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JOSMO PIETERSE: This week we depart wholesale from our normal shape of 
report: we aeal with one single item, the dance-drama 
'Alatangana' created and performed by the Oriolikun 
players of Ife University. The company was under the 

over-all direction of Miss Pe ggy Harper, Senior Research 
Fellow in Dance, in the Institute of African Studies at 
Ife. The music for 'Alatangana' was composed by Akin 
Euba - who is of course "University Report" man at Ife 
too. 

From some, even just a few, of our introductory words 
it must already be clear that this report is of absorbing 
interest. But one can also just about see opposition 
bristlingt · Aren't we giving too much time and money to 
theatre, painting, sculpture, literature and dance? 
What do the Fine Arts as practised at the Universities 
contribute to the health and wealth of new African 
nations? Are they relevant to the life of a University 
in the new Africa of the 60's a~d 7ois. Already too 
many questions; and some of these are explicity, and 
others are implici ty raised and answered in the di·scussion 
between Akin Euba and Peggy Harper at Ife, Nigeria in 
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their discussion of ' Alatangana' which was recently 

produced at a Theatre Festival in Nancy, France. 
Now the Nancy Festival is an international student 
Festival of Theatrical Art. Every year the Festival 
tries to bring to t he fore the most interesting forms 
of theatre from as many countries as possible. "Most 
interesting" very often meens "most experimental, most 
novel, most exciting in form and approach 11 - in short, 
"mos t up-to-date", and ''avant-garde". Was 'Alatangana ' 
"avant-gard e"? This is Akin's point of departure in 
his discussion with Peggy Harper: 

Peggy, the majority of the works presented at the World 
Festival of Theatre in Nancy were avant-garde from the 
European point of view, while your production of 
'Alatangana' was based on African traditional culture. 
One or two people in Nancy wondered why you chose to 
present something traditional at an essentially avant
garde festival. Can you comment on this? 

Well I'm pleased that you used the words 'based on 
traditional culture' because that is what I would say -
that a great deal of t he dance material we used was 
based on traditional culture, but the traditional dance 
forms were used in a comple t ely new way, and I don't 
think that the end result could be called traditional 
in any way at all . In fact, I think it could be called 
experimental, and as far as theEhropean avant- garde 
standards are concerned , I really don't think that· 
is avant- garde for us. Because Europe is very much 

concerned with problems, social problems, at the moment 
tha t don't affect Africa. We are concerned with other 
problems, and in the theatre we are most concerned in 
finding a modern African idiom, which makes use of the 
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traditions as a spring-beard, or as a first inspiration 
if you like, and this is not the problem in Europe 
today. This is possibly the problem in Europe when the 
Russian ballet was being developed, and they were using 

fo l k - dancing as a spring-board for new types of 
theatrical dance. 

Can you briefly tell me the story of Alatangana? 

Well, it's a creation myth from Guinea. It is called the 
Koho creation myth, and we adapted it to our own 
purpose, we didn't follow the story line exactly. But 

it is a story of the creation of the world, and the 
tension between the Spirit of Death and the God of 

Life which resul ted in the creation of animals, of 

the sun, the moon and of human beings, but also resulted 
in the introduction of war, strife and eventually, 

death. The theme of the story is really that the God 

of Life created the world, he then eloped with the 
daughter of the God of Death and by way of revenge 

the God of Death then introduced strife, war and 
confl ict into the world and demanded that we could 
choose any creature of the creation to become a 

member 0£ his Kingdom of .Death at any time that he 
wanted them. 

How did you translate this story into dance? 

Well, I think I first talked about the story with the 
people I was go i ng t o work with, and we worked possibly 

in two ways. We took certain of the traditional dance 

movements aud used them dramatical ly, completely out 
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of theirethnic context, we must have used movements 
from at least ten different cultures. And then , 

apart from that, we worked through improvisation 

wit h those dancers who were good at i mprovisation , 

Now , how did you actually devise the pattern, what I 

mean by the pattern is now the choreography in terms 

of where they move on stage and how they enter and 

that kind of thing? 

Well, when working with the Oriol okun boys, there are 

certain aspe cts of t he work which I set and certain 
aspects of the work to which they contribute a great 

deal. As far as the basic floor pattern is concerned , 

I set that more or less completely , but I always do it 

a t rehearsal, I don ' t do it on paper before hand at 
a l l, so t hat they are contributing in that the way 

they stand or the way they move does help me to set 

the f loor patt ern . 

The presentation of the dance - dr ama itself was in two 
parts. In the first half the spectators are given 

the creation of the sun and the moon , and of animals. 
There is no language in the form of speech or conver

sation: only music, notes of music and tones of voice. 
Then there is an in t erval which represents the passing 
of about fifteen years . After the intermission the 

second half presents the audience with the worl d of 
human beings , wi th soc i ety and its activities and rites , 

i ts ritual s and ceremcnies, its passions and 

festivities. 
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Akin Buba and Peggy Harper now talk about this 

aspect of the dance-drama: the structure, the 
techniques and some of the details of its organisations, 

for instance: 

What about the various animals and human beings. 

Did you have characters representing these specially? 

Oh, yes. Now if you take the Spirit of Death for 
example - I chose the Bata dance form for him because 
the movements are hard, sharp and angular, and I 

chose a dancer who excels at this particular type 

of dance. Now he is not particularly good at impro

visation, or he is not interested in improvisation, 

but he is abl e to use the set movements of the Bata 
with a tremendous dralliatic effect . Now the God of 

Lite - Peter Badejo - is brilliant at improvisation, 

he's not quite so strong at trad itional dance forms, 
so that we based his dance on the Dun Dun dance which 
is freer, perhaps more outgoing than the Bata and 
is more characteristic possibly of the God of Life, 

and over and above that we allowed him to improvise. 
Now when it came to the animals, I wanted a partic
ularly spectacular dancer for the cock, because the 

cock is the most important animal, he is the animal 
who calls the sun when the sun is created - when first 

the cock crowed the sun appear~d on the horizon and 

journyed across the earth etc. And so we chose a 
dancer from the Agbore region because I thought that 
their movements were rather cock-like and extremely 
exciting theatrically. The first half concentrate3 

on the creation of animals and the creation of the 

sun and the moon, and the second half on the creation 
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of the hwnan beings. We based the dancing almost 
completely on various northern styles of team 
dancing which is in complete contrast to the dancing 
of the first half which was based on individual 
virtuoso dances of the various animals. 

PcggJ, the first part of the dance drama was without 
speaking, but in the second part you included speech. 
What is the justification for this? 

Well the first half, as I mentioned already, was 
basically the creation of the animals, and the initial 
tension and meeting between the God of Death and the 

God of Life. Now this was told in movement terms as 
the whole pattern was based on individual dances 
which flowed into each other and met and then flowed 
out again into indiviaual dances. It was basically 
visual and musical, and the costumes wer e highly 

spectacular, in fact, some people referred to the 
first half almost as a pageant. I didn't see any 
need for any type of vocal expression in the first 
half. Now in the second half we had the creation of 
human beings. At the end of the first half the God 
of Life had aloped with the daughter of tho God of 
Death, the interval represented the passage of about 
fifteen years. Then in the second half you had the 
sons and daughters of the God of Life and the daughter 
or the God of Death dancing together, working together 
with their mother and father and generally giving a 
picture of s ocial harmony. Now there were various set 
da:nces that we used there whic!'l. as I say we drew from 
the north and f~om the east from tean dancers and even 
some from Tiv country, and I felt that they needed to 
be connected, and tha t they weren't just show pieces 
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but they reiresented various activities - at one point 
the man were working, at one point they were enjoying 
themselves together, and dancing together as a team 
like a sort of age group, and the other part of the 
dance they were dancing together with the girls. 
Now I felt that this called for vocal expression 
because they were human beings, they were relating 
to each other, working together, meeting, enjoying 
themselves, and I felt that this needed vocal 
expression. Not so much by using words, but by 

making almost rhythmic sounds which fitted in with 
the musical rhythms. So that the words I think we 
used rhythmically, and as they were Yoruba, of course, 
in France people didn't understand them and they 
heard them more or less as musical sounds, as various 

tones. 

From what we have been saying really it seems to me as 
if one of the ways in which Alatangana is avant-garde 
and highly experimental is in the synthesis that you 
have achieved in bringing together different dance 
forms from different parts of Nigeria, and I think 
this point needs to be emphasised. From how many 
different groups did you in fact select your material 

for building Alatangana? 

Well, I haven't really sat down to count them. 

Could you give us a rough kind of idea? 

Well you know we do practise various types of dance 
and we, of course, also have a film library of dance 
movements from all over Nigeria, and we looked at these 
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while we were working ' on the dances~ Then the 
dancers themselves, particularly Peter Badejo who was 
working with me as Assistant Choreographer would point 
out various dance movements on the film, then we 
would either use them straight or adapt them for our 
purposes so that I would have to sit down with a 
pencil and paper to tell you exactly how many we used, 

but we must have used at least ten. 

The point really is that this is a major breakthrough, 
you know, this use of different dance forms from 
different ethnic groups and putting them all together 
in - the same context, into the same artistic context, 
into a situation, in fact, in which you would not 
normally find these dances. Would you say this was a 
major breakthrough for this kind of thing? 

Well I haven't heard of anyone else doing this as yet, 
they may be in other parts of Africa. But I wouldn't 
like to be regarded as a sum of different kinds because 
we really use the movements dramatically and they went 
together with improvisation. 

In synthesis? 

Yes, they were. 

What about other African groups that are doir.g dance 

drama anyway - using dance in dramatic ways to create 
n play or something like that? 
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Well, I know that they have done some experiments at 
the School of Drama at the University of Ibadan, or 
rather what is now called the Department of The atrical 
Arts, and that Wole Soyinka is very enthusiastic about 

this, I also know that the French speaking W6 st 
Africans are doing a considerable amount of experiment 

in movement and also in dance. 

How do you see the development of dance drama in 
Nigeria in the future? 

Well it all depends on what facilities are set up. 
I' m rather sad that the Department of The a trical Arts in 
Ibadan does not do more dancing, they concentrate on 
literary theatre. I hope very much that in Ife we will 
have the opportunity and facilities to do this, but it 
does require the facilities, I mean we require a dance 
studio, we require people to be available, we require 

really good musicians and we require to work with people 
who are chosen on the basis of talent rather than on the 
basis of educational qualifications. This is asking 
quite a lot - it requires quite a lot of money to do 
this . But if we could work with a talented group of 
young people I think that we could do some very exciting 
t hings and that a number of young choreographers would 
come forward. I cannot say what the work would be like, 
because I think we have taken our f irst step, I would 
regard what we have done as a first experimental step, 
and I hope that we will develop this much further, 

Peggy Harper, Research Fellow in Dance at Ife University j 
talking here to Akin Euba. And picking out only one 
detail of their conversation I don't rightly know 
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whether most of the early questions still want to be 
asked . The detail I think of is the use of teao 
dances to r epresent human beings in communication, in 
their communal , social labours and links. The idea, I 
think, is that of multiple cross- fertilisation; the 
theme: synthes i s . 


