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Chapter Two 

Tradition 

 

Adapted from the historical event in the Oyo city of Nigeria in 1945,10 Death 

and the King’s Horseman tells the story of the Yoruba,11 one of the peoples 

amalgamated into the protectorate of Nigeria, whose ritual of human sacrifice was 

interrupted by the British colonial rule. Because this event concerns the particular 

history of colonization, Soyinka feels it necessary to make a caution in the “Author’s 

Note” to prevent a would-be “reductionist tendency” which lingers on the clash 

“between Western methods and African traditions” (Death and the King’s Horseman 

1156).12 He explains that what the incident inspires him most is the history’s 

exposure of “transitions” (DKH 1156). Traditions should stay indissoluble to establish 

order. But during a socio-historical transformation, traditions must still undergo 

changes. In line of such thinking, Soyinka encrypts his inquiry into the persistence of 

traditions in his play. Reenacting the ritual of Horseman’s suicide in the Yoruba 

society, Death and the King’s Horseman argues that invariant as tradition is, tradition 

                                                 
10 The information provided by Soyinka in the prefatory note is “incorrect knowledge” 

(McLuckie 145). Soyinka says that “[t]his play is based on events which took place in Oyo . . . in 
1946” (DKH 1156). But many critics have proved that the accurate time should be “January 1945” (D. 
Wright 70). 
 

11 The Yoruba people are a “Negro race” whose language belongs to the “Niger-Congo family” 
(Smith 9). They occupy West Africa as their homeland, which stretches from the coast across the rain 
forests towards the distant bend of the Niger. In the forest over a hundred miles to the south was 
established the city Ile Ife, the “cradle of the race and their spiritual centre” (Smith 10). In the period 
preceding the formation of nation states, the Yoruba “seem[ed] never to have constituted a single 
political entity” (Smith 10). Therefore, the Yoruba people had been called by different names of 
proliferating kingdoms. When the northern city of the Oyo rose to dominate the political privileges 
during the eighteenth century, the very name of the Yoruba was finally “confined” to “the northern 
group among them, the Oyo” (Smith 10). 
 

12 Hereafter, Death and the King’s Horseman will be shortened as “DKH” in all parenthetical 
documentation. 
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is intrinsically an invented device bound to vary with novel situations. 

 

I. Bakhtin’s Chronotope  

As a conception of “fused” time and space, Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of 

chronotope helps analyze the socio-historical interrelationship and the presentation of 

settings in Death and the King’s Horseman (Morson and Emerson 368). Formed by 

the analogy from Einsteinian mathematics and by etymology from the Greek, the 

chronotope conveys the idea of “the intrinsic connectedness of temporal and spatial 

relationships” (Bakhtin 85). Videlicet, time and space are interwoven and inseparable 

to determine the nature of events.  

The chronotope facilitates the comprehension of Death and the King’s Horseman 

because the play is inherently correlated to its socio-historical circumstances. From 

Bakhtin’s chronotopic perspective, any literary text is interrelated to its 

socio-historical background. Enumerating types of literary representation that varies 

according to different ages, Bakhtin proposes that “[o]ut of the actual chronotopes of 

our world (which serves as the source of representation) emerge the reflected and 

created chronotopes of the world represented in the work (in the text)” (Bakhtin 253). 

In other words, while the creation of literary events reflects the factors of the actual 

world, the knowledge of the socio-historical sources helps explicate textual 

representations. Soyinka’s Death and the King’s Horseman is a good model to 

demonstrate the link between textual and actual worlds, for this play is adapted from a 

true historical event. Constituting the “actual form” of the ritual procession and the 

“functioning state” of British colonization, the play reflects the special tradition of the 
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Horseman’s suicide and the Westernization in colonial Africa (Ogundele 58). 

Concentrating not merely on the characters’ actions but also on “the conditions which 

make them possible,” the play also requires knowledge of the historical Nigeria to 

develop interpretation in depth (Ogundele 58).  

Besides the play’s socio-historical interrelationship, the chronotope is useful also 

to explore the settings in Death and the King’s Horseman in that the interconnection 

of time and space determines and concretizes meanings in literary texts. According to 

Bakhtin, as literary representation consists of the “carefully thought-out, concrete 

whole” of temporal and spatial indicators, the way that time and space interact 

establishes particular meanings of the contexts (Bakhtin 84). For example, in the 

background of “travel” or “modern life,” where the sequence of encounters proceeds 

concisely, “time may take precedence over space” to direct the development of plot 

(Vice 201). In the landscape which is more “idyllic” and “pastoral,” the narrative 

spins on the grand field, and “space holds sway over time” to dominate the progress 

of actions (Vice 201). Because time and space are “indispensable forms of any 

cognition,” chronotope can be understood also as the concretization of abstract 

meanings (Bakhtin 85, n. 2). The temporal-spatial expression of chronotope already 

offers a convincing proof because the abstract sense of time becomes “artistically 

visible” thanks to the responsive movement of space (Bakhtin 84). Consequently, 

entries into the sphere of meanings are accomplished “only through the gates of the 

chronotope” (Bakhtin 258). Here, in explaining the function of the chronotope, 

Bakhtin adopts exactly a critical chronotope, “the door which opens on to 

knowledge,” to visualize the abstract idea of understanding (Vice 201). On the basis 
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of the chronotope, discussion in this chapter comprises two main issues: the invention 

of tradition and the novel situations caused by the British colonization.  

 

II. Hobsbawm’s “Inventing Traditions” 

According to Eric Hobsbawm’s introduction to inventing traditions, although 

“invariance” is characteristic of traditions, traditions are invented devices readily for 

adjustment (Hobsbawm 2). Traditions seemingly remain invariant, for the main 

function of traditions is to build up order of society. But the artificial formation and 

manipulative conception of traditions expose traditions substantially as invented 

devices. Being invented devices, as a consequence, traditions should carry with the 

potential for adjustment to novel situations.  

Traditions rest invariant because they establish order of society. Firstly, “social 

cohesion or the membership of groups” relies on acquiescence to certain standards of 

manners (Hobsbawm 9). What traditions guarantee is a set of accepted, repeated, and 

acquainted rules to enhance people’s sense of identification. Secondly, as far as the 

establishment of power is concerned, traditions serve as credential to legitimize 

“relations of authority” with the masses and actualize policies of the leadership 

(Hobsbawm 9). Thirdly, by the constant “inculcation” of value systems, traditions 

consolidate the spiritual order of people (Hobsbawm 9). Imperceptibly but effectively, 

traditions instruct group members to share equal knowledge, in other words, to 

believe in the same things. The credit for social, political, and spiritual orders of the 

group goes much to the efficacy of traditions. Therefore, as “overtly or tacitly 

accepted rules,” traditions claim to be authoritative and unalterable (Hobsbawm 1).  
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However, the formation and conception of traditions reveal that traditions are 

artificial devices. In a broad but not imprecise sense, traditions develop from practices 

through “repetition” and constant “reference to the past” (Hobsbawm 4). Social 

practices, which need to be implemented recurrently, are transformed into a set of 

conventions or routines to impart exercises to new practitioners conveniently and 

efficiently. At the stage of conventions, functions of the practices stay “technical” to 

facilitate social operations and “readily modified” according to practical needs 

(Hobsbawm 3). When conventions become compatible to a precedent, the authority 

sponsored by time helps forward the formalization of routines into customs identical 

with persistency. Compared with conventions, customs still include innovation. But 

instead of technical routines, customs bring in historical reasons as the “cement of 

group cohesion” to ensure reiteration of practices (Hobsbawm 12). Insofar as there is 

heavy reliance on historical materials, the continuity with the past is “largely 

factitious” by exploiting reliability of fabulous events (Hobsbawm 2). Hobsbawm 

explains that many institutions or movements are unprecedented so that the link to the 

past has to be created either by “semi-fiction” or by “forgery” beyond effective 

documentation (Hobsbawm 7). Customs obtain the name of traditions when the 

reasons of practicing reach canonical status. As a consequence, traditions bear the 

impression that they are “automatically” repeated by history (Hobsbawm 1). 

The discussion above does not suggest that traditions must emerge step by step 

through a process from practices, conventions, customs, to the present forms. Rather, 

it hopes to emphasize that the conception of traditions manipulates the degrees of 

stability and historical dependence. Practices can be any incidental exercises free of 
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constancy and sources. When they are infected with elements of formalization, they 

become conventions, customs, or traditions. Conventions are “inversely related” to 

traditions, which show weakness when behaviors are justified as pragmatic routines 

(Hobsbawm 4). For example, “on grounds of hygiene,” the ancient Hebrews banned 

pork (Hobsbawm 4). This particular type of living without pork is believed to be a 

realistic convention rather than an idealistic tradition. Contrastingly, “when no longer 

fettered by practical use,” practices serve entirely traditions (Hobsbawm 4). For 

instance, the “spurs of Cavalry officers’ dress uniforms” are significantly for tradition 

in the modern day because the officers no longer take horses as their riding 

(Hobsbawm 4). In between conventions and traditions, customs have “the double 

function of motor and fly-wheel” (Hobsbawm 2). On the one hand, customs are 

compared to a motor for they are fixed and adhere to the origin. On the other hand, 

customs also relate to a fly-wheel because they neither preclude changes up to certain 

conditions nor stress the link with genuine antiquity. Briefly speaking, practices, 

conventions, customs, and traditions all belong to the conception of traditions, but 

they vary according to degrees of stability and historical relations. 

As invented devices, traditions must adjust to novel situations. New situations 

are ready to occur when conditions are sufficient for changes. For example, the 

original system no longer manages life to an extent that the inapplicability of 

traditions almost results in or has caused destruction. Or society grows willing to 

assay new ways of living, even if the consequence is uncertain. If an influential 

individual or group comes along to initiate innovation, society will also become 

inclined to changes. In response to fluctuating situations, traditions go through either 
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modification or even abandonment. Transformation of society requires new thoughts, 

new actions, and new rules. But movement of changes often confronts objections 

since people already attached to traditions have “emotional resistance to any 

innovation” for fear of unknown future (Hobsbawm 3). Modification becomes the 

common type of changes by being able to follow new circumstances while preserving 

some parts of habits as if the world remains “unchanging” and stable (Hobsbawm 2). 

Yet people should expect abandonment of traditions to occur when social 

transformation “destroys the social patterns” completely (Hobsbawm 4). The old 

mode of living and the old promulgators can neither conduct the new society nor 

prove sufficiently that old traditions stay adaptable. At this point, old traditions will 

ultimately decline and wait for the final call of elimination, even though what 

accompanies with the renunciation of the past is a period of social disturbance. To 

sum up, since traditions invented for order are in connection with socio-historical 

circumstances, traditions constitutionally adjust to the environment in a way of 

modification or even abandonment.  

 

III. Invention of Tradition  

Death and the King’s Horseman recognizes the invention of traditions, revealing 

that being invariant in the Yoruba society, the tradition of Horseman’s ritual suicide is 

substantially forged. The steadiness of Elesin’s suicide results from the ritual’s 

contribution to the Yoruba community’s social, political, and spiritual orders. Even 

though respected almost as the verity by the Yoruba people, the Horseman’s tradition 

is a conceived scheme susceptible to alteration, for it comes into being via a mediated 
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connection with the past and continues through the enforced maintenance under 

supervision.  

Elesin’s ritual suicide is regarded to rest unalterable because it establishes social, 

political, and spiritual orders of the Yoruba world. First of all, Elesin’s ritual suicide 

guarantees social order by manifesting obedience to the communal demand. Sacrifice 

of human beings serves as an important lesson in public to strengthen the superiority 

of communal affairs over individual interests. In the pre-colonial Yoruba society, even 

if the instinct for life supervened and “the victims were wholly unwilling” to die with 

the immolation, few victims could escape from the calling of death since their 

corporeal weakness was insignificant when compared with social requirement (Booth 

139). In the funeral of Alafin Adelu, the Yoruba king in the late nineteenth century, for 

example, even though his queen Alayoayo “begged hard that her life should be 

spared,” by the sunset her relatives came to strangle her by force to ensure “a decent 

funeral” as scheduled for the good of the people (Johnson 397). Elesin’s statement, “I 

was born to keep it so,” refers to his inherent didactic burden to cement the social 

order by yielding his life to society (DKH 1160). He was born to be the Horseman, 

and his willing death helps confirm that the integral whole of society overwhelms the 

pleasures and pains of the individual.  

Second, the ritual suicide stabilizes the political order, consolidating the ruling 

power of the court. In the history of the Oyo, the performance of ritual suicide 

strengthened the power of the rulers by soothing two kinds of communal anxieties: 

“the trauma of death” and the panic before “the departure of the father” (Williams 

565). A willing suicide affirmed that “the kingdom remains unassailable” before the 
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threat of death (Williams 565). More importantly, it guaranteed that “the power and 

grandeur of the rulers remain” in the realm of death (Williams 565). Showing the 

kingdom able to overcome and dominate the ultimate terror of the mortals, the ritual 

suicide offered a special ground for the ruling class to assert its supreme authority. 

Elesin’s suicide, therefore, intends to verify that the great kingdom outlives the world 

of life. The mortal beings do not have to feel ashamed of their cowardice because 

“even those we call immortal should fear to die” (DKH 1158). But occupying the 

position of the King’s Horseman, Elesin is considered neither mortal nor immortal. He 

represents the sovereignty of the kingdom. Even though the King has passed away, 

the glory of this world does not cease. The King only continues his power in the realm 

of death and earnestly “summons” his friend, the chief Horseman, to share the 

privileges with him (DKH 1159). Elesin’s willing suicide is here to serve as the most 

convincing proof showing the almighty power of the kingdom. 

Third, the ritual of Elesin’s suicide preserves the spiritual order in that it 

strengthens “the sense of cosmos for the culture in general” (Quayson 86). The 

Yoruba people perceived the cosmos as divided into three spheres—the dead, the 

living, and the unborn—and regarded the existence of human beings as the “circuit of 

passage” among the three realms (D. Wright 10). In the Yoruba worldview, the 

cosmos is believed to be a “spherical gourd,” or a calabash, which comprises two 

distinct yet inseparable spheres: “aye” the world of the living and “orun” the world of 

gods, spirits, and ancestors (Drewal et al 14). The two spheres intersect in three 

paths—“vertical from bottom to top, center to right, center to left” (Drewal et al 14). 

The number of three is a “symbolically significant number” in that it implicates a 
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route of intersecting circulation dividing the spherical gourd into three realms—the 

dead, the living, and the unborn—yet simultaneously links the three tightly together 

(Drewal et al 14). A willful gesture by Elesin to step from the living to the dead 

substantiates the circuit of passage in the cosmos. As the Praise-Singer indicates, 

Elesin’s commitment of suicide aims to cut through a passage from the present society 

into “the other side,” the world of the forebears (DKH 1157). Through the 

“intermediary stage” (Katrak 59), the deceased King waiting at the threshold will be 

able to enter the realm where “the ancient ones” are waiting for his return (DKH 

1157). By witnessing the spectacle, the multitude can also acquire the great feeling of 

communion with the cosmos because the common belief in the circuit of passage is 

both reconfirmed and accomplished. The ritual suicide, as a consequence, contributes 

to the spiritual health of the Yoruba society. 

Elesin’s ritual suicide guarantees the order of the society, but it does not mean 

that this tradition assumes validity to keep permanent. In fact, Elesin’s suicide is 

substantially an artificial device dependant on factitious historical continuity and 

relying on the enforcement of continuance. The historical continuity of the tradition is 

built dogmatically by two fabulous events. One reason which leads to the 

establishment of this tradition relates to the reenactment of a mythical figure, Ogun 

“the archetypal crosser of boundaries” (D. Wright 12). The story of Ogun’s crossing 

began when the god Oduduwa descended from heaven. According to the Yoruba myth, 

the deities in heaven yearned for reunification with human beings. Between the two 

incompatible terrains, there was nothing but an annihilating gulf. Oduduwa came 

down to earth thanks to the path of Ogun. Whether it was to “cut a path” with his iron 
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sword (Richards 272) or to “[create] a bridge” like a smith (Cavano 419), in either 

case, Ogun “the god of iron” bravely built up the intermediary for gods led by 

Oduduwa to reach the earth (D. Wright 10). Because of the transition, deities were 

able to fulfill the reciprocal need “to reexperience the human in themselves” and “to 

become complete” (D. Wright 13). Upon the demise of the king “the Oduduwa-man,” 

it is required arbitrarily that the chief Horseman “the Ogun-man” re-bridges the 

transition to ensure the Oduduwa-man’s return (Cavano 419). During the ritual 

procession, the link between Elesin’s suicide and the myth of Ogun is implicitly but 

intentionally underlined. The people in Soyinka’s play attend to Elesin devoutly. They 

venerate Elesin as semi-Ogun with a divine power. They are conscious as well as 

cautious not to commit “impiety” toward Elesin as if they are revering the god (DKH 

1161).  

In addition to the reason of the mythical background, the other reason which 

leads to the continuity of this Horseman tradition refers to a legendary Horseman’s 

volunteer suicide. Again, the continuity with the past is beyond effective 

documentation. Originally, no demand, political or metaphysical, required the 

Horseman’s sacrifice. The oral history indicates that the first Horseman to die with the 

king did so because of the unordinary king-courtier relationship: “that particular 

olokun esin and the king were uncommonly close friends” (Ogundele 49). Continuing 

the merit of king-courtier relationship, the ritual of Horseman’s suicide becomes 

necessary in the king’s funeral henceforward. The historical reference serves as the 

“trailing cord” to constrain the Horseman within the tradition when he is thinking of 

retreat from the requirement (DKH 1160). It is not surprising, as a consequence, that 
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in this play Elesin quickly encourages himself out of hesitation. Elesin assures his 

people of his determination when it occurs to him that as the chief Horseman, he is 

the “true comrade” of the King (DKH 1159). Whether at home or in the sacred feast, 

he sat with the King to use the precious bowl made of “beaten bronze” to enjoy “the 

choicest of the season’s harvest of yams” with honor (DKH 1159). At the critical 

moment, Elesin must take his resolution, like the legendary Horseman, to die in return 

for the King’s unusual friendship.  

The myth of Ogun and the legend of the first voluntary Horseman are hardly 

attested. But it is easy for the ritual’s historical continuity to prove counterfeit because, 

ironically, the two fabulous events are mutually destructive. On the one hand, the 

myth of Ogun is demonstrated as far-fetched by the legendary suicide. The first 

Horseman to die did so out of his particular friendship with the king rather than his 

belief in the transition between the heaven and the earth. In addition, as the origin of 

the tradition, the oral historical record divides history into two periods: when no 

Horseman should die with the king and when all the Horsemen are required to do so. 

An acute question inherently suggested by the legend concerns the efficacy of the 

myth. Should not the Horsemen in the former period commit their suicides like brave 

Ogun? If there was indeed the very Horseman to begin the ritual, the legend would 

automatically determine Ogun’s transition as irrelevant to substantiate the tradition. 

On the other hand, under the lens of Ogun’s transition, the suicide in the oral history 

should be categorized as an exceptional event. If it is true that the tradition aims to 

complete the metaphysical transition, there must be the real first Horseman to die in 

conformity to the enterprise of Ogun. What the legendary Horseman did only resulted 
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from extreme sorrow. In other words, it virtually concerns a Horseman losing 

animation by grief and has nothing to do with the duty of the Ogun-man. The legend 

by no means sanctions the occurrence of the tradition. Death and the King’s 

Horseman artfully incorporates the origins of Elesin’s suicide through the interaction 

between Elesin and his people. By the juxtaposition of mythical and legendary 

references, this play divulges an affirmation that the tradition of Horseman’s suicide is 

an invented device based on factitious historical continuity.  

Under the circumstances that the Horseman’s suicide refers to the factitious past, 

the continuance of the ritual must rely on powerful execution. According to the history, 

the maintenance of the tradition is enforced by the power of diadem regardless of 

human nature. The annals of the old Oyo indicate that the royal court fended for the 

group of “abobaku (one who dies with the king)” for ritual suicide, where Horseman 

was one of the candidates (Adeboye 5). The royal court maintained abobaku to 

administer companionship to the deceased king in the world of the dead. The abobaku 

consisted of members of royalty and state officials. These titleholders include Aremo 

(the Crown Prince), Magaji Iyajin, Agunpopo, and Olusami, (three princes with 

hereditary titles), Olokunesin (the Horseman), Osi’wefa (another titled man not of 

royal blood), and eight prominent female officials. As a sort of “compensation,” these 

very important people enjoyed privileges during the king’s life time and must commit 

ritual suicide when the king passed away (Adeboye 6).  

The practice contradicts human nature since candidates of abobaku are human 

beings unable to prevent the instinct to live. The song of “Not-I” bird is performed by 

Elesin exaggeratedly, but what it describes is not exaggeration (DKH 1158). The song 
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implicates the common turmoil of people’s retreat from human sacrifice in history. 

Enumerating all walks of life—the farmer, the hunter, the courtesan, the pupil, the 

kinsman, and the courier, the song depicts the mortals’ natural aversion to death. 

When questioned if they perceive Death’s calling, each walk of life invokes a sort of 

“mantra,” Not-I, or, in a longer term, “It-is-not-I-who-saw-that-bird-of-ill- 

omen (Yoruba: ‘Kise-emi-lo-ri-eiye-irikuri-yen’)” (Jeyifo, “Ritual” 155). According 

to history, those chosen to die often “tried to hide in every nook and corner 

imaginable,” possibly invoking the same mantra to beg for a chance of escape 

(Johnson 397). With Elesin chanting the song with the first-person plural pronoun, 

“we,” this play reveals the intention of retreat held by the abobaku society in general 

(DKH 1158). Moreover, by justifying Elesin’s weakness as “the universal human 

refusal” to embrace death, this play imposes a dilemma on the audience to ponder on 

the necessity and validity of tradition when the tradition promises order at the cost of 

human life (Jeyifo, “Ritual” 155).  

The artificial sustainability of tradition and order builds the Yoruba life on the 

“idyllic chronotope” (Bakhtin 225). It is interesting to read inactivity in the light of 

the pastoral chronotope because, according to Bakhtin, this chronotope is especially 

proper to depict the phenomenon of stillness. In his view, compared with the hasty 

chronotope like an adventure or an urban district, the rural environment notably 

comprises inert time and space. The rural area has the characteristic of strong “unity 

of place” to hold control over time so that time seems to halt its movement (Bakhtin 

225). The livelihood in the countryside thus depends on a particular calendar which 

“brings together and even fuses the cradle and the grave;” in other words, it blurs the 
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significance of temporal indicators (Bakhtin 225). In the country, as the meaning of 

time faints in the grand and presumably exclusive space, the rural life obeys the 

“cyclical rhythm” to work and rest monotonously (Bakhtin 225). Hence, the idyllic 

chronotope is often designed in the literary representation to involve a serene, fixed 

lifestyle concerned about the implementation of routines.  

In terms of the theme about strict adherence to a tradition, Death and the King’s 

Horseman also sets up a pastoral chronotope of the Yoruba community in the 

beginning of the play. As presented in the initial act, the Yoruba people lead a rural 

life, for they control their inhabitation to be immutable and existence to be repetitious. 

Even though the Yoruba society is now under the British protectorate, the opening 

scene exhibits a bizarre spectacle that these people’s residence has not altered since 

the pre-colonial era. There is scant evidence showing a century of British invasion, 

except for a brief remark by the Praise-Singer on slavery. But by keeping up the past 

tense in his speech, saying, “the white slavers came and went,” the Praise-Singer 

hopes to corroborate that there is no foreign contact imprinted (DKH 1157). He 

further accentuates the strict maintenance by indicating the Yoruba land as exclusive:  

There is only one home to the life of a river-mussel; there is only one home 

to the life of a tortoise; there is only one shell to the soul of man: there is 

only one world to the spirit of our race. If that world leaves its course and 

smashes on boulders of the great void, whose world will give us shelter? 

(DKH 1157) 

In other words, all creatures in the world should stick to their inhabitation throughout 

their lives, and the Yoruba people are no exception. The realm of the Yoruba 
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community looks as if it never changes; thus a traditional way of life continues stably. 

It seems that the invariance of tradition becomes a “profound irony” against the 

background of the ritual procession, that is, the market place, because “what is going 

on between the indigenous culture and the alien culture runs counter to the natural 

logic of the market—a forum for buying and selling” (Williams 73). However, the 

temporal indicator of the market scene already conveys the idea of stasis hindering 

society from any variation. The market is illustrated to be “in its closing stages,” when 

“[t]he stalls are being emptied, mats folded” and villagers “pass through on their 

home” (DKH 1157). The closing time of a market prepares for the threnody of the 

oncoming ritual suicide. Equally significant about the time is its metaphorical 

meaning, which protrudes the idea of eternal rest, i.e. the suffocation of environmental 

adjustment despite the transformation of the outer world.  

Perceiving their inhabitation as immutable, the Yoruba people believe that there 

is a regular cycle of existence in society to insure their life with historical continuity. 

Under the reactionary circumstances, these people share a tacit understanding of their 

morals to sustain historical segments. The “timeless natural rhythms” is reflected most 

apparently when the talk between the Praise-Singer and Elesin mentions the 

Horseman’s ritual suicide as a cyclical performance (Booth 130). Saying to Elesin, “In 

their time the world was never tilted from its groove, it shall not be in yours,” the 

Praise-Singer indicates that the Yoruba society has abided by the rule to carry out the 

Horseman’s ritual after it was first done and it will not change in Elesin’s time (DKH 

1157). At present, the community prepares for Elesin’s suicide because it is time to 

have the Horseman’s tradition again to offer their deceased King a companion (DKH 
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1157). Elesin must guarantee his reenactment of the suicide, for no one wants to 

encounter the loss of steadiness, and consequently the mishap of disturbance, due to 

the failure of the recurrent ritual. Ostensibly persuaded, Elesin provides the 

Praise-Singer with a promise. Replying, “It did not in the time of my forebears, it 

shall not in mine,” Elesin emphasizes that he absolutely complies with tradition to 

repeat the ritual suicide (DKH 1157). In the initial act, it is demonstrated that the 

Yoruba people live in the idyllic chronotope by controlling their life within 

perpetuation and regularity, particularly to maintain the Horseman’s tradition. This 

chronotope reinforces the idea that tradition seems invariant in society but actually 

requires factitious effort to make sure its endurance.  

 

IV. Novel Situations Caused by the British Colonization 

If the socio-historical circumstances of the Yoruba world had not been 

transformed, tradition might have remained invariant. However, in disguise of justice, 

the British colonizers assembled kingdoms of the western Africa into the Protectorate 

of Nigeria in the late nineteenth century. Because of this imperial act, the British 

colonization introduces new law, culture, and consequently brand new situations. As 

illustrated in the play, the British colonization brings in new law to prohibit the 

Yoruba people from continuing human sacrifice. Besides the law, the British 

colonization imports Western culture in order to educate and convert the Yoruba place 

into a new society without the Horseman’s tradition for good. 

In the late nineteenth century, the British took the excuse of rightfulness to 

amalgamate kingdoms of western Africa into the Protectorate of Nigeria. The nation 
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of Nigeria in its present form was once dominated by various ethnic groups. In the 

extreme north there were the empires of the West Sudan governed by the 

Hausa-Fulani and the emirates ruled by the Bornu. In the farthest south there were the 

city states of the Niger Delta as well as other peoples such as the Efik and the Ibibio. 

Between the two regions, the Yoruba built the Empire of the Oyo in the western 

district while the kingdoms of the Ife, the Benin, and the Ibo occupied the eastern 

land.13  

Beginning by 1861, the British subdued the kingdoms under its protectorate with 

the disguise of justice. Masked by the appeal to anti-slavery, the British came to 

occupy the towns of the coast in 1861 and started the colonial business. The anxiety 

of the British to dominate the coast town Lagos seemingly had much to do with the 

good intention “to destroy the slave trading activities of the Portuguese and the 

Brazilians;” however, it resulted actually from the “economic desire to control the 

trade” from which the British had been excluded (qtd. in Smith 170). Similarly, in 

order to survive the “bitter competition for the oil markets” among European traders, 

the British quickly built the colonial administration in the Niger Delta districts in 

1885 (Crowder 173). Later, appealing to peace, the British continued to combine the 

states of the collapsed Oyo as the Protectorate of Southern Nigeria in 1893. The 

struggle for power to “fill the vacuum left by the collapse of Oyo” had plagued the 
                                                 

13 In the eighteenth century, the similar region of Modern Nigeria was governed by the great Oyo 
Empire. Beginning as one of the many kingdoms on the Yorubaland, the Oyo profited from the trade of 
the southwestern coast with Europeans and brought nearly all kingdoms of the Yoruba within its 
sovereignty by the end of the seventeenth century. The Empire continued expanding its territory and 
stood at the zenith in the early eighteenth century. However, the century saw both the Oyo’s 
“apotheosis” and “swift decline” (Smith 50). Around the end of the eighteenth century, provinces as 
well as tributaries rose in revolt to overthrow the Empire. In 1835, the civil war, the Battle of Ilorin, 
directly caused the abandonment of the capital. Some ninety miles to the south, the Oyo was 
reestablished and the deserted place was henceforth called Old Oyo, or “Oyo ile (‘home Oyo’)” (Smith 
32). 
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land for over half of the century (Smith 156). In the last years of the civil warfare, the 

British intervened into and ended the “Sixteen Years’ War (1877-93)” (Smith 178). 

The treaty signed for peace indicated that the British only wished to combine the 

states as the annexation of the crown colony. In 1906, the unrest of the north governed 

by the trans-Saharan kingdoms was subdued.14 The Protectorate of Southern Nigeria 

and the Protectorate of Northern Nigeria were unified in 1914. Four years later, when 

the Ibo were finally pacified, the geography of the modern Nigeria was entrenched.15 

The backdrop of the British protectorate is represented in the play by the 

non-Yoruba people. As the “typical district officer,” Simon Pilkings, representing the 

British Empire, demonstrates its arrogance of power with his name and his disrespect 

for the natives (Ojaide 213). The name of “Pilikings” underscores the business of 

colonization as negative. Because “The Oxford English Dictionary defines ‘pill’ as ‘to 

pillage, plunder,’” “Pilkings” is proposed to be a created derivational suffix which 

means “the pill king,” the invader who preys on others’ property (McLuckie 146). 

Tagged onto Simon the agent of the British government, the surname strategically 

categorizes the British invasion as nothing more than the piracy on the African land. 

Pilkings’s desecration of indigenous tradition also serves to criticize the British 

government as the “cultural chauvinist” (Hepburn 595). When dancing tango in the 

house, Pilkings and his wife Jane are attired in the “egungun” clothes (DKH 1162). 
                                                 

14 In the northern and eastern areas, the British extended its force with much more difficulties 
than in the south and the west in that before the European rivalry in western Africa, cultural contact 
was limited in “the coastal ports” and the towns of trading in the south and the south-western (Crowder 
232). The trans-Saharan contact and the contact in the east faced a large number of confrontations 
because social changes were imposed all too suddenly and extensively. To overcome the resistance of 
the areas, the British “took many punitive expeditions” but succeeded in the conquest only in the very 
late years (Crowder 231). 
 

15 For more information of the history, please refer to Michael Crowder’s The Story of Nigeria 
(1962) and Robert Smith’s Kingdoms of the Yoruba (1969). 
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The egungun was a “secret cult” to attain the communication between the dead and 

the living (qtd. in Alston 74). Held at the ancestral shrine, the ritual was designed to 

give the impression that “the deceased is making a temporary reappearance on earth” 

(qtd. in Alston 74). Knowing that the “uniform of death” must shock the natives into 

“disbelief and horror,” Pilkings still puts on the egungun clothes to dance with his 

wife for pleasure (DKH 1162). His disrespect illustrates the arrogance of power by the 

British.  

In this play, besides the Yoruba community and the British colonizers, there are 

two special characters, Amusa and Joseph, who are the natives but who belong to 

non-Yoruba people. As the locals of non-Yoruba tribe, Amusa and Joseph are 

presented to reflect the assembly of multiple ethnic groups under the British 

protectorate. The presence of Amusa suggests that there are Moslems dwelling 

together on the land of Nigeria. Amusa, the sergeant in the Native Administration, 

belongs to the “Moslem” community (DKH 1162). Amusa shows his respect toward 

other peoples’ traditions. But without the sense of identification with Elesin’s tribe, he 

is able to agree with Pilkings to see the egungun ritual as “creating trouble in town” 

and feel it legitimate to “arrest the ringleaders” (DKH 1162). His indifference toward 

the Yoruba customs projects the division within the natives. The houseboy Joseph, 

who serves in Pilkings’s house, may come from another tribe. Unlike the Yoruba 

people who adore Elesin for his noble suicide, Joseph keeps his distance as a 

bystander. When referring to Elesin, Joseph uses the title “that chief who is going to 

kill himself” in an impersonal tone (DKH 1163). Whether the native peoples are the 

Yoruba, the Moslem, or any other ethnic group, they are now assembled under the 
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colonial control and required to live “in the service of His Majesty’s Government” 

(DKH 1162). This is to say that they all need to submit themselves to the rule of the 

British protectorate. 

The British colonization brings in new law to forbid the tradition of   

Horseman’s suicide. According to the history, the British government administered 

legal treaties to stifle any human sacrifice. Before all regions were assembled into 

Nigeria, in the British-controlled districts, abolition of human sacrifices had been 

exacted from the local rulers through “legal enactments” (Booth 143). For example, 

an announcement, “ABOLITION OF THE CUSTOM OF HUMAN SACRIFICE BY 

THE COUNCIL OF IFE,” was covenanted in 1886 to assert the immolation of human 

beings as “cruel, barbarous, futile and unjust,” and explain that because the Ife nation 

was “greatly indebted for” the “Governor of Lagos,” the “detestable practice” should 

forever “remain abolished in the Ife country” (Johnson 665). In 1893, another 

provision declared that the King of the Oyo promised “to prohibit the practice of 

offering human sacrifices” and “to prohibit it throughout the country” under his 

control (Johnson 653). Signed by chiefs of different divisions, each of the treaty was 

sealed in the presence of “British ‘Special Commissioners’” (Booth 143). Some 

versions specifically stipulated that no person should be utilized as immolation “at the 

festival of any deity” and “before, at, or after the funeral of any king” (Johnson 665). 

After the British influence was consolidated in 1914, it was announced that “all forms 

of human sacrifice were forbidden” in the Protectorate of Nigeria (Cavano 419). 

Because the legal treaties require the British government to eliminate human 

immolations, the district office is bound to intervene into Elesin’s ritual suicide. The 
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immediate impact caused by the treaties is that under the new law, there is an efficient 

police system to watch would-be transgressions. When Elesin is about to “commit 

death [. . .] as a result of native custom,” the local police Amusa quickly brings to 

Pilkings a report that the villagers are doing “criminal offence” to have Elesin die for 

the tradition (DKH 1162). Surprised at the news that the custom still lurks under the 

surface, though, Pilkings can take actions on time to prevent the “murder” and have 

Elesin the ringleader “arrested” (DKH 1162). This scene related to the new law 

includes an interlude of misunderstanding. At first, Pilkings misinterprets Amusa’s 

description by thinking of Elesin as the murderer. He is bewildered by the explanation 

from his houseboy that Elesin is about to “kill himself” instead of to “kill somebody” 

(DKH 1163). But soon Pilkings figures out the actual conditions. The interlude 

intends to confirm that whether Elesin is compelled or willing to die, or whether he is 

the head of the murder case, “this business has to be stopped” (DKH 1164) on 

condition that “[i]t is human sacrifice, not ritual suicide, that, properly and 

philosophically speaking,” is central to the official concern (Booth 137). In other 

words, it is because of the legal ordinances, not the “insensitive European ignorance” 

(Booth 140), that Pilkings is “duty-bound to do something” to block the Horseman’s 

ritual (DKH 1164). 

In addition to the law, the British colonization also ushers in new culture to 

brainwash the natives not to perform the tradition any longer. The colonial history 

indicates that contemptuous of the native culture, the British government imposed 

Western education and Christian religion on the natives to convert their thinking. 

Almost in the beginning when they occupied the African land, the British colonizers 
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condemned the indigenous mode of life in all aspects. With the sense of superiority, 

the colonizers felt it necessary to offer the “Western education” which could give the 

“common ground” of knowledge to the people whom they thought of as uncivilized 

(Crowder 149). Exposing the inadequacies of “heavy communal demand,” the 

Western values especially focused on teaching the indigenous people to persist in their 

individuality and, more importantly, to refuse any sacrifice for the sake of unspecified 

benefit (Katrak 90). During the colonization, accompanied colonial officers to the 

African land were missionaries of various churches. The missionaries were primarily 

assigned by the “Anglican, Roman Catholic, and the Protestant sects” (Smith 176). 

They formed the “Church Missionary Society,” which cooperated with the colonial 

government to preach Christianity (Crowder 145). The Church encouraged 

colonization to be established because the execution of the protectorate furthered the 

aim of missionary. Challenging the traditional ways of thought as well as promoting 

Christianization, the missionaries in return prepared for an easier path for the colonial 

business. Both the Church and the colonial government required the native people to 

desert their pagan deities, such as, the god Ogun, and to live as good Christians.  

There are two causes that made the district office led by Pilkings to disapprove 

of Elesin’s suicide: Western civilization and Christianization. These two lines of 

thinking pose a threat to the existence of such local tradition. Considering the 

civilization of Western values far superior, Pilkings thinks of Elesin’s ritual as folly, 

the “juju” of playful things (DKH 1162). Juju is a loanword from French.16 Referring 

                                                 
16 The word juju is derived from the French “jou-jou,” which means “toy” to play with (qtd. in 

Alston 74). Upon the arrival on the African land, the French thought the cult objects as “ridiculous 
playthings,” and henceforth employed the word to convey those “meant by religion in West Africa” 
(qtd. in Alston 74). 
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to puppet figurines, the name shows sheer contempt. Joseph also calls Elesin as the 

“Black man juju,” indicating that even a native houseboy is influenced by the 

insemination of Western culture (DKH 1163). The influence of Western culture is also 

manifest in Olunde’s going abroad. Olunde is the eldest son of Elesin, who “is not 

supposed to travel away” and who must stay to be “the Elesin to the next king” (DKH 

1163). However, Pilkings patronizes Olunde to study medicine in England, which 

almost states the end of the Horseman’s tradition.  

In addition to Western civilization, the other threat to Elesin’s ritual suicide is the 

Christian conversion. Intending to redeem those “pagan[s],” the Church has assumed 

power over the local society (DKH 1162). As Jane indicates, when the missionaries 

“make coverts they really convert them [(the native people)]” to pious Christians 

(DKH 1164). Joseph’s indifference to Elesin’s ritual has much to do with his new life 

for “the honor of a Christian” (DKH 1163). In addition to Joseph, the police of the 

Native Administration are possibly converted people no longer believing in the local 

deities. On the spot to wipe out the tradition of Horseman’s suicide, the police remain 

rather detached without fearing spiritual scourge. A decree from the district office may 

compel the police to be tough. But the conversion to Christianity would be more 

significant to prepare for their imperturbation. Imposing new law and culture, the 

British colonization thus brings about unprecedented situations in the Yoruba 

community.  

The new circumstances coerced by the British colonization transform the 

pastoral Yoruba society to be the chronotope of binary opposition. In other words, 

threatened by the British force, the Yoruba people try striving for tranquility, but they 
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cannot eradicate the conditions that their idyllic chronotope has been replaced by the 

air of resistance. The impaired inhabitation of the Yoruba world is emphasized in 

Death and the King’s Horseman by the juxtaposition of the Yoruba and the British 

authorities. In the parallel structure of the five-act presentation, this play moves 

between the chronotope of the Yoruba royalty and the chronotope of the British 

government. The story begins with the market place, where the Yoruba people are 

attending Elesin, the Horseman of the King, to the place of his ritual suicide. When 

the curtain of Act Two rises, the spotlight is cast upon the British District Officer 

Simon Pilkings’s bungalow. The third act returns to the market place, where one of 

the stalls is converted into a wedding chamber for Elesin and his new bride. Act Four 

changes to the British society again, presenting a welcome masque for the British 

Prince’s visit. The last act occurs at the cellar in the disused annex of the Residency, a 

place once used for storing slaves and now for imprisoning Elesin. The coexistence of 

the Yoruba and the British authorities produces an acute revelation: the independence 

of the old Yoruba universe has gone since the British colonizers occupied the land; 

that is, the exclusiveness of the Yoruba residence is definitely interrupted.  

Due to the foreign intervention, what actually predominates over the Yoruba 

community discloses itself to be the chronotope of “binary oppositional fortress” 

against colonial invasion (Ashcroft et al 150). The binary oppositional fortress of 

postcolonial struggles, according to The Empire Writes Back by Bill Ashcroft et al, 

consists of national and race-based types. In order to arouse the natives’ “sense of 

difference” in terms of territories, there are movements of “‘national’ or regional 

models” separating the local sovereignty from the colonial government (Ashcroft et al 
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15-17). The models provide the “most vital stage” for the colonized people to reject 

the claims of the European center to exclusivity (Ashcroft et al 17). The other 

movements of the “race-based models” consider race to be the major feature of 

discrimination (Ashcroft et al 15). Drawing together all of the Black people “whatever 

their nationality,” the models assert the “distinctive qualities of Black culture” to 

countermove the universal values defined by the Europeans (Ashcroft et al 20-21). 

Soyinka’s Death and the King’s Horseman demonstrates the local Yoruba 

people’s employment of binary opposition to resist the deprivation of national 

sovereignty and racial dignity. Such a strategy is best exemplified by the market 

mothers’ behavior. When threatened by the local police, the market mothers take the 

national model to strive for political authority. They refuse to become one of the 

“zealous servant[s] of the colonial regime” like the police who come to interrupt them 

(Jeyifo, Truthful Lie 37). To the mothers, the baton carried by the police between their 

knickers does not represent a weapon. Instead, the baton means the “handbell” used 

by the white men when they wish to summon a “eunuch for service” (DKH 1165). 

Since the political identity bestowed by the British “does not fool anyone,” the 

mothers struggle for their own national independence without preservation (DKH 

1165). Another example to explicate the local Yoruba people’s binary oppositional 

stance is the girls next to the market mothers. The girls adopt the raced-based model 

to fight for racial dignity. When the police are going to interrupt the mothers with 

force, the girls break their silence to warn the police not to do any violence to their 

mothers: “It’s our mothers you’re talking to, do you know that? Not to any illiterate 

villager you can bully and terrorize” (DKH 1165). The girls’ warning declares that the 
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Yoruba culture must be respected. The mothers represent the old wisdom of the 

Yoruba tradition so that the police are not allowed to bully the mothers with contempt. 

That the police think of the mothers as illiterate people only replicates the colonizers’ 

habit to look down on the culture of the colonized. The Yoruba people’s resistance, 

therefore, builds up a chronotope of binary oppositional fortress defending for 

national sovereignty and racial dignity.  

However, it is because of their resistance to foreign invasion that the Yoruba 

people discover their autarkical world opens its door. The awareness is indicated by 

the market mothers, who observe the difference between them and their young girls. 

In order to maintain tradition as invariant, the girls perform a revue to show that the 

British culture is hypocritical and unworthy of assimilation. The girls imitate the 

“‘English’ accent” to taunt the British drawingroom courtesy (DKH 1166). They 

ridicule the exchange of civilities by making a swap of the policeman’s hats:  

 — May I take your hat? 

 — If you insist. May I take yours? (Exchanging the policeman’s hats.) 

 — How very kind of you. (DKH 1166) 

They further laugh at the affected modesty by declining the precedence of being 

seated first:   

— [. . .] Won’t you sit down?  

  — After you.  

 — Oh no.  

 — I insist. 

 — You’re most gracious. (DKH 1166) 
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The girls’ presentation exhibits that the white are obsessed with hypocrisy of trivial 

matter. At the end of the revue, the girls reveal their purpose to drive away the 

Western values out of their living place:  

  — [. . .] (With a sudden bellow.) Sergeant! 

  Amusa: (Snaps to attention.) Yessir! 

  (The women collapse with laughter.) 

  Girl: Take your men out of here. (DKH 1166) 

Even though the police are maddened by the loss of face, the girls still win the control. 

By securing the market place, the girls seem to obtain the success in preventing the 

command of the British values.  

Ironically, the girls’ revue compels the market mothers to wonder if the Yoruba 

society is indeed at a new age, for it is unusual for their people to possess and 

integrate foreign elements. Proud of their daughters as the mothers are, they notice an 

invisible distance from the girls. The mothers cheer their “younger sibling[s]” for 

their “truly fearless” defense against Western invasion (DKH 1166). But watching the 

mimicry of the British manners, the mothers also wonder how and where the girls 

learn about the type of social intercourse. One of the mothers asks her peers, “Do they 

teach you all that school,” showing the gap of experiences between the older and 

younger generations (DKH 1166). The mothers observe insightfully that the binary 

oppositional fortress cannot change the fact that they are leaving from an old life. This 

is because the girls should have immersed themselves purely within the Yoruba 

tradition free of the British influences, but their revue to tease the British culture lets 

out the secret that they have acquired something alien, something outside the Yoruba 
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cosmology, from their encounter with the British colonization. The girls even have 

assimilated the novel elements. Through integration, the girls are able to think of 

comparative issues like cultural differences, in addition to the single focus on 

sovereignty or on dignity, in their struggle against the colonizers. The girls’ learning 

confirms that juxtaposed with the British force, the Yoruba society is stepping into a 

different stage to recognize a larger universe composed of not only the Yoruba but 

also the British and thus possibly still other cultures. The exposition of the chronotope 

of the Yoruba world to be seemingly idyllic but actually binary oppositional is an 

ingenious strategy of Soyinka’s Death and the King’s Horseman to explain the 

impossibility of invariance.  

 

V. Conclusion   

Reenacting the Horseman’s tradition in the Yoruba society, Death and the King’s 

Horseman argues that even though tradition is invariant to its people, tradition is 

intrinsically an invented device varying with novel situations. Expected to remain 

stable in the Yoruba society, the tradition of Horseman’s ritual suicide proves 

susceptible to adjustment, for it is established by factitious historical continuity and 

maintained by compelling enforcement. However, new socio-political situations arise 

when the British government introduces legal treaties, Western civilization, and 

Christianization into the Protectorate of Nigeria to forbid human sacrifice of all forms. 

As a consequence, even though the local people strive to preserve their tradition, it is 

important to understand that tradition that is inhuman or outdated is bound to change, 

which is to be discussed in the following chapter.  


