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Chapter Three 

To Change or Die 

 

Death and the King’s Horseman asserts that tradition unfold its resilience by 

adjusting to novel situations. The gist of resilience, as Soyinka comments in the 

“Author’s Note,” requires the change of mind from staying inert with the invariance 

of tradition to fully realizing the ubiquity of the “abyss of transition” that even 

tradition must succumb to (DKH 1156). In order to sober his people up to recognize 

the imperious demand for conceptual change, Soyinka hopes the vision of Death and 

the King’s Horseman to be directed at the “threnodic essence” manifest in the 

characters’ predicament, for it is a warning to liberate the Yoruba people’s attachment 

to tradition (DKH 1156). With the chronotopes of characterization and the 

presentation of its ending, Death and the King’s Horseman affirms that inhuman 

tradition has to change or society suffers from its self-confinement.   

 

I. Bakhtin’s Chronotope  

As mentioned in the former chapter, Bakhtin’s chronotope speaks of the 

interconnectedness between time and space. In addition to the socio-historical 

interrelationship between textual and actual worlds, and the meanings concretized by 

the presentation of settings, the conception of chronotope helps analyze also how 

characters interact with their environment to invest literary events with significance. 

Application of chronotope to any textual study must incorporate explorations of 

characterization because Bakhtin lays even more stress on personal chronotopes. He 
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proclaims that occurrences beget meanings “only thanks to their connection with 

private life” (Bakhtin 109); that is, they “inescapably” correlate to the roles’ “personal 

histories and subjectivity” (Vice 203). From Bakhtin’s perspective, the human interior 

influences the ideological message of external conditions. For instance, the public 

man of “complete exteriority” acts to be seen and heard, while the men and women 

desiring for “intimacy” have voices heard secretly (Bakhtin 134).17 Even though 

Bakhtin asserts that “it is not private life that is subjected to and interpreted in light of 

social and political events,” it cannot be denied that the public existence reveals the 

private workings of human mind (Bakhtin 109). The Bakhtinian critic, Sue Vice, 

explains this concept with Thomas Hardy’s Tess of the D’Urbervilles (1891). The 

increasing industrialization of the rural England reflects the crisis of Tess’s decline. 

She becomes blighted when stepping into an unnatural chronotope of “a hellish, 

exploitative timetable” for agricultural machinery (Vice 205). Based on the 

chronotopes of characterization as well as history and settings in Death and the King’s 

Horseman, this chapter explicates the other two important issues of this play: first, the 

impasse for the natives attached to obstinacy or procrastination; second, their 

inevitable adjustment to humanity.  

 

II. Fanon’s “On National Culture” 

The persistence in tradition seems a desirable solution to cultural decay, 

                                                 
17 Bakhtin further explains this difference with the example that the publicity differs in Homer’s 

Iliad (c. 720) and Jane Austen’s Persuasion (1818). Both occur in the closed places, the weep of the 
“public man” Achilles in his own tent is heard throughout the Greek camp (Bakhtin 134), while the 
inner passion of Captain Wentworth in the “drawing-room world” is silently read by Anne Elliot 
(Bakhtin 143). 
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especially for those compelled to assimilate foreign elements by colonial forces. 

However, Death and the King’s Horseman not only confirms Westernization as 

inescapable but also unearths more wretched conditions in the Yoruba society as 

caused by these people themselves. Reluctant to admit the world’s variations, they 

isolate their own perception in order to retrieve a sense of tranquility. Though the 

play’s revelation offers a spectacle of introspection to the Yoruba people, it must be 

difficult for them to acknowledge that parts of their culture are outmoded, and these 

parts should be replaced by new Western values and practices. A penetrating 

admonition like this play’s self-criticizing presentation is nevertheless not unfamiliar 

in postcolonial discourses.  

With his postcolonial approach focused on “the possibility of ‘decolonizing’ the 

culture,” Frantz Fanon encourages the native souls to make a comeback from the 

violation of tradition, but he also regards the preservation of tradition as dangerous 

(Ashcroft et al 29). In his “On National Culture,”18 Fanon warns that because 

conceptual inertia goes against culture, at the frustrating moment of colonization, 

struggles for invariance still lead to self-limitation. Attachment to tradition is destined 

against culture because culture is never static. But it is truly a frustrating moment for 

the natives to see their culture devalued by colonialism. Against cultural devaluation, 

the natives struggle for invariance via obstinacy to confront colonial schemes, or via 

procrastination to preserve their sense of anchorage. However, their struggles result in 

self-limitation in conflict with socio-historical or epistemological transformation.  

                                                 
18 As the fourth chapter of Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth (1963), this essay studies how the 

intellectuals under colonization struggle for their cultural identity. In the discussion, Fanon is 
particularly concerned with the predicament of the intellectuals torn between tradition and change. 
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The concept to remain inert within tradition goes against culture in that culture is 

essentially unsettled. Fanon indicates that culture “abhors all simplification,” and 

favors variations and uncertainties (Fanon 224). The institutionalization of activities, 

such as tradition or custom, is substantially “deterioration” of culture (Fanon 224). 

When the environment requires change, culture always contains energy to innovate 

tradition. For instance, defense for the integrity of tradition ironically helps forward 

comparison and contrast between the antecedent life and imposed living, in other 

words, to have everything old “called into question” (Fanon 224). Furthermore, in the 

resistance to foreign elements, “the significance of tradition changes” because of the 

gap between the present tradition and the antecedent one free of threats (Fanon 224). 

By showing culture as never static, Fanon hopes to remind people that the desire for 

permanence runs counter to the current of culture.   

It cannot be denied that the colonial period is frustrating to the natives, for 

colonialism relentlessly “distorts, disfigures, and destroys” their pre-colonial history 

(Fanon 210). By a kind of perverted logic, colonialism believes that inhabited by 

“savage[s],” the vast continent they have conquered is “riddled with superstitions and 

fanaticism,” “destined for contempt,” and “weighed down by the curse of God;” in 

brief, this is the land of “cannibals” in the darkest night of humanity (Fanon 211-212). 

The colonizers, as a consequence, plant deep in the minds of the natives the idea that 

colonialism comes to rescue them from darkness. On the issue of salvation, 

colonialism does not seek to protect her Negro children from the environment of 

hostility. On the contrary, the colonial mother aims to impede the Negro community 

“from its ego,” from its happiness and unhappiness (Fanon 211). In other words, 
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colonialism arrives to substitute Western values for the natives’ whole past.   

Against devaluation of culture, the native struggles for invariance usually have 

two characters, obstinacy and procrastination, but both struggles lead to self-limitation. 

Fanon indicates that among the colonized, radical people manifest obstinacy while 

more open people demonstrate procrastination. For those more rigid to expel foreign 

elements, they intend to wash out the colonial history, but at the end they only lock 

themselves from socio-historical transformation. According to Fanon, people 

belonging to extreme conservatism occupy the unyielding stance to mark out the 

failure of colonial claws. At the brim of losing pre-colonial living, there are native 

intellectuals who grow hotheaded, deny foreign contact, and set out to look for the 

true essence of their original culture. The natives of this type attach themselves firmly 

to tradition, being “never so much a Negro as since he has been dominated by the 

whites,” to demonstrate that “a Negro culture exists” (Fanon 212). When those 

considered saved souls by the colonizers choose to “fall back into the ways of 

niggers,” they become the symbol of “radical condemnation” showing the uselessness 

and shallowness of all the work done by the colonial system (Fanon 221). With 

obstinacy, the radical native intellectuals want to affirm that the colonial structure is 

about to totter.  

Failing to grasp cultural impact, people of obstinacy fetter themselves in 

opposition to socio-historical movement. In order to show that their culture does exist, 

the obstinate natives affirm their past as unchanged. But the stationary past has taken 

refuge alone in nostalgia, not in the current living. Moreover, when the natives resist 

colonial schemes, they may nevertheless neglect their applications of “information, 
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language, and dress” borrowed from the occupying strangers (Fanon 225). The ideas 

they express and care for already consist of “no common yardstick” to measure the 

situation their ancestors were preoccupied with (Fanon 223). In the painful search for 

exoticism, the natives turn “hypnotized by these mummified fragments” to set a high 

value on the present (Fanon 224). The assembly of obstinacy and the deceased past 

embodies “death,” for it produces no rhythms of life-force but the tunes of immobility 

(Fanon 225). Consequently, the obstinate intellectuals who fail to realize cultural 

impact isolate themselves from the world.   

Though less radical than the extreme conservatives, people more open to cultural 

contact may still hesitate to forsake their tie with tradition, and their hesitation 

consumes their epistemological growth. Fanon asserts that even though some 

indigenous people appear willing to accept new conditions, they often cannot help but 

dwell at procrastination to preserve the sense of anchorage. It is symptomatic of the 

native intellectuals to turn “disturbed” as soon as they become aware of their covert or 

overt assimilation and, more seriously, identification with the foreign values (Fanon 

222). These intellectuals come to worry about a danger of “running in cutting [their] 

moorings,” of becoming estranged from the original culture (Fanon 217). Their 

anxiety enforces a despairing return toward everything able to afford “secure 

anchorage,” i.e. to confirm what and where they belong to (Fanon 217). They would 

like to take all for granted, including “unknown roots;” and to lose themselves “at 

whatever cost,” even “body and soul” (Fanon 218). In hopes of escaping from the 

void without an anchor, these native intellectuals once apt to foreign elements now 

side with procrastination to maintain their sense of belonging.  
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Hanging back from changes and reluctant to confront the downfall of tradition, 

these people finally lose their supposedly conceptual development. While the natives 

anxious to be original assume entirely the past, they feel frustrated to observe that 

tradition “can hardly supply” grandeur comparable to the predominance of the 

imposed civilization (Fanon 219). The disappointment drives them to “fall back” on a 

withered psychology ruled by “susceptibility” in the first place; but soon at the second 

stage, the withdrawal leaks out burst of crying for liberation from what has contained 

“the seeds of decay” (Fanon 220). Yet the separation from tradition again threatens the 

people with the loss of anchorage. Consequently, these natives are trapped in the 

vicious circle towards neither tradition nor novel situations but the frightful void 

where enthusiasm for knowledge is completely stifled. The people thus decide to stay 

once and for all beside a “hearth” glowing with the honor of tradition, which is to say 

that they would like to adhere to old order forever regardless of the cost of their true 

voice (Fanon 217). To sum up, Fanon’s opinion on anti-colonial struggles instructs 

that because conceptual inertia counteracts culture, even at the distress of colonization, 

struggles for invariance with the character of obstinacy or with that of procrastination 

prove a blind alley sterile for existence.   

 

III. Impasse for Obstinacy and Procrastination 

 Fanon’s theory is insightful to explore the predicament of the colonized torn 

between tradition and transformation, and thus useful to study a drama like Soyinka’s 

Death and the King’s Horseman, which is about the Yoruba people’s resistance to and 

hesitation about their adjustment to humanity. The play demonstrates that even though 
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confronted by such an overwhelming power of the British colonization, the Yoruba 

people still try to maintain their tie with the past via preparing for Elesin’s ritual 

suicide. Nevertheless, as long as these people keep sticking to their obstinate and 

procrastinating standpoints, they will suffocate change in society and confine 

themselves to the impasse. The play’s reflection of the natives’ plight at their 

transitional period is especially piercing under the chronotopic lens of characterization, 

which lucidly exposes the colonizers’ Eurocentrism, and the indigenous people’s 

resistance and hesitation. Before going into the play’s characterization in the light of 

chronotope, the following discussion introduces the particular socio-historical 

circumstances where the Yoruba people struggle for no changes desperately but 

fruitlessly.  

 A. Desperate but Futile Struggles for No Changes 

According to the history, in spite of their desperate struggles, the Yoruba people 

are unable to stop changes of the Horseman’s tradition, and thus are tortured by 

tremendous disintegration. The Yoruba society had not given up human sacrifice until 

the mid twentieth century. Hence, the new British law seemed effective in deterring 

the locals from practicing human sacrifices in public, but in effect, immolation of 

human beings became only “increasingly fragmented and clandestine” (Booth 140). 

In the 1890s, it was observed officially that human immolations almost disappeared in 

the publicity: “all the men now refuse to die and they are never forced to do so” 

(Johnson 57). Since the indigenous society appeared “less demanding on her citizens” 

to commit suicide in the ritual (Izevbaye, “Mediation” 122), by the time of the 1940s, 

the King’s Horseman was believed to face “much less pressure” to follow the 
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deceased King than his forebears did in the pre-colonial era (Cavano 419). But in the 

real, private situation, the local people clung to the tradition more firmly. In 1898, for 

instance, when the king “Ovonramwen, oba of Benin” attempted to oppose the British 

advance, he ordered “sacrificial bloodletting” to implore the gods for might and force 

(Booth 143). And the fact that Murana, the historical son of the Horseman, committed 

the surrogate death in 1945, demonstrates that “there was still a rich and powerful” 

operation of ritual sacrifice to pledge the maintenance of the tradition (Cavano 419). 

In fact, near the end of the 1970s, there was still news about the death suspected as 

human sacrifice. For example, one newspaper clip in Daily Times (Nigeria), on 19 

December 1978, was titled with “MYSTERY DEATH PUZZLE POLICE: Girl 

Beheaded,” recording that “the killing of a 12-year-old pupil, Morounmubo 

Thompson” had much to do with some kind of “ritual murder” (qtd. in Booth 144).19  

However, the Yoruba environment actually becomes no longer able to afford the 

tradition of ritual suicide because it has absorbed the new value criteria of humanity. 

Since 1980, the pursuit for humanity has grown among the natives, which has also 

paved for the abolishment of all types of human sacrifices. Undeniably, Africa’s “new 

mode of individuality” developed with the land’s “modern economic relations” to the 

outside world (Appiah, “Myth” 83-84). African intellectuals are sensible of the 

change and aware of the fact that the new self is “no longer something that we in 

Africa could escape even if we wanted to” (Appiah, “Myth” 84). This new awareness 

                                                 
19 The British colonizers admitted that they had ignored the “conservative impulse” of Nigeria, 

that is, the natives’ reliance on the order of the ancestors (Jeyifo, Truthful Lie 116). The retired 
governor Bourdillon reflected the lesson of respect he had learned in the course of colonization. He 
indicated that from the experience trying to manage other people’s affairs, he came to realize that “on 
the whole they [(the native people)] prefer to manage them themselves” and that it was useless to 
intervene into other people’s living (Crowder 269). 
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explains why more and more local people protested to the governor over alleged ritual 

murders. For instance, a newspaper clip in Punch (Nigeria), on 28 February 1986, 

indicating that “STUDENT PROTEST MURDER OF COLLEAGUES” to “the Oyo 

State governor, Lt. Colonel Olurin” accuses ritual sacrifice for the death of two 

students in the university (qtd. in Booth 144). Furthermore, in the post-mortem 

comment on the last Yoruba kings, the “late Yoruba leader Obafemi Awolowo” even 

traced the Horseman’s ritual in 1945 to the “irksome overlordship” (Izevbaye, 

“Homecoming” 164). In his view, the Yoruba government should, from now on, 

forbid the exploitation of people’s “ignorance and superstition” to implement any 

practice which is inhuman (Izevbaye, “Homecoming” 164). His announcement 

signals that within half of a century after the ritual was aborted, even the leadership 

forsakes the Horseman’s tradition. The Yoruba society has transformed into a new 

world prohibiting the sacrifice of human beings, though this change is a painful result 

from the British colonization. 

The new value criteria introduced by the British colonization sheds light on the 

inhumanity of human sacrifices. Nevertheless, as the Yoruba people become 

conscious of the re-evaluation of the Horseman’s tradition, they cannot but suffer 

tremendously. No matter how cruel the former tradition seems to the ethics of 

humanism, incredulity of tradition emerging from within must arouse a “deep sense of 

loss” among the native people (Jeyifo, “Ritual” 158). In 1955, barely ten years after 

the historical incident of the violated ritual, the postcolonial critic Richard Wright 

visited Ghana and then the Gold Coast. Observing “[e]roded personalities” loom in 

sight, Wright infers that the ambience of absurdity results from ruins of pre-colonial 
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tradition. As soon as the native people conceded that it was necessary to abandon 

what the colonizers define as barbaric, they discard not only the “former vision of 

life” but also the tie with what made them proud of themselves (R. Wright 153). This 

is to say that giving up the pre-colonial living is as devastating to the colonized as 

embracing completely Westernization. Hence, besides wrath, the change of tradition 

inside local values strikingly results in “timidity, hesitance, and bewilderment” among 

the indigenous people (R. Wright 153).  

B. Colonizers  

The history indicates that the Yoruba people had tried sticking to human sacrifice 

because they needed a sign to show their rebellion against the domineering white. 

This phenomenon is clearly explained in the play by the accent on the colonizers’ 

Eurocentrism. The chronotope of Europeans’ cultural chauvinism is featured by the 

couple Simon and Jane Pilkings, who distort and disfigure the Yoruba culture. Simon 

and Jane Pilkings “indeed typify” colonizers who have no respect for the local society 

(McLuckie 146). In their view, the colonized belong to neither the African nor the 

particular ethnic group. These people are simply pagans. Jane speaks of Amusa as 

“big pagan heart” (DKH 1162). Pilkings identifies Elesin similarly with the “old 

pagan heart,” and he further uses “[s]ly, devious bastards” to give the natives a 

general name (DKH 1163). Moreover, with the arrogance of power, the couple 

disfigures the native tradition as a matter of course. For instance, the egungun attire is 

supposed to symbolize the dead. But Pilkings and Jane wear the egungun as their 

masque costume. Even though they are somewhat reminded of their abuse of native 

tradition by Amusa’s astonishment, Pilkings and Jane yet consider it enigmatic, 
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thinking “why is there to be scared of in the costume” (DKH 1162). They are made 

baffled while figuring out why the local people continue superstitious 

“mumbo-jumbo” (DKH 1162). What makes the couple more astounded is Amusa’s 

report about the oncoming ritual suicide because in their view, human sacrifice is a 

“horrible custom,” a “ritual murder,” which should have been “stamped all out” (DKH 

1162-63). As Fanon indicates, the mission of British colonization means to prevent 

the natives “from giving free rein to [their] evil instincts” (Fanon 211). Now that the 

natives are approaching savageness, Pilkings feels obligated to destroy the “nuisance” 

for good (DKH 1162). Hence, along with Jane, Pilkings is portrayed “rather than as an 

individual” but almost “as a typical district officer” to represent Eurocentric 

impertinence (Ojaide 213). The deliberate spotlight on the colonial conceit explains 

the cause of the Yoruba people’s resolute opposition to any change.  

 C. People of Obstinacy  

In Death and the King’s Horseman, the more radical Yoruba people like the 

Praise-Singer and Olunde manifest the chronotope of obstinacy in their fight against 

the colonizers; however, their obstinate resistance to Westernization is a self-fettered 

struggle, for it blinds their understanding of variances in society. Even though both of 

them are labeled as inflexible in tradition, they have different strategies of making 

resistance. The dissimilarity shows that even the unyielding stance and the following 

impasse of the colonized still vary from person to person. Specifically, the 

Praise-Singer holds conservative values to protect the essence of tradition, but 

overlooking changes in society, he ends up with self-limitation in the past. Unlike the 

Praise-Singer confined in the Yoruba world, Olunde has overseas experiences due to 
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his study abroad in England. His uncompromising position is displayed by his return 

from a new Western life back to his ethnic society. His recession implicates that the 

European discrimination during his stay in England must have caused injury to his 

self-esteem so that he becomes more resolute than ever in cultural recuperation 

despite the countermove of inevitable social-historical changes.  

1. The Praise-Singer  

The Praise-Singer’s obstinacy forms the chronotope of monocentrism securing 

the Yoruba values, while without recognition of change he encloses himself in 

nostalgia. Being “a custodian of values,” the Praise-Singer makes certain that tradition 

is unaffected as always the very essence of the people’s philosophy (Jones 127). As 

the master of ceremony in the ritual procession, the Praise-Singer has an important 

task to be “the promoter of conservative values” to keep ward over tradition 

(McLuckie 148). It is his duty to enforce “monocentric view” to lead society in a 

single and collective life, for instance, to correct a sign of hesitation like Elesin’s 

reluctance to carry out the Horseman’s tradition (Ashcroft et al 41):  

Praise-Singer: Elesin o! Elesin Oba! Howu! What tryst is this the cockerel 

goes to keep with such haste that he must leave his tail behind? 

Elesin: (Slows down a bit, laughing.) A tryst where the cockerel needs no 

adornment. 

Praise-Singer: O-oh, you hear that my companions? That’s the way the 

world goes. Because the man approaches a brand-new bride he forgets 

the long faithful mother of his children. (DKH 1157)  

The Praise-Singer detects Elesin’s depression due to the oncoming suicide because 
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Elesin appears as downcast as a defeated cockerel without feathers.20 In order to 

coerce orthodox behaviors, the Praise-Singer employs a double meaning to instruct a 

rut for Elesin’s willingness: the rut of animal heat and the rut of social rules. He 

interprets that Elesin looks leaving the tail behind because he cannot wait for the ritual 

like the cockerel “with such haste” to reach his new bride (DKH 1157). In truth, the 

Praise-Singer means that Elesin should be proud and elated for his suicide. Since 

“[t]he cockerel must not be seen without his feathers,” Elesin should refresh himself 

with the tail of joyfulness (DKH 1158). From his criticism on Elesin, we can tell that 

the Praise-Singer sticks to tradition without reservation.  

The Praise-Singer attaches himself to tradition not only because of his obligation 

as a guardian to the ritual but also because of his perception of foreign threats. That 

the Praise-Singer is not innocent about the colonial impact in society is unmasked by 

his chant reviewing the modern history: 

[. . .] the white slavers came and went, they took away the heart of our race, 

they bore away the mind and muscle of our race. The city fell and was 

re-built; the city fell and our people trudged through mountain and forest to 

found a new home [. . .]. (DKH 1157)  

He knows the white invaders’ presence and influences as he recalls that his people 

have lost their tranquility since the white slavers came to hurt their mind and body. In 

addition, he understands that history makes society different, for his people dwell in 

another situation rather than the one that their forefathers used to have. But he clings 

more to tradition by supplementing his historical review with a declaration that the 
                                                 

20 An elaboration of Elesin’s distraction is presented in the following section on the people of 
procrastination. 
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Yoruba kingdom is “never wrenched from its true course,” that is, never changed and 

always secured (DKH 1157).  

However, overlooking social transformation, the Praise-Singer falls behind the 

changing society and turns enclosed in nostalgia. He finds himself separated from 

those more responsive to the new circumstances, and he immediately confronts 

Elesin’s reluctance to commit ritual suicide. Besides Elesin’s retreat, the Praise-Singer 

encounters Iyaloja’s compromise of orthodoxy.21 Iyaloja consents to exchange her 

engaged daughter-in-law for the achievement of Elesin’s willing suicide. The decision 

goes astray from tradition not only because the ritual of the Horseman’s suicide has 

never included a wedding for the Horseman but also because such a wedding for 

Elesin grabs the bride of another man and invites “the curse of a dispossessed 

husband” (DKH 1161). Even if the wedding is out of everybody’s expectation, the 

Praise-Singer does not give up convincing himself of social stability, for he relates the 

alteration to the command of tradition by praising Iyaloja, “how your wisdom 

transfigures you,” i.e. by affirming that what Iyaloja has done to make difference still 

follows the old Yoruba wisdom (DKH 1161). When realizing the true violation of the 

Horseman’s tradition at the end of the play, the Praise-Singer laments, “Our world is 

tumbling in the void of strangers” (DKH 1177). According to his habits to cover all 

events with social stability, it is sure that what he mentions as our world refers to our 

ancestors’ world of serenity. Even though the perfect world in nostalgia is now 

completely shattered, the Praise-Singer is not going to leave the fragments because 

they represent the essence of tradition. He applies the present progressive tense to his 
                                                 

21 Iyaloja’s compromise of the pure Yoruba values is also elaborated in the discussion on the 
people of procrastination.  
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mourning to exhibit his unyielding stance as to stay enclosed permanently in the 

ancient but lifeless world. Hence, the Praise-Singer symbolizes the position of 

obstinacy that some colonized people adopt to demonstrate their determined refusal to 

recognize colonial influences, and their positive attitude towards tradition, even the 

outmoded one like this kind of human sacrifice.  

2. Olunde  

Unlike the Praise-Singer’s rigid stance, which forms the chronotope of 

monocentrism, Olunde’s obstinacy generates the chronotope of cultural regression to 

restore both old values and his self-esteem, but his repudiation of Western impact 

cannot overturn the world’s transition, either. Olunde represents the extremely 

reactionary insistence on cultural recuperation. His standpoint has been revealed since 

the indication of his name and the description of his turning back home. In the Yoruba 

language, olunde literally means “my lord (or deliverer) has come” back to save his 

people (Quayson 93). Furthermore, Olunde’s return suggests his choice to side with 

his community despite his outward immersion in the Western culture. His appearances 

seemingly point to his learning of Western values since he enters into the scene with 

the cross-cultural image of black skin and Western suit. His native color refers to his 

childhood spent in the Yoruba world. Over the black skin is the “sober western suit” 

as the evidence of his Westernization (DKH 1169-70). Sent by Pilkings to attend a 

medical school in England, he grasps not only medicine but also folkways from the 

British. Considered a saved soul by the British, though, Olunde chooses to fall back 

into the ways of his people. His reversion from the Western metropolis to the 

indigenous village symbolizes a “culturally regressive act” from his medical training 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Wu 70 

in England to his tradition in homeland (Izevbaye, “Homecoming” 164). His 

“restorative” pursuit illustrates the temper of the hotheaded natives to save their old 

values on the verge of losing their cultural identity (Quayson 93).  

Even if the suit he wears implies his assimilation, Olunde manifests the 

obstinacy of the most militant degree to deliver himself from the wound of his cultural 

pride experienced in his stay in England. His familiarity with the white is revealed via 

his self-possession in front of the European chauvinism, as in the case of Jane’s 

wearing of the egungun costume. Asked by Jane if he is frightened by her looks, he 

replies objectively, “Why should I be?” (DKH 1170). For fear that his tone sounds too 

“defensive-aggressive” (George 82), he underlines his detachment strategically, 

saying, “No I am not shocked Mrs Pilkings” (DKH 1170). His indifference has much 

to do with his Western study. He applies the “scientific detachment” absorbed in his 

medical training to the judgment of appearances (Ready 719). Hence, he is able to see 

that “a white colonial functionary cannot wear the mask for the same reason that a 

native wears it,” i.e. to concentrate on “who is wearing the mask” and thereby to 

perceive “Jane as Jane” regardless of her costume (George 83). Besides, the Western 

knowledge also permits Olunde to exploit the tricks of interpretations. In response to 

Jane’s judgment that Elesin has the right to be rescued, he questions her with an 

example of the Prince: what would Jane think about the Prince if he refused to make 

his tour of the colonies simply because he might encounter “the risk of losing his life 

on this voyage” due to the ongoing Second World War (DKH 1170). Jane tries to 

clarify Elesin’s ritual as a “barbaric custom” consolidating the “feudalistic” code 

(DKH 1171). Not approving of nor objecting to Jane’s opinion, Olunde wonders what 
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fame the British masque deserves “[e]ven in the midst of a devastating war” (DKH 

1171). And he implies that the British is equally barbarian, for the “mass suicide” the 

white soldiers are committing is more atrocious (DKH 1171). Moreover, the “terrible 

truths” about the Second World War learned during his internship in the hospitals give 

Olunde the ground for satire that the war will end up with “all the white races wiping 

out one another” instead of peace (DKH 1171). Applying caustic expressions to the 

white invaders as his gesture of self-defense, Olunde even assaults the sponsorship by 

the Pilkings couple to his study abroad. He sternly refutes Jane’s statement of their 

beneficence, questioning how the British dare “to pass judgment on other peoples” 

when good intention is not enough to justify any intervention to turn the other 

community upside down, as evident in the case of his forced separation from his own 

family and people (DKH 1171).  

As Jane wonders, Olunde’s extremely hostile censure for colonialism must be 

“the colour thing,” the “discrimination” of culture, which occurred to him during his 

stay in England that has condensed his overseas experiences into the militant position 

for the sake of self-esteem (DKH 1171). The wound deep in his heart is exhibited the 

most clearly in the unique silence during his talk with Jane:  

Olunde: [. . .] I discovered that you have no respect for what you do not 

understand. 

Jane: Oh. So you’ve returned with a chip on your shoulder. That’s a pity 

Olunde. I am sorry.  

(An uncomfortable silence follows.) (DKH 1170)  

From his antipathy towards Jane’s disrespect for the local tradition, it is clear that 
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Olunde has anguish over colonial schemes. His scorn must have intrigued Jane to 

wonder what has happened to him in Britain, or Europe, that made him return with 

something trivial in the white’s eyes but insulting in the natives’. However, while 

Olunde expresses his hatred, he silences his wound, having no appetite for an account 

of miseries he suffered during his association with the inland British. Even though the 

cause of his more resolute conservatism after several years of Western education is 

not remarked by a word, it is by the absence of reference that the wound of his 

self-esteem under a composed face is particularly heightened.  

Avoiding unwanted personal history but only leaking out more of his torment, 

Olunde thus makes his circumvention more appealing; i.e. he incurs more spotlight on 

what he does not advert to than what he speaks out loud. For example, his response to 

Jane about what he found praiseworthy in the white people addresses the obscure but 

severe accusation of their prejudice against black races: 

Jane: I take it then that you did not find your stay in England altogether 

edifying.  

Olunde: I don’t say that. I found your people quite admirable in many ways, 

their conduct and courage in this war for instance. (DKH 1170)  

Olunde’s brief, positive appraisal of the British is aroused by Jane’s sensibility to his 

undertone that he does not consider his Western life beneficial but rather thinks of it 

as undesirable. At first, he disavows her opinion because he offers no message about 

his grief in England. But he soon supplements his reply with a perfunctory 

compliment on the whites’ gallantry in the battlefield. The additional comment 

nevertheless lets out that Olunde truly felt the sting of depreciation in the Eurocentric 
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ambience, for he shows his fair perspective lest he should look too extreme. The more 

he tries to cover up his antagonism, however, the better-known his wound becomes.  

Moreover, Olunde’s tactful statement harbors his intentions to regard the white 

as good only by their guts of fighting. There are many aspects of the British 

achievements, like science, finances, armed forces . . . etc., which are obviously far 

superior, and thus worth investigation and perhaps imitation by the Yoruba society. 

But Olunde carefully prevents any notion related to modernity that stresses not only 

the difference between the British and the Yoruba cultures but also implicates the 

inferiority of the latter. He would like to pay his admiration to the white simply at 

their courage to brave wars, to struggle for communal goals, but more likely he just 

makes sarcastic remarks that the white people are more barbaric. So far, Olunde’s 

veiled tone becomes much clearer. He demonstrates that all men are equal, that is, his 

people are as worthy of respect as Jane’s people. But his contention also affirms his 

experiences in England to be miserable, for he must have endured such a strong bias 

against his black skin that he ignores other good points in the European world. He can 

scarcely appreciate the Western values. No wonder Jane later still insists her 

viewpoint that the color things must have wounded Olunde’s self-esteem and 

developed his militant position as a consequence.  

Although Olunde manifests his obstinacy by promoting his culture, he is unable 

to overturn the transition of the Yoruba world even at the cost of his life. The 

inevitable transformation of the Yoruba society to forego the Horseman’s tradition is 

displayed before his eyes via an unpleasant meeting between father and son, that is, 

between Elesin and him. When Olunde is about to leave his talk with Jane for the 
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ritual place to bury his supposedly dead father, he hears and then watches Elesin make 

a scene of resistance to the arrest by Pilkings, which refers to the terrible fact that the 

given suicide miscarries. Hence, it is bitter for Olunde to see Elesin, whose failure and 

weakness compel him to square up to the abortion of tradition. Refusing to perceive 

the stability of old values as impossible, Olunde announces, “I have no father,” so that 

he can compare Elesin to the “eater of left-overs” to express his disgust at the 

depressing revelation (DKH 1173).  

In order to make a last-ditch defense, Olunde replaces Elesin to commit suicide 

behind the scene when Elesin is imprisoned by the British force. The dead Olunde 

covered in cloth is brought into Elesin’s cell by the villagers as “the bodily sign of a 

culture’s refusal to die” to address the last protest against the British colonizers 

(Moody 100). However, juxtaposed with his derelict father, the dead Olunde 

symbolizes also the concretization of the past, like the mummy, bearing witness to 

passing history and socio-historical transformation. Even though the bolt of his corpse 

exemplifies the do-or-die gravity based on the logic of “better late than never” 

(George 72), this “backward-looking” principle is doomed by setting high but 

outmoded devices on the present living (Williams 75). Together with the Praise-Singer, 

Olunde represents those who occupy the obstinate stance to thwart the British 

colonization. Although Olunde’s obstinacy belongs to cultural regression different 

from the Praise-Singer’s monocentrism, people of Olunde’s type reach the similar 

impasse with those of the Praise-Singer’s since either unyieldingness encages mind in 

the illusory eternity of tradition.  
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D. People of Procrastination 

Less obstinate than the Praise-Singer and Olunde, Iyaloja and Elesin are more 

open to changes, whereas their wish to preserve a sense of anchorage shapes the 

chronotope of procrastination to sustain tradition at the cost of well-being and 

happiness. As far as Iyaloja is concerned, she adopts the same position with the 

Praise-Singer’s, for she also plays the custodian of values to guarantee the ritual’s 

accomplishment. Her major difference relates to her sympathy for Elesin’s human 

instinct to live. Even though she tolerates Elesin on condition that his ritual suicide 

can be achieved securely, she has done harm to fundamental ethics since her tolerance 

consumes her people’s wealth, marriage, and life. Distinct from Iyaloja, the 

Praise-Singer, and Olunde, who have a strong faith in ritual suicide, Elesin hesitates to 

comply with the tradition because of his role of sacrifice. But as his honorable status 

allows him no position to ask for an escape from death, he behaves feebly, wavering 

between conformity to order and rebellion against fate. Lacking strength to confront 

old values, Elesin discovers painfully that his inability to initiate change results in his 

enormous tragedy.  

1. Iyaloja  

Sympathetic to Elesin’s “human plight,” though, Iyaloja ensures the harmony 

and fulfillment of tradition at the expense of people’s fortune (Katrak 89). Different 

from the Praise-Singer, who is more severe on Elesin’s willingness to die, Iyaloja 

takes pity on Elesin’s disquiet as he enumerates common escapes from Death’s 

calling:  

 Elesin: [. . .]  
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  Ah, companions of this living world 

  What a thing this is, that even those  

  We call immortal  

  Should fear to die.  

 Iyaloja: But you, husband of multitudes? (DKH 1158) 

When Elesin chants to implicate his fear of death, Iyaloja neither brainwashes nor 

reproaches him. She simply poses a question to console him with complete 

acceptance. Her wondering mark, but you, begins her inquiry with the interest in his 

opinion and thus smartly builds up a dialogue for him to speak for himself. Her 

respectful address, husband of multitudes, further strengthens his confidence in her 

wholehearted support since she considers him the honorable man and whatever he 

conceives worth her favor.  

However, in order to maintain the integrity of the ritual, Iyaloja not only tolerates 

but also leads her people to submit to Elesin’s exploitation of their wealth and her 

son’s marriage. During the ritual procession, Elesin keeps interrupting the course by 

demanding for material and physical comforts from his people. He extorts the 

community to pay substantial respect to him, such as, the “resplendent” clothes (DKH 

1160). He also asks for a new bride, “a bed of honour to lie upon,” to release his 

anxiety about the oncoming death (DKH 1160-61). Elesin’s requests could be ignored 

because they are unwarranted by tradition. But urged by her complex preference both 

for humanity and stability, Iyaloja is willing to unleash Elesin’s earthly indulgence 

with her trust in a man’s ability to repent and reform. When she realizes Elesin’s fury 

as a requirement for splendid clothes, she dances round him and sings:  
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 He forgives us. He forgives us. 

 What a fearful thing it is when 

 The voyager sets forth 

 But a curse remains behind. (DKH 1159).  

Iyaloja sings to persuade her people to satisfy Elesin’s desire. They should please 

Elesin because a soured wish of the voyager on the way toward death leaves 

“unspeakable punishments” to wrench the living (Hepburn 595). Moreover, although 

the people burst into stern resistance when Elesin asks for a sleep with the girl 

betrothed to her son, Iyaloja suppresses the public opinion by attaching a “positive 

spin” to their allowance of his claim (McLuckie 150):    

[. . .] it is good that your [(Elesin’s)] loins be drained into the earth we know, 

that your last strength be ploughed back into the womb that give you being. 

(DKH 1161)   

She explains that it is after all a good bargain to deal with a bed to empty Elesin’s 

vigor in exchange for his no more worldly notions. Such decision creates paradoxical 

conditions. On the one hand, she has a purpose to give way to Elesin since she only 

cares about the perfection of the Horseman’s ritual. On the other hand, her 

compromise in view of “calculated machinations” makes herself a collaborator to 

encroach on the basic moralities and thereby harm the communal order (Mehta 597). 

This is to say that to preserve one ritual in tradition, Iyaloja ironically defiles other 

aspects of tradition to mediate old values and new challenges.      

 Despite the ultimate interruption by the colonizers, Iyaloja still preserves 

tradition by depriving Elesin of his life to fabricate an impression of success. When 
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the situation seems to go under her control as Elesin falls into a trance to prepare for 

his suicide, Iyaloja is surprised that his death is prevented in time by Pilkings and his 

police. She believes that the abortion of the ritual has much to do with Elesin’s 

hesitation because it creates opportunities for the colonizers’ rescue. Considering 

Elesin “the servant of the white king,” as a result, Iyaloja makes up her mind to put 

Elesin to death regardless of the surrogate suicide by his son (DKH 1175). Leading 

the villagers into Elesin’s cell, Iyaloja exhibits Olunde’s corpse to throw off the chains 

of misery around Elesin’s neck. The sentence to hanging committed metaphorically 

by Iyaloja becomes a literal one when Elesin pulls hopelessly the chains around his 

neck flung by himself.  

But the death of father and son is not enough to Iyaloja in maintaining the 

invariance of tradition. She must make sure that those alive have the same view at the 

bright future as if nothing has changed. At the very end of the play with the corpses of 

father and son on stage, Iyaloja addresses the young bride and the audience, “Now 

forget the dead, forget even the living. Turn your mind only to the unborn” (DKH 

1178). Iyaloja appears optimistic “with the assertion of life” by emphasizing the 

prospect of the unborn (Katrak 100). Concerned about tradition better than people’s 

fortune, nevertheless, she is likely to continue manipulating the public voice. She 

commands her people not to look at the past and the present, for she must choke their 

perception to an extreme lest they should begin contemplating amendment in society. 

What resonates with the smothering air is the blackout of stage lights as soon as 

Iyaloja goes off the scene. It implies the long dark night of the Yoruba people if they 

keep themselves in the self-confinement from changes. They will definitely go adrift 
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as the walking dead without soul if they do not liberate themselves from the command 

of immutability as demonstrated via the characterization of Iyaloja.   

2. Elesin 

While Iyaloja stands for those who strive to maintain tradition as before at all 

costs, Elesin represents those too weak to challenge order. Reluctant to abide by 

tradition as Elesin is, he procrastinates to speak for his right to live because unable to 

overlook his wealth and rank in society, he cannot but stifle the idea of change, and 

suffer from disjunction and paralysis helplessly. He has no longing for self-sacrifice, 

but every time when he intends to run away from the ritual suicide, his sense of honor 

as the Horseman catches him back to be order-abiding. As he enters into the scene, for 

example, he shows unwillingness to die but conceals this thought quickly. He has 

great difficulty behaving cheerfully so that when hearing the Praise-Singer instruct 

him to behave like a heated cockerel, he objects impulsively that he is going to “[a] 

tryst where the cockerel needs no adornment” and has no passion at all (DKH 1157). 

However, his anxiety for moorings immediately repairs his relationship with tradition 

by the analogy: “When the horse sniffs the stable does he not strain at the bridle” 

(DKH 1157). The stable means the Horseman’s ultimate commitment to the King, 

namely the ritual suicide, and the horse straining at the bridle refers to a responsible 

Horseman. The enigmatic metaphor suggests that when informed of the time to 

commit his suicide, he cannot wait to fulfill his duty as if he were the horse straining 

at the bridle and desiring to make the speediest return to its stable. In brief, Elesin 

asserts that he has an urge to die like a natural, animal instinct to rest in peace. There 

is nothing to worry about his faithfulness. 
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Another example of Elesin’s prevention from violating tradition is demonstrated 

via his obedience to the Praise-Singer’s instruction when he is aware of his 

absent-mindedness in the ritual:  

Praise-Singer: In their time the world was never tilted from its groove, it 

shall not be in yours. 

 Elesin: The gods have said No.  

 Praise-Singer: [. . .] Elesin Oba do you hear me? 

 Elesin: I hear your voice Olohun-iyo. (DKH 1157)  

Warned by the Praise-Singer not to set the world adrift by any slack notion, Elesin 

says impersonally that it is the gods but not him who say no; that is, he passes to the 

gods the claim of responsibility. In response to the blame on his distraction, his 

affirmation of hearing the Praise-Singer’s voice seems in tune with the cosmos. But 

essentially, such deference is wretched, for it plays with the gap between hearing a 

voice and listening to someone’s words, thus to unveil the “acknowledgment of 

understanding” as rather remote (Brooks 725). Nevertheless, Elesin’s desire for 

embracing the ancient serenity wins the tug of war over his wish for staying alive as 

he is confronted by an acute question about the serious outcome of a failed ritual 

asked by the Praise-Singer, “If that world leaves its course and smashes on boulders 

of the great void, whose world will give us shelter?” (DKH 1157). The question given 

by the Praise-Singer proposes two important reasons why tradition must be 

maintained carefully. First, it requires time and wisdom to develop integral 

alternatives if the original orders should be violated. Second, even if a new system is 

about to be enforced, the transformation will bring about disturbance and is too tough 
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a work for any man to take over. Agreeing at the chief considerations for a resolutely 

conservative stance, as a result, Elesin redresses his deviation, saying, “It did not in 

the time of my forebears, it shall not in mine,” to profess both his conformity to and 

responsibility for tradition and order (DKH 1157).  

In addition to concealing his hesitation and complying with the Praise-Singer’s 

words, Elesin also tries to restrain his passion for life when squaring up to the “great 

void” in his soul (DKH 1157), lest the “principal aspects of identity,” i.e. his “links 

with the past,” should shatter (H. K. Wright 14). When asked if he is afraid of death 

like the ordinary, Elesin renounces his dread:  

 I, when that Not-I bird perched  

 Upon my roof, bade him seek his nest again,  

Safe, without care or fear. I unrolled  

my welcome mat for him to see. Not-I 

Flew happily away, you’ll hear his voice  

No more in this life time—You all know 

What I am. (DKH 1158) 

Obviously, Elesin suffers, for not until some roundabout does he show the fear of 

death as unwelcome to him, though he cunningly prevents specifying such fear as 

nonexistent in his mind. With the ambiguity of the pronouns I and his, Elesin further 

adumbrates that the community will hear no more his voice—not only the bird’s but 

also his. He would like to hide his voice since what counts is the communal opinion, 

for instance, about what a man like him should be. The Praise-Singer indicates that 
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the people know him as the “gay thoroughbred” in the legend (DKH 1159).22 This 

image helps Elesin make a firmer resolve to serve tradition. Elesin does have an 

instinct to live. But this link to the legendary steed protrudes his noble lineage, that is, 

his heroic role, glorious mission, and thus the cord with the ancient history. Because 

of this reminder, Elesin seems more cured of his recoil. He forgets his sorrow and 

thereby announces, “My rein is loosened,” to show his full preparation for his suicide 

(DKH 1159).  

Even though Elesin’s desire for life turns into overt “‘non-action’ as a cultural 

mercenary” despite his struggle for concealment, obedience, and self-restraint, he 

ultimately gives up his attachment to life, devoting himself ever wholeheartedly to the 

ritual (Mehta 602). He becomes extremely greedy for power and pleasure when his 

latent hesitation bursts into fury over the praise from his people. He feels irritated by 

their respect at his noble blood because right at the threshold before death, he does not 

want cheap words but rather real, earthly honor like the “bright red alari cloth” and 

warm “bridal chamber” to pay for his contribution to the Horseman’s tradition (DKH 

1160-61). His requirement must hurt the feeling of his people, but they observe rightly 

that he degenerates into the person “who eats and leaves nothing on his plate for 

children,” the one who regales on the earth without constraint (DKH 1161). Driven by 

their hope of social stability, the people still offer him whatever he asks for. The 
                                                 

22 The Praise-Singer compares Elesin to the “gay thoroughbred whose sudden disdains to falter 
though an adder reared suddenly in his path” (DKH 1159). According to the legend, the Oyo Empire 
was established when the king Oranyan’s steed stumbled. On a hillside in the remote north-eastern 
corner of the western Nigeria, there was once a horse rambling around. This horse was not ordinary; it 
was the steed of Oranyan. Oranyan was the newly entitled Alafin, who was finding where to settle with 
his followers after the quarrel with his royal brothers. All of a sudden, the steed stumbled. It was the 
land! Oranyan thought. He built his town at the exact place, giving it a name, “Oyo,” which literally 
means the “slippery place” (Smith 33). After Oranyan’s death, the slippery place was governed by his 
elder son Ajaka and then by the next son Sango. Ajaka resumed his reign after Sango’s death. His son, 
Aganju, took the next throne and began the historical Oyo kingdom. 
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people’s tribute ultimately has its reimbursement, because when Elesin finishes his 

sleep with his bride, he contentedly determines to concentrate on his ritual 

henceforward. He firstly provides the villagers with verbal affirmation that with the 

“tethering rope” unshackled, “we [(the Horseman lineage)] do not miss our way” 

along with the spiritual circuit of passage (DKH 1167). He secondly dances in 

“solemn, regal motions” to substantiate his promise with practical action (DKH 1167). 

As Elesin falls into a deep trance, his late but better-than-never attentiveness 

reconfirms his procrastination that all things must settle down in compliance with the 

Horseman’s tradition regardless of his true wish for staying alive and the actual 

socio-historical circumstances under transformation.  

However, instead of peace, the suffocation of change leads Elesin to the worse 

conditions of disjunction and paralysis. His sense of separation is disclosed by his 

rebuttal against Pilkings’s statement of peace. Hearing Pilkings describing the night as 

“beautiful,” Elesin poses an antithetical response, “Is that so?” to make a point that 

“[t]he night is not at peace” for what was peace in the ancient time is “destroyed” now 

(DKH 1173). In order to specify his grief, Elesin accuses Pilkings of “sever[ing] the 

cord that links [the people] to the great origin” (DKH 1173). Elesin’s awareness of the 

break reveals that he has felt torn “at the edge of the abyss” between the totality 

preserved for centuries and the unknown phase of fragmentation (George 87). On the 

brim of a massive threshold, he is bound to plunge into the gulf because something 

has crossed over in him. He can just relinquish himself to the “call—for better or 

worse—for some form of change” as the new conditions do not permit him to turn 

back to the primal unity free of the memory of British colonization (George 87).  
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Besides the sense of disjunction, Elesin feels paralyzed when encountering the 

situation that his longing for life is not a dream but it can come true via the colonizers’ 

interruption. When Pilkings arrests him by force, his emotions on the spot are not 

elaborated until he recollects the turmoil. The postponement is a skillful arrangement 

of Soyinka’s technique because the discontinuance of the ritual “goes beyond a simple 

matching of good against evil,” even “beyond the contending logic of two cultural 

philosophies” (Osofisan 183). The scene means to foreshadow “the metaphysical 

traumas,” the numbness of a man in the face of his separation from tradition (Osofisan 

183). Hence, after complaining about his disconnection with old values, Elesin 

describes his feeling of impotence. He indicates that as soon as Pilkings handcuffs 

him by cold iron, what he can do is “floundering” with “numbed” souls and 

“blundering in a maze” by recognizing that tradition changes after all (DKH 1175). 

He could have prevented the disastrous outcome by concentrating on the Horseman’s 

tradition, but he only waits for, perhaps expects, and witnesses the violation of his 

ritual suicide. Elesin’s inability compels not only the Yoruba people but also the 

audience to affront the fact that the movement of change in society is so powerful that 

all the men can do is nothing but to undergo transitions. Therefore, although feeling 

deadened by his escape from death, Elesin also becomes disarmed, i.e. more open to 

changes, by way of his retrospection. He can next concede before his bride, as if by 

relief, about “a weight of longing on [his] earth-held limbs” and his love for life 

(DKH 1174). Even if Elesin is weak in character, by degrees he comes to realize that 

there is inclination to the “liberty of the individual” in his perception (Booth 141). His 

personal change as a reaction to the larger environmental changes cannot and should 
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not be restricted.  

Elesin’s disintegration has not ceased but achieves a climax when he discerns 

Olunde’s surrogate suicide. As aforementioned, Iyaloja brings Olunde’s dead body 

into his cell to burden his guilt. Confronted by the terrible truth of Olunde’s death, 

Elesin seems to feel both ripped and suffocated to an extreme so that he appears 

frozen:  

Elesin has stood rock-still, his knuckles taut on the bars, his eyes glued to 

the body of his son. The stillness seizes and paralyzes everyone, including 

Pilkings who has turned to look. Suddenly Elesin flings one arm around his 

neck, once, and with the loop of the chain, strangles himself in a swift, 

decisive pull. (DKH 1177) 

The sight of Olunde’s corpse must have paralyzed Elesin’s train of thought in that he 

stands rock-still, trying to figure out the predicament for him, his son, and his people. 

He can detect from his son the message about the invariance of tradition, for this 

remark is what the Yoruba community strives to maintain at all costs. Cornered by the 

conservative force refusing changes, Elesin ultimately strangles himself with a 

decisive pull. His suicide under the circumstances seems out of a father’s despair. Yet 

by and large, it derives from a hopeless surrender of mind, a decision to smother any 

work of thought, for the good of not only his but also the community’s sense of 

moorings. Unable to find a way out, however, Elesin dies only to affirm that his 

inability to initiate the change, as well as Iyaloja’s extension of the power of tradition, 

benefits neither himself nor his people but deepens their agonies of suffocation.  

Encouraging an innovative thinking to forsake the inert belief in the invariance 
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of tradition, Death and the King’s Horseman stresses the urgency of conceptual 

change by showing impending disasters. With the chronotopes of characters, this play 

asserts the conceptual inertia as the true calling of death. It observes that the Yoruba 

society is at the risk of turning withered not by arrogant colonizers but rather by its 

obstinate and procrastinating people like the Praise-Singer, Olunde, Iyaloja, and 

Elesin, who isolate themselves from socio-historical and epistemological 

development.  

 

IV. Inevitable Adjustment to Humanity 

Soyinka sees the Yoruba people’s torment between the past and the present, but 

in Death and the King’s Horseman he clearly demonstrates that some tradition from 

the past, for example, the ritual suicide, is unsuitable for their present living. In order 

to confirm the inevitability of the abolishment of human sacrifices in the Yoruba 

culture, Soyinka exterminates the Horseman’s ritual suicide at the end of this play. 

Such an ending in the play is a difficult decision for Soyinka because he has to 

criticize his own tradition and culture. But the need to stop inhuman traditions like the 

Horseman’s suicide is not an abrupt proposal but an insightful observation in that this 

concept of change has grown widespread since the disturbance of the interrupted 

ritual in 1945. The socio-historical background in need of adjustment to humanity is 

also reflected in Moses Olaiya’s Abobaku (1964), a drama adapted from the same 

historical incident. This play written before the publication of Soyinka’s Death and 

the King’s Horseman explicitly rejects the Horseman’s ritual. The news report on the 

real incident offered no records about how the historical Horseman led the rest of his 
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life. But it is supposed that this Horseman still lived even after his son took the 

surrogate suicide. After Nigeria’s Independence in 1960, Moses Olaiya’s Abobaku, a 

traveling theater version on this event, determines Elesin to be aboveground according 

to the pervasive “anti-traditionalism” in its contemporary society (Jeyifo, Truthful Lie 

116). The title Abobaku overtly exhibits the contempt for the ritual suicide. The word 

literally means “one who dies with the king” but idiomatically refers to 

“obsequiousness” or “one who readily complies with the will of another no matter 

how distasteful” (Sere 237). In the story, the character Elesin straightforwardly 

refuses to abide by the requirement of death because he regards the commitment as 

“primitive” and “obsolete” (Jeyifo, Truthful Lie 116).  

Unlike the real Horseman or the Horseman in Abobaku, Elesin in Soyinka’s 

Death and the King’s Horseman strangles himself when seeing Olunde’s dead body. 

With the annihilation of the Horseman blood, Soyinka announces the death of the 

Horseman’s tradition to confirm more assertively that a new society is at hand. The 

double deaths of Olunde and Elesin in this play implies, in a secret “relief,” that there 

is no more Horseman candidate and that the tradition of the Horseman’s suicide is 

completely destroyed (Jones 129). Both Elesin and Olunde are dead, and the new era 

free of the tradition is bound to take place. Even though there might be an unborn 

child who is Elesin’s offspring, who still belongs to the Horseman blood, the 

Horseman’s leadership over the people has crashed, or at least has been doubted, 

because of Elesin’s failure to commit his death on time. As a result, the Yoruba society 

has to adjust itself to the new world without such a tradition and even without such a 

lineal rank. In this way, the statement, “Now forget the dead, forget even the living. 
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Turn your mind only to the unborn” that wraps up the ideas of the play has its bright 

side in addition to its dark reference to Iyaloja’s procrastination (DKH 1178). It 

reconfirms the dramatist’s expectation for his people to liberate themselves from both 

the belated tradition of human sacrifice and the present agonies due to enforced social 

transformation (DKH 1178). After the exhausting process of transition, it is time for 

the people to care about “a new ethical beginning more appropriate for the new 

historical and social circumstances” (Ogundele 58). Although the metaphor of the 

unborn unveils the succeeding social problem that the future of the community is 

“shrouded in uncertainty,” the elimination of the Horseman’s tradition still promises 

an opening of regeneration for the Yoruba people to adjust to the novel situations in 

the modern era (Katrak 100). This is to say that for the Yoruba people, who have been 

exposed to Westernization and Christianity, traditions like the Horseman’s must be 

reformed to coordinate with their newborn world.  

 

V. Conclusion 

Via characterization and its ending, Death and the King’s Horseman accentuates 

that people must endure impasse if they do not give up outmoded traditions. Soyinka 

makes the harsh self-criticism because the modern history already displays resistance 

to change as useless and disastrous. To explicate the urgency of change, this play 

reenacts the chronotopes of colonialism and conservatism by way of characterization. 

While it disdains Europeans’ cultural chauvinism, it considers novel situations due to 

colonization to be constructive for the Yoruba world to embrace humanity. Hence, this 

play demonstrates that those who hold obstinate position like the Praise-Singer and 
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Olunde are destined to grow blind to socio-historical movement. For those more open 

to changes like Iyaloja and Elesin, if they keep procrastinating, they come to a 

standstill without life force. With its ending to exterminate Elesin’s lineage, Death 

and the King’s Horseman wishes to arouse the guts of the Yoruba people to make a 

resolute change so that they can really deny the calling of the spiritual death.  


