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TESS ONWUEME'S SOULAR SYSTEM:

Trilogy of the She-Kings—Parables, 

Reigns, Calabashes
Anything which cannot stand the force of change must be uprooted or be blown into obliv​ion by the storm heralding the new season!

Ona (Broken Calabash)

'The task of woman is to build—to create.

 Zo, Parables for a Season
How do you think
You can snap the finger without the Right thumb?

Omu, The Reign of Wazobia
D

oes it widen our awe of Tess Onwueme's dramaturgical sorcery to know that, though still in her mid-thirties, she has "authored- five children, a Ph.D. in dramatic literature, more than sixteen plays (ten published), and scores of intergenerational hook-ups, lectures, cultural re​unions, articles, choral/ritual performances and poems? That her stunning plays, spun from the rich threads of West African culture, have enjoyed International premieres at the Bonstelle Theater in Detroit. The National Theatre of Nigeria, and tine First International Conference on Women Play​wrights in Buffalo, New York? Or that she was the first and only female to win the Drama Prize given by the Association of Nigerian Authors (in 1985 for The Desert Encroaches). and the first woman to act as president of the ANA? Perhaps…perhaps. What it does widen, however, is our apprecia​tion of a life committed, a life experiential, a life dramatic, and a life prolific. These lives, stitched into the kente of rich‑creativity, weave regal woman, familial/ancestral struggles, bidimensional sojourns, and truncated/recon​structed legacies (see Legacies, 1988) into joy- or pain-colored theatrical tapestries.

Certainty, The broken Calabash, Parable for a Sea​son, and The Reign of Wazobia may be seen on the one hand as a trilogy. But they also may be enjoyed as distinct and self-woven fabrics of drama, adhering to their own pattern-frames of time, logic, space, and rhythm yet threaded into an ancient-to-current continuum made whole and healthy by belief system, mythopoeic ritual, parable, humor, satire, proverb, ceremony, soul-tossing conflict, and folkadelic webbing, Of this dramaturges important work, Kendall, chair of the Department of Theater at Smith Col​lege, has noted;

Her plays not only bring the range and beauty of Nige​rian culture to an international audience, they create the artistic bridges crucial to the development of a multicultural educational environment. In Legacies, for example, she explores the links and breakages be​tween African-American and African peoples. In The Reign of Wazobia, she examines the intersections of tradition arid ritual, the construction of gender, and the construction of -woman," in a framework which is par​ticular to Nigeria but which is pertinent to women In the U.S.A. and many other countries. (correspondence, June I8, 1991)

Onwueme's cultural influences and aesthetic kinships may be said to span a good stretch of the Afrocentric, Eurocentric, and multicultural rainbow oral literature and Folklore, Elizabethan (especially Shakespearean and modem European drama, African and black diasporan expression. Among her literary soul mates are Wole Soyinka, Ama Ala Aidoo, Athol Fugard, Sam​uel Beckett, Derek Walcott, John Pepper Clark, Albert Ca​mus, Chinua Achebe, Toni Morrison, Anton Chekhov, Femi Osofisan, Ngugi Wa Thiong'0, George Bernard Shaw, Athol Fugard, August Wilson, Amos Tutuola, Gloria Naylor, Buchi Emecheta, Dennis Brutus, Alex LaGuma, Mariarna Ba, and Sembene Ousmane.

Onwueme's plays, inside and outside this collection, transmit certain messages on both ostensible and figurative levels. Levels is a good word here, for upon entering Onwueme's dramatic "soular system," one is simultaneously engaged by numerous dimensions: feminine and feminist, tangible and ethereal, god and mortal, woman and man, she-king and he-queen, astral and physical, empowered and unempowered, democratic and fascistic, ancient and pres​ent, Afrocentric and eurocentric. (One must hasten to add, however, that her work is never so contrived or fragmented that it can be reduced to predictable polarities and duali​ties,) Add this: 'revolt of intellectual modernity against a decadent traditional value of the caste order" and "the indi​vidual conviction of insurmountability of genuine love for another person in spite of traditional and unholy attitudes of discrimination" (Introductory notes to the first edition, The Broken Calabash),

But what, ostensibly, are these plays -about"? For start​ers, they -dramatically" suggest a rearrangement of the world so as to strip it of male hegemony, class oppression, indifference to youth, needless war ("When, when, when will men learn to accept that they cannot gain peace from war?" Wazobia, The Reign of Wazobia), blind deference to elders ("Longevity is no measure of wisdom" (Wazobia), counterproductive power struggles (especially in Parables for a Season and The Reign of Wazobla), and the "leprous grip of the disease of freedom"' (Metaphor for "white-body"—Igbo euphemism for leprosy—and the oxymoronic role of white missionaries).

But the "about" factor has a flip side to it: herein the same images, folk webbings, faith structures, poetic testi​monials, ceremonies, combative dialogues, and semiotic soliloquies are employed, not in stripping a world (soular system?), but in rituals of cultural coherence, reclamation, rescue, and reconstruction. Within this context of therapeu​tic remythification, the She-King Trilogy {as I call it) is about tile healing salve of humor, as in signifying (“feet so long they can stand on the moon," Zo, Wazobia) the intrinsic value of women to men and women to women ("With or without man, make a meaning of your life," Wazobia, Wa​zobia); the predominance of the proverb in African cultures as an educational tool ("A child who asks questions never misses the road,' Priest of Ani, Wazobia); the need for cross-gender collaboration and harmony: the a priori view of mother as Earth/Earth as mother ("Mother, you are deep like the Earth herself,' Zo, Parables for a Season); the culturally centered position of the black male child and the ominous historical threat to his survival ("Ah—world / A black male child costly as a gem. And I who longed for one since lost my twins to the stave raiders, to / be blessed with a male child ... ?" Old Termite, Parables); and irrevocable ties to past and land ("umbilical cords were buried right at the root of trees in this very soil,' Wazobia, Wazobia},

In this young playwright's mind's eye, African theater, the oldest in the world, burns full up with folk- and funk-spun energy, rich and robust giggle-humor, raw visceral movement, acrobatic intelligence, life-death intimacies (We live in the twin-fold of life and death," Wazobia, Parables), pageantry, town criers, griots, gods ("Sometimes the gods like to humor us in our shame,' ldehen, Wazobia), masks and masking ("We all wear more than one face at a time in this society," Ona, Calabash, conflict, ritual dancers, con​tradictions waiting to be satirized ("You Christians and your lord who forbids stealing and yet calls himself a thief (in the night}," Courtuma, Calabash), music, poetry, fetishes, shrines, body decorations, and festivals.

Onwueme has meticulously and brilliantly restitched many of these traditional and modern elements into plays that are temporally cyclical, thematically modal ideo-rhythmically intricate, and histrionically edifying. In these woman- and god-centered tapestries and murals. On​wueme's workswornanship, reminiscent of sister-scholar​artists like Zora Neale Hurston and Katherine Dunham, is re​vealed as consummate and whole. Like her foremothers (and forefathers), she probes the deep ancient underpin​nings of culture, character, image conduit, and ritual. Such probings have taken her into the multidimensional worlds of myth breaking, mythmaking, and myth merging. As an African-Nigerian-Igbo-woman-feminist-artist, Onwueme in her life and history has been, at least on one level, configured by colonialism, tribalism, imperialism, racism, sexism, stereotype, and classism. In The Broken Calabash, The Reign of Wazobia, and Parables for a Season, she reimages, reforges, reshapes, renews, and reinvents woman/human societies for the stage.

The women in this trilogy are all ascending, involved women. Evolved women. Evolving women. African women with themselves, their men, their children, their families, their neighbors. Extended families, black folks. Though there are forces that would devolve—and, if possible, dis​solve—knew. Through drama (life-mirrowing), Onwueme lifts these women, helps them—and their men—re-see and re​ceive themselves as ancient, traditional, and re-envisioned citizens. Woman as king;  man as cohort; the sin of too much father-love—a tragic, stifling love—for daughter in Calabash; king-mother roles in Aniocha-Igbo society; the clash of his​torical myth and revolutionary-intellectual modernity; re​adapting precolonial mother-daughter relationships to contemporary needs and values; harmonizing African inde​pendence, pan-African ism, and Afrocentricity with cross-cultural black consciousness (again. see Legacies). Such are the major themes and major schemes of Onwueme as she manipulates vision, canvas, stage, village, festival, campus, chorus, sitting room, masquerade, symbol, sign, etymology, anthropology. ethnography, mythology, xylo​phone, gong, ekwe, kente, high life, music, birth,. death, and marriage. Hers is a multicultural theatrical spectrum that encompasses the Afro-Indian-Greeco-Roman-Hebrew-Christian-European continuum.

In Parables for a Season and The Reign of Wazobia women who by law or tradition have rightfully ascended to the kingship—even if only temporarily—are being under​mined by men, occasionally by women, and sometimes in the context of cross-fender plotting, One of the male strate​gies is all too familiar to African-American villagers, the divide-and-conquer pattern, lyase, who plots with Idehen (Iago?) against newly crowned she-king Wazobia, notes:

We must catch the lion by getting hold of its cub. In 
spite of avowed solidarity, women are women. You can​not rule out petty jealousies among them. Throw a grain of maize on a brood of chicks. Grip the hen as they cackle for the booty (Wazobia).

But as the plot and plotting thicken, as the “men hold their meeting to unseat Wazobia," the wise elder stateswoman Omu directs the women thusly:

Together we form this moon shape. Lie in ambush sur​rounding the throne as the men emerge. We, together in this naked legion, will salute them in our natural state. Taunting their eyes with their own shame. This naked dance is a last resort women have had over the ages, if our men force us to the wall, we must use it as our final weapon. Unusual problems demand unusual solutions. Wazobia)

In Onwueme's soular system, women cannot be reduced to a group of quarreling chicks. Instead, they induce and sus​tain bonding, express solidarity, and when tempers flare and there is a call for vengeful violence. Wazobia reminds them of their mission: “Women peace! Peace! Spill no blood! Ours is to plant seed-yams. Not blood to feed worms." This young king/queen knows that the song (the word, nommo, songi​fied naming) is the thing. 'Traditionally, one exorcises ugli​ness and expiates evil and bad feelings through the use of song and callings {as in blues). So Wazobia steadies her sisters (and us) with this war-peace cry:

"Sing, women! Stand firm on the soil! Sing! Sing!

Eugene B. Redmond, Professor of English and Poet Laureate, East 5t, Louis Summer 1991––“Introduction to the Anthology of Three Plays by Tess Onwueme,” Detroit: Wayne State University Press (1993).
SPEAKING ABOUT TESS ONWUEME’S DRAMA



By 

Daniela Gioseffi

Winner 1990 American Book Award 
T

ess Osonye Onwueme writes to purge herself of oppressive feelings, and her plays serve that im​portant function for all of us. They not only bring us the range and beauty of Nigerian culture, but speak to the heart of people everywhere. Her works examine the Intersection of tradition and ritual, as well as the construction of gender, and though her framework Is particular to Nigeria, her dra​mas are pertinent to oppressed peoples of all countries as well as the United States—particularly women.. Indeed, her dramatic works create an artistic bridge crucial to interna​tional understanding of human rights for all, everywhere. It is fortunate that North American readers can now have the benefit of finding, under one cover, three of those antholo​gized for the first time.

The Broken Calabash had its U.S. premiere at the Bons​telle Theatre, Wayne State University in Detroit, where the playwright spent a year in residency as guest writer. The drama attracted a large crowd because or its relevance to the theme of National Identity, It is a significant tragedy which was originally produced by the Federal University of Technol​ogy Owerri (FUTO) Theatre Troupe at the National Theatre, Iganmu Lagos in October, 1984. This led to the National Television Authority production of a film version that was broadcast nationwide in celebration of the Nigerian independence Silver Jubilee in October 1985.

The play constitutes an intellectual revolt against the decadent traditional values of a caste system. It portrays the triumph of love over the inhumanity of discrimination and raises the important question of modern Nigerian women's subjugation to outmoded traditions. It shows the tragic con​sequences of denying any human being, female or male, the right to an Individual life of self-fulfillment.

We live in a society where “women have it very hard,' says the playwright- “their lives are hijacked, controlled and manipulated by others." The protagonists of Dr. Tess Onwueme's plays tend to be women who revolt against their misuse by an outdated and inhumane system.

These are themes which can be understood from the United States to Eastern Europe, today, from China or India, to Latin America or Africa. According to the widely-heralded report, The World's Women, from the United Nations (1990), the plight of women is universally similar. To one degree or another it involves levels of oppression not experienced by males. We North American women can remind ourselves of the fact that our mothers and grandmothers only achieved the right to vote in their lifetime. The women of that genera-don still alive today are a living representation of suffragette history. Also, more than 90 percent of U.S. women are in the work force, not out of feminist choice, but the need to put bread on the tables of their families. They must nurture their children and survive in the work force, often without a decent childcare system or adequate health care, let alone equal pay for equal work or a work place free of sexual ha​rassment. These sociological reasons allow us North Ameri​cans to identify strongly with the women in Tess Onwueme's plays, Their themes are far more universal than they might appear at first glance. Her dramas are very much universal plays for an international audience as they speak to us of basic human rights regardless of nationality, age, sex, or race.
The mother of five children, Onwueme says that "writ​ing is like giving birth,” she adds. “If love drove me to childbirth, alienation drove me to writing, and love for portraying truth drove me to continue writing.... I happen to come from the Igbo ethnic group in my country, and the so​cial and political conditions in the country have created my ideological perspective- I feel that the role of any writer is to develop consciousness in the audience. We are not just writing for entertainment alone- There's enough entertain​ment going on. I feel that we have a lot of problems that people have become so diverted by so many problems that they don't even have enough time to focus on them or find ways of getting out of them. Their voices have been muted... I think that is my basic role as a writer...somebody has to speak and somebody has to change it. I feel that history is made, not by accepting history as it is, but by people rewriting it. I consider writing to be a dialogue between the writer and the society... People create social conditions and people can change social conditions for the better."

In many ways, one might see Tess Onwueme as the Ib​sen of her culture, the playwright who dares to raise new issues and write A Doll's house—so to speak—for her peo​ple. She is concerned, in her latest and most ambitious work, with themes that speak as much to men as women. Two such plays (not included in this book) address these topics.

'Legacies concerns an introspective search to redis​cover black identity. It is based on black reconnaissance and the rebirth of our national conscience as a people. Set in a mythical Igbo kingdom called [du, the play centers around a man and woman as symbols of Igbo familyhood. It signi​fies a return to African roots," the playwright explains. A Vice Chancellor's Command Performance of the play was held at Imo State University in 1989.

Like The Desert encroaches, which won the Associa​tion of Nigerian Authors award in 1985, it is a departure from Onwueme's often feminine storyline. Allegorical in style and universal in theme, The Desert Encroaches becomes symbolic of the ecological, moral, and socio-economic di​saster upon us all, and takes a swipe at the propensity of people everywhere to hold conferences to talk about and study the situation while the politics of hunger, oppression, and total annihilation march on.

More recently a winner of the Martin Luther King Award for Distinguished Black Scholars, Onwueme has confirmed herself as a Nigerian writer of note., a glowing star in the fir​mament of dramatic art, an internationalist with universal themes for all. Reflected in the mirror of her Nigerian heritage, this playwright is to be read and enjoyed with the best contemporary drama has to offer. Her work demystifies the idea of theater as illusion, as something sacred, something we just offer for entertainment or emotional catharsis.

“I see theater as a group medium for dialogue in soci​ety. It shouldn't be that wall separating the audience from the actors on the stage. That fourth wall must be broken. When you break that fourth wall, then there is participa​tion. . It becomes a communal effort. Everybody becomes a part of it," says the playwright, who is a firm believer in Bertolt Brecht.

When one reads these plays, one feels a part of them, of the debate on stage, a debate for the entire populace of our Mother Earth, now more aware than ever of human rights issues everywhere, and now, more threatened than ever by their lack or demise. As the epilogue is chanted by the town crier at the end of The Broken Calabash, "The moon is full. The old season dies. A new crop is sown. What harvest do you foresee? Today is the climax of the festival ending the drudgery of the old season. The new yam will be eaten, but it is streaked with blood... And shall we eat the new yam with blood? Why must they turn our rite to tears?"

Daniella Gioseffi, 
New York City 1991––foreword, Anthology of 
Three Plays by Tess Onwueme. Detroit: Wayne State University Press (1993). 
