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Welcome to Arts and Africa. This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey and today 
we ask why should an Irish play be performed in Brazzaville . 
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Now what, you may ask, has that extract from "Playboy of the Western 
World", a classic Irish play, written by J.M.Synge, got to do with 
Africa! "Playboy of the Western World11 is a story about Christy 
Mahan, a shy youth, taken in as potboy at a county Mayo pub, who 
becomes a local wonder when he r eveals that he has slain his terror 
of a father and fled. The daughter of the publican, Pegeen Mike, 
and the Widow Quinn vie for the affections of so brave a lad. 
Revelling in his changed status, Christy wonders why he was so 
foolish as "not to kill my father in the years gone by". He 
triumphs in local sports and wins the spirited Pegeen away from her 
terrified fiance. Old Mahan shows up, however, battered but alive, 
seeking his son, and the cheers turn to jeers. With his new-found 
assurance, Christy turns the tables, tames his f ather and walks out 
on Pegeen Mike to be the "Playboy of the Western World". A comedy 
springing from the heart of a peasant people, but soaring high in 
the lyricism of its language. Well , strangely enough, "Playboy 
of the Western World" has just been adapted by Professor Malachy 
Quinn, Professor of English at Ma::r;ien Ngouabi University in 
Brazzaville, Congo Republic, for his latest drama production with 
his students. Jean-Phillipe Feunteun of the BBC French Service 
went to Brazzaville to find out how "Playboy of the Western World" 
became "Playboy of the African World". 

EXTRACT FROM "PLAYBOY OF THE AFRICAN WORLD" 

ALEX TETTEH-LP..RTEY 

Jean-Phillipe asked Professor Quinn about his University drama 
group and how he came to adapt and produce Synge's play. 
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PROFESSOR QUINN 

The fact that we chose an Irish play c ame after a long discu ssion. 
We s pent more time this year looking for a play we would like to 
do. Perhaps because we have more experience we are becoming more 
ambitious, al though every year we loose s.ome of our best actors, 
who finish, who have completed their studies. Many of our actors 
go to England for a year or two years further studies. Now as to 
the background of our work. Yes, we have produced four plays, 
which means we have been wor~ing together for four years. We work 
four nights a week, starting at the beginning of the year - the 
school year in November - and we always come before the public 
in May and June. 

JEAN-PHILLIPE 

It's almost a labour of love. But what are the plays that you 
produced when you started? The first one, was it by a Cameroonian 
author? 

PROFESSOR QUINN 

N0 , the first one was a Congalese play. It was a play written in 
Brazzaville by Guy Menga called 11The Oracle 11 • It is so simple, 
the story. This does not mean that the story is not good . It 
is an excellent story. But the story is so simple that I think 
we had great luck in chogsing this play to start with. And the 
second year we were baffled, we didn't know were t o turn and one 
day in the public library I came across a novel from the Cameroen 
in French by Rene Medun-Vemont, ca:i:ied "Africa Ba11 • Well the 
title interested me before I read the book. I thought a play 
called "Africa Ba" would be very appealing to the public, 
particularly since we are speal~ing in English and the public here 
here is French speaking, plus Lingala-speaking , Lari-speaking, 
Kikongo and so on. So I brought the novel home, and very quickly 
I decided that I could make a play of it. So we adapted that. 
That was our second year. In our third year, aga in, looking for a 
play, a fellow teacher suggested that we do a very famous 
Nigerian play by Wole Soyinka, called 11The Lion and the Jewel 11 , and 
that too was a great success. And now this year, again when we 
were looking, somebody came up with "Playboy of the Western Worl d". 

JEAN-PHILLIPE 

Did you have any problem in adapting that play, which was 
originated in Ireland, to a particular Congalese scene? 

PROFESSOR QUINN 

Absolutely not. There was only one ma jor change that we made in 
the p l ay. For those· people who know the play, there is a donkey 
race on the beach beside the village. The donkey is the most 
common animal around the village. It's the animal t h~t does all 
the work and the transport. Since this play was wri tten at the 
beginning of the century~ donkeys were still a very important 
means of transport. Well, because there are no donkeys in the 
Congo, we were baffled as to what to do. We hit on the idea of a 
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boxing match, because everybody now knows about boxing since 
Mohammad Ali beat George Foreman across the river in Kinshasa. So 
the fact that we chose a boxing match has been a great success and it 
is one of the principle scenes of our play now. 

JEAN-PHILLIPE 

I think that the theme you find in the play of certain seduction of 
the village ·girl by somebody coming from outside telling a tall 
story, in fact, can be found in any form of literature from the 
United States to Russia and maybe its even mo·re valid in Africa in 
some parts where you have this problem of people moving from the 
country back into the town and so on. 

PROFESSOR QUINN 

Quite. This play is• a very ol.d play. "The Playboy of the Western 
World" was written by John Millington Synge in 1907 and it is one of 
the classic plays of the Abbey Theatre in Dublin which was directed 
by William Butler Yeats the poet. Now a lot of people find it rather 
shocking that we should bring an Irish play here, and say that we 
are taking the wrong road . But this Irish play is very traditional. 
At that time mostof the populntion lived in villages. This is still 
the case in the Congo, al though :i_t may no longer be the c ase in 
Ireland. So it may belong to th~ Irish past, but it certainly is 
the African present. 

JEAN-PHILLIPE 

From what I ' ve heard from people who wer e present at the rehearsals, 
it seems that the public, although it dcesn't understand maybe 
everything which is said by the actors, seems to r eact very 
favourably and always at the right moment, right on cue. Is it 
because you emphasise the gestures, you use expressions, local terms? 
Is it really so close to the heart of the people? I mean, there 
is the probl8m of th~ son bashing the people and I understand that 
at that point the theatre reacts very strongly? 

PROFESSOR QUINN 

Well, we have found after four years that if you make a good beginning 
in your play, you are guaranteed a happy audience till the end of 
the evening and we try to limit the time of our plays. But we 
have sometimes this experience that the audience does not wr,nt to 
leave. The audience wants to see such and such a scene over and 
over agcin. You've put your finger on, I think , the key to our 
success which is the importance of gestures. And there I must s ay 
there is absolutely no difficulty in cal l ing on our actors to show 
by gesture what they mean. And we have , of course, limited the 
vocabulary of the English that we us e antl it would be wrong to say 
that the public undGrstonds everything through the language. They 
do understand a great deal through the language. Certain key words 
do recurr. We make them r ecurr throughout the plny. Also , of 
course there is no question of keeping the Irish names, Pegeen 
Mike now is the name of the girl in Ireland, but Pegeen Mike. would 
mean nothing here. Whereas when we t ake a name like Manu Matombo, 
immedi ately the public associ;.-.tes itself with thot girl and sees 
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that the way she is dressed is the local way, the way she is named 
is the local way and she looks local. The only difference is the 
language. N0 w the gestures are obviously much richer than you would 
probably find in a professional theatre in Duulin, if this were in 
front of an Irish audience . But I don't see why this group wouldn't 
have a great success if it went to Ireland. 

ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY 

CAESAR 

Jean Phillipe then talked to two of the~leading actors in the play. 
he first asked caesar who plays the lead role as the "playboy " how 
he liked the part. 

I liked it very much because this is part of my studies. It is a 
linguistic interest to do theatre. I loved it. 

JEAN- PHILLIPE 

CAESER 

But the problems tha t Malachy Qµinn were mentioning, do you find them 
reGlly close to your h~art? Did you encounter such situations? 

From the beginning I have some trouble about the adaptation. But 
as long as we rehearse I find it very easy, particularly the 
traditional link between the Congales e , or the African life , and the 
Irish one. And that is why I love it. 

JEh.N-PHILLIPE 

CAESAR 

Are you going to sta t at the University in order to m&ke some more 
plays of the s ; .me kind? 

I don ' t think so, because this is my l ast year? 

JE1-N- PHILLIPE 

I understand you are going to London? 

CAESAR 

Yes, I nm going to London to e3rry on my studies. 

JEAN-PHILLIPE 

Where are you studying, if I may a sk? 

CAESAR 

Maybe at Leicester . 

JEAN-PHILLIPE 

Right, I wish you luck. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Then he t nlked to Muntiti Bila, who plays the female lend . Could 
she identify with her part? 

MUNTITI 

In the play I was t aken as the village girl and I am quite s atisfied 
because I've experienced the -village life and it ha s been quite 
easy for me to play that part of the village girl. 

ALEX TETTEH- L1-.RTEY 

Next Jean-Phillipe asked Malachy Quinn what plans he had for the 
group ' s production next year. 

PROFESSOR QUINN 

Well, we have an author here who has not finished his play yet. But 
we like it, we like the idea and it's, I think, quite an original 
play and quite new in a way. It deals with the r elationship between 
a herd of elephants and a group of men . Now to avoid any 
misunderstanding on the part of the public that we would be treating 
the problem of racialism, if we chcose t his play, we would t ake, 
for example, a Mexican, a Chinese, a Pole and proba bly a 
Scandinavian and we would dress them as these peopl8 dress 
traditionally in their countries, just to show that we are not 
speaking about one particular r ~ce of people, vis-a-vis the elephant. 
And it I s the story of a young elephant who admires the hum~ms . 
They ' re not called humans . They 're called homophants, like 
elephants . This is a ploy we may t ake if this young man finishes 
it next year. 

J EAN-PHILLIPE 

Madmoiselle, Malachy Quinn, Caeser, I hope you won't be trampled 
by the audience one of these days, who will appreciate too much 
your play. I wish you all the best. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

That was Jean-Phillipe Fununteun reporting for Arts and Africa in 
Brazzeville • 
Let's leave you with the final words from Professor Malachy Quinn's 
production of "Playboy of the 1\frican World 11

• 

EXTR..~CT FROM 11 PLAYBOY OF THI:!, AFRICAN WORLD 

MUSIC "Limpopo" by Jeremy Taylor. 



(6) 
\. 

ALEX TETTEH-Li-,RTEY 

And that's all we have for you this week. ._Toin me ag~,in next week 
·at the same time for more Arts and Africn. This is Alex 
Tetteh-Lartey saying goodbye for now.· 

MUSIC : "Limpopo" by Jeremy Taylor. 
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