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The (Un)broken Cycle in Death and the King’s Horseman

Eni t’o gbón 

Orí è l’o ní o gbón.

     He who is wise

     Is made wise by his Orí. 


Wole Soyinka cautions in the author’s note that the intercession in Death and the King’s Horseman is not simply a clash of cultures or an indictment against colonial incursions.  Instead, he states, the story needs explication through the nuances of Yoruba culture. The paramount focus in this authorial/authoritarian stance is the complex interaction between the metaphysical realm and human action.  Soyinka, seemingly, forces our attention to the metaphysical, yet given the inextricable linkages between Yoruba culture and cosmology, the note is a guide to the complementary engagement between ritual and drama. More so, we must grasp Soyinka’s understanding and explication of Yoruba culture, in contrast to its lived praxis, whereby ritual takes the form of drama, (re)presented on the written page and (re)staged in theatric form. In this paper, I offer another theory, one that differs from Soyinka’s, from within this lived ontological corpus to interpret Death and the King’s Horseman. It argues that Elesin is a catalyst, an agent of divine reordering, who allows the Yoruba belief system to transcend oppositional contact and social change. Crucial to this argument is discerning Soyinka’s creative interpretation of Yoruba cosmology, and for this, we must also factor in the colonial issue.  


In an obvious rebuttal to Soyinka’s assertions Kwame Appiah finds this defocusing of the colonial factor to be “disingenuous” (163).  He argues that the colonial state gives rise to a dimension of power that cannot be overlooked or denied because of its profound influence on the African intellectual and, in the case of Soyinka, his literary output.  Appiah reads within Soyinka’s disclaimer a barely hidden ideological intent, to veer from discourses that privilege the exogenous, detrimental influences on the continent such as colonialism and racism and, alternatively, to reclaim an authenticity based on Yoruba metaphysics.


Appiah’s critique extends to the vision that Soyinka creates in Myth, Literature and the African World, in that, he apprehends it as a universalizing narrative for Africa, a social vision that is all too false due to its particularity.  For Appiah, Soyinka’s exportation of Yoruba mythos to the African world presupposes a unity of culture that simply does not exist.  Seeing within Soyinka’s theoretical framework a quest for an essentialist narrative based on Yoruba metaphysics, he acknowledges that Soyinka has the right to speak from that perspective, but it becomes an illegitimate narrative when considered in a Pan-African context.  Soyinka’s homogenizing tendencies is simultaneously affirmed and rebuffed by Biodun Jeyifo, who considers his African world to be a source of contradictory essences, disparate paradigms, and conflictual significations, for when Soyinka generates a theoretical position based on the Yoruba òrìsàs, more specifically Ogun, Obatala, and Shango, he evokes their heterogeneity and obvious oppositional dynamics (112).  


What appears so apparent is Appiah’s misreading of Soyinka’s intent.  Soyinka uses the mythological figures from the Yoruba pantheon as archetypes to envision social change.  It is not his intent to generate a homogenizing essence that reduces the multiplicitous cosmogonies on the continent.  Neither does he, as Appiah implies, demand that the Akan in Ghana recognize Ogun nor Shango as referents in their pantheon of spirits.  If we are to use the example of the Akan, what he implicitly asks is that they perceive within the mythos of Ogun a striking similarity to their own conception of the tutelary deity, Nana Adade Kofi, the god of iron, metals and war, and to formulate for themselves that the essence of Shango corresponds to Nana Akonedi, who encodes the principles of justice.  While the specific content of Yoruba metaphysics does not translate to all cultures, in the seminal studies of African religions, scholars agree that these cosmogonies have a unifying base in their conceptualization of the god-force, a pantheon of spiritual entities, and their veneration of the ancestral that makes them uniquely African.
 This is what Soyinka hopes to underscore and tap into in his construction of ritual archetypes, the collective understanding of unique metaphysical traditions that bring God to life in the body of the human agent. Abiola Irele affirms this intent when he tells us that “[t]he African gods continue to function within the realm of the inner consciousness of the majority of our societies, and the symbols attached to them continue to inform in an active way the communal sensibility” (25).  It is for this reason that African writers, poets, and thinkers look to them as paradigms for creative inspiration.   


While critics like Jeyifo, Irele, and Ato Quayson affirm the creative vision predicated in Soyinka’s quest for a communal, metaphysical consciousness, they, in like manner as Appiah, collectively represent this quest as an attempt to delimit the impact of European aesthetics and significations.  However, it is to Quayson that I now turn as he so persuasively argues that by projecting Yoruba culture as African culture, Soyinka “desacralizes” its foundational constructs, to insert it into the body of global cultural aesthetics (214). By theorizing Yoruba culture, Quayson suggests, Soyinka gives it alternate discursive possibilities and political intent.  If his goal is to recreate the gods for the modern era, as Ketu Katrak suggests (17-33), it allows ancient paradigms to address the modern day aporia on the continent.  It requires the African intelligentsia to delve into the communal repository of knowledge, not just for creative inspiration or engagement, but for alternative ways in which to consider and correlate Africa’s fragmentary identities, seen through the nexus of social and political transformations, fields of domination, and questions of cultural value and authenticity, to succeed in the process of revisioning its place in the global dynamic. 

It is at this point that we must find accordance with Appiah that the demand for a rethinking and an assertion of African solidarity found in Soyinka’s work arises from the discord and alienation that came with the colonial enterprise.  Just as Appiah invalidates Soyinka’s worldview, and decries his authorial heavy handedness in the preface to Death and the King’s Horseman, he also finds that the underlying causation within Soyinka’s desire to construct a metaphysical aesthetic form is the morass left by the colonial encounter.  For was it not endemic to the colonial project to discredit all indigenous forms of art and aesthetics and to replace them with Western simulacra that had nothing to do with the peoples and locales they traversed? What we may be able to take umbrage with in Soyinka’s aesthetic vision is that while he purports to recuperate Yoruba metaphysics, it cannot be overstated that his vision is a creative interpretation.  It is as Quayson states a desacralized formulation, but its source is found within a lived hermeneutic tradition.  When we specifically speak of his play, Death and the King’s Horseman, Soyinka’s conceptualization of the ritual is not necessarily the interpretation that organically arises out of Yoruba culture and we must further limit that to the culture of Oyo.   


Hence, the intent in this reading of Death and the King’s Horseman is to consider Soyinka’s metaphysical recreation of this ritual of death within the interpretive paradigm of Yoruba ontology.  The ritual context within the play is read as a subtle dialogic engagement between the forces of mythopoesis and history in the Yoruba world.  It brings to the understanding of this work a way to engage with Yoruba spirituality, both theoretically and heuristically, to generate an autochthonous interpretive paradigm grounded in this lived ontology. 

Yoruba cosmology, we can say, is a complex interrelation between notions of being and human agency. Being implies the force or will of an omnipotent, omniscient, and omnipresent source, and its manifestations within the human character. The interrelation between God and humanity, therefore, is the pivotal point for ontological and epistemological inquiry. Nonetheless, the Yoruba are an eminently practical people. The conception of God, as the ultimate source, is mediated by the pragmatic belief that the creator has endowed forces of nature with divine power and essences that can be immediately accessed by humankind. God, by implication, is everywhere but not always available.  Thus, the ultimate creator gives of the divine essence through spiritual forces called òrìsàs that manifest an element of the godly nature, an aspect that human beings can recognize, understand, and accept as part of their own frailty.  Using Yoruba ontology as a theoretical frame naturally demands an exploration of humanity’s interaction with the òrìsàs, best exemplified in an explication of the concepts of àsà and orí.   


Àsà in Yoruba translates simply to “culture” or “tradition.”  It implies an awareness of the historical process, ìtàn, and the engagement between history and story. Ìtàn has dual signification, in that, it translates to both “history” and “story.”  In the use of this singularity to connote a dual signification, are the Yoruba possibly accessing the (re)creative aspects of history? When the Yoruba employ the term pitàn, which means “to tell history” and “to tell story,” could they be implying that in a historical retelling, there is always an element of storytelling?  “Innovation,” states Olabiyi Yai, “is implied in the Yoruba idea of tradition”(113).  Given the fluidity of cultural paradigms, surely the Yoruba in their infinite wisdom create correspondence between the telling of history and the creation of story.  It is somewhere between the two points of historical action and literary recreation that we find Soyinka’s concept of tragedy.  It is a concern with the human equation, with the transitional moment where apostasy may rule.  It is a question of the inherent contradictions between cultural determinism and the act of free will; and, it generates a polemic between the societal significance of rituals and the individuated feelings they generate in both its actors and the community who willingly participate in them.


It is through the concepts of àsà and orí that the balance between the mythic and the historic is best understood. Olabiyi Yai further states that “[s]omething cannot qualify as àsà, which has not been the result of deliberate choice (sà) ... by individual or collective orí’ (113-114). In other words, a cultural norm or tradition cannot come into place without the human agent choosing such a condition.  Since choice presides over any birth or beginnings of àsà, we can infer that culture and tradition are mutable in the Yoruba worldview.  The concept of orí also foregrounds concepts of individuality and choice through its multiple significations.  Translated as “head,” it speaks to the inner spiritual essence of the human being, the orí inu, as it conveys the core of human destiny and identity. Within Yoruba cosmology, the individual character, in the realm of the unborn, having audience with the creator, Olodumare, is given the breath of life.  One then travels into the antechamber of the òrìsà, Àjàlà Alàmó, where a choice of orí is given.  The orí chosen imparts that individual’s destiny (Lawal 91-103).  A human being, in his or her singularity, existing as a living entity must mediate between a variety of forces, some for good, some for ill to realize that destiny.  Propitiating these forces, to counteract the negativity of the world, is paramount in the fulfillment of that destiny (Barber 729).


Imbedded in the concepts of àsà and orí are the notion of choice and the ability of the human agent to affect the world around her/him through that choice. Transferring these concepts to the tragic dilemma of Elesin Oba in Death and the King’s Horseman is the undertaking at hand.  Elesin’s moment of indecision becomes a crucial moment in the metaphysical cycle: Is his hesitation, his unwillingness to die, simply a failing of his will or is it an act constitutive of his destiny and, moreover, the natural metamorphosis implied in the culture and tradition of the Yoruba?  This query governs the reading of the text and the subsequent interpretation as it engages with the concepts of àsà and orí and the way Soyinka’s embraces them within his vision of drama. Accessing the ritual world, the òrìsàs, the gods in the Yoruba world, are focal to this analysis as they are archetypal protagonists in the tragic unfolding of life.  It may be obvious at this juncture, but it still must be noted that the term òrìsà is a confluence of the terms, orí and àsà.  It signifies “to choose one’s head,” “to choose one’s personal god,” and “to choose one’s destiny.”  


Death and the King’s Horseman dramatizes a historical moment in 1946, which took place in the city of Oyo. The local District Officer interfered with the ritual death of the Olori Elesin, Olokun Esin Jinadu.  The Elesin’s last born son, Murana, subsequently took his place and committed death.
  Soyinka’s re-situates the moment of the dramatic encounter.  He shifts the time frame to 1943 or 1944; he bestows on Elesin a young bride; and, he fictionalizes the character of the firstborn son as Olunde.  Olunde, in Soyinka’s text, is a been-to,
 studying medicine in the West as opposed to the actual firstborn son, a trader living in Ghana, who should have assumed the title of Olokun Esin.  


Soyinka’s story begins on the day that Elesin is appointed to die, thirty days after the Alafin, at the completion of a full cycle of the moon.  As custom demands Elesin Oba, the King’s Horseman or the keeper of his stables, must also die with the King.  Born into this position, Elesin, from a metaphysical standpoint, chose this particular orí, this destiny.  He was born to die on this day.  The tradition and the culture buttress this choice as it is expected and demanded that Elesin commits the ritual suicide on the night of the King’s burial.  At the beginning of the play, we meet Elesin as he strides forth to meet his destiny. He is prepared to reconcile the forces at play within the cosmos, to perpetuate the harmonious interactions between humanity and the spiritual sources.  


Death, it is important to understand, is not the end.  Death is part of the cycle of life, the cycle that links the unborn, the living, and the ancestral.  Crossing and linking these forces, Elesin’s death is the quintessential moment of cosmic communication.  Consummating the unbroken chain in the life cycle, Elesin takes a young bride on the night of his death rather than, as he states,

….Let 

Seed that will not serve that stomach

On the way remain behind. Let it take root

In the earth of my choice, in this earth

I leave behind.  (Soyinka, “Death and the King’s Horseman” 21) 
  

 As Elesin is about to transit through the passage of life and death, his leave-taking, he insists, must be marked by the sign of rebirth and renewal. “Our acts should have meaning,” he tells Iyaloja, who epitomizes the power of women among the Yoruba, “[t]he sap of the plantain never dries” (20).  Evoking a powerful metaphor for regeneration, Elesin speaks to the continuity of the society.  From any given tree, the plantain fruit blooms only once. To bear fruit again, the plant must be cut to its roots.  From the remaining sap, a new tree grows.  The seed, the child, Elesin leaves behind, he desires, will be his legacy.

In the midst of these sequences of events, the kingdom of Oyo, once a great empire, is a British colonial enclave. Its hegemony has long been usurped through the colonial encounter.  The present site of Oyo, and the site of the play, is a reconfiguration of the great city. The praisesinger tells us that after the combined effect of successive wars and the transatlantic slave trade, the Empire weakened and was destroyed. Due to the destruction of the city, its people migrated to alternate sites (10).  The Oyo of our play then stands as a mere relic suggestive of the eminence and renown of the lost kingdom.  The Alafin, the King, at the historical juncture of the play, is a symbolic functionary and, by implication, the court, the life, and ritual surrounding him and his horseman are mere tropes of a moribund past.   


Within the oral history of Oyo, the ritual death of Elesins did not have its beginnings in metaphysical or political discourse.  The first Elesin to willingly die gave his life because of the bond he shared with the Alafin.  Due to their camaraderie, that Elesin enjoyed all the privileges of kingship and to demonstrate his love, he chose to follow the King into the realm of the ancestral (Ogundele 49).  This sacrifice became encoded within the lived history of the Yoruba, to the extent that Elesins who were reluctant to commit suicide were promptly strangled by their families to prevent disgrace (Gates 72). British law forbad the practice of human sacrifice as designated in a treaty signed between the governor of Lagos and the Alafin of Oyo in 1893 (Booth 546). This is not to say that the death of Elesin Oba is an act of human sacrifice, but the very notion of sacrifice is pivotal in the Yoruba worldview as the propitiatory act by human kind to secure the balance of the cosmos. 


Andrew Apter characterizes sacrifice as metonymically linked to the sacrificer. The one who offers the sacrifice substitutes the sacrificial offering for himself and asks the òrìsà’s protection from the encroachment of evil, in whatever form that it may manifest itself (99-104). In its most cynical, but valid interpretation, it often signifies affirming a particular social order or certifying the authoritarian foundations of traditional practices. This gives rise to a pivotal but problematic question that underscores the interpretation of this work: If the political order changes the nature of sacrifice, does it connote a change in the beliefs of the people and, more specifically, a change in the metaphysical realm?  In the lived reality and the world of the play, Elesin is the sacrifice offered by the community to secure its route through the vectors of change. Through Elesin Oba, Soyinka inserts the question of will to polemicize the nature of sacrifice and to enlarge the gap between the appearance of communal revitalization and its reality.   


Elesin’s sacrifice, taking place fifty years after the legal mandate, speaks of several generations that live in the shadow of a dead empire.  They live between the tension of metaphysical unwinding and becoming.  Tradition and culture are in the process of perceptible change, heightened by the dialectics of the colonial encounter.  Duly, it demands the inquiry into whether Elesin’s moment of indecision is indicative of a society questing for a new way to balance the forces of the past and the forces currently at play. The tragic essence, then, is the metaphysical confrontation within the historical process unveiled in the human spirit: namely, the body and the soul of Elesin. 


For Wole Soyinka, the realm of tragedy is the “fourth stage,” the transitional plane between the realm of the living, the dead, and the unborn (“Fourth Stage” 27-39; Myth 140-160).  Conceived of as an abyss, this space of transition is an “essential gulf that lies between one area of existence and another” (Myth 144).  To bridge this gulf, to diminish the transition, sacrifices must be made to the forces of the otherworld, to allow for the re-unification of human essence and the divine (“Fourth Stage” 29).  Rituals, ceremonies of appeasement, harness the cosmic divide and create order out of chaos in this liminal realm.  Vectors for continuity in the midst of change, Soyinka tells us, lie in the ebb and flow of the tide, the waxing and waning of the moon, the cycle of planting and harvesting, and the moral balance of the individual character.  Individual beings living as part of the collective will evoke tragedy in the face of the irreducible conceptions of nature: “Because of the visceral intertwining of each individual with the fate of the entire community, a rupture in his [the individual’s] normal functioning not only endangers this shared reality but threatens existence itself” (Myth 53).  In a world in which human actions are closely linked to the cycles of nature, all extraordinary phenomena manifest in the human psyche as an imbalance between the physical and the metaphysical.  Sacrifice is the curative means to resume balance in being. From this vantage point, the gods are always at work or at play. 


To the dramatis personae, Elesin’s hesitation calls forth the inimical forces of destruction. Yet, at this historical moment, the society, by all definitions, is already in the grip of a destructive cycle. If we are to read Elesin, as Soyinka’s archetypical embodiment of the tragic hero, he is the transitional figure that crosses the gulf between destruction and creation.  Since the death of the Alafin, Elesin Oba exists only as a liminal figure. The thirty days between the death of the Alafin and the day of sacrifice is a period of transition, culminating in his ritual death.  Imagery of this transition, the liminal passage is embodied in Elesin’s being. He is transition itself and the moment of metamorphosis, when he journeys through the passageway to death, is the ultimate expression of his essential purpose to his people.  In this stage, Elesin becomes more than a man; he is already part of the ancestral.  His speech, his actions, and his desires are then part of the otherworld and those in this world must fulfill those desires.  Wanting to leave without any regrets, he asks for one last moment of pleasure. Iyaloja, sanctifying the marriage of Elesin and her once, future daughter-in-law, evokes the nature of transition and sacrifice.  Seeing in Elesin’s being the vehicle to harness the chaotic forces, she seeks to propitiate these forces by giving him his last request - the body of a virgin.  She hopes that in his leave-taking, a symbol of the “…timelessness of the ancestor/ world and the unborn have joined spirits to wring an issue of the/ elusive being of passage”(22).  If Elesin impregnates the young woman, she hopes, the child of this union will be a mediator between the chaotic forces in the universe and human exegesis.


After the consummation of the marriage, Elesin brings the cloth with the bloodstain of virginity and declares:

It is no mere virgin stain, but the union of life and

the seeds of passage. My vital flow, the last from this flesh is

intermingled with the promise of future life....When earth and

passage wed, the consummation is complete only when 

there are grains of earth on the eyelids of passage. (40) 

By implication, a child born out of a process of transition cannot be negatively affected by these contradictory forces.  Constituted by change and constitutive of change, this is a child born for the existing era. The child to be, therefore, is also looked to as a sign of renewal in the cosmos. 


Elesin, as a figure of transition, finds equivalence in the mythos of Ogun, Soyinka’s patron òrìsà, who he conceives of as a metaphorical embodiment of the creative will.  However, Ogun’s characteristics are manifold and varied.  Barnes and Ben-Amos accord to him the bringing of fire to humankind.
  Fire is the catalyst that transforms ore to iron, that cooks food, and acts such as these are figuratively linked to the ascendancy of culture over nature (57).  Ogun harnesses the forces of civilization and culture as he rules over iron; he builds cities and empires; and he teaches the processes of centralized governance. Validating Jeyifo’s assertion of the contradictory essences within Soyinka’s ritual archetypes, Ogun’s nature is both creative and destructive. Barnes’s characterization of him in the introduction to Africa’s Ogun is thus loaded with this dual signification as he is, according to her: 

…a metaphoric representation of the realization that people create the means to destroy themselves. He stands for humans’ collective attempts to govern, not what is out of control in nature, but what is out of control in culture. He represents not so much what is inexplicable, unseen, or unknown, as what is known but not under control. He is a symbolic recognition of human limitations --human frailty, ...and it is this kind of limitation that accounts for his lack of control. (17)

Ogun, as the representation of human will and its transformative powers, has profound metaphorical implications for human agency, given that the essence of this òrìsà encapsulates the cycle of life in Yoruba cosmology.  



Yet, in Soyinka’s fictive recreation, he rejects mimesis and realism for metaphor, wherein Ogun was hurled into the abyss, the space of transition, and was broken into a thousand fragments.  Even before man looked to the gods, Ogun is the first to cross the cosmic divide between the òrìsàs and humanity.  In the transitional space, he is attacked by his slave,
 and due to his asé, his vital force, he reconstitutes himself to create the mystical path that the òrìsàs use to transit the great void from òrun to ayé.  The Yoruba conceive of the universe as a circular totality.  The top half is the realm of òrun, which may be represented as heaven, but is the otherworld; the bottom half is ayé, earth or the world.  Òrun is home to the spiritual and the ancestral forces, and ayé is peopled by both the knowledgeable and the unknowing (Drewal 14).  The divide between the world and the otherworld should only be crossed through the processes of birth or death, yet the knowledgeable ones have the ability to communicate and tap into the divine essences.  Elesin, standing at cusp of this transitional space, in the Yoruba worldview, is one of the knowledgeable ones; he can cross the divide between the living and the dead, between the secular and the spiritual, to maintain that delicate balance between the differentiated planes in the cosmos.  
  


It is through an act of will, Soyinka tells us, why Ogun successfully reconstitutes himself and bridges the transitional void.  In this “fourth stage,” the chthonic realm, Ogun’s dynamic force metaphorically encodes the processes of birth and death, seen through the disintegration of human body, and the creative will in the process of rebirth.  Ogun, as the first to cross the abyss between the gods and man, the first to clear the road for human civilization to develop, is the quintessential manifestation of hubris, for he dares to look into the abyss of transition, and due to his will - his agency, he bridges the gap between the gods and humankind, bringing to humanity the art and science of civilization (“Fourth Stage” 30-33; Myth 26-31).  


Much has been written about Soyinka’s concept of the will compared to Nietzsche’s, and it would not add much to the context of this work to revisit these analyses.  However, it is important to understand that Soyinka’s concept of will is metonymically encoded in the hubris of the divinity.  In an almost verbatim rephrasing of Soyinka, Henry Louis Gates succinctly tells us, for Nietzsche it is an act of hubris to be born, and for Soyinka, that hubris manifests in the act of death (Gates 67).
  Soyinka conceives of Ogun’s act of daring the transitional void, daring death, and his willed regeneration of himself as transcendently hubristic.  In this ritualistic paradigm, Ogun is primus inter pares due to his act of volition, his will to die, to be cast into a thousand fragments and to reconstitute himself.  Paralleling Ogun’s act, his tragic hero too must brave death, but unlike Ogun, since he is a mere mortal in traversing from life to death, from ayé to òrun, only his will survives.  Yet Soyinka privileges only one aspect of Ogun.  He does not speak of an equally profound, but damning myth that tells of Ogun destroying his own people.  In this story, Ogun returns from war and is ignored by the villagers.  Enraged, he kills them all. This is neither the heroic actor girded by choric or communal will, nor is he the bringing of civilization to humankind.  Instead this is the Ogun of war, the Ogun that would rather drink blood than water.
  Soyinka thus extrapolates the heroic, epically charged signification of Ogun, recodes Ogun’s acts as metaphor of a divinely creative, even primal will, and deliberately ignores his capacity for destruction.  


Considering Elesin Oba, as the embodiment of Soyinka’s ritual archetype, is to understand that his willingness to die is an extraordinarily hubristic act.  Suggesting that he is the classic tragic hero in Yoruba cosmology, Ketu Katrak notes that the nature of tragedy is found in the severance of the gods from the people, and “the fragmentation of essence from self, and of self from itself” (41).  The desire for reconnection thus comes from both sides of the divide, the gods want to be with the people and the people too long for that reintegration, to retain the spark of divinity. The tragic hero’s first act then is a dissociation from the community. The tragedy is not in his death, but in the profound but necessary isolation he faces as the carrier of the disharmony in the communal psyche. His death energizes the community, for it reformulates the bond with divine essences (42-44).  However, the problem is that the ritual does not take into account the individual psyche, and the supremely human equation that Craig Mcluckie  identifies as “doubt”(148).  Rituals are meant to reify social order, but what happens when the ritual protagonist no longer believes?  


It can also be argued that by linking Elesin to Ogun, Soyinka not only recreates myth, he is adding another element to his recreation of history.
 Although Oyo was a great military power, its patron òrìsà was not Ogun, it was Shango.
  Given that Ogun is the òrìsà of war, the Elesins of ancient Oyo in their military exploits most likely gave homage to him.  What we can certainly say is that the force of Ogun was of primary importance to Oyo because of its militarism. The leader of its army, the Bashorun was a known Ogun devotee and the head of the Ogun cult, the Ashipa, sat on the Oyo Mesi, the council that advises and censures the King (Barnes and Ben-Amos 47). As the Empire transited from its phase of conquest, the figure of Elesin, therefore, stands as an eloquent emblem of its might and power.  In the play, however, Elesin enjoys all the glories of kingship without the attendant political responsibility. As a symbolic functionary, our Elesin affirms this privilege accorded to him:

My master’s hand and mine have always

Dipped together and, home or sacred feast, 

The bowl was beaten bronze, the meats 

So succulent our teeth accused us of neglect.

We shared the choicest of the season’s 

Harvest of yams. How my friend would read

Desire in my eyes before I knew the cause – 

However rare, however precious, it was mine. (14)

Ironically, his position is not one of honor where he gives active service to the kingdom and the King.  As a relic of the old social order, his life in fact has been parasitical. He exists for pleasure, his own pleasure. His one redeeming act is then to follow the mandate under which he is born and that is to die with the King. 


When we meet Elesin Oba, he is preparing to undergo the process of disintegration. It is a moment where the will is tested and the individual psyche is supplanted by the collective assertion. Fusing personal destiny and enculturated ideals, the crossing of the transitional void by Elesin Oba expresses the regenerative principles that are the cornerstones for societal continuity.   It is soon made obvious that this Elesin does not embody the gravitas of the Ogun archetype. The opening exchange between him and the Praise-singer tell us that this is a time of transformation for Elesin, as he foregrounds the expectation for the events to come; more to the point, however, is that Elesin’s character is made clear: 

Praise-singer: Elesin o! Elesin Oba! Howu! What tryst is this the cockerel goes to keep with such haste that he must leave his tail behind?

Elesin:  A tryst where the cockerel needs no adornment. 

Praise-singer: O-oh, you hear that my companions? That’s the way the world goes. Because the man approaches a brand-new bride he forgets the long faithful mother of his children.

Elesin: When the horse sniffs the stable does he not strain at the bridle? The market is the long-suffering home of my spirit and the women are packing up to go.  That Eshu-harassed day slipped into the stewpot while we feasted. We ate it up with the rest of the meat. I have neglected my women. (9) 

Elesin is our proud cockerel, reveling in the celebratory ambiance surrounding his death. Warning of immoral excess, the Praise-singer indirectly reproaches Elesin’s prideful stance.  Still Elesin is undaunted.  He defines himself through sensory and sensual engagement and his desire for the corporeal manifests more profoundly the closer he gets to the time of his death.  Significantly, it is he who subtly warns us that this transit may not go as expected by boasting about a telling factor in his nature when he identifies the market as the home of his spirit.  Dancing his way to the marketplace, Elesin’s evocation of the “Eshu-harassed day” forebodes the conflicts to come.  Chanting the story of the “Not-I bird” (11-15), Elesin juxtaposes his personal courage besides all the forces in the Yoruba world.  He even dares to challenge the gods in this intonation:

....This same dawn

I heard him twitter in the gods’ abode.

Ah, companions of this living world 

What a thing this is, that even those 

We call immortal 

Should fear to die. (13) 

Quite arrogantly, he informs everyone of his ready acceptance of death. By comparing himself to the “immortal,” he provokes the forces he seeks to propitiate.  Entering the marketplace, he steps into the abode of Eshu and he must face the test posed by his affront. His transgression is further compounded by his magnificent, egoistic display.  Flaunting his role, he vaunts and swaggers: 

I am master of my Fate.  When the hour comes 

Watch me dance along the narrowing path

Glazed by the soles of my great precursors.

My soul is eager.  I shall not turn aside. (14)

As the intercessor between the living and the dead, his egoistic challenge problematizes the ideals of continuity.  Individual choice and destiny, and the desires of the collective must be reconciled and Elesin’s psyche becomes the figural playground. In this fragile psychic balance, he is easy prey to the duplicity of Eshu.  


Eshu/Esu is the master of trickery and deception.  John Pemberton labels Eshu as an “agent provocateur,” the source of confusion, tumult, and disorder (26). Eshu acts capriciously in the rendering of the affairs of humanity. As a trickster, he causes individuals to lose their way by giving contrary directions and confusing awareness and recognition.  Implicit is the understanding that Eshu cannot create misfortune without the complicity of his victim or the intentional provocation by an enemy. In his manifold characterization, Eshu is also a manifestation of unbridled sexuality, energy, and power. He is the messenger to the gods, carrying the desires and wishes of humankind to the divine agent who provides succor.  


Consequently, in complement to his role as the creator of chaos, Eshu is also the keeper of order.  As a mediator, he is the “guardian of the ritual process and of sacrifice, which alone brings order and fruition to the affairs of man among the myriad powers that frequent the world and threaten to undo him” (Pemberton 68-69).  To avoid the stumbling blocks created by Eshu, sacrifice must be given.  Eshu then is always the first òrìsà to receive sacrifice and the first to be invoked in any mediation between God, the gods, and humanity.  The nature of sacrifice is a desire for the perpetuation of the life cycle.  It is an attempt to nullify the forces of death or evil and affirm life. Within this cycle, propitiatory offerings are actions that bring about the renewal and regeneration in a society. As the enforcer of the ritual process, Eshu conveys the sacrifice, carrying the message to the òrìsàs. When properly acknowledged, these offerings bring the blessings of birth and life and, if not acknowledged, they lead to death. 

Entering the abode of Eshu, the market, transposes the liminal realm. It is a marginal world wherein the forces of order and transformation are at play. Easily becoming a place of chaos, the “awareness of the unexpected, of the accidental, and of fate, is heightened,” in this disjunctive space (Pemberton 25). The main market, in many Yoruba towns, is located just opposite the king’s palace.  As the chosen place for Elesin’s death, it stands in direct counterpoint to political power and in the midst of metaphysical possibilities.  


Elesin has already informed us that the market is the home of his spirit where his women await and as he strides into the transformational space, he is tempted by the sight of a “rise of buttocks” and “thighs whose ripples shamed the river’s...” (19). Embodying the libidinal drive of Eshu, Elesin yields to the temptation of one last moment of pleasure. After acquiescing to his desire, Iyaloja remarks, “Now we must go prepare your bridal/ chamber.  Then these same hands will lay your shrouds” (23). Elesin responds with this telling query, “Must you be so blunt?” (23) What could just be seen as a light rejoinder actually betrays his internal conflict. Although couched under metaphysical exegesis, Elesin’s carnal desires are symptomatic of social and moral decay. At the ritual moment, when he should be preparing to meet the transcendental forces as the intercessor for his people, he focuses instead on indulging his own sensual excesses. 


In part III of the play, Elesin’s sacrifice is clearly arranged to parallel Ogun’s bridging of the transitional abyss. In apparent confirmation, Stephen Larsen tells us that anyone who makes this sacrifice reveals himself to be a devotee of Ogun (100-01). As the Horseman of the King, Elesin must lead the King’s horse and his dog to him in the otherworld. Evoking Ogun, in the imagery of the “seven way crossroads,” he is known as the god of seven roads to symbolize his manifold nature, whose totemic representation is a dog.  The King, speaking through the Praise-singer, enjoins Elesin to fulfill his duty. Yet, by asking him if there is weight on his sash, it clearly shows his doubt as to Elesin’s willingness to brave the crossing.  As he and the King were the closest of friends, the King knows his licentiousness well. He can only doubt Elesin’s commitment, for he understands how this Elesin has been governed by his individuated desires. It is then a moral and psychic struggle, rather than just a physical one to relinquish his hold on the pleasures of the body and his privileged position as the intercessor for his people.  Elesin’s egotism allows him only one response and that is he will prevail.  Dressed in the ritual garb, “the purple alari,” that denotes his sacred aspect, his confident riposte is that nothing and no one can prevent him from joining the King (42).    

Yet in a moment of apostasy, Elesin fails in his journey. At that crucial instant, when Elesin should surrender his will to the cosmic forces, the British District Officer enters the proceedings. Elesin is shackled, taken away from the sacred ground, and imprisoned. Searching for a source of blame, Elesin turns to his young bride and confesses:

First I blamed the white man, then I blamed the gods for 

deserting me. Now I feel I want to blame you for the mystery

of the sapping of my will....Oh little mother, I have taken

countless women in my life but you were more than a desire 

of the flesh.  I needed you as the abyss across which my body 

must be drawn, I filled it with earth and dropped my seed

in it at the moment of preparedness for my crossing. You 

were the final gift of the living to their emissary to the land 

of the ancestors, and perhaps your warmth and youth

brought new insights of this world to me and turned my feet

leaden on this side of the abyss. For I confess to you, 

daughter, my weakness came not merely from the abomina-

tion of the white man who came violently into my fading

presence, there was also a weight of longing on my earth-held

limbs. (65)

Seeing Elesin as a representation of Eshu, who he defines as the reconciliation of opposites, Lokangaka Losambe argues that Elesin’s inability to die is deliberate on his part, since his objective is to fuse Yoruba values and Western modernity (25-26). Yet, Eshu is not a reconciler of opposition, he is the essence of opposition. I argue instead that Elesin is the unwitting victim of divine will and thus subject to the duplicity of Eshu. 


Eshu is said to have one foot in the earthly realm and the other foot in the realm of the gods. In the domain of Eshu, the marketplace, trickery and guile are the natural agents of discourse and action. Elesin Oba, tempted by a last moment of sensual pleasure, places himself on the divine crossroads. Ritual specialists often go through purification before major ceremonies; they are banned from eating certain foods, drinking alcohol and, analogically, banned from sexual intercourse. It is thought that the profane acts interfere with the cultivating of the necessary spiritual energy to effectuate the ritual. Elesin does not approach this ritual as pure supplicant, but as an overconfident actor.  In the worldview of the Yoruba, he is tainted by his transgression and thus more open to the guile of Eshu. With one foot grounded in the earthly realm through the sexual act, whilst the other lifted to cross the passage, the appearance of the District Officer cinched his moment of ambivalence. Elesin then “...committed this/ blasphemy of thought - that there might be the hand of the/ gods in a stranger’s intervention” (69).  Eshu, as the confuser and confounder of human imagination, is known to project two contrary aspects of being.  Seeing the District Officer as a manifestation of divine will, Elesin grasps his last chance to hold onto life.



Those around him cannot see his act as anything other than a profound betrayal of their world and worldview, their essence of being.  Before acquiescing to his last wish, Iyaloja warns against the negative repercussions that could be generated by his libidinal urges, and its apocalyptic consequences:

The living must eat and drink. When the moment

comes, don’t turn the food to rodents’ droppings in their 

mouth.  Don’t let them taste the ashes of the world when they 

step out at dawn to breathe the morning dew. (22) 

Inspecting Elesin in his jail cell, in this denigrated state, she can only rebuke him for his prideful stance.  Ironically reversing the image he propagated, she contemptuously refers to him as the “self-vaunted stem of the plantain” (68). Wondering what fate will befall their world, she is left powerless and uncertain.  Her world is “adrift” (21) and she knows not what chaos has been generated in the cosmic order. 


It is at this juncture that the question of destiny, Elesin’s orí, comes under scrutiny. Conferred with all the titles and pageantry of kingship, Elesin chooses to exercise that privilege for one last time. Elesin’s act to secure one last night of pleasure, in the tradition of the droit du seigneur, is an indication of an unbridled reign of power and a decayed social order.  Seen in this light, morality and communal wellbeing are secondary to individual excess. Born in the twilight of past, Elesin is a mere figurehead. This Elesin is not a warrior, he is only a lover.  Hence, he is not an embodiment of Ogun.  His love of life and the zest in which he embraces it suggests more that he is a manifestation of the joie de vivre found in Shango.  Elesin has known only the pleasures of his office, since colonial authority had long usurped the hegemony of the traditional state.  Unsurprisingly, the Praise-singer does not chant orikis, praise poetry that glorifies him, but instead gives warnings against pride and licentiousness.  He, like Shango, shows himself to be a king out of control.  


Shango is said to be flamboyant and fiery. His love of life is so extraordinary that he always lives to the fullest despite the circumstances he faces.  It manifests profoundly in his love of dancing and of women, which undoubtedly aids in his representation as having an unrivaled sexual dynamism. Thunder and lightning are his attributes,
 and his fertility is metaphorically transposed to the rain, which is viewed as his semen, falling to replenish life.  Gifted with eloquence, his volubility, suggests Gary Edwards and John Mason,

is represented by the king who excites the masses with his words; the politician who can be everything for everyone; the lawyer who can win indefensible cases; a pimp with a large following of women; a  missionary or preacher who can convert the masses; and a con artist who can make the big sting, swindling you out of your life savings. (42)

Shango’s energy is magnetic and it is seen most forcefully in professions that “live off of the psychological needs or weaknesses of the people” (Edwards and Mason 42). Like all the òrìsàs, Shango has a dual nature: he loves adventure and lives for adversity. He enjoys problematic situations because he generates the solution, the balance, to bypass them. Yet, Shango has known tragedy as his personal excesses lead to his downfall.  The legend states that he was the fourth king of Oyo, and in some stories, he is the founder of Oyo.  In either case, he is ancestrally linked to the Alafin. Known as a warrior king, the horse is an emblem of his military prowess and a symbol of Oyo’s might.  Hence, the sacrifice of the Alafin’s horse during his funeral and his Horseman also recodes the relationship with Shango as the ancestor-god.  Because he also has magical powers, he produces thunder and lightning, but he misuses his gift and kills many of his own people.  Abdicating the throne, he departs from Oyo.  Those who follow him into exile soon desert him, including his favorite wife, Oya.  Depressed but repentant, Shango dies.  In one version of the myth, he hangs himself, and in another, he dies in self-imposed exile. Due to his act of injustice and repentance, he is deified into the òrìsà of retributive justice (Sangode 59-65).   


It is at this point where the Yoruba worldview and Soyinka’s interpretation of it conjoin.  Shango’s destruction of his own people, both consider, is in character with his role as a tyrant and his passion and overwhelming ego brings about his tragic downfall (Soyinka, “The Fourth Stage“ 33).  To Shango is lost the heroism of Ogun, for when faced with cosmic totality, he cannot surrender his will.  Biodun Jeyifo suggests that it is a question of ethics why Ogun is given primary status by Soyinka, for a higher value is placed on Ogun’s tragic flaw, since we enter into the realm of “cosmic adjustment” (116).  Analogically, Soyinka interprets Shango’s flaw as an individuated act bound by social and historical contingency.  Shango becomes a symbol of individual failure, in complement to European definitions of the tragedy, and his velleities allow Soyinka to recast him as the tragic actor of the future.  In becoming a metaphoric embodiment of human disavowal, Shango cannot serve as a symbol of the cosmic totality that Soyinka envisions in his ritual archetype (“The Fourth Stage“ 33).    

Elesin’s apostasy, his doubt, and his profoundly human action whereby his individual nature, his desire for self-preservation, asserts itself and pushes aside all thought of communal wellbeing, mirrors Shango’s disavowal.  As Shango played with his magic, he played with the lives of the people who trusted him most.  Elesin, just like Shango did before him, forgets that the role of kingship demands that service is both received and rendered.  He lives for the adoration of the people and, akin to Shango, he lived off of their psychological weaknesses. Yet, Shango’s death and deification serves a purpose.  His act of injustice is an emblematic reminder of the balance of human passions within the scope of divine order.  Shango’s lightning gives instant illumination and the ability to know the truth, but with it comes the inevitability of retribution (Edwards and Mason 42).


If Elesin does indeed recode the role of Shango, it allows us to revisit the pivotal question in this work: As a symbol of a dead past and its moral excesses must Elesin fail in his task?  Ketu Katrak answers in the affirmative as she suggests that Wole Soyinka is indirectly critiquing this tradition of ritual suicide in the play (89).  Whether we see this play as a societal critique by Soyinka or not, it is apparent that the tradition upheld by the death of Elesin is an empty signifier, since the world around him is in the process of change. Viewed as such, his transgression is simply a reflection of the reconfiguration of the worldview. The cosmos is in the process of reordering itself and Elesin is the vehicle that aids in this alteration. He is exercising one of Shango’s greatest talents, generating balance in the midst of transformation. A new order brought by the colonial encounter is already part of the life of the people.  But, the old and the new, existing in dialectic tension, have to be reconciled for balance to be maintained. Soyinka states that within the corpus of Ifa, disharmony is endemic to the balance of the universe (Myth 156).  


Tragedy’s essence for Soyinka is the penalty imposed by the mythic order to acts of will from the human spirit.  Eshu is the agent who works towards fulfilling the divine order.  Oguntola-Lagunda asserts that he has been given a mandate by God to punish all immoralities and ritual irregularities.  Individual choice, which reasserts itself as moral responsibility, is in one’s own hands (136-37).  Eshu’s energy then lies in the tension between determinism or destiny and individual choice.  


Elesin’s destiny is to help bring about the balance of the cosmic forces in light of humanity’s transgressions, but not in the manner prescribed by the old guard.  As a (re)configuration of Shango, he manifests the uncontrolled aspects of the òrìsà: his passion, his terror, and his unbearable guilt.  Elesin’s hubris is part of the cosmic order, but it is not the hubris of a god daring the transitional void, but a man who is afraid of his own end.  His imprisonment is a momentary period for him to regain his honor, and like Shango‘s self-imposed exile, it is a means to his death.  As the cosmos “delve[s] deeper into its essence,” the desecration by Elesin is part of the invocation necessary for the newness of life (Soyinka, Myth 156).  



It is through Olunde, Elesin’s son, that a bridge is formed between both worlds, as Soyinka uses his character to make manifest the daring of Ogun.  Olunde’s name translates to “God arrives”
 and his actions parallel Ogun’s bridging of the transitional void. He willingly sacrifices himself to fulfill the society’s need for continuity and, thus,  embodies the creative capacity of Ogun. Yet, Olunde is a child of the new age that has interacted with the metropole and its real and false images through his studies in London.  Still, he does not return with the outlook of a been-to, rather he returns to uphold the traditions and to defend his people’s beliefs.  His sacrifice is thus a reassertion of an essential Africanness.  It is the call of duty, a higher duty that evolves from the attestation of cultural belonging over individuated desires and the imposition of alien cultural values.  


Just as Ogun linked birth and death and cleared a road for the òrìsàs to come to earth through the dynamism of his will, Olunde’s sacrifice clears the way for the coming of the new. Yet he is not the successor that tradition demands and, as such, he serves as a contiguous link to the source.  Though in his action, he integrates the totality of àsà, its stability and mutability, and orí, the choice of destiny.  Upon his death, Iyaloja intones to Elesin, “....Your/heir has taken the burden on himself.  What the end will be,/we are not gods to tell” (75).  What that future will be is left in the hands of the gods and the seed that Elesin leaves behind will tell the tale of that coming.  This child, as a symbol of continuity, is a figuration of the past glory and the delicate balance between tradition and the changing face of the world.   


Elesin’s suicide is only an addendum to the proceedings.  Having now fulfilled his destiny and followed the choices of his orí, he can join the ancestral.  Iyaloja tells the bride, “Now forget the dead, forget even the living.  Turn your mind/only to the unborn” (76). Within the embers of the old, lives the capacity for the creation of a new course. The unborn child will then fashion that regenerative link in the society.  The cycle is now complete. 

Conclusion

It is not by chance that the gods within the Yoruba pantheon display anthropomorphic qualities. Their weaknesses and shortcomings serve as powerful metaphors for human failings and interactions. The visceral interrelation between the gods and human beings is the wellspring for individual action and communal fulfillment.  A breakdown in the order of the universe, as seen in the mythological sphere, is a profound lesson to humanity and a dictum for moral balance.  Death and the King’s Horseman presents such a vision. 


The Yoruba world in its all-encompassing framework is the source of inspiration. Generating concepts of the tragic hero from Yoruba cosmology, Soyinka explores the antithetical dynamics evoked in the interplay of tradition and change.  Recreating history, the death of Elesin Oba becomes the site for tragedy. As the play is a dialogue between myth and history, and not one of historical reconciliation, the tragic moment becomes a moment of ontological crisis.  It brings to the foreground issues of individual choice and destiny versus collective will. Death does indeed come calling, but it is Soyinka’s mythopoeic representation of its willed integration into the Yoruba cosmic order that is the point of contention.  As the Yoruba worldview does differ from Soyinka’s interpretation of it, the character of Eshu must be interpolated into his concept of the willed experience of disintegration and integration.  Seemingly victimized by Eshu, as agent provocateur, Elesin no longer manifests the choric, collective will that Soyinka envisions; he is rather an individuated actor, immersed in his own self-reflexivity and driven by his narcissism, much like the god-king Shango. The crisis faced at the moment of death is intrinsic to the fulfillment of Elesin’s destiny. That destiny calls for him to be a catalyst for change. Whether we choose to follow Soyinka’s dictum or not, we arrive at the same point and here lies the conundrum in the work because that change has been brought about by the colonial encounter.  From the chaotic forces of change, the society is regenerated. What the society will be is then the issue in question.  

Èèyan tí o gbón

Oríi rè lo ni lo ní ogo j’usu lo.

He who is not wise

Is made more foolish 

than a piece of yam by his Orí. 

� See Mbiti (1991) and Idowu (1973).


� Elesins belong to the family line referred to as Abobaku, those who are born to die with the King. In both the historical context and the world of the play, after the death of an Elesin, his son accedes to his position and his life is also consecrated to the successive Alafin. 


� Been-to is a common term found in Anglophone West Africa to refer to those who travel to Europe or the United States and return with Westernized values and modes of behavior.  


� All the subsequent in-text citations from the play are taken from this text. 


� The depiction of Ogun as the bringing of fire is quite controversial, since this attribute is thought to be part of the essence of Shango. Ceremonies that venerate him, often use fire as a sacred symbol of his divine, but tempestuous nature.


� Ato Quayson considers that Soyinka is integrating mythic traditions, since this disintegration is attributed to Orisa-nla (206). See Idowu, Olódùmarè 56-57, who confirms this version of the Orisa-nla myth; It is also confirmed by Soyinka in the retooling of the essay, “The Fourth Stage” in Art, Dialogue, and Outrage, wherein he recasts Orisa-nla as the primal deity and Ogun as the primary catalyst, who voluntarily re-enacts Orisa-nla’s original fragmentation. Orisa-nla’s disintegration allows for the birth of the òrìsàs and Ogun’s allows for the reconciliation of humankind and the gods (30-33). 


� Compare Soyinka’s verbiage in the essay, “The Fourth Stage,” in Myth, Literature and the African World to Gates’s in, “Being, the Will, and the Semantics of Death” 158. 


�A common saying in reference to Ogun’s capacity for total annihilation is that Ogun would rather drink blood than water. 


� Soyinka addresses his re-coding of history in the essay, “Who’s Afraid of Elesin Oba?,” as a facet of the writer’s creative will. My commentary is not meant to negatively critique his liberality with historical accuracy, but simply to acknowledge his openness to transforming inspirational sources (70-75). 


� Soyinka’s use of the Ogun myth over the mythos of Shango is his personal choice, rather than the choice of lived history.  


� Although it is said that he gave the power over lightning to his favorite wife, Oya.


� Ato Quayson translates Olunde as “my lord (or deliverer) has come.” While viewing Olunde as the Derridan supplement, his sacrifice, for Quayson, heralds in the new mode of understanding the changing culture (230-231). 
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