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Abstract 
Man’s struggle for survival in a hostile environment has always posed a challenge 

to his existence. This has resulted in his constant crave for a way to appease the 

gods and as the saying goes "if the gods are not wicked they will die of hunger”. 

So every misfortune that comes the way of man is attributed to an angry god. To 

constantly be in the good books of the gods, there was a need for festivals, rituals 

and rites to keep the gods happy through out the year. The Izon man's desire to 

do this has led to the annual masquerade festival performances, communal rituals 

and initiation rites. These activities, among others make up the culture of the Izon 

people. This paper looks at how culture which is defined as the totality of the way 

of life of a people by scholars is projected using drama. There is need for 

researchers in Izon land to interrogate the interrelationship between culture and 

drama in Izon land. The literary and artistic methods are used in the analysis of 

works of arts that reflect the Izon culture.     

 

Introduction 

This paper looks at drama as a means of cultural exposition. The word drama is derived 

from a Greek word "Dran" which means " Action or to Act or to Perform". The Encarta 

Dictionary, defines drama “as a serious play written for performance on stage, television, 

or radio. Drama is most often associated with the idea of action.” This is because drama is 

intended for performance. Drama is a mirror of life. Drama brings to the fore, things that 

will ordinarily be overlooked, by putting them in proper dimensions. Jordan Miller in his 

The Heath Introduction to Drama tries to distinguish drama from theatre by saying that it is 

the written script while theatre is the performance of the script. But as much as they may 

be right in their argument, it is not totally correct that drama and theatre are separate arts 

forms. Miller further states that “The drama, the theatre, and the play are so closely related 

in their broad connotations as to be, interchangeably” (2). They are terms that complement 

each other. Thomas S. Hischak’s opinion is slightly different in his Theatre as Human Action. 

To him:  
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While drama refers to the script, theatre is an event.  

It is the presentation of the script performed on a stage  

by actors for an audience. Although Macbeth is studied  

and read in thousands of schools each year, it only  

becomes theatre when it comes alive on the stage (1-3). 

 

The most acceptable definition of drama in contemporary scholarship remains Aristotle's 

definition in his Poetics. According to him, drama (tragedy) is:  

 

……an imitation of an action that is serious, complete, and of a certain; 

magnitude; in language embellished with each kind of artistic ornament, 

the several kinds being found in separate parts of the play; in the form of 

action, not of narrative; through pity and fear affecting the proper 

purgation of these emotions….. (36). 

 

This definition of drama (tragedy) has survived many centuries, and has become a focal 

point from the days of ancient Greece (534 B.C) through the medieval era to the present 

day.  

 

On the other hand, culture is defined in the Cultural Policy for Nigeria, as:  

 

 …the totality of the way of life evolved by a people in their attempts to 

meet the challenges of living in their environment, which gives order and 

meaning to their social, political, economic, aesthetic and religious norms 

and modes of organization thus distinguishing a people from their 

neighbours (2). 

 

One of the world's most renowned Sociologists, Richard T. Schaefer also defines culture in 

his book Sociology as:  

 

... the totality of learned, socially transmitted customs, knowledge; 

material objects and behaviors. It includes the ideals, values, customs and 

artifacts (58). 

 

Edward B. Tylor also, defines culture as “ that complex whole which includes knowledge, 

beliefs, art, morals, customs and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a 

member of society” (1). Tylor’s’ definition posits that the culture of a people encompasses 

their morals, beliefs and habits which define their capabilities. On his part, L.A.Thompson 

posits that, “While society is an organized collectivity of human beings located in a 
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particular environment, a culture (civilization) is society’s total way of life” (20). Again we 

are presented with the theory of the totality of the way of a people. Margret Peil sees 

culture as “everything passed down by the human society, its biology: language, 

technology, laws, customs, belief and moral standards.” Peil’s definition explains that 

culture includes all that surrounds a people, except for those things that are genetically 

acquired.  

 

Having seen several conceptual clarifications from distinctive scholars on the concepts of 

drama and culture, owing to the crux of the discourse in this paper, it is expedient to look 

at the relationship between drama and culture and how one affects the other. William 

Downs, Lou Wright and Erik Ramsey in their book, The Art of Theatre, capture what they 

term enculturation. They postulate that this type of theatre:  

       

We are not born with cultural knowledge. We learn 

about our culture by watching and imitating the behavior 

of others and listening to their stories. The process by which 

we learn about our culture is called enculturation. Through- 

out history and in many societies, art and enternment have 

often been sources of enculturation; they are tools for  

demonstrating culture. (52) 

  

 Some other scholars see drama only as a type of literature that is usually written to be 

performed. This is correct but is not complete, as drama transcends the artistic boundaries 

provided by such a postulation. Drama entails much more than a performance for an 

audience.  

 

Some see only the entertainment value of drama but in its totality, drama: entertains, 

educates and informs.  Drama as an art form has always been used to explore, project and 

appreciate the custom and practices of the different cultural backgrounds of the people 

who have the gift of creative writing. Dramatists use drama for cultural expositions. They 

use drama to tell the story of their people. Playwrights such as J.P Clark, Ola Rotimi, Wole 

Soyinka, Barclays Ayakoroma, Sunday Abraye and Ben Binebai, just to mention a few, 

have used drama to question, analyze and  appreciate their cultures. In lieu of the above, 

this paper seeks to analyze select plays of J. P. Clark and Barclays Ayakoroma to see the 

interface between drama and culture and how drama is used to preserve and promote the 

culture of a people—the Ijaw people. The selected plays are J.P. Clark’s Song of a Goat and 

Barclays Foubiri Ayakoromo’s A Matter of Honour. 
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A Brief Biography of J.P. Clark 

John Pepper Clark-Bekederemo is a Nigerian writer of the first generation. He was born in 

1935 to the family of Fuludu Bekederemo. He attended his primary school at 

Ofonibianghan and proceeded to the Government College Ughelli for secondary 

education. He graduated from the University college Ibadan in 1960. He has to his credit 

nine known plays including Song of a Goat (1961) our text for this study, The Masquerade 

(1964) and The Raft (1964) published together as Three Plays in 1964; Ozidi (1966); The Boat 

(1981), The Return Home (1985) and Full Circle (1985) published together as The Bikoroa 

Plays in the same 1985; The Wives Revolt (1991); and All for Oil (2000) and The Two Sisters 

and 3 Other Plays. 

 

Clark got married in 1964 to Ebun Odetola and their marriage is blessed with children. 

Clark became the first Professor of English Language at the University of Lagos in 1972 

and worked as an academic for ten years before he left lecturing to concentrate on his 

writing in 1982. This was when he also formed the PEC Repertory Theatre in Lagos.  

 

J.P. Clark-Bekederemor in his collection the Three Plays which contains Song of a Goat, 

Masquerade and The Raft, raised some very important cultural issues that concerns the Izon 

people.  His dramatic works highlight the cultural ethics, standard and heritage of his 

people. In Song of a Goat, Clark explores the Izon man's concept of impotence and adultery 

and their effects on the Izon society. Impotence is lead to the man killing himself among 

the Izons while adultery may lead to a man is wiping out a whole family. Because of one 

unguided utterance from a masseur which leads to adultery. The Izon man detests 

adultery; a man can kill another if he thinks that man is involved in sexual relationship 

with his wife. And to say that the other party in the act is a kin or kith, the problem is 

heightened. It is believed that one can still accept a wife who commits adultery with a 

stranger after severe punishment is unleashed on both parties, if the husband wishes to. 

But, it is unheard of for an Izon man to accept a woman who comfortably and shamelessly 

sleeps with his relation. The murder attempt by Zifa in the play is justified following this 

belief of his people. Zifa was ready to kill his brother (Tonye) for sleeping with his wife 

(Ebi-ere) before Tonye, out of fear of his brother and the shame of having committed an 

abomination decides to end his life by committing suicide. Zifa clearly states this in his 

lines after he noticed that Tonye has killed himself: 

 

ZIFA:   Do not run, oh do not run away you  

People. You see the wretch has gone and  

 Hanged himself on the loft. But it is I 

 Indeed have killed the boy—my brother, 

 Poor, poor brother, do you hang up aloft 
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There smiling in the face? I sought to kill  

You but in that office you have again  

Performed my part (76-77).  

 

The intent of the speech is not the interest of this paper because at this point in the play, 

Zifa shows signs of regret and helplessness. The fact that his intentions towards his brother 

due to the act committed by his brother is shown clearly in this speech, that he is ready to 

kill his brother for going into his wife but before he could do it, the boy has done it yet 

again for him. 

 

Another culturally affiliated tenet in the play is that of the sexual relationship between 

husband and wife. Zifa starves his wife of intimacy because he is cursed by the gods of the 

land for burying his father in the town before the due time and as such, he becomes 

impotent. This bothers not only his wife but the entire society as represented by the 

masseur. His conversation with Ebi-ere is an attestation of this fact: 

 

MASSEUR:   My feet drag, but not my wits: 

                       They are as nimble as the lamb  

EBIERE: My house has its door open I said. 

MASSEUR: I can see that. Too open I rather  

          fear. Draught may set in any time 

          now. Let the man enter and bring in his warmth 

EBIERE: Of course, I want his warmth. 

MASSEUR: Then it is his fault? [. . .] 

          I see. Well, your gates are intact  

         As their keeper cannot even touch them 

          Someone has to go in or they will take rust (1-2). 

 

Since the masseur considers Zifa’s situation as a sin against the wife, he opts for a sacrifice 

to be made so that Ebiere can enjoy her sexual life with a relative while remaining married 

to Zifa. It is no gainsaying the fact that the entire tragedy that befall the Deinogbo 

community through the death of the two gallant, hardworking, noble and trustworthy 

(only surviving) brothers is orchestrated by the single act of sex. 

 

There are other cultural ethoses that are revealed in the play. One of such is the customary 

cleansing of families and communities. Orukoroere is about to purge the family of the sins, 

and in the process, Zifa ceases the opportunity to expose the ills of his brother and wife 

using the goat that he kills for the sacrifice to demonstrate this. This may have come as a 

surprise to Tonye as Orukoroere had earlier pointed out that Zifa sleeps like the puff adder 
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and was unaware of what was going on around him as quoted by Illize A. Othuke and 

Sunday D. Abraye in their article “Symbolism in the Language of J.P. Clark’s Early Plays: 

A Study of The Three Plays and Ozidi. “Zifa naturally sleeps late because he returns late 

from fishing. As most fishermen do, he sleeps more during the first part of the day to 

enable him keep awake in the night when he goes out with his nets and hooks” (60). Like 

it has earlier been pointed out, this is a convent way of avoiding being intimate with Ebiere 

his wife but unlike the Puff Adder, Zifa was very much aware of what was going on 

around him.  

   

The Izon culture of fishing is adequately exposed in the play as well. From the beginning 

of the play, Clark makes mention of the source of livelihood of the Izon person. Zifa’s father 

is the first reference point here. While in his trade of fishing, he is seen doing other evil acts 

which are the reasons he is cursed as he dies of leprosy. Zifa himself is a well known sea 

man. The playwright shows that he conceals his predicament from his wife with the excuse 

of attending to his fish trap always at night. Other characters are also captured in the same 

light such as Tonye. Ebiere herself is a proof of the aforementioned as she exchange fish 

for other household cooking items in a barter trade. 

 

Drama serves as a source of cultural exposition to the people because no playwright writes 

from a vacuum, the socio/cultural happenings around the playwright gives him the 

material to write his plays. The society the playwright lives in serves as fodder for his or 

her works. That is why the plays help in educating the people of the norms, vices, values 

as well as the history of the people. Clark’s language in the play too served as a vehicle for 

cultural exploration in the play. His use portrays the use of language in Izon land is 

symbolic and full of proverbs. First the names of all the characters in the play convey the 

importance that the Izon man attaches to naming a child. Zifa in Izon language means 

“impotent”, why call your son impotent and expect him to have a house full of children. 

Tonye means “forbidden” yes it is a forbidden act to have a sexual relationship with your 

brother’s wife among the Izon people while your brother is still a life. Dode means “it has 

ended” what else are you looking for when you have pronounced that it has ended. These 

names all clearly indicate that, the Izons frown at giving negative names to their children 

because they believe it connotes a negative future for the children. There are very few Izon 

names that are devoid of a deeper meaning, some are like sentences but they always 

encourage positive meanings in life. For example Doutimiariye means, I looked for him 

before finding him. A name like this is an indication that the mother did not give birth to 

a child early after marriage so the coming of the child is welcomed development. In every 

day discussion too, the Izon man uses language with dual levels of meaning like this 

conversation between Zifa and his Aunt Orukoroere. 
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Zifa:   God knows I will not be violent with you, but why will you not  

Tell all that you know? The very trees in my grove are being  

Felled level with the ground, you yourself say you hear them 

Crashing on upon another, and yet you do nothing to stop them. 

 

Orukoroere:     Indeed I am doing all I can to arrest their fall, but which of you 

Has shown a heart to give a helping hand? 

 

Zifa: Save me, mother, save me from this disaster, I fear has befallen me (66). 

    

This conversation looks ordinarily like a discussion of some cutting down trees in a grove 

but is actually the Izon man’s way of saying a sacrilege has been committed because a wife 

sexuality is sacred to the man in Izon culture. Appraising the language of Clark’s Song of 

a Goat, Fred Emi Brisibe avers that; “folk riddles and metaphors deployed in the indirect 

mode of communication in Song of a Goat do not represent common place diction; it is an 

advanced style that helps to deepen and formalize the language” (10). Sex is the exclusive 

right of the husband and nobody else. Zifa’s complain to his aunt that an abomination is 

happening and nobody was doing anything about it. Orukoroere’s answer is that she is 

trying to make right what is likely to go wrong. There is no certainty that Tonye and Ebiere 

are into a sexual relationship. This is why when Tonye starts arguing that Ebiere has to go 

to the market, Zifa takes it as proof of their infidelity.  

 

Orukoroere:    I know. But there, I think your brother is coming this way 

Zifa:                He must not see my tears. 

Orukoroere  :  That’s my boy. The strong weep only at dead of night.   

Tonye:             So the puff adder has risen, mother? I did not see you, Zifa. 

Orukoroere :   The puff adder may rise late, but it must not be caught asleep 

                              Else it will stir in the pot. 

Zifa:                Where is Ebiere? 

Tonye  :            At the waterside to fetch water. Today you very well know is 

      the start of market tide and she’s hurrying to cross over with your  

    last night’s catch which by  the way was no longer than a kite’s 

haul… 

Zifa:     You see how things are between the two? Ebiere now consults him 

Even in matters of the household. What further proof do I want    

now? 

Orukoroere:      Proofs are a thing for the blind. Here, you see this calabash?… 

(68). 
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Emeka Nwabueze in his book A Critical Study of Modern African Drama discusses the far 

reaching consequences of impotence among Africans when he said; 

                             

                     The consequence odf impotence is very serious in 

                      In the African society, and its effect leads to a number 

                      of sad developments. The that has no children is very 

                      doomed. Even if other members of the family are caused 

                      to procreate for him, the impotent man suffers from pysch- 

                      ological feelings when he sees the children or when he  

                      confronted with the man who procreated for him. (159).  

  

But in the case of Zifa in Song of A Goat he already had a child but because of psychological 

feelings noted by Nwabueze that are associated with impotence he tended to dodge any 

intimate relationship with his wife Ebiere until she pushed to commit incest.   

                                                                   

Egbe Ifie  in his book A Cultural Background To The Plays of J.P. Clark-Bekederemo  draws the 

reader’s attention to the play Ozidi, one of Africa's greatest Epic plays written by J.P. Clark. 

In the play Clark tries to educate us on the traditional Izon man's way of political transition 

of power based on a rotational formula among the quarters that originally make up a 

community. This is one of the earliest attempts by a Nigerian dramatist, and particularly 

of the Niger Delta extraction, to project the socio-political and cultural world view of the 

Izon people of the Niger Delta region. It is along these lines, that Ifie posits that: 

 

The internal evidence of the ozidi saga suggest that the date of the saga in 

Tarakiri falls within the period when the people of Tarakiri (The Izons) 

had not established a stable monarchy, that is the institution of Pere, in the 

clan. The period most certainly fall before the Pereship of Pere Kpadia 1 

who reigned in the second half of the nineteenth century. He died in 1917 

(70).        

 

The Total theatre concept of African drama also gives it the room to accommodate all other 

forms of performative arts like songs, drumming, chanting incantation and dancing which 

make the African culture rich. The expressive art forms of dance, songs and music is used 

in drama to portray the distinctive nature of the African culture. For example, costume and 

make-up in drama are expressive tools in exploring culture.  

 

A Brief Biography of Barclays  Ayakoromo  

Barclays Foubiri Ayakoroma  attended L.A. School and St. Enda’s College (Now Agbarho 

Grammar School) in Agbarho, Delta State, and read Theatre Arts at the University of 
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Calabar, Ibadan and Port Harcourt, specializing in Directing and Film Studies. He is a 

frontline dramatist and cultural administrator in Nigeria.  He has written a number of 

plays, some of which are  A Matter of Honour.  Dance on His Grave, A Chance to Survive and 

other plays, Castles in the Air, and A scar for life. A former staff of the Rivers State Television 

(RSTV), Port Harcourt, Ayakoroma was also a Lecturer in the Theatre Arts Department of 

the University of Port Harcourt before becoming the Executive Director, Bayelsa State 

Council for Arts and Culture, Yenagoa. He also became the Executive Secretary, National 

Institute for Cultural Orientation (NICO), Abuja, Nigeria. Presently he is a Professor of 

Film Studies and current Head of Department, Department of Theatre Arts, University of 

Africa Toru-Orua. 

 

Inarguably, J. P. Clark has pointedly exposed the cultural ethos of the Izon people in his 

plays, especially, Song of a Goat. This is not to say that other creative writers (dramatists) 

have not done the same in their plays. To clear the air, Barclays Ayakoroma is a dramatist 

from the Izon extraction and he also has written different plays in different subjects 

appealing to his creativity and prowess. His play, A Matter of Honour, deals with some very 

important aspects of the Izon culture. Nwabueze in A Critical Study of Modern African 

Drama observes that in Barclays Ayakoromo’s A Matter of Honour ”Ayakoromo 

interrogates the meaning and essence of honour in its various ramifications. The 

interpretation of is honour is crucial to the ethnical constitution of the society caught adrift 

in the exigency of honour” Honour is very important to the Izon man and he will do 

anything to keep his honour. Even at death the corpse of a man is expected to be conveyed 

to his paternal home if he happened to live and die in his maternal home like the case of 

Oweibi in A Matter of Honour.   

 

The play deals precisely with the burial tradition of his people. Though, there are other 

important cultural ethoses that are seen in it. The play opens with a marriage ceremony 

which is a unifying cultural trait with distinctness according to cultures. In the marriage 

ceremony we see the place of name and appellation (nick names) in the culture of the Izon 

people as revealed in the play. Name is an identity marker to the Izon people and as such, 

it is very important to them. It is a known fact that a young man is not allowed to address 

an elder by name and this makes them to regard appellation as a needed tool in their 

existence. Every family has appellations in Izon land and the members of the family who 

do not have their personal known appellations are addressed with the family’s appellation. 

An elder in the society is approached with respect and dignity and the young ones do this 

in their societies addressing the elders with their respective appellations. It is important to 

note here that the elders at one point in time or the other address the young ones with the 

appellations of their fathers. The appellations usually have deep rooted meanings and they 

sometimes serve as witty sayings with high volume of symbolism and so the owner is often 
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asked to interpret the appellation at every given time. The importance attaches to it has 

made it a conventional way of greeting in gatherings amongst the Izon people. The 

following extract from the marriage ceremony is a testament of the above explication: 

 

IN-LAW: … Akpali ama-otu oge! 

PAPA:  that is me! The festival of frogs is always celebrated on water; not 

on land. Do the ones in your village celebrate theirs on land? 

IN-LAW: Not at all 

PAPA:  Inside the bottle … 

IN-LAW: … it is in every family. You are inside the bottle or some other 

person in your family is; so don’t talk about   my own (18). 

 

Aside the marriage ceremony, even when emissaries are sent to Angiama to know the 

cause of Oweibi’s death and to tell them of the need for the Amakiri people to bury their 

son, the same situation plays out as both parties greet using appellation: 

 

ABIDE: Afere fari ozi! 

PIFA: That is mine. The drum beaten by the wind is danced to by all trees 

in the bush; not even the mighty iroko can refuse to dance. … If I 

were to be there … 

ABIDE: there is nothing you could have done. Don’t push me into a fight 

I don’t  have the heart for. When the talk comes to money … 

ABERE:  … the family is not complete. You defer the matter until the 

family members are complete. But when it comes to food or drink, 

you carry on saying you will leave some for those absent, or worse 

still, you consume everything and just tell them when they return. 

Such is life. The whole town … 

ABIDE: … does not go for a fishing festival. Well there is no dividing meat 

or fish here. (32) 

 

The above is a clear demonstration of the place of appellation and how it is held in high 

regards in the Izon culture.  

 

The play deals with the importance attached to funerals in the Izon culture. It is part of a 

known fact that the corpse of a deceased person is buried in the paternal home both male 

and female. This informs the tradition of carrying the female corpse from her husband’s 

family to her father’s family for burial. Situations arise when individuals have affinity with 

his or her maternal family before death and dies in the maternal home. In such situations, 

it becomes difficult for the paternal family to claim the corpse unless the maternal family 
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decides to willingly allow the corpse to be buried in the paternal home but such is rare as 

the Izon people believe that the burying of a relation in the family strengthens the family 

ties between the members of that family and the children of the deceased. It is this belief 

that engenders crisis and disagreements between communities on the who is to bury the 

deceased—in this case over the corpse of Oweibi, it is between Amakiri (his paternal home) 

and Angiama (his maternal home, where he live the greater part of his life and dies). 

  

The above is the conflict in the play, A Matter of Honour. The people from both villages are 

angry at each other because of the remains of Oweibi. The Angiama people strengthen 

their argument on the reason that he lives and dies in Angiama and this should be basis 

for their  claim  to Oweibi’s remains as they petition that according to the Izon tradition, 

male corpses are not transported from one community to the other. To them, it will be a 

sign to indicate the irresponsibility on the part of the deceased and they cannot allow their 

respected and honoured son to be rated in such light. Since he lives and dies in Angiama 

they will bury him there, more so, he is not a stranger in Angiama: 

 

PIFA: Now, now excuse me. It looks like we are just talking. The  facts are 

there for us to examine. A child belongs to the father and the mother. 

We brought up Oweibi. Now he is dead. We bury him in accordance 

with the traditional burial rites. Finished! 

GBAKI: It cannot be finished! How can you bury a man away     

from the gravesides of his ancestors? 

PIFA: Then have you considered the issue of conveying the body of a dead 

man from one town to another as if he is a woman? How ridiculous! 

(36-37). 

 

This is the enigma each party places before the other but the truth remains, undermining 

the twists that each party presents, the interest of both communities is the honour of 

burying their dead relative in their own place. The people of Amakiri takes it as an insult 

and plans to outsmart the Angiama people so as to take the remains of Oweibi and lay him 

in his rightful place. This does not play out in the play as Angiama people suspected their 

assailants and performed the funeral ceremony before the published date for the burial 

which thwarted all other plans of the Amakiri people.  

 

The bottom line of this paper is to demonstrate the cultural ethos of the Izon people in the 

works of the select playwrights. The analysis of the plays reveals that the playwrights 

under study have deep rooted knowledge of the culture, tradition and custom of the Izon 

people and they have undeniably explore and project the culture of the Izon people to the 

wider audience and society through their art works. 
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To conclude, for us in Africa, our drama over the years has evolved due to the influence of 

the western theatre, yet our culture has not lost its place in the drama. It has sustained its 

places of pride through all the innovations in dialogue and new plotting styles. Indeed, 

drama is a veritable source of cultural exposition. 
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