appropriation—the critic’s own rhetoric” 
(1986: 55-56). 
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and depoliticises the terms in which the unity of the polity is represented. An agonistic 
account of democracy, however, calls attention to the politics of reconciliation and to 
the “fragility and contingency” of the community it seeks to construct: 

Instead of understanding reconciliation in terms of restoring a relationship 
between alienated co-members of a moral community, agonistic democracy 
suggests that the problem of reconciliation, as a political undertaking, is how 
to transform a relation of enmity into one of civic friendship or, as Mouffe 
puts it, how to “transform antagonism into agonism.” (Schaap 2006: 268, 
emphasis in text) 

The etymology of “agon” is related to “meeting,” “debate” and “contest” (Gagnon 2009: 
4).39 Chantal Mouffe draws on the concept of agon to propose an alternative model of 
democracy. Envisaging democratic politics in terms of consensus or reconciliation is, 
she argues, conceptually flawed and politically dangerous, as it negates the antagonistic 
forces that operate within society. Instead of trying to reconcile conflicting interests 
and values, democratic theorists and politicians should try to “envisage the creation of 
a vibrant ‘agonistic’ public sphere of contestation where different hegemonic political 
projects can be confronted” (2005: 2-3). It is not a matter of silencing dissenting voices, 
but of including them within politics.

The Oresteia could be understood to demonstrate the need for the agonistic 
democracies Mouffe envisions. Dissenting voices such as those of the Furies, 
transformed into the Kindly Ones, remain heard within Athena’s new order. However, 
Gagnon rightly argues that the trilogy also demonstrates the challenge that such an 
agonistic democracy involves: of controlling and channelling contesting, possibly 
aggressive tendencies without eradicating differences or limiting the political. Indeed, 
the order Athena secures by changing the Furies into the Kindly Ones indicates “a 
fragile and contingent harmony through coercion and fraught with tension and 
contradiction” (Gagnon 2009: 42). The Oresteia thus also functions as a warning 
against idealisations of agonistic politics, showing that 

[a]gones and their politics not only provide an arena for the reconciliation 
of differences, but can also displace differences and justify exclusion instead 
of inclusion by permitting only certain kinds of contests, and in insisting 
through the threat of coercion or the realization of violence that the losers of 
agonistic contests must accept the terms of their defeat. (Gagnon 2009: 1, 4) 

39  Jennifer Gagnon explains that agones were found throughout Greek social and political life, “from the 
contests of the Olympic games, to the formalized legal arguments of the courts, to the political debates of the 
assembly, to the private teachings of the Sophists, and to the theatre of Dionysus” (2009: 4).
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This dual perspective—exploring the challenge of reconciliatory politics but also 
of possible agonistic alternatives—makes the Oresteia relevant to the TRC and 
to post-apartheid South Africa. Like the TRC, the trilogy dramatises closure but 
simultaneously performs a critique of closure, probing the way in which the new 
“reconciled” democracy is negotiated and what this negotiation entails. This is how 
Greek tragedy functions as political theory.

Fleishman draws attention to the compromises of reconciliation towards the 
end of his play, in which he modifies the court scene of Aeschylus’ Eumenides to a 
TRC-like context. He emphasises the advantages but also the losses of the amnesty 
agreement and invites his audience to consider those for whom the TRC’s definition of 
justice remains unacceptable. Reconciliation is ambiguous; it is necessary but flawed 
and “grace” or “forgiveness” have little to do with it. Farber’s adaptation contains 
less ambiguity. Although her play reveals the potential of theatre to work against the 
closure of reconciliation, it nevertheless instructs that reconciliation can be achieved. 
As an epigraph to this chapter, I quoted the South African artist William Kentridge. 
He expands on the nature of “TRC-theatre” in his director’s note to Ubu and the Truth 
Commission: “Our theatre is a reflection on the debate rather than the debate itself. It 
tries to make sense of the memory rather than be the memory” (Taylor and Kentridge 
1998: ix).40 Farber stages the debate but includes little reflection on it. Unlike Fleishman, 
she dramatises a TRC-like hearing that results in reconciliation, but never probes what 
reconciliation means or how it relates to larger political and historical structures. Her 
decision to draw on Aeschylus’ Oresteia but leave the Eumenides out of consideration 
substantiates this critique. It is a surprising decision, because the trilogy’s concluding 
part holds considerable potential for critical reflection on what reconciliation entails. 
The Eumenides dramatises the promise of reconciliation, but also points to the loss 
that reconciliation inevitably entails.

THE wEIGHT OF THE PAST
The Furies not only represent the spirit of revenge, but also the imperative to remember 
evil. In societies undergoing the transition to democracy, this “weight of the claims of 
the past and their clash with those of the present and future, are most visible” (Booth 
2001: 777-778). By accepting Athena’s offer to be institutionalised within the new 
order, the Furies—now the Kindly Ones—not only become the protectors of the city 
but of memory as well. If we understand memory as a cultural phenomenon, as does 
Bal, the Kindly Ones could be seen as agents of “cultural memorization,” an activity 

40  Ubu and the Truth Commission, written by Jane Taylor and produced by the Handspring Puppet Company, 
was first performed in 1997 at the Market Theatre in Johannesburg,  under the directorship of Kentridge. 
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“occurring in the present, in which the past is continuously modified and redescribed 
even as it continues to shape the future” (Bal, Crewe and Spitzer 1999: vii). As the 
embodiments of memory, they have to fulfil the demands of both past and future 
within the present, a difficult and dangerous task because the line between keeping 
alive the past and paralysing the present is thin. It is on this thin line that the Kindly 
Ones perform their balancing act.

One may wonder what has happened to the furies in post-apartheid South Africa. 
Although the dominant discourse of forgiveness denied them an official place within 
the new democratic “rainbow” nation of South Africa, they undoubtedly still roam 
under the surface, haunting perpetrators and victims, fighting their fight against 
forgetting. For memory cannot simply be relegated to the past but has to be sustained 
as active practice within the present and, more specifically, within an ongoing process 
of reconciliation. Although the TRC linked amnesty to remembrance or anamnesis, 
it inevitably entailed forgetting or amnesia as well. This is the inevitable outcome, 
it seems, of what Parry describes as the competing claims of reconciliation and 
remembrance (2004: 183). Tutu’s call to “shut the door on the past—not in order to 
forget it but in order not to allow it to imprison us” demonstrates this tension. The 
sense of closure he indicates necessarily entails a degree of forgetting (Final Report I 
1998: 22). Parry reflects,

Whose interests, we must ask, are advanced by an officially instituted memory 
loss? Who profits by forgetting? Is it those who suffered subjugation, or those 
who instituted and maintained their condition? … For since the abused, the 
punished and the insulted do not forget, the beneficiaries of amnesia are 
those whose ascendancy has been defeated or curtailed. (2004: 183)

At the same time, the future requires a degree of forgetting to prevent the past from 
paralysing the present.

Fleishman and Farber dramatise the start of a long process and emphasise the 
demands of the future. Their most important contribution is that they bring back focus 
to the private realm of personal suffering, inviting their audience to keep considering 
the individual stories that are involved; in a way, helping the furies in their fight to 
remember. Farber brings the TRC back to life, not the national narrative it sought to 
construct, but the specificity of the personal stories it originally revealed. These are 
stories that do not always fit, but that at times interrupt and displace the larger narrative 
that tried to contain them; stories that now, more than a decade after the TRC’s final 
report was published, have acquired an almost archival status. By performing such 
stories live on stage within the present, Farber returns to the performative aspect of 
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the hearings that is not reflected in the commission’s official transcripts, reversing the 
shift from oral testimony to written narrative, from performance to text.41 

In South Africa, Fleishman suggests, theatre is an important complementary 
practice. It is able to make absences present again, because it can keep the past alive 
within the present, and because it can connect the past to the yet unfulfilled future.42 
However, this future is difficult to imagine, and Parry may be right that it has been 
jeopardised by an inadequate dealing with the past. Although the TRC succeeded 
in recovering fragments from the past, it lacked a “sustained theoretical encounter 
with a history of oppression,” closing the door “on a radical orientation toward the 
future.” Without restructuring society and absolving those who have been complicit 
in the oppressive system, reconciliation can never truly be achieved (Parry 2004: 182). 
The situation in present-day South Africa seems to offer a telling illustration to this 
warning. While in theory South Africa’s non-racial democracy should secure equal 
rights and opportunities, in reality the majority of South Africans have experienced 
little or no change in their material conditions or social status. They remain cut off 
from the nation’s wealth, a wealth that still rests primarily with the many multinational 
corporations complicit with the apartheid system. 

The TRC’s intention to create a shared point of origin from which the entire nation 
could depart as one has not succeeded; how could it in a country where the former 
apartheid government had done everything in its power to divide rather than unite? 
In this light, it is discouraging to see Tutu’s and Mandela’s emphasis on reconciling 
the nation and on establishing a non-racial democracy in relation to the racialised 
discourse that became more predominant under Thabo Mbeki’s presidency.43 The 

41  Not that the TRC process officially reached its point of closure, nor its narrative, which is continuously 
being questioned. Many of the commission’s recommendations to the government, about legally following 
up on those perpetrators who did not apply for amnesty or were rejected and about implanting a policy of 
reparation with which to compensate former victims, have yet to be put into practice. The commission was 
well aware that its years of active practice were only to be the beginning of a difficult process, and the failure 
of the government to adequately proceed with this process greatly discredits the TRC’s intention of insti-
gating long-lasting societal change. It is tragic that where at its birth, the TRC’s envisioning of a radically 
different future inspired many people with hope, now it has left people disillusioned and frustrated about 
the effects it has had on their actual lives.
42  Here, I paraphrase Mark Fleishman at the International Federation for Theatre Research conference 
“Theatre in Africa/Africa in Theatre,” University of Stellenbosch, South Africa, July 2007. 
43  Although in 1996 Mbeki confirmed the non-racialist principle of the new Constitution, his “Two Nations” 
speech, held in 1998 on the occasion of a parliamentary debate on reconciliation and nation-building, 
contrasts sharply with the post-apartheid ideal of a “rainbow nation.” Mbeki talked about the division of 
South Africa into a white rich nation and a poor black one. He was right that the division between rich and 
poor is largely racially defined; however, his speech effectively re-institutionalised race, a trend that has 
continued in a series of laws that emphasise racial, rather than socio-economic categories. On the revival of 
racial classification in post-apartheid South Africa, see the 2006 AfriForum report by Kallie Kriel, <http://
www.afriforum.co.za/dokumente/the%20revival%20of%20race.pdf>, accessed 5 April 2008.
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main challenge for South African artists today is to create new sites at which the 
battle over the past can be fought without the impediment of nationalist, racist or 
nativist ideologies. A space where people can come to terms with history, not as the 
objects of historical representation, but as the subjects of their histories. A space 
where the competing claims of remembrance and reconciliation can be involved 
in a continuously productive struggle. Parry is right that, rather than aligning it 
with reconciliation, remembrance of the past should be joined with a critique of 
the contemporary condition: “For our best hope for universal emancipation lies in 
remaining unreconciled to the past and unconsoled by the present” (2004: 193). The 
furies’ laments are powerful reminders of this.
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…in the theatre on the Pnyx, the 
spectator discovers through catharsis 
that he is a mortal first, a citizen second

—Nicole Loraux

Mourning Remains: 
Femi Osofisan’s Women of Owu

If I’d known, I’d not have come to the world
I’d have stayed peacefully in heaven instead.

—Femi Osofisan, Women of Owu 

CHAPTER5

In this last chapter, I focus on mourning through an examination of Femi Osofisan’s 
Women of Owu (2006), an adaptation of Euripides’ Trojan Women (415 BC). My focus 
on mourning follows in part from the previous chapter. If the narration of traumatic 
events allows them to enter into memory, as Bal, Crewe and Spitzer suggest, the stories 
of Electra’s and Clytemnestra’s South African refigurations not only express their 
suffering but also constitute their processes of mourning (1999: x). The TRC hearings 
were intended to facilitate those processes on both a personal and national level. I 
have analysed their complex workings as theatres of mourning, providing a forum for, 
while at the same time mediating, individual accounts. Their complexity results from 
the dual demands to which mourning responds: the practice is directed both towards 
the past, in that it commemorates loss, and to the future, in that it defines what follows 
this loss. As the site where past and future compete, mourning has crucial relevance at 
moments of political transition. 

My emphasis on mourning not only follows from Farber’s and Fleishman’s 
adaptations of the Oresteia, however, but also from the other adaptations I have 
discussed in this study. As I will try to demonstrate, mourning is central to the stories 
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of Antigone and her African revolutionary refigurations, which were discussed 
in Chapter Two, and to the ritual sacrifice in Soyinka’s Nigerian reworking of the 
Bacchae, as discussed in Chapter Three. For that reason, I devote part of this chapter 
to revisiting the plays considered so far to delineate what is at stake, politically and 
historically, in mourning. For this purpose, I depart from Nicole Loraux’s concept of 
the “mourning voice.” I then return to Femi Osofisan’s Women of Owu to investigate 
the implications of mourning in detail. Lastly, I address the performative potential 
that mourning may hold and move to its broader relevance.

THE MOuRNING vOICE
On the title page, “Women of Owu” is followed by “(An African Re-reading of 
Euripides’ The Trojan Women first commissioned by the Chipping Norton Theatre, 
UK)” (iii). Different from Tegonni: an African Antigone, Osofisan does not cite the 
pre-text within his title, instead bracketing his forerunner. The Euripedean tragedy 
is primarily implicated as a piece of additional information. Distancing pre-text 
from adaptation, the politics of adaptation at play here not so much appropriates 
“the” canonical text but rather cites it as “an” available source. This gesture acquires 
increased relevance in relation to the second half of Osofisan’s bracketed reference, the 
play’s British commissioning theatre, where Women of Owu was first staged in 2004. 
The enduring cultural dominance of Britain, once the imperial centre that mobilised 
Greek tragedy as part of its civilising mission and a continuing force in the production 
and circulation of Anglophone African cultural texts, is countered by casting Euripides’ 
tragedy as only one of many sources available to African playwrights today.1 

Trojan Women was the third tragedy of a trilogy dealing with the Trojan War, waged 
by the Greeks against the Trojans after the Trojan prince Paris had taken Helen from 
her husband king Menelaus of Sparta. The Trojan War is among the most important 
events in Greek mythology and the topic of many ancient Greek texts, most famously 
Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey. In Trojan Women Euripides follows the fates of the women 
of Troy after their city has been sacked and their husbands have been killed. In Women 
of Owu Osofisan transposes the action to the city of Owu in nineteenth-century 
Yorubaland, preceding the colonisation of what is now known as Nigeria. In a “note 
on the play’s genesis” in the 2006 publication, he elucidates his choice to draw on 
Trojan Women by calling attention to the correspondences between the contexts of 
both plays. He explains that Women of Owu deals with the Owu war, which started 

1  Director Chuck Mike took over the project with his company Collective Artists, whose members were for 
the most part from Nigeria or the Caribbean. The production premiered on 2 February 2004 and toured 
England after that (Götrick 2008: 83). My analysis is based on the published text (2006).
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when the combined armies of the southern Yoruba kingdoms Ijebu and Ife, together 
with recruited mercenaries from Oyo, attacked Owu “with the pretext of liberating the 
flourishing market of Apoumu from Owu’s control” (2006: vii). When asked to write 
an adaptation of Euripides’ tragedy, Osofisan explains, he thought of the Owu war. 
There are indeed notable correspondences between the stories of Owu and Troy. In 
Osofisan’s rendition, the Owu war similarly started over a woman, when Iyonloye, the 
favourite wife of Ife’s general Okunade, was captured and given as a wife to one of the 
Owu princes (2006: 6). Like Troy, Owu did not surrender easily, so that it lasted seven 
years before the city was sacked. The fate of the people of Owu at the hands of their 
fellow Yoruba also resembled that of the Trojans at the hands of the Greeks: the male 
population was slaughtered and the women were carried away into slavery. 

Like Euripides, Osofisan dramatises the plight of women in war situations. The 
front page of the programme to the London production describes Women of Owu as a 
“tale of women as the spoils of war,” and the Director’s Notes speak of the vulnerable 
situation of women (Götrick 2008: 91, note 25). Similarly to Euripides’ women of Troy, 
the women of Owu bewail the destruction of their city, the deaths of their husbands 
and sons, and their fate as slaves and concubines to the victorious troops. They mourn 
as Yoruba women traditionally mourn, their hair cut short and their bare shoulders 
painted grey with ashes.2 Their lamentations are expressed partly in the text, partly 
through Yoruba songs, the transcriptions of which are included at the back of the 
publication with English translations. The lyrics will only be understood by those who 
speak Yoruba, but, according to Osofisan, “their essence is to be distilled more from the 
mood and atmosphere they create … than from the actual, literal meaning of the lines” 
(2006: 68).3 My limitation to the written transcript cannot do justice to the complexity 
of lamentation. As Rebecca Saunders explains, the practice is situated between 
language and the unutterable, between the highly formalised and the improvised, as 
well as between dance, song, poetry and narrative (2007: xiii). But although the text of 
the play cannot convey the force of the lamentation fully, it is able to pass on part of it.

With his emphasis on mourning, Osofisan follows his pre-text Trojan Women. As 
Loraux describes, Euripides’ play moves beyond a representation to a performance of 
mourning, conveying “a mourning that nothing can appease, not even the repetition 
of its own voice, nothing except its own enormity” (2002: 12). She observes that the 
characteristic “mourning voice” of Greek tragedy usually remains unheard when 
Greek tragedy is narrowly defined as a political genre. She refers to Jean Paul Sartre’s 

2  Described by Götrick, who saw three performances of Women of Owu at the Oval House in London: on 3 
and 4 March 2004 (2008: 84).
3  Yoruba is spoken as a first language in most of Western Nigeria. What is referred to as Standard Yoruba is 
used as a Lingua Franca among speakers of the other varieties of the language, such as those of Ijesa, Oyo, 
Ondo, Eikiti, Owo, Ikale, Ijebu, Egba and Akoko (C. O. Ajila 2004: 141).
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adaptation of Trojan Women, written in 1965 against the background of the Algerian 
War and the Vietnam War (4, 9, 81). For a political activist and intellectual of the 1960s, 
Loraux suggests, the repetitiveness of mourning was irrelevant. But the situation has 
changed: the emphasis on Greek tragedy as a political weapon has given way to other 
readings; “expressions of mourning have become, if not a weapon of war, at least the 
only weapon in a struggle that is unarmed, or hopeless,” she concludes (12-13). Loraux 
claims that “tragedy is not only politics,” while she simultaneously re-establishes a 
close relation between mourning and politics, which activist adaptations of tragedy as 
Sartre’s have tended to neglect or even reject (16). 

Loraux’s argument provokes the question whether the adaptations in my corpus 
may reveal a similar tendency. On the one hand, the playwrights employ Greek 
tragedy as a political genre, which arguably detracts from Loraux’s claim that tragedy 
is no longer looked upon as a possible political weapon. For these playwrights, Greek 
tragedy is precisely that: a vehicle to address political issues and inspire change. I have 
discussed in the first chapter how politicised readings of Greek tragedy undermine 
the dominant perception of tragedy as a genre that reaffirms an unchanging human 
nature, or that is solely concerned with existential or metaphysical questions. On the 
other hand, precisely because of their emphasis on political change, the plays are good 
demonstrations of Loraux’s warning that the emphasis on politics entails the danger of 
relegating other voices to the background. And, those voices need to be heard because 
they may yet hold political relevance. 

Retrospectively, most adaptations I have discussed reveal an uneasy relation 
between stories of suffering and loss and the emphatic messages of political change 
they proclaim. It is as if the voices of those who suffer violence are in constant danger 
of being drowned out by the calls for resistance and revolution made on their behalf. 
To explain what I mean with this, let me first refer to the reworkings of Sophocles’ 
Antigone in Chapter Two. Re-reading Antigone as a revolutionary heroine, Fugard, 
Kani and Ntshona’s The Island and Osofisan’s Tegonni: an African Antigone give her 
new political relevance in the contexts of South Africa and Nigeria, which challenges 
traditional readings of Antigone as a figure before, outside or opposed to politics. At 
the same time, Antigone’s story was never exclusively one of political resistance. She 
also speaks powerfully to the experiences of those who suffer violence, those who 
remain after the struggle, those who are unable to properly mourn their loved ones, 
and those who are unable to direct their gaze towards the future. 

As Antigone’s family history shows, her relentless fight to bury her brother 
Polynices is a direct consequence of her not having been able to bury and mourn 
her father/brother Oedipus, and having been made hostage to the past. In Oedipus 
at Colonus, Oedipus asks king Theseus of Athens to keep the location of his grave a 
secret, promising Athens a prosperous future in exchange. Maybe he attempts to save 
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his children by unwriting his incestuous family history in this way, but, effectively 
making it impossible for them to properly mourn him, the opposite happens. Antigone 
is unable to incorporate her father’s memory within her; Oedipus becomes the ghost 
that eternally haunts her. What Antigone weeps for, writes Derrida, “is less her father, 
perhaps, than her mourning, the mourning she has been deprived of, if we can put 
it like that. She weeps at being deprived of a normal mourning. She weeps for her 
mourning, if that is possible” (2000: 111). Antigone, in short, is “mourning mourning,” 
which as Khanna suggests seems more like a form of melancholia, “an emotion at one 
remove having lost the ability to know what is lost” (2003: 26).

For Gillian Rose Antigone’s mourning has political potential because it deviates 
from what is officially allowed. Through her mourning of her brother, Antigone 
critiques the law. This critique signals the possibility of a new or modified law (1996: 
35-36). In this interpretation, mourning moves from psychological problem to 
political promise. Fugard, Kani and Ntshona give Antigone a similar emphasis in The 
Island. Performing Antigone leads the prisoners to a re-affirmation of their defiance of 
and struggle against apartheid. In Osofisan’s Tegonni, an African Antigone, Antigone 
becomes an inspiration for revolutionary change in both nineteenth-century and 
contemporary Nigeria. But what about Antigone? How does she relate to the political 
promise that she articulates? 

Antigone’s fight, it seems, is fundamentally a fight for a future; for a future—and 
this is the real tragedy of her tale—that can never include her, so that she remains 
fixated in the past. For the prisoners in The Island, however, performing Antigone 
achieves the exact opposite effect: it prevents them from turning into stone, like 
their fellow prisoner Old Harry, who has forgotten everything: “why he’s here, where 
he comes from” (221). Performing Antigone becomes a way to remember the past 
and thus imagine a future beyond the prison walls of apartheid. This “turn” towards 
the future demonstrates the power of adaptation. Perhaps the plurality of contexts 
in which Antigone has re-emerged and will re-emerge is in itself a manifestation of 
her variegated possible futures. At the same time, The Island’s and Tegonni’s emphasis 
on Antigone as revolutionary heroine may cast a shadow over her other identities: a 
woman unable to forget, unable to grieve, unable to move on. Within the contexts of 
apartheid South Africa and (post)colonial Nigeria, in which so many were never able 
to bury and mourn their loved ones, Antigone’s identity as a woman fighting for the 
right to mourn may hold a poignant relevance. Her African refigurations share more 
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with Antigone than the embodiment of critique or resistance; they too embody the 
cost of change.4

The tension between the private need to mourn and a public demand to forge a 
new future also comes to the fore in the violent conclusion of Soyinka’s The Bacchae 
of Euripides: A Communion Rite. Agave takes the lead in the brutal dismembering 
of King Pentheus, who is not only a tyrant, but also her son. As in the Euripedean 
pre-text, Agave commits her act unknowingly, under Dionysus’ spell. Dionysus not 
only commits violence against Pentheus, but also against Agave. Her tragic fate is 
lamented by the Old Slave, who grieves that Dionysus is a heartless god, as well as by 
Agave’s father Kadmos, who laments that although Dionysus “had right on his side, 
[he] lacks/ Compassion, the deeper justice” (300, 304). Ultimately, however, suffering 
gives way to the hopeful message of political liberation. As I discussed in Chapter 
Three, Pentheus’ gruesome ritual death is sublimated as metaphysical resolution and 
political revolution. 

This ritualistic aesthetic leaves little consideration for the pain of Agave, who has 
lost her son and has to live on with the knowledge that she was one of his murderers. 
As theatre scholar Andrea Nouryeh contends, the “depiction of the renewal of life 
and unification of the community” that Pentheus’ sacrifice enables is “bought with 
a disquieting negation of Agave’s voice as a grieving mother” (2001: 161). This fact 
influences the play’s political significance as well. Nouryeh is right that Agave’s willing 
participation in the communion rite and her complicity in her own oppression 
undermine “the very positive renewal for the community that this ritual is supposed 
to represent” (167-167). Agave is no agent of but merely an instrument of change. 
The metaphysical totality in which Soyinka includes sacrifice and violence leaves little 
room for Agave’s pain, her memory, her mourning. She provokes a future into which 
she herself will never be able to set foot. 

The absence of Agave’s suffering in Soyinka’s Bacchae brings to the fore the tense 
relation between revolution and mourning. Similar to programmes of reconciliation, 
revolution necessitates the sacrifice of private demands for the sake of the communal 
good. I discussed how for Raymond Williams, this struggle of men against other men 

4  According to Olga Taxidou, an interpretation of Antigone’s mourning as enabling a different or changed 
law “carries more the hope of its author than that of its subject,” because in it mourning does not so much 
change the law into a better law, but becomes embodied in the law: “It is a process not of transformation but 
rather one of masking, traversing and disguising”; in short, “the relationship between mourning and the law 
can be read as the law’s ability to have always and already inscribed within itself its own critique and resist-
ance” (2004: 178). The African refigurations of Antigone challenge this impasse, but possibly—in the case 
of Tegonni certainly—at their own cost. As discussed in the previous chapter, Aeschylus’ Oresteia trilogy 
dramatises the problem Taxidou identifies. There, it remains debatable whether the goddesses’ mourning 
voices, softened from cries of vengeance to whispers of lament, still hold the power to challenge the political 
order and its laws, or whether this challenge, this critique is inscribed within the order and ultimately 
without the promise of future change. 
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(and let me add women here) rather than gods or mere institutions, makes revolutions 
tragic. Williams emphasises that tragic danger is not caused by war and revolution, 
but by the underlying disorder which we continually re-enact. He does not question 
the necessity of revolution, but he does speak out against ideas of “revolutionary 
romanticism,” which stay silent about or sublimate the violence that revolutions enact 
(2006: 102-105). Indeed, as the family history of Oedipus and Antigone demonstrates, 
no death is ever entirely sacred and no death can provide full closure to troubled familial 
and political histories. There always remains a residue, a memory, and Antigone’s story 
is a good case in point. The past will similarly haunt Agave, probably even more so. 
Having killed her son under the spell of Dionysus, she will never have a recollection 
of her act. How to mourn what cannot be recollected or recounted? In contrast to 
that other grieving mother Hecuba, who figures prominently in Trojan Women (and 
for whom Euripides even wrote a separate tragedy), there are no surviving tragedies 
that tell Agave’s subsequent tale. As the discussed adaptations reveal, the emphasis on 
political change makes it difficult to hear the mourning voice.

MEMORY AND PROMISE
The question I am trying to raise is whether the emphasis on political change in 
contemporary African adaptations of Greek tragedy also has a cost. Indeed, their 
proclamations of resistance and calls for revolution are in danger of relegating other 
stories to the background, stories that should be heard because they accompany, 
and are therefore a constitutive part of, programmes of resistance, revolution and 
reconciliation. Those stories are also part of history and can therefore not be neglected 
without jeopardising the future. I do not mean to imply that loss is not given 
importance in these plays, but I do contend that it remains a subtext at the service of 
the more important message of change. Antigone as brought to the stage by Winston 
in The Island, Tegonni in Osofisan’s Tegonni and Agave in Soyinka’s Bacchae—they 
are all symbols of or instruments for a better future, never its subjects. They hold the 
promise of justice; yet the political future they bring about has no room for them. 

Sigmund Freud’s essay “Mourning and Melancholia” (1957) outlines the 
correspondences and differences between two psychological dispositions. Freud sees 
melancholia as characteristic of an arrested process in which the traumatised self, 
locked in repetition, remains identified with the lost object. Mourning, conversely, 
enables one to begin anew because it allows the subject to work-through the trauma 
and come to recognise the past as different from the present. In short, Dominic La 
Capra summarises, mourning allows one to remember the past while also taking leave 
of it (1997: 81). Using this Freudian distinction between mourning and melancholia 
within a historical perspective, it could be said that, left without a way to engage with 
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and come to terms with their losses, Antigone, Tegonni and Agave are caught in a 
melancholic relation to the past, unable to become part of the future they take part 
in constructing. Their loss is not given a place in the future. It becomes never-ending, 
forever yet to be mourned.

Although I will not pursue this further, it is interesting to note the increased 
prevalence of the concept of melancholia in postcolonial theory. In Postcolonial 
Melancholia (2006), Paul Gilroy interprets it as a destructive pathology that describes 
neo-imperialist practices, while in Dark Continents: Psychoanalysis and Colonialism 
(2004), Ranjana Khanna, more positively, understands postcolonial melancholia to 
hold critical potential, because rather than doing away with this remainder and thereby 
assimilating otherness and denying the involved loss, melancholia implies that the lost 
object’s remainder is salvaged (2003b: 24). Slavoj Zizek criticises what he considers 
the “politically correct” gesture of celebrating melancholy over mourning within 
postcolonial studies, arguing that this “melancholic link to the lost ethnic Object 
allows us to claim that we remain faithful to our ethnic roots while fully participating 
in the global capitalist game” (2000: 657-659). In her dissertation Unrealized Promises: 
the Subject of Postolonial Discourse and the New International Division of Labour, 
Paulina Aroch Fugellie follows through both Khana’s and Zizek’s critiques, revealing 
the “disturbing complicities” of theorisations of the postcolonial other as a melancholic 
remainder within postcolonial theory (2010: 252).

The consequences of a melancholic relation to the past are not just personal but also 
historical. The constructed future is in danger of passing by the history out of which 
the need for that new future arose to begin with, in danger of eradicating the basis 
of its very existence. From this perspective, the African reworkings of Antigone and 
the Bacchae dramatise the complicated relation between what German philosopher 
Matthias Fritsch describes as “the memory of injustice and historical violence” and 
“the political promise of a just future” (2005: 5). Fritsch articulates what is at stake:

If the memory of victimization is brought to the foreground without clear 
recourse to a promise of change, the insistence on violence and irretrievable 
loss may slip into a melancholic occlusion of the promise inherent in all 
useless suffering. … such memory can easily lend itself to the oblivion, or 
even justification, of violence inflicted on others—in the past as well as in 
the present and the future. … On the other hand, promises of justice without 
reflective links to memory may also lead to the justification of violent means 
claimed to be necessary on the way to an end that alone is seen as just. 
(2005: 2-3)

The tension Fritsch observes between memory and promise is the theme of the 
two South African reworkings of the Oresteia in the previous chapter. These plays 
dramatise the insight that mourning is not in conflict with but constitutive of the 
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future. Attempts to contain memory and mourning in programmes of reconciliation, 
such as that of the TRC, inevitably entail loss. 

The plays also show that memory is potentially dangerous. Their Aeschylean 
pre-text demonstrates this clearly as well. The cycle of violence perpetuated in the 
first two parts of the Oresteia stems from a memory that justifies vengeance. The 
memory of her daughter inspires Clytemnestra to kill Agamemnon; the memory of 
their father inspires Electra and Orestes, in turn, to kill their mother. The Furies of 
vengeance, demanding blood-vengeance for the committed matricide, could be seen 
as the extreme and terrifying embodiment of the “memory of victimisation” that 
Fritsch describes. Their appearance illustrates this: they are like “Gorgons, with grey 
cloaks” and “snakes coiled swarming round their bodies”; they are “living horrors” and 
“avenging hounds” with “dreadful eyes dripping with bloody pus” (Aeschylus 1959: 
142-3). As indicated, Athena succeeds in containing and controlling the goddesses’ 
vengeful memory, transforming their songs of violent lament into songs of praise 
for the new civic institutions; their blood-demanding memory of past wrongs into 
the public commemoration that benefits Athens. With reference to Fritsch, this 
transformation can be seen as an attempt to connect the promise of justice to memory 
so as to inaugurate a new history. Yet, as Fleishman emphasises in his adaptation, this 
particular future demands an awful lot of forgetting. Similar to the conclusion of the 
Oresteia, In the City of Paradise dramatises the tension between historical memory and 
amnesia in relation to the development of a new political community.5 

The Furies fight against forgetting on behalf of the Antigones, Agaves, Electras and 
Clytemnestras of this world, if I may make the jump from tragic characters to real 
people here; on behalf of the “real bodies and real lives of those in whose name the 
new nation, the reconciled community, was imagining itself into being” (Grunebaum 
2002: 307). As I have suggested, their lamentations are more than just an expression of 
vengeance. They are also an attempt to preserve a memory of the past, which does not 
accord with the new historical and political narrative. 

Walter Benjamin’s Theses on the Philosophy of History (1940) helps to shed 
light on this historiographical quality of lamentation. In his Thesis VII he calls on 
historical materialism to take a radically different approach to history from traditional 
historicism, recognising that “[w]hoever has emerged victorious participates to this 
day in the triumphal procession in which the present rulers step over those who 
are lying prostrate” (2007: 256). Because historicism solely writes history from the 
standpoint of the victors, it has ignored the victims and has encumbered the ability 
to mourn them. As David L. Eng and David Kazanjian describe in the introduction 

5  Benedict Anderson gets at a similar tension in his discussion of processes of nation-building, where he 
describes the important role not only of remembering, but also of forgetting in imagining communities 
(2003).
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to their edited volume Loss: the Politics of Mourning (2003), Benjamin’s Theses are a 
treatise on “the political and ethical stakes of mourning remains—mourning what 
remains of lost histories as well as histories of loss” (1). Looking back at Loraux’s 
concept of the mourning voice with Benjamin in mind helps to specify that that voice 
has implications exceeding the individuality of the grieving subject. Precisely because 
it contains the possibility of writing those lost histories, those histories of loss, the 
mourning voice entails politics and history as well.

GENDERED LAMENTS
I have insisted on the importance of recognising mourning as a political and 
historiographical practice. Having revisited the plays discussed so far in this study to 
delineate what is at stake in mourning, let me now turn to Femi Osofisan’s Women of 
Owu. If, in the reworkings of Antigone and the Bacchae, the mourning voice remains 
relatively soft-spoken, its struggle to be heard is explicitly dramatised in the adaptations 
of the Oresteia. In Women of Owu, finally, the mourning voice takes centre stage. 

To view lamentation as a historiographical genre, as I have advocated, means to 
destabilise the traditional binary opposition between history as masculine, written, 
and superior, and memory as feminine, oral, and inferior. In the Western tradition, 
Susanne Baackmann explains, this distinction can be traced back to Plato, who 
defined memory as female and knowledge as male (2000: 272). For the Yoruba such 
a clear distinction does not exist. Although written culture has become increasingly 
important in Yoruba life, historical consciousness remains an oral consciousness to 
a considerable extent. “Remembered” history is handed down from one generation 
to another through traditions of origin, myths, folk songs, proverbs, (praise) songs 
and ritual ceremonies (Oyebade 2004: 52). In Women of Owu the importance of 
orality is highlighted by the many songs it contains. The play opens with the singing 
of the chorus of women. The subsequent five scenes are infused by ritual songs. In an 
appendix to the published text, Osofisan includes Yoruba and English transcriptions 
of these songs, consisting largely of dirges (songs of mourning or lament), bride 
chants and oriki (praise poems). He explains that the songs are “heavily based on the 
corresponding generic structures of traditional Yoruba music” (68).

Through song, the women of Owu lament their fate. The armies of the Yoruba 
kingdoms Ijebu and Ife have destroyed their city and slaughtered their husbands and 
sons. The women have been taken as slaves and concubines. Together they express 
their despair: They sing of Alagangan, Death, who has “Come with his wares/ Has 
brought his merchandise of pain/ Death of course is what he sells/ And none of us 
can refuse to buy” (69). In the song Lesí ma gbawa o, “Who will save us?,” they despair 
“Who shall we hang on to?/ Owu’s bridge has collapsed!/ The fire of war has broken 
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out!” (69-70). In yet another, they lament, “Where are we going/ But to the house of 
slavery?/ We’ve cried our eyes dry/ All to no avail/ We’re tired of life/ To the point of 
suicide” (72). 

Osofisan’s stress on the suffering of women in war resembles Euripides’ Trojan 
Women. Of all surviving Greek tragedies, Trojan Women most powerfully shows “the 
other side” of war, focusing on Trojans rather than Greeks, on women rather than men. 
In the context of ancient Greece, where citizenship was exclusively male, Euripides’ 
focus on women is remarkable. Yet, as I try to show, this feat should not be taken at 
face value. Let me briefly turn to Euripides’ text and look at a lamentation of Hecuba, 
the queen of Troy and the spokesperson for the Trojan women: 

Oh misery, misery! Am I not in anguish, and should I not lament when my 
homeland, my children, my husband are no more? … What should I leave 
unsaid, what tell to the world? What should I lament? …. You wretched wives 
of Trojan warriors and you virgin brides of the spear, Ilium is consigned to 
smoke. Let us lament her. (2004: 186-7)

Hecuba expresses her suffering on behalf of all the women of Troy. They are solely 
described, however, as “wives of Trojan warriors” and “virgin brides of the spear.” 
The main object of the lamentations are not so much or not only they, but rather 
the men in relation to which they define themselves, as well as the civic community 
of Ilium (Troy) for which their husbands have been sacrificed. As argued by Arlene 
W. Saxonhouse, a specialist in ancient political thought, Trojan Women “is about the 
wives of Homeric heroes, but it is the model of the epic hero … that gives direction to 
the play. And it is this model which has caused the women so much suffering that they 
nevertheless continue to accept.” The painful thing, Saxonhouse continues, is that the 
Trojan women will perform the same task as slaves to the Greeks as they performed as 
wives in Troy: “transferred from one political community to another, they lose status, 
but do not change roles” (1980: 74-75). 

Through their laments of fallen cities, husbands and sons, the Trojan women may 
help to write the history of the vanquished, while other histories, including their 
own, remain unwritten. As I discussed in the previous chapter, something similar 
happened at the hearings of the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission, 
in which many women testified about the suffering of their loved ones, only indirectly 
addressing their own experiences of violence. Crucially, the lamenting heroines 
who figure in Greek tragedy were historically played by male citizens, which further 
complicates an understanding of the mourning voice as unequivocally representational 
of an overlooked female experience. As Zeitlin explains, in tragedy man could explore 
the masculine self through investigating the female other. Women may well figure 
prominently, but “functionally, ... are never an end in themselves.” Rather, they play 
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the role of “catalysts, agents, instruments, blockers, spoilers, destroyers, sometimes 
helpers or saviors for the male characters” (1985: 67, emphasis in text). As Hecuba’s 
lament demonstrates, the genre of lamentation is traditionally constituted in the 
female realm, yet reflects a male-dominated civic and political context. 

Considering Trojan Women as a theatrical performance in fifth-century BC Athens 
sheds further light on this. As they speculate as to where the Greek generals will take 
them, the Trojan women distinguish between Theseus’ Athens and Athens’ traditional 
enemy Sparta: “if only we might go to the land of Theseus, famed and fortunate! But 
never to the swirling Eurotas, loathsome dwelling of Helen, to face slavery under 
Menelaus, sacker of Troy” (2004: 188). The women decide that they would rather end 
up in Athens than Sparta. For Athenian spectators, to hear their city described as 
“famed and fortunate” would remind them of the superior status of their city. Trojan 
Women is more about Athens than about Troy or, more precisely, more about Athenian 
men than about Trojan women.

Rebecca Saunders explains that the gendering of lamentation is not restricted to 
ancient Greece. In most cultures mortuary labour has been divided by gender, with 
women having a more physical relation with death, bearing responsibility for the 
preparation of the body for burial and for visiting graves (2007: 54). Lamentation 
is marked by gender mostly, Saunders states, by its “unmanly grief, its ‘hysteria’—a 
motif one encounters in ancient laws as well as in modern descriptions of trauma” 
(54). Loraux relates that the Athenian statesman Solon is said to have passed laws to 
regulate the “female excess” of lamentation rituals in the sixth century BC. Women’s 
lamentations in funeral practices were eventually displaced by the state funeral 
oration, expressing a rhetoric of mourning celebrating glory in death (2002: 18-19). 
The regulation of mourning, in other words, was connected to the development of the 
polis. As I will address below, contemporary contexts such as that of the United States 
since “9/11” demonstrate that this connection is not restricted to classical times.6

While mourning can be viewed as a form of history writing, it warrants the same 
caution as other historiographical practices. It is vital to distinguish its alleged subjects 
and objects from real ones; to question who really mourns and who or what is really 
mourned; and to review whose voice we actually hear and whose stories are actually 
being told. This too applies beyond ancient Greece. Mourning rituals in traditional 
West-African societies as Yorubaland, Marie-Antoinette Sossou explains, are more 
about exalting the position of the dead men than allowing an outlet for the women’s 
grief (2002: 202-203).7 Since Osofisan also evokes the contexts of Iraq and the United 

6  See Gail Holst-Warhaft’s discussion of the changed attitude towards mourning in late sixth- and fifth-
century Athens (1992: 99-126). See also my discussion of amnesia in Chapter Four. 
7  Sossou also explains that in Yoruba societies mourning widows are often pressed into a humiliating social 
role, so that widowhood becomes far more than a period of personal grief or of remembrance, but also of 
hardship and deprivation (2002: 203). 
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States’ “war on terror” (I expand on this below), the question who mourns and is 
mourned resonates there as well. Benjamin’s call to write the histories of the victims 
to counter that of the victors is imperative, yet the definition of who counts as victim 
and who does not entails a politics of hierarchy, either in terms of gender, nationality, 
religion, ethnicity or race. 

Osofisan’s Women of Owu displays awareness of the politics of mourning. One 
difference with its Euripedean source text is that the lamenting women of Owu focus 
on their stories rather than praising their heroes or city. Like the women of Troy, they 
narrate history; unlike the women of Troy, the histories they sing are primarily their 
own. They describe how they saw their husbands, brothers and sons slaughtered in 
front of their eyes:

WOMAN: Not one was spared! Not a single male left now 
In Owu, except those who escaped the night before 
With our king, Oba Akinjobi. 
… 
WOMAN: And—shame, oh shame! Our women were seized 
And shared out to the blood-spattered troops 
To spend the night. Only some of us—we two, and 
The women you see over there 
Were spared, those of us from the noble houses 
And others whose beauty struck their eye: 
We are being reserved, they say, for the Generals. (3)

The women convey the pain of not being allowed to bury their loved ones and refer to 
the sexual violence, of which many women become the victim in situations of war. As 
the doctors Leslie Shanks and Michael J. Schull explain, sexual violence is often used 
as a war strategy, a way to spread terror and fear among the population, and as a form 
of ethnic cleansing, forcing women to bear children that have been “cleansed” by the 
rapist’s blood (2000: 1152). In his analysis of the stigmatisation of children born of rape 
victims after the Biafran War (1967-1970), the sociologist Adediran Daniel Ikuomola 
explains that those children were often seen as bad omens. Many were given names 
that denoted the circumstances of their birth, such as Okwuo (“war”), Okwuoeimose 
(“ugly face of war”) and Okwodiaghe (“war is not worth watching”). Those names 
often added to the children’s stigmatisation.8

One of the most heart-breaking laments in Women of Owu is uttered by Erelu 
at the moment when the soldiers bring in the corpse of her grandson Aderogun, 
the counterpart of Astyanax in Trojan Women. Erelu’s lament takes the form of an 

8  Comparably, after the 1994 genocide in Rwanda the estimated five thousand children that were born to 
women as a result of rape became known enfants mauvais souvenir, children of bad memories (Shanks and 
Schull 2000: 1152-1153).
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oriki, of which the English transcript is included as an appendix to the published text. 
An oriki is a type of attributive name that the Yoruba give to a newly-born child, 
expressing what a child is or what it is hoped he or she will become (Ajila 2004: 
143).9 More generally, the term refers to praise chants or recitations of achievements, 
providing historical or biographical information to a person or a person’s group or 
group ancestry. Oriki are uttered at births and at different kinds of ritual festivals. At 
funerals, they function as a ritual valediction of the deceased and as a celebration of 
the ancestors with whom the deceased will now be reunited. They are multi-functional 
forms of expression, articulating self-awareness and identity, performing memory 
and history (Ajila 2004: 143). Oriki are commonly sung by women and reflect a clear 
gender division in content: while those for women often emphasise endearment, those 
for men commonly connote heroic qualities (Barber 1984: 503; Ajila 2004: 143). 

Accordingly, Erelu celebrates her murdered grandson in Women of Owu as a “brave 
one,” as the “son of the warrior Jagunmolu,” who is a “collector of heads except the 
newborn’s” (77). Ironically, the mourning of Aderogun, a victim of war, simultaneously 
constitutes a celebration of the bravery and warfare of his ancestry. I address below 
how this logic, which Erelu considers the logic of war, is addressed when, towards the 
end of the play, the god Anlugbua intervenes. Erelu chants: “You become my father 
today!/ When you get home, give them my greetings” (77). Through the funeral ritual, 
Aderogun will be reunited with his ancestors. 

In Trojan Women, when Astyanax (the child of Trojan prince Hector and 
Andromache) is killed by the Greeks, queen Hecuba laments as follows: “If you had 
died in your city’s defence, a married man in your prime, having tasted the joys 
of kingship that make men rival the gods, then happiness would have been yours, 
if there is any happiness in such things” (2004: 213). In ancient Greece, a soldier’s 
death was considered to be glorious and the public mourning of such deaths served 
to inspire civic idealism (Holst-Warhaft 1992: 17). In Erelu’s lament of Aderogun in 
Women of Owu, the celebration of his ancestry’s heroism seems primarily intended 
commemoratively. Still, Adeleke Adeeko, a specialist in Yoruba literature, calls for an 
understanding of oriki and oral poetry in general as not only social and historical but 
also ideological texts that reproduce the views of the ruling sections of societies (2001: 
191). Perhaps the celebration of warfare in Aderogun’s oriki similarly reaffirms specific 
Yoruba values. 

As the women of Owu prepare Aderogun’s body for burial, they sing a dirge. Its 
title translates as “If I’d known, I’d not have come to the world”:

9  Karin Barber explains that in Yoruba culture, names not only hold but also live out meaning. The activity 
of naming is therefore thought of as being effectual, for by uttering someone’s oriki one can call upon or 
unlock hidden powers (1984: 503). 
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A woman gives birth and begins to cry 
As nursing mothers rejoice, war breaks out 
The (mother of) twins will soon be mourning

refrain: 
The handsome turn sacrifice to the god of war 
The brave go to battle and never return 
Why have children then, if they won’t last? (76)

While Aderogun’s oriki praises bravery in war, the dirge that immediately follows 
emphasises the loss that bravery involves, particularly for the mothers boys and men 
leave behind. The reference to twins in the third line adds weight to the hardship. Since 
the Yoruba see twins as special children who bring fortune to the family, their death 
contrasts starkly to the promise of their birth (Ajila 2004: 143). 

For the women of Owu, song is not only a form of expression, but also holds 
active potential. They sing to regain power from the men who have hurt them. This 
is especially clear in the following exchange between the chorus of women and the 
chorus leader:

CHORUS LEADER: Sing! Sing! In defiance of their whips! 
WOMEN: We curse you all! 
CHORUS LEADER: Of their insults! 
WOMEN: We curse you all! 
CHORUS LEADER: Of their rapine and assault! 
WOMEN: We curse you all! 
CHORUS LEADER: Our curse on all men, and especially men of violence! 
WOMEN: We curse you all! 
CHORUS LEADER: All those born of women, but who use us as dogs! 
WOMEN: We curse you all! (38)

As the stage directions specify, the women then start a ritual song of malediction, 
which reaches its highpoint as they bare their breasts and utter their curse (38). 
Mourning turns into resistance.

Significantly, the audience not only learns of the stories of the women of Owu, but 
also the story of Iyonloye from Ife, the counterpart of the figure of Helen. In Greek 
myth, Helen is said to be the cause of the Trojan War, which was started by her husband 
King Menelaus after the Trojan prince Paris had taken her away with him. Helen thus 
embodies the conflict between Greek and Trojan. In Osofisan’s rendition, the Owu war 
started when Ife General Okunade’s “favorite wife” Iyunloye was captured and given 
to one of the Owu princes, Erelu’s son (6). What happens to Iyonloye resembles what 
happens to Helen in the Greek tradition: all responsibility for the war is put on her 
shoulders. She alone is to blame. 
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In Euripides, Helen emphasises the difference between Greek self and Trojan other. 
Comparably, in Osofisan Erelu insists on the differences between Iyunloye and the 
women of Owu. This is especially clear in the scene where Iyunloye tries to convince 
her husband that she did not go to Owu with prince Dejumo (the counterpart of Paris) 
voluntarily but was forced. Erelu (Dejumo’s mother) responds fiercely: 

ERELU: Confess, you liked my son, and 
You liked this city! … Besides, 
Who would rather live in backward Ile-Ife than the city 
Of Owu, if given the choice? When you gave yourself up 
in Apomu, and were brought here to Owu, you saw suddenly 
Such wonder as you had never imagined. Crowds that made you 
Dizzy; the silk on the women, coral beads on our neck, 
Gold in our hair! You were dazzled! Confess! (54-55)

Erelu’s version of history sharply distinguishes between the women of Owu, legitimate 
victims of war and sexual violence, and Iyunloye from Ife, who “gave herself up” 
voluntarily. Iyunloye responds:

IYUNLOYE: Yes, be cruel! Be arrogant! Boast of your riches,  
Of your dazzling streets! So Ife is backward! Go on, 
Jeer at us because we are a minority people!  
…  
But you and your chiefs always claimed, before this, 
Didn’t you, that we are one and the same people in all of 
Yorubaland? So this is what you meant: the monkey 
Does the work, while the baboon eats the food! (55-56)

Osofisan points here to the intra-ethnic strive that persists among Yoruba subgroups 
in South-West Nigeria. These conflicts, Ifeanyi Onwuzuruigbo explains, usually 
reflect unresolved issues from the Yoruba Wars of the nineteenth century (2010: 1). 
Dramatising the conflict between Owu and Ife, Osofisan also demonstrates that what 
is seen as a unified “Yoruba” ethnic identity is a construct. The people of south-western 
Nigeria, the Benin republic and Togo, who are today all referred to as “Yoruba,” were 
until the late nineteenth century organised in independent polities, to which different 
ethnic designations referred (Waterman 1990: 369). The emergence of the modern 
pan-Yoruba identity was largely the result of British colonialism, which organised its 
administration in a way that shaped ethnic communities as well as “modes of ethnic 
political mobilization and organization” (Berman 1998: 312-313).10 The image of a 

10  Waterman explains that another major role was played by repatriated slaves, “the Saro—educated at 
mission schools in Sierra Leone—and the Amaro—emancipados from Brazil and Cuba,” who provided 
“paradigms of a modern black culture grounded in indigenous tradition yet oriented toward the wider 
world” (1990: 370). 
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unified Yoruba people, Waterman explains, has become increasingly strong, mostly 
because “the nascent sense of belonging to a larger cultural collectivity has been 
catalyzed by external perspectives introduced through regional and international 
political and economical networks” (1990: 369-70, 372).

When Iyunloye finally does get the chance to tell her own story, she explains her 
predicament to her husband:

When the Owu forces attacked us at the market 
At Apomu, you were not around, remember? 
…There was no one I could call upon for help! 
You must have heard what the soldiers did to us, 
You are now a soldier yourself ! 
They sacked our stalls, looted our wares, 
Killed the men and—what they did to the women! 
In desperation, I had to buy my life with the only asset  
I had—my beauty! It’s the truth, my husband! (51-52)

Iyunloye’s story once more points to the vulnerability of women and girls during war 
and civil conflict. Iyonloye, Osofisan seems intent on stressing, is not so different from 
the women of Owu and suffers as they do. The confrontation between Iyunloye and 
Erelu demonstrates that the women of Owu are not the only victims, nor are they only 
victims: Erelu is complicit in the abuse of power and the exploitation of fellow Yoruba. 
According to her, this is simply “the logic of war, the logic of defeat”; it is simply “the 
fate of the conquered to toil for the strong!” (55). This logic is repeated throughout the 
play and conveys the arbitrariness of war. While so far the audience has been invited 
to empathise with Erelu’s predicament, they now find out she has presented them with 
only one side of a complex story.

Focusing on Iyunloye’s suffering, Osofisan also accomplishes something more, 
which specifically relates to the politics of adaptation. He challenges Helen’s traditional 
representation as the root rather than a victim of war. Thus, he questions the conventional 
Western definition of female archetypes, in which Helen is objectified by men and “used 
as an excuse in the history from which she is so carefully excluded” (Komar 2003: 
7).11 Osofisan thus achieves something similar to Fleishman and Farber with their 
refigurations of Helen’s sister Clytemnestra in their reworkings of the Oresteia: a two-
directional relationship between pre-text and adaptation, challenging not so much the 
pre-text itself as it does the tradition that has appropriated it as its cultural legitimisation.

11  Even Athena in the Oresteia fits into this logic. Komar discusses how in Athena the roles traditionally 
given to women as nurturing mother and wife are “transformed into a wise warrior whose nurturing goes 
not to the domestic, the personal child, but rather to the public, the polis itself,” so that ultimately “the 
female is co-opted for what were male purposes in the classical world.” But though Athena upholds the 
civic, male order against the female, by having Athena as their protectress, the male Athenian population 
was forced to contemplate the role of women in their society (2003: 9-10). 
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Re/MEMbERING THE PAST
Erelu’s selective memory is a good example of the “distorted consciousness” that for 
Osofisan characterises the Nigerian predicament (1998: 15-16). As I discussed in 
Chapter Two, this consciousness largely entails a distorted historical consciousness, 
creating a cultural identity based on a twisted version of the past and hence disabling 
future change. For Osofisan, political change depends on the reconsideration of 
history, an approach that he characterises as “post-Negritude” to signal a relation of 
both continuation and disruption with Négritude. For Osofisan, “Post-Negritude” 
does not adhere to Négritude’s “wilful mystification of the African past,” but it does 
not reject the past either. Rather, it demands 

a critical attitude to the exhumation of our heritage, such that such 
remembrance will not just present our culture as a static, nostalgic 
monument, but rather as a dynamic process, hybrid, and sometimes even 
self-contradicting. Thus it is a rejection of the past which is at the same time 
a more authentic reappropriation of it; so that while Negritude remembers, 
post-Negritude re/members. … Perhaps the time has come, urgently, to turn 
away from the glamour of postcolonialism, into the grit and dust of post-
Negritude, in order to have a proper apprehension of the present reality of 
the African continent. (1999b: 9-10, emphasis in text)

The past is not a given script but a process: always with one foot in the present, always 
in need of reconsideration. The present’s relation with the past is not so much defined 
as an act of remembering but rather as an ongoing process of “re/membering”: tearing 
the past away—as it were: dismembering it—from the present that contains it so as 
to view both past and present anew. “Re/membering” is not about reclaiming a lost 
cultural and historical identity, but about reconstruction.12

Osofisan’s view of history as re/membering has similarities to Benjamin’s 
historical materialist conception of history. Rather than “telling the sequence 
of events like the beads of a rosary” or “muster[ing] a mass of data to fill the 
homogenous, empty time,” as does traditional historicism, the historical materialist 
should regard history as a “constellation which his own era has formed with a 
definite earlier one,” a construction that exists only in the present and that is in need 
of constant revision (2007: 262-263). Benjamin bases his concept of history on what 
he describes as “Messianic time,” when past and future coincide in an instantaneous 
present, a present which “comprises the entire history of mankind in an enormous 
abridgement.” In this structure the historian “recognizes the sign of the Messianic 
cessation of happening, or, put differently, a revolutionary change in the fight for the 

12  Osofisan’s re/membering recalls Toni Morrison’s novel Beloved (1987), in which the character Sethe uses 
the word “rememory” to refer to an active process of remembering and reimagining memory. 
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oppressed past. He takes cognizance of it in order to blast a specific era out of the 
homogeneous course of history” (263). 

Benjamin thus closely links history with politics, arguing that change is dependent 
on disrupting history in the present. Only by brushing history against the grain it 
becomes a site of political struggle, and history’s redemptive function depends on that 
struggle (2007: 257). It redeems both the past and the present. The latter, so Jeanne-
Marie Gagnebin explains, “reveals itself as being the possible fulfilment of that earlier 
promise—a promise which could have been lost for all time, which can still be lost if 
it is not discovered and inscribed in the lineaments of the present” (quoted in Löwy 
2005: 41).13 Benjamin demonstrates that the need to remember past violence and the 
promise of future change are not incommensurable but dialectically related: the latter 
both depends on and is already inscribed in the former. This is precisely what Women 
of Owu conveys.

Osofisan’s dramaturgy is characterised by the awareness of the need to revisit 
the past and one’s own role in it. The women of Owu, however, do not yet recognise 
this need and see themselves as the passive victims of a history determined by their 
ancestral gods. Hence Erelu’s claim that “against the pettiness/ Of gods and goddesses, 
we have no defence” (37). Significantly, Osofisan displaces the dialogue of the gods 
from the start of the play to the prologue of the third act. While Euripides informs his 
audience from the start that the mortals are at the mercy of the gods, Osofisan makes 
clear that the gods stand by helplessly while humans hold responsibility (Götrick 2008: 
88). That the gods are dependent on the humans is also clear from the god Anlugbua’s 
worry that “without a shrine, without worshippers, what is a god?” (9). As discussed 
in Chapter Three, this interdependency of humans and gods is characteristic of the 
Yoruba belief system. When the women ask their ancestral father Anlugbua for help, 
he offers them the following proverb: “a father can only chew for a child; he cannot 
swallow for her” (65). As in most of the plays that I have discussed, the emphasis is not 
on divine resolution, but human agency.

The distorted historical consciousness and lack of responsibility of the Owu 
community is reflected by their rendition of the start of the war. In the scene between 
the gods Lawumi and her son Anlugbua, which draws on the scene between Athena 
and Poseidon in Trojan Women, the people of Owu turn out to be partly responsible 
for the war themselves. They became “drunk with prosperity” and ended up “selling/ 
Other Yoruba into slavery!” (19). The Owu women not only await their own fates as 
slaves, their community has been actively involved in slavery as well. Osofisan takes 
this theme from Euripides, but different from Euripides, he not only poses slavery 
as the outcome of war, but also as its cause (Götrick 2008: 88). Historically, slavery 

13  As Löwy rephrases, “the present illuminates the past and the illuminated past becomes a force in the 
present” (2005: 39).
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was indeed at the start of the Owu war. One of the main reasons Yoruba kingdoms 
fought against each other was to take prisoners to sell as slaves to the British. Olatunji 
Ojo explains that the Owu war began when Ife violated a law that precluded the 
enslavement of Oyo citizens. When captives from war were sold to Ijebu slave traders, 
Owu soldiers rescued them. In retaliation Ife and Ijebu troops attacked Owu for trying 
to stop the lucrative trade (2005: 5). The women have carefully left this complicity in 
the slave trade out of their lamentations.

As the play progresses it becomes increasingly clear that the Owu have employed 
a strategy of amnesia that can be compared to ancient Greece. In the previous chapter 
I discussed how in fifth-century BC Athens it was deemed important to remember 
conquest but to forget, and thus not lament, defeat. Too much wailing about past 
suffering would harm Athens’ self-image as a glorious centre of power; memory and 
mourning were strictly controlled (Loraux 2002: 18-19). Osofisan’s women do lament, 
expressing their suffering. But the history they perform through their lamentations is 
partly fraudulent. Their ancestral god Anlugbua blames them for this: 

If only you had read your history right, the lessons 
Left behind by the ancestors! Each of us, how else did we go  
Except by the wrath of war? Each of us, 
Demolished through violence and contention! Not so? 
But you chose to glorify the story with lies! Lies! 
Our apotheosis as you sing it is a fraud! (65)

Mourning certain histories entails the danger of forgetting, silencing or distorting 
others. Lamentation is not only able to express alternative histories, but it is also 
inevitably selective and open to manipulation. 

The women defend themselves by objecting that it is not they, the “common fool,” 
but “the rulers who write history”; it is “the hunters who compose the story of the 
hunt,” the revellers, not the slaughtered cows, Who record the fable of the feast!” (66). 
They present themselves as victims of historicism, reducing the histories they sing to a 
mere echo of the dominant narrative to which they have no access. The god Anlugbua 
simply replies that “Then the deer must train themselves to seize the gun from/ The 
hunters! The cows to take over the narration of/ Their own story,” urging them to take 
matters into their own hands and compose their own history (66). This is a valuable 
lesson in self-emancipation. 

Surprisingly, while gender has been prominent in the play so far, it is now relegated 
to the background. Power is re-defined in terms of class, as the inequality between the 
“common fool” and “the rulers” attests. The women are no longer addressed as women, 
but become the representatives of a collective that is co-responsible for a history of 
warfare. On the one hand, they are thus transformed from passive victims to possible 



175

  M
O

u
R

N
IN

G
 R

E
M

A
IN

S

agents of change, which correlates with Osofisan’s desire to give women a more active 
role in history. As the playwright Tess Akaeke Onwueme notes, Osofisan has transformed 
modern Nigerian drama by portraying women as harbingers of social reconstruction 
rather than docile personalities, witches or prostitutes (1988: 25). On the other hand, 
however, to disregard gender when talking about wars that generate gendered violence 
seems problematic, especially with consideration of the history of colonial and military 
violence in Nigeria, of which so many women have become victims. 

The transformation of queen Erelu displays a similar dilemma. It suggests a change 
from passive victim to agent of social change. Until now, without her royal status to 
protect her and without a man in relation to whom she can define herself, Erelu has felt 
unable to stand by herself: “I am not the widow of a hero. Only an old woman/ With 
fallen breasts. Without this stick to lean on,/ I could not stand alone by myself ” (25). 
But towards the end of the play the chorus of women remind her that, as the “mother 
of the city” and “the only Mouth” they have left to speak to their ancestors, Erelu has 
the duty to perform the necessary burial rites so that the spirits of the dead may be 
released and sent back home (61-62). This inspires her to abandon her passivity and 
play an active part again. Together the women start their ritual dances:

… For those who fell in the field of slaughter 
… For all who fell to feed the greed of power 
… For all the innocent silenced in their prime, 
silenced so that someone could win an argument 
… For the numerous souls wasted again and again 
In the ceaseless clash of liberty and lust 
… For the widows and orphans who survive 
But who will soon be drawn into fresh confrontations 
… For the numerous ghosts we leave behind 
For the bodies abandoned on these broken bricks (64) 

Through song and dance the women perform a valediction of the dead and summon 
their ancestor Anlugbua. He takes possession of Erelu and delivers the play’s final 
message. He predicts that the women of Owu will go into years of wandering and 
slavery “[a]s the penalty for your wasted lies.” Hopefully, after that they will “have 
learnt the wisdom/ Of sticking together, and loving one another…” (66). The message 
Osofisan gives to his audience is unambiguous:

Poor human beings! War is what will destroy you! 
As it destroys the gods. But I am moved, and I promise:  
Owu will rise again! Not here, 
Not as a single city again … 
… but in little communities elsewhere, 
Within other cities of Yorubaland. Those now going 
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Into slavery shall start new kingdoms in those places. 
It’s the only atonement a god can make for you 
Against your ceaseless volition for self-destruction. 
You human beings, always thirsty for blood, 
Always eager to devour one another! I hope 
History will teach you. I hope you will learn. Farewell. (67)

The migration Anlugbua predicts has a historical basis. After the Owu war and the fall 
of the Oyo empire, the migration of Yoruba refugees resulted in the rapid expansion 
of the settlement of Ibadan, which grew to be the second-largest city in Nigeria and 
the capital of the Oyo state. David Richards observes a correspondence between Owu 
and Troy, comparing the founding story of Ibadan with that of Rome, which in Virgil’s 
account was founded by the descendants of Aeneas, a refugee from Troy (2007: 354). 
Although Anlugbua restricts his predicted migration to “other cities in Yorubaland,” 
it could well refer to the Yoruba diaspora. During the transatlantic slave trade many 
Yoruba were taken as slaves to different parts of the “New world.”

Only through Erelu are the women of Owu able to communicate with their ancestors 
and receive Anlugbua’s lesson. While Erelu has so far refused to take responsibility 
and blamed the gods instead, she is now transformed into a queen who saves her 
people. That it is not Erelu but the god Anlugbua who speaks does not make her a 
mere instrument. As indicated, in the Yoruba tradition gods are dependent on the 
humans and cannot exist without them. Nonetheless, once Anlugbua’s spirit leaves her 
body, Erelu dies (unlike Hecuba in Euripides), so that the moral with which the play 
concludes is at the expense of her life. Erelu’s death raises the concern whether or not 
her story is in the end quite similar to the stories of Antigone in The Island, Tegonni 
in Tegonni: an African Antigone and Agave in Euripides’ Bacchae: a Communion Rite. 
Although Erelu’s mourning has been loudly voiced, much like them she is sacrificed 
for the sake of her community, and much like them she is not given the chance to 
become a real subject of the historical change she brings about. Her mourning voice 
recedes to the background as the final message of the play reaches its crescendo.

THE PROMISE OF CHANGE
I have tried to demonstrate that lamentation is more than an expression of grief, that 
it is not an isolated discursive act and inevitably reflects the politics in which it is 
inscribed. It may write alternative histories as well as serve as a site of containment 
and manipulation. But while my emphasis so far has been on lamentation as a 
representational genre, it is equally important to consider its performative potential 
to challenge the structures it is intended to affirm. This potential is suggested by the 
practice’s place in Greek tragedy. The genre appropriated lamentation in a way that 
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reaffirmed the glory of Athens (the glory lamentation outside of the theatre might 
threaten), but simultaneously functioned as the qualified artistic realm in which 
mourning could still find some expression, performed in ways that possibly questioned 
Athens’ socio-political order. 

In many ways, lamentation reinforces traditional gender roles, Rebecca Saunders 
notes, for instance, that the practice correlates women to the “irrational, primitive, 
animalistic, improper and foreign.” Yet, it can also be a “provocative site of gender 
non-conformity,” which grants women “a public presence and social power that is often 
reserved for men; while lamenting, women are allowed to play otherwise masculanized 
roles: they are revenge seekers, judges, bearers of authority, writers of history” (2007: 
58, emphasis added). In ancient Greece, male actors played female roles on stage, 
performing an act of cross-dressing that may have challenged the gender binary it 
was meant to reaffirm. According to Zeitlin, however, this subversive potential should 
not be overstated. Although the presence of the feminine in Greek tragedy may have 
temporarily destabilised gender roles, initiating actors and spectators into “new and 
unsettling modes of feeling, seeing, and knowing,” tragedy ultimately reasserted male 
authority (1985: 86-87). 

A similar caution seems in order with regard to the place of mourning in Greek 
tragedy. Several theorists argue that, as a result of the restriction of public mourning, 
Athens “channelled the passions of lament into its two great rhetorical inventions, 
the funeral speech and the tragedy”; tragedy can be seen as the “genre of devastating 
loss” that compensated for “the loss of loss” (Holst-Warhaft 1992: 10; Honig 2009: 12). 
Yet even within the theatre, the extent to which mourning could be enacted seems 
to have been limited. Loraux relates the anecdote of tragedian Phrynichus, who had 
to pay a fine for staging his tragedy The Capture of Miletus about the Greek defeat at 
Miletus by the Persians, because it caused emotional distress among the Athenian 
audience. Seeing this recent event re-enacted, so Herodotus recounts, the audience 
had collectively burst into tears and this outburst of emotion was not appreciated 
(Loraux 1998: 85-86; 2002: 42-43). The problem, Loraux explains, was that the 
Athenians identified too closely with the Miletans and were made to recall their own 
misfortunes. Tragedy required distance; mourning the other was not supposed to 
transform into a mourning of the Greek self. With his Trojan Women, Euripides seems 
to have tested the limits of what was sanctioned by the polis.

It is tempting to turn the issue of Greek tragedy’s political potential into one of 
either/or: either tragedy does hold the power to challenge dominant formations, or it 
does not. The logic depends on situating tragedy entirely within or outside of society. 
Instead, as Michelle Gellrich convincingly argues, the vitality of tragedy should be 
linked with a place that is “neither totally within nor totally without the polis.” The 
genre should be understood as “neither simply ideological nor purely nonideological” 
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but as “a performance opening up some space in between” (1995: 48). Because the genre 
is never purely oppositional, tragedy holds the potential not of simply subverting the 
social order (and thus maintaining a similar binary logic), but of dismantling its very 
structure (1995: 48).14 Gellrich’s emphasis on “inbetweenness” is crucial for regarding 
tragedy’s relation to politics; then again, even the term “dismantle” may overestimate 
tragedy’s effect on society. I would suggest that tragedy has the potential of revealing 
and probing the social structure to which it is dialogically related, eliciting awareness 
of this structure to begin with. This awareness may result in the dismantling of the 
social order; tragedy holds change as a promise but never a guarantee.15

The Athenian spectators of Trojan Women might not only have left the theatre 
contemplating Athens’ superiority, but aware of the political structure on which this 
superiority relied. To see the story of Greek conquest and non-Greek defeat could have 
inspired them to reflect on Athens’ behaviour in the rebellious colony of Melos only a 
year before, when the Greeks had brutally murdered all the men and sold the women 
and children into slavery. To see Trojan women act nobly and Greeks act barbarically 
might for some have undermined the division between Greek self and barbarian other. 
It is difficult to move beyond speculation here, but I share the suspicion of Martha 
Nussbaum that compassion for Troy may have caused moral unease among Euripides’ 
audience, reminding Athenians of “the full and equal humanity of people who live in 
distant places” (2003: 11). Euripides’ recourse to the Trojan War may have been a way 
to circumvent Athens’ ban on memory and cleverly conceal his criticism of Athens’ 
present war involvement. 

Nussbaum continues her discussion of compassion by asking an essential question:

Did compassion really enable the Greeks to comprehend the real humanity of 
others, or did it stop short, allowing them to reaffirm the essential Greekness 
of everything that’s human? Of course compassion required making the 
Trojans somehow familiar, so that Greeks could see their own vulnerability 
in them, and feel terror and pity, as for their own relations. But it’s easy for 
the familiarization to go too far: they are just us, and we are the ones who 
suffer humanly. Not those other ones, over there in Melos (2003: 11). 

In a context in which grief had been banished, the grief of the defeated Trojan other 
might have been a way for Athenians to mourn themselves. Nussbaum’s comment also 
has relevance with regard to representations of Africa, so often described or defined 

14  As Gellrich states, this space may very well be “the Dionysiac,” because Dionysus not so much destroys 
or confuses distinctions as he “configures the nondifferentiation out of which such distinctions eventually 
arise” (1995: 54).
15  For Richard Seaford, the focus on tragic ambiguity—viewing tragedy as contained within the polis whose 
norms it simultaneously sets out to challenge—is in danger of becoming a cliché. Drawing on the vote of 
Athena in the Oresteia, he argues that it is a controlled ambiguity serving the need of the polis and unable 
to also undo it (in Goff 1995: 202-223). 
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as “tragic,” especially in the West. Regardless of the compassion Western audiences 
may feel when reading the stories and seeing the images of hungry children in Biafra, 
of slaughtered Tutsis in Rwanda, or of raped women in Darfur, their reading or 
viewing of them as “tragedies” inevitably confers a form of cathartic externalisation, 
projected onto a tragic other, of an internal emotion. I am aware that to sum these 
different contexts up in one phrase like I do here itself entails the danger of suggesting 
a coherent “tragic” image of “Africa” and glossing over particularities; I do so precisely 
to call attention to the extent in which the representation of “Africa” in the West is 
pre-determined by ideas about what “Africa” is thought to represent. 

In Women of Owu Osofisan engages with the crucial question of how to relate to 
what is distant and of what is involved in bringing what is distant nearer. Context 
plays a main part in this. Let me try and explain. Had Women of Owu solely referred 
to Nigeria, the British audience of its premiere might have been involved in a similar 
cathartic experience as I have depicted above. In that case, the suffering of the women 
of Owu would have been heartbreakingly tragic but would remain tragically distant at 
the same time. But Osofisan not only evokes the contexts of Troy, ancient Greece and 
nineteenth century Yorubaland, but also refers to the war in Iraq, which was invaded by 
American and Britisch forces the year before in 2003. He does so in a different manner 
from Yael Farber in Molora who, as I discussed, references the “ruins of Baghdad” to 
voice her criticism of the Bush administration. Although a similar criticism is implicit 
in Osofisan, he alludes to Iraq not so much to voice his opinion to his audience but 
rather to trigger critical reflection. Before suggesting what Osofisan’s reference to Iraq 
might do, let me expand on the way in which this reference is included in the text.

At first sight, Osofisan’s reference to Iraq seems casual. After his account of the 
destruction of Owu, he writes that “it was quite logical therefore that, as I pondered 
over this adaptation of Euripides’ play, in the season of the Iraqi War, the memories 
that were awakened in me should be those of the tragic Owu War” (2006: vii). 
Although Osofisan seems to mention Iraq in passing, the war in Iraq gains presence in 
the text through allusions. For example, the combined armies of the Yoruba kingdoms 
that attack Owu are consistently described as the “Allied Forces,” a phrase alluding to 
US-led coalition forces. Another example is the criticism of the rhetoric of “liberation,” 
explicit in a woman’s account of the way in which the allied forces attacked Owu under 
the pretext of liberating the market:

They said our Oba 
Was a despot, that they came to free us 
From his cruel yoke! (2)

and
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Nowadays, 
When the strong fight the week, it’s called 
A Liberation War 
To free the weak from oppression. (8)

George Bush used a similar rhetoric to legitimise the invasion of Iraq. Although the 
casus belli for the invasion primarily rested on the allegation that Saddam Hussein 
possessed weapons of mass destruction (which was never proven), Bush repeatedly 
framed the invasion as a war of liberation, intended to “topple Saddam’s ruthless 
dictatorship” and grant the Iraqi people freedom and democracy.16 

According to Osofisan’s women of Owu, the Allied Forces “are not interested in 
such petty things/ As profit,” 

WOMAN: Only in lofty, lofty ideas, like freedom— 
WOMAN: Or human rights— 
WOMAN: Oh the Ijebus have always disdained merchandise— 
WOMAN: The Ifes are unmoved by the glitter of gold— 
WOMAN: The Oyos have no concern whatsoever for silk or ivory— 
WOMAN: All they care for, my dear women 
All they care for, all of them, is our freedom! 
WOMAN: Ah Anlugbua bless their kind hearts! 
WOMAN: Bless the kindness which has rescued us 
From tyranny in order to plunge us into slavery! 
WOMAN: Sing, my friends! Let us celebrate 
Our new-won freedom of chains (2006: 12-13)17

The women mock the official narrative of “liberation wars” and the rhetorical conflation 
of democratic ideology and economic interests that characterise that narrative. Their 
ironic song of the “official” history of the invasion of Owu through negation points to 
the “profit,” “merchandise” and “glitter of gold” that determine wars and to the stories 
of slavery and oppression that are their result. 

It depends on the audience which of the contexts Osofisan evokes will resonate 
most. For Nigerian viewers the dramatisation of internal warfare is likely to evoke 
resonances to other internal conflicts in Nigeria, especially the Biafran War, which 
resulted in around three million deaths and has left its mark of destruction in many 

16  March 19, 2008 “President Bush Discusses Global War on Terror,” released by the Pentagon, as found 
online <http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2008/03/20080319-2.html>, accessed 12 March 2009. 
17  Ijebu was a Yoruba kingdom in pre-colonial Nigeria, which formed around the fifteenth century. Ife is an 
ancient Yoruba city in southwest Nigeria, probably dating back to 500 AD; the city holds mythical relevance 
for many Yoruba who claim to have originated here. Oyo is a state of Nigeria, named after the former Oyo 
Empire, which covered parts of modern-day Nigeria and Benin; Oyo is also the name of a city in Oyo State, 
founded in the 1830s as the capital of the Oyo Kingdom. 
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families. The suffering the women recount also resonates with that of so many victims 
of Nigeria’s successive military dictatorships, prompting viewers to reflect on Nigeria’s 
contemporary political situation. The women, in the fragment above, do not refer to 
the United States, but to the Ijebus, the Ifes and the Oyos, so that their criticism is 
directed primarily at internal strife within Nigeria. 

For the British audience of the play’s premiere in 2004, probably largely unfamiliar 
with Nigeria’s history and situation, the allusion to Iraq may have been more prominent. 
For them, Iraq had become less and less distant since the United Kingdom aided the 
US-invasion in 2003. With more than eight thousand British soldiers stationed there 
and recurring headlines of British casualties, the UK’s military involvement in Iraq 
was, and is to date, a topic of much political and public debate. Hearing the women 
of Owu say that “Nowadays/ When the strong fight the week, it’s called/ A Liberation 
War/ To free the weak from oppression” may have invited the audience to reflect on 
the then recent decision of Prime Minister Tony Blair to get involved in the Iraq war. 
Superimposing the context of Iraq, a context that resonates at home, onto Yorubaland, 
Osofisan disrupts the possibility for cathartic release, making it more difficult for 
his British viewers to objectify the “African” suffering on stage. It could be that for 
some audience members their “familiarity” with the Greek pre-text makes “Africa” 
less different and less distant. This would be an important achievement, considering 
how in Western countries, African art and literature is often primarily valued for its 
“difference.”

While the various contexts Osofisan evokes will resonate differently for different 
audiences, his portrayal of suffering as a condition that transcends those differences 
insists on a common humanity. It invites audiences to go beyond their own position 
and challenges the dehumanisation of the other. To me, this is Osofisan’s main 
achievement. He achieves this not by alleging a universal human condition, but by 
inviting audiences to reflect on their own contexts and on the place of grief, mourning 
and loss within them. The different singularities he references are placed horizontally 
in relation to each other, which might make it easier for feelings of loss and compassion 
that are evoked in one context to transmit to another, distant context.18 Additionally, 
by tracing a wider and more diverse context beyond the play’s direct situatedness in 
nineteenth-century Yorubaland, Osofisan makes a point of showing that Africa is part 
of a larger world and that it is this world, not merely the colonial heritage, with which 
African literatures are concerned and to which African countries are connected.

A final result of the different contexts and time-lines Osofisan includes is that it 
becomes impossible to determine the single pre-text to which his play responds. Its 
complex intertextual and intercontextual framework makes it impossible to identify 
Euripides’ Trojan Women as its singular point of origin, so that Women of Owu 

18  As Bal explains, singularity is “something transferable: from singular to singular” (forthcoming 32).
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works against the unidirectional model of influence between authoritative source 
and imitative adaptation. Women of Owu’s variety of pre-texts, about Troy, Owu and 
Iraq, are each inscribed in different historical contexts and cultural traditions. As Bal 
explains, the pre-textual story and the story of its present artistic reading “collude and 
collide” and together produce a new story (1991: 21). Women of Owu’s intertextual 
dynamic provides a lens through which all the texts that are referenced, including the 
Euripedean tragedy, are reflected and refracted to bear upon one another. 

MOuRNING OTHERS
My discussion has demonstrated the importance of questioning who or what the real 
object of lamentation is, as well as what the compassion to which it appeals wittingly 
or unwittingly produces. Numerous examples indicate the need for a critical approach. 
Nussbaum makes an analogy between Troy and the events of 11 September 2001, the 
trigger for the 2003 invasion of Iraq: “America’s towers, too, have burned. Compassion 
and terror now inform the fabric of our lives.” Although many people have extended 
compassion beyond their usual sphere, it has also become clear, she continues, that 
humane sentiments increasingly “stop short at the national boundary,” demonstrating 
“how narrow and self-serving our sense of compassion can sometimes be” (2003: 
11-13).19 

Nussbaum draws attention to the danger of public mourning as it may end up 
appropriating lost lives to celebrate the polis or state and reaffirm the self/other 
division. This danger is also explored by Judith Butler in Precarious Life: the Powers of 
Mourning and Violence. She warns that:

we have to consider how the norm governing who will be a grievable human 
is circumscribed and produced in these acts of permissible and celebrated 
public grieving, how they sometimes operate in tandem with a prohibition 
on the public grieving of others’ lives, and how this differential allocation of 
grief serves the derealizing aims of military violence. (2004: 37) 

While intended to lament violence, perversely mourning can become a trigger for or 
instrument of violence itself. Butler identifies a “hierarchy of grief,” in which certain 
lives are protected while others do not qualify as “grievable” (2004: 32). She questions 
whether the lives in Afghanistan or other US targets will ever be as human to her as 

19  Michael Naas recalls another compelling example, the televised 1984 Memorial Day of the dedication of 
the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier for the Vietnam War. He remembers the “terrifying thought that with this 
one ceremony all the horror and uncertainty, all the lies and deceptions of Vietnam had been recuperated, 
lifted up, transformed into a beautiful or glorious death” (2003: 87). His example reminds us of the Greek 
funeral oration, which similarly celebrated glory in death.
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that of American journalist Daniel Pearl, who was murdered by a militant group in 
Pakistan; whether we will ever “feel compelled to learn how to say these names and to 
remember them” (37).20 Perhaps the present distance between Afghanistan and the US 
exceeds that between Troy and Athens in Euripides’ days. Butler addresses the way in 
which some people, by not being named and by not being recognised as human, are 
effaced from history. This recalls Benjamin’s observation that “even the dead will not 
be safe from the enemy if he wins” (2007: 255, emphasis in text). Presenting suffering 
and loss as human experiences that surpass temporal, geographical, socio-political, 
ethnic, and racial differences, Osofisan attempts to challenge the hierarchy of grief 
Butler analyses. 

Although mourning entails danger, it also entails a promise. This promise is at 
the heart of Jacques Derrida’s The Work of Mourning, a collection of eulogies devoted 
to deceased friends and colleagues in which he delineates the “unbearable paradox 
of fidelity” (2001: 159). Derrida suggests that mourning the other is an attempt to 
incorporate the other’s gaze. However, because the other’s singularity exceeds us, this 
gaze can never be made our own. Precisely that something that cannot be interiorised, 
he argues, will remain beyond us as the source of our responsibility (159-161). It is 
likely that for Euripides’ audience, mourning the Trojan other was a way to reaffirm 
their sense of self, but perhaps the impossibility of fully incorporating this other also 
reminded them of their own vulnerability, calling them to responsibility. 

Such seems the basis of Butler’s hope that the United States’ loss since the attack 
on the Twin Towers may also involve the loss of “First World presumption.” From 
this experience of loss and fragility, “the possibility of making different kinds of ties 
emerges,” potentially effecting a “transformation in our sense of international ties that 
would crucially rearticulate the possibility of democratic political culture here and 
elsewhere,” she concludes (2004: 40). Butler, in short, suggests that something might 
be gained from grief by maintaining it as part of the political framework for thinking 
international relations. Neal Curtis rephrases this idea as follows: “grief and mourning 
open us to the ties that bind us to others, to our relationality and dependency, to the 
fact that we are constituted heteronymously rather than autonomously, that we are 
not sovereign” (2007: 875).21 Or, as Caruth states it, because one’s own trauma is tied 
up with the trauma of another, it may “lead to the encounter with another, through 
the very possibility and surprise of listening to another’s wound” (1996: 8). Mourning 

20  “Daniel Pear, ‘Danny’ Pearl,” Butler writes, “is so familiar to me: he could be my brother or my cousin; he 
is so easily humanized; he fits the frame” and “[h]is story takes me home and tempts me to stay there” Butler 
reflects. “His story takes me home and tempts me to stay there. But at what cost do I establish the familiar 
as the criterion by which a human life is grievable?” (2004: 37-38).
21  In his article, Curtis considers the war against terror in relation to classical tragedy, in particular 
Sophocles’ Antigone.
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others may help to mourn ourselves, but mourning ourselves may also open up the 
possibility of mourning others. This is what gives Osofisan’s Women of Owu such force.

It remains unclear, Lessie Jo Frazier observes, what “an adequate space for the 
labor of mourning would look like, or even if such a space is possible in the midst of 
the history of state violence” (Bal, Spitzer, Crewe 1999: 110). Indeed, it is difficult to 
make grand claims about mourning. Located within the structures it might challenge, 
it can never simply procure a narrative of resistance or subversion. It is in perpetual 
danger of being manipulated for other purposes, at worst serve as the legitimisation 
of new violence. However, mourning also entails a promise, a promise that rests on 
the singular relationships between people. With its immediacy and proximity to 
spectators, theatre is a powerful medium to establish such relationships. As Loraux 
notes,  it  is able to involve spectators in the emotional expressiveness of suffering, 
addressing them not only in relation to the civic community or polity of which they 
are part, but first and foremost in terms of their humanity: 

 ... through the evocation of mourning, despite the forgetting prescribed by 
the city-state, the spectator will be overcome, and purgation will arouse him 
to transcend his membership in the civic community and to comprehend 
his even more essential membership in the race of mortals. This has always 
been the final word sung, not so much to the citizen as to the spectator, by 
the mourning voice of tragedy. (Loraux 2002: 93)

The mourning voice is not a revolutionary voice, yet it holds the power to speak 
to people’s emotions and appeal to a sense of shared humanity. For this reason it is 
imperative that the mourning voice be heard.
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… only that which has no history is definable
—Friedrich Nietzsche

Conclusion

From the mourning women of Owu to the defiant Antigones, my aim throughout 
this study has been twofold: to examine Greek tragedy’s contemporary political 
relevance within African contexts, as well as investigate the politics that those cultural 
translocations perform. Rather than revisit my chapters, in this epilogue I want to 
briefly reflect on what my analyses have revealed about adaptation and tragedy more 
generally. 

I hope to have demonstrated that adaptation, which refers not only to a cultural 
object but also a cultural process, holds considerable potential. I identify three main 
explanations for that. To begin, adaptation performs politics. Athol Fugard, Femi 
Osofisan, Wole Soyinka, Mark Fleishman and Yael Farber turn to existing texts to 
engage with their political presents: Antigone acquires relevance within contexts of 
political oppression; Dionysus transforms into a revolutionary leader; the reconciliatory 
politics dramatised in the Oresteia trilogy echoes in post-apartheid South Africa; and 
the mourning of the Trojan Women resonates in and beyond contemporary Nigeria. 
Claiming ownership of texts that are supposed to belong to the West, the playwrights 
also challenge the ways in which Europe or the West has appropriated Greek tragedy 
as its property, foundation and legitimisation. 

Furthermore, my analyses reveal that adaptation does more than merely emphasise 
a pre-text’s contemporary relevance. Adaptations may also recover hidden aspects 
in the texts they rework, challenging assumptions that the traditions embedding 
these texts sustain. For example, focusing on Clytemnestra’s history of suffering in 
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their South African adaptations of the Oresteia, Fleishman and Farber challenge her 
traditional representation as demonic and adulterous, revealing the gender politics 
that she embodies. Their refigurations of Clytemnestra demonstrate that the migration 
of antiquity to the present always involves new perspectives, also on the pre-text itself. 
In this way, adaptation brings to light the fact that texts are not stable objects but 
function as objects-in-movement, their meaning extending through each re-reading. 
To repeat Tina Chanter, “[t]here is no returning to a Greek text somehow outside the 
political genealogy of its multiple translators”—and, I would add, that of its adapters 
(2010: 46). 

For this reason, it is crucial to take the adaptation, and not its pre-text, as the starting 
point for analysis. This stress on the present helps to emphasise history while avoiding 
the trap of historicism, my second observation about adaptation’s potential. Rather 
than stressing a pre-text’s enduring relevance, adaptation sets up a non-hierarchical 
constellation of different, yet interrelated texts and traditions. African adaptations of 
Greek tragedy force Western readers, such as me, to consider the tradition in which 
they are inserted not as the authorative origin, but as one of many horizontally aligned 
traditions; to consider one’s tradition from a more ambiguous perspective, that 
is, no longer solely from within, but also from outside to some extent. The politics 
of adaptation is also a politics of comparison, compelling readers to reflect on the 
terms they use in comparing one culture to another or, more accurately perhaps, in 
comparing another culture to their own. 

A final observation about adaptation I find important is that it exceeds counter-
discourse. I have argued that, despite the role canonised texts have played within 
Eurocentric traditions and ideologies, African adaptations of Greek tragedy—or 
Shakespeare, or any other text that holds canonical status for that matter—should not 
be reduced to mere reactions to these traditions and ideologies. That perspective would 
suggest that canonised texts are exclusively located in and owned by the West, alien to 
non-Western contexts. In turn, this denies the history of colonialism that brought these 
texts to different places, where they now form an integral part of cultural tradition. 
To define adaptations primarily in relation to the texts they adapt reduces their 
complexity, placing the pre-texts rather than the adaptations at the centre of analysis. 
While the adaptations discussed engage with the dominant Eurocentric discourses 
that have contained their pre-texts, they are nevertheless primarily concerned with 
their particular contexts. In Fugard’s The Island, the black character Winston begins 
his performance of Antigone while wearing a blond wig, but soon discards this prop. 
He does so not to distance himself from Antigone, but to show that her supposed 
Western origin is of relative importance compared to her contemporary potential.

Despite what the word “conclusion” suggests, bringing a study to a close inevitably 
elicits new questions and speculations. With regard to adaptation, I wonder whether 
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changing global processes might press for a re-evaluation of the ways in which 
adaptation proceeds and may be theorised. Perhaps it will become increasingly 
important to take analyses beyond the relationship between object texts and pre-
text, as has been my focus here, and find ways to incorporate other aspects into the 
constellation of adaptation. Future research might, for example, take into consideration 
not only the location of the “adapters,” but also of the theatres that commission the 
adaptations and the audiences that see them performed; of the publishers who print 
them and their targeted readership; of the scholars who analyse them and the students 
who in turn study these analyses—in short, it might extend adaptation as cultural 
process, tracing how adaptations travel as cultural and intellectual capital. 

Most of the texts I discussed in my study are known to me only because of the 
books and articles that refer to them. Within academic circles, some of these plays have 
acquired a status nearly as canonical as that of the Greek tragedies they adapt. This of 
course has everything to do with the dominance of the language in which they are 
written, English. Many other adaptations remain inaccessible to me because they were 
written in other languages, or because they were never printed, reviewed, or discussed 
to begin with. In a globalising world, as lines of cultural influence become increasingly 
difficult to trace, the politics of adaptation will become increasingly difficult to specify. 
This opens up challenging paths for future investigation.

I concluded my introductory chapter with a question. I asked whether it could be 
the case that the examined playwrights not only adapt Greek tragedies but also adapt 
the genre of tragedy. I suggested that their emphasis on tragedy as political rather 
than existential or metaphysical seems to point in this direction. However, I hope to 
have made clear that the lack of emphasis on politics is primarily related to a tradition 
of reading Greek tragedy. As Page duBois explains, in popular culture and in much 
literary theory, “tragedy has become something of a dead signifier, connoting only 
these salient features: the great man or woman, the tragic flaw, the fall.” The focus 
on the individual ignores, duBois continues, “the dialectic between part and whole, 
between individual and collective, and erase[s], polemically, context and history” 
(2004: 64-65). Those are precisely what the adaptations stress. 

Barbara Goff proposes, in response to Steiner’s proclaimed death of tragedy, that 
“tragedy died and went to Africa; the forcible export from Europe of the long tragedy 
or colonization and decolonization was met by the emergence of a new genre which 
worked to render that process in all its intimate, damaged complexity” (Goff and 
Simpson 2007: 364). Goff distinguishes between an old European and a new African 
definition of the genre. However, adaptations work against that distinction. They 
not only emphasise difference, but also familiarity. Perhaps it is helpful to draw on 
Olakunle George’s analysis of Soyinka’s Yoruba tragedy, which I discussed in Chapter 
Three, and argue that the playwrights seize tragedy’s discursive form and fill it with 
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a different content (2003: 169). George calls attention to the fact that tragedy, like 
any other genre, does not hold essential qualities, but serves as a vessel that acquires 
meaning only by being filled with particular content. Rather than adapting the genre 
of tragedy, or constructing a new genre, my authors expose dominant definitions of 
tragedy, presented as universal, to be particular. In this sense, the politics of adaptation 
is not only a politics of comparison, but also a politics of genre.

Exposing the particularity of universalism, might African playwrights perhaps 
succeed in imparting to tragedy new potential as universal? Soyinka alludes to a 
universal idea of tragedy: “whether we translate it in Yoruba or Tre or Ewe, I think 
we’ll find a correlative somewhere in which we’re all talking about the same thing” 
(1988: 782-783). We can only speculate in very general terms what that “same thing” 
is; its meaning will always remain elusive. It seems connected to a tragic sensibility 
sensitive to the paradoxes of existence and the human struggle against bigger forces, 
be they metaphysical, existential or, as is the emphasis of the adaptations here, 
political. The themes that run through my chapters—resistance, revolution, transition 
and mourning—all relate to political struggle. Those themes provide points of entry 
to the ways in which Fugard, Osofisan, Soyinka, Fleishman and Farber dramatise 
the complexity and contradiction of apartheid and post-apartheid South Africa and 
colonial and postcolonial Nigeria, sometimes with the intention of inspiring change, 
sometimes with emphasis on the costs and consequences of change. 

But my initial question remains: are those adaptations still tragedies? Precisely by 
evoking this question and by leaving it open, I propose, playwrights force readers 
to reflect on the implicit assumptions on which possible answers would have to rely. 
Against the idea of a purity of genre, the adaptations reveal that tragedy is situated “in 
the realms of history and society” (Jeyifo 1986: 94). Williams observes:

Tragedy comes to use, as a word, from a long tradition of European 
civilization, and it is easy to see this tradition as a continuity in one 
important way: that so many of the later writers and thinkers have been 
conscious of the earlier, and have seen themselves as contributing to a 
common idea or form. Yet “tradition” and “continuity”, as words, can lead 
us into a wholly wrong emphasis. When we come to study the tradition, we 
are immediately aware of change. All we can take quite for granted is the 
continuity of “tragedy” as a word. (1966: 37)

The adaptations similarly present tragedy as a word whose meaning continuously 
changes, whose yield continuously adapts. Precisely by challenging historicist 
definitions of tragedy, they insist on tragedy’s historicity. 
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Summary

In this study, I explore contemporary African adaptations of classical Greek tragedies, 
looking at six dramatic texts by South African and Nigerian playwrights. I analyse 
the ways in which Athol Fugard, Femi Osofisan, Wole Soyinka, Yael Farber and Mark 
Fleishman turn to Greek tragedies to comment on their respective socio-political 
contexts. I also demonstrate how, by presenting Greek tragedies as “theirs,” they 
simultaneously undermine Eurocentric claims of ownership and authority, performing 
a cultural politics directed at the “Europe” or “West” that has traditionally considered 
“Greece” as its property, foundation and legitimisation. The main title of this study, 
“The Politics of Adaptation,” refers to this twofold political engagement. In the first 
two chapters, I discuss adaptations that dramatise political resistance and revolution. 
In the second half of this study, the focus shifts to adaptations that deal with the 
aftermath of such transitional moments. I thus move from a discussion of “tragedy 
and change” to a discussion of “the tragedy of change,” considering how Greek tragedy 
offers ways not only to perform, but also to theorise politics.

In Chapter One I set up the framework for my study. I discuss how Eurocentric 
classicism has informed (contemporary) perspectives on adaptations of classical texts 
and I explore a number of concepts that have been employed in analyses of such  
re-readings, such as “Nachleben” and “reception.” After putting forth my own points of 
departure, I discuss the relationship between Eurocentric classicism and colonialism 
and look at a number of different models that have been used to theorise the relationship 
between ancient Greece and contemporary Africa, among them Martin Bernal’s Black 
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Athena. I also examine the notion of canonical counter-discourse, a notion that is 
often employed in analyses of postcolonial adaptations of Western canonical texts but 
that, as I try to demonstrate, warrants caution. This introductory chapter is intended 
to lead to a clearer understanding of what “the politics of adaptation” might entail in 
the South African and Nigerian dramatic texts that form my corpus of analysis.

In Chapter Two I examine two plays that draw on Sophocles’ tragedy Antigone: The 
Island (first performed in 1973 and published in 1993) by South African playwright 
Athol Fugard in collaboration with the actors John Kani and Winston Ntshona, and 
Tegonni: an African Antigone (first performed in 1994 and published in 1999) by 
Nigerian playwright Femi Osofisan. After discussing the relevance and implications 
of adapting Antigone within the contexts of South Africa and Nigeria, I analyse the 
political potential of literally bringing Antigone on stage, as these playwrights do. I 
conclude with a consideration of the effects of Antigone’s translocation on her status as 
a Western canonical figure. Throughout, I am interested in how Fugard’s and Osofisan’s 
“African Antigones” relate to and extend Antigone’s political legacy. 

While Chapter Two is concerned with revolutionary refigurations of Antigone, 
Chapter Three looks at a play in which Dionysus is transformed into a revolutionary 
leader: Wole Soyinka’s Euripides’ Bacchae: a Communion Rite (first performed in 1972 
and published in 1973). I begin this chapter by exploring the ways in which Soyinka 
draws on Yoruba mythology and cosmology to emphasise the revolutionary potential 
of ritual sacrifice. After further consideration of Soyinka’s complex ritualist aesthetics, 
I turn to his theorisation of “Yoruba tragedy.” I discuss the cultural politics that his 
theory, through the relation it establishes between “African” and “Greek,” performs 
and demonstrate how Soyinka takes the double gesture of adaptation—establishing 
similarity and difference, familiarity and foreignness—to its full potential. 

In Chapter Four, I focus on two dramatic texts that rework Aeschylus’ Oresteia 
trilogy within the context of post-apartheid South Africa: Mark Fleishman’s In the 
City of Paradise (first performed in 1998, unpublished) and Yael Farber’s Molora (first 
performed in 2003 and published in 2008). Both plays are concerned with the losses 
and compromises that haunt post-conflict societies as they try to come to terms with 
the past and make reference to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. I consider 
the political transition from apartheid to post-apartheid South Africa in relation to 
the cultural exchange between antiquity and the present, addressing topics ranging 
from storytelling to theatre, from memory to truth, from forgiveness to justice, and 
from amnesty to reconciliation. 

In the final Chapter Five, I pursue the theme of mourning, inherently related to 
the genre of tragedy and implicit in the South African adaptations of the Oresteia 
and the other adaptations I discuss. I therefore devote the first part of this chapter to 
demonstrating that mourning is central to the stories of Antigone and her African 
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revolutionary refigurations, analysed in Chapter Two, and to the notion of ritual 
sacrifice in Soyinka’s Nigerian reworking of the Bacchae, analysed in Chapter Three. 
After revisiting these plays to delineate what is at stake in practices of mourning, I 
examine Femi Osofisan’s Women of Owu (first performed in 2004 and published in 
2006) in order to investigate the implications of mourning in more detail. I demonstrate 
that mourning not only functions on an individual level, but also plays an important 
role in the formations of collective (national) identities and in historiographical 
practices. This makes mourning both complex and ambiguous. I conclude with a 
broader discussion of the political relevance and promise that mourning may hold. 

I end my study by reflecting on the consequences of my analyses for the interpretation 
of adaptation and tragedy. I speculate whether an increasingly globalised world, in 
which transcultural processes become increasingly complex and increasingly difficult 
to trace, may press for a re-evaluation of the process of adaptation. Finally, I address 
the question whether the discussed playwrights not only present adaptations of Greek 
tragedy, but perhaps also “adapt” the genre of tragedy. 
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Samenvatting

In dit proefschrift onderzoek ik hedendaagse Zuid-Afrikaanse en Nigeriaanse 
bewerkingen van klassieke Griekse tragedies. De toneelschrijvers Athol Fugard, Wole 
Soyinka, Femi Osofisan, Yael Farber en Mark Fleishman bewerken Griekse tragedies 
vanwege de relevantie van deze teksten voor hedendaagse politieke vraagstukken. 
Door te benadrukken dat Griekse tragedies niet alleen betekenis hebben in, maar ook 
deel uit maken van Zuid-Afrika en Nigeria, ondermijnen deze schrijvers bovendien de 
Eurocentrische traditie waarin “het oude Griekenland” als de bron en als het eigendom 
van “Europa” of “het Westen” wordt beschouwd. De titel van dit proefschrift, “The 
Politics of Adaptation,” refereert aan deze politieke tweeledigheid. In de eerste helft 
van mijn studie analyseer ik bewerkingen met politieke verandering als doel. In de 
tweede helft staan toneelstukken centraal die de gevolgen en de nasleep van politieke 
verandering dramatiseren, waarmee het accent verschuift naar het belang van Griekse 
tragedie bij het onderzoeken van politieke kwesties.

In Hoofdstuk Een presenteer ik het raamwerk van deze studie en worden mijn 
uitgangspunten uiteengezet. Eerst bespreek ik de verstrekkende invloed van het 
traditionele, Eurocentrische classicisme. Vervolgens ga ik in op een aantal concepten 
die vaak gehanteerd worden in analyses van bewerkingen van klassieke teksten, zoals 
“Nachleben” en “receptie.” Ik onderzoek diverse theoretische modellen voor de relatie 
tussen “Grieks” en “Afrikaans,” waaronder Martin Bernal’s Black Athena en Kevin 
Wetmore’s Black Dionysus. Ook ga ik in op het begrip “canonical counter-discourse,” 
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dat vaak gehanteerd wordt in analyses van postkoloniale adaptaties. Dit eerste 
hoofdstuk is bedoeld om grip te krijgen op wat “de politiek van adaptatie” zou kunnen 
betekenen met betrekking tot de Zuid-Afrikaanse en Nigeriaanse teksten die de basis 
vormen van mijn onderzoek.

In Hoofdstuk Twee staan twee toneelbewerkingen van Sofokles’ tragedie Antigone 
centraal: The Island (voor het eerst opgevoerd in 1973, gepubliceerd in 1993) van de 
Zuid-Afrikaanse toneelschrijver Athol Fugard, in samenwerking met de acteurs John 
Kani en Winston Ntshona, en Tegonni: an African Antigone (voor het eerst opgevoerd 
in 1994, gepubliceerd in 1999) van de Nigeriaanse toneelschrijver Femi Osofisan. Ik 
bespreek de relevantie van Antigone in apartheid Zuid-Afrika en (post)koloniaal 
Nigeria, waar zij een revolutionaire rol krijgt toebedeeld als vrijheidsstrijdster. 
Vervolgens onderzoek ik hoe Antigone in beide bewerkingen letterlijk op het toneel 
wordt gebracht en wat het effect is van deze culturele migratie op haar status als Westerse 
canonieke figuur. In dit hoofdstuk ben ik vooral geinteresseerd in de manieren waarop 
Antigone in Fugards en Osofisans bewerkingen nieuwe politieke betekenis krijgt.

In Hoofdstuk Drie kijk ik naar de revolutionaire refiguratie van Dionysus in Wole 
Soyinka’s Euripides’ Bacchae: a Communion Rite (voor het eerst opgevoerd in 1972, 
gepubliceerd in 1973). Ik analyseer hoe Soyinka in zijn bewerking gebruikt maakt van 
Yoruba mythologie en kosmologie, en onderzoek de rituele esthetiek die kenmerkend 
is voor Soyinka’s werk in het algemeen en voor zijn idee van “Yoruba tragedie” in 
het bijzonder: hierin werken metafysieke en revolutionaire krachten elkaar niet tegen, 
maar versterken zij elkaar. Met zijn theorie van Yoruba tragedie bereikt Soyinka 
ook iets anders. Vooral door de wijze waarop hij “Afrikaans” en “Grieks” met elkaar 
in verband brengt bedrijft hij een vorm van cultuurpolitiek. Als geen ander benut 
Soyinka de strategische potentie die schuilt in het “dubbele gebaar” van adaptatie, 
waarin gelijkheid en verschil tegelijkertijd worden benadrukt. 

In Hoofdstuk Vier kijk ik naar twee bewerkingen van Aeschylus’ Oresteia trilogie 
in het Zuid-Afrika van na de apartheid: Mark Fleishmans In the City of Paradise 
(voor het eerst opgevoerd in 1998, niet gepubliceerd) en Yael Farbers Molora (voor 
het eerst opgevoerd in 2003, gepubliceerd in 2008). Beide toneelstukken gaan over 
Zuid-Afrika’s moeilijke zoektocht naar manieren om het pijnlijke verleden een plek te 
geven en refereren daarbij expliciet aan de Waarheids- en Verzoeningscommissie, die 
in dit proces een cruciale rol speelde. Ik analyseer hoe de overgang van het apartheid 
regime naar een democratische staat in relatie staat tot de culturele interactie tussen de 
klassieke oudheid en het heden. Daarbij komen verschillende onderwerpen aan bod, 
zoals waarheid en herinnering, gerechtigheid en vergeving, amnestie en verzoening. 

In Hoofdstuk Vijf staat het thema “rouwen” centraal, een thema dat nauw 
verbonden is met het genre tragedie. Ik keer terug naar de bewerkingen die ik tot 
dusver heb besproken, om te onderzoeken hoe deze teksten dit thema gebruiken 
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en uitwerken. Daarna analyseer ik Femi Osofisans Women of Owu (voor het eerst 
opgevoerd in 2004, gepubliceerd in 2006), waarbij ik nader in ga op de vraag wat 
rouwen kan betekenen en teweegbrengen. Ik laat zien dat het zich niet uitsluitend 
afspeelt op individueel niveau, maar ook een belangrijke functie heeft binnen 
collectieve (nationale) identiteitsvorming en geschiedschrijving. Dit maakt rouwen 
een complexe, vaak dubbelzinnige praktijk. Het is, zo laat Osofisans bewerking van 
Euripides’ Trojan Women zien, belangrijk om de vraag te stellen om wie of wat er 
daadwerkelijk gerouwd wordt en met welk doel. In het laatste deel van dit hoofdstuk 
betoog ik dat rouwen, om ons eigen leed en om dat van anderen, echter ook een belofte 
behelst. 

In de conclusie ga ik in op de consequenties van mijn analyses voor de interpatie 
van de begrippen adaptatie en tragedie. Ik stel de vraag of er, naarmate transculturele 
processen als gevolg van globalisering steeds complexer en ondoorzichtiger worden, 
wellicht naar andere manieren gezocht moet worden om adaptaties te bestuderen. 
Tot slot ga ik in op de vraag of de besproken Afrikaanse toneelschrijvers niet alleen 
Griekse tragedies bewerken, maar ook het genre tragedie veranderen. 
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