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SUMMARY

The theoretical methodology employed in the research and writing of
this thesis is primarily postcolonial. Though comparatively nuanced,
poststructuralism is also employed. The emphasis in the latter is on the
Foucaldian position with regard to history, and also on deconstruction.
This is an examination of the work of Ugandan playwright Robert
Serumaga, and what [ have designated as the ‘Golden Age of Uganda’s
Theatre’ (1968-1978). The key issue is the question of individualism, or
its extreme form — solipsism, on the one hand; and activism, or a social
conscience, on the other. In addition, the thesis also examines the
question of theatrical innovation in Serumaga’s plays.

There is a comprehensive introduction to Serumaga the man,
as well as the historical context against which his plays unfold. The first
chapter focuses on the theatrical history, the precursors to Serumaga as
well the Golden Age. Serumaga’s work is examined in chronological
order starting with his very first play 4 Play in Chapter 2; The Elephants,
in Chapter 3; and Majangwa in Chapter 4. Chapter S is devoted to the
regimen and methodology of Serumaga’s company the Abafumi and
concentrates on the first of Serumaga’s largely semiological, and
unscripted drama, Renga Moi (Red Warrior). Amayirikiti (The Flame
Tree), the second of the two ‘ritual dramas’, though not the focal point is
also discussed in the chapter.

I have read the texts in as literalist a manner as I could and
sometimes, read them against the grain. [ have then re-read the same
(synchronic) texts in the context of the diachronic text of Uganda’s
polarised, turbulent history, in order to provide a proper context, which,
in turn, enabled me to delve even more deeply into the world of
Serumaga’s dramas and his signification. I have also relied on numerous
reviews, interviews, and articles in journals, as well as, newspapers.

If Uganda’s history had to be read with a poststructuralist
stance, and deconstructivist rigour, so, too, was nationstatism, a notion,
crucial to the understanding of Serumaga’s dualistic identity as a

Muganda and also a Ugandan. A number of critiques, too, had to be put

v



under the deconstructive glare with that notion in mind, among other
things.

The principal findings of this study are as follows: Serumaga was
in many ways the most experimental and innovative of the playwrights
of that lofty decade. This is evident in his psychological depth, and
characterisation, and in the numerous ways he struggled to indigenise
the theatrical sign; which he achieved with his company the Abafumi
(Story- tellers) — the first professional company in East and Central
Africa.

The alleged individualism and lack of a social conscience, is best
understood as an ostensible one, due to the allegorical individualism in
the work; dictated in part by the question of signification and survival.
The evidence consistently shows Serumaga to be a committed activist
and critic who eventually traded the pen and the art in, for a gun when
he realised that art had ceased to be an interventionist enough sign. No
study of this depth and scope has, to date, been done on Serumaga.

Finally, I had the privilege of knowing Mr. Serumaga and spent a
considerable time in his company, in what turned out to be the final
months of his life. Any knowledge and insights gained from that
experience will I believe, help, rather than hinder this exercise by

blunting my critical or scholarly distance.
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Introduction

In a Nairobi hospital, in September 1980, Robert Serumaga’s life came
to an abrupt, brutal and tragic ending. In April 1979, Serumaga had
returned to Uganda as a member of both the Uganda National Liberation
Army (U.N.L.A.) and the Uganda National Liberation Front (U.N.L.F.).
He had fought in the war against the genocidal dictator, Idi Amin.
Before that it was as a director and playwright that Serumaga had earned
his reputation in Uganda and the rest of the world. Immediately after the
liberation war, Serumaga served as a cabinet Minister in the first post-
Amin, provisional government, only to find himself forced to return into
exile (in Kenya) after the fall of Professor Yusufu Kironde Lule’s short-
lived, interim government. It is in Nairobi (Kenya) that Serumaga died,
a little more than a year after his second, and what was to become his
last, exile.

Serumaga was a very popular and much admired figure in and
outside Uganda. His acting, directing and playwrighting had indeed
earned him an indelible reputation, not only in Uganda, but in many
other parts of the world, too. To those artistic achievements, add yet
one more, equally memorable achievement: his role as a freedom
fighter and field Commander who had abandoned both the pen and the
theatre for an AK47 rifle, to fight alongside his fellow Ugandan exiles
and the Tanzanian Army in the liberation war that eventually freed
Uganda from the genocidal nightmare of Idi Amin’s rule. It can be said
without using any hyperbole that Serumaga’s artistic and military
credentials must have been a constant source of unease to many
powerful individuals in Uganda, such as Cabinet Minister Paulo
Muwanga and the army chief of staff, Brigadier David Oyite-Ojok,
considered by many to have been Milton Obote’s right-hand man.

By September 1980, Milton Obote, Uganda’s former President,
had finally returned to Uganda after eight years of exile in Tanzania;

Idi Amin had been overthrown in the liberation war (1978-1979);



Obote was to win a gerrymandered and rigged election in December
1980. Serumaga had known this only too well and it was a major
reason he opted to wage another liberation war. It was the gun that they
would use to win a landslide at the ballot box and it was only the gun
that would dislodge them out of office. It was the gun that would put
an end to the hegemonic leadership that had afflicted Uganda virtually
since its independence in October 1962. That hegemony had all begun
with Obote and no doubt his return to Uganda in 1980 meant it would
continue with him. Forced into exile once again, Serumaga was
determined to stop that and this time his contribution was to be even
more ‘all-consuming’ than in the earlier liberation war (1978-1979).

But in September 1980 the life of this articulate, immensely
gifted, popular, international figure, formidable and implacable foe of
Obote and his supporters, had finally come to an abrupt and tragic end.
in the prime of his life. Whether or not Milton Obote, or his key
stalwarts in the Ugandan government, had played a part in the events
that led to Serumaga’s brutal and premature death, we shall probably
never know. The official cause of death was an aneurysm. Through the
next few days, Serumaga’s family, friends and a good number of
Ugandan exiles, fellow artists, some of the officers and men under his
command at the time, all gathered together at a house in the leafy
Nairobi suburb of Kirichwa Gardens. In accordance with tradition, they
had gathered to offer condolences, to mourn alongside the immediate
family, to console them and to pay tribute to Serumaga and the cause
he had lived and died for.

Back in the land of his birth, many more Ugandans — particularly,
though not exclusively those from Serumaga’s home region of
Buganda — kept solitary vigil in the privacy of their homes no doubt
hoping that those ideals for which he had lived and fought would

sprout, flourish and indeed become an inalienable feature of the

(8]



political landscape of a free Uganda.' In accordance with the customs
of the land, they would also have hoped and prayed that Serumaga’s
remains would one day be returned to the land of his forefathers. Only
then could they properly and publicly mourn his tragic loss, salute the
legendary artist and formidable freedom fighter and hope that his spirit
would finally rest in peace. But the artistic community, particularly
within Ugandan theatre, had also suffered an equally grievous loss: a
loss that would certainly be felt for years to come.

Curiously and regrettably, Serumaga’s story has not been told, to
date. However, some attention has been paid to Serumaga’s work.
Scholars such as Margaret Macpherson, Rose Mbowa, Andrew Horn,
Joanna Kamanyi and a number of others have written about him on
more than one occasion. In Kamanyi’s case it is primarily in her M. A.
thesis: 4 Comparative Study of Theatrical Productions in Uganda
Today.” A lot of what Rose Mbowa has written on Serumaga can be
found in two recent books, one devoted entirely to Uganda and the
other to Africa at large.” The publications are crucial, but are also
‘long-overdue’. So, too, though is a comprehensive study of all of
Serumaga’s drama and none has been done, let alone published, so far.

Over the years, both before and after Serumaga’s death, there has
only been one published essay solely devoted to Serumaga. In the other
cases, he 1s discussed as part of larger studies of East African/Ugandan

theatre. Without in any way diminishing the contributions of other

'Hopefully a Uganda, too, in which no single ethnic group, be it the Baganda or any other peoples,
because they were born on the ‘wrong’ side of the infamous north-south divide that Obote had grossly
exploited to promote and foster his hegemony from 1966 to 1971 when he first ruled Uganda.

. Kamanyi, Joanna, 4 Comparative Study of Theatrical Productions in Uganda Today, M.A. Thesis,
Makerere University Kampala, 1978. This is Kamanyi’s only contribution, to date, but an important
one in relation to Serumaga’ s unscripted plays, in particular, Renga Moi (The Red Warrior) and
Amayirikiti (Flame Trees). Kamanyi also provides a lot of valuable material on the period in general.
3 The two essays will be cited quite often, here though are all the relevant details: Mbowa, Rose,
‘Luganda Theatre and its audience’, in Eckhard Breitinger (ed.), Uganda: The Cultural Landscape,
Bayreuth: Bayreuth University, African Studies Series, 39, 1999, pp.227-246. The second one is:
Mbowa, Rose, * Artists Under Siege: Theatre and the Dictatorial Regimes in Uganda’, in Eckhard
Breitinger (ed.), Theatre and Performance in Africa, Bayreuth: Bayreuth University, African Studies
Series, 31, 1994, (revised and enlarged) 2003, pp.123-134.

(OS]



Ugandan playwrights such as John Ruganda and Byron Kawadwa,’
Uganda’s place and contribution in the annals of the world’s theatre
would have been substantially less and probably have taken longer to
be noticed were it not for Serumaga. Kawadwa, Serumaga, Ruganda
and a number of others wrote a lot of their plays around more or less
the same time. But, particularly in terms of the period we are dealing
with here (1968-1978), it can be safely posited that it is Serumaga who
almost single handedly put Uganda on the theatrical map of the world.
In his essay, ’Individualism and Community in the Theatre of Robert
Serumaga’, the Africanist scholar and critic Andrew Horn, makes more
or less the same point. He starts by noting that among Serumaga’s
peers in the whole of East Africa, there is none more familiar to
overseas audiences than Serumaga. ‘This is a result not only of his
dedication to the theatre but of his extraordinary entrepreneurial
ability, a commercial and publicity sense at least comparable to his
acting, directorial and writing talents.”> Horn singles Serumaga out, not
just among Serumaga’s fellow Ugandan playwrights, but also, from the
entire region of East Africa. Indeed the praise seems to become more
unequivocal as the essay progresses. The essay is by no means a paean
to Serumaga.’ Whether or not one agrees with Horn, his essay provides
the most extensive attempt made so far in the analysis of Serumaga’s
work. There is no doubt that more academic interest could definitely

spawn more productions of Serumaga’s plays.

* Much more will be said about Kawadwa, right from Chapter One. Ruganda started writing plays as an
undergraduate at Makerere University’s (at the time) Honours English School. He was also, one of the
founding members of the Makerere Free Travelling Theatre, about which more will be said in the first
chapter. He has, by now written more plays than any other Ugandan ever has in English. For more on
him, see Imbuga, Davis. Francis, ‘An Introduction to John Ruganda the Playwright’, in Eckhard
Breitinger (ed.), Uganda: The Cultural Landscape, Bayreuth: Bayreuth University, African Studies
Series, 39, 1999, pp. 273-284.

3 Horn, Andrew, ‘Individualism and Community in the Theatre of Serumaga, in Frances Harding (ed.),
The Performance Arts in Africa (a reader), London and New York: Routledge, 2002, p. 97.

® There are, though, a number of issues about which one is bound to beg to differ with Horn. One may
not necessarily agree with Horn’s primary concern and hypothesis in relation to the key issue
‘Individualism and Community’ in Serumaga’s work for example. There are a number of other areas
that may spark disagreement and they are not necessarily caused by ‘negative’ views or critiques —
certainly not in all the cases. Unfortunately, it may not be very helpful to provide examples at this stage
and a number of these areas will definitely come up in context.



Of those plays, Serumaga’s Majangwa (1971), subtitled, 4
Promise of Rains has continued to enjoy regular productions. Kenyan
audiences for example, have been accustomed to seeing it with what
scholar and critic Adrian Roscoe would call ‘ritual regularity’, despite
a ten-year gap in its production history from 1994. In January 2004, the
seasoned Kenyan director Tirus Gathwe directed a Gikuyu adaptation
of Majangwa. Gathwe’s production provides even more evidence of
the popularity and enduring nature of a lot of Serumaga’s work. But
sad as it is to say this, Serumaga and his work could soon be reduced to
a little more than a footnote. The two books that were alluded to earlier
and Horn’s contributions may all be available in these fairly recent
publications, but the material itself has been reprinted. Horn’s essay,
for instance, first appeared in Afiican Literature Today in 1982.” And
again, in a number of these ‘sources’ Serumaga is mentioned almost in
parenthesis, the man and his work are actually under-served, if not
misrepresented.

The world theatre community also need to know Serumaga as an
innovator who extended the possibilities and frontiers of performance;
and one whose contribution and legacy encompasses theatre as an art,
in general, and perhaps even more importantly, the theatre as a
Postcolonial African aesthetic. (Uganda itself needs to re-acquaint
itself with the man and his work, if for no other reason because of the

dire state its theatre has been in since around 1978.)

The Early Years to School

Robert (Bellamino) Kalundi Serumaga was born on January 6™ 1939 in
what is generally known as Masaka or Buddu. Then as now, Masaka
was part of the region of Buganda.® For the benefit of those who are
unfamiliar with this part of the world, Buganda is the region and

Luganda is the language spoken. The people are the Baganda, and the

" Horn, Andrew, ‘Individualism and Community in the Theatre of Serumaga’, African Literature
Today 12, 1982, African Publishing, New York.

¥ Buganda is the south-central part of Uganda along the shores of Lake Victoria. To the people of
Buganda, that Lake (second only to Superior in size), is called: Nalubaale or the mother- of- all- Gods.



singular form for that is Muganda. Robert Serumaga was a Muganda.
His father Thomas Kyakwambala, Serumaga, was a Catholic. So, too,
was his mother, Geraldine Namatovu. His father is described by
Serumaga’s eldest son (Kalundi), as having been ‘an important County
chief, [...] for nearly a decade.’” At the time of Serumaga’s birth, his
father was already in his sixties and anecdotal evidence from school
friends of Robert Serumaga, suggests he had lost his sight by then. The
parish priest of the area, who hailed from Italy, suggested that the
newly born child be named after Roberto Bellarmine who was
(anointed) into sainthood on 6" January 1939, the day of Serumaga’s
birth; hence the name Robert and Bellamino. Kalundi was a name
traditionally chosen after one of Serumaga’s ancestors.

Robert Kalundi Serumaga lost his father at the early age of four.
It is said in a two-page biography of Serumaga that soon after that ‘he
and his mother were forced to leave the dead father’s home.”'’ The
newly widowed Geraldine together with her son (the younger
Serumaga) left for her birthplace of Villa Maria in a different part of
Masaka. In his relatively brief, self-authored, biography, Serumaga
informs us that it is to his mother, his maternal grandparents and
presumably his mother’s five sisters (one of whom according to
Kalundi was a Nun), to whom he ‘attributes’ a lot of his success.
Serumaga’s father was, no doubt, a wealthy individual but his own part
of the vast estate would not be given to him until the age of 18.
Geraldine was a schoolteacher by profession and Serumaga notes she
resumed her work to earn the badly needed money that would pay the
young Serumaga’s way through his school years.

From the tender age of four, through virtually all his teenage

years, ‘he learned how to’ live with next to nothing; what it meant to

? See Serumaga, Kalundi R, ‘Silenced Voices and Hidden Legacies: Robert Serumaga and The
Abafumi Theatre Company’, (1998), p. 1. This resourceful paper is yet to be published unfortunately.
The author is Robert Serumaga, (Junior). Until recently, he was for a number of years, the Artistic
Director of the Uganda’s National Theatre in Kampala. Kalundi R. Serumaga spent over 8 years in
exile, mostly in the U.K. and finally returned to Uganda with an M. A. in Film Studies.

In order to avoid any confusion over the names, Kalundi R. Serumaga will be referred to simply as
Kalundi.

' Robert Serumaga’s Biography, (unpublished), p. 1.



be hungry, deprived; ‘and to find truth and love in languages beyond
the material trappings of life.”'' One begins to have a sense that the
tragedy, the wry humour, inhumanity, greed, loneliness and despair
that would later emerge, as recurring themes in Serumaga’s work; were
not the result of an academic or passing knowledge, but rather
experienced first hand by that fatherless child who was to ‘father’ the
man and the playwright he would eventually become.

Serumaga’s eldest son, Kalundi makes an interesting
observation; given the fact that this was a patriarchal society, ‘He was
to have little real contact with his [paternal] side [of the family] until
[...] well into his late teens.”'* One presumes, too, that this would have
been the same time that he received his share of his father’s estate. The
loss of the father, the absence of that part of the family in his most
formative years after what presumably looks like an acrimonious
parting of ways, would all no doubt have exacerbated a palpable
loneliness. Loneliness would become a key theme in Serumaga’s work.

After his primary school, Serumaga spent two years in a Seminary
only to reach the conclusion that he was not really cut out to be a
member of the clergy. He subsequently went to St. Henry’s College
Kitovu but never finished secondary school at Kitovu on account of
what he describes as a serial kind of incompatibility with school
principals. Kalundi sums it up as ‘insubordination’. He did, though,
finally complete his secondary school at St. Mary’s College Kisubi,
which, like St. Henry’s, was run by the Brothers of Christian
Instruction. There then followed what is now known as a gap-year
which he spent ferrying commuters as a ‘long distance’ public-taxi
driver. In the meantime, Serumaga had also won a scholarship to study

at Ireland’s Trinity College, the University of Dublin, in 1959.

Trinity College

11 :
Ibid., p. 1.
12 Serumaga, Kalundi R., ‘Silenced Voices and Hidden Legacies: Robert Serumaga and the Abafumi

Theatre Company’, p.11.



Serumaga and his wife Delphine arrived in Dublin in 1959. Delphine
Zinunula was born and bred in Kalisizo (Masaka), very close to
Serumaga’s birthplace of Kabwoko. Her mother Sarah Ndagire was a
much loved matriarch whose family was as well known as
Serumaga’s."” Serumaga was to read Economics and Political Science.
Six years later, in 1965, he was awarded a degree in Economics from
Trinity College, Dublin. It is in Dublin that Kalundi and 3 of their
seven children were born. Mrs. Norah Owens, a neighbour on
Fitzwilliam Street, remembers the couple and the children well. She
remembers Serumaga for his intelligence in particular and his busy
schedule. Serumaga combined his studies with a job at the BBC, which
meant he spent most of his weekends at Bush House in London, where
he worked on the radio programme, Africa Abroad. But Mrs. Owens
also recalls Serumaga as a fine dancer.'*

Kalundi has this to say about his father and the arts: ‘Robert
Serumaga began a consistent interest in art generally and [the] theatre
in particular as a 21-year old student in Dublin.”"” Serumaga himself
mentions the Trinity College and Dublin years as the time he started to
write and perform his own material in the form of ‘satirical reviews’ in
which he appeared. This interest was not in a single genre, hence
Kalundi’s choice of the word ‘generally’. In fact, Serumaga notes in
his biography that ‘he also organised the first African Art Exhibition
in Dublin borrowing works of art from more than 15 African
countries.’'® This was an extensive operation in which a number of
private collectors were approached, including Princess Margaret of
Great Britain, who donated the sculpture Compassion by the Ugandan

artist and lecturer Gregory Maloba. Even though Serumaga’s passion

13 1 should add as well that Delphine’s family was also very Catholic, indeed her Uncle was a well
known Priest. I have been unable to get the details of their marriage but I suspect it would have been
sometime in 1958.

"The Interview with Ms. Owens was conducted in Dublin in February 1988.

' Serumaga, Kalundi. R,’ Silenced Voices and Hidden Legacies: Robert Serumaga and the Abafumi
Theatre Company’, p. 3.

1°See Serumaga, Robert: Biography, in Programme Magazine: Renga Moi; 4™ Conference of the
Association for Commonwealth Literature and Language Studies; Theatre Limited: Kampala, January
1974, p. 1.



would eventually be the theatre, one gets a sense that from a fairly
early stage Serumaga regarded the arts as interrelated (as opposed to
compartmentalised). This is a view and an approach to which he would
subscribe even more in his own work. If Serumaga’s broad artistic
immersion is a process that dominated his Dublin years, then his
initiation into the specific mediums of writing and performance

happened in London.

London: 1965-1967

The two London years seem to be characterised by bountiful energy
and incessant activity which would in fact become a sort of trademark
throughout the rest of Serumaga’s short life. Among his activities was,
of course, working for the BBC programme Africa Abroad, on which
he had worked while an undergraduate in Trinity College. Serumaga
also worked at the Transcription Centre and was co-editor of a literary
magazine, Cultural Events in Africa. This was a man as clearly in love
with his home, the African continent at large, and the arts, in much the
same way he had been during the student years in Dublin.

Some of the interviews he conducted with his countryman Okot
p’Bitek and the Nigerian poet Christopher Okigbo are, thankfully,
available in book form. They show a man who seems to have
researched meticulously the then burgeoning world of African
literature, including writers such as Chinua Achebe, one of whose
novels he knowingly refers to in the interview with Okot p’Bitek.
Serumaga certainly sounds like a host who loved and respected his
subjects and probably well on his way to being a practitioner himself
as far as creative writing goes. In fact in the interview with Okot
p’Bitek, conducted in February 1967, Serumaga talks about himself as
‘an economist [who is also] involved in theatre in some way’."’

That interview is interesting in part because of the seemingly tiny

but significant things that emerge in relation to the theatre. At that

'7 Serumaga, Robert, ‘Interview with Okot p’Bitek’, in Cosmo Pieterse and Dennis Duerden (eds.),
African Writers Talking, London: Heinemann, 1972, p. 154.



time, Serumaga did have one work of art to his credit already: the
novel Return to the Shadows, which he had written in 1966 but was not
published until 1968."® Even at that time, Serumaga was well aware of
the negative impact of transplanted Western theatre and the inimical
role of Christianity and Western education in relation to African
culture and the theatre. Serumaga mentions the Makerere Free
Travelling Theatre back in Uganda, and one of its co-founders, David
Cook, as well as a number of other things that reveal him to be a man
who was acutely aware of what was happening on the theatrical front
back in Uganda, and perhaps, on the verge of making his own
contribution to it.

In terms of his individual journey, London exposed him to a
good deal of theatre and afforded him the opportunity to perform his
own sketches, that would leave their indelible imprints on his work in
thematic, idiomatic and intertextual terms. Indeed, Andrew Horn has
noted the range of plays that London offered and the opportunities to
perform as a big part of Serumaga’s ‘training’. Serumaga was, after all,
able to garner a lot of praise as an actor and this was not confined to
his own material. But Horn goes on to say that, ‘Perhaps of greater
significance [...] to his development both as an actor and playwright
was Serumaga’s work in variety and revue as a stand-up comedian.’"’
That experience and influence, seems to be unnoticed by most of the
other critics and scholars. Horn is ‘puzzled’ as to why other critics do
not see the London years as a significant and crucial phase of
Serumaga’s ‘development’. By its solitary nature, stand-up is a baptism
of fire, for a performer, and has links to key traits in Serumaga’s plays
that have their roots in the revue and stand-up routines. It is more
important, however, at this stage to reiterate the hands-on training,
contacts, business, publicity and self-promotion that were gained in the

London years. It is there, too, at venues including London’s Royal

'® According to Serumaga’s good friend David Rubadiri, the entire second half of this novel was lost by
the publisher, Heinemann, and it had to be rewritten by Serumaga.

' Horn, Andrew, ‘Individualism and Community in the Theatre of Serumaga’, in Frances Harding
(ed.), The Performance Arts in Africa (a Reader), New York and London: Routledge, 2002, p. 98.
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Court Theatre, where creative individuals from Africa and other parts
of the Commonwealth, such as Serumaga, found a home away from
home. For Serumaga, a personal quest had consciously begun. He
embarked on a journey in search of his voice, culture, tradition, and to
unlearn what Christianity and western education had turned him into
and he comments on these issues in the interview with Okot p’Bitek.
‘When I was at school’, says Serumaga, for instance, ‘there was always
a certain kind of furtive shame when one was placed face to face with
one’s culture.”*® The London years can also be regarded as years of
‘homework” in artistic and idiomatic terms, the quest for self-
awareness and creative voice. But this creative voice was rocked by a

key cataclysmic event in his home country.

‘Things fall apart’

A year after his stay in London, then Prime Minister Milton Obote
stormed the palace of the Kabaka of Buganda, Sir Edward Mutesa, and
overthrew the Kabaka, who was not only the King of Buganda but also
the president of the federal state of Uganda. Obote abrogated the
constitution, banned the monarchy in Buganda and elsewhere (mostly
in the south), usurped total power and declared Uganda a republic, with
himself as President. This was a brutal and tragic change. As
Serumaga’s son, Kalundi states: ‘The now familiar methods of state
repression were brought to bear [...] To many, Serumaga included,
these developments came as a profound shock.”' To Serumaga and
his fellow artists who were grappling with the aesthetics and nature of
whatever genre they had embraced, in particular the theatre, the role,
function and concerns of the Ugandan writer were about to change.
They were now to be defined by their response to Obote’s 1966 coup

and the devastating hegemony that

i Serumaga, Robert, ‘Interview with Okot p’Bitek’, in Cosmo Pieterse and Dennis Duerden (eds.),
African Writers Talking, London: Heinemann, 1972, p.152.

! Serumaga, Kalundi R., ‘Silenced Voices and Hidden Legacies: Robert Serumaga and the Abafumi
Theatre Company’, p. 12.
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came with it. It was their responsibility as artists to cry out against it. It
should be noted, in parenthesis, at this stage, that there is a context to
the calamities of 1966 and one has to delve into the history of Uganda
and Buganda for that. But, activism and even innovation had now
become a defining characteristic of the writing. The idiomatic modes
and some of the varied, innovative, artistic tools, would — to a
significant extent — be dictated by the need to evade the censor but cry
out against the inhumanity that had now become the norm, particularly
after 1966 (or arguably 1965). This was all because of one man, Milton
Obote, who held the reigns of power in 1966. 1965 is encased in many
people’s minds in Buganda because of the Nakulabye massacre, the

first pogrom with Obote’s signature on it.

The Political History of Uganda
Buganda, the powerful Kingdom from which the country (Uganda)
derived its name, had been an autonomous entity for over 500 years
before the occupation by the British. So, too, were a number of other
Kingdoms and various, different entities that together with Buganda
were to eventually become what would be designated as Uganda by the
colonial masters, in this case: Britain. >

By 1862, when Europeans first set foot on Buganda’s soil,
Buganda not only had its own monarchy, but it also had the Katikiro or
Prime Minister and the Lukiiko, which was the equivalent of a
parliament; in short, an entire sophisticated system of administration.
There were monarchies in other areas in the predominantly Bantu
south, such as Bunyoro and Ankole. The term Bantu is a linguistic
grouping. *> Among the different Bantu peoples the word for person

will vary from muntu, to mutu, mundu and so on, hence the

*? Historian M.S.M. Semakula, Kiwanuka discusses the early years at great lengths, the arrival of the
missionaries, the chartered companies such as the Imperial British East Africa (I. B.E.A), see: 4
History of Buganda (From the Foundation of the Kingdom to 1900); London: Longman Group Ltd.,
1971. So, too, have other historians such as Samwiri Rubaraza Karugire.

3 If one drew a line diagonally that cut Uganda into two through the Congo to the west all the way up
to the Atlantic Ocean and did the same to the east through Kenya up the Indian Ocean, with very few
exceptions one would be mapping what may well be termed as Bantu territory. It is an area that would
start there then go south of the Equator all the way down to the southern tip of South Africa.



designation: Bantu.** As for Buganda, it was not always in an
‘enviable’ position; a lot of the power it had amassed, in terms of
territory for example, had been incremental and it came at the expense
of the rival Kingdom of Bunyoro or Bunyoro Kitara. To ensure its
place with the dawn of imperialism, and to counter bigger threats (as
M.S.M. Semakula Kiwanuka tells us) from as far away as Egypt,
Buganda would enter into an agreement with the British as early as
1894. By virtue of that agreement, Buganda would be a protectorate
and not a colony, as was the case with neighbouring Kenya or
Zimbabwe for example. To the Baganda, this was a pragmatic and
strategic engagement. They also thought, albeit mistakenly, that they
were signing as allies and equals. Although they would enjoy a unique
position, it was one they would have to fight to maintain. This, they
certainly did, for example alongside their much loved Kabaka, Sir
Edward Mutesa, who was exiled (1953-1955) by the then Governor
Andrew Cohen after saying no to an East African Federation.”

Uganda is, in fact, a comparatively recent construct. It did not
exist, not even on paper, until 1885, the year of the Berlin Agreement.
Only a few years earlier, Europe had been opposed to the acquisition of
colonies, but with the Industrial Revolution, an unprecedented search
for raw materials as well as wider markets, colonial acquisition become
the order of the day. Colonies had finally begun to make sense and the
colonial powers did not want to tramp on one another’s feet or walk
into each other’s spheres of influence. It is in Berlin that the carving
and partitioning of Africa by the West reached its first, high

watermark.

* Related as they are these are languages and not dialects. Their reduction by colonial masters and
scholars to dialects is a reflection of the same mind-set that reduced those various autonomous African
nations and their inhabitants to tribes. The Spanish language for example is not Italian let alone
Portuguese for that matter. In relation to Uganda the Bantu south may share certain similarities but they
are far from homogeneous and as far as the north goes the languages, the languages in the north and
the south, are as different from each other as English is different from Russian for example.
»What that example illustrates is that (Sir) Edward Mutesa and the Lukiiko had those hundreds of
years as a people, a kingdom and a nation whose relationship with the colonial masters was not always

an amicable one.
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Sir Edward Mutesa provides a vivid picture of the partition, the
haste, the greed, the lack of care and understanding that would to this
day, cut families into half with an uncle in Kenya and a cousin in
Uganda, for example: ‘It is easy to see the difference between the
wavy, wriggling, natural boundaries of Buganda and the man-made
straight lines of Uganda.” *® The arbitrary nature of the boundaries had,
in the case of Uganda, put the north and south together in a way that
was bound to lead to problems. Many observers have noted, Phares
Mutibwa included, that the people of the north had linguistically and
culturally a lot more in common with Southern Sudan than with almost
every Ugandan south of Lake Kyoga.

In addition, those various nations, peoples and entities were now
concomitantly reduced to tribes, thanks to the colonial masters.”’ As
Sir Edward Mutesa notes: ‘I have never been able to pin down
precisely the difference between a tribe and a nation and see why one
is thought to be so despicable and the other is so admired.” ** Mutesa
knew the word tribe was simply a colonial way of stripping people of
their worth and sophistication. Within a few years of his accession to
the throne this ‘tribesman’ would encounter the brazen face of
Governor Cohen. For the ‘offence’ of standing up for his people and

democratic values, Mutesa would be exiled for two years. **

Colonial Administration

How did the British administer these recent acquisitions and how were
the acquisitions effectively occupied? Phares Mutibwa, Samwiri
Rubaraza Karugire and other scholars point to indirect rule, which

gave the British a degree of invisibility and created the illusion that

2% Mutesa II, Kabaka of Buganda, Desecration of My Kingdom, London: Constable Press, 1967. p.57.
*"The word tribe after all can be used with reference to a not fully evolved people, it can also be used as
a reference to people as well as beasts, it can also among other things mean a people who are yet to be
exposed to literacy even as a concept. Interestingly, at least according to the Collins dictionary. the
Afrikaners are not categorised or described as a tribe, is it maybe because of their European origins?

** Mutesa 11, Kabaka of Buganda, Desecration of My Kingdom, London: Constable Press, 1967. p.59.

% “He drew from under his blotter the papers which withdrew recognition from me as Native ruler,
flimsy typewritten sheets already signed, and handed them to me (Italics mine).” Ibid. , p.121.
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nothing had changed. They were also extremely good at pitting one
group against another. M.S.M. Semakula Kiwanuka gives a harrowing
account of Captain Lugard and the Church Missionary Society,
Captain Lugard’s Maxim gun, together with a standing army of about
8, 000 Sudanese mercenaries that were put to good use in the early
1890s, in the decimation of the Catholic Baganda, and the way the
Protestant minority eventually came to wield the reigns of power over
the majority Catholic population. They also subcontracted their key
subjects, the Baganda, to effectively subdue a number of the areas in
the rest of Uganda that were not yet effectively occupied. They
operated by dividing and ruling, and by exploiting vulnerabilities and
accentuating differences. Buganda for instance was assisted with arms
and ammunition to ward off its ancient rival Bunyoro. But even
internal differences among the top Baganda elite were exploited in the
name of effective occupation. Buganda certainly did not endear itself
to a number of its neighbours due to its sub-contractual role in that
process.

Not long after independence, that same role would be cynically
exploited to rally a lot of the Ugandan ‘supra-nation’ against Buganda.
And to justify the excesses that would be meted out to the Baganda, in
the name of nationalism — a nationalism that was uncannily similar in
method, to the classic, British divide and rule — but this time the

enemy would be the Bantu south (Buganda, for the most part).

Independence: The Unholy Alliance

Buganda had a special place that was enshrined in law in the
Constitution that was agreed in 1962. That Constitution was a
patchwork quilt, with Buganda at the centre. It entered into the
postcolonial times almost as a state within a state, with a choice to be
or not to be a part of Uganda. The Baganda had fought for that position
through their numbers as the single largest people, through their
economic muscle. All through the mid to late 1940s and the entire 50s,
through the Kabaka, the Lukiiko and the entire populace, the Baganda

had fought long and hard, and the colonial master was getting weary,
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hence the enshrinement in law of Buganda’s unique and distinctive
position. Enshrined in the Constitution, was their Federal status. Most
of the West enjoyed a quasi-federal status; some parts of the North in
particular were entirely under the central government. It is important to
point out that the British did not impose this ‘quilted’ constitutional
arrangement, and some Baganda even opposed it. Notably, one of the
‘other’ Ugandans who supported this arrangement was none other than
Milton Obote.”” Obote pledged to protect Buganda’s distinctiveness
and soon swore to uphold the Constitution. The Baganda rallied behind
Obote in the name of a ‘sacrosanct’ political alliance between his
Uganda Peoples Congress (U.P.C.) and Buganda’s Kabaka Yekka
(K.Y.) at the time of the elections that preceded independence.
Subsequent elections saw Obote become Prime Minister of the country
and Sir Edward Mutesa, the Kabaka of Buganda who Obote ‘lured’
into standing for the ceremonial head of state, the first, and for over 30
years, the only president who had ever been elected by the people.”’
Nothing the Baganda had done, not even the ‘sins’ of their
history and grievous political mistakes (such as the trusting of Obote),
would prepare them, and more important, justify what would be
unleashed on them in the ‘powder-keg’ that postcolonial Uganda

would turn into under Dr. Apollo Milton Obote.

Buganda Under Occupation
As Phares Mutibwa observes, ‘The irony of our recent history is that

the agonies to which people have been subjected often did not start

3% According to Phares Mutibwa, a man who maintains exemplary courteousness and a judicious
distance, Obote’s boyhood years were spent as a goatherd. Born in Northern Uganda in 1923 a Langi,
(in other words as a Langi by tribe) Obote was among other things closer to the Acholi his tribal/ethnic
neighbours. Both the Langi and the Acholi, are on the northern side of that linguistic and cultural
divide that was discussed earlier). By all accounts Obote would go far beyond those humble origins.
He would go on to study at the prestigious Busoga College Mwiri, and in fact Makerere College,
though for some reason, he never finished. The doctoral designation, that would ‘preface’ his name for
years, was in fact an honorary one.

3! It should also be stated that the alliance between Obote’s U.P.C. and the Baganda also came about
due to a religious divide between Protestants and Catholics, differences between the Kabaka: Sir
Edward Mutesa and another Muganda: Benedicto Kiwanuka — a Catholic — the head of the
Democratic Party (D.P.) who when the 1962 elections were held found himself without a seat in the
Parliament. But the loyalty to the King among the Baganda meant that even most of the Catholics,
ended up voting for the U.P.C. and K.Y. alliance.
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with the arrival of the colonial masters but with their departure in the
1960°s.”** Mutibwa is not denying the colonial signature that is
patently inscribed in the postcolonial tragedies and even genocide
whose seeds were planted during the partition, colonial conquest and
rule. He is talking about the appalling scales of these postcolonial
atrocities that make a lot of the men and women in the city streets and
village arenas, ‘long’ for the colonial times in various countries. This,
of course, is a result of ‘dogmatic’ postcolonial nationalisms and
principles to which the leaders themselves pay token attention to or
mere ‘lip-service’, as they march forward to becoming life-Presidents,
for example, without remembering the irony of the monarchies they
emasculated or annihilated and the opposition leaders they detained,
exiled, or murdered. Consequently, the people sometimes ‘forget’ the
wrongs of the colonial masters, if, for no other reason, to avoid
deflecting any of the blame that squarely lies on the shoulders and
bloodstained hands of their postcolonial rulers.

Obote was one such ruler. He knew that on the verge of
independence he was entering into an alliance fraudulently. His goal
was to eliminate Buganda. He scuttled that alliance only two years
after independence and hoped to unite the rest of Uganda against the
Baganda. His alliance with the army, an army that would become
increasingly ethnic and patently northern Ugandan, would be displayed
in 1965. Obote’s ‘nationalism’ was indeed an ethnic one. His goal was
to demonise and isolate the Baganda and unite as much of the rest of

the country as possible, against the Baganda of course.

A Place Called Nakulabye

32 Mutibwa, M. Phares, Uganda Since Independence: A storv of Unfulfilled Hopes, London: Hurst and
company, 1992, (Preface) p. ix.

That is a painful observation to come to terms with and its irony is inescapable. Particularly, coming as
it is from a scholar who is anxious, like most of us, to avoid saying what could be misconstrued as an
endorsement of the colonial era, let alone seem to swallow ‘our” afro-nationalistic pride, particularly in
a forum of that nature.



The first recorded pogrom was at Nakulabye, a suburb of Kampala. At
the time Obote was Prime Minister the army (which he had
deliberately courted from a very early time) fell under his jurisdiction
and command. Rose Mbowa, whose writing is characterised by a
meticulous care, judgement and scholarly distance has commented thus
on the Nakulabye massacre: ‘In 1965, his soldiers proceeded to murder
innocent Baganda school children and civilians on the outskirts of
Kampala’. >

The ‘offence’ was to have protested over a referendum that had
not gone Buganda’s way over certain counties that had ‘changed
hands’ (towards the end of the 19" century) which in Ugandan
parlance, are referred to as the ‘lost counties’. By 1964 the alliance that
brought Obote into power was over. 1964 was also the year of the
Nakulabye massacre. Two years later, Nakulabye would become a ‘dry
run’ compared to the massacres that began with the battle of Mengo in

1966. Obote would usurp total, absolute power in 1966 and turn
Uganda into a Republic. Henceforth, the name Buganda disappeared
from the map of Uganda. This is a period that would be characterised
by a costly and never-ending reconstruction, force, and propaganda, to
consolidate Obote’s hegemony.

Obote’s ‘accession’ to power in 1966 was the most tectonic,
tragic event and experience since the attainment of independence. The
Kabaka of Buganda, Sir Edward Mutesa, had put up a valiant fight
with the few men and weapons that he had when Obote’s troops
stormed his palace at Mengo. He survived the onslaught, escaped, and
sought asylum in England where he lived in abject poverty, in an East
London flat. Sir Edward’s life ended in, that, his second exile, in

November 1969, only three years after he fled ‘Obote’s’ Uganda.**

33 Mbowa, Rose, ‘Artists Under Siege: Theatre and the Dictatorial Regimes in Uganda’, in Eckhard
Breitinger (ed.), Theatre and Performance in Africa, Bayreuth: Bayreuth African studies, 31, 2003, p.
125. Mbowa curiously places the massacre in 1965, virtually all the other sources say 1964.

¥ In an interview conducted in London with a member of the embalming ‘team’ that worked on the
remains of Sir. Edward Mutesa, it was revealed that close members of the family asked that the casket
taken to Kensal Green cemetery for the funeral would not contain Mutesa’s remains. for fear of
vandalism or similar acts, ordered and sponsored by Obote. Their fears apparently turned out to be true,
continued on next page
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The gross violations of the Baganda, the erosions of their
humanity, the delegitimisation of their monarchy, their culture,
naturally precipitated a gulf between Buganda and the rest of the
country that Obote now headed. The same is true of most of the Bantu
south. But it was in Buganda that a full-blown ethnic binary eame into
play. But again, that does not mean that the rest of the southern part (or
the Bantu-south as opposed to the Nilotic north) where both Obote and
Amin incidentally hailed from, was spared of being turned into a
scapegoat — a la Buganda — and indeed demonised and othered by
Obote and his henchmen. As we have seen, this is a period that would
be characterised by a costly and never-ending reconstruction, force and
propaganda to consolidate Obote’s hegemony. The indignities are too
many to bother going through, but they include pogroms, detention
without trial, emergency laws and forced exile.

All it took to offend then was simply to be a Muganda, be
mistaken for one, or sympathise with the Baganda. Obote’s
entrenchment project was an ethnic one to its very core. Every
Ugandan had the freedom to be whatever they ethnically were except
the Baganda who could not be both. Where the Baganda had seen
difference as diversity, others saw inequality. Where they saw the law
as sacrosanct, Obote saw it as something to transgress and only evoke
when it came to Buganda, which was kept under the yoke of an
emergency for virtually all Obote’s first tenure in office.

In years to come, specifically 1980-1985 after a gerrymandered
and rigged election,®® Obote would return to power and excel himself
in that and other aspects of that heinous entrenchment project. The
massacres that had been unleashed on the Baganda in Nakulabye,
Mengo and other areas would now look tame and civilised compared to
what befell the Baganda especially those in the famous Luwero

Triangle where a lot of the second liberation war (1981-1986) to

and their measures proved a lot more than prudent because the grave was indeed raided but the remains
were safely locked away in a morgue somewvhere in London. Such was the depth and callousness of
Obote’s hatred for the King and the Baganda.

3% See Mutibwa, M. Phares, Uganda Since Indeperdence: A Story of Unfulfilled Hopes, London: Hurst
and company, 1992, pp. 138-143.
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remove Obote and his supporters out of office was staged. The pretext
of the war gave Obote a golden opportunity to finish what he could not
have finished in his first ‘reign’ (1966-1971): the annihilation and
subjugation of the Baganda and any like-minded southerners,
particularly the Banyankole. Mutibwa draws our attention to a piece of
graffiti inscribed by an Obote soldier presumably after a massacre at a
place in the Triangle or the killing- fields of Obote’s return to power:
‘Killing a Muganda or a Munyankole is as easy as riding a bicycle’.*
Incidentally, the soldier in question made sure to attach his ‘Acholi
name’ to a statement that needs no elaboration except that these were
the fruits of the epistemic seeds planted in Obote’s first tenure of
office. Obote had not changed. Now, though, he had the cover of the
‘fog of war’ and a license to kill.

Mutibwa cites an estimated figure of 300,000 dead and half a
million displaced. Those conservative figures, tell the grim tale and
dramatic toll Obote’s second tenure in office took among the Baganda.
And Mutibwa’s colleague at Makerere University, Samwiri Lwanga-
Lunyiigo, sums it all up starting with a reminder of Obote’s purpose:
“To bring down the proud Baganda to their hobbling knees and he
[Obote] succeeded with a vengeance unprecedented in African
history— possibly only equalled by [Cambodia’s] Pol Pot.”*” Both
Obote and Amin managed — if nothing else — to make the equally
untenable and catastrophic period of colonial rule look like the blessing
that it actually never was.

To leap all the way to Obote’s second tenure is something that
could not merely be done in parenthesis or in a footnote or two. The
point is that the Obote who returned into power on the 10" of
December 1980 was very much the same Obote (1966-1971) except
worse, and he had the excuse of an insurgency to enable him to fulfil a
heinous project, one that he would have entertained and savoured in his

first reign, which had thankfully ended with his overthrow, by Idi

* Ibid.. p. 159.
¥ Ibid.,



Amin, in January 1971. Many of the men and women, who died
fighting for his cause (during his second tenure of office) had been
weaned, well bred, and conditioned on that epistemic ‘staple-diet’ of
pernicious ethnicity and propaganda that eventually acquired a
genocidal magnitude as we have seen in the graffiti and the
conservative numbers of the displaced and the dead.

Obote’s second tenure, though chronologically beyond the
boundaries of this study, has to be examined if, for no other reason,
because for far too long, there were many who justified and
rationalised that hegemony that began in the mid 1960s and was
terminated in 1971. So the decision to leapfrog over the 1970s, which
are a very crucial part of this study, is to equip the reader with
unequivocal proof of a geopolitical history that sometimes turns into a
geological project; because for far too long Obote’s othered and
mythical bogey-men, the Baganda, though incontestably victimised
and violated, were the ones who were blamed for what happened to
them. One therefore must dig deeper than the myths turned into
wisdom in order to get to the bottom of the question of the Baganda
and Obote’s post-Independence Uganda. There was a surreal kind of
denial of the hegemony and rampant inhumanity in the years that
marked Obote’s first tenure of office, (officially May 1966 to January
1971). President Yoweri Museveni, in Obote’s hometown of Lira
would talk about Obote and Buganda from 1966 through to the coup of
1971, in terms of ‘the wrath, hatred and curse of the Baganda which

are still haunting him and following him’ beyond his grave.’®

1di Amin Dada

There was a cruel irony to the end of Obote’s first reign. The man who
took the presidential oath after the coup was well known to Obote: Idi
Amin, Dada. This was the same Amin who had led the attack on the
Kabaka, Sir Edward Mutesa’s palace at Mengo on the 24™ of May
1966. At the time of independence in 1962, there had been army

*¥ Ibid., p. 60-61.



officers, such as Major Katabarwa, who had far more education than
Primary Two, which is all Amin had acquired by way of formal
education, apart from the military knowledge he gained in the Kings
African Rifles and, subsequently, the Uganda Army. Like Obote, Amin
was from the north, not from the Bantu south, and his lack of formal
education made him something of a ‘toothless bull’, to be perhaps
coveted by any hegemonic leader who, for obvious reason, had to be
aware of the risk of a military coup. But Obote had even boasted of his
invulnerability to the then relatively new phenomenon of military
coups. He who had ruled by the gun though, was about to fall by the
same gun.

Amin’s genocidal rule is not ‘contested’ or questioned either by
the people or the academy in general. A substantial part of it will
emerge when the ‘story” of Ugandan theatre is told and in the analyses
and examinations of the dramas of those turbulent times. Suffice it to
say, though, that at 3:45 pm on the 25" of January 1971, Obote’s
overthrow was followed by a euphoria that in Buganda could only have
been paralleled by the return of Sir Edward Mutesa from colonial exile
in 1955. The celebrations though, were not confined to Buganda.
Prominent politicians such as Matyansi Ngobi, Grace Ibingira and
Balam Kirya, who had spent years at Luzira Maximum Security
Prison, came from other parts of the Bantu south where people

celebrated as well.

The End of the Honeymoon

Idi Amin’s eight-year rule was soon to be characterised by an
unprecedented  genocide. Amnesty International and other
organisations estimate that anywhere between 300,000 to half a million
Ugandans died under Amin’s reign of terror. That genocide, would
only be rivalled during Obote’s second tenure, most of which was
confined to Buganda, particularly in the ‘famous’ Luwero Triangle.
Amin’s genocide began well before the general population knew about
it. It was initially confined to the north, as in Obote’s home area of

Lango, among the neighbouring Acholi and in the various military
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barracks, but it did not take long for it to spill over and spread
throughout the country, and the implications would be dire and tragic
for the populace and the artists, particularly those in the theatre. The
playwrights eventually realised that no amount of masking was enough
to obscure their exposés of the spine-chilling nightmare of the killing

fields of Idi Amin’s Uganda.

The History of Uganda’s Theatre

For the purposes of the period of this study it is important to remember
that the focus of this thesis is on the earlier Obote period (1966-1971)
and the Amin years. It is under the earlier Obote that the Class of 68
wrote a lot of their earliest work. The designation, Class of *68, is in
part due to the ‘arbitrariness’, convenience, and inevitable need for
labelling, but it also has to do with the theatrical responses of
Serumaga and his peers, to the hegemony of a man (Obote) who seized
absolute power in 1966. If their plays are a portrait of the human
condition, it is an unquestionably sad, pathetic and tragic one. They
diagnose, interrogate, and expose a ‘life’ not unlike one under an
occupation. But their own society itself is not beyond reproach or even
complicity in its tragic plight. It is also important to note that even in
Obote’s first tenure of office (1966-1971) it was not only the Baganda
who cried out against Obote’s inhumanity and hegemony, the political
detainees mentioned earlier did so, as did a number of writers, such as
Okot p’Bitek and playwright John Ruganda. And humanity, common
decency, principles and freedom, were some of the major concerns at
the centre of the creative axes of the class of "68 regardless of which
part of the country they were from. It is also equally important to
mention that from around 1968 all the way to 1978 Uganda was to
witness an unprecedented quantity as well as quality of drama that has
yet to be matched or surpassed. Thus Serumaga and his class of 68

constituted the Golden Age of Uganda’s Theatre.

Theatrical History and Evolution



But first, what is Ugandan theatre? Is it advisable to assume that
whatever Ugandan theatre 1s should simply be taken as a given? That
too, is a legitimate question to ask. It may even be necessary to make a
distinction between theatre and drama in this respect, as in production
and authorship, or with regard to theatre purely as a script. A
production and performance of Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice, as
was the case at Makerere in 1929 for example, is Ugandan as far as
geography, casting and so on, but however Ugandan it may be
theatrically, it is author-wise, not. An adaptation of the same play,
subsequently produced in Uganda, will be classified as Ugandan, but it
will still be an adaptation. The designation could very well be
determined by originality.

Is, whatever passes for Ugandan theatre though, the same thing
as Uganda’s theatre? In the ‘looser’ sense that scholar and critic
Andrew Horn for instance uses it, which is also the chosen one here,
Uganda’s theatre and Ugandan theatre are taken to be synonymous
with one another. To be ‘Ugandan’ may have more to do not just with
originality, even though that is a big part of it, but with the form, the
idiom, the thematic concerns and content of a given work. Uganda’s
theatre could otherwise be read as a more encompassing designation;
one that acknowledges the plurality of peoples and their differences. It
is, after all, in many ways a regional affair with Buganda eventually
becoming so dominant, production-wise that it is not unusual for
people to wonder whether the National Theatre may in reality better be
described as Buganda’s as opposed to Ugandan. That, though, would
be to exclude talent from other parts of Uganda, people such as John
Ruganda, whose glowing contribution is an inalienable part of the
Golden Age and the Ugandan canon. Even so, given the predominant
duality of that theatre linguistically, as in Luganda and English, is it a
regional theatre that is also concomitantly national? The answer to that
is, yes, as long as national 1s not read as something to do with state
sanctioned.

What about the nationality of the author? Is that all we actually
need to know in order to decide? Take The Black Hermit (1962) by
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Ngugi wa Thiong’o for example, a play that was in fact written to
celebrate Uganda’s Independence and is indeed usually cited as an
example of the very first, full-length, indigenous drama in Uganda
(that happens to have been written in English, of course). Sometimes
the boundaries have to wither away, and in this particular case, the
focus has to be on the play as an important landmark in Ugandan
theatre as well as that of East Africa at large.

National designation of a play or a theatrical experience as
Ugandan, regardless of the language, the criteria for designation, has to
do with the citizenship (whether blood-based or acquired), the
geographical and birthplace of the author, as well as thematic concerns
or subject matter, idiom, etc., As far as productions go, anything that is
produced in Uganda is a Ugandan production but that does not turn it
into a Ugandan play or drama.

What about the production of Ugandan plays abroad? A quick
answer is that their nationality does not change. What may be more
interesting in this respect is the question of a Ugandan playwright in
the diaspora.’® It is probably better left to the artists to decide how
they designate themselves in this respect. This could very well depend
on how the artists in question view their work as well as themselves, in
national or in fact post-national terms.

Whatever one does or says it is important to be cautious of ‘all-
encompassing’ assumptions. The Ugandan theatrical scene, at perhaps
its most crucial and formative stage, was not only multicultural but
also a multiracial and multinational ‘enterprise’ (multinational here is
not used in a corporate sense). To be terribly rigid is to risk the danger
of ignoring the vital contributions made to the Golden Age of Ugandan

Theatre by (people such as) the poet, actor, director and academic,

3% But this is more of an issue now (far much more than in the period of this study) given Uganda’s
predominantly unsavoury history particularly from independence till 1986, or even beyond that for
some Ugandans. What happens to a Ugandan who ends up in the diaspora, or one that is born and bred
there, for example? How is one going to classify their work in this regard? It will probably become
even more of an issue for those Ugandans and other Africans who may ‘shy’ away from issues of
nationality in these increasingly post-national times.



David Rubadiri, or Josephine Baker and David Cook, founders of the
celebrated Makerere Free Travelling Theatre, for example.

In an essay entitled: ‘Ugandan Poetry: Trends and Features
(1965-95)*", Ernesto Okello Ogwang begins by raising some
‘converging’ or shared concerns. He alerts us to the inherent danger of
assuming a given ‘tradition’, which we would then have to designate.
He also seems to point to the totalisation that would be implied by the
equating of Uganda, in geographic terms, to a literary tradition and the
foreclosure on exploration. He cites Adrian Roscoe’s book Uhuru's
Fire, specifically Roscoe’s ‘discussion of the song school of poetry
under the rubric of, not the Ugandan [which it ostensibly should be],
but the East African song school of poetry.” The point is, as Ogwang
notes that the so-called song-school was predominantly Ugandan, as
opposed to East African. And furthermore, ‘East Africa [as a concept
or an entity] is so taken for granted [by Roscoe] that it is not
questioned.”*' Ogwang’s insightful concerns, though addressed to a

different genre, are just as relevant to drama and the theatre.

Theatre and Uganda

Perhaps the first thing that one would note in this respect is the alien
nature of the theatre as a cultural sign in the colonial days. When
Western theatre first set its feet on Ugandan soil, it was alien in both
form and content. Those early years began with a 1929 production of
Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice at Makerere University that
eventually led to a mushrooming and diversification of theatrical
activity in most of the urban centres of the country. That activity
though, at least for the most part, was largely confined to the expatriate
community and, to an extent, the Ugandans of Asian origin. It appears
that even after the opening of the National Theatre in Kampala in 1959,

the few indigenous groups that existed could only access the venue ‘on

“ Ogwang, Okello Ernesto, ‘Ugandan Poetry: Trends and Features (1965-95)", in Eckhard Breitinger
(ed.), Uganda: The Cultural Landscape, Bayreuth: Bayreuth African Studies, 39, 1999, pp. 113-132.
! Ibid.. footnote 1, p. 113.

It may have to be left to others to probe all these concerns and questions more deeply but they are
important concerns, and at the very least, necessary to bear in mind.



Saturday afternoons when the white expatriate audience were still out
on the shores of Lake Victoria [...] and only too often their
performances were cut short to make room for the Asian and white
theatrical groups.’** In spite of that observation, most commentators
also note the positive contributions of both the expatriate and Asian
communities in those early years, towards the theatre in Uganda. Those
contributions and activities in the 1940s were mostly in the schools and
colleges, as opposed to Makerere itself. Either way, apart from the
plays by and for the Asian community, the theatre, at this time, was
also an alien sign in linguistic terms since as Rose Mbowa has noted
‘To speak the vernacular, play or dance to the traditional drum were
punishable by manual labour [Italics mine]’.*’ So, to put it very briefly,
both language and culture were under siege in the schools and churches
(too) — the two places — where the dramatic form was first

encountered by many a Ugandan.*

Linguistic Duality

From the very beginning, the use of indigenous language —
particularly the use of Luganda — in the theatre, was at least partly, a
protest. It can certainly be read as an attempt to radically
interculturalise and indigenise the theatre as a cultural sign. But it was
also a democratisation of a medium that would otherwise have been
elitist, purely in terms of its audiences. Wycliffe Kiyingi, Byron
Kawadwa, the other playwrights, actors and directors changed that by
ensuring that a wider audience would from henceforth find a home in
the various venues. Language, specifically the use of Luganda, was to

become a characteristic trait of Ugandan theatre, alongside English; of

*2 Breitinger, Eckhard, ‘Popular Urban Theatre in Uganda: Between Self-Help and Enrichment’, Cited
in Kalundi R. Serumaga’s unpublished essay: ‘Silenced Voices and Hidden Legacies: Robert Serumaga
and the Abafumi Theatre Company’, p. 3.

“ Mbowa, Rose,” Artists Under Siege: Theatre and the Dictatorial Regimes in Uganda’, in Eckhard
Breitinger (ed.), Theatre and Performance in Africa, Bayreuth: Bayreuth University, African Studies
Series, No. 31, 1994, revised and enlarged, 2003, pp.124-125.

* It is tempting to extend this narrative, but the rest of the relevant history of the theatre will be
addressed in Chapter One.



course, they would both become the two sides of the theatrical
linguistic coin.

Wycliffe Kiyingi is an important figure in the history of Uganda’s
theatre. Kiyingi revealed in a recent interview that he started writing as
early as 1947, during his secondary school years at King’s College
Buddo.* He cites King’s College and its Inter-house Drama
competition as a big part of his initiation into dramatic dialogue and
storytelling. Interestingly, especially in this context (of inter-
culturalisation and indigenisation of the theatre as an alien sign), he
also extols his father’s contribution and inspiration as a storyteller par
excellence.

During the colonial days, a process had started on the road to an
epistemic eviction, and construction of a colonial and religious subject.
[t did not take long for the people to agonise in suspended animation
between two binarised worlds of their tradition on the one hand; and
the ‘West’s’ language, religion and culture at large, on the other. The
literature and theatre that was to counter or mirror that postcolonial
condition has led the scholars, Helen Gilbert and Joanne Tompkins to
invoke Stephen Slemon’s words and observation about the postcolonial
creative sign as ‘a form of cultural criticism and cultural critique: a
mode of dissidentifying whole societies from the sovereign codes of
cultural organisation, and an inherently dialectical intervention in the
hegemonic production of cultural meaning.’46 The tension, conflict,
and hypocrisy, entailed in what, for many, became a harmonisation of
the irreconcilable, and for the most part, mutually exclusive worlds (for
those who chose to adapt); and in Uganda, it would be captured as
Mbowa points out: in Wycliffe Kiyingi’s first full- length play, Pio
Mberenge Kamulali (1954).

Pio Mberenge Kamulali premiered in 1954, in the Kampala

suburb of Mengo. (Incidentally Mengo was also the seat of the

* Interview conducted by myself in January 2004, at Kiyingi’s home in Mutundwe, on the outskirts of
Kampala.

0 Cited in Gilbert, Helen and Joanne Tompkins, ‘Post-colonial Drama: Theory, Practice, Politics’,
London and New York: Routledge, 1996, p. 3.



Government of Buganda as well as the palace of the Kabaka or King of
Buganda). The author himself directed it, under the auspices of his
Company: the African Artists Theatre Association.*’

The eponymic protagonist, Mberenge, was an actual chief among
the Baganda, who found himself profoundly torn between the
monotheistic and monogamous demands of Christianity, on the one
hand; and on the other: his ‘pluralistic’ marriage to his four wives;
together with his allegiance to the Gods and customs of his people. Pio
was his adopted/Christian name. Kamulali is also the Luganda word
for pepper. So a combination of Mberenge — his indigenous self —
and the newly acquired name, Pio is bound to result in a pepper-filled,
burning mouth, a hot and lethal, uneasy, and chaotic result.

Mberenge is faced with an intricate dilemma. His embrace or
conversion to Christianity brings with it a kind of censorship that turns
his lifestyle into a schizophrenic duality and hypocrisy. In the public
eye he is a Christian. In the safe confines and closed doors of his
homestead, Mberenge then ‘husbands’ his four wives, tends to the
ancestral spirits and to the pantheon of indigenous gods. This is a
lifestyle that is replete with conflict and the newly converted chief is

deeply mired in it. It is also a conflict and reality that is as relevant

today as it was in 1954 when Kiyingi’s play had its premiere.

Indigenisation of the Sign

Mberenge was one of the earliest plays written by a Ugandan and in an
indigenous language. The theatrical genre or idiom itself, starting with
the script, was a definitely new and alien aesthetic. But performance
itself, and role- playing, could rightly be described as far from alien.
Scholars, Rose Mbowa, Margaret Macpherson and a number of other

commentators (Serumaga included) have all, in their individual ways,

%7 The actor, Dan Zirimenya, later popularly known as Mwami Kyesswa, who was to become a legend
in his own lifetime, thanks — at least in part — due to a Kiyingi Television Series, Nebuba Enkva
Nebuba Egulo (As- it- Was in the Morning so- it- is- in the Evening), was in the cast for the premiere
of Kiyingi’s first full-length play. So, too, was Kezia Nasejje; also later popularly known as: Elivania
Agaati, who was to garner her fame in the same series as the ubiquitous actor and Pastor’s son: Dan

Zirimenya.



talked about this alien-ness in form and content, too, as well as the
indigenous parallels.

Mbowa in particular, identifies some indigenous forms of
performance that shared a kinship with the theatre. It is those forms of
orature, such as, storytelling, legends, myths, ritual, music, song,
poetry, and even more oral forms/genres, court performances for
example — that included dance though not confined to it — in
Buganda, to which Serumaga, Kawadwa, Kiyingi, and many others
would turn. This was the source of their struggle to understand and
indigenise — to interculturalise the theatrical sign — in a truly radical

postcolonial spirit, with a youthful optimism and inexhaustible fervour.

Syncretism and Intertextualisation
Any discussion of the theatre’s taking root on Uganda’s soil, at least in
the early stages, will almost inevitably involve syncretism and
intertextualisation. Intertextualisation ‘knows’ neither time nor place
and it does not always necessarily involve another culture. To
understand, attempt to indigenise, to interculturalise the essentially
Western sign that the theatre was in its very beginnings is to engage in
a negotiation of sorts. Intertextualisation, and syncretism in particular,
are an inevitable part of both result and process of indigenisation of the
theatre as a cultural sign. To syncretize is, after all, to combine what —
in this case — appears to be an alien or Western form with indigenous
‘potentially’ and inherently dramatic forms, from a culture where
scripted drama was not even a concept in the pre-colonial times. That
is a very conscious negotiation, one that was to yield spectacular
results in a phenomenally short time. However radically one seeks to
transform that sign, as the emerging playwrights try to discover their
distinct, individual voices and master their craft, the question of
influences becomes important. And it is definitely a salient feature of
the plays of the early days and the Golden Age itself.

As time went on, of course, there was more and more originality
as well as masterly of the craft in general. It is also no wonder that

adaptations such as 7he Trick (1965) by Erisa Kironde, an adaptation
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of J.M. Synge’s Shadow of the Glen, and Julius Nyerere’s Swahili
translation of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar (1965) are cited by many as
examples of the various negotiations that took place through most of
the 1960s. Byron Kawadwa’s Luganda translation of Moliere’s The
Miser, entitled Sitakange (1969), is yet another example of the
syncretising process and negotiation entailed in the early years. There
were, of course, many playwrights who began by plunging straight into
their own myths and legends, and their names and work will be cited at
a more appropriate time. The point to note in addition is that influences
are not necessarily negative, they do not always inhibit originality, and
they are inevitable. They are also always at play, consciously or
unconsciously. Moliere, Synge, Yeats, Beckett, Osborne, and Fugard,
seem to be the playwrights whose work had a tangible and fruitful
impact, in intertextual terms, among the class of ’68. Though not cited
by most, Athol Fugard, in particular his play The Bloodknot (1961),
which was produced in Kampala in 1968, could well be the single
playwright who influenced most of the Class of *68, especially those
who wrote in English, in particular, Robert Serumaga and John
Ruganda.

On the popular theatre front, the ubiquitous Katoto and Kapere
characters; two sides of the same coin — a commedia character a la
Moliére, are yet another example of the fusion, the inter-culturalisation
and indigenisation of the theatrical sign. The two farcical characters
first appeared in the popular didactic skits produced by the Department
of Social Welfare in the 1940s. But these ‘negotiations’ are not
necessarily always a guarantee of success, not even among those who
were close to or ultimately mastered their craft in this, the most

difficult perhaps, of all literary mediums.

Censorship, Protest, Resistance

In 1966, the history of the nation was about to dictate the tone,
content, and significantly the chosen idioms and their signification in
Ugandan drama. It is important to note, even in parenthesis, that

censorship was not a new thing. As Mbowa has pointed out, ‘Political



repression relative the artist [and the entire society goes as far back as]
1893 [with the advent] of British rule in Uganda.”** Censorship was
therefore not new. She goes on to note, for example, that ‘Christian
missionaries discouraged and suppressed indigenous performance art
practises which they labelled uncivilised and pagan.’* Entire aspects
of culture such as the Ndongo (Wedding) dance had been proscribed
among the Baganda on the basis of what they perceived to be
immorality. To Governor Harry Johnston, for example, the
offensiveness of the contentious Ndongo dance was not only confined
to the performance arena; it inspired and spawned, even more blatantly
‘immoral’ acts that were simulated in the performances. The churches
subsequently ‘threatened to suspend any member who performed it.”*’
The Anti-witchcraft law of 1912, as Mbowa goes on to note, followed
the proscribing ot the Ndongo dance. All through this process the
Christian missionaries and the colonial government clearly worked
hand in hand. What they characterised as witchcraft was, in fact, the
indigenous religion, otherwise known as Lubaale, among the Baganda.
And what they deemed to be primitive and egregious was, more often
than not, the encoded mores, values and practices, with which society
was bound together and lubricated with, which probably explains why
they were not necessarily as successful as they would have wished to
be in stamping out these practices.

It would be wrong, though, to underestimate the effects of this
epistemic violence and the wounds and scars that followed it. This
colonial zeal and missionary fervour to destroy a lot of what defined
the Baganda as a people, was, perhaps even more evident in the
schools. Kalundi has observed as follows: ‘In the schools, new

“traditional” costumes were designed [...] to replace the actual dress of

* Mbowa. Rose, ‘Artists Under Siege: Theatre and the Dictatorial Regimes in Uganda’, in Eckhard
Breitinger (ed.), Theatre and Performance in Africa, Bayreuth: Bayreuth University African Studies
Series, 31, 1994 (revised and enlarged) 2003, p. 123.

“ Ibid...
% Ibid.,. p. 124.



the people, which was considered indecent.””' The repression was not
confined to the sartorial arena, any ‘traditional songs and dances were
adjusted’ for example, if they appeared to have ‘sexual or heathen

’
overtones’.”?

This humiliation, repression, alienation, and
ideologisation in the name ot Christianity and Western values did not
go unnoticed by future artists, such as Wycliffe Kiyingi. Indeed
Kiyingi’s very first play Pio Mberenge Kamulali which was discussed
earlier in this Introduction, was to turn its critical gaze on the
hypocrisy, contradictions and dilemmas, experienced by some of the
early converts. That Kiyingi chose to write in Luganda was, in and of
itself, a laudable accomplishment; considering that language was one
of the sites on which the ferocious process of epistemic eviction took
place. The true national languages for a long time (even after
Independence, unfortunately) had been relegated to vernacular,
forbidden and outlawed in schools and colleges. For Serumaga and
many others who were educated at the time, the difficult process of
self-reclamation, in linguistic and cultural terms was to define a
significant part of their early creative writing years.

[ronically though, Makerere was an exception to the linguistic
hegemony of the colonial masters. From the very early days in 1946,
Makerere had a Department of Sociology and a lot of research was
being carried out with regard to aspects of indigenous Ugandan culture.
Rather than discourage students from embracing their cultures and
traditions, as Macpherson puts it, ‘We required our graduates to be
literate, numerate, and to know about the cultures of their continent.’>*

Independence [as was pointed out at the very beginning of this
section] would soon be followed by the unrelenting, panoptic glare of

the state. The struggle to indigenise the theatre as a cultural sign was

soon replaced by a more monumental one. Artists, who had embraced

*' Serumaga, Kalundi R, ‘Silenced Voices and Hidden Legacies: Robert Serumaga and The Abafumi
Theatre Company’, p. 10.

“1bid...

2 Macpherson, Margaret, ‘Makerere: The Place of the Early Sunrise’, in Eckhard Breitinger (ed.),
Uganda: The Cultural Landscape, Bayreuth: Bayreuth University, African Studies Series, No. 39,
1999, p. 24.



their creative pursuits with unfettered passion, as they strove to come
to terms with their craft and idiom in the different genres of choice,
soon found themselves forced to look at signification as a survival kit.
Their art first, under Obote (1966-1971), and then Idi Amin (1971-
1979), was now ‘forced’ out of an attempt to understand, to cry out
against the evils of the day. Those were the conditions under which
their art managed to surface. That art would also (rather ironically
perhaps) reach its zenith in a dramatically short time, in the Uganda of
Idi Amin. Artists had a responsibility to communicate as well as to
survive the censor and indeed ‘cling’ to their lives. Amin’s tyrannical
‘reign’ happens to constitute most of the period of this study. Indeed,
exile or death became the norm for many, including the ‘offensive’

artists.

Serumaga Comes Home

Serumaga officially returned to Uganda in 1967. This was a very
different Uganda from the one he had left in 1959, when he went to
pursue his University education at Trinity College, Dublin. Gone was
the monarchy, and with it, Sir Edward Mutesa, the Kabaka of Buganda.
Obote’s infamous, ‘pigeon-hole’ Constitution was now the law of the
land.”* In other words, illegality and hegemony, the irrationality of it
all, had become sacrosanct, and were now enshrined in ‘law’.
Buganda, the region, together with its name, could no longer be found
on the map of Obote’s Uganda. The Baganda and their sympathisers
were still nursing their wounds, mourning their dead, and branded with
physical, psychological, and psychic scars. While virtually all the other
Ugandans were free to be what they were in the dual, ethnic and
national sense, this is a luxury that the Baganda could not enjoy. A
full-blown ethnic binary, in which the Baganda were the enemy, was
now the official policy. Obote was now well on his way to a physical

and epistemic goal of subjugating the Baganda. A state of emergency

> Many commentators, including Phares Mutibwa have noted Obote’s furious and vengeful,
hegemonic anti-Buganda feelings, behind this document as well as the irony of Parliament’s lack of a
say in what was to become the law of the land.
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was now the norm in the arbitrarily partitioned and, to a degree,
administratively effaced region formerly known as Buganda.
Serumaga’s artistic concerns and the burdens he shouldered were a
direct result of this strife and inhumanity. His artistic idiom and
perhaps even the genre of choice (drama), to an extent at least, were
both more than likely dictated by the cataclysmic change, emergency
laws, and censorship, which all the artists sought to evade, without
compromising their responses to the reprehensible hegemony.

On his return to Uganda Serumaga had a very productive time.
‘Serumaga began working as a Sales Executive in the British owned
Uganda Company, which he would stay with until the late 1970s,
eventually rising to a senior managerial position.”> This is certainly no
surprise, considering his Economics training at Trinity College. But
Serumaga also became a Senior Fellow in creative writing at Makerere
University, and it was there that two of his plays were written: 7he
Elephants and Majangwa.

In December 1968, Serumaga played the role of Zach, in Athol
Fugard’s two-hander, The Blood Knot. He played the Professor in
Soyinka’s The Road, in February 1969, and George in Edward Albee’s
Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf. All these productions took place at
Uganda’s National Theatre. Serumaga’s love for, and skill in acting
would serve him well in his own material and more than likely,
complemented and enhanced his directorial abilities. Margaret
Macpherson described him as ‘a dominant figure on the stage with a
splendid voice and a considerable sense of timing.”*

Theatre Limited produced those three productions, and at least
two of Serumaga’s own plays. Serumaga was not only a very
instrumental, and a founding member of Theatre Limited; some
attributed the entire idea of that almost professional company to him.

In an article, co-written by Serumaga and Janet Johnson, Johnson

%% Serumaga, Kalundi R., ‘Silenced Voices and Hidden Legacies: Robert Serumaga and the Abafumi
Theatre Company’, p. 3.

5 Macpherson, Margaret, ‘Plays and Peoples: An Examination of Three Ugandan Dramatists: Byron
Kawadwa, John Ruganda, Robert Serumaga’, Workshop Paper No. 4, The Writer and Society in Africa,
Makerere Golden Jubilee Writers Workshop, University of Nairobi, 1974, p. 14.



writes: ‘From the start, Mr. Serumaga has been the inspiration behind
the venture: his knowledge and love of the theatre and his business
instincts give the company a sound basis.””’

It is fair to see even in this very ‘venture’, some of Serumaga’s
theatrical legacy from the London days, whose impact, according to
Horn, is not given the emphasis it deserves. In addition to playing the
title role in his third, and the last of his scripted plays, Majangwa,
Serumaga also directed it. But Majangwa was the last of Serumaga’s
plays to be produced under the auspices of Theatre Limited.

In 1972, convinced that Theatre Limited was not an adequate
vehicle for his unprecedented plans, vision and strategy, he launched a
theatre school as well as the Abafumi (Storytellers) Company. That
story will be told in chapter five. With the launching of the Abafumi
Company, Serumaga was to excel in artistic innovation and
experiment, cementing his almost single-handed contribution to get
Uganda and East Africa onto the theatrical map. Again, this is a
journey that had its beginnings in Trinity College, in London, too, and
finally back home in Serumaga’s Uganda. But it all began with his
novel, Return to the Shadows (1968). **

Return to the Shadows must be read as an exposé of a traumatic,
contemporary, postcolonial history. It is also an important text in terms
of Serumaga’s artistic journey in search of a literary medium and an
aesthetic as he responds to the atrocities visited upon his people;
atrocities which would become the norm and not the exception,
through both Obote’s and later, Amin’s reigns of terror.” And

Serumaga’s role and function as a writer, from his earliest work and

°7 Serumaga, Robert and Janet Johnson, ‘Uganda’s Experimental Theatre’, Afiican Arts, 111, 3, Spring
1970, p. 54.

5% Written in 1966 and published in London: Heinemann, 1968 (AWS 54) and Exeter NH: Heinemann
Inc., 1969.

3% Again, the period of study here is 1968-78, which covers both, Obote’s hegemonic rule, and Amin’s
genocidal grip.
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only novel has to be seen as synonymous with that of a witness and
town crier.®’

Set in a thinly veiled Uganda (Adnagu), Return to the Shadows
unfolds right after a military coup, the protagonist (Musizi), escapes
from the city and returns to his home village, only to find that the
rampaging soldiers have raped his mother. As Kalundi rightly
observes: ¢ Shocked, [Musizi] resolves to stop running away [to] return
to the city [Kampala] and do something about the whole situation.”®’
That decision to act in response to the continuing tragedy under a
hegemonic regime is not a casual one and it says a lot about what
Edward Said would call the ‘strategic location’ of the author.®* This is
an allusion to the author’s omniscient voice in my understanding and
more difficult to decipher in drama as opposed to fiction. It is
important to bear the authorial stance in mind in light of the
scholarship on Serumaga’s writing heretofore. As Horn observes:
‘Serumaga has often been bitterly criticised for an apparent lack of
social commitment and political concern’® in his work. This is an
allegation that does not seem to be borne out by the evidence. And
both — those that praise him as well as those that abhor him through
that categorisation — seem to be, respectfully, off the mark.

There is certainly a lot more to say about Return to the Shadows,
Musizi, the protagonist, Serumaga’s strategic location, and the myth of
what Horn calls ‘a radical individualism tending distinctly towards
solipsism’.®* The importance of the novel in this context lies in the
aesthetics, the signification, and in its content — as testimony of

Serumaga’s role and function as a writer — which, naturally spills into

% In this he is no different from, for instance, his fellow playwright from South Africa: Athol Fugard in
the face of apartheid. Nor is he any different from his fellow Ugandan playwrights such as Byron
Kawadwa, John Ruganda, and virtually all the other members of the Class of ’68.

% Serumaga, Kalundi R., ‘Silenced Voices and Hidden Legacies: Robert Serumaga and the Abafumi
Theatre Company’, p. 12.

62 Said, Edward. W, Orientalism, London: Penguin Books, 1978, p. 20.

% Horn, Andrew, ‘Individualism and Community in the Theatre of Serumaga’, in Frances Harding
(ed.), The Performance Arts in Africa (a Reader), New York and London: Routledge, 2002, p. 97.

* Thid p. 97.
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his plays. Return to the Shadows ‘strikes themes and rehearses

narrative forms which deeply inform’®® the two plays that followed it.

Playwright
Serumaga is credited with a total of five plays written in the space of
approximately seven years. His very first play, 4 Play, though written
in 1967, was not published until 1971. 4 Play was first produced in
1968; The Elephants (1969); Majangwa in (1971); followed by Renga
Moi (The Red Warrior), 1972, and Amayirikiti (The Flame Tree), 1974.
Simply put, these plays are a response to Obote’s hegemony and
Amin’s megalomania and genocide. But they must also be seen in the
context of a journey, a quest for an African aesthetic. There are aspects
of intertextualisation and syncretism, particularly in the first two,
which must be seen, at least in part, as the early stage of that journey.
For Serumaga, the casting off of Christianity and Western culture was
not a blind, wholesale, ideological process. He used whatever suited
his needs and the influences were many and diverse and went way
beyond the West. After a trip to Manila in 1971, for example, where
Majangwa was performed in the Third World Theatre Festival,
classical Japanese elements would be put to work in subsequent
productions. As Margaret Macpherson states: ‘on his return [...] he
immediately incorporated some of the new ideas he had come across
into a revised version of Majangwa.’®® Incidentally, the ‘revision’,
here, appears to be a reference to the production as opposed to the text.
But Serumaga was clearly fond of experimentation and innovation, so
it would not be surprising if both production and text were to him, far
from sacrosanct, but in fact malleable and open candidates for his
restless mind. Indeed, as Macpherson says in the same paragraph, ‘He
[Serumaga] is an articulate thinker on the theatre arts and his boundless

enthusiasm embraces continually new experiences and new

% Ibid., p. 103.

Macpherson, Margaret, ‘Plays and Peoples: An Examination of Three Ugandan Dramatists: Byron
Kawadwa. John Ruganda, Robert Serumaga’, Workshop Paper No. 4, The Writer and Society in Africa,
Makerere Golden Jubilee Writers Workshop, University of Nairobi, 1974, p. 14.
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experiments.”®’ Nowhere, perhaps, would Serumaga’s zeal, be more
palpably evident than in the non-dialogic plays, Renga Moi and
Amayirikiti, which followed Majangwa. But in examining those non-
dialogic plays (particularly Amayirikiti) a virtually wordless play,
Constantin Stanislavski, and perhaps, to an extent Jerzy Grotowski,
cannot be overlooked as influences, even though these plays evidently
show a Serumaga at his most original and African self. That said, the
biggest ‘influence’ on Serumaga is clearly his own heritage. As
Serumaga himself states; ‘Ritual dances of birth, circumcision,
marriage, war, victory, death and even resurrection, have been the
fountain of Africa’s aesthetic inspiration.’®® Herein lies a clue as to
how the best and most successful of Serumaga’s plays, though literally
‘mired’ in the burning issues of his country, transcended those very
issues, and provided something for anybody that cared about humanity
and art.

And while obvious to some, in the context of Serumaga’s work,
social or political commitment is curiously non-existent, to a vocal
number of critics.”” Serumaga’s focus on the individual can be read as
a paradigmatic portrayal of Buganda. If insanity, for example, is
epitomised in an individual, as is the case in Serumaga’s 4 Play and
The Elephants, can we not read that as a concern for society, instead of
what Nazareth describes as ‘a non-political approach [...] a lack of

50970

sensitivity to what is going on’?"" Whatever ‘is going on’ for

Serumaga seems to be very different to what Nazareth has in mind.”’

%7 Macpherson, Margaret, Ibid., p.14.

% Serumaga, Robert and Janet Johnson, ‘Uganda’s Experimental Theatre’, Afiican Arts, 111, 3, Spring
1970, p. 52.

% Peter Nazareth and Chris Wanjala, ‘lambaste’ Serumaga for his obsession with the individual, and in
Wanjala’s case, Serumaga’s (obsession) with Buganda. It is not very useful to plunge into a
deconstruction of their views at this time, but the evidence points more to an activism that probably
goes against Nazareth’s ideological grain, or simply escapes his critical attention.

7 Nazareth, Peter,” East African Literary Supplement’, Joliso. 11,1, Nairobi, 1974, p. 13.

See Nazareth’s remarks can also be found on the same page.

7" In fact Peter Nazareth, rather disparagingly perhaps. dismisses Serumaga on the grounds that
originality is not one of his virtues. Nazareth makes other allegations that should be taken seriously but
may make themselves vulnerable to a Derridean deconstruction. But this is not necessarily tantamount
to a dismissal of Nazareth’s contribution to the arts and letters on the East African scene at large. His
views on the role of a writer and the question of commitment in postcolonial Africa for instance, which
continued on next page



Horn, on the other hand, at least for a moment, seems to revel in
what he perceives as Serumaga’s ‘radical individualism, tending
distinctly towards a solipsism, which characterise all his central

A
<

.
characters.’

Theoretical Models, Critical Strategies

A thorough examination of Serumaga’s work, together with a
substantial survey of the Golden Age of Uganda’s Theatre in general
(1968- 1978), can best be served by historicizing and, therefore,
contextualising the work in question. And, when one opts to analyse
and discuss any work primarily through a postcolonial as well as
poststructuralist lens, historicizing is a necessity whose value cannot be
overemphasised. This is arguably more relevant in postcolonial
analyses than it is to the poststructuralist ones in general. A
postcolonial position, reading or critique is, among other things,
patently historicist. In an albeit conceptually different way (perhaps),
the poststructuralists also share a significant relationship with history
— one that is equally necessary and one that certainly complements the
postcolonial critical framework of this study.

It is almost impossible in this process to avoid thinking, at times,
about Adorno, and his views on poetry after the Holocaust.”” The
magnificent dramas of the period in question came out of a tragic
irony; tremendous pain and tragedy under Obote’s hegemony and
Amin’s genocide. But whether we are discussing the Holocaust, the
killing fields of Uganda, or those savage and ghastly horrors of
Rwanda, it becomes important to remember that the perpetrators are
the only beneficiaries from our failure to speak of these unspeakable

atrocities. Almost all the work of the Golden Age playwrights was

he first spelt out in Transition Magazine are relevant even today and would certainly spark vigorous
debate.

See: Nazareth, Peter, ‘The African Writer and Commitment’, 7ransition, Vol. 4, Number 19, pp. 6-7.
? Horn, Andrew, ‘Individualism and Community in the Theatre of Serumaga’, in Frances Harding
(ed.), The Performance Arts in Africa (a Reader), New York and London: Routledge, 2002, p. 97.

¥ See Adorno, Theodor, ‘Cultural Criticism and Society’, in Prisms, Cambridge Massachusetts: MIT
Press. 1981, p. 34.
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written and produced in those years that we have to revisit in order to
get to the bottom of their signification. But our obligations also have to
be weighed against the role and function of a critic. It is therefore
equally important, as much as one humanly can, not to let any empathy
that one may have for the artists, diminish one’s scholarly distance, or
blunt one’s critical faculties.

My own inclination to refer to the period of study and
characterise it as the Golden Age for instance is something I arrived at
long before I was exposed to anything that Andrew Horn has to say
about Uganda’s theatre for instance. I was heartened by the fact that
Horn has designated the same era in much the same way. Horn must
have come to that conclusion by way of a hypothesis, not empathy or
sentiment, and, eventually, the plays and playwrights made their case.
It is in much the same way that I too seek to make a forceful case for
the plays of that unprecedented period in the theatrical history of
Uganda, a period whose sheer volume and quality has not been
replicated since. My emphasis is, of course, on Robert Serumaga, but
this is not, where possible, to the exclusion of the others that
contributed significantly and indelibly to the Golden Age of Uganda’s
Theatre. I have also designated playwrights and others of the time as
the Class of ’68; this should not be read as a veiled salute to
poststructuralism. It just so happens that Byron Kawadwa’s play,
Serwajja Okwota (The Lean Dog Which Came to the Fire), opened in
Kampala that year. In many ways that marks the tangible beginning of
what was to become a phenomenal period for Uganda’s theatre.

The nature of the critical paradigm/s chosen may raise additional
questions and, perhaps, even concern. I therefore feel compelled to
share some reflections on the two primary methodologies chosen. But
first some clarifications have to be made specifically with regard to
critical methodologies and intellectual positions.

More often than not, the line between intellectual positions and
analytical tools is far too blurred to warrant any distinctions between
the two. But the different tools we deploy in critical analysis and

cultural theory are products of conceptual frameworks distilled from
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and formulated by a variety of intellectual positions. These multiple,
intellectual positions are far from homogeneous. Theorists, scholars
and critics, have been known to borrow, share or use critical tools
associated with an intellectual position/s to which they do not
subscribe.*So, to that extent, tools are therefore detachable and even
interchangeable. A close reading of a work does not turn an avowed
poststructuralist like Spivak into a formalist. Incidentally, among other
things, Spivak comes across as someone who ‘suffers’ from— what
may be designated as an aversion for or intolerance to the ‘diagnostic’,
interrogative and ‘symptomatic’ approach of New Historicism— as
‘professed’ by Louis Montrose, Alan Sinfield, Richard Greenblatt and
others.”” But their critical practice intersects by way of that
ubiquitously used term: deconstruction. It is therefore possible to talk
about a New-Historicist deconstruction as well as a feminist-materialist
one, for example. But to talk about a poststructuralist deconstruction
would be described as tautological. I do not say this to advocate or
defend the purists or those who may wish to draw an indelible line
between intellectual tools and critical methodologies.

Deconstruction, particularly when alluded to in conjunction with
the ‘predicated’ terms différance and aporia,”® functions both as a
critical tool and a form of analytical inquiry. It can be subsequently
argued that more often than not, in criticism, to distinguish between
intellectual positions and analytical tools is not unlike the separation of
form and content in a work of art, a task which may not be altogether
helpful in reading Beckett for example.

An intellectual position is a point of view that has as much to

do with whatever is being discussed as well as a reflection of a way of
thinking. Those views, positions or standpoints are tied to theoretical

anchors. In terms of performance analysis or representation,

™ The preponderance of the semiotic terms, signifier and signified or signification for example, does
not necessarily connote an allegiance to saussurean linguistics or structuralism.

7> See Spivak, Chakravorty Gayatri, The Post-colonial Critic, Sarah Harasym (ed.), New York and
London: Routledge, 1990. See Chapter: ‘The New Historicism: Political Commitment and the
Postmodern Critic’, pp. 152-68.

' Will be explained at a more appropriate moment.



intellectual positions are not only a reflection/encapsulation of our
concepts and philosophies, they also colour, shape — if not determine
— our critiques, be they of performance or culture. They faint the
critical tools or the devices we deploy, in other words. Even if we insist
on polarising thought and device as a result of that kind of
entrenchment with regard to the question of essentialisation in this
context, a postcolonial reading of any work, for example, regardless of
which methodological, critical or analytical tools it employs, will share
an a priori kinship with other postcolonial analyses.

That kinship will be manifested in history, for example, in the
aspects of it that the anti-colonial critical gaze must of necessity focus
on for example. History here can be contextual as well as thematic. It
can also be a distancing device through which artists can address the
burning issues of their day. In that sense, the historical is in effect the
ostensible concern of the artist, and the critic together with the
audiences, are expected to be able to discern and read that history as an
encoded or encrypted present day reality. Yet another example of the
kinship that postcolonial analyses share in the form of history is from
Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth. Fanon’s emblematic ‘man
of culture’ has an inalienable responsibility: ‘to use the past with the
intention of opening up the future as an invitation to action and a basis
for hope.””’

Fanon’s words can be read as plea or, in fact vision, of a
palpable activism in relation to the role and function of a writer. They
could be read by the postcolonial critic as a kind of primer for the
writer’s utilisation of ‘the past’ or history, for the ethics and aesthetics
of resistance. Stretched to their logical conclusion, they imply a brutal
commitment on the part of the artist who may inevitably trade the pen
or keyboard for battle fatigues at some stage in the struggle. In Fanon’s
view, ‘the past’ is evoked or revisited not so much to take us on a

bucolic trip down memory lane through an archive or a museum, but

""Fanon, Frantz, The Wretched of the Earth, Preface by Jean Paul Sartre, Constance Farrington (trans.),
London: 1963, p. 187.



for the express purpose of making us peer into the ‘future’; and
fuelling the anti-colonial struggle in the face of a dehumanising,
untenable, despair. Even in those few words of Fanon’s, we can begin
to see a possibility of that kinship that all postcolonial analyses share.
That kinship will also be manifested in the thematic concerns they
prioritise — the mirroring of that untenable, catastrophic, inhuman
condition under colonialism for example — in the aesthetics, as well as
the activist role and function of the artist. However loose it may be,
there is a kind of standard operating procedure in postcolonial thought
and critical practice.

Let us not forget either that we are, after all, simply discussing
ways of reading, analytical modes, interpretation — what Anthony
Appiah would call ‘an epistemology of reading’.”® To muddy the
waters over semantics in this respect may be intellectually justifiable
but it could also be, respectfully, characterised as counter-productive.’”

I now wish to turn to the second of the primary critical
methodologies employed in this thesis: post-structuralism. I should
also state that the primary methodology is postcolonial. How though,
does it complement the postcolonial position in relation to Serumaga’s
plays in particular as well as the Golden Age of Uganda’s Theatre in
general? It has been reiterated already that history enables us to
contextualise, to read and decode the signification and the work. The
poststructuralists also share a significant relationship with history —
albeit in a conceptually different way— one, that is equally necessary,
and certainly complements the postcolonial part of the critical

framework of this study. Before we look at the relationship between

o Appiah, Anthony, ‘Topologies of Nativism’, in Julie Rivkin and Michael Ryan (eds.), Literary
Theory: an Anthology, Malden Massachusetts (USA) and Oxford (UK): Blackwell Press, 2001, p.955.
A postcolonial position, analysis, technique as it applies to any given work implies certain things about
how, why, and where the critical gaze will focus for example, where the emphasis will be laid
thematically. aesthetically, narrative devices the artists will deploy.

"This is not to say either that postcolonial readings of the same work will be carbon copies of each
other, related as they might be. That would be too simplistic. Ngugi wa Thiongo and Chinua Achebe
will not look at a W.B. Yeats poem or play, or Yeats the man for instance, in exactly the same way
either, even though they all operate from within the same postcolonial paradigm.
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poststructuralism and history however, there maybe good reason for
adumbration.

The world of poststructuralist thought and knowledge — much
like the postcolonial one — is also one of polarities as opposed to
binaries, necessarily. So it is possible to modify our initial position by
saying that critical tools and methodologies are not always
synonymous with each other, but it is also equally true that they are,
depending on the context/ the degree or parameters we are using.
Deconstruction is a tool in so far as our ability to detach it from the
poststructuralist ‘kit’ and apply it even if we do subscribe to a different
intellectual position such as New Historicism or Cultural Materialism
for example. Essentially, though, it is a tool that cannot escape from
the poststructuralist mould in which it was cast.

Deconstruction is simply a way of reading. The more literally one
reads the better. Gayatri Spivak mentions this so much that there would
not be much reason in citing a specific source for it. Spivak’s use of a
deconstructivist analytical approach is also important in this context
because she is clearly postcolonial. It is, in much the same way, that
this thesis combines the postcolonial and the poststructuralist as
complimentary tools in the critique of Serumaga and the Golden age of
Uganda’s Theatre. Inherent, too, in deconstruction is the tension
between the ostensible and real, and the assumption that a text always
betrays itself. And if we read closely and focus on seemingly little
things, we are able to eventually tease out and indeed see, among other
things, what is left out, otherwise known as Aporia or absences. Those
absences are not necessarily a bad thing; they could actually be a
tribute to a text. There is also a cardinal deconstructivist view that no
one, the author included, has a monopoly over meaning. That does not
mean we should give up trying to stabilise the meaning for ourselves,
of whatever it is we are pre-occupied with.

In addition, deconstruction is almost by definition prone to a
deconstruction itself, rooted as it is in the language of the text and task
at hand. Deconstruction and poststructuralism at large can be described

as practices in which we accept our own vulnerabilities.
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Deconstruction is, perhaps not always, but can indeed be an affirmative
exercise.

The Derridean deconstructive critical methodology has already
been at work here. We have already teased out and exposed the
unnecessary and counterproductive binarisation of methodological or
critical tools vis a vis intellectual positions that need not be repeated
here. Given the deliberate obfuscation of factual information
concerning Obote’s hegemony in particular, the significance of the
deconstructivist approach in this context cannot be overemphasised.

It is not terribly useful to provide an entire catalogue of what the
deconstructive gaze will focus on; it is after all both an analytical tool
and an intellectual position. Uganda’s history and Obote’s hegemony
have to be deconstructed for what they really are. The contextualisation
that happens in the process helps, in turn, to decode the signification of
Serumaga and his peers, which feeds our understanding of the plays in
question. Critics of Serumaga’s work shall also be read
deconstructively. We shall indeed be able to see what they say and
what may have been left out of their texts and why. We shall combine
both history and context to get to the bottom of the dramatic texts, their
signification and meaning. Incidentally, by combining context and text
we are not necessarily going out of the text and breaking Derrida’s
cardinal rule, ‘/’ll n’ ya pas de hors texte’, which translates as: ‘there is
nothing outside the text’.

Let us now look at history, poststructuralism and
deconstruction. It should also be emphasised that poststructuralism,
like postmodernism, is characterised by an aversion to master, or
foundationalist narratives. History is, therefore, essential but its very
veracity is the first test it must pass. A poststructuralist gaze will
approach or use history in general by acknowledging that it is a
discipline which has been rightly championed, but at the same time
subjected to circumspection and sometimes, outright vilification. This
1s not in any way to diminish the role and magnitude of history. To be
ahistorical is, after all, one of the worst insults that the Academy can

bestow.

46



In what may be described as an eloquent defence and passionate
advocacy of New Historicism and perhaps, arguably, Cultural
Materialism, Louis Montrose has posited that: ‘The post-structuralist
orientation to history now emerging in literary studies maybe
characterised chiastically, as a reciprocal concern with the historicity
of texts and the textualisation of history.”® The ‘historicity’ of a text
takes us back to a certain time/ event or events in the past. The
inscription of those events can be problematic. The historian and those
who cite or use history must be accorded a circumspect reception.
History itself raises questions of historiography and veracity. The
Uganda of pre-1986, all the way back to the Uganda of a great deal of
the Golden Age of Ugandan Theatre (1968-1978) is no exception to
those concerns either. Through whose eyes and mind are we looking at
that history for example? To what extent are they ideologically
interpellated? If they clearly are or are likely to be, to what extent does
that seep into the criticism of Serumaga’s work for example? How can
we tease all that out of their chronicles of Uganda’s history? These
questions shall be discussed at length in the subsequent chapters.

Now, what about those that may have some concerns or even
misgivings about poststructuralism? It is indeed possible to argue, as
some feminists and other scholars have done, that it is incumbent upon
us to exercise some caution in our use of poststructuralist theory on the
grounds that as Albert Memmi has posited: the colonial frame of mind
stays in some form of psychological baggage and residue that
consciously or not still resides in the psyche of even the most fervent
anti-colonials from the West. ‘Conscious rejection does not ensure the
erasure of unconscious attitudes and assumptions which [...] reveal the
refuser to share many of the fundamental attitudes of the class which

has been rejected [Italics mine].”*’

o Montrose, Louis, ‘Professing the Renaissance’, in Julie Rivkin and Michael Ryan (eds.), Literary
Theory: An Anthology, Blackwell Press: Malden Massachusetts (USA) and Oxford (UK), 2001, p.781
8! Cited in Cairns, David and Sean Richards: Writing Ireland: Colonialism, Nationalism and Culture,
Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1989, p. 25.
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That is a warning that should of course be heeded strongly. To
say that is to urge us to exercise a healthy caution in our critical
practice and approach but it is not an attempt to stop or demerit those
of us that find poststructuralism useful. Gayatri Spivak and Edward
Said, two of the leading postcolonial/anticolonial scholars for example,
have also been quite open about their ‘embrace’ of poststructuralism.
Furthermore, both Said and Spivak have expressed their reservations as
well as disagreements with certain poststructuralists and their views,
openly and unambiguously.* So indeed has Homi K. Bhabha, yet
another eminent postcolonial scholar.™

But there are certainly those in Africa and some africanists too,
who will actually go further and allege that the use of poststructuralist
theory smacks of some kind of recolonisation, and an affliction that
could well be described/diagnosed as, europhilia? The West once
again could be said to be holding us in intellectual bondage, through
willingly seducing and enticing us discursively.

Incidentally, 1968 is usually cited as the year of the birth of
poststructuralism. That year, or better still its choice, obviously is
subject to a deconstruction itself if one factors in the problems that
come with periodisation of any sort, given that some of the theorists
had been at work for quite a while before that. What is important to
point out here though is that by the early to late 1960s the European
colonial empires had been virtually dismantled. Was poststructuralism,
then, or even now, an act of recolonisation or neo-colonialism? There
is no evidence to support that assumption. On the contrary,
poststructuralism can be described as congenitally anti-orthodox, anti-
establishment, and without dismissing Albert Memmi’s vital
observation and concern about colonial sedimentation even among the
most anti-colonial Westerners, poststructuralism is as close to anti-

colonial as the West can get.

82 See for example, Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty, In Other Worlds: Essavs in Cultural Politics, New
York and London: Routledge and Methuen, 1987, as well as, Said, Edward W, Orientalism, London:
Penguin Books, 1978.

% See Bhabha, K. Homi, The Location of Culture, London and New York: Routledge, 1994.
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In his book The Location of Culture, Homi K. Bhabha draws our
attention to what seems to amount to a hegemonic insistence to police
cultural discourse. He cites one by the name of C. Taylor in an article
entitled: ‘Eurocentrics Vs New Thought at Edinburgh’ 8 In it, we are
given an interesting definition of ‘larceny’: ‘the judicious distortion of
African truths to fit western prejudices’.85 Clearly, there are those who
definitely have a lot more than just misgivings about poststructuralism
and almost anything Western. But we also have to be careful of over-
zealousness in this respect. We should also recall the differences
mentioned in relation to Spivak, Said and Homi Bhabha. In spite of
that caution and the differences cited by the above scholars, it should
be pointed out as well, that disagreements in principle with the
poststructuralist matrix could, in fact, be ideological. They could easily
and have been known to come out of a ‘rabid” literary nationalism that
may have lived way past its sell-by date, its noble contribution to the
liberation struggle and eternal vigilance in relation to our cultures and
literatures. There is, behind some of those allegations, a kind of
fundamentalist, epistemic, ‘ethnic’ cleansing. Homi Bhabha’s response
the allegation of larceny is incisive and concise, nothing short of

axiomatic:

Are the interests of ‘Western’ theory necessarily collusive
with the hegemonic rule of the West as a power bloc?

Is the language of theory merely another power play of

the culturally privileged Western elite to produce a

discourse of the Other that reinforces its own power-knowledge

; 86
equation?

Certainly, the ‘hegemonic rule of the West as a power bloc” still rings
true. But ‘the language of theory’ is not an Orientalist trope.
Arguments that carry with them a whiff of racism should be identified
for what they are because there is no need to re-inscribe the same
dialectic we are still fighting against. Literary nationalism has no doubt

been necessary and it has contributed very positively on the

 Taylor C., Framework, 34, 1987 p.148-footnote number 9.

%3See (footnote 1 in Bhabha’s Endnotes) in Bhabha, K. Homi, The Location of Culture, London:
Routledge, 1994, p. 258.

%Ibid., pp. 20-21.
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epistemological, pedagogic and cultural fronts, let us not discredit it by
othering the West in much the same way it has othered us through the
centuries. The unnecessary binarisation of knowledge is simply a re-
textualisation or re-inscription of a repugnant dialectic.

[t is important to remember that postcolonial thought and
knowledge is interventionist. In 7he Location of Culture, Homi
Bhabha examines this at great length in the Chapter entitled “The
Postcolonial and the Postmodern (The Question of Agency)”. It is a
search for agency, for an end to the metanarratives in which the other
has been inscribed, perhaps as far back as the first ‘syllable[s] of
recorded time’, ‘enshrined’, marginalized, misrepresented. It is also
equally important to recall that 1968 was the time of the advent of
poststructuralist thinking. Poststructuralism was never a result of yet
another nefarious attempt to concretise Europe’s, or France’s grip on
the empire. Poststructuralism was — much like the postcolonial —
interventionist and, radically so. As we have already observed,
poststructuralism can indeed be described as not necessarily ‘post-’ but
certainly counter-colonial or better still, anticolonial.®*’Rather than
binarising the two, we may indeed find that they complement and even
augment each other perhaps, all the while acknowledging that there are

no differences between the two as already indicated.*®

Structure

The critical methodologies and critical tools, I believe, have been
effectively foregrounded. This postcolonial and poststructuralist
framework is the analytical prism through which Robert Serumaga in
particular as well as the Golden Age of Ugandan Theatre shall be

examined. The key question of solipsism, activism and innovation is

7 It did after all turn a lot of things upside down all the way from the enlightenment and in fact beyond
that to ancient Greece and of course closer to its own time, structuralism itself with regard to Saussure,
Lévi- Strauss and other eminent structuralists. It could also be described as post-Marxist.

% Roland Barthes’ secularist approach to mythology is almost diametrically opposed to — if not
mutually exclusive from — Wole Soyinka’s exegetic, cosmological and spiritual view of mythology
for example and that is of particular relevance to us, specifically in Chapter 4.
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one that will be posed with regard to each and every play of
Serumaga’s. Questions of syncretising, intertextualisation and
synthesizing in the process of indigenising that essentially Western
sign will also be addressed. So, too, will innovation; both in terms of
breaking new theatrical ground and signification as a survival kit in
addressing the evils of the Uganda of his day. Serumaga’s work can be
loosely characterised as being in three phases, the first one being the
first two plays, 4 Play and The Elephants, the second one being
Majangwa, and finally the two, non-dialogic or post-Majangwa plays,
Renga Moi and Amayirikiti.

Chapter One will take a closer look at some of the key players,
the individuals and Institutions whose roles in what led to the Golden
Age, however different or similar they may be, are as vital as that of
Serumaga’s. But, in addition, looking more closely, and with a
chronological historical depth, will also help to further contextualise
Serumaga in the eventual evaluation of his role and contribution to the
period.

Particular attention shall also be paid to the postcolonial, both as
an ethic and aesthetic, in relation to the thematic concerns and
theatrical ‘execution’ and realisation of the work as well as the
syncretic road to originality and indigenisation of the theatrical sign.
The question of commitment, in a Ugandan context will be discussed
in relation to the critical and scholarly reception in Uganda and East
Africa at large.

The plays will be examined in the same sequence in which they
were written starting with the very first one 4 Play in Chapter Two.
Further details will be provided in the individual chapters with regard
to the production history of the plays, but 4 Play first opened at
Uganda’s National Theatre in October 1967. This was to be followed
by The Elephants in 1968, which also first opened at the National
Theatre in Kampala. The Elephants will be examined in Chapter Three.
Majangwa, the most ubiquitously produced of Serumaga’s scripted
plays, also first opened at the same venue in 1971; Majangwa, will be

examined in Chapter Four. Chapter Five will begin with the history

-
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and philosophy of the Abafumi Company, their regimen and training
methods, as well the Abafumi’s ethos and Serumaga’s search and
vision. Serumaga’s fourth play, Renga Moi shall be discussed at length
in this, the final chapter, together with the sixth play, Amayirikiti.
Renga Moi first opened at the National Theatre in 1972, followed by
Amayirikiti in 1974. For both these plays, as well as the first three,
more production details will be provided in the individual chapters.

Before I conclude, I wish very briefly to look at a quotation from
Homi K. Bhabha which illustrates further the inherent danger of
binarising the postcolonial and the poststructuralist, and it is, in fact, a
reference to Frantz Fanon: ‘The body of his work splits between a
Hegelian-Marxist dialectic, a phenomenological affirmation of self and
other and the psychoanalytic ambivalence of the unconscious.”*’In
short, we should not celebrate Fanon and discriminate among his
sources, as in Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche, Lacan and others. We should
also think long and hard before ascribing the eurocentric label to
anyone that may wish to combine the postcolonial with the
poststructuralist when it comes to performance analysis, as Fanon
himself reminds us: ‘The Negro is not. Anymore than the white man.””

Serumaga’s contribution to Uganda’s theatre and its Golden Age
is in many ways unrivalled, based on the volume of output and the time
it was all accomplished. His skill, zeal, energy, and innovation may

have been phenomenal, but it was not always like that.

% See Fanon, Frantz, Black Skin White Masks, Introduction by Homi K. Bhabha, Charles Lam
Markmann (trans.), London: Pluto Press, 1968, p. ix.

% Fanon, Frantz, ibid., p. 231. Perhaps I should add that nothing that is said here should imply that
Hegel, for example should not be problematised with regard to issues such as slavery. See for example
Ngugi wa Thiongo, Writers in Politics, 1% published (1981), (revised and enlarged); Oxford: James
Currey; Nairobi: East African Educational Publishers (EAEP) and Portsmouth (NH) Heinemann, 1997,

p: 8.



CHAPTER ONE

PRECURSORS AND CONTEXT

The saddest thing about theatrical development in Eastern
Africa, has been the fact that the theatre of Europe came to
Africa and established itself in complete ignorance of, and

indifference, to African theatrical traditions.

Robert Serumaga’s assessment of the inchoate phase of theatrical
experience in Uganda and the entire East African region points to a
fundamental flaw, the cognisance of which, would, perhaps have
precipitated an earlier and positive alternative to the Eurocentric
playbills of the earliest companies. That flaw was the virtually patent
exclusion of the indigenous population. There was, however, no flaw
in the British context, since imperialism was based on binarism and
cultural supremacy. The expatriate community’s obliviousness to the
possibilities of, at the very least, a hybridised theatre, that did not
ignore, but instead exploited the wealth of the cultures and mores of
Uganda, could well have delayed the birth and growth of a Ugandan
theatre, a theatre borne out of what Serumaga very interestingly refers
to as ‘African theatrical traditions’— as opposed to a pre-colonial
African theatre. While the theatre did exist, it was different from the
dialogic Western sign form.

Serumaga’s observation reflects Homi K. Bhabha’s claim about
the radical and interventionist nature of both the postcolonial and
postmodern discourses.”> The same of course can be said about the

poststructuralist and postcolonial, in addition, they also share an

! Serumaga, Robert and Janet Johnson, ‘Uganda’s Experimental Theatre’, Afiican Arts, 111, 3, Spring
1970, p. 52,

%2 See Bhabha, K. Homi, ‘The Postcolonial and the Postmodern (The Question of Agency)’, in The
Location of Culture, London: Routledge, 1994, pp. 171-197.
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orientation to history.”> Before it is elevated to the factual realms,
though, history has to be subjected to a healthy kind of pessimism and
meticulous scrutiny. Ingrained in some of that history, are jaundiced
views that ‘spill’ over into the domain of criticism/ performance
analysis. Those, too, call for a deconstructive reading in this, twin
critical strategy.

Much of the focus will be on the literary and theatrical history
and on how the wider historical context plays itself out in the literary
and theatrical arena. Generally speaking, the literary and theatrical
history will be divided into four phases, starting with the colonial era;
prior to Independence (1962). The second phase (1962-1965) covers
the early and relatively stable postcolonial period, one marked by
increasingly burgeoning theatrical activity. Milton Obote’s usurpation
of absolute power, and its artistic implications fall under what can be
designated as phase three (1966-1971) — the final one being the
genocidal years of Idi Amin. The principal focus though is 1968-1978,
the Golden Age of Uganda’s Theatre. Andrew Horn argues, that: ‘The
glow of Ugandan theatre’s Golden Decade had begun to fade well

94
before’

1977. In fact, according to Horn, the fading process had
begun as early as 1973. But the years 1977 to 1978 are, in my view, far
more important as they mark the end of an illustrious period of theatre
history that had embraced an alien sign, and by indigenising it, had
invented something new.

On the theatrical front a number of institutions such as Makerere
University, the Uganda National Theatre and Cultural Centre, Theatre
Limited, Ngoma Players, and other companies would play a decisive

role in the process that led to the Golden Age. This process was

multicultural, multiracial and multi-national. As was noted in the

% Some postmodernists, though, would characterise poststructuralism as yet another example of
foundationalist, master narratives.

% Horn, Andrew, ‘Uhuru to Amin: The Golden Decade of Theatre in Uganda® in H.H. Anniah Gowda
(ed.). Essavs in African Literature. Mysore, India: Centre for Commonwealth Literature and Research,
1978, p. 45.

Incidentally, Horn’s decade is, technically, almost two decades, since it starts with Uganda’s
Independence (Uhuru), in 1962 and ends in 1978. This though is not held against him, but in this thesis,
a decade is assumed to be a total of ten years.



Introduction, their patrons were enthusiastic, loyal and diverse
audiences, that included Ugandans of Asian origin, indigenous
Ugandans as well as expatriates and Africanists, much like the theatre
companies themselves.

Those unfamiliar with Uganda may wonder about the Ugandans
of Asian origin. As a community, they first set foot on East African
soil towards the end of the 19" Century. The British brought them as
indentured labour for the building of the Uganda railway. Phares
Mutibwa has noted that with the completion of the job in 1901 the
majority of them returned to their homeland (India) but close to 7,000
opted to stay and were soon joined by other fellow nationals. As
Mutibwa observes: ‘news of the immense [economic] opportunities
[...] caused a further Asian influx’.”” By 1972, when Idi Amin stripped
them of everything they owned including citizenship, the community
numbered 50,000. That also marked the end of Ugandan-Asian
participation in the theatre, either as a community or in terms of
individuals. Expatriate involvement would also peter out during
Amin’s genocidal rule. The Amin years were ones of deterioration,
decay and chaos.

That woeful period is also, at least in part, the explanation for the
appalling lack of archival material, not just on the early years but all
through the 1960s and 1970s. Serumaga’s eldest son, Kalundi was to
experience that appalling absence of material in 1988, soon after his
appointment to the artistic directorship of Uganda’s National Theatre
when he tried to find information on his father and his theatre company
as well as Kawadwa and his company. In Kalundi’s words: ‘One of the
first things I did on taking up office [...] was to seek out the File
Index.” He goes on to note, ‘I marked on the Index list the files that I
wanted and asked the Secretary to retrieve them [...] from the

registry.” Kalundi subsequently discovered that ‘there were no files, in

% Mutibwa, M. Phares, Uganda Since Independence: A Story of Unfulfilled Hopes, London: Hurst and
Company, 1992, p. 92.



£.°% To tell the theatrical story of

fact, there was no registry to speak o
those times, the secondary sources that exist through the work of
scholars such as Joanna Kamanyi, Margaret Macpherson and Rose
Mbowa, as well as on the oral histories of the survivors of the period as
primary sources. The absence of production dates, venues, cast lists,

etc., casts an anecdotal spectre over much of the work done heretofore.

Beginnings

Formed by a number of expatriates before the Second World War, the
Kampala Amateur Theatrical Society (K.A.T.S) is possibly the earliest
theatre group to be founded in Uganda. Joanna Kamanyi cites A4
Phoenix Too Frequent by Christopher Fry, The Mikado, as well as
pantomimes such as Mother Goose for instance, as predominant on
their playbills. Every now and then, however, they had room for
‘serious’ dramas, such as Tennessee Williams’ The Night of the
Iguana. The K.A.T.S performed in an exclusive club but they were
active contributors to the building of the National Theatre (1959) and
their membership gradually became more diverse. Their activities
continued till 1972, but they would cease, like almost everything else
that the expatriate community was involved in, soon after Idi Amin
usurped power.

It is clear from their choices that the expatriate companies such as
K.A.T.S. did not really have the indigenous Ugandan in mind. It is
easy to say that though, and forget that there were no indigenous plays
at the time of their companies’ inception, nor were there any
indigenous playwrights.

The Ugandans of Asian origin were equally important in those
pioneering days. Performing in Hindi as well as Gujarati was the
Parimal Art Academy, which according to Kamanyi was a professional
company. Kamanyi also lists the Goan Amateur Music and Dramatic

Society who performed in English. A teacher, actor, producer and

% Kalundi R. Serumaga, ‘The Arts; Slaughter House Or Graveyard’, (pp. 1-2); for (online version) see:

www.Sablemagazine.com)

56



playwright, Ganesh Bagchi (born in 1924), wrote most of their
material.”’ The Kampala Kala Kendra, whose plays were mostly in
Hindi, as well as the Goan Association, were two further prominent
companies of the period. The large Asian community was their target
audience, however, as Kamanyi points out, they were ‘among the
pioneer members of the Uganda Association of Amateur Theatrical
Societies (U.A.A.T.S).”"

It was the representatives of the various leading theatrical groups
that assisted the British Council in establishing the very first Theatre
festival in 1955. In order to run the festival, the U.A. A.T.S. was
subsequently formed in 1957. It would become the Uganda Theatre
Guild in 1959, the same year that the National Theatre opened.” Also
of equal importance is Kamanyi’s observation, that these largely
expatriate and Ugandan-Asian groups were not all from Kampala.
Entebbe, Jinja, Fort Portal and Mbarara are some of the other urban
centres mentioned.

Kamanyi, Macpherson, Rose Mbowa and others scholars,
emphasize the role of the Department of Social Welfare in introducing
and popularising of drama in Uganda. Under the Department’s
auspices in the 1940s, short, improvised, pedagogic, comedic skits in
many of the various indigenous languages toured around the country.
Those skits according to Macpherson focused on a wide range of issues
from coffee-drying, to cotton-picking, encouraging literacy,
discouraging binge drinking, and an end to wife-beating for example.
These multilingual skits were taken to the rural population all over the
country. The Department of Social Welfare, at least in part, may have
contributed to the preponderance of satire and even farce in the future

theatrical idiom of the nation, and without doubt, it must have instilled

%7 Ganesh Bagchi’s play Of Malice and Men (which is incidentally not an adaptation of Steinbeck’s Of
Mice and Men), appears in David Cook and Miles Lee (eds.), Short East African Plays in English,
London: Heinemann Educational Books, 1968, pp. 67-82.

% The Uganda Theatre Guild existed until 1972 when it became the Uganda Theatre Groups
Association (U.T.G.A.). For more about the ‘Guild’ as well as the U.T.G.A., see Kamanyi, Joanna, 4
Comparative Study of Theatrical Productions in Uganda Today, M.A. thesis, Makerere University
Kampala, 1978, pp. 11-36.
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a love and a certain degree of taste for things theatrical. The Kapere
[clown] character, ‘identifiable by [his] bright check shirt and large
pair of sunglasses,”'" became part of the diction in Luganda.
Macpherson also points out that the ubiquitous newspaper cartoon
character and satiric social commentator, Ekanya, had his genesis in
those improvised skits under the name of Kapere.

The arrival of the radio in Uganda in 1954 robbed the vast
majority of people, of the potent and palpable entertainment that was
theatre, as the dramas moved from the visual arena into an aural
medium. It is fair to say, though, that some significant seeds had been
planted: ‘The taste for drama had been created [among] Women’s
groups in villages, students in schools and colleges and clubs’.'"!

Kapere was renamed for radio: ‘He reappeared [...] as the
roguish Munyarwanda [Rwandan] houseboy Katoto, in the 1970s.”'%*
He also survived on the stage, however, under one pseudonym or
other, and he would not always be favourably received. By 1972,
Macpherson would note with regard to ‘popular’ Ugandan ‘drama’:
‘one grows very tired of that Moliére bastard — the Katoto.”'" Be that
as it may, that syncretic Moliere and Ugandan ‘bastard’ marked, for a
vast number of Ugandans, their earliest encounter with the theatrical
genre and farce. It is also worth noting in parenthesis, that Kapere and
those didactic skits, however entertaining, may also have led to the
misconception, by a number of Uganda’s playwrights, that theatre was,
by definition, preachy.

By and large, though, perhaps because of the place accorded to

indigenous languages, those initial skits — however theatrical they

"% Macpherson, Margaret, ‘Plays and people’s: An Examination of Three Ugandan Dramatists: Byron

Kawadwa, John Ruganda and Robert Serumaga.” Workshop Paper No. 4, The Writer and Society in
Africa, Makerere Golden Jubilee Writers Workshop, University of Nairobi, 1974, p. 2.

""" Macpherson, Margaret, ‘Makerere: The Place of the Early Sunrise’, in Eckhard Breitinger (ed.),
Uganda: The Cultural Landscape, University of Bayreuth: Bayreuth African Studies, 39, p.29.

%2 Mbowa, Rose, ‘Luganda Theatre and its Audience’ in Eckhard Breitinger (ed.), Uganda: The
Cultural Landscape, University of Bayreuth: Bayreuth African Studies, 39, p. 235.

'%Macpherson, Margaret, ‘Plays and People: An Examination of Three Ugandan Dramatists: Byron
Kawadwa, John Ruganda and Robert Serumaga’, in: 7he Writer and Society in Africa: The Last Fifty
Years and Prospects for the Next, Makerere Golden Jubilee Writers Workshop, Session paper No. 4,
(University of Nairobi), 1972, p. 4.
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were — were not categorised as plays. In fact, the Luganda designation
for that kind of popular entertainment is Katemba, which is certainly
not a strict reference to a play or plays, but cheap, farcical, ‘treats’.
Pre-Independence Uganda though, was considered a cultural wasteland

(in literary and theatrical terms).

Emergence of a Theatrical Tradition
At the first-ever African Writers Conference, held, at what was then
known as Makerere University College in Kampala, Uganda was

,104
There must of course have been a

referred to as ‘literary desert.
touch of irony to the choice and setting of the historic conference given
that Uganda (and indeed East Africa at large) virtually did not exist on
the creative writing map at the time.

Nevertheless, this did not seem to bother legendary Nigerian poet
Christopher Okigbo, or the other writers who had converged at
Makerere in August 1962. In response to a questionnaire from
Transition Magazine, Okigbo commented thus: ‘Makerere was a good
choice for the Conference [...] Besides Kampala is a literary desert;
and I should hope the Conference did to Kampala what irrigation does

*19 Even though he described it as a ‘literary desert’

to the Sudan.
Okigbo seemed to sound even-tempered, light hearted, and hopeful
about Uganda’s literary future compared to Taban lo Liyong, who,
three years after that historic conference, was still bemoaning the
barren literary terrain, that the whole of East Africa supposedly was:
‘East Africa, O East Africa I Lament thy Literary Barrenness’.'®® This
wasteland that Taban so memorably lamented in 1965, was, at least, as

a working hypothesis, true across the board of literary genres, from the

novel to poetry and indeed drama as well. Taban’s clarion call and

Not long after Uganda attained Independence, Makerere became a full-fledged University.
Makerere, according to Margaret Macpherson, was once a palace of the Kabaka of Buganda. It was he,
the Kabaka (King) we are told, that missed the sun going up this majestic hill covered in ‘the shadow’;
it did not dawn on Kabaka Semakokiro that he was late, until he got to the top of the hill, only to realise
that the sun had been up a lot earlier than he was led to believe, and consequently ‘beaten’ him to the
top: hence the name Makerere.

195 Tyansition, Volume 2, Number 5, 1962, pd.

'0“Transition, Volume 4, Number 19, 1965, p.11.
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provocation came on the heels of Okigbo’s, perhaps, more hopeful and
even-tempered observation, only three years before, in August 1962.

But, even so, in those few days in August 1962, Okigbo must
have muttered a little prayer to his Nigerian Goddess, ‘Mother Idoto’
or better still — to the Ugandan Deities of art — because, ultimately,
Taban’s ‘lament’ for the East African literary Sahara, three years after
the historic conference, can probably best be read as a clarion call for
more literary output, and not an act of legitimate despair. The evidence
seems to show that Okigbo’s words and solemn wish in 1962 did not
fall on deaf ears, and that things were not necessarily as bleak, at the
time. In October 1962, just two months after the conference, Ngugi
wa Thiongo’s play, The Black Hermit, opened at the newly built,
National Theatre as part of the celebrations that marked Uganda’s
Independence. In fact, as an undergraduate at Makerere, Ngugi had
already written two novels: 7he River Between and Weep Not Child. In
the next few years, the East African literary landscape would be
dramatically transformed.

The evidence in fact seems to show that things were not
necessarily as dire, by 1965 at least, the year of Taban’s ‘outery’. The
Ugandan poet, Okot p’Bitek’s Lak Tar (White Teeth), a novel in the
Acholi language had already been published in1954. Andrew Horn
points out a few names, such as Timothy Bazarabusa and Michael
Bazze Nsimbi who wrote in Rutoro and Luganda, respectively; as well
as Akiki Nyabongo who was writing in English, as examples of
creative output prior to the Conference (1962). Perhaps due to the
peculiar logistical demands of the theatre as Horn tells us, they
‘preferred the more solitary genres of fiction and poetry to drama’.'"’
It could be argued, in addition, that prose fiction and poetry, were also
comparatively easier to embrace since they shared more of a kinship
and parallels to indigenous forms such as songs and folktales for

example. This is a particularly compelling view if one assumes as

"7 Horn, Andrew, ‘Uhuru To Amin: The Golden Decade of Theatre’, Gowda H. Anniah (ed.), Essavs
in African Literature, Mysore (India): Centre for Commonwealth Research, 1978, p. 22.
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Margaret Macpherson has argued, that drama is a dialogic genre much
more than it is a narrative one.'"®

Whether Taban lo Liyong knew of these literary endeavours in
what Horn has characterised as, ‘the more solitary genres’, before his
famous lament, is not terribly clear. In addition, there is something else
that may have been unbeknownst to him at the time, as Ugandan
scholar, Ernesto Okello Ogwang points out: ‘Okot’s Song of Lawino
was emerging [...] following an initial rejection by the East African

109 1 ike Okot’s novel Lak Tar, Lawino, too, was

Literature Bureau.
originally written in Acholi before its subsequent translation into
English. The seminal nature of Song of Lawino cannot be over
emphasised. Single handedly, it precipitated a movement that, in his
book, Uhuru’s Fire, Adrian Roscoe has rightly described as ‘the song
school’.'"? *Lawino’ was an inspiration to many and its influence went
far beyond the genre of poetry. Ironically, it is Taban lo Liyong — who
opted, for reasons apparently outside the text, and more to do with his
own resentment of Okot’s meteoric rise and success, to be hostile to
this instant classic, Song of Lawino.""

Okot was to weigh in compellingly against Taban’s lament,
arguing there was only a desert if one discounted the wealth of orality
in the coffers of the indigenous cultures. Ugandan scholar Pio Zirimu
was to designate that wealth and its genres of oral literatures in that
famous neologism, which many now simply take for granted: orature.

If there is a criticism to be levelled against the famous writers

conference of 1962, it is that, though they may not have overlooked

"% With reference to story telling as ‘a kind of one man show" and an example of the existence of
‘theatre arts in” in pre-colonial Uganda, Macpherson argues that in spite of the vividness of the gestures
and action entailed in that ‘it still remains narrative rather than a dramatic form.” See: Macpherson,
Margaret, ‘Plays and people’s: An Examination of Three Ugandan Dramatists: Byron Kawadwa, John
Ruganda and Robert Serumaga.” Workshop Paper No. 4, The Writer and Society in Africa, Makerere
Golden Jubilee Writers Workshop, University of Nairobi, 1974, (p. 1, of Professor Macpherson’s
original copy).

2 Ogwang, Ernesto Okello, ‘Ugandan Poetry: Trends and Features’, in Eckhard Breitinger (ed.),
Uganda: The Cultural Landscape, University of Bayreuth: Bayreuth African Studies, 39, p. 115.

"% Andrew Horn devotes a substantial Chapter (Developments in Verse) to ‘Okot p’Bitek and the Song
School’ as he rightly designates the movement that Okot’s Lawino precipitated.

"' See: Okumu, Charles, ‘Towards an Appraisal of Criticism on Okot’s Poetry’, in Eckhard Breitinger
(ed.), Uganda: The Cultural Landscape, University of Bayreuth: Bayreuth African Studies, 39, pp.
148-175.
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orature, but they did not consider as literature the work that was written
in native languages. Even so, East Africa, though not Uganda, could
already boast of a youthful Ngugi wa Thiongo, with his two novels and
a play that was to open that October at the Uganda National Theatre

and mark the end of the colonial phase of Uganda’s theatre history.

Makerere

At Makerere University, a number of writers and other artists were
already anxious to do something. It really did not take long for them to
take the leadership of this burgeoning movement from the secondary
schools, colleges and clubs such as the K.A.T.S. Although Makerere’s
involvement dates back to a pioneering 1929 production of

12 3 start had, nevertheless,

Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice,
been made. But the year 1946 was the decisive one. Macpherson was
present at the time, and has gone to great lengths to provide as vivid an
account of those early years at Makerere. In her accounts of those early
days John Sibly stands out as ‘an enthusiastic young lecturer’, as well
as, a ‘writer and poet’, who came to Makerere shortly after finishing
‘active service’ in World War Two. ‘Urged’ by fellow staff members
from Science and Medicine'”’, Sibly established what would
eventually become the Honours School of English. It was Sibly’s
students, the first-year English majors’, who had the ‘onerous’ task of
performing, at the end of every second term each year, whatever
Shakespeare text they were studying in class. Julius Caesar and A

Midsummer Night’s Dream are only two of the many annual

"2 According to Macpherson the production ‘was regarded only as a qualified success.” See
Macpherson, Margaret, ‘Plays and people’s: An Examination of Three Ugandan Dramatists: Byron
Kawadwa, John Ruganda and Robert Serumaga.” Workshop Paper No. 4, The Writer and Society in
Africa, Makerere Golden Jubilee Writers Workshop, University of Nairobi, 1974, p.1. The paper will
be referred to later too, it is far more important for what it says about the 3 playwrights than that 1929
production.

"3 Two of the three primary disciplines Makerere taught at the time (the third one being
Anthropology).



productions that Macpherson mentions. As Joanna Kamanyi notes, this
annual production of the unrivalled bard went on from 1948 to 1963.'"*

In 1948, as well, competition at Makerere would go beyond the
realms of athletics, to encompass the written as well as the spoken
word, in four different categories. Again, thanks in large part to John
Sibly, what was later known as the Makerere Inter-Hall English
competition, was launched in 1948.'1° (Initially, students lived in
hostels, as opposed to the large halls of residence that would later
replace the hostels.) The climax of the Inter-Hall competition was the
presentation of a 15-minute, original play, performed by each of the
hostels/halls. Over the years, there ceased to be casting restrictions,
gender-wise, so, the men’s or women’s hostels, were free to borrow
male or female cast members, depending on what gender they may
have lacked, to meet the plays’ demands. In Macpherson’s own words:
‘The English competition went on for many years until the halls of
residence, which succeeded the old hostels, became too large to
organise and coordinate. But it had served its [purpose]. Creative
writing by this time was a vigorous part of Makerere’s life.”''®
Macpherson provides an amazing list of writers, predominantly
playwrights, who were initiated by this competition: Erisa Kironde,
David Rubadiri, Ngugi wa Thiong’o, Peter Nazareth, Rose Mbowa,
Elivania Zirimu, Rebecca Njau, Nuwa Sentongo, Jonathan Kariara and
John Ruganda. As Macpherson says — these names ‘are only a few
among the many that enthralled their first Makerere audiences and

5117

many others since.”* A number of them such as Ngugi wa Thiong’o

' See Kamanyi, Joanna, A Comparative Study of Theatrical Productions in Uganda Today, M.A.
Thesis, Makerere University Kampala, 1978, p. 15.

''* One thing that neither Cook nor Macpherson seem to mention is that, both Margaret Macpherson
and David Cook are credited for masterminding this competition.

116

Macpherson, Margaret, ‘Makerere: The Place of the Early Sunrise’, in Eckhard Breitinger (ed.),

Uganda: The Cultural Landscape, University of Bayreuth: Bayreuth African Studies, No. 39, 1999, pp.

26-27.
"7 Ibid., p. 26.



and Ruganda would indeed continue to enthral many more others
indeed, in Africa and the world over.' je

Other groups at Makerere included the Makerere Players that
were set up in 1950. Their membership was primarily comprised of the
expatriate as well as local staff. For the students, there was the
Makerere College Dramatic Society. The latter continued even after
the launch of the Makerere Free Travelling Theatre in1965. The
College Dramatic Society continued to operate right up to 1971.

Back in the early days of theatrical activity, even the expatriate
groups had begun to gather a wider audience. It is the presence of those
groups, the Ugandan-Asian, and the expatriates from all over Uganda,
and of course the groups that had mushroomed at Makerere that led to
the first annual Uganda Drama Festival in 1955. Not surprisingly,
perhaps, Makerere had three entries including one from the English
Department, but the day belonged to the Makerere Players ‘with a
brilliant production of [Sean] O’Casey’s The End Beginning.”'"’

The English Department insisted on an original work by a
student as its annual entry into the festival. The work would have been
showcased in the English competition then expanded from the initial
15-minute limit. The Department also offered dramaturgical help to the
emerging playwrights. Erisa Kironde and Margaret Macpherson’s
Kintu, and Elivania Namukwaya Zirimu’'s Keeping up with the
Mukasa’s (1961), are two such examples. It is fair to say that, both the
English Department and John Sibly’s other ‘brainchild’ — the Inter-
Hall, speech and drama competition forged a pivotal role for Makerere
in Uganda’s theatre. Many an actor, playwright, director and others in
Uganda and East Africa as a whole, from 1946 to the mid-1960s,
passed through ‘the place of the early sunrise’ and true to its motto,

Makerere certainly did ‘build for the future’.

18 A lot of the same names emerge again in connection to the Makerere Free Travelling Theatre, as
well as some of the other groups, at Makerere and elsewhere.

Macpherson, Margaret, ‘Makerere: The Place of the Early Sunrise’, in Eckhard Breitinger (ed.),
Uganda: The Cultural Landscape, University of Bayreuth: Bayreuth African Studies, No. 39, 1999, p.
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But it is equally important to stress that, either as an institution or
through the various individuals, behind what was to become a
mammoth output and multi-faceted contribution, Makerere was not
alone. The opening of the National Theatre — a ‘purpose built
venue’— would come, in 1959. It was a collective effort and an
alliance that included everyone at the time, from the Ugandans of
Asian origin, the expatriate community, as well as the colonial
government. Many have lamented the appalling, provincial English
structure, secluded behind a concrete shell or net that still makes it look
as if it was built with winter in mind. Its tiny size, in terms of seats, has
not helped the ‘proscenium [slightly raked] stage, 54 feet by 36ft.”'*,
space, either. Nor has its location, which Macpherson has noted, is not
central enough, and makes it in fact a more isolated, elitist structure.
All the same, as Macpherson points out: “The fact remains that Uganda
had a National Theatre long before anywhere else in Africa and before

5121

the UK by a very large number of years.” = The postcolonial gaze
cannot but register, as noted in the Introduction, that it did take a while
to fully open the doors of the Uganda National Theatre to the
indigenous Ugandans. Both Joanna Kamanyi and Eckhard Breitinger
have noted this.'** So, too, has Macpherson: ‘until Independence the
stage was more used by the expatriate community than others.”'*
When the doors did open, however, and even before a Ugandan
director was appointed, it was clear the Uganda National Theatre was
far much more than a building and its location was not a stumbling

block.

120 K amanyi, Joanna, ‘4 Comparative Study of Theatrical Productions in Uganda Today’, M.A. Thesis,
Makerere University Kampala, 1978, p. 11.

121 Macpherson, Margaret, ‘Makerere: The Place of the Early Sunrise’, in Eckhard Breitinger (ed.),
Uganda: The Cultural Landscape, University of Bayreuth: Bayreuth African Studies, No. 39, 1999, p.
30.
122 Kamanyi, Joanna, ‘A Comparative Study of Theatrical Productions in Uganda Today’, M.A. Thesis,
Makerere University Kampala, 1978, p. 11. Also see Eckhard Breitinger, ‘Popular Urban Theatre in
Uganda: Between Self-Help and Self-Enrichment’, in, New Theatre Quarterly, VIII, 31(1992), pp.
270-271.

123 Macpherson, Margaret, ‘Makerere: The Place of the Early Sunrise’, in Eckhard Breitinger (ed.),
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The National Theatre too, like Makerere, is, only a part of a
larger picture. Having looked at the expatriates, the Ugandan-Asians,
Makerere, and the National Theatre, in terms of their contribution to
Uganda’s theatre, it is important to revisit the indigenous theatre scene
and the other side of the linguistic coin. Linguistic dualism is, after all,
one of the most characteristic features of Uganda’s theatre. It is also
equally important, though, to remember the role of the Department of
Social Welfare through which a significant number of Ugandans first

encountered the theatre in the early days of the 1940s.

Theatre in Luganda
According to Kamanyi, there were a number of companies on the

Luganda theatre scene. These companies seem to have begun their
lives as choirs or ‘improvised play groups’. One such example is the
Kibuye Tusubira Club (1949), as well as the Kisamba Singers (1963).
Both eventually shifted and confined their focus to the theatre. Even
more importantly perhaps, Byron Kawadwa and Christopher Mukibi
would start their own companies in 1964 (Kampala City Players) and
in 1965 (Kayayu Film Players), respectively. Wycliffe Kiyingi’s
African Artists’ Association (A.A.A.), launched at Mengo in 1954 has
already been discussed a good deal in the Introduction. By 1965
Kiyingi was busy writing his first series for radio, entitled, Gwosussa
Emwanyi. The radio would be a major launching pad and vehicle for a
number of actors with whom the audiences felt a degree of intimacy.
The audiences came out in large numbers, to see those same ‘heroes’
play a variety of roles on stage at the National Theatre, in the schools,
colleges and other spaces, where they performed, in Luganda, for the
most part.

The very first indigenous play was, in fact, Mbabi Katana’s
Nyakato."** 1t would be followed four years later by another eponymic

title: Pio Mberenge Kamulali (1954). The latter, of course, was by

12 Exact production date seems unclear, neither is the space where it premiered, but it definitely
appears to be 1950 or thereafter but definitely long before Kiyingi’s earliest play.
pp y long ymg play
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Wycliffe Kiyingi and it was the first production of a Luganda play.'*
On that occasion in 1954, among the cast of future stars was a man
called Byron Kawadwa. Kawadwa was Kiyingi’s ‘protégé’, and soon,
he too, would make his distinct contribution to Uganda’s theatre.
Byron Kawadwa deserves mention in his own right. Kawadwa

and Kiyingi were the architects of another important festival, probably
the most important one in the history of Uganda’s theatre, launched in
1957 — the Uganda National Schools Drama Festival.'*® As
Macpherson and others have observed, Kawadwa, ‘was instrumental in
starting the Schools’ drama festival while he was still himself a school

2 . . O . .
21?7 Kawadwa’s singular commitment and vision is important to

boy
emphasise here.

Rose Mbowa credits Kawadwa for the festival even more than
Macpherson does. She singles Kiyingi out for helping to open the
doors to the indigenous companies at the National Theatre, but as for
the festival and its developmental potential, the vision and work is
ascribed to that: ‘close friend, disciple and a follower of Wycliffe
Kiyingi. Byron Kawadwa [who] emphasised the aspect of developing
talent by introducing the school drama competition in 1957°.'*
Writing in 1973, in a letter to Mr. Maurice Reeve, Uganda’s Chief
Inspector of Schools, Byron Kawadwa himself, would state: ‘I am the
founder of this Festival, and have been engaged in its organisation for

129

the last sixteen years.’ When he finished school at ‘Aggrey

Memorial” Kawadwa spent a considerable period working for the sole

'One is curious about the slight ‘irony” of the names for the first indigenous companies — all, almost
entirely, in English— at least in part. It should probably be read as a signifier of the process of
negotiation, syncretising and synthesising.

12 This was only two years after the launch of the 1955 festival for the adults, from predominantly
expatriate and Ugandan-Asian groups, as well as Makerere and elsewhere.

"2 Macpherson, Margaret, ‘Plays and people’s: An Examination of Three Ugandan Dramatists: Byron
Kawadwa, John Ruganda and Robert Serumaga.” Workshop Paper No. 4, The Writer and Society in
Africa, Makerere Golden Jubilee Writers Workshop, University of Nairobi, 1974, p. 3.

'*® Mbowa, Rose, ‘Luganda Theatre and Its Audience’ in Eckhard Breitinger (ed.), Uganda: The
Cultural Landscape, University of Bayreuth: Bayreuth African Studies, No. 39, 1999, p. 239.

129 Kawadwa, Byron, ‘Report on the Youth Drama Festival’, unpublished, covering letter dated 6™,
November 1973, a copy of which was availed to me by playwright and lecturer, Nuwa Sentongo, a
contemporary of Kawadwa’s and founding member of the Makerere Free Travelling Theatre.

Any lingering doubts about Kawadwa'’s role would probably be put to rest by looking at this letter and
the intimacy and knowledge of the festival, displayed in the accompanying report.
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state broadcaster: Radio Uganda. In 1964 Kawadwa launched his own
company, Kampala City Players, for which he did most of the writing.
According to Joanna Kamanyi, Kawadwa’s company actually achieved
even more success on the stage (the medium they opted to single-
handedly work in) than his mentor — Wycliffe Kiyingi’s company —
the African Artists’ Association (A.A.A.). But the festival alone, truly,
was a major effort and laudatory achievement by Kawadwa.

By 1964, the Schools’ Drama Festival had already become a
phenomenal success; Kawadwa’s vision of building for the budding
and future talents, was becoming a reality. The Schools Drama Festival
also featured plays in Luganda and other national languages."’ In
years to come, some of the young talents that first attracted attention
because of their exemplary performances in the festival would make
their mark on the wider national stage. As many commentators have
noted, the festival also paid off, simply by instilling a voracious
appetite for things cultural, as well as theatrical. There are times when
the success of something also breeds its very demise, or, (in this
instance) starts to display counterproductive symptoms.

The competition, particularly among the teachers, was far too
fierce, but it also trickled down to the students who were more anxious
about winning, than enjoying and learning from the ‘rival’ entries.
These problems and needs had to be addressed and remedied. It is
these concerns and needs, coupled with the desire to reach the
grassroots that led David Cook and Betty Baker of Makerere
University to launch the Makerere Free Travelling Theatre (M.F.T.T).

Makerere Free Travelling Theatre
In David Cook’s words: ‘The decision to launch the scheme was made

in October 1964, [...] The first meetings were held in November 1964.

13 More will be said about the question of language in the coming Chapters. Ngugi wa Thiong’o, for
instance, is rightly “aggrieved’ about the famous 1962 writer’s conference, for excluding those writers
who opted to create in their mother tongues. Incidentally, Kawadwa is listed as one of the participants
(and no doubt this should be read as a tribute to his keen-ness). An even bigger tribute is the eventual
incorporation of indigenous languages into the Schools Drama Festival.
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The first performance was on the 29" April, 1965.”""" This was a
mammoth task, far bigger in scope and goals than the ‘precedent’ set
by the Department of Social Welfare in the 1940s. Both Cook and
Betty Baker believed that there was a vast and untapped audience way
beyond the schools and colleges. That audience would be found on the
streets of Kampala and in the small towns and villages all over the
country. In fact, initially, they deliberately minimised schools and
colleges on their itinerary. But reaching their cherished audiences, and
in so doing, popularising drama — which was their key goal —was a
logistical nightmare. They planned on audiences, not only outside
Kampala, but also all over Uganda and, in fact, beyond, including
venues in Kenya as well as Tanganyika (Tanzania).

The audiences would, of course, not pay. They would tour during
the long vacation from April through to June of each year. It would be
a repertoire of ten one-act plays in English — of the various
indigenous languages — Luganda, Runyoro-Rutoro and Swabhili. It is a
measure of their phenomenal success that scholar and critic Adrian
Roscoe for example, would say about their very first year: * By 1965
this University group was already performing in four languages
[including English] had 42 productions to its credit and had reached

[...] no less than 17,000 people.’'*?

John Ruganda, Nuwa Sentongo and Elivania Namukwaya Zirimu, are
some of the students cited in Cook’s account, who took part. Those
three names also appear, together with a number of others, on
Macpherson’s list of the early veterans that wrote for the Inter-Hall
English competition at Makerere. Those three names too, would

unquestionably become key names in Uganda’s theatre in the years to

13! Cook, David, ‘Theatre Goes to the People: A Report’, Transition 25, No. 2, 1966, p. 23.

See also, Cook, David, ‘The Makerere Free Travelling Theatre: An Experimental Model’, in Uganda:
The Cultural Landscape, Eckhard Breitinger (ed.), University of Bayreuth: Bayreuth African Studies,

39, pp. 47-61.

at Roscoe, Adrian, Uhuru’s Fire, African Literature East to South, London, New York and Melbourne:
Cambridge University Press, 1977, p. 260.
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come. Of John Ruganda, for instance, Cook rightly notes: ‘At least one
playwright who became widely known later cut some of his theatrical
teeth on the Travelling theatre.”'*

Participation in the M. F.T.T., particularly with regard to writing
and directing was not confined to group members alone. The emphasis,
with regard to the material, was on the local: ‘For the most part [we]
seized on the few African plays that could be found [...] and drew very
selectively on non-African writers’."** The goal, though larger, shared
a similar ethos to that behind the plays the English Department entered
in the festival, the emphasis, as already attested to by Macpherson, was
on originality. And Makerere certainly offered dramaturgical help to
these new and emerging talents. In at least one case, the dramatisation
of the creation myth among the Baganda became an outright
collaboration, resulting in Kintu, a play by Erisa Kironde and Margaret
Macpherson. Though published in 1960, Kintu was written around the
mid-1950s. A similarly interesting play was originally entitled 7he
White Bead. Playwright, Tom Omara was still at school in King’s
College Buddo. As Macpherson notes: ‘One writers” workshop [...]
produced an excellent short play [...] by schoolboy Tom Omara’, she
goes on to say that Omara was responding to a ‘tutor’s suggestion that
local legend could provide splendid material for a play.”'”® And it
certainly did under the title: 7he Exodus. A close reading of the play no
doubt reveals some ‘teething’ problems. Adrian Roscoe holds the view
that the traditional, oral form of the material is a lot richer than
Omara’s encapsulated version. But even Roscoe notes the importance
of this landmark, mythopoeic ‘attempt’ in a dramatic and dialogic

form. Not long after the pioneering season (of which The Exodus was a

big part), Cook singled out the play for its ‘real epic and lyrical

13 Cook, David, ‘The Makerere Free Travelling Theatre: An Experimental Model’, in, Uganda: The
Cultural Landscape, Eckhard Breitinger (ed.), University of Bayreuth: Bayreuth African Studies, 39, p.

51.
1% Thid.
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Macpherson, Margaret, ‘Makerere: The Place of the Early Sunrise’, in Eckhard Breitinger (ed.),

Uganda: The Cultural Landscape, University of Bayreuth: Bayreuth African Studies, No. 39, 1999. p.

26.
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qualities’. He noted, furthermore: ‘We are all convinced that this is the
most outstanding piece of dramatic writing from East Africa we have
seen.’'*® The actors who were not performing in it had also become
avid fans of the play. With their parts done in the repertoire, they
almost invariably joined the audiences to see The Exodus, time after
time.

Both Kironde’s Kintu and Omara’s The Exodus, on the one hand,
Kironde’s The Trick and other adaptations, on the other, offer a good
glimpse into a process of negotiation that turned the alien Western sign
into a more indigenous one, in a syncretic and synthesised form. The
use of the English language in a way that conveys the form and poetry
of the indigenous languages, as is the case in The Exodus for example,
is yet another illustration of a dynamic, underpinned by a decision to
negotiate, instead of a wholesale rejection, of a hitherto, alien and
colonial form. A form that had, as Serumaga’s words remind us
‘established itself in complete ignorance of and indifference to African
theatrical traditions.”"’

It should also be noted that Makerere as a community was one
described by Macpherson as ‘notably a colourless society where your
origins might be of interest when examining stories about the
beginning of the world, or what your society thought about the birth of
twins’."** Nationality, race and probably gender with regard to the cast,
the directors or the scripts, seem not to have been sources of contention
in the Travelling Theatre either, neither was the ethnic origin among
the Ugandan members of the group. By 1965 the M.F.T.T., which had
started as an experiment had already exceeded the expectations of
Cook, Baker and the original group of ten.

By 1965 it was very clear that those reserves (early repertoire and

orality) and other, parallel or theatrical elements such as music and

S @O0k David, ‘Theatre Goes to the People: A Report’, Transition 25, No. 2, 1966, p. 32.
= Serumaga, Robert and Janet Johnson, ‘Uganda Experimental Theatre’, African Arts, 111, 3, Spring

1970, p. 52.

i Macpherson, Margaret, ‘Makerere: The Place of the Early Sunrise’, in Eckhard Breitinger (ed.),
Uganda: The Cultural Landscape, University of Bayreuth: Bayreuth African Studies, No. 39, 1999. p.

27
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dance, were becoming a defining characteristic of Uganda’s
postcolonial theatre. And playwrights such as Wycliffe Kiyingi, Byron
Kawadwa, Christopher Mukibi and others were indigenising the sign,
to the extent that linguistic duality — as in English and Luganda
primarily (among the local languages) — was becoming a very salient
feature in the changing cartography of Uganda’s theatre. Kiyingi had
blazed the trail back in 1954; by 1964 Kawadwa launched Kampala
City Players. Mukibi’s Kayayu Film Players, which (despite the name
was in fact a theatre company) was launched in 1965. Kawadwa’s
brainchild, the National School’s Drama Festival was still, very much
alive and well.

Some of Kawadwa’s early ‘successes’ included Ono Ye
Kampala (This is Kampala), Obufumbo Kye Ki? (What is Marriage?),
Tezikya Bbiri and St. Lwanga, Kawadwa’s treatment of the story of the
Uganda Martyrs and Kabaka Mwanga of Buganda (in 1886) which was
written to celebrate the visit of the Pope to Uganda in 1969. There is at
least one play that is not mentioned here and it is important in terms of
when it was written, the subject matter, and the rapidly changing
political climate in which they (the artists) would all work and live.
The play is Serwajja Okwota, but it is best discussed in context, as a
response to the inhumanity that was to become the order of the day in

postcolonial Uganda.

Towards an Indigenised Sign

This is really a discussion of censorship, commitment, and resistance,
in the face of the postcolonial hegemony that emerged in Uganda. It
necessitates the cognisance or recollection of Uganda’s history. As
Rose Mbowa has rightly noted: ‘The political background in response
to which Ugandan drama developed is worth outlining’.'* Without
that outline there 1s no context and without that context an analyses of

the plays will, at the very best, be anaemic. One major thread that both

139 Mbowa, Rose, ‘Artists Under Siege: Theatre and the Dictatorial Regimes in Uganda’, in Eckhard
Breitinger (ed.), Theatre and Performance in Africa, University of Bayreuth: Bayreuth African Studies,
No. 31, 1994 p. 125.



periods share is in a word that Mbowa uses: ‘response’, which
effectively characterised the theatrical scene as a counter hegemonic
one.

To a good number of Ugandans, to Kiyingi, Kawadwa, and
Serumaga of course, the tragic and traumatic path onto which
postcolonial Uganda would be flung first became unambiguously clear
in 1965. It is a story, though, that goes back to 1962. In October that
year, Uganda obtained its Independence with Obote as the Prime
Minister and the Kabaka of Buganda (Sir Edward Mutesa) as
President. It was a federal arrangement in which Buganda’s distinct
place, including the right to withdraw from that configuration, was
duly enshrined in the constitution. Obote fought for this and guaranteed
to ensure it as Prime Minister. In return the Baganda, would use their
majority, without which Obote had absolutely no chance of winning,
As Sir Edward Mutesa put it: ‘He (Obote) understood our fears for the
position of Buganda; we shared his hopes for a united, prosperous and

"1 Those are important words, Buganda was not trying to

free Uganda.
ask for anything that it did not have; nor was it anti-Uganda or the
federation.

Mutesa and the Baganda put their faith in the law and what the
Baganda call, obuntubulamu: common decency/humaneness. Obote’s
modus operandi was guided by anything but that. For him it was his
cunning, fraudulence, outright lies, and when the ‘right * moment
arrived, force. While there was one ‘text” among the Baganda that
came to be designated and understood as an alliance or political
marriage, the ostensible text for Obote was the one that really mattered,
and that too was anything but what the Baganda thought and believed.
Only two years after Independence, with Obote as Prime Minister, a
dispute over the contentious, so-called, lost counties, to which both
Buganda and Bunyoro had claims, was ‘resolved’ in Bunyoro’s favour.

The Baganda were disappointed and restless. Obote used their

democratic protests as an opportunity to let the army lose on the

"0 Mutesa I1, Desecration of My Kingdom, London: Constable Press, 1967. p. 160.
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Baganda. The result was the Nakulabye massacre, which, as Mbowa
observes, took the lives of ‘innocent Baganda school children and
civilians®.'"!

If marriage, betrayal, murder, are key themes in the dramas of
the first half of the Golden Age of Uganda’s Theatre, which they
definitely are, the years 1962 to 1965 have a lot to do with it, so, too, is
the massacre at Nakulabye — Obote’s first pogrom — which was also
the first of its kind in postcolonial Uganda. Nakulabye, though, was, if
anything, a dry run for what was to happen on the 15" of April 1966
when the infamous ‘pigeon hole’ constitution was introduced. It is
important to delve into some minute details here to provide a vivid
picture of what the playwrights were about to respond to, their
principles as well as their animus. This is also part of the evidence that
must be provided in assessing some of the critics that responded to that
work and concerns with derision, ridicule, and unmitigated hostility.
When the new ‘constitution’ was first proposed in parliament,
members were assured they would find copies of it in their respective
pigeonholes. In his book Apollo Milton Obote and His Times, A.G.G.
Ginyera Pinychwa has noted that Obote ‘was at once: the head of state
and commander-in-chief of Uganda [...] repository of the executive
authority of Uganda [...] he was also the head of government’."** It is
those draconian powers that Obote used to send the five MPs from
Buganda and the Bantu south into Luzira maximum-security prison.
The atrocities inflicted on the men and women, on the symbols of the
Kingdom of Buganda as well, are too many to enumerate here. A few
examples will hopefully suffice. Buganda was sliced into smaller
‘nondescript’ entities, and the name Buganda was expunged from the
cartography of the state and banished from political discourse. The

only times Buganda raised its ugly head was in acts of derision, in

Obote ‘praise-song’ (poetry), social engineering, epistemic

! Mbowa, Rose, ‘Artists Under Siege: Theatre and the Dictatorial Regimes in Uganda’, in Eckhard
Breitinger (ed.), Theatre and Performance in Africa, University of Bayreuth: Bayreuth African Studies,
No. 31, 1994 p. 125.

"2 Cited in, Phares M. Mutibwa, Uganda Since Independence: A story of Unfulfilled Hopes, London:
Hurst and company, 1992, pp. 58-59.
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construction and reconstruction tracts, written by people such as Akena
Adoko. As Mutibwa has noted: “To [yet again] rub salt into the wound,
Obote turned the former Buganda parliament building (Bulange) into
the headquarters of the Ministry of Defence; the Kabaka’s palace at
Mengo (Twekobe) was turned into Malire army barracks’.'* Now that
he clearly had the power, Obote was clearly keen on consolidating his
hegemony, and there were precious few lengths to which he was not
prepared to go. On the very day Obote seized absolute power, an
episode was aired on the radio of Wycliffe Kiyingi’s series: Wokulira
(By the Time You Grow Up), which Obote found offensive. The cast,
which included Byron Kawadwa, was immediately arrested. Obote
would certainly brook no opposition and the arts were fertile ground.
Censorship, which Obote himself would probably have regarded as an
oppressive tool, which the missionaries and the colonial government
had employed, was enjoying a ubiquitously unprecedented status in
postcolonial Uganda. In 1967, Okot p’Bitek, Uganda’s pre-eminent
poet; director of the Uganda National Theatre and Cultural Centre and
founder of the dance troupe Heartbeat of Africa, found himself unable
to return home with the troupe, was forced into exile to avoid an
imminent jail-term.

Only a year before he wrote St. Lwanga (a play that was
mentioned earlier), Kawadwa had also earned for himself the wrath of
Obote, on account of his play Serwajja Okwota (1968). This title spoke
volumes to the native Luganda speakers, it is from a Luganda folktale
which tells ‘the story of a lean, hungry dog who came to warm himself
by somebody’s fire but drove off the owner and usurped the place all to
himself.”'** Again, the host was Buganda and needless to say the
insatiably greedy, selfish, ingrate of a dog or guest was Obote. Two
years after his seizure of absolute power, the country was now firmly

under his hegemonic grip, and for all intents and purposes, Buganda

143 1
Ibid. , p. 60.

"% Mbowa, Rose, ‘Artists Under Siege: Theatre and the Dictatorial Regimes in Uganda’, in Eckhard
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was under a vicious occupation, without the monarchy, without a lot of
what had evolved and survived 500 years in that ‘laboratory of
history’, and a lot of who they were. The message of Kawadwa’s play
was not lost to the audiences or to Obote’s state apparatus. Kawadwa
had been jailed, of course, on account of his involvement with that
‘offensive’ episode of Kiyingi’s radio Series Wokulira. That had been
in May 1966. Only two years before that, in 1964 — the year of the
Nakulabye massacre — Kawadwa had lost his own father who was
tragically one of the earliest victims of Obote.

The theatre of the entire Golden Age period, including
Serumaga’s, must be seen as a response to this inhumanity. To many of
the playwrights, that inhumanity was certainly far from abstract; it is
something with which they each had much more than a passing
acquaintance. That is what made Uganda’s theatre evolve into a
counter-hegemonic sign. Equally important though, is the fact that the
good plays almost invariably transcended the very dynamic that pre-
occupied them. They were still, in fact, first of all plays, as opposed to

political pamphlets.

Criticism
One aspect that has not been explored as fully as it should in this

context is the fundamental question of individualism, versus activism
in the works of Robert Serumaga. To some, individualism is not
necessarily a disavowal of activism; it could well be a masking or
framing device, one that does not in any way undermine or eviscerate
the activist role (or social conscience) and function of Serumaga, or
other postcolonial artists. But the critic who opts to criticise under the
aegis of standards and taste is actually promoting and fostering a
particular ideology.

Furthermore, if even as a working hypothesis, it was agreed that
Kenya and Tanzania were inclined to be almost ‘natural’, fertile
ground, for a Fanonist-Marxist critical aesthetic, because of their
history for example, does it follow that, the same aesthetic, designed in

the forge of a different history, should be used to evaluate the work of
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Ugandan artists, such as Robert Serumaga? How different is that from
what Louis Montrose calls ‘the ideological [...] discourses which
reduce the work of discourse to the mere reflection of an ontologically
prior’.]45 What this amounts to, in short, is to forfeit a close reading of
the texts, in performance analysis, replacing it with an unbridled
abandonment to the ideological ‘text’.

It is absolutely important to assume, at least as a working
hypothesis that it is quite possible for blind spots to emerge in certain
critiques, in relation to Uganda’s histories, and literatures, on account
of ideological or nationalistic factors. The history of East Africa was
never really that homogeneous, and so was the writing, regardless of
the commonalities that exist. That is true of the Uganda of Milton
Obote and that of Idi Amin, the two reigns that bracket and divide the
Golden Age of Uganda’s Theatre as well as the plays that were written

and produced.

Makerere ‘Revisited’

This Chapter for the most part, has deliberately refrained from going
beyond 1968. This is for the sole purpose of avoiding unnecessary
confusion in terms of Serumaga and his peers as well as the institutions
at Makerere and elsewhere. It should also be noted that Makerere,
through the English department of course, also offered a Senior and
Junior Creative Writing fellowship, and one of the writers to benefit
from the Junior Fellowship, was Byron Kawadwa. The stipend aside,
Macpherson notes that ‘many of the men and women whose works are
known in East Africa and beyond have held a Junior Fellowship.”'*
Makerere’s multi-faceted, seminal role does not end with the

fellowships; the creation of the Department of Music Dance and

Drama, in 1971 was one of the outstanding achievements of the

145 Montrose, Louis, ‘Professing the Renaissance’ (1968) in Julie Rivkin and Michael Ryan (eds.),
Literary Theory: An Anthology, Massachusetts (USA) and Oxford (UK): Blackwell Publishers, 2001, p.
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"¢ Macpherson, Margaret, ‘Makerere: The Place of the Early Sunrise’, in Eckhard Breitinger (ed.).
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university. The overwhelming success could probably be foreseen
purely in terms of the 300 individuals from all over East Africa who
applied for the maiden Diploma course in the late 1960s. The school
was to become an autonomous department in 1971.

Many of the very first graduates would play substantial roles in
what was to culminate in the Golden Age of Uganda’s Theatre. One of
the first graduates of the Department was James Mpagi, who became
famous for his performance of the popular Kapere character.'*” A
formidable member of what was designated as the Class of ’68, of
whom Andrew Horn has admirably stated — ‘the only one whose
theatre experience was primarily professional rather than academic’'*
Byron Kawadwa; was also among the very, first crop of Diplomates.
So, too, was an individual who was returning to Makerere as a
postgraduate, and who David Cook has described as ‘an outstanding
actress from an early Travelling Theatre group, who later became a
most notable head of the Department of Music, Dance and Drama [...]
namely Rose Mbowa.” Cook goes on to say, ‘She has also become a
leading producer, promoter and organiser of Ugandan performing arts,

"1*% One of the first playwrights to exploit

both at home and abroad.
Mbowa’s immense acting talents was Robert Serumaga; Mbowa
played Rose in the world premiere of Serumaga’s 4 Play. One cannot
help but wonder whether the character was named as a tribute to

Mbowa’s talent.

Conclusion
According to Kalundi’s account, Serumaga himself did not return to

Uganda officially until ‘late 1968’. He had, of course, moved back and

7 Mbowa, Rose, ‘Luganda Theatre and its Audience’, in Eckhard Breitinger (ed.), Uganda: The
Cultural Landscape, University of Bayreuth: Bayreuth African Studies, No. 39, 1999, p. 235.

" Horn, Andrew, ‘Uhuru to Amin: The Golden Decade of Theatre in Uganda’, in H.H. Anniah
Gowda (ed.), Essays in African Literature, Mysore, India: Centre for Commonwealth Literature and
Research, 1978, p. 44.

"9 Cook, David, ‘The Makerere Free Travelling Theatre: An Experimental Model’, in, in, Uganda: The
Cultural Landscape, Eckhard Breitinger (ed.), University of Bayreuth: Bayreuth African Studies, 39,
pp. 51-52. It should also be noted that it was, no doubt, with a heartfelt sorrow and regret that many in
Uganda’s theatre, Makerere and the world, received news of Rose Mbowa’s untimely death in 1999.
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forth before when he was still based in Ireland and the U.K. His first
play was produced at Kampala’s National Theatre in 1967, and his
novel Return to The Shadows (written in 1966) was due to be
published in 1969. Although, London was home for Serumaga in 1966,
he actually happened to have been in Uganda that May, and he himself
‘had undergone [personal] indignities at the hands of the military’."*
On his return to Uganda, Serumaga would become the first theatre
artist to address the nightmare that befell postcolonial Uganda in his
1967 play A Play. The play was produced by Theatre Limited, an
intercultural and interracial company whose formation Serumaga was
very actively engaged in. Makerere had ‘lost’ Serumaga to Trinity
College Dublin — as a student — but Makerere wasted no time in
letting him in as one of its own. Serumaga’s next two plays were to be
written as a Senior Fellow in creative writing at Makerere."”' It should
also be noted that there were other groups apart from Theatre Limited,
which also produced plays in the English language, the Ngoma Players
as well as the Makonde Group and people did not confine their loyalty
exclusively to a single group. As Andrew Horn observes: ‘these
various organisations were by no means discreet. [David] Rubadiri and
[Rose] Mbowa [for example] both worked with Ngoma and Makonde,
members of which were also involved in Kawadwa’s and Kiyingi’s’'™*
groups. And many of those luminaries who had started in the Inter-Hall
competition as well as the Free Travelling Theatre continued to pursue
their theatrical calling even after their student days at Makerere were
over.

Obote’s coup represents a major historical rupture as well as a
turning point for Uganda’s theatre, when the indigenised sign was

forced to rapidly acquire an interventionist dimension, one that would

become a defining characteristic all through the Golden Age of

' Horn, Andrew, ‘Individualism and Community in the Theatre of Serumaga’, in Frances Harding
(ed.), The Performance Arts in Africa (A Reader), London and New York: Routledge, 2002, p. 104.
The first Senior Fellow they had was novelist, V.S. Naipaul.

e Horn, Andrew, ‘Uhuru to Amin: The Golden Decade of Theatre in Uganda’, in H.H. Anniah Gowda
(ed.), Essays in African Literature, Mysore, India: Centre for Commonwealth Literature and Research,
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Ugandan Theatre. Walter Benjamin’s words perhaps come closest to
summing up the journey on which Serumaga and his peers embarked:
‘The state of emergency in which we live is not the exception but the
rule. We must attain to a sense of history that is in keeping with that
insight.”"*® Serumaga was the first one to stand up and be counted as
they indigenised the theatrical sign as well as cried out against the

hegemony of Obote’s emergency and other draconian excesses.

'3 Benjamin, Walter, ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’, in /llustrations, New York: Schoken

Books, 1968, p. 257.
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CHAPTER TWO

¢ SERUMAGA’S IRISH PLAY’ '**
(SIGNIFICATION AS A SURVIVAL KIT)

Serumaga’s signification could well be described as an intricate
balance between the exposure of the abominable realities of those
precarious times to which he was responding, and his inevitable
attempts to evade the censor, as well as ensure his very survival in
Uganda. This he does through an embrace of the so-called absurdist
idiomatic choice. Critics and scholars such as Margaret Macpherson
and Rose Mbowa have identified that choice in these two plays,
(particularly in 4 Play). The term ‘absurd’ is used with caution in this
context. The use by Macpherson and Rose is meant to reflect that tight
rope walked by Serumaga and his fellow artists under the hegemony
and pogroms of Obote and through the genocidal regime of Idi

Sss
Amin.

Martin Esslin has cited Eugéne Ionesco thus, in his search for
a definition of the genre of the ‘absurd’ in theatre: ‘Absurd is that
which is devoid of purpose [...] cut off from his religious metaphysical
and transcendental roots, man is lost; all his actions become useless,
senseless, absurd.”'*® Strong as those words may be, and they no doubt
embody what is arguably the canonical definition of the genre of the
‘absurd’, they may still sound mild or even abstract to those who may

not have encountered that form in a practical, corporeal reality or

'3 More will be said about this later in the chapter, but the expression ‘Irish play’ should not be taken
as a compliment. The actual quotation is ‘European plays’ but in the context and spirit of what was
being said I have found ‘Irish’ a more appropriate phrase. It is a reference to Serumaga’s two earliest
plays: A Play and The Elephants. It may also be argued, even at this early stage, that although it may be
appropriate to describe 4 Play in that unflattering tone, to do the same to The Elephants is to, perhaps,
underestimate the concerns of that play, let alone, Serumaga’s aesthetic accomplishments in it. For
more on the genesis of the designation, see Rubadiri, David, ‘Serumaga: Dramatist who has Descended
to Grassroots Level’, Sunday Nation, Nairobi, 29" January 1978, p. 20.

'** For more on Serumaga and the ‘absurd’, see Macpherson, Margaret, ‘Plays and People: An
Examination of Three Ugandan Dramatists: Byron Kawadwa, John Ruganda and Robert Serumaga’, in:
The Writer and Society in Africa: The Last Fifty Years and Prospects for the Next, Makerere Golden
Jubilee Writers Workshop, Session paper No. 4, (University of Nairobi), 1972. Rose Mbowa also
discusses the same issue in, for example: Artists Under Siege: Theatre and the Dictatorial Regimes in
Uganda, Eckhard Breitinger (ed.), Theatre and Performance in East Africa: University of Bayreuth,
Bayreuth African Studies, No. 31, 2003, pp. 123-134.

'%¢ Cited in Esslin, Martin, Theatre of the Absurd, (Third Edition), London: Methuen, 2001, p. 23.
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dimension. But that uselessness, senselessness and absurdity was a
direct response and encapsulation of the west and humanity at its
lowest modern ebb, monstrous, desperate and unfathomably inhuman
best or worst. The horrors of the Second World War and the Holocaust
precipitated the dramas of authors such as Beckett, Ionesco and Pinter.
In much the same way an ‘absurdist’ idiom would emerge as a
response to hegemonic and genocidal regimes that ruled in post-
independence Uganda, specifically in the plays of Robert Serumaga.
Serumaga’s embrace of the ‘absurd’ is in part due to his six years as a
student at Trinity College, Dublin, as well as his theatrical experiences
as an actor and theatre goer in London, where he spent two years
before his official return to Uganda in 1968. It is there that he is bound
to have encountered a form that would be able to carry, the very core
of how he felt, what he saw, and in a manner that brought him closer to
an indigenised theatrical sign.

Serumaga’s choice of the ‘absurd’ was not only an aesthetic one; it
can also be described as a key component of his thematic universe and
survival kit, enforced on him by the hegemonic order which
characterised the regimes of Milton Obote (1966-1971) and Idi Amin
(1971-1979). The ‘absurdist’ idiomatic choice is a valuable thematic
key to Serumaga’s diagnosis of what ails postcolonial/neo-colonial
Uganda and Africa, in both plays. Again, the idiom of the ‘absurd’ is
as much about aesthetics, as it is about an author’s world-view or
philosophy. An ‘absurdist’ idiom is dictated by aesthetics as well as by
the artist’s view of the world. Almost as a rule, in the dramas of the
‘absurd’, or those akin to them (such as Serumaga’s 4 Play), form and
content cannot be divorced from each other.

It is also important to note that there could well be an undue
emphasis placed on the postmodern vis a vis Serumaga’s embrace of
the ‘absurd’ and in his theatre in general. What could easily be read as
postmodern to some, the aspect of linearity for instance, or lack

thereof, is simply a return to his indigenous roots. This quest is



incrementally evident in every one of his works as well as in his

157
°7 Serumaga’s search for an

thoughts and writing on art and the theatre.
indigenous form of signification ought to be re-emphasised, in
particular to those who reiterate the European avant-garde in
Serumaga but forget or are may be unaware of Serumaga as a
relentless miner of his traditional heritage. Kalundi Serumaga reels off

'8 that, in his opinion, lay far too much

a list of names and newspapers
emphasis on the European avant- garde and far less, if at all, on the far
more formidable sources of influence and inspiration: Africa, in
particular Buganda and Uganda. In Kalundi’s own words: ‘much has
been made in criticism and otherwise of the period of his life in Europe
[...] as the animus for what is perceived as the avant-garde or
experimental nature of Serumaga’s [...] theatre work’."”’ To Kalundi,
this undue emphasis on the avant-garde and Serumaga’s decade-long
stay in Europe is at its worst, not only condescending and patronising,
but also Orientalist, and neo-colonial. Perhaps, at its best, it is still
circumspect, if not misleading, especially so with regard to the later
and perhaps most successful of all his works, the non-dialogic plays:
Renga Moi (The Red Warrior) and Amayirikiti (The Flame Tree).
These plays are a product of a relentless search for Serumaga’s ‘own

"1 But the hybridised and syncretic nature of the

African voice.
theatrical sign in this context leads one to surmise, even as a working
hypothesis, that Beckett/Europe were a little more than just catalytic
for Serumaga, particularly in the early years. Beckett’s presence can be
felt even in Serumaga’s third play Majangwa, but the difference there
is that whatever the influences are, they are so well digested that they

do not appear to blunt his originality in any way.

137 See for instance: Serumaga, Robert and Janet Johnson, ‘Uganda’s Experimental Theatre’, African
Arts, 111, 3, Spring 1970, pp. 52-55.

138 One exception is one by the name of Tom Sutcliffe — Vogue Magazine, 1% Feb. 1975, cited in
Serumaga, Kalundi. R., ‘Silenced Voices and Hidden Legacies: Robert Serumaga and The Abafumi
Theatre Company’, p. 8. This resourceful paper is yet to be published unfortunately.

'%9 Serumaga, Kalundi. R., ‘Silenced Voices and Hidden Legacies: Robert Serumaga and The Abafumi
Theatre Company’, p. 7.
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That said, it is still valuable to engage in a discussion of
Serumaga’s adoption of the ‘absurdist’ idiom, which must also be seen
perhaps even more as a syncretic issue. One salient aspect of
Serumaga’s work and that of the Golden Age of Uganda’s Theatre was
the struggle to indigenise the theatre, which was an essentially Western
cultural sign. This is not to negate the patently theatrical aspects of (in
this case) Uganda before the colonial era. Playwrights such as Wycliffe
Kiyingi, Kawadwa, Ruganda and Serumaga all indigenised the cultural
sign in their own individualised ways of course. One by-product of that
process was a hybridised kind of sign. In postcolonial societies,
intertextualisation as well as the syncretic sign are inevitable in the
march towards an indigenised form of theatrical figuration.

As we discuss signification, survival and the ‘absurd’ in
Serumaga’s work, it is also important to remember that the key issue of
individualism/solipsism, on the one hand, and commitment/activism,
on the other, has by no means been jettisoned. Implied, but not
explicitly stated, is another primary concern: theatrical innovation.
Serumaga’s role in the formation of Theatre Limited in 1969, and his
eventual formation of the Abafumi (Storytellers) are examples of his
innovative and experimental approach. Writing about the Ugandan
theatrical scene in 1972, Margaret Macpherson describes Serumaga
thus: ‘He is an articulate thinker on the theatre arts, and his boundless
enthusiasm embraces continually new experiences and new
experiments.’'®’

That desire and ability to experiment and innovate would reach
unprecedented heights in the formation of the Abafumi Theatre
Company and in the plays that followed (which will be discussed in
Chapter Five). But it is important to reiterate that even in the earliest of
his plays, to many a critic and scholar, Serumaga’s flair for innovation

was clearly seen as a major defining aspect of his practice.

'*" Macpherson, Margaret, ‘Plays and People: An Examination of Three Ugandan Dramatists: Byron
Kawadwa, John Ruganda and Robert Serumaga’, in The Writer and Society in Africa: The Last Fifty
Years and Prospects for the Next, Makerere Golden Jubilee Writers Workshop, Session paper No. 4,
(University of Nairobi), 1972, p. 14.
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Broadly speaking, Serumaga’s critics fall into two camps: the
affirmative ones, and those who, he probably could never have
appeased. Those with whom Kalundi seems to have taken umbrage
probably deserve a category unto themselves. Among the unappeasable
are critics and scholars such as Chris Wanjala and Peter Nazareth, both
affiliates of what some in East Africa refer to as the Nairobi school of
literary criticism. The scholar Charles Okumu divides these scholars
and critics into two categories: the ‘Marxist-Fanonist” and the ‘literary-
Marxist.” To the former, the polemic concerns are all encompassing,
while the latter ‘tends towards a balance between the social themes and
the formal aspects of a literary work.”'®* Regardless of where exactly
Wanjala or Nazareth fall under the sub-groupings, it does not take
much of an effort to tease out where they stand vis ¢ vis Uganda’s
turbulent history. It will be argued, at least as a working hypothesis,
that there is such a thing as paradigmatic, allegorical or analogous
individualism, whose goal is always the societal as opposed to the
individual’s concerns. And those who accuse Serumaga of ‘a radical
individualism, tending distinctly towards solipsism’'®* as well as those
who might ‘revel’ in it are both off the mark. Writing in The Journal of
Commonwealth Literature, for instance, Chris Wanjala praises
Serumaga for his theatrical abilities but goes on to say that ‘eulogies of
the defunct feudalist Buganda system are infuriating to any Ugandan

"1 Wanjala is entitled

national who would like to see a united Uganda.
to his opinions, but advocacy and proselytisation must also be seen for
what they are. More recent history of Uganda now includes a restored
monarchy in Serumaga’s region of Buganda, for example. Where does
that leave Wanjala’s criticism? One can indeed be loyal to Buganda

without abandoning Uganda. Positions such as Wanjala’s too often

start with the irony of consecrating or sanctifying borders and nations

192 Okumu, Charles, ‘Towards an Appraisal of Criticism on Okot’s Poetry’, in Eckhard Breitinger (ed.),
Theatre and Performance in Africa, University of Bayreuth: Bayreuth African Studies, No. 31, 1993, p.
154.

1 Horn, Andrew, ‘Individualism and Community in the Theatre of Serumaga’, in Frances Harding
(ed.), The Performance Arts in Africa (A Reader), London and New York: Routledge, 2002, p. 97.

' Wanjala, Chris, The Journal of Commonwealth Literature, VIII, 2, December 1973, p. 14.



that were constructed and inherited from the British and other colonial
masters. What about the Constitution that Obote abrogated soon after
his assumption of total unbridled power in 1966, which was discussed
at length in the Introduction? Wanjala’s views must be set against the
knowledge of the innocent lives that were lost during the Nakulabye
incident in 1964, and even worse in the pogroms of 1966. To engage
with Uganda or the Golden Age Theatre by ignoring or being selective
in readings of the festering wound of its history and a vicious north-
south divide that Obote exploited with a demagogic mastery and
shamelessness, is to indulge in a kind of activist as opposed to judicial
criticism. It is also to suffer from a self-inflicted aporia that is only too
apparent as it clearly reduces ‘the work of discourse to the mere

195 1t s a criticism that is defined

reflection of an ontologically prior.
by compromised misreadings as a result of ideological persuasion/s.
That festering wound of Uganda’s history and geopolitics is at the
centre of Serumaga’s creative axis. It is obvious even in his very first
work, the novel Return to the Shadows (see: Introduction) and his
earliest play, the subject of this very chapter.

A Play was first produced at Kampala’s National Theatre in
October 1967, under the auspices of Theatre Limited, a company that
Serumaga helped to found (see Chapter One). In the spirit of the
Makerere Free Travelling Theatre, the membership of the group was
multicultural and multiracial. The one-act play was directed by
Elizabeth Keeble, with Serumaga in the leading role of the middle-
aged widower and erstwhile chief, Mutimukulu. Mutimukulu’s wife,
Rose, was played by Rose Mbowa and Mutimukulu’s maid was played
by Millie Aligawesa. The Malawian-Ugandan poet, scholar, actor and
director David Rubadiri played the Godhead. Conrad Olive, doubled as
the Old Man and eventually, the Doctor, John Sekajja; the Young Man,
David Ponting; Peter and Amyn Sunderji, played John."®
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Montrose, Louis, ‘Professing the Renaissance’ (1968) in Julie Rivkin and Michael Ryan (eds.),

Literary Theory: An Anthology, Massachusetts (USA) and Oxford (UK): Blackwell Publishers, 2001, p.

778.

'°See Cultural Events in Africa, 41, 1968, p. 2.
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The Play

The setting is a barely lit, eerily dark living room, which has certainly,
according to the stage directions, ‘seen better times.” The faded décor
is deliberately paralleled with its owner Mutimukulu, who is dressed in
‘a dark faded suit [...] carrying a briefcase, walking stick and bowler

*167 We know from the very

hat, [which are] weighing heavily on him.
beginning that more is troubling Mutimukulu than the electricity or
telephone bill and the cooker that he seems to have purchased by
instalments. Moments after we first encounter him, a nightmare begins
to unfold. Mutimukulu is a troubled ‘man who has passed his prime
but he is still vaguely looking for it.” He is about to ‘look” for a lot
more than ‘his prime’, and if he is unwilling to do so, he will be forced
by a divine hand from the pantheon of the God’s of Buganda: Mukasa,
the God of the lake (justice and restitution among other things).
Mukasa is, arguably, the most popular, powerful and revered God in
the vast cosmology of the Baganda. Buganda, of course, is also
Serumaga’s region of origin. The significance of that cannot be
overemphasised in what is ultimately a re-enactment of a nightmare in
the search for a crucial truth and answer.

Mutimukulu himself stars in the re-enactment of a drama set in his
own mind. The drama is a tragic one and the dream is a nightmare that
can only be described as uncannily closer to reality and to an awful,
surrealistically rendered truth. It is a search for a gory truth of the
murder of his wife Rose, a search made even worse by the fact that
Mutimukulu himself seems to have been implicated in the murder. The
appearance of the Godhead is followed by a storm that foregrounds a

more violent storm in the mind of a man that may have attempted to

"7 Serumaga, Robert, 4 Play, first published in Kampala by the Uganda Publishing House in 1968, all
parenthetic page references are from a republished edition; one with both Majangwa and A Play,
Nairobi: East African Publishing House, 1974, p. 54. The next quotation in this paragraph is also from
the same page of the play.
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cauterise his memory of his own culpability in the murder, but is now
haunted by the relentless pangs of guilt and the impeding consequences
which the Godhead unambiguously spells out by way of
justice/retribution.

HEAD

There is an anthill where I am sitting and you and the truth
have parted, and gone your different ways. When you meet on
the other side of the raised ground the truth will have become
a leopard with horns on its head. Will you let it eat you, or will
you speak in its face?'®®

The Godhead’s appearance and pronouncement is soon followed by the
arrival of two guests: the Old Man and his companion, the Young Man.
They are here not just to provide their host, the lonely Mutimukulu,
with badly needed ‘company’ but also to help him revisit the past in
order to clarify the present. The need for clarification and the revisiting
of the past take on a different magnitude in light of that murder. This is
no ordinary excursion into the past, as the Old Man himself puts it,
early in the play: ‘I expect a lot more to happen before the night is out.
For tonight, five years ago, our host got married. And tonight, one year
ago, his wife was murdered.”'®® The old Man obviously expects the
unearthing of the truth. Why did she die, for instance? What was the
manner of her death? What was the nature of her husband’s complicity,
or lack thereof, in what appears to be an orchestrated murder (or
murders), on what has turned out to be a dual anniversary of a wedding
as well as a murder?

John and Peter, the two other guests who eventually arrive with
Rose to ostensibly celebrate the wedding anniversary, are also dead,
and they met their deaths more or less at the same time as Rose. In the
play within the play, the murder is re-enacted and the two, threatened
by Mutimukulu (with a gun in hand), fire their guns at Rose.

Mutimukulu instantly accuses them of the foul deed, exempting
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himself from any liability as he sinks even deeper into mental

instability.

Anguish and Justice

Andrew Horn states that ‘The play seems to hover between an
exposition of nihilism [...] and an assertion of a para-human fate which
inexorably pursues every misdeed and its perpetrator.’'’’ This is
perhaps where the play surmounts or transcends the sum of its parts.
The ‘para-human fate’ that awaits the guilty Mutimukulu has already
been unequivocally spelt out by Mukasa, the most powerful of the
Gods in the pantheon of the Gods in the cosmology of the Baganda.
The God’s appearance and his words further attest to the foul nature
and gravity of the crime. Horn defines nihilism as ‘pointless play
between birth and death.”'”" That grim, purposeless and trivial view of
life is woven through the entire fabric of the play. There 1s something
radical about this even on a purely metaphysical plane. Nihilism is
defined as ‘a radical or extreme radical attitude which denies all
traditional values, and not infrequently moral values as well.”'”
Serumaga does not deny his traditional values in religious, cultural and
perhaps most of all, political terms. He upholds them to varying
degrees, and sometimes in an orthodox and vehement manner.
Serumaga’s nihilism must be seen as a result of deep disillusionment
and certainly despair. In the context of Serumaga’s 4 Play, the
disillusionment and despair are, by and large, metaphysical and
religious. They are not a result, as Horn puts it, of ‘a radical
individualism, tending distinctly towards solipsism, which

5173

characterizes all [of Serumaga’s] central characters. It is true that

Serumaga’s ‘central characters’ tend to be radically individualist. But

" Horn, Andrew, ‘Individualism and Community in the Theatre of Serumaga’, in Frances Harding

(ed.), The Performance Arts in Africa (4 Reader), London and New York: Routledge, 2002, p. 100.

" Ibid., p. 100.

172 Cuddon, J. A. (ed.), revised by C.E. Preston: The Penguin Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary
Theory (Fourth Edition), London: Penguin Books, 1999, p. 50.

' Horn, Andrew, ‘Individualism and Community in the Theatre of Serumaga’, in Frances Harding
(ed.), The Performance Arts in Africa (4 Reader), London and New York: Routledge, 2002, p. 97.
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they act more like his agents in a terrain characterised by metaphoric
exploration of art and creativity, vision as well as insanity, enforced
isolation and alienation. For all his lofty contributions with regard to
Serumaga’s work and Ugandan theatre in general, this is one of the
moments where Horn falls short.'”* He, too, opens himself up to
charges of selective readings of Uganda’s postcolonial history and
turmoil. But that history and turmoil are the fulcrum around which
Serumaga’s work revolves. At the very least, Horn does not belabour
the facts behind the postcolonial condition mirrored in Serumaga’s
works. If one familiarises oneself with Serumaga’s diachronic text and
the incendiary geopolitics of Uganda’s turbulent post-Independence
history, one is more likely to say that if Serumaga’s characters are
radically individualist, the question should be, why are they so? The
answer is likely to lie in the historical contexts that triggered
Serumaga’s texts, in the colossal inhumanity under both Obote and Idi
Amin, in the tragic events but that triggered the anguish, the despair
and the cry for justice; and they can all be located in the synchronic

. : 5
and diachronic texts.'’

The Diachronic Play
MUTIMUKULU

Blood! Blood with the concrete to lay the foundation.
But the blood rots and stinks, and the house may not be
inhabited.'”

The play is set in the Uganda of its premiere (1967). That house echoes
the ailing condition of postcolonial Uganda, a nation that reeks of
blood, oozing from the very depths of its foundation. The house is a
gigantic crypt in which the living are almost outnumbered by the dead.
If Mutimukulu is emblematic of the living then the inhabitants’

existence is one characterised by a palpable anguish and despair that

' Horn creates the impression of being no more than a messenger earlier on, but in the end, he does tip
his hand later in his essay with regard to the question of Buganda and Uganda.

'3 Synchronic is simply a reference to the text in hand and diachronic is used to refer to context or
times in the particular text or play is set.

"7 Serumaga, Robert, 4 Play, Nairobi: East African Publishing House, 1974, p. 82.

90



provide precious little by way of affirmation life, even for those who
might be tempted to choose between life and death. The solitary
individuals that come and go into that house combine to provide a
layered, intricate, pathetic and tragic tale of Uganda, Obote and
Buganda, the state that Obote stripped of its nationhood after a political
marriage of convenience.

MUTIMUKULU

Vote? Vote! That is what’ s wrong with this whole place.
Every cretin, every putrefying mass of human refuse
thinks they can settle all manner of issues by the simple
act of their hands being counted. What makes you think

that your two miserable votes can cancel out or even
177

balance my vote.

The logic here is simple; once you occupy or conquer a people and
their nation, leaving them trapped and outnumbered deep in the hem of
a colonial construct that is now sanctified by a dictatorship of the new-
found majority from all the other parts of the state, then a vote is just
an optical illusion in what amounts to a ritual consecration of a
dictatorship. What Serumaga is saying is that, as it was on the national
stage, so it truly is in this crypt of a house. As Mutimukulu bluntly puts
it: ‘Well, this is my house and nobody is going to vote in it.”!"™®

Things get worse, as they did on the national stage. The nation
that we see under Mutimukulu’s roof is not what Fanon might call, ‘a
state that reassures the ordinary citizen, but rather one that rouses his
anxiety.”'”’ This is a tale of betrayal, murder and denial by
Mutimukulu. The stage directions clearly spell out the message.

MUTIMUKULU

She is dead. They’ve killed my wife.
Why, why? Is there no conscience left in the world?
How can you find harmony in the mouth of a gun?

(Looks at his fingers and notices blood) i

M Thid,, p. 17
8 1bid., p. 77

17 Fanon, Frantz, The Wretched of the Earth, (trans.) Constance Farrington, London: Penguin, 1963, p.

1334

180 Serumaga, Robert, 4 Play, Nairobi: East African Publishing House, 1974, pp. 81-82.
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Obote seized absolute power in 1966, but he had blood on his hands
even earlier. Mutimukulu’s character calls for a contrapuntal reading,
as he works both as a vessel and thematic agent of the author.
Mutimukulu functions as the object and embodiment of all that revolts
Serumaga. This could be a strength, as well as a weakness, not to
mention part of the effort to elude the censor. Obote had become an
elected Prime Minister in 1962. He would never have managed this
without the support of the Baganda. Serumaga’s thematic and social
concerns are addressed in analogous ways. A Play is a solemn
‘celebration” of a sad and tragic anniversary: it marks the marriage and
the death of Mutimukulu’s wife Rose. Obote initially came into office
after a political marriage and a symbolic brotherhood with Buganda.
He sealed this further by actually marrying someone from Buganda,
Miria Kalule. Rose Mbowa has commented on this marriage to a
Muganda wife as a further signifier of Obote’s cunning and ambition.
Mutimukulu, who is no doubt paralleled to Obote, addresses a portrait
of Rose very early in the play. Incidentally, Rose is not only married to
Mutimukulu, as many commentators have pointed out, she is also a
symbol of Buganda. Mutimukulu’s words ring rather hollow as the
story unfolds, and it becomes clear that even the love he professes for
his departed wife stems more from an expression of political rhetoric,
than from a conscience or truth. ‘Rose! I loved you. No, really I did.
Maybe [ was too busy pursuing my own ambitions to show you my
love. But you were part of the whole plan, the whole picture.’'®" Did
Mutimukulu actually love Rose or only insofar as she brought him
closer to his ultimate goal: the whetting of his homicidal appetite and
the consolidation of his unfettered power?

Mutimukulu is a man clearly in denial of a foul deed, personal
responsibility and culpability, particularly so after the vivid re-
enactment of the murder at the climax of the play. And it is no
coincidence that the play revolves around a double anniversary of a

marriage and a subsequent murder. To Mbowa, who played Rose in the

'8! Serumaga, Robert, 4 Play, Nairobi: East African Publishing House, 1974, p. 55.



world premiere of the play, the eventual conquest, subjugation and
attempted liquidation of Buganda by Obote began with a marriage on

'82 With that context in mind, the house

the political and personal arena.
in which the personal and national nightmare unfolds should certainly
be seen as a place far closer to a crypt than to a home. Virtually half of
the characters the audience encounters are dead. On the list of the
living are the Old Man and the Young Man, who are condemned to a
precarious existence and a shorter lifespan as tramps. Mutimukulu
himself is hanging on a precipice and he is already closer to a ghost
than to the man he might have been once upon a time. A lot of the
humanity he may have had seems to have been sacrificed on the altar
of his ambition.

The play in general (and more so Mutimukulu’s character)
calls for a contrapuntal reading. Mutimukulu functions in a multi-
layered way, both as a vessel, and thematic agent of the author. But at
the same time, Mutimukulu functions as the object and embodiment of
all that revolts Serumaga. Immediately after he orders John and Peter
to murder his wife, he (Mutimukulu) mournfully asks: ‘How can you
find harmony in the mouth of a gun?’'® In the next beat we see the
blood on his hands. Earlier he makes a big speech that amounts to a
deconstruction of the vote (by the author) given the geopolitics of the
constructed country: ‘What makes you think that your two miserable

2% But he quickly

5185

votes can cancel out or even balance my vote
declares: ‘Well, this is my house and nobody is going to vote in it.
Mutimukulu is, overall, more of an object, an embodiment or veiled
personification of a despot who will not escape the justice and
restitution of fate and the Gods. But when Serumaga speaks through
him, Serumaga’s own voice and case is certainly undermined. The

result is a murkiness in the signification, from which the author cannot
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be absolved, in spite of one’s cognisance of the spectre of censorship
and even the question of survival. Any effort to elude the censor also
goes hand in hand with the responsibility or risk of turning the exercise
of decoding into a prohibitive task. There is a tacit agreement, a kind of
sacred trust, which the author and audience sign onto, and it cannot be
violated by murkiness in the plot or even in the synchronic facts.

The original sin in this play, for instance, seems to be
Mutimukulu’s. By the end of the play, though, one feels that the truth
of the murder/s and the grave consequences spelt out by the Godhead
at the very beginning literarily dissipate into the enigmatic sound of the
flute. There is a lot of dramatic potential lost here. What is certain is
that Mutimukulu needs even more medication: his mental fragility is
certainly worse after the staging/re-enactment of the murder. The
feeling one gets is that more loneliness awaits him, and that the ‘guilt’
gnawing at him is even worse in its impact. Something as central as
that cannot be left unresolved.

At the very end of the play, the Old Man reappears,
deliberately doubling as Mutimukulu’s doctor. Given what he knows
or has witnessed as the Old Man, will Mutimukulu plead not guilty on
account of a psychotic disorder? That seems unlikely, and that kind of
speculation takes the discussion into what amounts to a different play.
The more likely scenario is the re-appearance of the God of the lake,
who, however benign he may be, will clearly deem it to be too late to
intercede for a man who is clearly in denial of his culpability and the
glaring truth of the foul murder/s.

The re-appearance of the Old Man as Mutimukulu’s doctor
certainly raises more questions and further problematises the play. It
weakens the narrative by trivialising the horror we have witnessed and
writing it off as a trite, untrue, extended episode of hallucination. It
also lessens the gravity of what the play is pre-occupied with from the
very beginning: the truth of the murder and the divinely sanctioned,
inescapable consequences for the perpetrator. This is yet another
example of missed opportunities on the part of one to whom theatrical

vision, action, dialogue and humour otherwise come so easily.
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The problems start long before the end. John and Peter for
example, are not only accomplices in the murder in the pivotal scene
when each of them pulls the trigger on Rose, they are also, according
to the text, rumoured to have had an affair with Rose in the name of a

political score they wanted to settle.

MUTIMUKULU

Then afterwards I heard the rumours: that the bullet was meant
for me and it killed you instead and that my rivals; in trying to
destroy me had in fact made love to you in return for secret
information about me, which you never gave and as a last resort,

A : 186
they shot at me but missed and got you instead.

There are a number of other problems here. Rose is supposedly loyal
when it comes to giving information about Mutimukulu, but she does
not seem to hesitate in compromising her marital fidelity. To combine
the affair with an assassination plot and the accidental bullet is
confusion. There appears an authorial indecisiveness that has less to
do, perhaps, with the attempt to elude the censor necessarily than with
inconsistency and contradiction.

This inconsistency and contradiction is not confined to Rose’s
character or to Mutimukulu as agent and object; it is even more glaring
in the construction of the plot. At no time, for example, is that affair/
betrayal a motive for the murder. In addition, there is an indisputably
vivid re-enactment of the murder at the climax of the play. Peter, John,
Rose and Mutimukulu all play themselves a year ago to the day.
Mutimukulu threatens the ‘Beckettian’, music-hall pair of Peter and
John at gunpoint, before they carry out his command. (One wonders
why they do not aim their guns at him instead, given that there are two
guns in their hands and Mutimukulu has only one.) He (Mutimukulu)
then places the murder squarely on Peter and John’s shoulders as he
mourns for his ‘beloved’ wife. Peter and John then meet their deaths in
different ways.

There is also an allusion to a certain Mr. Munene. Munene

was scared that Mutimukulu would try to regain his political position

LED Serumaga, Robert, 4 Play, Nairobi: East African Publishing House, 1974, p. 93.



(Chief), having lost it to Munene’s son. According to Mutimukulu that
rivalry made Munene engineer an assassination; but the target is
missed: the accidental bullet then takes Mutimukulu’s beloved wife’s
life. Was Mutimukulu even at the scene of the accident or the
shooting? In the re-enactment, which he is also the architect of, he, it
1s, that indisputably issues the order. In this instance, though, we are
not told who the murderer is, though the evidence points to
Mutimukulu more than anybody else.

Confusion is evident in the stage directions, such as on page 82
when ‘young man returns [...] all eyes turn on him.”"®*” When did he
leave, one is tempted to ask? But that is probably making too much of
something that could be ironed out in a production. It is not quite clear
when we get to that scene how the two different guests, John and Peter,
as well as the Old Man and the Young Man, become part of the same
scene, unless it is meant to be a flashback, which it does not appear to
be. It is no wonder then, as Macpherson has observed, that ‘there are
far too many loose ends. It is difficult studying [the play] in print to
make a coherent interpretation.'**

Horn seems to encounter similar concerns when he notes: ‘The

189 .
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play is also fractured by grave discontinuities of structure.
talking about a disjointedness that is far from organic, and how the
play digresses or veers off into what he rightly refers to as ‘extended
asides’.'” The problem is that they cease to be asides when they
threaten to swing the pendulum away from the main trajectory of the
narrative. Horn cites an interesting example and one that will be
discussed further. Those ‘sideshows’ take place soon after the re-

enactment of the murder. They are, ironically, quite compelling. In

some respects it is here that Serumaga’s much lauded ability, his flair

"7 Serumaga, Robert, 4 Play, Nairobi: East African Publishing House, 1974, p. 82.
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for comedy, the ‘absurd” and so on, reach their zenith in this play. It is
in those sideshows, more than half way through, after the key re-
enactment of the murder, that John and Peter seem to take over the
play. As Horn has observed: ‘the focus shifts to the extended asides of
Peter and John, a wholly different play begins to grow in the belly of
the text as catalysts overshadow the reagents.’'’’ John and Peter
literally take the show over, becoming ‘reagents’ when their roles
cannot be more than the catalytic one that Horn points out, in scenes
that can only be read as segues. Horn speaks for a lot more than
himself when he observes that the ‘extended asides’ are ‘all the more
distracting for being theatrically far more effective than the main body
of the action.”'*?

Rose Mbowa places the play in the camp of the ‘absurd’ and
attributes its problems to an obscurity in signification, which may well
succeed in eluding the censor, but sadly, may also alienate and possibly
lose the audience. Mbowa cites Macpherson to back up her views: ‘In
an attempt to reach stage performance without censorship, he
[Serumaga] was more obscure than his audiences could follow.'"
Macpherson herself takes us to what seems to be the root of the
problem: ‘The trouble seems to be that he has not quite decided
whether he is writing a drama of the absurd which requires its own
strange logic or whether he is writing a symbolic satire.”'** That
indecision and the wavering between two worlds that do not cohere
betray an idiomatic/stylistic unease, which no doubt spills onto the
page into the characters and weaves itself all through the narrative.

Fortunately for Serumaga, some of the problems and concerns, as

Macpherson points out were surmounted in production: ‘The Director

! Ibid.,

‘2 Thid.,
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[...] Mrs. Elizabeth Keeble, was instrumental in clarifying [the play] to

*1% This is certainly a tribute to

some extent for its first performance.
the power of performance as opposed to the printed word. But
productions, as Mbowa and Macpherson both know only too well, due
to their multiple hands on experiences as actors and directors, cannot
necessarily be a panacea when the writing falls short; in a script, the
problems are sometimes more patently congenital. This also explains
Macpherson’s careful qualification of her observation by saying the
clarification could only salvage the play, only ‘to an extent’ and no
more. It is important to remember that both Mbowa and Macpherson
observations come out of love and care; even though they do not mince
their words, theirs are perfect examples of affirmative critiques. It is
equally important to point out that there are moments in this play
which more than make up for the many shortcomings. At the very
beginning of the play, the clarity, even of the ambiguous, cannot be
doubted, and the play resonates even on the page. An even better
example can perhaps be seen soon after the pivotal scene in which
Rose’s murder is re-enacted. In the surrealistic sequences that follow,
there is a crowd gathered outside the house, supposedly Rose’s
relations who want to take her remains:

PETER

Well then my opinion stands. Let them take the body.
(There is some kind of agreement.)

OLD MAN

They also say they want the man who killed her.
PETER

What?
OLD MAN

The man who shot her. They say they must see justice done.
And they intend to do it themselves. (confounded pause)
PETER

They can’t do it. They mustn’t do it [...] go tell them we live

in a civilised place here. There are such things as the

Sy ,196
course of justice, the rule of law, and er [...]

Where was the civilisation, the ‘justice’ and ‘the rule of law’ when

both Peter and John were pulling the trigger? That kind of irony could

"% Ibid., p.14.

1% Serumaga, Robert, A4 Play, Nairobi: East African Publishing House, 1974, p. 83.
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not have been lost to the audiences in Kampala’s National Theatre in
1967. The vast majority of them would have had first-hand experiences

<

with what Mbowa has described as: ‘— the emergence of [Obote’s]

fascist dictatorship,”'”” invoking everything that it had incontrovertibly
violated. There might even have been a sense of Schadenfreude among
many in the audience, a kind of ‘poetic justice’. Consistency, however,
remains a problem. Even if fragmentation and disconnectedness are an
author’s goal, there must be an organic coherence. To sit on the fence
between the ‘drama of the absurd [...] [and] symbolic satire’ is, as
Macpherson surmises, to fall ‘between two stools.”'”® Say what you
mean, even if what you mean is the ostensible as opposed to the real
truth, for example. One must stick to whatever one’s choice is, then
work out one’s signification with consistency; among other things, one
will more than likely elude the censor as well as ensure one’s survival.
That indecisiveness and the play’s occasional suspension between
idioms that do not complement each other lead to a sketchy, disjointed,
problematised plot, as well as obscurity that, for example, spills into
the characterisation of Mutimukulu both as a kind of
message/messenger or agent/object. Nonetheless, these shortcomings

did not ultimately eclipse Serumaga’s efforts, which will certainly be

remembered for years to come.

Language, Intertextualisation, Originality

‘ His [Serumaga’s] first play called 4 Play, was frankly frustrating
both to me and the audience and school children that had to pass
it for their exams [...] It used dramatic dialogue in a form that
was heavily influenced by European drama. One had to

5199

remember lines to put action into meaning.
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David Rubadiri, Serumaga’s friend who also played the Godhead in the
original cast, made reference to Europe as a signifier of alienness in
terms of cultural difference. The reference was mentioned earlier, in
the very first footnote of the chapter. Rubadiri’s unease appears to be
triggered by a number of things, such as the inorganic/disjointed nature
of some the dialogue. There are also echoes of Beckett through the
comic pair of John and Peter. Those echoes may, in Rubadiri’s view,
have cast a shadow over the play’s originality. Even more importantly
perhaps, Rubadiri’s unease would have been exacerbated by an
alienness or ‘European-ness’ in some of the language that Serumaga’s
characters use. My choice of the designation ‘Irish’, in reference to 4
Play, is largely a result of some of the Hibernicised and Beckettian
phrases and idioms that one encounters in reading the play. Beckett, is,
of course, undoubtedly Irish, but I am also aware that certain critics
and scholars consider his work to be far more European than Irish.
Rubadiri’s use of the designation ‘European’ is, in my opinion, a
euphemism for the numerous concerns I have outlined above. It is
therefore no compliment to Serumaga, neither should it be read as a
slur on Europe or Ireland; it is simply a reference to an inherent
cultural gulf, distance and alienness which Rubadiri feels in his reading
of the play; and one in which he also happens to have performed. Well
placed as he is in making those comments, I beg to differ with his
affirmative criticism when the ‘coded’ designation, European, is
extended to encompass The Elephants. The Elephants will not be
discussed till the coming chapter, but suffice it to say, that at the very
least, it happens to be a far more lofty accomplishment and there
appears to be no justification for lumping the two plays together. I
should add that in my view, the expression ‘Irish play’, at least in terms
of some of the dialogue in 4 Play, seems to speak more closely to the
specific source/s of some the contentious idioms as well as the degree
of intertextualisation. Horn provides a number of very specific
examples that speak to what Rubadiri intimates, including, not so much
the alienness of some of the language, rather, its literariness. That is

not to imply that Horn and Rubadiri would necessarily agree on
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Serumaga or A Play. A few of their concerns do converge, but it is
Hom who has written more extensively on the subject and his
observations and concerns are therefore bound to attract more attention
in this discussion. But to discuss those concerns is to also engage with
the task of hybridisation of the Western theatrical sign, and the
negotiation involved therein.

To Horn, for example, ‘the distinctly Beckettian pair of John and
Peter [4 Play] who [are] strongly reminiscent of Vladimir and

i playing games. Is this

Estragon [...] spend most of their stage time
a question of literary kinship that takes the form of intertextualisation
or is it a lack of originality/ derivativeness? Horn opts for the latter
categorisation. Horn continues, ‘Like Beckett’s ravaged clowns; John
and Peter are called jesters (p.65) and tramps (p.65, p.66, p. 67 and p.
69).” The evidence seems to show that they would have been called
jesters, since that is a big part of their function. In fact they do it so
well that as was already noted they literally steal the show in the
satirical and hysterical ‘extended asides.” Most criticism will take what
those characters say as original, forceful and memorable; and the
derivativeness, as probably far more apparent than real. Where these
two characters echo Beckett’s immortalised clowns are moments that
the playwright could have obfuscated or erased but deliberately chose
not to. The result works almost as a tribute in philosophic, thematic
and artistic terms, to Beckett, to the Music Halls, and to the solo
performances in which Serumaga was practically immersed and
schooled. As Horn himself has noted Serumaga’s legacy from ‘stand-
up’ or solo performance is an aspect glaringly and curiously ignored by

o g 5 201
scholars and critics who have commented on Serumaga’s work.
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Horn goes on to note in a footnote about Serumaga’s John and
Peter, that ‘their language [is] larded with theatrical phrases — ‘a good
line” (p. 65), ‘his bit lightly overplayed’ (p.66), ‘this is a death cell not
a theatre’ (p.92).202 He concludes that the characters ‘often [relate to
each other] in the form of music-hall turns.” Horn provides some vivid
examples in this respect: John: ‘We must pass the time somehow
before we die [...] tomorrow’ (p. 92), recalls Vladimir: ‘That passed
the time.” Estragon: ‘It would have passed in any case’ (Godot, p. 48);
and Vladimir: ‘That wasn’t such a bad little canter.” Estragon: ‘Yes,
but we’ll have to find something else’ (Godot, p. 65).

It is quite possible to read this, not so much in terms of
derivativeness or lack of originality, rather in terms of life as a
meaningless or purposeless game: a major part of the thematic
scaffolding of Serumaga’s play, implied even by the very choice of the
title 4 Play. Literary echoes/inter-textualisation/s and influences are
hybridised signs. The hybridised sign is by definition also a syncretic
one. In his remarks on 4 Play, Roscoe, for instance, points to ‘echoes
of Brecht, Beckett, Soyinka, and even Okigbo ghosting forth’*"
though he does not identify those ‘echoes’. More importantly, in terms
of hybridisation, is Serumaga’s use of language. Roscoe points out that
Serumaga is prone to ‘occasional linguistic ineptness when a wrong

) 5 . "
9% Roscoe points his finger at the infamous

register 1s used.”?
‘undesirable cardiac contortions’ (p. 64) that the Old Man mentions.
This criticism is valuable and it is hard to disagree with it, but the key
word is ‘occasional,” and the ‘ineptness’ is not a defining characteristic
in the way that Roscoe wants people to believe as he asserts elsewhere.
It could also be argued though that Serumaga and others were products
of two languages: their mother tongue, followed by that of the colonial

master. On occasion, the search for a local linguistic feel within the
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confines/constraints of English, for example, can be elusive and it at
times, leaves the writer dangling between the two languages, the end
result being an uninhabitable linguistic liminality. The infamous phrase
‘cardiac contortions’ is an example. It could be nothing more than a
desire for poetic speech. A native Luganda speaker would probably
notice what Serumaga is aiming to say: palpitations, more than likely.
The language, at times, is clearly a negotiation between English and
Luganda, and it is successful in the language of the Godhead for
example, but the manipulation of a hybridised linguistic sign is not
necessarily a smooth exercise. Nevertheless, it is important to
remember that the key word about Roscoe’s concern is ‘occasional.’
Probably far more disconcerting than the ‘occasional’ slippages
are the Irish and British idioms and expressions, which stick out in
some of the dialogue in 4 Play: ‘in there sweetie,” (p. 56), ‘ruddy
crocodile’ (p. 58), ‘I have no truck with people’ (p. 60), Mutimukulu’s
reference to the maid as ‘love’ (p. 55). Both, Roscoe and Horn have
complained about these phrases and they are no doubt part of the
reasons for Rubadiri’s lukewarm assessment of 4 Play in particular.
Horn also takes issue with something that stems from Serumaga’s
upbringing and formative years (which could also have been reinforced
in Dublin), when he notes that ‘distinctly Roman Catholic references
abound,” for example, ‘Jesus, Mary, Joseph I will kill you.’(p. 90).
When you combine that line with ‘Nice bit of rope you got here’ (p.
94), the language seems to echo Dublin even more than it does
London. Of course it also takes us back to Beckett and his ‘ravaged
clowns.’
Another aspect of language is the occasional literariness.
When it appears, it robs the work of dynamism, spontaneity, and
immediacy, relegating the words of the characters to a printed page
rather than the speaking stage. One good example is:

OLD MAN
Escaping from the prison of your own folly. Life has a
substance and a shadow. And more often than not, we
chase the shadow and miss the substance. The fault



lies with us not nature.”">
The risk of literariness could also be related to the trials and
tribulations of translation and the negotiation that leads to a hybridised
linguistic sign. It tends to be exacerbated at moments when we
encounter what Macpherson has called the ‘big speech,” which tends to
ask ‘for 3 stars beside it to indicate its thematic importance [...] [and]

1258 e telegraphing of the ‘thematic

can be rather artificia
importance’ of a speech could easily make it sound far more imposed
than organic, but it may also carry with it, the risk of didacticism.

A final aspect that ought to be mentioned here transcends
language, but 1t is clearly rooted in Serumaga’s upbringing and,
perhaps to an extent, connected to Serumaga’s Dublin years. Horn has
noticed the predominance of Catholic iconography. He seems to
wonder whether even the use of religious imagery from the cosmology
of the Baganda, is not mediated and outweighed by ‘Christian

27 There is also an additional problem, of the most

damnation.
powerful and popular God, Mukasa. Mukasa being the God of the lake,
among other things, could naturally be deemed responsible for storms
or, in theory, at least, capable of visiting them on a people as a
punishment. According to religious beliefs of the Baganda, Kiwanuka
is the God of thunder and lightning.**® It is therefore not clear why
Serumaga chose to invest Mukasa with the additional office of the God
of thunder and lightning.

Could it perhaps be that Serumaga had also just begun a journey

to the roots of his traditional religion, in much the same way as he had

embarked on a de-Europeanisation of the Western cultural sign that the
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theatre was in the early days? 4 Play contains unmistakable signs of

what Horn has described as ‘Serumaga’s superb sense of the

209

theatrical.””" It is worth looking at some examples of this before the

next play is discussed.

PETER
What a night we are having!
JOHN
We must pass the time somehow, before we die
(pause) tomorrow.
(pause.)|...]
PETER

Do you remember John do you remember that man shortly
after Our independence? He was Belgian I think. He
dressed his dog in our national flag; you remember?
(slight pause) we hanged him and deported his
dog.(laughs wildly)
JOHN
(unamused) 1 do not think that’s funny. Anyway it
1s the other way around; we hanged his dog and deported
him.
PETER
(stopped) Oh, was it NOW? (pause) And then what
happened to the flag?
JOHN

We still hang that up every day.zm

That final line, probably delivered deadpan, would undoubtedly elicit
a rapturous reaction. But Serumaga’s audience suddenly finds itself
face to face with hanging as a ritual affirmation of national normalcy.
Any keen observer of the Uganda or East African scene reading or
watching this play is bound to count on some of these scenes echoing
their way through the years and through the archives. Later,
Serumaga’s very own jesters, like their Beckettian kith indulge in a
game. It is an improvisation of their arrival at a kind of heavenly
Customs and Immigration:

JOHN
Saint Peter! I am home [...]
PETER
Aren’t you going to take off your rope?

JOHN

2% Horn, Andrew, ‘Individualism and Community in the Theatre of Serumaga’, in Frances Harding
(ed.), The Performance Arts in Africa (A Reader), London and New York: Routledge, 2002, p. 101.
219 Serumaga, Robert, 4 Play, Nairobi: East African Publishing House, 1974, p. 92.



(unaware) What?
PETER

You have just been hanged, remember? [...]

JOHN

I almost forgot. (takes up his position again)
Saint Peter, I am home.

PETER

Come on in, son. Let me take your rope. (John
hands over the rope)
Nice bit of rope you got here son. (looking at it)
JOHN
(bashful) Oh, it’s not really. Government
surplus.”"’

The language here takes us closer to Ireland as opposed to Europe or
anywhere else, including Uganda. It is on that account, perhaps, that
Horn takes issue with the absence of ‘unique locutions and rhythms of
Ugandan English.”*'> And Horn is right. There is, however, a danger
of conflating the written word with speech. Shakespeare or Sean
O’Casey, for example, could sound Ugandan without altering a single
word in their plays. And to speak of ‘Ugandan English’ is to risk a
totalised and slightly misleading impression; Okot p’Bitek’s rhythm
would clearly be different from Ruganda’s or Zirimu’s by virtue of the
regions they are from and even of the schools they attended. Horn is
right, though, to exercise caution in interpreting language. And
Serumaga himself is evidently not unaware of the alienness of the
diction. As Kalundi, for example, points out: ‘He had had, artistically
speaking, a lot more European cultural baggage to get rid of than many
of his contemporaries.”*"> Hence Serumaga’s explicit and widely noted
quest for self -reclamation and decolonisation, or de-Europeanisation,
of his work. But again, even in this, his first play, it is impossible not
to see the theatricality and abundant promise on all sorts of levels,
including perhaps one of the most fundamental/patent aspects of the

theatre — the ‘visual.” As Serumaga himself said in 1972: ‘Theatre is

2 Ibid., p. 94.
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first and foremost a visual and visible medium.”*"* Even a casual
glance at the next and final excerpt, stage directions included, will
illustrate this point. As John and Peter’s game continues, those familiar
with the Uganda of Idi Amin are bound to recall the firing squads at
Kampala’s Clock Tower and other parts of the country, which were to
become a gory kind of spectator sport. In that sense, the play, much
like John Ruganda’s The Burdens, displays a vision that was uncannily

even more true of Amin’s as opposed to Obote’s, Uganda.

([...] Peter looks at John. Suddenly John bursts into action.

He shouts, jeers, spits, turns his buttocks to the

Audience, farts and runs back to Peter, breathing
heavily.)

PETER
(amazed) Who did you see?

JOHN
My bank manager. What does he think he is doing,
Coming to my hanging with my overdraft in his hand?

PETER

Well, its his money.
JOHN

And its my hanging remember?
PETER

Our hanging...Do you see what I see?
JOHN

Yes, a priest.
PETER

Look at him. Look at him. He is sprinkling water...and
smoke. He is making noises. I think he is singing. ([...]
shouts, spits, farts. They stop and collect themselves.
Pause. Then they laugh wildly.) =

It is important to remember that these excerpts are meant to be
parenthesised, ‘playlets’ within a play. Still, they evidently make the
derivativeness questionable in terms of their signification in a Ugandan
context, illustrating Roscoe’s point about Serumaga’s natural affinity
and gift for the theatrical, as well as the ‘originality and force’ that was

noted earlier.

g Serumaga, Robert, ‘The Critical Silence’, Uganda Argus, Kampala, 3 August 1972, p. 4.
o Serumaga, Robert, 4 Play, Nairobi: East African Publishing House, 1974, p. 95.
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Conclusion

Given that Serumaga’s signification is not only an issue of aesthetics
but also of content, and is dictated by the spectre of censorship and by
the need for personal survival, does one absolve Serumaga of any
artistic shortcomings? The conflicting stylistic idioms that Macpherson
duly notes (the absurd on the one hand and ‘symbolic satire” on the
other) ensure that obscurity, abstraction, and incoherence triumph over
content and clarity. Much has already been noted about a palpable
uneasiness and indecisiveness in the play, which undermine the author
in aesthetic, semiological and thematic terms. Due to those congenital
inconsistencies in form and style, Mutimukulu appears to be an agent
through whom we can read the author’s strategic location, his protest
and dissidence. But Mutimukulu is clearly also the pillar and object of
this psychobiographic expos¢ of the ailment of a tyrant facing an
ultimate justice from which he cannot escape. The use of the word
‘seemingly’ stems from the inconclusive, weak and enigmatic ending,
one that undermines and trivialises the play by turning the veracity of
the nightmare and the tragic events at its core into a mere
verisimilitude. This trivialisation is enhanced by the dual role of the
Old Man; by becoming Mutimukulu’s doctor at the very end, he
reduces the nightmarish reality and truth into something that is patently
untrue, and at the very best, no more than a momentary, aberrant
condition that need not unsettle anyone. The plot suffers from an
incoherence and occasional contradictions that undermine the play’s
dissidence, subversiveness and social-political critique. Then, there are
the ‘sidebars’ those parenthetic play- within- the play scenes — which
overwhelm the play. As Horn has observed ‘a wholly different play

219 a5 the catalytic characters

begins to grow in the belly of the text
John and Peter turn into ‘reagents.’
From a linguistic point of view a catalogue of parallelisms has

been provided and examined. Certain influences are deliberately

2 Horn, Andrew, ‘Individualism and Community in the Theatre of Serumaga’, in Frances Harding
(ed.), The Performance Arts in Africa (4 Reader), London and New York: Routledge, 2002, p. 101.
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exposed on occasion as a kind of homage or inspiration; that is not
unlike a liturgical note or silent space left at a jazz funeral. The desire
to indigenise triggers a process of translation, which sometimes leaves
the author dangling in what has been described as a liminal,
uninhabited space, occasionally occupied by those spectacular,
infamous slippages. It would be wrong to characterise Serumaga as one
with a kind of congenital linguistic ineptitude. Far more glaring and
disturbing than the occasional slippages are the instances where the
diction of the characters is evidently transplanted straight out of
Westbourne Grove (a neighbourhood that is referred to in The
Elephants), or, in fact, Dublin. It is perhaps no wonder that in his quest
for self-reclamation and de-Europeanisation, one aspect that was to
undergo a radical overhaul in Serumaga’s work was language. It is fair
to say that the process of indigenisation was a long effort that brought
with it a hybridised linguistic and dramaturgical sign characterised by
an inter-textuality and syncretism which sometimes obscure the
originality of a work that clearly falls short, even as it reveals the
potential and talent of Serumaga.

It was Serumaga’s first play, for instance, that Kenyan playwright
Francis Imbuga chose to mount soon after Serumaga’s tragic death in
1980, as a celebration of his lofty theatrical legacy. Was Imbuga’s
solemn celebration and mourning through the choice of this, of all the
plays, an attempt to return to where it all began for Serumaga? Was it
in some way an endorsement of the burning issues of the play, to its
universal or human drama? Regardless of the precise reasons behind
Imbuga’s choice it is creates an opportune moment for saying
something about the importance of this play, its legacy, Serumaga’s
commitment, passion, dissidence and insurgency. There is also his
embrace of the absurd in his portrayal of a people deprived of the very
oxygen of hope.

Serumaga was later to become much more prodigiously
innovative and experimental. But even the very idea of a dream or a
nightmare being the life-blood of an entire play was unprecedented in

Uganda and East Africa at the time; so too was his psychological
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approach and depth. In addition, the play-within-a-play, as well as the
fantasy projections, were to become defining aspects, very much part
and parcel of the theatrical and dramaturgic landscape in Uganda and,
in fact, Kenya. However, attention must be paid to Kalundi’s
cautionary point as cited in the introduction to this chapter. Kalundi
would much prefer for the critical emphasis and attention to be
focussed on the African-ness of Serumaga’s work, as opposed to the
avant-garde and his many years in Europe. After all, if Serumaga’s
long-held aspirations were to be reduced to a single one, it would be
his fervent quest to recover his African self, and in so doing to
decolonise/indigenise even the theatre itself as a cultural sign. In fact,
the evidence will show that Serumaga himself attests to this on more
than one occasion. The later works also provide indisputable proof that
Serumaga’s aesthetic was increasingly characterised by an
interdisciplinarity, non-linearity, improvisation and experiment. One
can see, even without delving into the details here, why it would be
tempting and easy to regard Serumaga’s aesthetic as avant-garde or
postmodern. Eurocentric criticism, in this respect can be misleading
and at times simply false, revealing a congenital aporia that only
allows critics and reviewers to see only as far as their episteme can
allow them. Kalundi’s cautionary point must be taken seriously, if for
no other reason than in the name of postcolonial vigilance, because
Eurocentricism and Orientalism still persist. If there is a slight unease
sparked by Kalundi’s view, the postmodern as well as the postcolonial
are both interventionist and counter hegemonic. At least according to
Homi Bhabha, they are both united by a search for agency and self-

17 Rather than binarising the two we may indeed find

representation.
that they complement and even augment each other. While it is our
inalienable imperative to be constantly on the alert in the name of
postcolonial/anti-colonial vigilance, there is necessarily no need to

binarise the discourses.

27 Bhabha, K. Homi, The Location of Culture, London and New York: Routledge, 1994, pp. 20-21.
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As was pointed out in the introduction to this chapter, Serumaga
has been accused by some of a rampant, perhaps even socially and
politically debilitating individualism. The facts of the play simply do
not bear out that assertion. Serumaga may signify best through
individual characters who happen to embody the plight of his
community, but far from being a romantic, nomadic kind of anarchist,
he is, in fact, an activist by definition. Serumaga’s commitment,
passion, dissidence, and insurgency have all been borne out in this
discussion of his first play. To accuse him of a debilitating
individualism is to deafen or blind oneself to his metonymic or
allegorical signification. Again, although Wanjala and others are
entitled to their opinion/s, when does opinion transform itself into fact?
Their readings of Uganda’s tragic history, to which Serumaga was no
doubt responding, seem to be selective and impervious to the misrule,
misdeeds and callous inhumanity that Serumaga chose to counter
analogously and with an exemplary psychological depth.

A Play may almost uniformly be regarded as far from Serumaga’s
best or most successful play, but it can be seen as a template for his
diachronic and synchronic world-view, the deconstructed historical
facts, and the themes of anguish, turmoil, betrayal, fascism, alienation,
and isolation, are all first played out in 4 Play. The psychological
depth and power that he was later hailed for in The Elephants, for
example, certainly began here too. So, too, do the surrealistic leaps, the
fantasy projections, and the plays-within-a-play. Some of these stylistic
theatrical traits, in time, would come to define Serumaga as an
indomitable craftsman, and inspire others among Uganda’s Golden
Age playwrights. Horn has noted that ‘Serumaga’s protagonist is
always an actor; a player, a compulsive raconteur with a slick music-
hall patter, whose extravagant rationalisations are woven out of ironic
quips and baroque fictions.”*'® There are obviously variations to

Horn’s exegetic encapsulation of Serumaga’s leading men.
o

'S Horn, Andrew, ‘Individualism and Community in the Theatre of Serumaga’, in Frances Harding
(ed.), The Performance Arts in Africa (A Reader), London and New York: Routledge, 2002, p. 97.
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Mutimukulu is not as sympathetic, so we arguably see a lot more of
that apt typification of Serumaga’s work and characters in the later
work, nevertheless. For that reason alone, 4 Play is a worthwhile
starting point. Serumaga’s efforts to master the theatrical art would

soon bear fruit.



CHAPTER THREE

THE ELEPHANTS: A ‘Postman’s’ Invocation

What Arnold said of Goethe, we may
say of Robert Serumaga:

He stuck his finger on the place,

and said: thou ailest here and here.*"”

— Bahadur Tejani (A Review) of Robert
Serumaga’s The Elephants **

On the 28™ March 1968, Edward Albee’s Who s Afraid of Virginia
Woolf opened at Uganda’s National Theatre. Robert Serumaga and
Elizabeth Keeble played George and Martha. Keeble was, of course,
one the founding members of Theatre Limited, and she directed the
world premiere of A Play. According to the Arts Magazine Cultural
Events in Africa, in addition to Albee’s play, ‘Mr. Serumaga [had]
acted in [Wole Soyinka’s] Trials of Brother Jero, [J.P. Clark’s] The
Raft and the lead in the premier of his own 4 Pla_v.’m Serumaga also
appeared in two other plays that year; Wole Soyinka’s 7he Road,
which was produced in 1968, and more importantly perhaps, Athol
Fugard’s The Blood Knot. The Blood Knot was the first of Fugard’s
multiple hits. It was produced at Kampala’s National Theatre in
February 1969.*** A critic in the Uganda Argus newspaper has cited
Fugard’s The Blood Knot as a significant influence on Serumaga’s The
Elephants (this assertion and observations will be discussed later in the
chapter). Serumaga’s multiple acting credits illustrate what can only be
described as a hunger, joy, and a tremendous love of performance as

well the inevitable discipline that the ancient art inevitably calls for.

219 Tejani, Bahadur, ‘Robert Serumaga [The Elephants)’, Afvican Arts, 111, 4, Summer 1970, p. 76.
ey Serumaga, Robert, The Elephants, London: Oxford University Press, (New Drama from Africa
Series), 1971. All parenthetical page references are from this edition.

2! Cultural Events in Africa, 41, 1968, p. 2.

22 See Serumaga, Robert and Janet Johnson, ‘Uganda’s Experimental Theatre’, African Arts, 111, 3,
Spring 1970, pp. 54-55.
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Although the theatre as a cultural sign was still far from
indigenised in those early days, the progress was irrefutable.
Regardless of the nature of their specialties, a lot of hard-working men
and women seem to have turned Makerere (and Kampala at large) into
a beehive of activity. But that outpouring of theatrical activity in the
early years was not complimented with capacity, or near-capacity
crowds. Janet Johnson notes, for instance, that both 7he Blood Knot
and The Road did not succeed at the box office, ‘in spite of the
elaborate and costly publicity.”** Wycliffe Kiyingi’s ‘tremendously
popular [Luganda]’ dramas were an exception to the box office woes.
Kiyingi also ensured a quality and confidence with the medium that
was still lacking, sadly. It is important to remember, though, that
Theatre Limited had only been in existence since September 1968.
Theatre Limited’s support for Kiyingi’s work augured well for
Luganda theatre. In addition it spoke volumes about Serumaga and
Theatre Limited; to actively support the theatre in indigenous
languages was somewhat akin to Serumaga’s rural to urban strategy
that was referred to earlier in the thesis. The early box office woes
meant a more commercially conscious mix in what they were to
produce in the future, combining the serious with the popular. The
choice of Moliere’s School for Wives, for example, was a product of
that new policy. The results were instantaneously phenomenal: ‘For the
first time [...] a truly multi-racial audience was attracted and, thanks to
the high [production] standards [of the Company], [they became]
regular Theatre Limited supporters.”***

That mixed bag of trials, tribulations, triumph, was a kind of
theatrical state of the art in the year that Serumaga’s The Elephants
premiéred at Uganda’s National Theatre on the 6™ January 1968.%%
David Rubadiri directed, with Serumaga himself in the lead role of

David. Davis Sebukima played Maurice Diop; and Rachel Weaving

*3 Johnson, Janet, in Robert Serumaga and Janet Johnson, ‘Uganda’s Experimental Theatre’, African
Arts, 111, 3, Spring 1970, p. 55.

24 Ibid., p.55.

3 Incidentally this date coincided with Serumaga’s birthday, 29 years to the opening night of his

second play.
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played Jenny. Ben Sabwe played the Old Man, and Byron Kawadwa
played the Policeman. The play also toured to the Kenya Cultural
Centre (Nairobi) in early 1970. In February 1971 it was performed at
the Loop City Theatre in Chicago. It should be noted that no work by a
Ugandan playwright had ever toured that much/far.

Three years after The Elephants’ auspicious debut, Macpherson
would describe it as, ‘the most fully satisfactory play he [Serumaga]
has so far achieved.”**® And she was clearly not alone in that praise for
Serumaga’s skill as a storyteller, his restraint, suspense, subtlety, and
stylistic consistency. In his review of the Nairobi production of the
play, Robert Beaumont attributes its success to the fact that it ‘is a play
about people — and if this seems a gratuitous comment, think of all the
other plays by East African writers you have seen, and you will find
this is rare’**’

The Elephants went through two working titles. One of them
was ‘People Who Eat Dead People’. One wonders whether that kind of
title would have survived the scrutiny of the censors in Obote’s
Uganda. It is an interesting choice given the postcolonial malaise to
which Serumaga is responding. But it could also be argued that
Serumaga is — rather too subtly perhaps — turning his own critical
gaze on the artist as a kind of cannibal. The turning of the spotlight
onto art itself — to the creative fodder it feeds on — will also be
discussed. So, too, will a number of other auxiliary themes such as
racism.

In reference to A Play Andrew Horn has posited: ‘It is best
read as an incunabulum, pointing towards the playwright’s more
mature and ambitious work in the 1970s.’**® That maturity and

ambition that Horn alludes to in Serumaga’s later work, I would argue,

26 Macpherson, Margaret, ‘Plays and People: An Examination of Three Ugandan Dramatists: Byron
Kawadwa, John Ruganda and Robert Serumaga’ in The Writer and Society in Africa: The Last Fifty

Years and Prospects for the Next, Makerere Golden Jubilee Writers Workshop, Session paper No. 4,
(University of Nairobi), 1972, p.15.

Beaumont, Robert, ‘Superb Theatre’, The Sunday Nation, Nairobi: 1971.

28 Horn, Andrew, ‘Individualism and Community in the Theatre of Serumaga’, in Frances Harding

(ed.), The Performance Arts in Africa (A Reader), London and New York: Routledge, 2002, p. 101.
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starts, with a pre-1970s work: The Elephants. 1t is in The Elephants,
that we once again come face to face with thematic preoccupations as
well as dramaturgical choices that we first witness in 4 Play. Indeed,
the more of Serumaga that one reads, the more apparent it becomes
that it is in 4 Play, where most of the dramaturgy and thematic
concerns first come to the surface. The ‘slick, music- hall patter’ and
‘ironic quips *,**’ that we first encounter through the Beckettian pair of
John and Peter in 4 Play, for example, are put to use once again in 7he
Elephants. To Horn, the character of David’s ‘chatter of philosophical
wise-cracks probably owes a great deal to Serumaga’s “stand-up”

*230 The reader first

comic routines of Serumaga’s student days.
encounters that legacy in 4 Play, of course. By the time we get to
Serumaga’s Majangwa, the ‘wise-cracks’ and solo-showman routines
— the play within a play — clearly become signifiers of Serumaga’s
aesthetic/identity. In The Elephants they are just as fluid, clearly more
refined, and much more organic as opposed to the infamous asides or
parenthesised scenes in 4 Play.

Neither the social nor the political are jettisoned in this play. It
would be wrong to assume as Horn has, for instance, that ‘Bahadur
Tejani misses the point when he over stresses the prominence’>' of, in
effect, the social and the political. Clearly, the deconstructive and
postcolonial gaze, that is already at work here, will not confine itself to
the play as an incunabulum, or to Serumaga’s music-hall legacy, his
concerns and the turbulent history that characterised the times. Some of
Horn’s criticism too, for example, especially in relation to 7he
Elephants, calls for a deconstructive evaluation. The key issue in
Serumaga’s work, in relation to individualism and solipsism, as well as
innovation, will also call for further discussion.

To many, an authoritative voice, 7he Elephants was remarkably

different and accomplished compared to A4 Play. In A Play, Serumaga’s

Y Horn, Andrew, ‘Individualism and Community in the Theatre of Serumaga’, in Frances Harding

(ed.), The Performance Arts in Africa (A Reader), London and New York: Routledge, 2002, p. 97.
20 Thid..p. 103.

H1See footnote 30 in Horn, Andrew, ‘Individualism and Community in the Theatre of Serumaga’, in
The Performance Arts in Africa (A Reader), London and New York: Routledge, 2002, p. 113.
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natural affinity to the medium had been grossly sabotaged by a series
of squandered opportunities. Those who had stuck with Serumaga,

however, now knew they had had good reason for their faith.

The Play
The Elephants is set in a sixth floor graduate student apartment in a
university that is reminiscent of Uganda’s Makerere. It is, however,
slightly disguised by its lakeside location.”** The apartment belongs to
David, a character whose last name we never (curiously) get to know.
David ‘is a Research Fellow in African Literature and Musicology.’**?
He has also devoted a great deal of his time, in the last few years, to
producing a prolific, quite peculiar, and rather strange kind of fiction.
David also plays the flute. He shares his minimalist abode with a like-
minded soul, Maurice Diop, a refugee from a postcolonial nation,
which though not named, appears to be Rwanda. David also shares a
deep bond and friendship with Maurice. There are a number of other
characters; Jenny, a young American woman, Richard, who is also
American, is a research Fellow at the University. There is also the
character of the Old Man, and a Policeman who makes a fleeting
appearance; there are, in fact, two policemen according to the cast list.
David has suffered from a major trauma and an ailment that he
may not be able to conceal anymore. By concealing it, he may have
cured the symptoms only to risk the ferocious return of the disorder.
News of Maurice’s impeding visit to his own country, and the hitherto
withheld possibility of a marriage to their expatriate friend (Jenny),
leads to more grave revelations, by way of secrets, occlusions as well
as lies. Then comes the relapse in the form of a re-enactment, which is
itself, a psychosomatic ‘symbol” and symptom of a relentless

postcolonial nightmare that could well have stripped David of any

meaningful human agency.

232

= And for those who are familiar with Makerere proper, the setting feels more like Makerere’s
Medical School campus at Mulago National Hospital in Kampala.
i Serumaga, Robert, The Elephants, Act 1, p.1.
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Beaumont’s review of The Elephants, cited earlier, is a result of a
number of authorial accomplishments, one distinct attribute being the
exemplary psychological depth of the play. That is a quality that
appears to have been unprecedented in East African theatre at the time.
There are, though, three aspects to this particular discussion. To an
extent these aspects are distinct and separate; but they are also inter-
related. To speak of individuals is to also discuss their interactions and
how that impacts on those individuals. To describe The Elephants as ‘a
play about people’ as Beaumont has done, is to talk about their
thoughts and fears, their interactions with each other, as well as the
impact of what they say and do on each other. It is also to peer into
their ailments.

It is important to emphasise that while 7he Elephants ‘is [truly] a
play about people’, it is also just as much about secrets, omissions, and
lies; their revelation/s; and the grim consequences. There is something
else to bear in mind. Horn has observed, ‘Serumaga’s protagonist is
always an actor; a player, a compulsive raconteur with a slick music-
hall patter, whose extravagant rationalisations are woven out of ironic
quips and baroque fictions.>** This observation may seem a lot more
appropriate to Mutimukulu (4 Play) as well Majangwa, in Serumaga’s
eponymically titled play Majangwa. But David, too, is not really that
far removed from that characterisation; neither, therefore is The
Elephants. David is the key player; it is therefore appropriate to start
with him. David’s ‘baroque fictions’ are not about himself. For David,
it is, in some respects, more a question of omission rather than
commission of those extravagant yarns. That he does love to talk goes
without saying. As far as ‘ironic quips’ go, he certainly provides more
than his fair share. David is definitely a performer, even purely in the
way he relates to the other individuals. He also goes beyond that,

performing in a more conventional way, plunging as he does, in the

** Horn, Andrew, ‘Individualism and Community in the Theatre of Serumaga’, in Frances Harding
(ed.), The Performance Arts in Africa (A Reader), London and New York: Routledge, 2002, p. 97.
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Westbourne-grocery store episode (Act, pp.16-18). In a scene that
climaxes on a scatological note, David actually brings two characters
to life. A West Indian man goes to the Grocery store to purchase
canned food for his cat. The proprietor harangues him for allegedly
using it to feed his family, and implores the shopper not to return. He
returns though, but with his cat in hand this time. The same thing
happens again when the man comes back and orders a can of food for
his dog, which he then brings along on the next occasion. Next time
though, the same man fills a tin up with his excrement, puts a hole into
the lid that is big enough for the proprietor’s finger. He convinces him
to dip his finger into the ‘mysterious’ tin and gets him to smell it;
providing him with advance, incontrovertible proof of his genuine
need for toilet paper. But David is perhaps even more compelling in his
literary performance on the pages of his peculiar and disturbing fiction
encased in the letters that eventually wreck his sanity and the
friendship in Act 2. It could be argued that it is in those letters that
David moulds his ‘baroque fictions’. More importantly, though, there
are grave implications and consequences to David’s gilded narratives,
in particular the ‘master’ narrative he has created by playing Doctor
and Postman to ensure his friend and flatmate Maurice’s sanity; by
easing his anxieties about his family. David’s very own sanity depends
on the assumption and hope that their friendship does not unravel and
the secret of his creative postman-ship and imagination remains
hidden.

One of the very first things one notes about David is in a stage
direction that describes him as ‘the bright-and-early type with a
complete disregard for morning sleep even in others.’*” It was during
the night (as the audience later gets to know towards the very end of
Act 1), that David found himself instantly orphaned. So while the night
is not ‘the [cause of the] centre of the storm within’ him, it probably
exposes his fragile self more; rendering him more vulnerable to

revisiting the dreaded psychotic ‘storm’, one that struck on a fateful
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Serumaga, Robert, The Elephants, Act 1, p. 2.
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night during David’s teens, in ‘those years when the country was
unsettled and night came fast upon the heels of twilight,” and when
‘Daytime was fraught with danger and death stalked the streets at
night.”**® David was fifteen when those years began. And as the play
itself unfolds it is hard not to note — metaphorically, at least — the
rapid pace with which the tropical light is engulfed by the dark, eerie
night. The day itself is no consolation since it is also ‘fraught with
danger’— just marginally less so. Combine that with the ‘unsettled’
nation-state that David alludes to, together with the tragic loss of his
parents: ‘Then one day I heard a voice calling out, ‘Mother do you hear
me? Father has gone out with the spear.” Think of the trauma that
followed it. ‘It was my own voice.” He continues to reveal: ‘It was then
I knew I had been talking to myself all this time.”**’ To surmise that
David could very well find the nights unsettling — hence his
‘disregard for morning sleep, even in others’ — may not be as
speculative as it may appear at first glance, in fact, it is an
understatement.

David is clearly troubled by the memory of clasping his
mother’s corpse (unbeknownst to him). As he puts it to Jenny, ‘My
Father saw a bullet hole in the window and in the mosquito net. And
when he called out she wouldn’t answer.” When his poor father
audaciously steps out, spear in-hand, to confront the killers, we are
told: ‘I heard a burst of gunfire and 1 knew. Now father was with
mother. On the other side.”**®

They had crossed the gulf and gone into the land of the dead. It
was up to David, with the help of an Aunt, to pick up whatever pieces
they could. The foul murders were followed by a psychotic ordeal that
included a spell in a mental hospital. The hospital may have healed the
symptoms, but it made the affliction worse. At the very best, the
disorder seems to have gone into hibernation. But long before David

reveals the heinous act and its aftermath to Jenny — towards the end of

36 Ibid., Act 1, p. 24.
7 1bid.. Act 1, p. 26.
¥ Ibid., Act 1, p. 25.



Act T — one cannot help but sense David’s anxiety, vulnerability and
volatility. The volatility is more apparent in his exchanges with Jenny
and even the character of the Old Man.

The economy, restraint, and structure of Serumaga’s narrative is
worthy of note. Macpherson has lauded Serumaga for among other
things, his ‘coherence of complex communication.’”’ It is a
complexity that may look deceptively simple. But it is embedded
throughout, even in the visual elements. The Gecko (a tropical type of
lizard), the Spider lily and the flowerpot, for instance, are good
examples of this ‘complexity’ as well as the clarity that Macpherson
applauds. So, too, are the characters’ ruminations on them. They
foreground or reveal a state of mind and the impending rupture, as well
as David’s return to the teeming cauldron of insanity. David’s
condition is apparent from the very beginning, though, it is not
revealed until halfway through — and this is not a weakness of the
narrative. Though it is fair to say that perhaps not ‘every [single] word

240
matters’

as Serumaga states in the introduction, the vast majority of
them do. Serumaga’s dialogue is certainly a big part of the
psychological web.

It is important to reiterate that this is a play about individuals, their
interactions with each other, and the impact of that, particularly
regarding David. To discuss that is to return to the occlusions, lies, and
their aftermath. A major omission in his relationship with Jenny is the
tragic loss of his parents. David has known Jenny even longer than
Maurice, who has lived under his roof for three years. But he has kept
this gory act to himself all along, speaking about his parents in the
present tense. He even speaks of making regular visits: ‘Anyway, my
parents need help. The grass grows at home and I must uproot it. It is
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not easy for them.”™ That he does visit is true, and after the revelation

3 Macpherson, Margaret, ‘Plays and People: An Examination of Three Ugandan Dramatists: Byron
Kawadwa, John Ruganda and Robert Serumaga’, in The Writer and Society in Africa: The Last Fifty
Years and Prospects for the Next, Makerere Golden Jubilee Writers Workshop, Session paper No. 4,
(University of Nairobi), 1972, p. 18.

o Serumaga, Robert, ‘Introduction’ to The Elephants.

2L e Elephants, Act 1, p. 14.



of their tragic deaths he reveals even further; that the purpose of the
visits is to weed the grass out of the mounds of stone over their graves.
He also says in his defence: ‘I didn’t say they were alive. I said they
were there.”**? There is a hint of the proximity of the hereafter in the
traditional sense of the Baganda, and how the dead never really go
away. It is there too, in the exchange that follows the revelation.”*’
There is, though, reason to wonder whether this is a kind of make
believe, a form of escapism, which helps him cling to his sanity but
renders him more vulnerable in some ways. When, in the same scene,
he mentions that he is paying them a visit, pretty soon, and indeed
talking to them, in between uprooting tufts of grass from their graves,
more questions inevitably have to be posed. Is he simply abiding by his
traditional beliefs, or is this a part of the countdown to what could well
be an inevitable rendezvous with an affliction that he may have thought
would never ensnare him again?

It is no wonder then that the revelation of the tragic loss is
followed by another revelation: ‘I passed out till weeks later I began to
notice people looking at me. I was in hosp