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TWENTY- FI RST CENTURY RELEVANCE OF SOYI NKA'S
A DANCE OF THE FORESTS: A POSTMODERN
CONCEPTUALI ZATI ON

*Hrd ey |. EHEMA

Abst r act

This article enbarks on a re-reading of Wle Soyinka s A Dance of
the Forests in order to determne the relevance of the play to the
tventy-first century Ngerian cum Arican society. The re-reading is
cast in a postnodern conceptualization because it attenpts a
deconstructive reading procedure, which reassesses and subverts
earlier signficationsinmtedtothetext by previ ous readers, the author
adcharactesintheted it df. Itd firnsthet, tothe 218 century reader,
the play is a paradox of dranatic representation which integrates
antinones that are antithetical to progress wth a shal | ow but
concei vabl e sal ut ary vision to the tventy-first century Arican soci ety.

Keywor ds: Tverty-first century Arican soci ety, A Dance of the Forest s,
Antinonmies, Post-nodernity

I ntroduction

The narrative and rhetorica strategies in A Dance of the Forest s ae
such that the popular view of history, ad of socid and pditica
progress, is subverted to justify the failure of vision and lack of
cohesion in the society; and they suggest the need for new nyths
(and netaphors) for societa rejuvenation and progress. Fromthese
denyt hol ogi zi ng perspectives, the play inpresses one as a narrative
o liberaioninthisead techndogcd revduionand late cgpitaism
The artistic contributions in the play therefore are tinel ess.

This discovery places one in a position to argue that narrative
knowedge is salutary and that it |eads to progress and subsequent!y
to technological pover. ThsisaviewJ.FLyd adsimlaly articdaes
inhisbodk The Postnodern Gndition: A Report on Know edge, when
he arques that what legitinnzes socid institutionsis narrative know edge
nat scientific knovedge (1-3). Frank Mwah rightly affirns that: it is
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narratives (like myths, legends, staries, songs, etc.) that define for
cultural institutions, the experiences and actions, and what is
transmtted fromthe set rues that constitute ..socia bond. He further
asserts tha:

...narrative know edge derives its potency
framthe fact thet it can darify itsdf wthou
recourse to argunentation and proof. But
since science wiichis the epic of the age of
t echnol ogy ...needs | egitinacy, it restofdl
back on narrative know edge as an
instrunent for that | egtinacy [ny enphasi s].
19

The way A Dance of the Forests enbarks and achieves its
narrative of liberationis that it denytho ogizes dd nyths of progress
by presenting certain antinomes in such a way as to nake readers
see how these nyths have failed. The antinonies shatter the fal se
i nage of oneness and progress and present fragnented (or distorted)
vi ews t hrough whi ch we can reconstruct new community and i dentity.
The dranatic nedi um becones very appropriate for a political
di scourse because by the nature of drana, which eniodies action,
dial ogue and characters, fragnentation (an essentia too of drana)
is an inherent aesthetic and structural device, wiich is pditically
significant. The depth of the play’'s fragnentati ons can be seenin the
character 's present ation of ideas and in the author’s use o rituds,
nyths, flashbacks, parody, songs, dances, inagery and syniols as
synchroni c elenent s inthe atistic portrayd o sodety.

The Antinomes of Progress in A Dance of the Forests
By ‘antinomes’, we sinply nean antithetical conceptual izations,

negative, sceptical, or contradicting view of hunan progress
presented through the various criticisng of society inthe play. These
anti nonmes deconstruct the false notion of conceptualizing a change
in an epoch, such as the play’'s ‘gathering of the tribes’, as progress
specificdly as Adenebi inpliesit:

.l renenfer what | said, what we prom sed

toda An occasion such as the gathering of

the tribes - a great thing ...[ny enphasis].

It would happen only once in several

lifetines...ony once in centuries of history.

It isawde histaricd epoch initsdf. W

resol ve to carve a totemthat woul d reach to

the sky.(@lected Rays |, )
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Adenebi further says that: “I shoul d have thought that sonethi ng
nore in keeping wth our progress would be nore appropriate’ [ny
enphasi s] (31); and he expresses his di sappoi ntnent wth the calibre
of guests the gods sent to the hunan cormunity’ s seeming | andnar k
achi evenent. The ‘totem in Adenebi*s speech is the synbdl of the
i nage of oneness, progress and achi evenent. The idea of the
gathering of the tribes suggests that. This inage is displaced and it
becones defective through the portrayal of varying shattering and
distorting inages of despar, occasioned by the historic evert. The
inage of landnark achi evenent therefore can be identified as the
play' s centra inforning net aphor (the transcendental signified), which
pervades the entire text. The inages of despair suggest a progress
which is absent - the other - and which renders the epochal
devel ogpnert inthetext tobean‘ured’ and‘afd se sense€ of progress.
The i nages of despair are signifiers, wich introduce conplications in
the text, fragnent the structura vision and enadd e us to see through
the play’'s nythological franework a lot of social problens, which
recour se to nyt hol ogy has engendered, and whi ch have actual | y nade
progess dusive. Inthe play, despdr ispdpably a domnant nood; it
isdsothe cotradicting and dsplacing sigifier, wich leads to ather
signfiers. The first instance of despair is occasi oned by the choice of
the Dead Min and Vdnan sent by the deities to celebrate wth the
hunans. Wat the human comrmunity actual |y wanted, in Adenebi’s
words, were “the descendants of [their] great forbears”, “the scattered
sons of proud ancestors”, “builders of enpires”, “descendants of ...
geat nobility” (3) to help nark the historic evert, but the deities
chose for them as the d d nan (Denoke' s father) puts it, “slaves and
| ackeys” (31).

The two guests (the Dead Man and Vénan) of the play are
described by Aon (oe o the deities) as “two spirits o the restless
dead” (5) who have been victing of terrible treachery intheir previous
lives. They “were linked invidence and blood’ (5) intheir forner lives
wth four of the hunan characters: Rola, Denoke, Adenebi and
Agboreko — three of whomare the prot agonists of the pay. The
presence of the guests helps to establish guilt in the consci ences of
the protagonists and the rest. This explains the psycho ogical and
physical rgection of the guests by the hunans in the latter ’'s hostile
reception of the forner. The di sappoi ntnent of the human conmunity
and the subsequent violent rejection of the guests advance the
dranatic plot, wich rises to a schizophrenic peak wen the stage
directioninforns: “[Sounds of bells, shouts and gunshots, fromafar.
[ And] . Dead Man Listens”. To the Dead Min, “That is hardy the sound
of wel cong” (8). The foll owng conversation further revea s the tensi on
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and restlessness of the hunans who desperately drive anay their
guest s.

Adenebi : | heard al the comotion. And | net one of your nen
who sai d you were hunting sone shady characters.

ad mn: And so we are.

ad mMn: Look here, we haven't got nets or cages, SO you can
see ve are not really trying to capture them If we can
drive themavay fromhere, it wll be suf fidet. [To the
Guncilor.] tell the nen to scatter...| cannat hear them
They nust nake a ot of noise. (28-9)

The ol d nan suddenly thinks he has found a sol ution, and orders
an “old decrepit [nonster] wagon’, christened the “Chimmey of Eeko’
whi ch has been “put of f the roed’ (29), todothejdo. According to the
Qd Man: “...the Chinmey ought to doit. Wen that nonster travel s at
anything over two il es per hour you can't see the world for snoke or
snell alarine for petrd fumes. If any ghost can survive it, then there
is noponer that can help g’ (30). The conplications inthe play are
further extended with the revelation that Denoke (one of the
prat agonist s) killed his goprentice carver, Qenol e, during the carving
of the totem The dead guests reveal this to the other protagonists,
and Denoke adnits:

Dead Man: It is death youreek of. Nowl knowwhat the snell is.
Denoke: | did...I asked you, did he accuse ne?

Dead Woman: | said the living woud save ne. Wat fingers are
those whom| begged to let down ny child gently?
Wiat have you thought to push ne further down the

pit? [Goes]

Dead Man: May you be cursed again. My you be cursed
agai n[ Goes]

Denmpke: | pushed him | pushed hi mdown

Rl a Why ?

Denoke: ...The one, who did nat fall fromthe tree, apprentice

tomy craft, till | gduged iminto kel. (256

W findtherefore that at the centre of the play’ s cel érati ve nood
is an underlying view of discord, disunity, aninesity, sterility ad
anar chy. This undercurrent of chaos and dscardis, for inst ance, given
dranatic representation by the sustai ned conflict between the two
deities, Eshuoro and Qqun. Qenole s gudng deity, Eshuoro, who
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has been wonged in nany other ways due to the events, denmands
vengeance and justice, and Denoke’'s patron god, Qun, vows to
protect him Denoke confesses to (bangji that envy was the notive
of his nurderous act:

hanej i : Hatred, Pride. Bindness. Bwy. Was it Bwy?
Denmpke: Envy, but not fromprovess of his adze.
The worl d knew of Denoke, son and son to carvers
Mster of wood, shaper of iron, servant to Qun
Jave, aas to height and the tapered end
G the silk—cotton tree, Qenol e
M bonded nan, whetted the bl ades
Lit the fire to forge Denake' s tod' s
Strong he was ...[ny enphasis]. (26)

The enphasi zed words and nany ot her details about Qenole in
Denoke’'s |ong speech, reveal that the fornmer was a promsing,
inteligent, creative, skillfu, and youthfu nenber of the conmunity
killed in his prire The carver’s nurderous act is sacrilegious even
when we try to believe otherwse that the killing was a necessary
sacrifice to the goos far ther task to be conpleted as Aai’ s words
i nply: “Denoke pushed a hand and pl ucked hi mdown...the final [ink
was conpl ete — the dance coul d proceed’ (5).

The nurder signifies the barbari smand canni bal i sm whi ch have
pl agued the African society and vhi ch have al so been the hal | nark of
the conpetitive, capitalist nodern civilization. The cause of such
bar bari smand cami balismis the wll to anihilate others wo stand
onthevay of our driveto satisfy our pleasure instincts, wich produce
inthe first dace socid copetition Al sodieties (past and present,
traditional and nodern) have been basically propelled by the sane
ego notive. The irony in the play stens fromthe anbiguity that,
repressions which have been the cause of civilization are aso the
bere o it. Infact, inthe day, the murder is Denoke' s present sin for
wiich wth his past one, heiis led into the forest — a nat aphor, inthe
play, for the abode of the gods and spirits —for trid ad eq@aion

Ve reiterate that the “tatem and the festival of the “gathering of
the tribes” represent a false sense of progress — a false inage of
unity or oneness — because of the nunerous underlying inages of
despondency and anarchy in the socia structure. The i nages of fal se
achi evenent and those of despair are signifiers vhich produce other
signifiers — netaphors which introduce other netaphors - creating a
conpl ex interplay of significations. The despair creates in us an
avareness of substitutes - the unattained ideal s lacking in the soci ety
adresutinginsocid sterility ad decay. These substitutes, the absent
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ideals, constitute the paradignatic el enents, which are as inportant
as the synt agnatic superstructure of the play. They reveal the
ani guity or anivalence in the text’s superstructure and show its
i nherent irony.

Furthernore, despair and frustration form the underlying
principles of characterisation. like Denoke, the other protagonists,
Rola and Adenebi, and the other characters, suffer fromcertan
inhibitios. Rdlaand Adenehi, for inst ance, display antisocia behavi our
which contradicts the celebrative spirit that the historic evert is
supposed to inspire. A sersitive reader get s varried thet this histaric
evernt —the present progress necessitating the gathering of the tribes
— does not bring these prot agoni st s happiness. Rola and Adenenbi
psychdogicadly rgect the ceeration. They gointo the forest to seek
sanctuary. W hear Rola say: “The whole sentinent dity doys in ny
face. That iswy | fled The wde tom reeks of it ...the gathering of
the tribes! Db you know hownany ol d and forgotten rel ations cane to
cd erate?’ (9. And Adenebi a so says; “I have aweak heart. Too much
enotion upsets ne”, and later inforns “I cane here to get anay from
the excitenent”(1J).

The dissatisfaction, frustration, disillusionnent and g oomare
pervasive in the ervironnent of the play in a nanner that tends to
prophesy the out cone of the newy independent N gerian nation. The
gl oomand decadence, which pervade the text, are worsened by the
nassi ve corruption and general insensitivity to the plight of the
underprivileged — the sane facts which have crippled the econonic
¢ aility o African societies and ret arded socia, politica and
technol ogi cal progress.

The reader wonders at the scale of corruption and destruction in
the play and wiether what is being cel ebrated is any achi evenent at
all: nassive fraud and bribery take place a the council resutinginthe
death of thousands; vehicles that are not road worthy are put back to
the road when noney has exchanged hands. The horrifying fatality of
this greed and i ndi scretion results in nunerous terribl e acci dents. The
destruction weaked by the two lorries, ‘Gimmey of Beko - ironicaly
christened “@d ny Saviour” (17) — and the ‘Incinerator’, illaraes
the loss of arder, and belies any achi evenent in the conmunity. The
fol l owng conversation portrays the catastrophi c use such that nodern
i nvertions have been subjected by a careless, insensitive, corrupt
and anarchic Arican society inthe pay.

hanej i : ...this one, the Gimnmey of Eeko. Wat a lorry! Wat a
recard it hes. Yaupu it o f the road recently, ddit your?

Adenebi: We had to, it was snoking |ike a perpetua Vo cano.
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Sobaneji: Hty ...Chinmey of Beko. It had survived crashes, apart
fronfdlinginapt tw o threetines ...

hanej i : ...how take another casebook which we closed only
yest erday. Anot her passenger lorry. They cdl it the
Incinerator .

Adenebi:  Never heard the name.

hanej i : You codn't have. It got that nane only yesterday af te
what happened.

Rl a: What ?

(hanej i : Bfae | tdl you |l mst let you knowthe histay of the

lary. Wenit was built, soneone looked at it, and deci ded
that it woudonly take forty nen. Bit the ower took it to

the council. ...one of your of fice varkers tock a bribe. A
subst atid krike And he changed the capacity to severty.
(17-8)

Theresut, as Qangi intinates us, isthat thelorry got an acci dent
and caught fire and sixty five of the seventy passengers “burnt to
Oeath’ (19). According to (hangji: “They were all on their way here —
the gathering of the tribes” (18). The hunan characters in the play
have obviously neither changed nor learnt fromany past nistakes.
The sane mistakes continue to repeat thensel ves: the corruption,
hetred hostility, audty, kot al nurder, deception and genera |ack of
dsoretion Al these still very much characterize the present as they
didinthe past. The Dead Vénan confirns this: “Ahundred generations
have nade no difference. | was a foo to cong” (25).

The foregoing point is significantly portrayed by a fl ash back into
the court of Mita Kharibu, eight centuries back, where the three
protagonistsintheir forner |ives were responsibl e for the ensl avenent,
brutal treatnent of the Dead Min and the death of his wfe, the Dead
Vénan (while being pregnant) (46-57). The significance of this
flashback is vividy captured by Hdred Jones:

Soyi nka hei ghtens the conparisons wth our inperfect present
by nmaking the hunan characters in the play double as both
contenporary and historical characters, thus naking the point that
the nore nen change, the nore they renai n the sane. The specific
garb nay change but the basi c hunan characters renai n fundanental |y
unal tered. (“The Bssentia Soyinka’ 118)

Jones’ viewis corroborated in the text vhen Forest Father (the
suprene deity in the play) wo doubles as haneji, a nortal being,
says:
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Trouble nme no further. The fool eries of
bei ngs whom| have fashi oned cl oser to ne
veary and distress ne. Yet | nost persist,
knowng that nothing is ever atered [ny
enphasi s]. M secret is ny eternal burden
to pierce the encrustations of soul—
deadening habit, and bare the mirror of
oignd nekedness — knowng ful vel, it is
al fuility. (7)

This is where nany critics identify pessinismas a promnent feature
inthe play as in nany Soyi nka’ s works. To say, however, nathing ever
changes or “nothing is ever dtered’ istodeny thepay of its sduay
nessage, which rests squarely inthe expiation vwe are tol d by Denoke
the three protagoni sts have undergone. The vision of pessimsmis
described by Mduakor thus: “In a situation where nothing happens
or so nuch happens at a leisurely pace, al too suddeny, the bdloon
of inertiais punctured and both audi ence and cast are shaken up by
the inpact of thedast” (183). Adhefuther identifiesit as “Syirkd s
favourite nethod of organizing the structure of his plays” (183).

The vision of pessinism nevertheless is significant to a
postnodern critical perspective, and:

ne of the abiding concerns of the new
historicism[wich] is the reconstruction of
our view of history not as progressiona ,
evol utionary inevit aility, but as nulti-
directional network of ruptured continuities
in which cause nay be effect effect cause
... (GuUNdarein“Aricanliterature ad the
Qisis of Rost-Strududist Theorising’ 2)

Theflashbeck deviceinthepayisahistorica tod adistherefore
of a postnodern aesthetic interest. It is synponatic of the text as a
product of schizophrenia. It foregrounds the visions of characters and
the play's structure, and ruptures the inage of order in structura
progession. It provides histarica explanations for the prevailing | oss
of values and the lack of hunanity in the capitalist varld hinted a in
the pay. The neaning derivabl e here is that Aricansociety canliberae
fsdf fronthe Third world bondage of tyranny, underdevel opnent,
poverty, superstitions, and corruption by | ooking back into the g orious
and inglorious part of her histoy, legends, nyths, fokt ales and
proverbs in order to reconstruct a newidentity and to recreate new
structures and institutions for the surviva of comunity.
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A Dance of the Forest s isapditicd day. It ismt just acddraion o
a glorious achievenent as suggested by the phrase in the title, ‘A
Cance’, but a netaphor of contrasting fragnents, which also portray
the “probl ens confronting [the] inchoate world’ (Byoh 67) of the 20"
century newNgerian nation —if we can allude to the state of Ngeria
and her historic achievenent at the tine the play vas witten. The
ha f—child synd inthepay dstort s the inage of unity, conpl et eness
and order. It is both an allegory and a concrete syniol which
denyt hal ogi zes the myth of the gl orious past; it detatalises (contrasts)
the vision of acconpli shnents. Its association wth the figwe —in —
red and the dangerous gane at “knife-points” (70-1) are signifiers,
vhi ch create an anareness of future strife, destruction and bl codshed.
Mre significantly the Hil f-chil d confronts us wth the need t o reassess
our odnyths in order to see howthey have repeatedy led us to self
destruction, nan's inhunanity to nan, avarice and lack of “progress”
inthe real sense of the vord. Mre so, just as the ha f-child vas nat
born in the past because of the atrocities of that past, he can not be
born in the present as well because the sane conditions that nade
hishrthinpossibdeinthepest are still inthe preset. Theinterpretaion
here is the naj or perspective which the schizophrenic trial scene in
the forest, vhich aso constitutes the play’s nain clinax, represerts.
The text does not just resonate pessimism sal utary vision energes
fromit aswell. Frst, the various i nages of despair create an avareness
of socia problens, and this knowedge is itsdf sdu ay. Second, the
denia o Denake to take custody of the half-child is signficantly so
(thet is, sautary); it suggests the need to creste newnyths of exi stence,
break anay from and rupture, the recurring inage of duplicates which
our history has enoodied as we have learnt, for instance, fromthe
Cier inthe day

Toal such as ddl inthese Forests; Rock devils,
Earth inps Tree denons, ghomids, dew | ds, genie
I ncubi, succubi, wndhorls, bits and hal ves and such
Sons and subj ect s of Forest Fether, addl

That dwell in his donain, take note, this nigt

I's the wel cone of the dead. Wen spells are cast
And the dead invoked by the living, only such

My resune their body corporeal as are sunmoned
Wen the understreans that whirl themend essly
Gmplete acircle. Aly such nay regai n

Voice auditorial as are summoned when their |ink
Wth the living hes fuly repeated its neture, hes
Re-inpressed fully on the tapestry of |gbehi nadun
In approxinate duplicate of actions ... . (45
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Forest Father does not see how Denoke's inability to adopt the
Hal f-child proves himwong wen the deity says. “ny secret is ny
eternal burden — to pierce the encrustati ons of soul —deadeni ng habi t,
and bere the nirror of orignal nekedness — knowng full vell, it is dl
futility” (7). These words by Forest Father directly infomus of the
falure of the gods and superstitions to provide lasting sd utions to
societal problens. Min nust therefore | ook imvard for personal and
soci a  redenption.

The sal utary nessage is further extended by Eshuoro's inability
to destroy Denoke on his totem Qun, his patron god, hel ps the
carver to escape Eshuord’'s vengeance. This singuar act is liberation
for Denoke and the rest of the human conmunity. Smhdicdly,it
shows that though nyths and superstitions have been part of the bane
of sociad progress, it is aso through the reordering of these nyths
and the attuning of selvestoinner potertials that soci ety can advance.
The sese of expaionfuther affirnsthepayssduayvision It tdls
us that social transfornation can never cone fromsuperstition and
sacrificia offerings to the deities, because these have served as the
instrunents of “conservatismand thus of anarchy and oppression in
our society” (Mweh 13). Qur lesson is that, expiation is a persond
and liberated process of self discovery. The conversation between
the Od Min and Denoke , his son, speaks of this.

ad mn: Denoke, we nade sacrifice and denanded the path of
expiaion

Denmoke: Epiation? W three wo lived nany livesinthis onenight,
have we not done enough? Have we not felt enough for
the nenory of our renaining |ives? (73

Fromthis perspective, the journey of the three protagoni sts into
the forest is a journey into the labyrinth of the mind for the heding
cure to the problens of the externa environnent.

Soificatly, atinomesinthetext nanifest asthesocid, pditica
and psychol ogi cal probl ens whi ch cause despar, whi ch put any sense
of achi evenent in doubt and destroy any cel ebrati ve nood. They att est
to the i nadequaci es of the gods and the futility of relying on them The
gods are portrayed as displaying nan' s weaknesses, corrupt, petty,
i ndi screte and vi si onl ess — the sane cankerwor ng whi ch have caused
anarchy in the hunan environment. According to Aon, “it is enough
that they [the pratagonists] dscover their regeneration” (59). Thisis
apointer tothe fact that people nust seek salvation in thense ves,
di scover their potentials and redirect their own energies to nore useful
pur poses.
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The antinomes in the play serve as effective paradigns for
understanding the real neaning and essence of progress. Real
progress fromboth content and formal so includes using nyths to
your own advant age by becoming a nyt h- naker yoursel f; peopl e shoul d
not depend on nyths but nyths on people.

Soyi nka addr esses nany soci al and psychol ogical problens in A
Cance of the Forests so nuch so that we can have recourse to it for
healing. The play denonstrates how narrative know edge can be an
dterrative far, or conplenent, scientific knowedge. Through his
critidsmd sodiety, the playwight created his own nyth to hel p advance
the course of culture and society; his creationis asubstitute for nadern
nyths like conputer and other technol ogical inventions.

The Paradox of Dranatic Representaionin A Dance of the
Forests

ADance of the Forests isatext wichdenonstrates thet literature
as acutua product can function as a denythol ogizing art. The play
achieves that through its inherent conflict and fragnentary devi ces
such as satire, irony, parody, flashbacks, and other syniolic
representati ons. These aesthetic e enents in the play estadish it as
a paradox of dranatic representation. Paradox is hereby used in
consonance wth the view of the newcritics wo extend the termto
include “al surprising deviations from o qualifications of, common
perceptions or commonpl ace opinions” (Abrans 127). It is also in
agreenent wthJeyifoinhis article “For Ginua Achebe: The Resilience
and the Predi canent of oierika’, wo sees it as “irony and dial ectic’
wi ch he says is the “pd e of denystification” (61). Infact, as Geath
Brooks has said “the | anguage of poetry is the | anguage of paradox”
(Aorans 127). Danaitsel f actual i zes through paradox by the nythi cal
realization of an action through foregrounded el enents, characters
and di al ogue.

The conflict sin A Dance aethefirst torasetheday s net aphor
to promnence. W& can idertify conflicts a dfferent leveds. There is
the conflict between the living and the dead hel ghtened by the regj ection
of the dead by the hunan conmunity; between the living and the
supernatural necessitating frequent sacrifices for atonenent and
thereby establishing the need for expiation as sd ution to the various
acts of transgressi ons; between two principles: restriction and freedom
self-denial and sel f-assertion (wich stimiates an avareness of the
conflict between reality and pleasure principles). The protagonists
and the deities, especially Eshuoro and Qyun, incarnate these in the
text. Qiflicts aso exist betwveen dd and new or the past and the
present; between tradition and nodernity — a subtle thene which the
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destruction by the two lorries, ‘Ginmey of Eeko and the Incinerator,
including the destruction of the forest and the araba tree, exdoe a a
lover levd o sigification Thelist is edess.

Inthisrereading of the text, the supernatural agreeald y energes
asapaet sigifier. D Ayeginarightly observes this when he exanmnes
A Dance of the Forests in his study of the supermnatura in Arican
drana:

The signfier [the supernaturd] thus operates at two functi ona
levels: first as an expression of the archetypa inage operationd in
the subconscious of the society; and secondy as a function of tine
past and present. (95

However, the supernatural signifier operates a nare than these
twolevels. The supernaturd functions at different planes: netaphysicd ,
secul ar, indvidd, cdlective psychdogical, historicd, etcetera Exch
plane contains its om coflict creating therefore series of coflicts,
wiich interning e and deny the play of a palpable plat. It is through
these conflicts that the supernatural serves as a link between the
deep and surface structures creating a situati on whereby f or mbecones
neaning, and neaning form The ‘forest’ is where the conflicting
i nterests converge. Mduakor attenpts an expl anation of the el aborate
sigificaion of the forest netaphor:

The forest is an extension of the grove netaphor; it isnat only a
rituad syntbol of expiation or purgation but aso a notritua synol
wth nultiple connatations. FHrst, the forest is an abode of an unseen
power, the hone of the gods .... The forest is aso a net gphor for the
hunan world. Fnally, the forest is a naze, a laoyrinth inpenetrad e
and unknowabl e, where nothi ng happens and yet everything is
possible. (179)

Wit is left out in Mduskor's brilliat edicaion o the forest
netgphor inthepayistha the ‘foest” dsosigifiestheimer ddling
pl ace of the unconscious drives (individual and colective ) were ve
confront our various gods (our inner potentials) and fromwhich we
can confront theredity o or existence It isironcd thet the gods in
the play which the hunans should ook up to are not fundanental ly
different fromthe latter since the forner incarnate the sane
cankervorns that have caused rift and disorder inthe corporea world.
The conclusion therefore is that there is no salvation in these gods,
but innan hinself. This explains the significance of the three hunan
protagoni sts’ experience of expiation, and wiy vhen the O d Min says:

ad Mn: Denoke, we nade sacrifice and denanded the path of
epgdaim.... (Bnokeredies)
Denoke: Expiation? Ve three wo lived in this ore night, have
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ve nat done enough? Have ve nat fel't enough far the
nenary o o reainrg lives? (73.

The forest wichis the setting of thepay islikeanrror hdd on
to life. The gods thensel ves are not spared because we are to see
through the “forest” nmirror the true nature of the gods. They are
denystified as they quarrel, nake their own mistakes; they are nean
and petty, portrayed sonetines as cheap crooks, blood-thirsty; they
show delight in trivial and in hunan misfortunes. There are nany
instances where the foibles of the gods thensel ves are portrayed.
For instance, (hangji (Forest Father) displays his pettiness and | ove
o trivids wen he says:

(hanej i : Rty. | ves very ford of it. Gimmey of Beko. It had survi ved
e gt crashes, goart fromfalinginapt two o threetinas.
Yes it was sonething of an Od Waria. | gewa red
dfedion fa it. (19

Adenebi” s redy, “If yauliketha sot o thing[,]” cest s doubt s as tothe
ineyity o the daty. And he becones nore di sappoi nting when he
narrates wth relish the story of the fatal accident invdving the
I nci nerator which clai ned nany |ives. The encounter between Mirete
(the spirit innabiting the wood) first wth Eshuoro, and later wth @Qun,
shoss the pride, gullibility and greed of these gods. Agboreko — the
Hder of the Sealed Lips (the diviner) — approaches Mrete several
tines wth wne to appease himin order to know the where about of
the protagonists in the forest and to learn about what the gods think
of hunans. Ater accepting the of fering, Mrete in his arrogance is
hard y forthconing with the infornati on Agboreko seeks. In fact, other
gods in the play, like Mrete, behave like the hunans and do not
show they are better. The denystification of the gods is a sust a ned
parody in the play.

Soyi nka denonstrates wth his constant use of nythol ogy and
ritual s that he uses these el enents as conveni ent netaphors to nake
vital, socia and pditical coments. Mthdogy adritua s formalarger
contraling force in this pay's nesh of signfications. They serve as
totalizing and detatalisingtods. That is, Syinka uses themto present
issues fromdifferent perspectives and they al so becone the neans
wth which he debunks or destroys an earlier portrait or structure
erected; he constructs, reconstructs and deconstructs wth them It is
fromthis perspective that Sekoni’s assertion about Soyinka s use of
‘ritual’ in“Rtua and Gnmuni cation in Soyinka' s Drana” nay be better
appreciated: Rtua in Soyinkas drana is not only used to produce
and convey neanings ...it is al so enpl oyed to comrment on the entire
process of conmouni cational act of wiichit is an e enent (87).
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Dama is a conmuni cational act. Rtual and nythol ogy can be
usefu netapharical vehicles. Thisis characteristic of Syyirka s creative
i npul se, which he adntted in an interviewhe granted The Southern
Review. “l e Yoruba gods as creative net aphors, sonetines as
net aphors for ny own existence. Qe in particular called Qun’ (512).
The situationin A Dance of the Forest s is such that hunans and gods
are parodied and satirized in the portrayal of socia decay and
inbelance. It is a dranatic style wich is simlar to Bripides ad
Becht’ s The narrative strateges in the tedt such as parody, stire
iray, nythol ogy, ritua's, stories, flashbacks, fragnent and foreground
nan's psychological, cutura, socid and pditica experiences; they
take us back and forvard in the drana and enable us to see in the
streamaf tine the di achroni ¢ and synchroni c el enents whi ch constitute
the tatdity of lifeinthe dranatic represertati on. These e engnts a so
detotalise by naking sensitive readers and audi ence, as the case
nay be, question the supposed sense of progress, socia st dility,
secda logc adtheinfdlibility of the gods.

The dances and rnusic are other idions which foreground
experience and nake the dramatic representation a neta-narrative
of ruptured cotinuities. Dance is an inportant netaphorical vehicle
inthepgay. It is aneenant whichshos its prominence right fromthe
titte A Dance of the Forests. It islikdytoraseae s “expect aiond a
cel ebration in vhich leafy boughs are borne by dancers to give the
i npression of dancing forests” (Wkala in “Dance and Misic in Ve
Soyi nka’ s A Dance of the Forest s” 121). kdainthe foregoing article,
idetifies three kinds of dances and their significance in the dranatic
tet:

The dances inthe play can loosely be classified into three types:
the ritud, the synolic and the pseudo-sacrificial. The ritua dance
[according to hinh occurs during the nore el aborate rite of divination
inthe play.... This dance seens designed to inspire the gods to nake
utterances, through the oracle, regarding possible sdutions to the
probl ens of the hunan cormunity.... The synbol i ¢ dance conpri ses
the anpe and the Dance of the Half-child.... The pseudo-sacrificial
dance Is ...caled “the Dance of the Uwlling Sacrifices’. (122-4)

kala also identifies two kinds of music in the play, namly:
“Background nusi ¢ and Dance nusic” (126). kal a believes that the
use of Dance and nusic inthe play help to strengthen the “nai n notifs
of the play — nan@ly, the hostility of host s to guest s, cotrad ction (or
di sharnany), and (mis)application of freewll” (128). The natifs of the
play are nany as they al so i ncl ude personal and group sacrifice, greed,
guilt and freedom
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A Dance of the Forests, through its paradox, is bath a counter-
and neta-narrative which subverts popular views of progress and
histay, and vhi ch achi eves dj ectivity by di scountenancing the “pit fdls
of self essentidisation in the construction of comonity” (Jeyifo in
“Wil e Soyinka' s Theatre” 65-6).

Post scri pt

The 21¢ century Ngeria validates the rel evance of the prophetic
vision of Syyinka s A Dance of the Forest s, which was witten in 1960
to celebrate the country’s newy acqui red i ndependence at that tine.
The carrugtion, inmsensitivity, inhunanity, faled vision fdse uity ad
progress, which characterise the cel ebrative society of the play, ae
reminiscent of Ngeria Qe of the ngjor recurring features in the play
is its recourse to nythology and ritual s because of the need for
expiation and sacrifice. It suggests that this can be attained by
obj ectively reviewng ol d and contenporary nyths and by identifying
the anti nonmes that have stood agai nst econonic, politica and soci o
cutud progress. Util this is done, watever is cderated in ‘The
Gthering of the Tribes (Wichnany believe sigifies Ngeria) is fdse
unity and progress. The antinomes that are artithetica to genuine
progress could grow nonstrous and in a schi zophreni ¢ peak destroy
the foundation or the existence of the coomunity of ‘ The Githering of
the Trikes. Thegood nevs is that thereis anidentification of asdution
tothe amrchic sterility inthe day. Thisisinthe djective ad ysis of
the past and contenporary history and a subsequent effort toward
expiationat indvidud and cdlectivelevels. The bad nevs is that those
to lead society ot of the goom are leaders like Adenobi, Denoke,
and Rola, who are terribly tainted and visionless. Such are the
anti val ent noods that surround the vision of progress in the soci ety
o the pay, ax by edesion its referent, Ngeria, even in the 2ist
century.
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