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ABSTRACT

This article examines Femi Osofisan’s Women of Owu (2006) as an Africanisation of Euripides’ The
Trojan Women, focusing on its deployment of Brechtian epic theatre techniques within a Yoruba
historical and cultural context. Using qualitative textual analysis, the study highlights how Osofisan fuses
chants, drumming, ritualistic performance, choral commentary, and anti-cathartic endings to transform
classical tragedy into a politically and ethically charged African war narrative. Findings show that the
play reframes war as cyclical, foregrounds women’s voices as moral and political agents, and indigenises
Brechtian devices to provoke critical reflection on governance, religion, and communal memory. This
research contributes to scholarship on adaptation, epic theatre, and African war narratives, revealing how
African playwrights re-energise classical texts to address local socio-political struggles.
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INTRODUCTION

The relationship between classical texts and African theatre has long been fertile ground for adaptation,
reinterpretation, and cultural dialogue. Femi Osofisan’s Women of Owu (2006) exemplifies this dynamic,
transforming Euripides’ The Trojan Women into a Yoruba historical and cultural context, and thereby
converting classical tragedy into a politically charged African allegory. While Osofisan’s general role as a
political playwright and adapter of classics has received scholarly attention, fewer studies interrogate how
Women of Owu specifically deploys Brechtian epic theatre techniques alongside Yoruba performance
traditions to represent war and trauma in an African historical framework. This article addresses this gap
by examining the ways in which Osofisan indigenises epic theatre to articulate the cyclical nature of war,
ethical reflection, and communal memory.

The study uses qualitative textual analysis of Women of Owu and Euripides’ The Trojan Women,
supplemented by secondary literature on epic theatre, African adaptation strategies, and war narratives.
Analysis focuses on identifying theatrical devices, thematic parallels, and cultural reconfigurations,
highlighting how Osofisan’s dramaturgy merges Brechtian techniques with Yoruba oral and ritual
traditions. The research further examines how adaptation functions as a site of civic pedagogy: by
transplanting classical texts into African contexts, theatre becomes a tool for reflecting on historical
amnesia, ethical responsibility, and the socio-political consequences of war. This approach contributes to
scholarship on adaptation, epic theatre, and African war narratives, revealing how African playwrights
reconfigure classical models to engage contemporary socio-political realities and foreground marginalized
voices.

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE
The theoretical framework of this study draws on Bertolt Brecht’s epic theatre, which provides a model
for politically charged, socially conscious drama. Brecht’s use of alienation effects, historical allegory,
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and direct audience engagement underpins Osofisan’s dramaturgy, particularly in Women of Owu.
Osofisan’s plays have been studied extensively for their deployment of Brechtian devices within an
African socio-cultural framework. Awodiya (1995) underscores Osofisan’s use of theatre as a
revolutionary instrument, highlighting how his dramaturgy merges didacticism with African oral
traditions. Similarly, Banham (2004) provides a broader overview of African theatre, situating Osofisan
within a lineage of dramatists who adapt indigenous performance strategies to confront contemporary
socio-political crises.

The concept of adaptation, as theorised by Hutcheon (2006), is also relevant to Osofisan’s work, since
Women of Owu is a radical transposition of Euripides’ The Trojan Women into a Yoruba historical
context. By doing so, Osofisan not only Africanises a classical tragedy but also repurposes it as a critique
of intra-ethnic wars and the enduring trauma of violence. lllukwe (2025) strengthens this position by
demonstrating how African revolutionary theatre, such as Irobi’s, frames heroism and antagonism through
techniques that resonate with Brechtian ideals of resistance and social awareness. More recent scholarship
expands this conversation. Affiah, Amaku, and Akpan (2022) emphasise the centrality of narrative
storytelling in African drama, particularly in Ukala’s folkist dramaturgy. Their insights illuminate how
storytelling, chants, and choral performance function ideologically,methods that Osofisan similarly
deploys in Women of Owu. Nyam and Hediger (2023) explore docudrama in Nigerian conflict zones,
revealing how participatory theatre re-enacts violent histories to provoke dialogue and healing. This
resonates with Osofisan’s use of allegorical retelling to unsettle audiences and force civic reflection. Mark
(2024), in turn, highlights audience—performer dynamics in Iredi War and the Ekuechi festival,
underscoring how African epic theatre thrives on communal involvement and ritual aesthetics. Together,
these works position Women of Owu as a text at the intersection of adaptation, epic theatre, and African
war narrative, bridging classical influences with contemporary African performance traditions.

PRESENTATION OF DATA AND ANALYSIS

Epic Theatre Devices and Their Application

In epic theatre, suspense is deliberately undermined, shifting audience focus from “what next” to “why
does it happen.” Osofisan applies this principle by foregrounding memory, flashbacks, and collective
testimony instead of linear progression. Narration remains central, through commentary, songs, and
prologues that reveal outcomes in advance, directing attention to causes rather than consequences.
Breaking the Fourth Wall occurs when characters step out of dramatic illusion, echoing Brecht’s
alienation techniques. Music and Song interrupt the narrative flow and serve didactic, rather than purely
emotional, functions. Osofisan replaces Brecht’s sparse minimalism with Yoruba chants and drumming,
creating immediacy and communal engagement. Staging and Acting emphasise demonstration over
psychological immersion. Ritualised performances, symbolic props, and minimal scenery reinforce
Brechtian alienation effects. Theoretical Foundations reflect Brecht’s Marxist orientation, but Osofisan
retools this dialectical method through African communal spirituality, merging critique with ritual and
performance.

Avristotelin Dramatic Theatre Versus Brecht (Epic Theatre)

Avristotelian (Dramatic Theatre) Brecht (Epic Theatre)
Plot-driven (what happens next?) Episodic (why does it happen?)
Emotional involvement Rational detachment

Catharsis Critical astonishment

Illusion Demonstration

Fate/nature History/society

Major Plays as Precedents
Brecht’s The Threepenny Opera, Mother Courage and Her Children, The Good Woman of Setzuan, and
The Caucasian Chalk Circle illustrate his model, which Osofisan indigenises through Yoruba ritual,
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music, and choral commentary. Osofisan’s Epic Theatre: Indigenising the Brechtian Model. Osofisan
fuses Brechtian epic principles with Yoruba performance traditions, producing a hybrid theatrical form:
1. Chants and Drumming establish ritual atmosphere and collective grief.
2. Rituals and Symbolic Acts, such as Anlugbua’s invocation, collapse past and present.
3. Choral Commentary critiques war, gods, and rulers, echoing Brecht’s commentary songs but grounded
in Yoruba aesthetics.
4. Destabilised Narrative Structure, using cyclical retellings and memory-driven testimonies.
5. Anti-Cathartic Ending, where Owu women denounce divine and human violence, leaving audiences
unsettled.
Epic Theatre in Women of Owu: Techniques and Themes
1. By re-siting Euripides’ The Trojan Women in Yoruba history, Osofisan transforms tragedy into
allegory. The Owu catastrophe mirrors both Troy and postcolonial conflicts such as the Biafra
War.
2. Anlugbua functions as narrator and philosopher, destabilising illusion and provoking critical
reflection.
3. Songs and Chants act as alienation devices, shifting responsibility for war to human actors.
4. Female Characters like Erelu and Orisaye embody moral conscience, foregrounding feminist
critique.
5. Ending resists closure, aligning with Brecht’s anti-cathartic principle.
Ideological Vision and Political Engagement
Osofisan critiques:
e Glorification of War as nationalist triumph.
Patriarchy that sidelines women’s suffering.
Religious Complicity in legitimising violence.
Cycles of Vengeance, perpetuated by victors and survivors.
Rather than offering solutions, the play provokes questions about leadership, memory, and civic
responsibility, transforming drama into a site for social critique and civic pedagogy.

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

The analysis demonstrates that Women of Owu is not a mere retelling of Euripides’ tragedy but a
politically charged Africanisation of epic theatre. By fusing Brechtian techniques with Yoruba ritual and
oral aesthetics, Osofisan creates a form that is both familiar and disruptive. Findings reveal that Epic
theatre devices are indigenised through music, chants, and ancestral invocations. War narratives are
reframed as cyclical, exposing futility and destructiveness. Women’s voices are foregrounded,
repositioning them from passive victims to ethical critics of war. These findings align with Brecht’s
objective of awakening critical consciousness while extending it into African cultural memory.

CONCLUSION

Osofisan’s Women of Owu illustrates the potency of adaptation as cultural and political commentary. By
transplanting The Trojan Women into Yoruba history, Osofisan indigenises the epic theatre form and
enriches it with African ritual and performance traditions. The play becomes a historical allegory through
which audiences confront the cyclical nature of violence, the silenced voices of women, and the urgent
need for social justice. This fusion of classical and indigenous traditions reveals how African playwrights
re-energise world drama to speak to local struggles, transforming theatre into a site of resistance and re-
memory. Future scholarship may extend this conversation by comparing Osofisan’s adaptation strategies
with those of Soyinka, Ngiigi, or Irobi, further situating African epic theatre within global postcolonial
discourse.
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