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Abstract 
This paper explores the practice of museum theatre across cultures with the aim 

of re-contextualizing it within the purview of applied theatre and cultural milieu 

of traditional Africa. The welding of museum and theatre into an organic whole is 

not without its attendant conflicting reactions. The practice has largely attracted 

museum scholars/practitioners who have established the use of theatre in 

museum. However, based on the definitions offered by scholars like Bridal and 

others, it appears the status of theatre in its avowed alliance with museum is that 

of an appendage. Aside that, these definitions also appear deficient as they 

generally undermine the interests and perspectives of postcolonial Africa. The 

British looting of the palace of Oba of Benin in 1897 partly explains the presence 

of African antiquities in public and private museums in Europe and America. It is 

therefore worrisome that many definitions of museum theatre do not reflect the 

historical and cultural perspectives of Africa. It becomes more bothersome 

considering the frightening volume of artefacts from Africa and the unwholesome 

history of how they ended up in Western museums. These antiquities should have 

served as a pointer to the cultural context that must have produced them. I am 

therefore arguing that existing concept of museum theatre is deficient to the extent 

that African contexts and perspectives are not represented in the discourse. Along 

this line, the concept and form of museum theatre from traditional African 

perspective are explored. Subsequently, some existing forms of museum theatre 

and in what context they can be deemed to have taken place are also re-examined. 

 

Introduction 

Prior to 1897, the British had mounted several unsuccessful trade pressures on Benin 

Kingdom (Bini). Finding an excuse in the “arm-twisting” 1892 treaty and the killing of 

British trespassers during Igue festival, the British later attacked and overpowered Bini 

soldiers. The monarch (Ovonramwen Nogbaisi) was captured and his palace was invaded 

and looted by the British soldiers. Multitudinous religious artefacts, Benin visual history, 

mnemonics and artworks were carted away to England where they were later auctioned 
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… (Osarumwense, 2014). These treasures subsequently found their way into museums all 

over the world. 

 

This type of massive pillaging happened across Africa in the name of colonisation. Today, 

thousands of African antiquities adorn public and private museums in Europe and 

America. Over time, attention has been drawn to the reality of Africa’s stolen treasures, 

and demands made for repatriation. Returning the stolen antiquities to Africa is not the 

subject of this essay, but rather, the activities around the antiquities both on and off the 

shores of Africa. In 1992, exactly a hundred years after the crooked British treaty was 

deceitfully forced on Benin Kingdom, Ola Rotimi was commissioned by Nigeria 

International Bank (CitiBank) to produce his historical drama which chronicled the saga of 

Oba Ovonramwen’s ordeal with the British invaders.  

 

By providence, I was engaged in the 1992 production as an actor/production diarist. One 

most significant feature of this production was the impelling cultural/artistic ambience that 

saturated the production. The consciousness of a museum theatre label might not have 

played out then, but with a benefit of hindsight, the museum experience remains as intense 

as ever. There was massive reconstruction and collection of many cultural, religious and 

artistic objects in and around the palace that transported the production back to the 1897 

world of Ovonramwen. The array of rich traditional costumes was equally extensive. All 

of these, coupled with Benin drumming, songs, chants and speech mannerisms produced 

a lingering museum theatre experience. 

 

It is worrisome to have gone through various definitions of museum theatre (Bridal, 2004, 

Garoian, 2012, Jackson and Kidd, 2007, Bennet, 2013.) without coming across any with the 

slightest consideration for African historical and cultural perspectives. It becomes more 

bothersome considering the frightening volume of artefacts from Africa and the 

unwholesome history of how they ended up in Western museums. This serves to identify 

a gap in the concept of museum theatre and to argue that existing concept of museum 

theatre is deficient to the extent that African contexts and perspectives do not reflect in the 

discourse. Along this line, I will explore the concept of museum theatre from traditional 

African perspective. Subsequently, I shall identify some museum theatre variants 

especially within the social milieu of traditional Africa.  

 

What is Museum Theatre? 

Some definitions of Museum theatre reflect the role of museum as a public institution that 

deals in history, arts and culture. These definitions however draw attention to museum as 

an independent professional practice and not to museum theatre as a hybrid practice. The 
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coinage of museum theatre may have occurred unintentionally out of the need among 

museum practitioners to want to make museum exhibitions more entertaining and 

endearing to visitors, hence the introduction of theatre.  

 

At this juncture, two definitions (or descriptions) of museum theatre, which tend to bring 

museum and theatre together, will be considered. First is the one given by Tessa Bridal as 

quoted below: 

 

Theatre is a catalyst, a motivator, a means of encouraging audiences to 

want to encounter and wrestle with ideas. Theatre fosters an imaginative, 

creative and culturally diverse understanding of the objects we choose to 

display – and sometimes of those we don’t choose to display... (Bridal, 

2004, p. 6) 

 

Prendergast & Saxton (2009) also defines museum theatre as the use of theatre and 

theatrical techniques as a means of mediating knowledge and understanding in the context 

of museum education. 

 

It should be quickly added at this point that museum already shares a number of attributes 

with theatre which makes their fusion work out quite easily. This is corroborated in Susan 

Bennet’s position that, “Yet theatres and museums have increasingly become symbolic and 

actual neighbours, sharing the task of providing entertaining and educational experiences 

... ((2013, p. 3)”. 

 

Quoting Kirschenblatt-Gimblett, Bennet echoes her position that, “Exhibitions are 

fundamentally theatrical, for they are how museums perform the knowledge they create” 

(p. 4). Bennet (2013) is of the opinion that museums make efforts to develop more animated 

and less rigid modes of delivery. She therefore, against the backdrop of Hewison’s 

repudiation of theatre, agrees with Kirschenblatt-Gimblett’s proposal that “today’s 

museum is a theater, a memory place, a stage for the enactment of other times and places, 

a space of transport, fantasy, dreams” (p. 4).  

 

The two definitions which are representative of the perception of museum scholars 

generally, suggest that the theatre in Museum Theatre is merely an annexure to museum 

practice. The various allusions to and definitions of museum theatre do not in any way 

deny the activities of theatre in museum across the globe, just as much as they do not 

suggest a symbiotic relationship between theatre and museum either.  
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It is obvious that museum practitioners sometimes engage the services of professional 

actors or they merely convert the in-house museum interpretive artists and guides to actors 

while they build their own costumes and props to suit the epoch they want to depict. What 

can be gleaned from the various activities is that they are called museum theatre because 

theatre is employed to help achieve the main educational goals of museum by actively 

engaging their guest-turned-audience in dialogues. Most often because of theatre’s power 

of suasion, it is employed to help attract guests to the museum or market the museum to 

the public.  

 

The introduction of theatre to museums is therefore defined by the function of the sublime 

entertainment, and consequently, the power of suasion it exudes while educating the 

public. This is the sense in which such can be called museum theatre, albeit devoid of the 

central notion of hybridity. 

 

Theatre as an Appendage of Museum Practice 

The presence of theatre in museum is a self-evident phenomenon/practice that has 

attracted many scholars and practitioners who have explored and established the use of 

theatre in museum settings (Bridal, 2004, Jackson, 2000, Bennet, 2013). “The theatricality of 

the space is designed to complement, rather than replace the demonstration mode of 

conventional museum practice” (Jackson, 2000, p. 7/204). Over the years, theatre has 

enriched modern practice of museum and this is evident in museum practitioners’ attempt 

to embrace more of theatrical techniques and methodologies.  

 

This Accursed Thing, for instance, was an experimental performance at the Manchester 

Museum which investigated the impact and legacy of the slave trade (Jackson and Kidd, 

2007). Much earlier, in 1986, a Canadian theatre-in-education company collaborated with 

a museum’s heritage conservation branch to relive a moment of history in 1860-

Craigflower Schoolhouse (Prendergast and Saxton, 2009). In many more cases, it is the 

technical input of stage productions and the principles of role-playing and interpretive art 

that museum practitioners tend to import to complement and thereby enhance the final 

output of their museum exhibitions and other varied activities. With all these theatrical 

contributions and showmanship annexed and synergized into the activities of the 

museum, it therefore appears logical to want to assume the emergence of a hybrid practice 

called Museum Theatre.  

 

The above elicits two observable problems in museum theatre scholarship and practice. In 

the first instance, it appears to be an established norm within museum scholarship/practice 

that the status of theatre in the museum-theatre alliance is that of a tool to be used to 
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achieve the purpose of museums. It follows then that museum theatre is often perceived 

solely from the context and perspective of museum practice. This claim of annexure is 

evident in Bridal (2004) and Predergast and Saxton (2009). Secondly, most museum theatre 

projects are funded and organized by museums and allied research-granting bodies 

(Jackson and Kidd, 2008).  

 

Although scholars like Jackson and Kidd, Samuel and Kirshenblatt-Gimblett tried to justify 

the introduction of theatre to the museum, it does not take away from the fact that theatre 

is still being related to from a “concubinary” perspective within the museum institution. 

Theatre is therefore to be seen as a tool to be used to help the museum attain its noble goal 

of educating the public, but with a lot of caution, lest the educational goal of museum be 

fouled by the same theatre. The inference is that museum theatre might not be a hybrid 

practice after all.  

 

Away from Eurocentric Contexts and Perspectives  

In spite of the numerous museum theatre programmes and activities that have continued 

to thrive, harsh criticisms have persistently trailed its practice. What appears to be the peak 

of such unwelcoming disposition towards the so-perceived “unholy affair” between 

museum and theatre can be found in Robert Hewison’s aversion towards a 

“contaminating” presence and influence of theatre on museums. Hewison, as quoted by 

Jackson (2000), cautions that, “Museums are not theatres. Visitors are not audiences. 

History is not Drama. Character interpretation in museums is not Acting”. Jackson 

summarises Hewison’s position as follows: 

 

Moreover, by privileging the past … we fail to recognise that the past is 

by definition something that evolves, that cannot be recaptured without 

deception. For that reason, he argues, heritage is, …, implicitly anti-

educational: it offers … a facile, readymade and wholly unreal view of the 

past as a substitute for the complex twists and turns of historical processes. 

Putting interpreters, guides and, perhaps worse, actors in period costume 

to explain the past is symptomatic of a shallow popularising tendency … 

(Jackson, 2000, p. 201) 

 

Contemptuously alluding to museum theatre and its variants as “heritage industry”, 

Hewison dismisses them as both a “distortion of the past” and a “stifling of the culture of 

the present” (1987, p.10). The responses of Samuel, as cited by Jackson (2000) and Jackson 

and Kidd (2007) have proved more incisive as they consider museum theatre should not 

be about regurgitating the past and rehashing official narratives as displayed on the 
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dioramic plate. Jackson, through Samuel, hints at critics’ oversimplification and 

underestimation of the extent to which the public can bring a healthily sceptical 

intelligence to the packaged history they visit (Samuel, 1994, p. 271). Museum theatre, 

according to Jackson and Kidd, “is about enlivening, providing insights into, and indeed 

posing questions about, the subject-matter of a museum exhibition. It is about … arousing 

curiosity and engaging people in ways that connect closely with their own lives and 

concerns ...” (2007, p. 2). 

  

Through Barthes’ allusion to Einstein’s brain as a mythological object (an exhibit and a 

repository), Garoian (2012) leads us to the parallel between the brain’s private 

memory/cultural history and the museum’s public memory/cultural history. He traces the 

historical trajectory of the Art of Memory through the Cabinets of the World to Memory 

Theatre and ends with his performativity theory which he deploys to challenge its 

aforementioned antecedents. Garoian goes on to propose his “performativity”, an 

embodied pedagogy in which new museum myths can be imagined, created and acted out.  

  

Garoian responds to Hewison’s fear of the past getting distorted in the stranglehold of 

theatre through his attachment to performance which is subsumed in the dialogic 

engagement between the historical object and the viewer as visitor, audience and 

participant. He advocates the jettisoning of the absolutes of history and insists on a process 

that ruptures the assumption that works of art are beyond reproach, such that,  

 

“While they are conserved, preserved and secured for posterity, works of arts represent 

the potential to dialogue with history; for us to expose, examine and critique cultural codes. 

…. (2012, p. 236)”. 

  

However, as a citizen of a former colony, I find the position of Hewison, Garoian and other 

scholars quite suffocating as they give little or no room to dialogue and engage the former 

colony’s version of shared history. Museum theatre therefore provides a robust 

opportunity to critically interrogate Europe’s “exhibits” of African artefacts that massively 

populate their museums. 

  

It is expected of the private memory and cultural history of a Nigerian, chancing on Ife 

Bronze Head or Benin’s Queen Idia Ivory Mask displayed on a diorama in British Museum, 

to be intellectually and culturally provoked to critically engage the museum on the issues 

of “ownership”, “dislocation”, “repatriation” and “reparation” in a robust dialogic process 

that museum theatre has to offer. The sheer presence of the Head of Ife in British Museum 

suggests dislocation and an already distorted version of African history which requires to 
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be remedied. Such potential remedies on the platform of museum theatre are part of what 

I suspect Hewison might have misconstrued as “a distortion of the past” but which I call a 

correction of distortion. 

  

An Afrocentric encounter with the “Ife Bronze Head” at the British Museum is bound to 

generate a dialogue that may embarrass the museum. Questions can emanate from private 

memory and cultural history which, as expatiated by Garoian, the monologic process of 

Memory Theatre would hinder. Soyinka’s You Must Set Forth at Dawn documents how in 

1976, Nigerian government under the military headship of Olusegun Obasanjo had asked 

the British government to release the Benin Mask of Queen Idia for the celebration of 

FESTAC ’77, which had been chosen as the festival logo. The British government declined 

the request. Nigeria and other black nations celebrated Festac 77 without the official logo. 

While the encounter between the Nigerian delegates and the British promises a rich 

historical content for museum drama, it is worth noting that this kind of disposition of a 

former colonial master towards its former colony confirms the shrewdness and deficiency 

in Bridal’s definition of museum theatre, “Theatre fosters an imaginative, creative and 

culturally diverse understanding of the objects we choose to display – and sometimes of 

those we don’t choose to display” (2004, p. 6). It would hardly be a surprise if the Benin 

Mask was among those objects that British National Museum chose to keep out of display 

during Festac 77. 

 

Considering therefore the differing contexts and perspectives on the interaction of 

museum and theatre, a classificatory approach towards understanding the nuances of the 

museum-theatre alliance is suggested with the following examples of 1) Theatre in 

Museum, 2) Museum in Theatre and 3) Museum Theatre. These labels are required to 

embody their individual components of function, techniques, content and location. 

 

Theatre in Museum (TiM) 

Theatre in Museum is proposed here to describe the type of theatre practised by museum 

practitioners especially as defined by Bridal and Jackson. Theatre in Museum would 

therefore refer to any form of dramatization serving the core and peripheral needs of 

museum and taking place anywhere in a museum complex or a dedicated heritage site. 

More succinctly put, the above points to the theatre that takes place within the context of 

museum practice and from the perspectives of museum practitioners. 

 

Theatre in museum helps to complete the whole process of collecting, researching and 

preserving artefacts and educating the public. Incidentally too, theatre, singularly educates 

and instructs in subtle but more effective ways. Theatre in Museum also provides its own 
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venue different from the conventional theatre structure. In this case, the venue could be 

museum lobbies, halls, courtyards or premises. Again, borrowed dramatic techniques and 

stage technicalities also serve as a parameter that marks theatre in museum out. It all began 

with the theatrical mode of mounting heritage objects in dioramic style of scenographic 

models. This marker also includes the introduction of props, costumes, lighting and make-

up. Theatre in Museum contents are history, art, culture and literature researched and 

processed from museum collections and narratives into dramatic scenarios and 

presentations. 

 

Museum in Theatre 

Theatre in Museum can be reversed to draw attention to another possibly unexplored 

variant of the practice which I call Museum in Theatre. Museum in theatre opens a new 

vista of knowledge in probably an unprecedented way. When we read a piece of dramatic 

text and mentally encounter a considerable amount of historical and cultural content as we 

often do, one is not deemed to have had a museum experience because reading a piece of 

literature is essentially a private and sedentary engagement.  

 

Although the reader may encounter vivid descriptions of historical objects, sites, moments 

and characters while reading, the experience is largely literary. However, for the theatre 

practitioner who picks up a rich historical text like Ola Rotimi’s Ovonramwen Nogbaisi, it 

becomes imperative for him to visualize and imagine ways of actualizing those historical 

and cultural objects, costumes, characters, moments and scenarios on stage. He would 

imagine, for instance, the audience wanting to see the 1897 palace of the Oba of Benin. A 

few informed audience members who may have sighted some originals of these 

cultural/artistic objects in foreign museums or elsewhere would desire to see at least their 

reconstructed replicas: the bronze heads, Oba’s casual and full ceremonial regalia and 

other artefacts designated as set, props and costumes. 

 

Once the drama begins to unfold on stage, history is ignited and its events are re-enacted 

to the delight of the audience who would temporarily be transported to the 1897 world of 

Oba Ovonramwen. Actors become historical figures; props become artefacts; rituals come 

alive with songs, chants, dance and libations; and costumes metamorphosed into cultural 

objects. There is actually a realistic simulation of the past and its appurtenances which the 

museum cannot provide on its own singular strength.  

 

But for the non-museum location (the stage) and the continuity that is hardly sustainable 

in a conventional theatre, the notion of museum experience could be deemed attainable. 
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The function of this theatre naturally falls under entertainment. Sometimes, it could be for 

commercial or educational purpose especially with school audience in focus. Its functions 

of education and entertainment (propelled by its box-office requirement) take centre-stage 

in most instances. It is imperative to keep in mind that this brand of theatre falls under the 

conventional mode of production. This implies that the dramatic/theatrical techniques 

required would make it commercial or conventional.  

 

Museum Theatre 

The idea of museum theatre is that of applied theatre as opposed to conventional theatre 

which is largely profit-driven. If the theatre component in museum theatre leans towards 

the conventional type of theatre, the most probable result would only be that of Theatre in 

Museum or Museum in Theatre. This is because the functions and operations of both the 

museum and the conventional theatre are similar. 

 

However, the theatre component that derives its essence from applied theatre has 

implicitly saddled itself with the responsibility of development of the underprivileged. 

The foregoing goes on to underscore the populist drive of such a theatre which also thrives 

on dialogue as a technique. A couple of definitions of applied theatre may shed more light 

on the discourse. “They often include the practice of theatre where it is least expected; for 

example, in prisons, refugee camps, forgotten homes and under-served rural villages: … a 

practice by, with and for the excluded and marginalised” (Thompson, 2008, p. 15). Again, 

“Applied Theatre is a generic term that subsumes other terms like Theatre for 

Development, Popular Theatre, Community Theatre, Museum Theatre, … and performed 

by people who are not necessarily trained performers” (Adegbamigbe, 2019, p. 1). 

 

The above definitions of Applied Theatre roughly capture the parameters of function, 

content, location and techniques into the conceptualisation of Museum Theatre as 

proposed in this essay. Starting with location, the general practice of applied theatre is not 

rigid as to where the theatre should take place. The location is determined by the exigencies 

of the target community or the concerned group of audience. However, in spite of this 

flexibility, it is almost certain that the performance is not likely to take place in a 

conventional theatre or a typical museum hall. This is to be expected because you will 

hardly find such structures in target communities. 

  

The typical location for museum theatre would be heritage sites like ancient cities, palaces 

of natural rulers, war sites, shrines, assassination sites and cottage industry sites. What 

makes these locations relevant is the strong historical-cum-cultural bond they share with 

the present. Some of these traditional sites have already been converted either partially or 
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wholly into conventional museums. Within the palace of Ooni of Ife, for instance, there is 

a museum housing the collection of cultural, artistic and religious objects. The museum in 

Owo, is close to the palace of Olowo and many of the collection were antiquities harvested 

from Olowo’s palace. An ancient town like Esie in Kwara State has an unravelled mystery 

of carved soapstones images that come with its peculiar history and myth. Some other 

ancient palaces like Kurunmi’s Agboole in Ijaye remain relatively intact, waiting to be 

discovered. The Esinminrin River goddess shrine in Ife where the legendary Moremi 

offered her only son for sacrifice is another potential museum theatre site. These sites 

regularly host rituals, festivals and other ceremonies that can be effectively referred to as 

theatre performances. 

  

Many of these heritage sites in Nigeria are still available with all the historical and 

archaeological potentials of a museum theatre. These potentials provide the basic content 

required for museum drama. Some of the myths and histories are latent, waiting to be 

accessed, explored and adapted to the contemporary situations of their immediate 

communities. For instance, the story of Oluorogbo’s sacrifice at Esinminrin can be 

reconstructed to suit the present social milieu of the immediate Ife community.  

  

While the historical-mythical-archaeological content of museum theatre is very important, 

it is noteworthy that it is the arts of the theatre like music, dance, drama and costumes that 

enliven the whole experience. Even these resplendent arts of the theatre are drawn from 

historical and mythical repertoire. All these contents put together can also be accessed from 

traditional festivals which abound in South Western Nigeria. Segun Oyewo (2013) alludes 

to the total theatre nature of African festival, which he considers to be a complete living 

museum experience. Such festivals include Ogun and Owe festivals in Ile-Oluji, Eyo festival 

in Lagos, Oke’Badan festival in Ibadan, Olojo festival in Ife, Osun in Osogbo and Egungun 

festival in Ifetedo.   

  

Beyond content however, the techniques to be adopted define the identity of a hybridised 

museum theatre more than the two previously discussed parameters. One of such 

techniques is participation which requires the residents of chosen community to actively 

participate in the process right from the community research stage to the performance and 

post-performance stage. After the first performance, then a dialogical process begins which 

critically analyses the social issues raised in the drama.  

 

Audience and performers must engage themselves in critical terms until they arrive at 

resolutions and action plans. One of the hallmarks of the applied theatre model is the 

democratisation of the process of production and post-production activities. The 
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application of these techniques is guided by the precepts of Paulo Freire’s critical 

consciousness and Augusto Boal’s forum theatre geared towards achieving certain ends.  

 

A functionalist approach to Museum Theatre will first identify the underprivileged as 

major beneficiaries of this theatre. This underpins the intentionality of the theatre to 

orchestrate development in a host community. Unlike the museum tradition that has a 

history of patronage traceable to the elites, the central concern of museum theatre is the 

underprivileged within and around the designated community. 

 

Ultimately, the question should be asked as to what function Museum Theatre has the 

potential of performing. On a general note, it should add value to the lives of the 

community dwellers and their neighbours wherever the museum theatre is domiciled. 

This is possible by deploying the cultural and artistic content of communal history and 

myths to apprehend the contemporary social issues that bug the people down. The key 

word in museum theatre is development which Freire (1996) articulated as the vocation of 

humanisation. Community dwellers of heritage sites should be helped to pursue this 

vocation to help them attain their optimum level of humanity. From another perspective, 

the function of museum theatre can include major functions of other museum-related 

theatres, that is, education and entertainment. Dead fossils of history are also awakened in 

the process. This encourages research and collection and preservation/conservation of 

heritage sites and cultural objects in form of props and costumes. 

 

The commercial drive present in most museums is reversed to favour community dwellers 

through a reactivation of the cottage industry in situ. Beyond that, commercial activities in 

the area receive a boost as a result of the projected traffic of audience/tourists. In addition, 

a new vocation in theatre will have been created for arts-inclined residents through their 

engagement in the theatrical productions. 

 

Conclusion 

At a glance, this reconceptualization of museum theatre from the perspective of Applied 

Theatre, is presenting a truly hybridised arm of museum theatre which has a strong 

populist inclination. It is domiciled within the setting of applied theatre practice which is 

interdisciplinary by nature, hence its unfettered interactivity with museology and history. 

Four major features are identifiable in this genre of museum theatre, namely: museum 

experience, interactivity, arts and community development.  

 

These four features can be realigned to the four parameters to arrive at an Afrocentric form 

of museum theatre. Museum theatre in this respect would signify the interaction of 
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representatives of traditional institutions with their community of residents and  

“spectactors” (Boal, 2000) within the precinct of their natural location to perpetually 

activate the vestiges of history and culture through the use of cultural/artistic objects, 

rituals and re-enactment of historical events at regular intervals. In this vein, the museum 

experience defines the educational function while the artistic feature defines its 

entertainment function. Again, the interactive features reveal its techniques while the 

community development feature underscores the issues of location, function and content. 

It can therefore be surmised that community development gives museum theatre its 

character and identity that cannot be confused with other variants. 
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