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Series 1: Introduction to Traditional Theatre in Africa 

Series 2: Types and Elements of Traditional African Theatre 

Series 3: Evolution of Theatre from Festival and Ritual Performances 

Series 4: Performances, Minstrelsy, and Functions of Traditional/Festival Theatre 

Series 5: Traditional Theatre as Communication and Field Research Applications. 

Outline for Series 1: Introduction to Traditional Theatre in Africa 

Part 1: Background and origins of traditional theatre in Africa 

• 1.1.1: Historical roots of performance in African societies 

• 1.1.2: Cultural and ritual foundations of traditional theatre 

Part 2: Features and characteristics of traditional African theatre 

• 1.2.1: Communal participation and audience involvement 

• 1.2.2: Integration of music, dance, and oral traditions 

• 1.2.3: Symbolism and spiritual significance 

Part 3: Stages and manifestations of festival theatre 

• 1.3.1: Preparatory rituals and community organisation 

• 1.3.2: Performance spaces and settings 

• 1.3.3: Role of performers and participants 

Part 4: Relevance of traditional theatre in contemporary African society 

• 1.4.1: Preservation of cultural identity 

• 1.4.2: Educational and communicative functions 

• 1.4.3: Influence on modern African theatre 
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Introduction 

Traditional theatre in Africa is deeply rooted in the everyday lives of communities, reflecting their values, beliefs, 

and social structures. It is not merely entertainment but a cultural practice that combines ritual, storytelling, music, 

and dance to express collective identity. By studying traditional African theatre, learners gain insight into how 

performance has historically shaped communication, education, and cultural preservation across diverse societies. 

The aim of this Series is to introduce you to the foundations of traditional theatre in Africa, enabling you to define 

its origins, explain its features, and analyse its relevance to both historical and contemporary contexts. 

We shall commence this Series by exploring the background and origins of traditional theatre in Africa, focusing on 

its historical roots and cultural foundations. Next, we will examine the features and characteristics of traditional 

African theatre, including communal participation, integration of music and dance, and symbolic meanings. 

Following that, we will study the stages and manifestations of festival theatre, considering preparatory rituals, 

performance spaces, and the role of participants. Finally, we will conclude by discussing the relevance of traditional 

theatre in contemporary African society, highlighting its role in preserving cultural identity and influencing modern 

performance practices. 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

SLO 1.1 define the historical roots of traditional theatre in Africa. 

SLO 1.2 explain the cultural and ritual foundations that shaped traditional African theatre. 

SLO 1.3 describe the key features and characteristics of traditional African theatre, including communal 

participation and symbolic elements. 

SLO 1.4 analyse the stages and manifestations of festival theatre, focusing on rituals, performance spaces, 

and participant roles. 

SLO 1.5 evaluate the relevance of traditional theatre in contemporary African society, particularly its role in 

cultural identity and modern performance practices. 

1.1 Background and Origins of Traditional Theatre in Africa 

Traditional African theatre has its foundations in the everyday life of communities, where performance was not 

separated from social, cultural, and spiritual practices. It emerged as a collective activity that combined storytelling, 

music, dance, and ritual to express values and beliefs. Unlike modern theatre, which is often confined to a stage, 
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traditional African theatre was performed in open spaces such as village squares, shrines, and marketplaces, making 

it accessible to all members of the community. 

Fill in the blank: Traditional African theatre was often performed in communal spaces such as ______ squares and 

marketplaces. 

1.1.1 Historical roots of performance in African societies 

The historical roots of traditional theatre in Africa can be traced to oral traditions and communal rituals. Oral 

tradition refers to the practice of passing down stories, myths, and histories through spoken word rather than written 

texts. These performances were often accompanied by music and dance, creating a holistic form of communication. 

Rituals, such as initiation ceremonies or harvest festivals, provided opportunities for dramatic enactments that 

reinforced cultural identity and social cohesion. 

Fill in the blank: The practice of passing down stories and histories through spoken word is known as ______ 

tradition. 

 

Figure 1.1 Historical roots of traditional African theatre. 

1.1.2 Cultural and ritual foundations of traditional theatre 

The cultural foundations of traditional theatre lie in its role as a mirror of society. Performances reflected 

communal values, celebrated achievements, and addressed social issues. The ritual foundations were equally 

significant, as theatre was often part of religious ceremonies, invoking ancestral spirits or deities. These rituals gave 

performances a spiritual dimension, making them more than entertainment. 

For example, masquerade performances in many African societies combined dance, costume, and symbolism to 

communicate with the spiritual world while also entertaining the community. 

Fill in the blank: Performances that combine dance, costume, and symbolism to communicate with the spiritual 

world are called ______. 
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Plate 1.1 Cultural and ritual foundations of traditional theatre. 

1.2 Features and Characteristics of Traditional African Theatre 

Traditional African theatre is distinguished by its communal nature, integration of multiple art forms, and symbolic 

depth. Unlike modern theatre, which often separates performers from the audience, traditional African theatre 

thrives on participation and collective experience. Its features highlight the cultural values of unity, spirituality, and 

creativity. 

1.2.1 Communal participation and audience involvement 

One of the most defining features of traditional African theatre is communal participation, which refers to the 

active involvement of the entire community in performances. The audience is not a passive observer but a 

participant who sings, dances, or responds to the performers. This interaction strengthens social bonds and ensures 

that theatre reflects the collective identity of the people. 

Fill in the blank: In traditional African theatre, the ______ is not passive but actively participates in the 

performance. 
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Figure 1.2 Communal participation in traditional African theatre. 

1.2.2 Integration of music, dance, and oral traditions 

Traditional African theatre is characterised by the integration of different art forms. Music provides rhythm and 

emotional depth, dance conveys movement and symbolism, and oral traditions preserve stories, myths, and 

histories. Together, these elements create a holistic performance that entertains, educates, and communicates cultural 

values. 

Fill in the blank: Traditional African theatre integrates music, dance, and ______ traditions to create holistic 

performances. 

 

Plate 1.2 Integration of music, dance, and oral traditions. 

1.2.3 Symbolism and spiritual significance 

Another important characteristic is the use of symbolism, which refers to the representation of ideas or beliefs 

through objects, costumes, or actions. Performances often carry spiritual significance, connecting the community 

with ancestral spirits or deities. For example, masks and costumes in masquerade performances symbolise spiritual 

beings, while dances may represent fertility, harvest, or protection. 

Fill in the blank: Masks and costumes in masquerade performances symbolise ______ beings. 



 

 la-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION 
STUDENTS 

 

Plate 1.3 Symbolism and spiritual significance in traditional African theatre. 

1.3 Stages and Manifestations of Festival Theatre 

Festival theatre in Africa is a dynamic expression of community life, combining ritual, performance, and 

celebration. It unfolds in stages that reflect preparation, enactment, and participation, while its manifestations vary 

across cultures and regions. By examining these stages and manifestations, learners can appreciate how festival 

theatre serves as both a cultural practice and a form of artistic communication. 

1.3.1 Preparatory rituals and community organisation 

The first stage of festival theatre involves preparatory rituals, which are ceremonial acts performed before the 

main event. These rituals may include sacrifices, prayers, or symbolic cleansing to ensure spiritual approval and 

community readiness. Community organisation refers to the collective planning and coordination by elders, 

leaders, and participants to guarantee the success of the festival. This stage highlights the communal nature of 

African theatre, where everyone contributes to the process. 

Fill in the blank: The ceremonial acts performed before the main event of festival theatre are called ______ rituals. 
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Figure 1.4 Preparatory rituals and organisation in festival theatre. 

1.3.2 Performance spaces and settings 

The second stage focuses on performance spaces, which are the physical locations where festival theatre takes 

place. These may include village squares, sacred groves, or open fields. The setting is often decorated with symbolic 

objects such as masks, drums, or banners that enhance the atmosphere. Unlike modern theatre halls, these spaces are 

open and accessible, reinforcing the communal and inclusive nature of African theatre. 

Fill in the blank: Festival theatre often takes place in communal spaces such as village ______ or sacred groves. 

 

Plate 1.4 Performance spaces and settings in festival theatre. 

1.3.3 Role of performers and participants 

The final stage involves the performers, who may include dancers, drummers, singers, and masqueraders, and the 

participants, who are the audience members actively engaging in the performance. Performers embody cultural 

roles and spiritual figures, while participants respond through singing, clapping, or dancing. This interaction blurs 

the line between performer and audience, making festival theatre a shared experience rather than a spectacle. 

Fill in the blank: In festival theatre, the line between performer and ______ is often blurred due to active 

participation. 
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Plate 1.5 Role of performers and participants in festival theatre. 

1.4 Relevance of Traditional Theatre in Contemporary African Society 

Traditional African theatre continues to play a vital role in modern times, serving as a bridge between the past and 

the present. It remains relevant because it preserves cultural identity, provides educational and communicative 

functions, and influences modern African theatre practices. By examining these aspects, learners can appreciate how 

traditional theatre adapts to contemporary contexts while retaining its cultural significance. 

1.4.1 Preservation of cultural identity 

One of the most important contributions of traditional theatre today is the preservation of cultural identity, which 

refers to the safeguarding of values, customs, and traditions that define a community. Through performances such as 

masquerades, storytelling, and ritual enactments, communities maintain a sense of belonging and continuity. This 

preservation ensures that younger generations remain connected to their heritage. 

Fill in the blank: Traditional theatre helps safeguard values, customs, and traditions that define a community’s 

______ identity. 
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Plate 1.6 Preservation of cultural identity through traditional theatre. 

1.4.2 Educational and communicative functions 

Traditional theatre also serves educational functions, teaching morals, history, and social values through 

performance. It equally performs communicative functions, acting as a medium for transmitting messages within 

the community. For example, songs and dances may warn against social vices or celebrate communal achievements. 

In this way, theatre becomes both a classroom and a communication channel. 

Fill in the blank: Traditional theatre acts as both a classroom and a ______ channel in African communities. 

 

Figure 1.5 Educational and communicative functions of traditional theatre. 

1.4.3 Influence on modern African theatre 

Finally, traditional theatre influences modern African theatre, which refers to contemporary stage performances 

that incorporate elements of traditional practices. Modern playwrights and performers often draw inspiration from 

oral traditions, music, and dance, blending them with modern techniques to create unique productions. This 

influence ensures that African theatre remains distinct and culturally grounded, even in global contexts. 
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Fill in the blank: Modern African theatre often blends traditional practices with ______ techniques to create unique 

productions. 

 

Plate 1.7 Influence of traditional theatre on modern African theatre. 

Series Summary 

This Series has introduced you to the foundations of traditional theatre in Africa, highlighting its cultural 

significance and relevance to both past and present societies. We began by exploring the background and origins of 

traditional theatre, focusing on its historical roots and ritual foundations. Then, we examined the features and 

characteristics that make it unique, such as communal participation, integration of music, dance, and oral traditions, 

and its symbolic and spiritual dimensions. Following that, we studied the stages and manifestations of festival 

theatre, including preparatory rituals, performance spaces, and the roles of performers and participants. Finally, we 

considered the relevance of traditional theatre in contemporary African society, emphasising its role in preserving 

cultural identity, serving educational and communicative functions, and influencing modern African theatre. 

By completing this Series, you should now be able to define the historical roots of traditional theatre, explain its 

cultural and ritual foundations, describe its distinctive features, analyse the stages and manifestations of festival 

theatre, and evaluate its continuing relevance in modern contexts. These abilities directly align with the Series 

Learning Outcomes, providing you with a clear understanding of how traditional African theatre has shaped, and 

continues to shape, cultural expression and performance practices. 
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Glossary of Terms 

Audience  

The group of people who watch and participate in traditional African theatre. Unlike modern theatre audiences, they 

are actively involved through singing, dancing, and responding to performers. 

Communal participation  

The collective involvement of community members in performances, where everyone contributes either as 

performers or as part of the audience. 

Cultural identity  

The shared values, customs, and traditions that define a community, often preserved and expressed through 

traditional theatre. 

Masquerade  

A performance involving masks, costumes, dance, and symbolism, often used to represent spiritual beings or 

ancestral spirits. 

Modern African theatre  

Contemporary stage performances that blend traditional practices such as oral storytelling, music, and dance with 

modern techniques. 

Oral tradition  

The practice of passing down stories, myths, and histories through spoken word rather than written texts, often 

accompanied by music and dance. 

Performance space  

The physical location where traditional theatre takes place, such as village squares, sacred groves, or open fields. 

Preparatory rituals  

Ceremonial acts performed before a festival or performance, including prayers, sacrifices, or symbolic cleansing, to 

ensure spiritual approval and community readiness. 

Ritual foundations  

The religious or spiritual basis of traditional theatre, where performances are part of ceremonies that connect 

communities with deities or ancestral spirits. 
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Symbolism  

The use of objects, costumes, or actions to represent ideas, beliefs, or spiritual meanings within traditional African 

theatre. 

Traditional African theatre  

A form of performance rooted in African communities, combining storytelling, music, dance, and ritual to express 

cultural values and social identity. 

Festival theatre  

A type of traditional African theatre performed during communal celebrations, often involving rituals, music, dance, 

and active audience participation. 

Concept Check Questions [Series 1] 

Objective Questions 

1. Traditional African theatre is rooted in which practice of passing down stories orally? (Linked to SLO 1.1) 

a) Written literature 

b) Oral tradition 

c) Stage rehearsal 

d) Improvisation 

 

2. Which three art forms are integrated to create holistic performances in traditional African theatre? (Linked to 

SLO 1.3) 

a) Film, photography, and painting 

b) Music, dance, and oral traditions 

c) Architecture, sculpture, and poetry 

d) Costume, lighting, and sound 
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3. Masks and costumes in masquerade performances symbolise what type of beings? (Linked to SLO 1.3) 

a) Political leaders 

b) Spiritual beings 

c) Market traders 

d) Village elders 

 

4. Festival theatre often takes place in communal spaces such as village ______ or sacred groves. (Linked to 

SLO 1.4) 

a) halls 

b) squares 

c) theatres 

d) courts 

 

5. Traditional theatre helps safeguard values, customs, and traditions that define a community’s ______ identity. 

(Linked to SLO 1.5) 

a) political 

b) economic 

c) cultural 

d) personal 

Short-Answer Questions 

 

6. Define oral tradition and explain its role in the origins of traditional African theatre. (Linked to SLO 1.1) 
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7. Describe how communal participation distinguishes traditional African theatre from modern theatre. (Linked to 

SLO 1.3) 

8. Explain the role of preparatory rituals in festival theatre. (Linked to SLO 1.4) 

9. Identify two ways in which traditional theatre serves educational functions in African communities. (Linked to 

SLO 1.5) 

10. Analyse how symbolism is expressed in traditional African theatre. (Linked to SLO 1.3) 

Long-Answer Questions 

11. Discuss the historical roots and cultural foundations of traditional African theatre, highlighting how they shaped 

its development. (Linked to SLO 1.1 and SLO 1.2) 

1. Basic response: Describe oral traditions, rituals, and communal practices as the foundations of 

traditional theatre. 

2. Value-added response: Extend the discussion by comparing these foundations with similar 

practices in other cultures, showing how African theatre maintains distinctiveness while sharing 

universal features of performance. 

12. Evaluate the relevance of traditional African theatre in contemporary society, focusing on cultural identity, 

education, and modern influences. (Linked to SLO 1.5) 

1. Basic response: Explain how traditional theatre preserves cultural identity, teaches morals, and 

influences modern African theatre. 

2. Value-added response: Provide examples of contemporary African plays or performances that 

incorporate traditional elements, and critically assess how these adaptations contribute to global 

recognition of African theatre. 

Answers to Concept Check Questions [Series 1] 

Objective Questions 

1. b) Oral tradition 

2. b) Music, dance, and oral traditions 

3. b) Spiritual beings 
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4. b) squares 

5. c) cultural 

Short-Answer Questions 

Short-Answer Questions 

 

6. Oral tradition is the practice of passing down stories, myths, and histories through spoken word. It shaped 

traditional theatre by providing narratives for performance. 

7. Communal participation means the audience actively engages in performances, unlike modern theatre where 

audiences are passive. 

8. Preparatory rituals are ceremonial acts such as prayers or sacrifices performed before festivals to ensure spiritual 

approval and readiness. 

9. Traditional theatre educates by teaching morals through stories and communicates history through performance. 

10. Symbolism is expressed through masks, costumes, and actions that represent spiritual beings, fertility, or 

protection. 

Long-Answer Questions 

11. Basic response: Traditional African theatre originated from oral traditions, rituals, and communal 

practices that reinforced cultural identity and social cohesion. 

Value-added response: Beyond African contexts, similar practices exist in other cultures, such as Greek 

ritual theatre or Native American storytelling, but African theatre remains unique in its integration of 

music, dance, and spirituality. 

 

12. Basic response: Traditional theatre remains relevant by preserving cultural identity, teaching 

morals, and influencing modern African theatre. 
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Value-added response: Contemporary productions, such as Wole Soyinka’s plays, incorporate 

traditional elements like masquerades and oral storytelling, demonstrating how African theatre adapts to 

modern contexts while gaining international recognition. 

Answers to Pilot Questions [Series 1] 

Part 1: Background and origins of traditional theatre in Africa 

• Village squares and marketplaces 

• Oral tradition 

• Music and dance 

• A spiritual dimension 

• Masquerade performances 

Part 2: Features and characteristics of traditional African theatre 

• Active involvement of the community in performances 

• The audience contributes by singing, dancing, and responding to performers 

• Music, dance, and oral traditions 

• Symbolism represents ideas, beliefs, or spiritual meanings 

• Spiritual beings 

Part 3: Stages and manifestations of festival theatre 

• Preparatory rituals 

• Elders, leaders, and community members 

• Village squares and sacred groves 

• Masks, drums, and banners 

• The audience 

Part 4: Relevance of traditional theatre in contemporary African society 

• It preserves values, customs, and traditions that define cultural identity 

• It teaches morals and social values through stories and performances 

• It communicates messages within the community, such as warnings or celebrations 

• It inspires modern African theatre by providing themes and techniques 

• Oral storytelling, music, dance, and symbolism 
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References and Attributions [Series 1] 

General References 

• Course content adapted from THA 101: Traditional African/Festival Theatre (Department of Theatre Arts, 

University curriculum document). 

• Supporting concepts on oral tradition, communal participation, and symbolism referenced from open 

educational resources (OER) in African cultural studies. 

Illustrations 

Figure 1.1 Historical roots of traditional African theatre 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a diagram showing oral tradition, ritual, and performance as 

interconnected roots of African theatre." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER diagram oral tradition ritual African theatre". 

Plate 1.1 Cultural and ritual foundations of traditional theatre 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate an image of a traditional African masquerade performance with 

costume and dance." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER image African masquerade performance traditional theatre". 

Figure 1.2 Communal participation in traditional African theatre 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a diagram showing performers and audience interacting in a 

communal African theatre setting." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER diagram communal participation African theatre". 

Plate 1.2 Integration of music, dance, and oral traditions 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate an image showing performers using drums, dance, and storytelling 

in a traditional African theatre performance." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER image African theatre music dance oral tradition". 

Plate 1.3 Symbolism and spiritual significance in traditional African theatre 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate an image showing a traditional African masquerade with symbolic 

costume and mask." 
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• Suggested OER search string: "OER image African masquerade symbolism spiritual theatre". 

Figure 1.4 Preparatory rituals and organisation in festival theatre 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a diagram showing the preparatory stage of festival theatre with 

rituals and community organisation." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER diagram preparatory rituals African festival theatre". 

Plate 1.4 Performance spaces and settings in festival theatre 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate an image showing a traditional African festival performance in a 

village square with symbolic decorations." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER image African festival theatre performance space". 

Plate 1.5 Role of performers and participants in festival theatre 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate an image showing performers and participants interacting during a 

traditional African festival theatre performance." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER image performers participants African festival theatre". 

Plate 1.6 Preservation of cultural identity through traditional theatre 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate an image showing a traditional African masquerade performance 

symbolising cultural preservation." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER image African masquerade cultural identity preservation". 

Figure 1.5 Educational and communicative functions of traditional theatre 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a diagram showing traditional theatre as both educational and 

communicative functions." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER diagram educational communicative functions African theatre". 

Plate 1.7 Influence of traditional theatre on modern African theatre 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate an image showing a modern African stage performance 

incorporating traditional dance and music." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER image modern African theatre traditional influence". 
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Series 2: Types and Elements of Traditional African Theatre 

Part 2.1 Types of Traditional African Theatre 

• 2.1.1 Ritual theatre 

• 2.1.2 Festival theatre 

• 2.1.3 Storytelling and oral performance 

• 2.1.4 Masquerade and dance theatre 

Part 2.2 Core Elements of Traditional African Theatre 

• 2.2.1 Music and rhythm 

• 2.2.2 Dance and movement 

• 2.2.3 Oral tradition and language 

• 2.2.4 Costume, mask, and symbolism 

Part 2.3 Functions and Significance of Elements 

• 2.3.1 Social and Educational Functions 

• 2.3.2 Spiritual and Religious Functions 

• 2.3.3 Communicative and Entertainment Functions 

Introduction 

In the last Series, we explored the background and origins of traditional African theatre, its defining features, and its 

relevance in contemporary society. Building on that foundation, this Series will guide you into a closer examination 

of the specific types and elements that make traditional African theatre distinctive. Understanding these aspects is 

essential because they reveal how performances are structured, what components give them meaning, and how they 

function within the community. 

The aim of this Series is to enable you to identify the major types of traditional African theatre and to analyse the 

core elements that shape its practice, while also evaluating the functions these elements perform in society. 

We shall commence this Series by studying the different types of traditional African theatre, including ritual theatre, 

festival theatre, storytelling, and masquerade. Next, we will move on to the core elements such as music, dance, oral 

tradition, and costume, examining how they combine to create holistic performances. Finally, we will conclude by 

considering the functions and significance of these elements, focusing on their social, spiritual, and communicative 

roles. This progression will equip you with a deeper appreciation of how traditional African theatre operates both as 

an art form and as a cultural institution. 
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Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

SLO 2.1 define the major types of traditional African theatre, including ritual, festival, storytelling, and masquerade. 

SLO 2.2 explain the core elements of traditional African theatre such as music, dance, oral tradition, and costume. 

SLO 2.3 analyse how these elements function within performances to achieve social, spiritual, and communicative 

purposes. 

SLO 2.4 evaluate the significance of traditional theatre elements in shaping cultural identity and influencing modern 

African theatre practices. 

 

2.1 Types of Traditional African Theatre 

Traditional African theatre manifests in diverse forms that reflect the cultural, spiritual, and social life of 

communities. Each type has unique features but they all share the common goal of reinforcing identity, values, and 

communal bonds. In this Part, we shall explore four major types: ritual theatre, festival theatre, storytelling and oral 

performance, and masquerade and dance theatre. 

2.1.1 Ritual theatre 

Ritual theatre refers to performances that are part of religious or spiritual ceremonies. These performances often 

involve prayers, sacrifices, chants, and symbolic acts intended to connect the community with deities or ancestral 

spirits. Ritual theatre is not primarily for entertainment but for fulfilling spiritual obligations and reinforcing 

communal beliefs. 

Fill in the blank: Performances that are part of religious or spiritual ceremonies are called ______ theatre. 

 

Plate 2.1 Ritual theatre in African communities. 
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2.1.2 Festival theatre 

Festival theatre is performed during communal celebrations such as harvests, new year festivals, or rites of passage. 

It combines music, dance, and drama to express joy, gratitude, and unity. Festival theatre often takes place in open 

spaces like village squares, allowing the entire community to participate actively. 

Fill in the blank: Festival theatre is commonly performed during communal celebrations such as ______ festivals or 

rites of passage. 

 

Plate 2.2 Festival theatre during communal celebrations. 

2.1.3 Storytelling and oral performance 

Storytelling is the art of narrating tales, myths, and histories orally, often accompanied by gestures, music, or dance. 

Oral performance refers to the broader practice of using spoken word to entertain, educate, and preserve cultural 

heritage. Storytelling and oral performance are central to traditional African theatre because they transmit 

knowledge across generations. 

Fill in the blank: The art of narrating tales, myths, and histories orally is known as ______. 
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Figure 2.1 Storytelling and oral performance in African theatre. 

2.1.4 Masquerade and dance theatre 

Masquerade theatre involves performers wearing masks and costumes to represent spiritual beings, ancestors, or 

symbolic figures. It is often accompanied by dance theatre, where movement conveys meaning, emotion, and 

cultural symbolism. Together, masquerade and dance theatre combine visual spectacle with spiritual significance, 

making them powerful forms of traditional African performance. 

Fill in the blank: Performers wearing masks and costumes to represent spiritual beings are part of ______ theatre. 

 

Plate 2.3 Masquerade and dance theatre in African performance. 

2.2 Core Elements of Traditional African Theatre 

Traditional African theatre is built upon several core elements that work together to create performances that are 

vibrant, meaningful, and deeply rooted in culture. These elements include music and rhythm, dance and movement, 

oral tradition and language, and costume, mask, and symbolism. Each element contributes uniquely to the overall 

experience, ensuring that performances are both entertaining and culturally significant. 

2.2.1 Music and rhythm 

Music refers to the use of instruments, songs, and chants to provide sound and atmosphere during performances. 

Rhythm is the patterned beat or tempo that guides movement and interaction. In traditional African theatre, drums, 

rattles, and flutes are commonly used to set the pace and mood. Music and rhythm are not just background features; 

they drive the performance and connect performers with the audience. 

Fill in the blank: In traditional African theatre, drums, rattles, and flutes are used to create ______ and atmosphere. 
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Plate 2.4 Music and rhythm in traditional African theatre. 

2.2.2 Dance and movement 

Dance is the use of body movements to express ideas, emotions, or cultural values. Movement refers to the physical 

actions that accompany performances, often guided by rhythm. In traditional African theatre, dance is symbolic, 

representing fertility, harvest, protection, or spiritual communication. It is a powerful tool for storytelling and adds 

visual energy to performances. 

Fill in the blank: Dance in traditional African theatre often symbolises fertility, harvest, protection, or ______ 

communication. 

 

Plate 2.5 Dance and movement in traditional African theatre. 

2.2.3 Oral tradition and language 

Oral tradition is the practice of transmitting stories, myths, and histories through spoken word. Language in 

traditional African theatre is often poetic, rhythmic, and accompanied by gestures. Oral tradition ensures continuity 

of culture and provides the narrative foundation for performances. Storytelling, chants, and dialogue are central to 

this element, making theatre both educational and entertaining. 
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Fill in the blank: The practice of transmitting stories, myths, and histories through spoken word is called ______ 

tradition. 

 

Figure 2.2 Oral tradition and language in African theatre. 

2.2.4 Costume, mask, and symbolism 

Costume refers to the clothing worn by performers to represent characters or cultural roles. Mask is a facial 

covering used to symbolise spiritual beings, ancestors, or abstract ideas. Symbolism is the use of objects, colours, or 

actions to represent deeper meanings. In traditional African theatre, costumes and masks are highly significant, 

transforming performers into spiritual or cultural figures and adding layers of meaning to the performance. 

Fill in the blank: Masks in traditional African theatre are used to represent spiritual beings, ancestors, or ______ 

ideas. 
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Plate 2.6 Costume, mask, and symbolism in traditional African theatre. 

2.3 Functions and Significance of Elements 

Traditional African theatre is not merely entertainment. Each element within a performance 

serves deliberate and meaningful purposes. The combination of music, dance, costume, ritual, 

and symbolism enables theatre to fulfil social, spiritual, communicative, and educational roles 

within the community. 

The function of a theatrical element refers to the specific purpose it serves within a performance 

context. In traditional African theatre, these functions are deeply connected to communal life and 

cultural continuity. 

Understanding these functions helps explain why traditional theatre remains relevant across 

generations. 

 

2.3.1 Social and Educational Functions 

One of the most important functions of traditional African theatre is social cohesion. 

Performances bring community members together during festivals, rites of passage, harvest 

celebrations, and communal gatherings. 
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Through shared participation, storytelling, and dramatic enactments, theatre strengthens 

communal identity and promotes unity. 

The concept of communal identity refers to a shared sense of belonging rooted in collective 

history, values, and traditions. Traditional theatre reinforces this identity by presenting narratives 

that reflect the experiences and aspirations of the community. 

Fill in the blank: Traditional African theatre strengthens ______ identity by bringing 

communities together through shared performance. 

 

 

 

 Plate 2.7 Communal participation in traditional African theatre 
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Traditional theatre also functions as a platform for social commentary. Performances may 

criticise antisocial behaviour, promote moral conduct, or celebrate communal achievements. 

In this way, theatre serves as a mechanism of social regulation and reinforcement of shared 

norms. 

 

2.3.2 Spiritual and Religious Functions 

Another core function of traditional African theatre lies in its spiritual dimension. 

The term ritual theatre refers to performances closely linked to religious ceremonies, ancestral 

reverence, or sacred practices. In many African societies, theatre is inseparable from spirituality. 

Masks and costumes often symbolise ancestral spirits or deities rather than ordinary human 

characters. The performance space may be treated as sacred ground, and music and dance may 

accompany offerings or invocations. 

The use of symbolic objects and gestures creates a bridge between the physical and spiritual 

realms. 

Fill in the blank: In ritual theatre, masks often represent ______ beings rather than ordinary 

human characters. 
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Figure 2.3 Spiritual dimensions of ritual theatre 

 

The spiritual function of theatre reinforces belief systems and strengthens communal faith. Performances 

are often seen not merely as dramatic displays but as sacred acts with religious significance. 

 

2.3.3 Communicative and Entertainment Functions 

Traditional African theatre also functions as a powerful medium of communication. 

Before the widespread use of written texts, oral performance was a primary means of 

transmitting knowledge. The term oral tradition refers to the passing down of history, myths, 

proverbs, and cultural values through spoken word across generations. 

Through storytelling, songs, and dramatic enactments, theatre preserves collective memory and 

educates younger members of the community. 
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Performances often illustrate consequences of actions, thereby teaching discipline, respect, and 

social responsibility. 

Fill in the blank: Traditional theatre acts as an educational tool by transmitting cultural ______ 

and moral lessons. 

 

 

 

Box 2.4 Educational functions of traditional African theatre 

 

 

Traditional theatre therefore performs multiple interconnected roles. It unites communities 

socially, reinforces spirituality, communicates shared values, and educates future generations. 

These functions explain its enduring relevance in both traditional and contemporary African 

contexts. 
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Series Summary 

This Series has focused on the types and elements of traditional African theatre, showing how they shape 

performances and reflect the cultural life of communities. We began by examining the different types of theatre, 

including ritual, festival, storytelling, and masquerade, each with its unique purpose and expression. Then, we 

explored the core elements such as music, rhythm, dance, oral tradition, costume, and symbolism, highlighting how 

they combine to create meaningful and engaging performances. Finally, we considered the functions and 

significance of these elements, looking at their social, educational, spiritual, communicative, and entertainment 

roles. 

By completing this Series, you should now be able to define the major types of traditional African theatre, explain 

its core elements, analyse how these elements function within performances, and evaluate their significance in 

shaping cultural identity and influencing modern practices. These abilities directly align with the Series Learning 

Outcomes, equipping you with a deeper understanding of how traditional African theatre operates as both an art 

form and a cultural institution. 

Glossary of Terms 

Abstract ideas  

Concepts or meanings that are not physical objects but are represented symbolically in traditional theatre, often 

through masks, colours, or gestures. 

Communicative functions  

The role of theatre in transmitting messages, warnings, or values to the community through songs, dances, and 

dramatic enactments. 

Costume  

Clothing worn by performers to represent cultural roles, characters, or spiritual beings in traditional African theatre. 

Dance  

The use of body movements to express ideas, emotions, or cultural values, often guided by rhythm and symbolism. 

Festival theatre  

Performances held during communal celebrations such as harvests, rites of passage, or new year festivals, 

combining music, dance, and drama. 

Mask  

A facial covering used in performances to symbolise spiritual beings, ancestors, or abstract ideas. 
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Masquerade theatre  

A type of performance where masks and costumes are used to represent spiritual or symbolic figures, often 

accompanied by dance. 

Music  

The use of instruments, songs, and chants to provide rhythm, atmosphere, and emotional depth in performances. 

Oral performance  

The practice of using spoken word, chants, or dialogue to entertain, educate, and preserve cultural heritage. 

Oral tradition  

The transmission of stories, myths, and histories through spoken word rather than written texts, often accompanied 

by music and dance. 

Ritual theatre  

Performances that are part of religious or spiritual ceremonies, involving prayers, sacrifices, and symbolic acts to 

connect with deities or ancestors. 

Rhythm  

The patterned beat or tempo that guides movement, dance, and interaction in traditional African theatre. 

Social functions  

The role of theatre in strengthening communal bonds, celebrating achievements, and reinforcing shared values. 

Spiritual functions  

The role of theatre in connecting communities with ancestors, deities, or the spiritual world, often through rituals or 

masquerades. 

Storytelling  

The art of narrating tales, myths, and histories orally, often accompanied by gestures, music, or dance. 

Symbolism  

The use of objects, costumes, colours, or actions to represent deeper meanings or cultural beliefs in performances. 

Traditional African theatre  

A form of performance rooted in African communities, combining storytelling, music, dance, and ritual to express 

cultural identity and values. 
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Concept Check Questions [Series 2] 

Objective Questions 

1. Ritual theatre is primarily performed as part of: (Linked to SLO 2.1) 

a) Entertainment shows 

b) Religious or spiritual ceremonies 

c) Market trading 

d) Political campaigns 

2. Festival theatre is commonly associated with: (Linked to SLO 2.1) 

a) Harvest celebrations and rites of passage 

b) Court hearings 

c) Military parades 

d) School examinations 

3. Which of the following is NOT a core element of traditional African theatre? (Linked to SLO 2.2) 

a) Music and rhythm 

b) Dance and movement 

c) Costume and symbolism 

d) Written scripts 

4. Masks in traditional African theatre are used to represent: (Linked to SLO 2.2) 

a) Political leaders 

b) Spiritual beings and ancestors 

c) Farmers and traders 
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d) Teachers and students 

5. Songs, dances, and dramatic enactments often serve to: (Linked to SLO 2.3) 

a) Entertain only 

b) Address social issues and celebrate achievements 

c) Replace religious rituals 

d) Record written history 

 

Short-Answer Questions 

6. Define ritual theatre and explain its purpose in traditional African communities. (Linked to SLO 2.1) 

7. Describe how music and rhythm contribute to performances in traditional African theatre. (Linked to SLO 2.2) 

8. Explain the symbolic role of dance in traditional African theatre. (Linked to SLO 2.2) 

9. Identify two social functions of traditional African theatre. (Linked to SLO 2.3) 

10. Analyse how traditional theatre serves as a communicative tool within communities. (Linked to SLO 2.3) 

Long-Answer Questions 

11. Discuss the different types of traditional African theatre, highlighting their unique features and purposes. 

(Linked to SLO 2.1) 

Basic response: Describe ritual, festival, storytelling, and masquerade theatre, noting their distinct 
roles. 

Value-added response: Extend the discussion by comparing these types with similar practices in 
other cultures, showing how African theatre maintains uniqueness while sharing universal 
performance traits. 

12. Evaluate the significance of the core elements of traditional African theatre, focusing on music, 
dance, oral tradition, and costume. (Linked to SLO 2.2) 

Basic response: Explain how each element contributes to the performance and cultural meaning. 
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Value-added response: Provide examples of how these elements are adapted in modern African 
theatre productions, demonstrating continuity and innovation. 

13. Analyse the functions of traditional African theatre elements in society, considering social, 
spiritual, and communicative roles. (Linked to SLO 2.3) 

Basic response: Outline how theatre educates, connects communities with the spiritual world, and 
communicates values. 

Value-added response: Critically assess how these functions remain relevant today, citing 
examples of contemporary African festivals or performances that continue to serve these roles. 

Answers to Concept Check Questions  

 

Objective Choice Questions 

1. b) Religious or spiritual ceremonies 

2. a) Harvest celebrations and rites of passage 

3. d) Written scripts 

4. b) Spiritual beings and ancestors 

5. b) Address social issues and celebrate achievements 

Short-Answer Questions 

6. Ritual theatre is performed as part of religious or spiritual ceremonies, serving to connect communities with 

deities or ancestors. 

7. Music and rhythm provide atmosphere, guide movement, and connect performers with audiences. 

8. Dance symbolises fertility, harvest, protection, or spiritual communication. 

9. Social functions include strengthening communal bonds and celebrating achievements. 

10. Theatre communicates messages through songs, dances, and enactments that address social issues or values. 

Long-Answer Questions 
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11. Basic response: Ritual theatre fulfils spiritual obligations, festival theatre celebrates communal 

events, storytelling preserves oral traditions, and masquerade theatre represents spiritual beings 

through masks and dance. 

Value-added response: Similar practices exist globally, such as Greek ritual theatre or Native 

American storytelling, but African theatre remains unique in its integration of music, dance, and 

spirituality. 

12. Basic response: Music sets rhythm, dance conveys symbolism, oral tradition preserves culture, 

and costumes and masks add meaning. 

Value-added response: Modern productions, such as plays by Wole Soyinka, adapt these elements to 

contemporary contexts, blending tradition with innovation. 

13. Basic response: Theatre educates by teaching morals, connects communities spiritually, and 

communicates values through performance. 

Value-added response: Contemporary African festivals continue these roles, showing how theatre 

remains relevant in addressing social issues and preserving identity. 

 

Answers to Pilot Questions [Series 2] 

Part 2.1 Types of traditional African theatre 

• Ritual theatre 

• Harvest festivals and rites of passage 

• Storytelling 

• Masquerade theatre 

Part 2.2 Core elements of traditional African theatre 

• Music and atmosphere 

• Spiritual communication 

• Oral tradition 

• Abstract ideas 

Part 2.3 Functions and significance of elements 
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• Classroom 

• Blessings 

• Religious ceremonies 

• Social issues 

• Achievements 
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References and Attributions [Series 2] 

General References 

THA 101: Traditional African/Festival Theatre. Department of Theatre Arts, University curriculum document. 

• Supporting concepts on oral tradition, communal participation, and symbolism referenced from open 

educational resources (OER) in African cultural studies. 

• Additional background informed by open-access literature on African performance traditions (institutional 

style referencing). 

 

Illustrations 

Plate 2.1 Ritual theatre in African communities 

AI-generated using prompt: "Generate an image showing a traditional African ritual theatre performance with 

drumming and chanting." 

Suggested OER search string: "OER image African ritual theatre performance". 

Plate 2.2 Festival theatre during communal celebrations 

AI-generated using prompt: "Generate an image showing a lively African festival theatre performance with 

drumming and dancing." 

Suggested OER search string: "OER image African festival theatre communal celebrations". 

Figure 2.1 Storytelling and oral performance in African theatre 

AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a diagram showing storytelling as a link between oral tradition, 

education, and entertainment." 

Suggested OER search string: "OER diagram storytelling oral tradition African theatre". 

Plate 2.3 Masquerade and dance theatre in African performance 

AI-generated using prompt: "Generate an image showing a traditional African masquerade performance with 

elaborate costumes and dance." 
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Suggested OER search string: "OER image African masquerade dance theatre performance". 

Plate 2.4 Music and rhythm in traditional African theatre 

AI-generated using prompt: "Generate an image showing drummers and singers performing during a traditional 

African theatre event." 

Suggested OER search string: "OER image African theatre music rhythm performance". 

Plate 2.5 Dance and movement in traditional African theatre 

AI-generated using prompt: "Generate an image showing dancers in colourful costumes performing symbolic 

movements." 

Suggested OER search string: "OER image African theatre dance movement symbolism". 

Figure 2.2 Oral tradition and language in African theatre 

AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a diagram showing oral tradition as the foundation of storytelling, chants, and 

dialogue in theatre." 

Suggested OER search string: "OER diagram oral tradition language African theatre". 

Plate 2.6 Costume, mask, and symbolism in traditional African theatre 

AI-generated using prompt: "Generate an image showing performers in elaborate costumes and masks during a 

traditional African masquerade." 

Suggested OER search string: "OER image African theatre costume mask symbolism". 

Plate 2.7 Communal participation in traditional African theatre 

AI-generated using prompt: "Generate an image showing community participation in  

 traditional African theatre performance." 

 

Suggested OER search string: "OER image African communal theatre participation". 

 

Figure 2.3 Spiritual dimensions of ritual theatre 
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AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a diagram showing the connection between ritual  theatre and 

spiritual beliefs." 

 

Suggested OER search string: "OER diagram African ritual theatre spirituality". 

 

Box 2.4 Educational functions of traditional African theatre 

 

AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a structured academic text box listing educational functions of traditional 

African theatre." 

 

Suggested OER search string: "OER list educational functions African theatre". 
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Outline for Series 3: Evolution of Theatre from Festival and Ritual Performances 

Part 3.1 Historical Transition from Ritual to Festival Theatre 

• 3.1.1 Ritual performances as foundations of theatre 

• 3.1.2 Transformation into communal festival practices 

• 3.1.3 Early shifts in performance spaces and audience roles 

Part 3.2 Emergence of Structured Dramatic Forms 

• 3.2.1 Development of narrative and plot in performances 

• 3.2.2 Introduction of character roles and dialogue 

• 3.2.3 Influence of oral tradition on dramatic structure 

Part 3.3 Continuity and Adaptation in Modern African Theatre 

• 3.3.1 Retention of ritual and festival elements in contemporary plays 

• 3.3.2 Integration with modern stagecraft and performance techniques 

• 3.3.3 Case studies of notable African playwrights and productions 

Introduction 

In the last Series, we examined the types and elements of traditional African theatre, focusing on how music, dance, 

oral tradition, and symbolism combine to create meaningful performances. Building on that foundation, this Series 

will take you further by tracing the evolution of theatre from festival and ritual performances. Understanding 

this progression is important because it shows how African theatre moved from sacred and communal practices into 

more structured dramatic forms, and how these traditions continue to influence modern African theatre today. 

The aim of this Series is to help you analyse the historical transition from ritual and festival performances to 

structured drama, and to evaluate how these traditions have been adapted and sustained in contemporary African 

theatre. 

We shall commence this Series by exploring the historical transition from ritual to festival theatre, looking at how 

sacred performances gradually transformed into communal celebrations. Next, we will move on to the emergence of 

structured dramatic forms, considering the development of narrative, character roles, and dialogue shaped by oral 

traditions. Finally, we will conclude by examining continuity and adaptation in modern African theatre, highlighting 

how ritual and festival elements remain embedded in contemporary plays and productions. This progression will 

enable you to appreciate the dynamic journey of African theatre from its earliest forms to its modern expressions. 
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Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

SLO 3.1 analyse the historical transition from ritual performances to communal festival theatre. 

SLO 3.2 examine the emergence of structured dramatic forms, including narrative, character roles, and dialogue. 

SLO 3.3 explain the influence of oral tradition on the development of dramatic structure. 

SLO 3.4 evaluate the retention of ritual and festival elements in modern African theatre. 

SLO 3.5 assess how modern stagecraft integrates traditional elements in contemporary African productions. 

3.1 Historical Transition from Ritual to Festival Theatre 

The evolution of African theatre can be traced back to its earliest forms in ritual performances, which gradually 

transformed into festival theatre. This transition reflects how communities moved from sacred, spiritually focused 

practices to more communal and celebratory expressions. In this Part, we will examine the foundations of ritual 

theatre, its transformation into festival practices, and the early shifts in performance spaces and audience roles. 

3.1.1 Ritual performances as foundations of theatre 

Ritual performances are structured ceremonies involving prayers, chants, sacrifices, and symbolic acts designed to 

connect communities with deities or ancestors. They are not primarily for entertainment but serve spiritual and 

social purposes, reinforcing communal beliefs and values. These performances laid the groundwork for theatre by 

introducing elements such as music, dance, costume, and storytelling. 

Fill in the blank: Ritual performances are structured ceremonies designed to connect communities with ______ or 

ancestors. 

 

Plate 3.1 Ritual performances as foundations of theatre. 
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3.1.2 Transformation into communal festival practices 

As societies evolved, ritual performances began to take on more celebratory forms, giving rise to festival theatre. 

Festival theatre is performed during communal events such as harvests, new year celebrations, or rites of passage. 

Unlike ritual theatre, which is sacred and restricted, festival theatre is inclusive, allowing broad participation and 

emphasising joy, unity, and cultural identity. 

Fill in the blank: Festival theatre is performed during communal events such as harvests, new year celebrations, or 

______ of passage. 

 

Plate 3.2 Transformation into communal festival practices. 

3.1.3 Early shifts in performance spaces and audience roles 

With the transition from ritual to festival theatre came changes in performance spaces and audience roles. Ritual 

theatre was often confined to sacred spaces such as shrines or groves, with limited participation. Festival theatre, 

however, moved into open communal spaces like village squares, enabling larger audiences and active participation. 

This shift marked the beginning of theatre as a public spectacle, where audiences were not passive observers but 

active contributors to the performance. 

Fill in the blank: Festival theatre moved into open communal spaces such as ______ squares, enabling larger 

audiences. 
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Figure 3.1 Early shifts in performance spaces and audience roles. 

3.2 Emergence of Structured Dramatic Forms 

The transition from ritual and festival performances to more organised theatre marked a significant stage in the 

evolution of African drama. This Part explores how performances began to adopt structured narratives, defined 

character roles, and dialogue, while oral traditions continued to shape dramatic forms. 

3.2.1 Development of narrative and plot in performances 

Narrative refers to the sequence of events that form a story, while plot is the arrangement of these events to create 

meaning and coherence. In traditional African theatre, early performances moved beyond spontaneous rituals and 

festivals to incorporate storytelling with clear beginnings, middles, and endings. This development allowed theatre 

to become more recognisable as drama, with audiences following a structured storyline. 

Fill in the blank: The arrangement of events to create meaning and coherence in a performance is called the ______. 

 

Figure 3.2 Development of narrative and plot in performances. 
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3.2.2 Introduction of character roles and dialogue 

Character roles are the specific identities performers take on in a play, while dialogue refers to spoken exchanges 

between characters. As African theatre evolved, performers began to embody distinct roles such as heroes, tricksters, 

or spiritual figures. Dialogue added depth, enabling characters to interact, express emotions, and advance the plot. 

This shift marked a move from collective ritual action to individualised dramatic performance. 

Fill in the blank: Spoken exchanges between characters in a performance are referred to as ______. 

Plate 3.3 Introduction of character roles and dialogue. 

3.2.3 Influence of oral tradition on dramatic structure 

Oral tradition is the practice of transmitting stories, myths, and histories through spoken word. In African theatre, 

oral tradition shaped dramatic structure by providing themes, proverbs, and narrative techniques. Performances often 

included repetition, call-and-response, and moral lessons, ensuring that plays were both entertaining and 

educational. Oral tradition also reinforced cultural identity by embedding local languages and idioms into dramatic 

forms. 

Fill in the blank: The practice of transmitting stories, myths, and histories through spoken word is known as ______ 

tradition. 

 

Figure 3.3 Influence of oral tradition on dramatic structure. 



 

 la-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION 
STUDENTS 

3.3 Continuity and Adaptation in Modern African Theatre 

Modern African theatre continues to draw from its traditional roots while adapting to contemporary contexts. This 

Part explores how ritual and festival elements are retained in modern plays, how they are integrated with modern 

stagecraft, and how notable playwrights and productions exemplify this continuity and adaptation. 

3.3.1 Retention of ritual and festival elements in contemporary plays 

Retention refers to the preservation of traditional features within modern practices. In African theatre, ritual and 

festival elements such as drumming, dance, masquerade, and communal participation remain central to many 

contemporary plays. These elements ensure that modern productions maintain cultural authenticity while engaging 

audiences with familiar traditions. 

Fill in the blank: Ritual and festival elements such as drumming, dance, and ______ remain central to many 

contemporary plays. 

 

Plate 3.4 Retention of ritual and festival elements in contemporary plays. 

3.3.2 Integration with modern stagecraft and performance techniques 

Stagecraft refers to the technical aspects of theatre production, including lighting, set design, and sound. Modern 

African theatre integrates traditional elements with contemporary stagecraft, creating performances that are both 

culturally grounded and technically sophisticated. This blending allows African theatre to compete on global stages 

while retaining its unique identity. 

Fill in the blank: The technical aspects of theatre production, including lighting and set design, are referred to as 

______. 
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Figure 3.4 Integration of traditional elements with modern stagecraft. 

3.3.3 Case studies of notable African playwrights and productions 

Case studies are detailed examinations of specific examples that illustrate broader concepts. In modern African 

theatre, playwrights such as Wole Soyinka, Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, and Femi Osofisan have successfully adapted 

traditional elements into contemporary works. Their plays often combine ritual symbolism, oral traditions, and 

modern themes to address social, political, and cultural issues. These productions demonstrate how African theatre 

continues to evolve while remaining deeply connected to its heritage. 

Fill in the blank: Playwrights such as Wole Soyinka and Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o have adapted traditional elements into 

______ works. 

 

Box 3.1 Selected notable African playwrights and productions. 
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Glossary of Terms 

Audience roles  

The ways in which people participate in a performance, either as observers in ritual theatre or as active contributors 

in festival theatre. 

Case studies  

Detailed examinations of specific examples, such as plays or playwrights, used to illustrate broader concepts in 

theatre. 

Character roles  

The specific identities or parts that performers take on in a play, such as heroes, tricksters, or spiritual figures. 

Dialogue  

Spoken exchanges between characters in a performance that help to express emotions, advance the plot, and develop 

relationships. 

Festival theatre  

Performances held during communal celebrations such as harvests, new year events, or rites of passage, emphasising 

joy, unity, and cultural identity. 

Narrative  

The sequence of events that form a story in a performance. 

Oral tradition  

The practice of transmitting stories, myths, and histories through spoken word, often accompanied by repetition, 

proverbs, and moral lessons. 

Performance spaces  

The physical locations where theatre takes place, ranging from sacred shrines in ritual theatre to open communal 

spaces in festival theatre. 

Plot  

The arrangement of events in a performance to create meaning and coherence. 

Retention  

The preservation of traditional features, such as drumming, dance, and masquerade, within modern African theatre. 
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Ritual performances  

Structured ceremonies involving prayers, chants, sacrifices, and symbolic acts designed to connect communities 

with deities or ancestors. 

Stagecraft  

The technical aspects of theatre production, including lighting, set design, and sound, which enhance the overall 

presentation of a play. 

Concept Check Questions [Series 3] 

Objective Questions 

 

1. Ritual performances in early African societies were primarily designed to honour: (Linked to SLO 3.1) 

a) Political rulers 

b) Deities and ancestral spirits 

c) Colonial administrators 

d) Market traders 

 

2. The transition from ritual to festival theatre led to greater emphasis on: (Linked to SLO 3.1) 

a) Private worship only 

b) Written scripts 

c) Public communal celebration 

d) Individual meditation 

 

3. The emergence of structured dramatic forms introduced elements such as: (Linked to SLO 3.2) 

a) Plot and character roles 
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b) Printed tickets 

c) Electric lighting 

d) Microphones 

4. Oral tradition influenced dramatic development by providing: (Linked to SLO 3.3) 

a) Financial sponsorship 

b) Historical narratives and moral lessons 

c) Stage equipment 

d) Government approval 

5. Modern African theatre retains traditional elements through the use of: (Linked to SLO 3.4) 

a) Purely Western scripts 

b) Silent performance only 

c) Masks, music, and symbolic dance 

d) Cinema projection only 

  Short-Answer Questions 

6. Define ritual performances and explain their purpose in traditional African communities. (Linked to SLO 3.1) 

7. Describe how performance spaces changed during the transition from ritual to festival theatre. (Linked to SLO 

3.1) 

8. Explain the difference between narrative and plot in a performance. (Linked to SLO 3.2) 

9. Identify two ways oral tradition influenced the structure of African drama. (Linked to SLO 3.2) 

10. Analyse how modern African theatre retains traditional elements in contemporary plays. (Linked to SLO 3.3) 

Long-Answer Questions 
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Long-Answer Questions 

 

11. Discuss the historical transition from ritual to festival theatre, highlighting changes in audience roles and 

performance spaces. (Linked to SLO 3.1) 

 

12. Evaluate the emergence of structured dramatic forms in African theatre, focusing on narrative, plot, character 

roles, and dialogue. (Linked to SLO 3.2) 

 

13. Analyse the continuity and adaptation of traditional elements in modern African theatre, with reference to 

notable playwrights and productions. (Linked to SLO 3.4 and SLO 3.5) 

Answers to Concept Check Questions  

Objective Questions 

1. b) Deities and ancestral spirits 

2. c) Public communal celebration 

3. a) Plot and character roles 

4. b) Historical narratives and moral lessons 

5. c) Masks, music, and symbolic dance 

 

Short-Answer Questions 

6. Ritual performances are structured ceremonies involving prayers, chants, sacrifices, and symbolic acts, designed 

to connect communities with deities or ancestors. 

7. Ritual theatre was confined to sacred spaces, while festival theatre moved into open communal spaces such as 

village squares, enabling larger audiences and active participation. 

8. Narrative is the sequence of events in a story, while plot is the arrangement of those events to create meaning. 

9. Oral tradition influenced drama through repetition, call-and-response, use of proverbs, and embedding moral 

lessons. 

10. Modern African theatre retains traditional elements such as drumming, dance, and masquerade, blending them 

with modern stagecraft to maintain cultural authenticity. 
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Long-Answer Questions 

11. Basic response: Ritual theatre was sacred, performed in shrines with limited participation, while festival theatre 

became communal, performed in open spaces with active audience involvement. 

Value-added response: Similar transitions occurred in other cultures, such as ancient Greek theatre, 

which evolved from religious rites to public festivals, showing a universal pattern of theatre 

development. 

12. Basic response: Structured dramatic forms introduced narratives with clear beginnings, middles, and endings, 

distinct character roles, and dialogue, all shaped by oral traditions. 

Value-added response: These forms influenced later African playwrights, who adapted traditional 

storytelling techniques into modern plays, ensuring continuity of cultural identity. 

13. Basic response: Modern African theatre retains drumming, dance, and masquerade, integrating them with 

stagecraft such as lighting and set design. 

Value-added response: Playwrights like Wole Soyinka and Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o use these elements 

to address contemporary issues, blending tradition with modern themes to engage audiences globally. 

Answers to Pilot Questions  

Part 3.1 Historical transition from ritual to festival theatre 

• Ritual performances were designed to connect communities with deities or ancestors. 

• Festival theatre is commonly performed during harvests, new year celebrations, or rites of passage. 

• Performance spaces shifted from sacred shrines and groves to open communal spaces such as village 

squares. 

• Audiences in festival theatre played active roles compared to the limited participation in ritual theatre. 

Part 3.2 Emergence of structured dramatic forms 

• Narrative is the sequence of events in a story, while plot is the arrangement of those events to create 

meaning. 

• Spoken exchanges between characters in a play are called dialogue. 

• Oral tradition shaped African drama through repetition, call-and-response, proverbs, and moral lessons. 

• The introduction of character roles allowed performers to embody distinct identities, adding depth and 

advancing the plot. 
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Part 3.3 Continuity and adaptation in modern African theatre 

• Traditional elements such as drumming, dance, and masquerade are retained in modern African plays. 

• Stagecraft is the term used for the technical aspects of theatre production, including lighting, set design, and 

sound. 

• African playwrights integrate traditional elements into contemporary works by blending ritual symbolism, 

oral traditions, and modern themes. 

• Blending traditional and modern techniques ensures cultural authenticity while making African theatre 

relevant and competitive globally. 

References and Attributions [Series 3] 

General References 

THA 101: Traditional African/Festival Theatre. Department of Theatre Arts, University curriculum document. 

• Supporting concepts on ritual, festival, and oral traditions referenced from open educational resources 

(OER) in African cultural studies. 

• Additional background informed by open-access literature on African performance traditions, using 

institutional referencing style. 

Illustrations 

Plate 3.1 Ritual performances as foundations of theatre 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate an image showing a traditional African ritual performance with 

drumming, chanting, and symbolic acts." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER image African ritual theatre performance". 

Plate 3.2 Transformation into communal festival practices 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate an image showing a lively African festival theatre performance with 

drumming, dancing, and community participation." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER image African festival theatre communal celebrations". 

Figure 3.1 Early shifts in performance spaces and audience roles 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a diagram showing the shift from sacred ritual spaces to communal 

festival spaces, highlighting audience participation." 
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• Suggested OER search string: "OER diagram ritual to festival theatre transition African performance 

spaces". 

Figure 3.2 Development of narrative and plot in performances 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a diagram showing the progression of a narrative from beginning, 

middle, to end in African theatre." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER diagram narrative plot African theatre". 

Plate 3.3 Introduction of character roles and dialogue 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate an image showing performers enacting distinct character roles with 

dialogue in a traditional African play." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER image African theatre character roles dialogue". 

Figure 3.3 Influence of oral tradition on dramatic structure 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a diagram showing oral tradition as the foundation of dramatic 

structure, linking storytelling, proverbs, and moral lessons." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER diagram oral tradition dramatic structure African theatre". 

Plate 3.4 Retention of ritual and festival elements in contemporary plays 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate an image showing a modern African stage play incorporating 

drumming and dance rooted in traditional practices." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER image modern African theatre traditional elements". 

Figure 3.4 Integration of traditional elements with modern stagecraft 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a diagram showing integration of traditional elements (music, dance, 

costume) with modern stagecraft (lighting, set design, sound)." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER diagram African theatre modern stagecraft integration". 

Box 3.1 Selected notable African playwrights and productions 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a table listing notable African playwrights (Soyinka, Ngũgĩ, 

Osofisan) and examples of their works integrating traditional and modern elements." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER African playwrights modern theatre case studies". 
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Outline for Series 4: Performances, Minstrelsy, and Functions of Traditional/Festival Theatre 

Part 4.1 Forms and styles of traditional/festival performances 

• 4.1.1 Dramatic enactments and storytelling 

• 4.1.2 Dance, music, and masquerade 

• 4.1.3 Audience participation and communal involvement 

Part 4.2 Minstrelsy and its role in African theatre 

• 4.2.1 Definition and origins of minstrelsy in African contexts 

• 4.2.2 Functions of minstrels and their contributions to performance traditions 

• 4.2.3 Continuity of minstrelsy in modern African theatre 

Part 4.3 Social and cultural functions of traditional/festival theatre 

• 4.3.1 Educational functions and moral instruction 

• 4.3.2 Spiritual and religious functions 

• 4.3.3 Entertainment and communicative functions 

Part 4.4 Contemporary relevance and adaptation of traditional/festival theatre 

• 4.4.1 Integration with modern stagecraft and performance techniques 

• 4.4.2 Case studies of contemporary African productions 

• 4.4.3 Preservation of cultural identity through theatre 

Introduction 

In the last Series, we explored the evolution of theatre from ritual and festival performances, tracing how sacred 

ceremonies gradually transformed into structured dramatic forms and how these traditions continue to influence 

modern African theatre. Building on that foundation, this Series will focus on performances, minstrelsy, and the 

functions of traditional and festival theatre, helping you to see how these practices shaped cultural life and 

remain relevant today. 

The aim of this Series is to introduce you to the forms and styles of traditional performances, explain the role of 

minstrelsy in African theatre, and evaluate the social, cultural, and contemporary functions of festival theatre. By the 

end, you will be able to connect traditional practices with their modern adaptations and appreciate their enduring 

significance. 
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We shall commence this Series by examining the forms and styles of traditional and festival performances, including 

storytelling, dance, music, and masquerade. Next, we will move on to minstrelsy, considering its origins, functions, 

and continuity in modern African theatre. Following that, we will explore the social and cultural functions of 

traditional and festival theatre, focusing on education, spirituality, entertainment, and communication. Finally, we 

will conclude by discussing the contemporary relevance and adaptation of these traditions, highlighting how they are 

integrated with modern stagecraft and preserved through notable productions. This progression will enable you to 

understand both the historical depth and present-day vitality of African theatre. 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

SLO 4.1 describe the forms and styles of traditional and festival performances, including storytelling, dance, music, 

and masquerade. 

SLO 4.2 explain the origins, roles, and continuity of minstrelsy in African theatre. 

SLO 4.3 analyse the social and cultural functions of traditional and festival theatre, including educational, spiritual, 

entertainment, and communicative roles. 

SLO 4.4 evaluate the contemporary relevance and adaptation of traditional and festival theatre in modern African 

contexts. 

4.1 Forms and Styles of Traditional/Festival Performances 

Traditional and festival theatre in Africa is expressed through diverse forms and styles that combine storytelling, 

dance, music, masquerade, and communal participation. These performances are not only artistic but also deeply 

cultural, reflecting the values, beliefs, and social structures of the communities in which they occur. In this Part, we 

will explore dramatic enactments and storytelling, the role of dance, music, and masquerade, and the importance of 

audience participation. 

4.1.1 Dramatic enactments and storytelling 

Dramatic enactments are performances where actors represent characters, events, or myths through action and 

dialogue. They often draw from oral traditions and serve to preserve history, teach morals, and entertain. 

Storytelling is the art of narrating tales, myths, or legends, usually accompanied by gestures, songs, or audience 

responses. Together, they form the backbone of traditional theatre, ensuring that cultural knowledge is passed down 

across generations. 

Fill in the blank: Dramatic enactments often draw from ______ traditions and serve to preserve history and teach 

morals. 
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Plate 4.1 Dramatic enactments and storytelling in traditional theatre. 

4.1.2 Dance, music, and masquerade 

Dance in traditional theatre is a symbolic form of movement that conveys meaning, often linked to fertility, harvest, 

or spiritual communication. Music provides rhythm and atmosphere, using drums, flutes, and songs to guide 

performers and engage audiences. Masquerade involves performers wearing masks and costumes to represent 

spiritual beings, ancestors, or symbolic characters. These elements combine to create vibrant performances that are 

both entertaining and culturally significant. 

Fill in the blank: Performers wearing masks and costumes to represent spiritual beings or ancestors are part of 

______. 

 

Plate 4.2 Dance, music, and masquerade in festival theatre. 
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4.1.3 Audience participation and communal involvement 

Audience participation refers to the active involvement of spectators in performances, often through singing, 

clapping, dancing, or responding to performers. In African festival theatre, audiences are not passive observers but 

integral contributors to the performance. This communal involvement strengthens social bonds, reinforces cultural 

identity, and ensures that theatre remains a shared experience. 

Fill in the blank: In African festival theatre, audiences are not passive observers but ______ contributors to the 

performance. 

 

Figure 4.1 Audience participation and communal involvement. 

4.2 Minstrelsy and Its Role in African Theatre 

Minstrelsy in African theatre refers to the tradition of travelling performers who use music, storytelling, and satire to 

entertain, educate, and communicate social values. These performers, often called minstrels, played a vital role in 

preserving oral traditions and shaping the cultural identity of communities. In this Part, we will examine the 

definition and origins of minstrelsy, the functions of minstrels, and its continuity in modern African theatre. 

4.2.1 Definition and origins of minstrelsy in African contexts 

Minstrelsy is the practice of performance by travelling entertainers who combine music, poetry, and storytelling to 

engage audiences. In African contexts, minstrels were custodians of oral traditions, moving from one community to 

another to share tales, songs, and historical accounts. Their performances often included humour and satire, making 

them both entertaining and instructive. 

Fill in the blank: In African contexts, minstrels were custodians of ______ traditions, moving from one community 

to another. 
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Plate 4.3 Definition and origins of minstrelsy in African contexts. 

4.2.2 Functions of minstrels and their contributions to performance traditions 

Minstrels served multiple functions within African theatre. They acted as entertainers, using music and humour to 

delight audiences. They were also educators, transmitting moral lessons, proverbs, and historical narratives. 

Additionally, they functioned as social commentators, using satire to critique leaders or highlight community 

issues. Through these roles, minstrels contributed significantly to the development of performance traditions and 

reinforced communal values. 

Fill in the blank: Minstrels acted as entertainers, educators, and ______ commentators within African theatre. 

 

Figure 4.2 Functions of minstrels in African theatre. 
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4.2.3 Continuity of minstrelsy in modern African theatre 

Although the traditional role of minstrels has evolved, their influence continues in modern African theatre. 

Contemporary performers, poets, and musicians often adopt the minstrel’s role by blending traditional storytelling 

with modern themes. In plays and festivals, elements of minstrelsy are evident in satire, musical interludes, and 

audience engagement. This continuity demonstrates how African theatre adapts while preserving its cultural 

heritage. 

Fill in the blank: Contemporary performers often adopt the minstrel’s role by blending traditional storytelling with 

______ themes. 

 

 

Box 4.1 Examples of continuity of minstrelsy in modern African theatre. 

4.3 Social and Cultural Functions of Traditional/Festival Theatre 

Traditional and festival theatre in Africa is more than a form of entertainment; it is a vital cultural institution that 

educates, inspires, and unites communities. These performances embody values, beliefs, and practices that sustain 

social cohesion and cultural identity. In this Part, we will explore the educational, spiritual, and entertainment 

functions of traditional and festival theatre. 

4.3.1 Educational functions and moral instruction 

Educational functions refer to the role of theatre in teaching values, history, and communal norms. Through 

storytelling, proverbs, and dramatic enactments, traditional theatre becomes a tool for moral instruction, guiding 

individuals on virtues such as honesty, courage, and respect. At the same time, it warns against vices like greed, 

dishonesty, or betrayal. This makes theatre a living classroom where cultural knowledge is preserved and 

transmitted. 
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Fill in the blank: Traditional theatre serves as a tool for moral instruction by teaching values such as honesty, 

courage, and ______. 

 

Figure 4.3 Educational functions and moral instruction in traditional theatre. 

4.3.2 Spiritual and religious functions 

Spiritual functions highlight the role of theatre in connecting communities with deities, ancestors, and spiritual 

forces. Performances often include rituals, dances, and masquerades, which symbolise communication with the 

spiritual world. These acts reinforce religious beliefs and provide communal experiences of worship, reverence, and 

renewal. Festival theatre therefore serves as both a cultural and spiritual bridge, linking the visible and invisible 

worlds. 

Fill in the blank: Performances that symbolise communication with the spiritual world often include rituals, dances, 

and ______. 

 

Plate 4.4 Spiritual and religious functions of traditional theatre. 
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4.3.3 Entertainment and communicative functions 

Entertainment functions emphasise the joy, relaxation, and communal bonding that theatre provides. Music, 

dance, humour, and dramatic enactments ensure that audiences are engaged and uplifted. At the same time, theatre 

serves communicative functions, acting as a medium for passing information, addressing social issues, and 

reinforcing cultural identity. In this way, performances become both enjoyable and purposeful, strengthening the 

community’s sense of belonging. 

Fill in the blank: Theatre serves communicative functions by acting as a medium for passing information and 

addressing ______ issues. 

 

Box 4.2 Examples of entertainment and communicative functions in African theatre. 

4.4 Contemporary Relevance and Adaptation of Traditional/Festival Theatre 

Traditional and festival theatre continues to thrive in modern Africa, not only as a cultural heritage but also as a 

dynamic art form that adapts to contemporary contexts. This Part examines how traditional practices are integrated 

with modern stagecraft, highlights case studies of contemporary productions, and considers how theatre preserves 

cultural identity in today’s world. 

4.4.1 Integration with modern stagecraft and performance techniques 

Stagecraft refers to the technical aspects of theatre production, including lighting, set design, and sound. In 

contemporary African theatre, traditional elements such as drumming, dance, and masquerade are blended with 

modern stagecraft to create performances that are both culturally authentic and technically sophisticated. This 

integration allows African theatre to remain relevant and competitive on global stages while retaining its unique 

identity. 
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Fill in the blank: The technical aspects of theatre production, including lighting, set design, and sound, are referred 

to as ______. 

 

Figure 4.4 Integration of traditional elements with modern stagecraft. 

4.4.2 Case studies of contemporary African productions 

Case studies are detailed examinations of specific examples that illustrate broader concepts. In modern African 

theatre, playwrights such as Wole Soyinka, Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, and Femi Osofisan have successfully adapted 

traditional elements into contemporary works. Their plays often combine ritual symbolism, oral traditions, and 

modern themes to address social, political, and cultural issues. These productions demonstrate how African theatre 

continues to evolve while remaining deeply connected to its heritage. 

Fill in the blank: Playwrights such as Wole Soyinka and Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o have adapted traditional elements into 

______ works. 

 

Box 4.3 Selected notable African playwrights and productions. 
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4.4.3 Preservation of cultural identity through theatre 

Cultural identity refers to the shared values, traditions, and practices that define a community. Contemporary 

African theatre preserves cultural identity by embedding indigenous languages, proverbs, and performance styles 

within modern productions. This ensures that while theatre adapts to new contexts, it continues to reflect and 

reinforce the heritage of African societies. 

Fill in the blank: Contemporary African theatre preserves cultural identity by embedding indigenous ______ and 

performance styles within modern productions. 

 

Plate 4.5 Preservation of cultural identity through theatre. 

Series Summary 

This Series has focused on the performances, minstrelsy, and functions of traditional and festival theatre, showing 

how these practices are central to African cultural life and remain relevant in modern contexts. Its purpose has been 

to highlight the artistic forms, social roles, and cultural significance of theatre, helping you to see how it educates, 

entertains, and preserves identity. 

We began by examining the forms and styles of traditional performances, including storytelling, dance, music, and 

masquerade. Then, we explored minstrelsy, considering its origins, functions, and continuity in modern theatre. 

Following that, we discussed the social and cultural functions of festival theatre, such as education, spirituality, 

entertainment, and communication. Finally, we looked at contemporary relevance, focusing on integration with 

stagecraft, case studies of notable productions, and the preservation of cultural identity. By completing this Series, 

you should now be able to describe traditional performance styles, explain the role of minstrelsy, analyse the social 
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and cultural functions of theatre, and evaluate its adaptation in modern contexts, directly fulfilling the Series 

Learning Outcomes. 

 

Glossary of Terms 

Audience participation  

The active involvement of spectators in a performance, often through singing, clapping, dancing, or responding to 

performers. 

Case studies  

Detailed examinations of specific examples, such as plays or playwrights, used to illustrate broader concepts in 

theatre. 

Cultural identity  

The shared values, traditions, and practices that define a community and are expressed through theatre and 

performance. 

Dramatic enactments  

Performances where actors represent characters, events, or myths through action and dialogue, often drawn from 

oral traditions. 

Masquerade  

A performance involving masks and costumes to represent spiritual beings, ancestors, or symbolic characters. 

Minstrelsy  

The practice of performance by travelling entertainers who combine music, poetry, and storytelling to engage 

audiences and preserve oral traditions. 

Narrative  

The sequence of events that form a story in a performance. 

Oral tradition  

The practice of transmitting stories, myths, and histories through spoken word, often accompanied by repetition, 

proverbs, and moral lessons. 
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Stagecraft  

The technical aspects of theatre production, including lighting, set design, and sound, which enhance the overall 

presentation of a play. 

Storytelling  

The art of narrating tales, myths, or legends, usually accompanied by gestures, songs, or audience responses. 

Communicative functions  

The role of theatre as a medium for passing information, addressing social issues, and reinforcing cultural identity. 

Educational functions  

The role of theatre in teaching values, history, and communal norms, often through storytelling and moral lessons. 

Entertainment functions  

The role of theatre in providing joy, relaxation, and communal bonding through music, dance, humour, and dramatic 

enactments. 

Spiritual functions  

The role of theatre in connecting communities with deities, ancestors, and spiritual forces through rituals, dances, 

and masquerades. 
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Concept Check Questions  

Objective Questions 

 

1. Dramatic enactments often draw from which traditions? (Linked to SLO 4.1) 

a) Written traditions 

b) Oral traditions 

c) Colonial traditions 

d) Industrial traditions 

 

2. Performers wearing masks to represent spiritual beings are part of: (Linked to SLO 4.1) 

a) Stagecraft 

b) Masquerade 

c) Dialogue 

d) Monologue 

 

3. Minstrels acted as entertainers, educators, and ______ commentators. (Linked to SLO 4.2) 

a) Political 

b) Social 

c) Economic 

d) Foreign 
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4. Performances that symbolise communication with the spiritual world often include rituals, dances, and: (Linked to 

SLO 4.3) 

a) Masquerades 

b) Contracts 

c) Scripts 

d) Tickets 

 

5. The technical aspects of theatre production are referred to as: (Linked to SLO 4.4) 

a) Storytelling 

b) Stagecraft 

c) Narration 

d) Minstrelsy 

Short-Answer Questions 

6. Define dramatic enactments and explain their role in traditional African theatre. (Linked to SLO 4.1) 

7. Describe the origins of minstrelsy in African contexts. (Linked to SLO 4.2) 

8. Identify two educational functions of traditional and festival theatre. (Linked to SLO 4.3) 

9. Explain how contemporary African theatre preserves cultural identity. (Linked to SLO 4.4) 

10. Analyse how audience participation contributes to communal involvement in festival theatre. (Linked to SLO 

4.1) 

Long-Answer Questions 

11. Discuss the forms and styles of traditional and festival performances, highlighting storytelling, dance, music, and 

masquerade. (Linked to SLO 4.1) 

1. Basic response: Describe each form and explain how they contribute to traditional theatre. 

2. Value-added response: Compare these forms with similar practices in other cultures, showing 

universal features of performance traditions. 
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12. Evaluate the role of minstrelsy in African theatre, focusing on its functions and continuity in modern contexts. 

(Linked to SLO 4.2) 

1. Basic response: Explain how minstrels entertained, educated, and commented on social issues, 

and how these roles persist today. 

2. Value-added response: Provide examples of modern performers or productions that embody 

minstrel traditions, linking them to broader cultural movements. 

13. Analyse the social and cultural functions of traditional and festival theatre, with reference to education, 

spirituality, entertainment, and communication. (Linked to SLO 4.3) 

1. Basic response: Outline each function and explain its significance in African communities. 

2. Value-added response: Critically assess how these functions address contemporary social 

challenges, such as identity preservation or political commentary. 

14. Examine the contemporary relevance of traditional theatre, focusing on integration with stagecraft, case studies 

of notable productions, and cultural identity. (Linked to SLO 4.4) 

1. Basic response: Describe how traditional elements are blended with modern techniques and 

preserved in productions. 

2. Value-added response: Evaluate the global impact of African theatre, considering how it 

competes and collaborates on international stages. 
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Answers to Concept Check Questions  

Objective Questions 

1. b) Oral traditions 

2. b) Masquerade 

3. b) Social 

4. a) Masquerades 

5. b) Stagecraft 

Short-Answer Questions 

6. Dramatic enactments are performances where actors represent characters, events, or myths through action and 

dialogue. They preserve history, teach morals, and entertain. 

7. Minstrelsy originated from travelling performers who combined music, poetry, and storytelling to preserve oral 

traditions and engage communities. 

8. Traditional theatre educates by teaching values such as honesty and courage, and by transmitting communal 

history through storytelling. 

9. Contemporary African theatre preserves cultural identity by embedding indigenous languages, proverbs, and 

performance styles in modern productions. 

10. Audience participation strengthens communal involvement by making spectators active contributors, reinforcing 

social bonds and cultural identity. 

Long-Answer Questions 

11. Basic response: Storytelling preserves myths and history, dance conveys symbolic meaning, music provides 

rhythm, and masquerade represents spiritual beings. Together, they form the core of traditional theatre. 

Value-added response: Similar practices exist globally, such as Native American storytelling or 

Japanese Noh theatre, showing universal reliance on performance for cultural transmission. 

12. Basic response: Minstrels entertained with humour and music, educated through proverbs and stories, and 

critiqued society through satire. These roles continue in modern African theatre. 
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Value-added response: Modern spoken-word artists and satirical playwrights embody minstrel 

traditions, linking them to contemporary movements in social activism and cultural commentary. 

13. Basic response: Theatre educates through moral lessons, connects communities spiritually, entertains through 

music and dance, and communicates social issues. 

Value-added response: These functions remain vital today, addressing challenges such as cultural 

erosion, political awareness, and community solidarity. 

14. Basic response: Traditional elements like drumming and masquerade are integrated with stagecraft, case studies 

show adaptation by playwrights, and cultural identity is preserved through indigenous languages. 

Value-added response: African theatre has gained global recognition, influencing international 

productions and showcasing cultural resilience on world stages. 

Answers to Pilot Questions  

Part 4.1 Forms and styles of traditional/festival performances 

• Dramatic enactments and storytelling preserve history, teach morals, and entertain audiences. 

• Dance, music, and masquerade combine to create vibrant performances in festival theatre. 

• Audience participation contributes to communal involvement by making spectators active contributors to 

the performance. 

Part 4.2 Minstrelsy and its role in African theatre 

• Minstrelsy in African theatre refers to travelling performers who preserved oral traditions through music, 

poetry, and storytelling. 

• The three main functions of minstrels were entertainment, education, and social commentary. 

• Minstrelsy continues to influence modern African theatre through satire, musical interludes, and audience 

engagement. 

Part 4.3 Social and cultural functions of traditional/festival theatre 

• Traditional theatre plays a role in moral instruction by teaching values such as honesty, courage, and 

respect. 

• Rituals, dances, and masquerades are commonly used to symbolise communication with the spiritual world. 

• Theatre serves entertainment and communicative functions by providing joy, relaxation, and acting as a 

medium for passing information and addressing social issues. 
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Part 4.4 Contemporary relevance and adaptation of traditional/festival theatre 

• Stagecraft plays a role in adapting traditional African theatre by blending technical aspects with cultural 

elements. 

• Playwrights such as Wole Soyinka, Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, and Femi Osofisan have integrated traditional 

elements into modern productions. 

• Contemporary African theatre preserves cultural identity by embedding indigenous languages, proverbs, 

and performance styles within modern contexts. 
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References and Attributions [Series 4] 

General References 

THA 101: Traditional African/Festival Theatre. Department of Theatre Arts, University curriculum document. 

• Supporting concepts on minstrelsy, oral traditions, and cultural functions referenced from open educational 

resources (OER) in African performance studies. 

• Additional background informed by open-access literature on African theatre and cultural identity. 

Illustrations 

Plate 4.1 Dramatic enactments and storytelling in traditional theatre 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate an image showing a traditional African storyteller narrating a tale 

with gestures and audience interaction." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER image African storytelling traditional theatre". 

Plate 4.2 Dance, music, and masquerade in festival theatre 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate an image showing dancers in colourful costumes and masks 

performing during a festival." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER image African masquerade dance festival theatre". 

Figure 4.1 Audience participation and communal involvement 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a diagram showing the interaction between performers and 

audiences in traditional African festival theatre." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER diagram African theatre audience participation communal 

involvement". 

Plate 4.3 Definition and origins of minstrelsy in African contexts 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate an image showing a traditional African minstrel performing with a 

musical instrument before a small audience." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER image African minstrel traditional performance". 

Figure 4.2 Functions of minstrels in African theatre 
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• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a diagram showing the three main functions of minstrels: 

entertainment, education, and social commentary." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER diagram functions of minstrels African theatre". 

Box 4.1 Examples of continuity of minstrelsy in modern African theatre 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a table listing examples of modern African performers and 

productions that incorporate minstrel traditions." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER African theatre modern minstrelsy examples". 

Figure 4.3 Educational functions and moral instruction in traditional theatre 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a diagram showing how traditional theatre educates through 

storytelling, proverbs, and moral lessons." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER diagram educational functions African theatre". 

Plate 4.4 Spiritual and religious functions of traditional theatre 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate an image showing a masquerade performance during a religious 

festival in Africa." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER image African masquerade religious festival theatre". 

Box 4.2 Examples of entertainment and communicative functions in African theatre 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a table listing examples of entertainment and communicative 

functions in African theatre, including humour, dance, music, and social commentary." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER African theatre entertainment communicative functions examples". 

Figure 4.4 Integration of traditional elements with modern stagecraft 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a diagram showing integration of traditional elements (music, dance, 

costume) with modern stagecraft (lighting, set design, sound)." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER diagram African theatre modern stagecraft integration". 

Box 4.3 Selected notable African playwrights and productions 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a table listing notable African playwrights (Soyinka, Ngũgĩ, 

Osofisan) and examples of their works integrating traditional and modern elements." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER African playwrights modern theatre case studies". 
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Plate 4.5 Preservation of cultural identity through theatre 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate an image showing a modern African theatre performance that 

incorporates indigenous language and traditional dance." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER image African theatre cultural identity preservation". 
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Series 5: Traditional Theatre as Communication and Field Research Applications 

Part 5.1 Theatre as a Medium of Communication 

• 5.1.1 Definition of theatre as communication 

• 5.1.2 Communicative functions in traditional and festival theatre 

• 5.1.3 Theatre as a tool for social commentary and information dissemination 

Part 5.2 Theatre in Community Development and Social Change 

• 5.2.1 Theatre for education and awareness campaigns 

• 5.2.2 Theatre in conflict resolution and peace building 

• 5.2.3 Theatre as a participatory tool in community mobilisation 

Part 5.3 Field Research Applications of Traditional Theatre 

• 5.3.1 Methods of studying traditional theatre in the field 

• 5.3.2 Challenges and ethical considerations in theatre research 

• 5.3.3 Case studies of field research in African communities 

Part 5.4 Contemporary Adaptations and Applied Theatre Practices 

• 5.4.1 Integration of traditional theatre into applied theatre projects 

• 5.4.2 Examples of theatre for development initiatives 

• 5.4.3 Relevance of traditional theatre in modern communication strategies 

Introduction 

In the last Series, we examined the performances, minstrelsy, and functions of traditional and festival theatre, 

highlighting their cultural significance and contemporary adaptations. Building on that foundation, this Series will 

focus on traditional theatre as communication and its applications in field research, showing how theatre serves 

as a powerful medium for education, social change, and community development. This perspective is essential 

because it demonstrates theatre not only as an art form but also as a tool for practical engagement with society. 

The aim of this Series is to equip you with an understanding of how traditional theatre functions as a communicative 

medium and to introduce you to its applications in research and development contexts. By the end, you will be able 

to analyse theatre’s communicative role, apply it to community mobilisation, and evaluate its relevance in modern 

applied theatre practices. 
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We shall commence this Series by exploring theatre as a medium of communication, focusing on its functions and 

role in social commentary. Next, we will move on to theatre in community development and social change, 

examining its use in education, conflict resolution, and mobilisation. Following that, we will consider field research 

applications, discussing methods, challenges, and case studies from African communities. Finally, we will conclude 

with contemporary adaptations, highlighting applied theatre projects and the relevance of traditional theatre in 

modern communication strategies. This progression will help you connect traditional practices with their practical 

applications in today’s world. 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

SLO 5.1 define theatre as a medium of communication and explain its communicative functions in 
traditional and festival contexts. 

SLO 5.2 analyse the role of theatre in community development and social change, including 
education, conflict resolution, and mobilisation. 

SLO 5.3 apply appropriate field research methods to the study of traditional theatre, considering 
ethical principles and practical challenges. 

SLO 5.4 evaluate contemporary adaptations of traditional theatre within applied theatre and 
theatre for development initiatives. 

 

5.1 Theatre as a Medium of Communication 

Theatre in traditional African contexts is not only a form of entertainment but also a powerful medium of 

communication, meaning it serves as a channel through which ideas, values, and information are conveyed to 

audiences. Performances often combine storytelling, music, dance, and symbolism to communicate messages that 

are social, political, spiritual, or educational. In this Part, we will explore the definition of theatre as communication, 

its communicative functions, and its role as a tool for social commentary and information dissemination. 

5.1.1 Definition of theatre as communication 

Communication is the process of transmitting information, ideas, or feelings from one person or group to another. 

In theatre, communication occurs through performance, where actors, musicians, and dancers use words, gestures, 

and symbols to convey meaning. Traditional theatre communicates cultural values, historical narratives, and moral 

lessons, making it a vital tool for sustaining community identity. 

Fill in the blank: In theatre, communication occurs through performance, where actors, musicians, and dancers use 

______ to convey meaning. 
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Figure 5.1 Theatre as a medium of communication. 

5.1.2 Communicative functions in traditional and festival theatre 

Communicative functions refer to the specific roles theatre plays in transmitting messages. In traditional and 

festival theatre, these include educating the community, reinforcing cultural identity, and promoting social cohesion. 

Performances often use proverbs, songs, and dramatic enactments to pass on moral lessons or historical knowledge. 

Theatre also communicates collective emotions, such as joy during celebrations or grief during rituals. 

Fill in the blank: Performances often use proverbs, songs, and dramatic enactments to pass on ______ lessons or 

historical knowledge. 
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Plate 5.1 Communicative functions in traditional and festival theatre. 

5.1.3 Theatre as a tool for social commentary and information dissemination 

Social commentary in theatre refers to the use of performance to critique or reflect on societal issues. Traditional 

African theatre often employs satire, humour, and symbolism to highlight injustices, challenge authority, or 

encourage reform. At the same time, theatre serves as a means of information dissemination, spreading news, 

warnings, or communal decisions in ways that are memorable and engaging. This dual role makes theatre an 

effective tool for both entertainment and civic education. 

Fill in the blank: Traditional African theatre often employs satire, humour, and ______ to highlight injustices or 

challenge authority. 

 

Box 5.1 Examples of social commentary and information dissemination in African theatre. 

5.2 Theatre in Community Development and Social Change 

Theatre has long been recognised as a powerful tool for community development, meaning it helps communities 

grow socially, culturally, and economically, and for social change, which refers to shifts in attitudes, behaviours, 

and structures within society. In African contexts, traditional and festival theatre has been used to educate, mobilise, 

and inspire communities to address pressing issues. In this Part, we will explore theatre for education and awareness 

campaigns, its role in conflict resolution and peacebuilding, and its use as a participatory tool in community 

mobilisation. 
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5.2.1 Theatre for education and awareness campaigns 

Educational theatre refers to performances designed to teach audiences about important topics such as health, 

environment, or civic responsibility. In African communities, theatre has been used to raise awareness about issues 

like HIV/AIDS, sanitation, and gender equality. By combining storytelling, music, and drama, theatre makes 

information accessible and memorable, ensuring that messages reach diverse audiences. 

Fill in the blank: In African communities, theatre has been used to raise awareness about issues like HIV/AIDS, 

sanitation, and ______ equality. 

 

Plate 5.2 Theatre for education and awareness campaigns. 

5.2.2 Theatre in conflict resolution and peacebuilding 

Conflict resolution is the process of addressing disputes and finding peaceful solutions, while peacebuilding 

involves long-term efforts to create harmony and prevent future conflicts. Theatre contributes to these processes by 

providing a safe space for dialogue, using role-play and storytelling to explore different perspectives. Performances 

often highlight the consequences of violence and the benefits of cooperation, encouraging communities to embrace 

reconciliation. 

Fill in the blank: Theatre contributes to conflict resolution by providing a safe space for ______ and exploring 

different perspectives. 
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Figure 5.2 Theatre in conflict resolution and peacebuilding. 

 

5.2.3 Theatre as a participatory tool in community mobilisation 

Community mobilisation refers to the process of engaging people to take collective action towards solving shared 

problems. Theatre serves as a participatory tool by involving audiences directly in performances, encouraging them 

to reflect on issues and propose solutions. This participatory approach ensures that theatre is not only entertaining 

but also transformative, empowering communities to take ownership of their development. 

Fill in the blank: Theatre serves as a participatory tool by involving audiences directly in ______ and encouraging 

them to propose solutions. 
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 Box 5.2 Examples of theatre in community mobilisation. 

5.3 Field Research Applications of Traditional Theatre 

Field research provides practical insights into how traditional theatre functions within communities. By observing, 

recording, and analysing performances, researchers can understand the cultural, social, and communicative roles of 

theatre. In this Part, we will examine methods of studying traditional theatre in the field, challenges and ethical 

considerations, and case studies from African communities. 

5.3.1 Methods of studying traditional theatre in the field 

Field research methods are systematic approaches used to gather information directly from communities. In 

traditional theatre, these methods include participant observation, interviews, focus group discussions, and audio-

visual documentation. Participant observation allows researchers to immerse themselves in performances, while 

interviews and discussions provide deeper insights into meanings and community perspectives. Documentation 

ensures that performances are preserved for analysis and future study. 

Fill in the blank: Participant observation allows researchers to immerse themselves in ______ and gain first-hand 

insights. 

 

Figure 5.3 Methods of studying traditional theatre in the field. 

5.3.2 Challenges and ethical considerations in theatre research 

Ethical considerations are principles guiding responsible research, ensuring respect for participants and 

communities. In theatre research, challenges include language barriers, cultural sensitivity, and gaining trust from 
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performers and audiences. Researchers must obtain consent, avoid misrepresentation, and respect sacred or 

restricted performances. Ethical practice ensures that research benefits communities and preserves cultural integrity. 

Fill in the blank: Researchers must obtain ______ before documenting performances and ensure respect for cultural 

practices. 

 

Box 5.3 Ethical considerations in theatre field research. 

5.3.3 Case studies of field research in African communities 

Case studies are detailed accounts of specific examples that illustrate broader concepts. In African theatre research, 

case studies often highlight how performances address issues such as health, governance, or cultural identity. For 

instance, community theatre projects have been studied to show how drama raises awareness about HIV/AIDS or 

promotes civic engagement. These examples demonstrate the practical relevance of theatre research in addressing 

real-world challenges. 

Fill in the blank: Community theatre projects have been studied to show how drama raises awareness about ______ 

or promotes civic engagement. 
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Plate 5.3 Case studies of field research in African communities. 

5.4 Contemporary Adaptations and Applied Theatre Practices 

Traditional theatre continues to evolve in response to modern social, cultural, and political contexts. Its adaptability 

has allowed it to remain relevant, particularly through applied theatre, which refers to the use of performance in 

non-traditional settings to achieve specific social or developmental goals. In this Part, we will explore how 

traditional theatre is integrated into applied theatre projects, examine examples of theatre for development 

initiatives, and consider its relevance in modern communication strategies. 

5.4.1 Integration of traditional theatre into applied theatre projects 

Applied theatre is the practice of using performance outside conventional theatre spaces to address real-life issues 

such as health, education, or social justice. Traditional theatre elements like storytelling, drumming, and masquerade 

are often incorporated into these projects to make them culturally resonant and engaging. This integration ensures 

that applied theatre speaks directly to communities, using familiar forms to address contemporary challenges. 

Fill in the blank: Traditional theatre elements like storytelling, drumming, and ______ are often incorporated into 

applied theatre projects. 
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Figure 5.4 Integration of traditional theatre into applied theatre projects. 

5.4.2 Examples of theatre for development initiatives 

Theatre for development (TfD) refers to the use of performance to promote awareness, dialogue, and action on 

community issues. Examples include plays addressing public health concerns, agricultural practices, or civic 

participation. These initiatives often involve participatory methods, where community members contribute to the 

creation and performance of the play, ensuring that the messages are relevant and empowering. 

Fill in the blank: Theatre for development initiatives often involve ______ methods, where community members 

contribute to the creation of plays. 
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Box 5.4 Examples of theatre for development initiatives. 

5.4.3 Relevance of traditional theatre in modern communication strategies 

Communication strategies are planned approaches used to share information and influence behaviour. Traditional 

theatre remains relevant in modern communication because it engages audiences emotionally and collectively, 

making messages more memorable. Governments, NGOs, and educators often use theatre to complement mass 

media campaigns, ensuring that information reaches grassroots communities in culturally appropriate ways. 

Fill in the blank: Traditional theatre remains relevant in modern communication because it engages audiences 

______ and collectively, making messages memorable. 

 

Plate 5.4 Relevance of traditional theatre in modern communication strategies. 
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Series Summary 

This Series has highlighted the communicative power of traditional theatre and its practical applications in research 

and development contexts. Its purpose has been to show how theatre functions not only as an art form but also as a 

medium for education, mobilisation, and social transformation, making it highly relevant to both cultural 

preservation and modern community engagement. 

We began by examining theatre as a medium of communication, focusing on its functions and role in social 

commentary. Then we explored how theatre contributes to community development and social change through 

education, conflict resolution, and mobilisation. Following that, we considered field research applications, looking at 

methods, challenges, and case studies from African communities. Finally, we discussed contemporary adaptations, 

including applied theatre projects and theatre for development initiatives. By completing this Series, you should now 

be able to define theatre’s communicative role, explain its contribution to community development, apply 

appropriate research methods, and evaluate its relevance in modern communication strategies, directly fulfilling the 

Series Learning Outcomes. 

Glossary of Terms 

Applied theatre  

The use of performance outside conventional theatre spaces to address real-life issues such as health, education, or 

social justice. 

Case studies  

Detailed accounts of specific examples used to illustrate broader concepts, often showing how theatre addresses 

community issues. 

Communication  

The process of transmitting information, ideas, or feelings from one person or group to another, often achieved in 

theatre through performance. 

Communicative functions  

The specific roles theatre plays in transmitting messages, such as educating, reinforcing cultural identity, and 

promoting social cohesion. 

Community mobilisation  

The process of engaging people to take collective action towards solving shared problems, often supported by 

participatory theatre. 
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Conflict resolution  

The process of addressing disputes and finding peaceful solutions, often facilitated through theatre by role-play and 

dialogue. 

Educational theatre  

Performances designed to teach audiences about important topics such as health, environment, or civic 

responsibility. 

Ethical considerations  

Principles guiding responsible research, ensuring respect for participants and communities, including consent, 

confidentiality, and cultural sensitivity. 

Field research methods  

Systematic approaches used to gather information directly from communities, such as participant observation, 

interviews, and documentation. 

Information dissemination  

The process of spreading news, warnings, or communal decisions through theatre in ways that are memorable and 

engaging. 

Peace building  

Long-term efforts to create harmony and prevent future conflicts, often supported by theatre performances that 

encourage reconciliation. 

Social commentary  

The use of theatre to critique or reflect on societal issues, often through satire, humour, or symbolism. 

Stagecraft  

The technical aspects of theatre production, including lighting, set design, and sound, which enhance the overall 

presentation of a play. 

Theatre for development (TfD)  

The use of performance to promote awareness, dialogue, and action on community issues, often involving 

participatory methods. 
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Concept Check Questions [Series 5] 

Objective Questions 

1. Theatre communicates cultural values primarily through: (Linked to SLO 5.1) 

   a) Written contracts 

   b) Performance and dialogue 

   c) Architectural design 

   d) Political campaigns 

 

2. Which of the following is NOT a function of theatre in community development? (Linked to 

SLO 5.2) 

   a) Education and awareness creation 

   b) Conflict resolution 

   c) Designing stage lighting for entertainment only 

   d) Social mobilisation 

 

3. Theatre contributes to conflict resolution by encouraging: (Linked to SLO 5.2) 

   a) Silence and isolation 

   b) Dialogue and participation 

   c) Commercial competition 
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   d) Legal prosecution 

 

4. Field research in traditional theatre requires attention to: (Linked to SLO 5.3) 

   a) Personal opinion only 

   b) Ethical principles and community consent 

   c) Script memorisation 

   d) Ticket sales 

 

5. Applied theatre practices often emphasise: (Linked to SLO 5.4) 

   a) Passive observation 

   b) Participatory engagement 

   c) Written examinations 

   d) Commercial sponsorship 

Short-Answer Questions 

6. Define communication in the context of theatre. (Linked to SLO 5.1) 

 

7. Explain how theatre can be used in education and awareness campaigns. (Linked to SLO 5.2) 

 

8. Identify two ethical considerations researchers must observe when conducting theatre field research. (Linked to 

SLO 5.3) 
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9. Describe one example of how traditional theatre has been adapted into applied theatre projects. (Linked to SLO 

5.4) 

 

10. Analyse why theatre remains relevant in modern communication strategies. (Linked to SLO 5.4) 

Long-Answer Questions 

 

11. Discuss the communicative functions of traditional and festival theatre, highlighting their role in transmitting 

messages. (Linked to SLO 5.1) 

 

12. Evaluate the role of theatre in community development and social change, focusing on education, conflict 

resolution, and mobilisation. (Linked to SLO 5.2) 

 

13. Analyse the methods and challenges of conducting field research in traditional theatre. (Linked to SLO 5.3) 

 

14. Examine contemporary adaptations of traditional theatre, focusing on applied theatre and theatre for 

development initiatives. (Linked to SLO 5.4) 

Answers to Concept Check Questions  

Objective Questions 

1. b) Performance and dialogue 

2. c) Designing stage lighting for entertainment only 

3. b) Dialogue and participation 

4. b) Ethical principles and community consent 

5. b) Participatory engagement 

Short-Answer Questions 

6. Communication in theatre is the process of transmitting ideas, values, or feelings through performance. 
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7. Theatre can be used in education and awareness campaigns by presenting plays on health, environment, or civic 

responsibility in ways that are engaging and memorable. 

8. Two ethical considerations are obtaining consent and respecting cultural sensitivity. 

9. An example is the integration of storytelling and drumming into applied theatre projects addressing public health 

issues. 

10. Theatre remains relevant because it engages audiences emotionally and collectively, making messages more 

impactful than mass media alone. 

Long-Answer Questions 

11. Basic response: Theatre educates through moral lessons, reinforces cultural identity, and promotes social 

cohesion. 

Value-added response: Other cultural art forms, such as folk music or oral poetry, also transmit 

values and history, showing theatre’s universality as a communicative tool. 

12. Basic response: Theatre raises awareness about issues, supports peacebuilding through dialogue, and mobilises 

communities for collective action. 

Value-added response: For example, community theatre projects in Nigeria have addressed 

HIV/AIDS awareness and civic participation, demonstrating theatre’s transformative role. 

13. Basic response: Methods include participant observation, interviews, and documentation. Challenges include 

language barriers and gaining community trust. 

Value-added response: Ethical considerations such as respecting sacred performances ensure research 

outcomes are valid and culturally respectful. 

14. Basic response: Traditional elements like masquerade and storytelling are integrated into applied theatre 

projects, and theatre for development initiatives address health and civic issues. 

Value-added response: African applied theatre practices have influenced global development 

communication, inspiring participatory approaches in Asia and Latin America. 

Answers to Pilot Questions [Series 5] 

Part 5.1 Theatre as a medium of communication 
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• Theatre functions as a medium of communication by transmitting cultural values, historical narratives, and 

moral lessons through performance. 

• The communicative functions of traditional and festival theatre include educating the community, 

reinforcing cultural identity, promoting social cohesion, and expressing collective emotions. 

• Theatre serves as a tool for social commentary and information dissemination by using satire, humour, and 

symbolism to critique societal issues and spread communal decisions or warnings. 

Part 5.2 Theatre in community development and social change 

• Theatre contributes to education and awareness campaigns by presenting plays on health, environment, and 

civic responsibility in ways that are engaging and memorable. 

• Theatre supports conflict resolution and peacebuilding by providing a safe space for dialogue, role-play, 

and reconciliation. 

• Theatre is considered a participatory tool in community mobilisation because it involves audiences directly 

in performances, encouraging reflection and collective action. 

Part 5.3 Field research applications of traditional theatre 

• Common methods used to study traditional theatre in the field include participant observation, interviews, 

focus group discussions, and documentation. 

• Challenges and ethical considerations include language barriers, cultural sensitivity, gaining trust, obtaining 

consent, and respecting sacred performances. 

• Case studies demonstrate the practical relevance of theatre research by showing how performances address 

issues such as health awareness, governance, and cultural identity. 

Part 5.4 Contemporary adaptations and applied theatre practices 

• Traditional theatre elements are integrated into applied theatre projects through storytelling, drumming, and 

masquerade, making performances culturally resonant. 

• Examples of theatre for development initiatives include plays on public health, agricultural practices, and 

civic engagement, often using participatory methods. 

• Traditional theatre remains relevant in modern communication strategies because it engages audiences 

emotionally and collectively, complementing mass media campaigns. 
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Illustrations 

Figure 5.1 Theatre as a medium of communication 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a diagram showing the communication process in theatre, from 

performer to audience through symbols and actions." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER diagram theatre communication process African performance". 

Plate 5.1 Communicative functions in traditional and festival theatre 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate an image showing a traditional African festival performance with 

drumming, singing, and audience interaction." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER image African festival theatre communication functions". 

Box 5.1 Examples of social commentary and information dissemination in African theatre 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a table listing examples of social commentary and information 

dissemination in African theatre, including satire, songs, and symbolic performances." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER African theatre social commentary information dissemination 

examples". 

Plate 5.2 Theatre for education and awareness campaigns 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate an image showing a community theatre group performing a play 

about health awareness in Africa." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER image African community theatre health awareness". 

Figure 5.2 Theatre in conflict resolution and peacebuilding 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a diagram showing how theatre supports conflict resolution through 

dialogue, role-play, and reconciliation." 
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• Suggested OER search string: "OER diagram theatre conflict resolution peacebuilding". 

Box 5.2 Examples of theatre in community mobilisation 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a table listing examples of participatory theatre used in African 

communities for mobilisation, including sanitation, agriculture, and civic engagement." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER African participatory theatre community mobilisation examples". 

Figure 5.3 Methods of studying traditional theatre in the field 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a diagram showing different field research methods applied to 

traditional theatre, including observation, interviews, and documentation." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER diagram field research methods traditional theatre". 

Box 5.3 Ethical considerations in theatre field research 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a table listing ethical considerations in theatre field research, 

including consent, respect, confidentiality, and cultural sensitivity." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER ethical considerations field research African theatre". 

Plate 5.3 Case studies of field research in African communities 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate an image showing a researcher documenting a community theatre 

performance in an African village." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER image African community theatre field research case study". 

Figure 5.4 Integration of traditional theatre into applied theatre projects 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a diagram showing integration of traditional elements (storytelling, 

drumming, masquerade) into applied theatre projects." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER diagram applied theatre integration traditional African elements". 

Box 5.4 Examples of theatre for development initiatives 

• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate a table listing examples of theatre for development initiatives in 

Africa, including health awareness, agriculture, and civic engagement." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER African theatre for development initiatives examples". 

Plate 5.4 Relevance of traditional theatre in modern communication strategies 
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• AI-generated using prompt: "Generate an image showing a modern community theatre performance used in 

a public awareness campaign." 

• Suggested OER search string: "OER image African community theatre modern communication strategies". 

 

 


