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~ character. :
i That the structure of Nwata Rie AWQ falls in tune with the accepted structure of
tragedy is commendable. But there are some notable Igbo plays which do not adhere to
this structure, and this should not detract from their merit as successful works of art.

The title of the text and those of other plays by Onyekaonwu are couched in
balanced Igbo proverbs which are equally suggestive of their contents. The language
employed clearly makes use of the resources of orality expected in the language of
drama. : :
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bk ABSTRACT
‘yTragedy. as a dran?atic form has been popular from the classical périod especially with
_theprominence Aristotle gave it in his theory or concept of the. tragic hero in Poetics

It has, however, been observed that the innovativeness of playwrights in the subsequent
two thousand years and more has led to the development of many .and new artistically

foreseeing(Abrams, 1999: 322).There is, therefore, the feeling that efforts to extend
~Aristotle’s analysis to apply to these later tragic forms could blur his critical categories
and obscure the essential differences that exist in diverse plays that are equall):
dramatically effective. Onyekaonwu’s four tragic plays were all published in the 1980s,

forms Igbo scholars like Uzochukwu (1988) and Eze (1990) who analyzed the tragic
protagonists in Onyekaonwu’s plays, using the Aristotelian canon, have shown how the
characters either deviate or conform to the norm enunciated by Aristotle. While
Uzoc.hukwu’s analysis that focuses only on Nwata Rie¢ Awo concludes that the de.ath of it
stragic character evokes only one of the two types of emotion identified by Aristotle -
1ear, Eze who carries out a more in-depth study of all Onyekaonwu’s tragic plays not only
agrees with Uzochukwu but also reveals how the death of other .tragic characters iil‘thé
la.ywright’s other works evokes in the audience either one or the two types of emotion
M{\rvlstotle discusses. This paper is of the view that; the status of the tragic hero in
Onyekaonwu’s plays has not been adequately delineated by these scholars. The paper
therefore, revisits the conclusions of the previous studies on - characterization iI;
Onyekaonwu’s four tragic plays. It casts a more critical glance at the attributes of the
hejro, and submits that strictly speaking, since most of Onyekaonwu’s tragic characters
with one or two exceptions, are villains, they are to be seen -evén wilen viewed from tht;

which scholars, over the years, have used as paradigm in their analysis of the tragic hero. -:

effective types of serious tragedies - types that Aristotle had no way of.

over three millennia after Aristotle, making them to be identified with the later tragic -
o
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‘critical lens of Aristotle’s classical theory of the tragic hero - as mere tragi.c figures and
not tragic heroes. It is also observed that there are some obv19us trace?s of %nﬂuenq.es 9f
classical and later tragedies Onyekaonwu’s plays show, yet he is pecgllal-ly innovative 17n
his depiction of tragic characters. This study give_s fuftheT 11351ght into Onyekaon\.vu ?
style of characterization; we hope that it can provide inspiration for further analysis of
tragic plays by other Igbo playwrights.

INTRODUCTION o .
Onyekaonwu has written widely and prolifically. He has tried his hands on the three

genres of Igbo literature — poetry, prose and drama. His earliest works \.Nere prose, Whi.Ch
include A Sokata Eze Anya (1976), Oria Gbuo Ozu (1977), and 'szam Qbuﬁzo Dzk.e
(1977). He also has a poetic work, Uche bu Afa (1989), to his Cl‘edl.t. UneqL‘uvocally, his
greatest contribution to the development of Igbo Literature can be said to be in the area of
drama where he has about five extant works. s
His first major dramatic work, Nwata Rie Awo (1980), is tragedy whose inspiration
appears to have drawn from Ola Rotimi’s The Gods‘A.re ]-Vot. to Blame and Thomas
Hardy’s Mayor of Casterbridge. In spite of the glaring smnlar‘xty in theme _between Nwata
Rie Awo and Sophocles’ King Oedipus, Onyekaonwu maintam§ that be du? not dra\y any
inspiration from this classical playwright. From an oral intejrwew with hxm3 he §a1d hz
was rather impressed by the way the Mayor of Casterbr:lgdé sold off his wife an,
daughter, and the mistaken identity it generated. This ‘adrruratlf)n’ o.f Thomas Hardy s
work could, therefore, account for the occurrence of a similar incident in ]\{wata Rze‘Awo,
when Aworo, the principal character, sells off his baby girl, and later marries her without
knowing. Another possible source of influence on Onyekaonvxfu has ‘equally beer;
suggested. Uzochukwu thinks that the traditional base of Nwata Rre‘Awo is th; story O
the invincible wrestler that features in Igbo traditional prose narratllve, referring to the
wrestling bout involving Aworo, a renowned wrestler, and Akataosi. But. Onyekaonw,u
again attributes the source of his inspiration for the wres.tlin_g contest to Chinua Achebe’s
Things Fall Apart where there is a similar wrestling incident betwee.n Okonkwo a}nd
- Amalinze the Cat (see Ikwubuzo, 1998).The theme of Nwata Rie Awo is the destruction
of a'prominent man because he committed incest and could not stand the shame, a shame
he brought on himself due to his own fault. . .
Onyekaonwu’s second dramatic work, Oku Uzu Daa Ibube (1982), is a tragl-cor.nedy
centered on the struggle for leadership. Eriri Mara Ngwugwu .(1.985), g highly
complicated tragic story, has the central theme of vengeance, with parr1c1c.1§ and mgast as
sub-themes while Uwa Niooo (1986), also a tragedy, is all about the fuu_hty of life and
absurdity of human situation. The play portrays that all human social confhcts., all sensu?ll
and material cravings, ultimately amount to nothing. Oku Gharalte (1988), his last tragic
play, centers also on craving for material possession in which the tragedy thatl bcfalls- the
protagonist is caused by his desire to escape from his penury by all means. With four out
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of his five extant plays as tragedies, Onyekaonwu, undoubtedly, has demonstrated his
flair for tragic plays. ‘

Due, perhaps, to this notable flair he has for tragic plays, Onyekaonwu has been
described by some of his students as the “Shakespeare of Igbo literature”. One of the
questions that agitate the minds of some of his readers is: Why does Onyekaonwu prefer
to write tragic plays? Is his life in any way reflected in his works? Or does he re-enact or
represent his personal experiences in his creative works? It has often been said that the
life of a writer is reflected in his work. Eze (1990) cites Dietrich (1953) as saying that the
theme of tragedy “may be a particular story which the playwright wishes to tell, perhaps
the story of real happening; or it may be a highly imaginative combination of topics based

—-on “the “background or experience of the “playwright” (p.42). Thomas Carlyle while

commenting on Shakespeare says that his Sonnets testify expressly in what waters he had
‘waded and swam for his life. He wonders whether Shakespeare would have been able to
create those suffering souls as Hamlet, Coriolanus, Macbeth and other such heroes, if his
own heroic heart had never suffered (Eze, 1990). Shakespeare used to write comedies.
One of the reasons for his inspiration to venture into tragic plays, some scholars suggest,
was his psychological frame of mind after a series of misfortune that befell him at the
time, which made him unhappy. He was said to have lost his son, his mistress coupled
with the unfaithfulness of a trusted friend and a patron — all of which for him was
traumatic, bringing him gloom and pessimism that found expression in the bitter theme
and violent language his works have (Dasylva, 1997:18).But for Onyekaonwu, however,
neither the kinds of assumptions about Shakespeare nor the possibility of telling real
stories informed by a playwright’s experience applies to him, for he insists that his flair
for tragedy has nothing to do with his personal experiences, but with his desire to satisfy
his readers and reach wider audience. It can, therefore, be said that Onyekaonwu has not
in his works recreated his life experience or even reconstructed a historical incident.
Rather, he has channeled his creative dexterity to creating an illusion of reality which is
the preoccupation of a literary artist. Laterature has been a veritable tool in the
representation of realities of human life and experience. Branding Onyekaonwu the
“Shakespeare of Igbo Literature” appears to be an acknowledgement by his students of

his prolific output in drama, which are mainly tragedies like most of Shakespearean
works.

The tragic ;ﬁotagonist is obviously the most prominent character in tragic drama,
and Onyekaonwu’s tragic dramas mentioned above are no exception. In the works, as we
have highlighted, all the incidents revolve around his protagonists. The dramatic works
were all written and published in the 1980s, millennia after Aristotle’s classic theory of
tragedy and tragic hero. Like Onyekaonwu’s works, many other tragic dramas have
emerged over the years in different historical periods, some révealing Aristotle’s
influence, while others show significant innovativeness. Analysts have over the years
attempted to apply Aristotle’s model in their analyses of the tragic hero. Abrams
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(1999:321) has noted that “more precise and detailed discussions of the tragic form”
appropriately start with Aristotle’s classic analysis in the Poetics but they do not have to.

.end with him. Igbo scholars, notably Uzochukwu (1988) and Eze (1990), have equally

applied Aristotle’s model in their analyses of the tragic characters in Onyekaonwu’s
plays. Uzochukwu focuses only on Nwata Rie Awo, while Eze on all the tragic plays, and
both agree that some characters in these plays conform in part to Aristotle’s principles,
and therefore, are tragic heroes. This paper intends to re-examines these scholars’
conclusion. . ;

The definition and understanding of some key concepts like the hero, tragedy and
tragic hero are considered germane to our discussion in this paper. To this end, the paper
would look briefly at the classical/Aristotelian, medieval as well as the Igbo concepts of
the hero and tragic hero. This would help, among others, to (i) highlight some of the
differences in the conception of the tragic hero in different eras in the evolution of
dramatic tragedy, (ii) re-examine Onyekaonwu’s representation of the tragic character in
his plays, and (iii) see whether or not his works introduced any innovativeness
characteristic of some later tragedies.

Hero, Tragedy, and Tragic Hero in Drama .

In the classical context, spirit-human conception leads to the birth of the hero, which -

explains why he partakes of both spirit and man. Early in life, the hero experiences
serious threats to his life. Most heroes also acquire superhuman nobility and exhibit
remarkable intelligence, strength and courage at a very early stage. The strength of the
hero is directed at saving his people. This is why he is the people’s hero. Moses, for
instance, saved his people from servitude in Egypt and led them out while Jesus is seen as
the Saviour of the world. One other remarkable feature of the hero is that he does usually
not attain a ripe age, and that constitutes his tragedy. This happened to Oedipus, Achilles
and Jesus among others. However, there are heroes that are different as it does not
necessarily mean that all heroes must follow the same life-cycle patterns. :
Like in the classical context, the life of the Igbo hero is threatened. The hero’s
antagonist, usually a despotic king, threatens his life because of the hero’s opposition to
his tyranny, and sends him on a dangerous expedition so that he can have tragic end.
There would be a contract that if he is able to accomplish the mission and return,. the
antagonist, would vacate the throne for him. Where he fails and does not return, that
would be his fate. The hero accepts the challenge for he has no choice. He wins the
sympathy of the people who pity him and fear that he would not return for such a mission

would be perilous. The mission indeed would turn out to be hazardous but because the

hero is not a villain, he uses his good conduct to elicit the assistance of supernatural
forces and individuals. And finally he escapes death by a close shave. He returns with the
mission accomplished. The people who would have given him up for dead jubilate and

Dr. hwu [kwubuzo & Dr. Ejike Eze

the antagonist, a tyrant to his people, is disgracefully dethroned and often banished into
exile. The hero assumes the throne to liberate and lead his people.

The Igbo hero could also be shrewd, ruthless and reckless; he is capable of attractin
the wrath of other communities and cause war between his own community and thei%
neighbours. In the process, many people may lose their lives. This is why Ugonna
describes him also as “firewood that emits smoke which when removed from the ﬁr%a the
house_becomes cold, and when left in the fire, smoke kills the people.” This means,that
sometimes, he performs act of magnanimity, and sometimes too, he causes the people
untold suffering. By this way, he can contribute to his own tragic fall. Tyt
s There is a view that the tragic hero, though often imbued with superhuman nobilit
is pitched against superior powers or higher forces in a struggle he may not win Tge,
struggle may be so serious as to involve the hero in violent death, and the audience il.l it
an_d fear. It may be an unequal struggle with destiny which may be represented b fofce}s,
wnbin or outside the hero. He manifests his heroic spirit but ultimately he is crusied He
perishes bringing the conflict to its tragic end; and the supernatural forces are once 11.10r6
allowed to assert their sway. They have a hand in it for they use the tragic hero like a
pawn. They may make or mar him. Dasylva (1997:12) identifies the following three
elements as being contributive to the making or marring of a tragic hero: supernatural
forcfes, the society and the protagonist’s personal weakness or tragic flaws. The Greek
society, including African societies, believes in the existence and invincible powers of
su.pematural forces or the gods, and that man is to the gods a mere pawn whose
misfortunes are their delight. Great playwrights like Sophocles, Aeschylus, William
Shakespeare, and some African writers like Ola Rotimi, J.P Clark and ’Anaelech’
Chukuezi, among others, represented this belief in their plays. 1
) ‘Tragedy’, as a dramatic form, is defined by Abrams (1999: 321) as
Represe-ntations of serious actions which eventuate in a disastrous conclusion for the
protagonist (the chief character). It is, therefore, not intended to make people laugh like
cs)med.y. Tragedy is intended to give pleasure through pain; it shows us pain, sorrow and
d1§,aster. It shows the audience the bringing down, through the dark and chok’in0 abyss of
pain of a noble man. The predominant idea in tragedy, according to Crow (198b3'174) is
that “It shows the fall of a great man because of some flaw in his otherwise im.pr;ss;ve
character.” Shakespeare agrees with the idea that the hero contributes to his destruction
but not by acts in which we see no flaw (Bradley, 2010). ’

: ‘Tragedy must portray disaster, for the tragic playwright writes from a sense; of
crises. For scholars like Reese (1963) and Shaw (1972),the character of the hero in
tragedy must involve him in failure, suffering and death; the hero must die. But Aristotle
does not insist that the hero must die, or as Dasylva
(1997:12) puts it, “Greek tragedy does not end in the death of the tragic hero.” Due to the
1'§]1'g10us origin of drama in Greece where performance took place in Dionysian temple
violence was ‘banished on stage. Aristotle says the hero must suffer a calamity, amj
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appears to smile on him for a while, and then on a sudden strikes him down in his pride”
(p-50).

In line with Aristotelian description of the tragic hero, the Igbo hero may be a good
man but he is not portrayed as a saint. He is, therefore, neither a saint nor a villain. It can
be argued that since for the Igbo, it is possible for tragedy to befall a hero, expression of
both emotions of pity and fear is equally possible. In a typical oral Igbo heroic tales, the
excruciating ordeals the hero goes through and the perilous obstacles that confront him on
his way arc capable of evoking pity and fear in the audience.

We shall now look at some comments, which the Aristotelian concept of tragic hero
has attracted from writers over the years. Raphae] (1960) criticizes Aristotle for tying too
closely together the emotion of pity and fear. He agrees with Aristotle that for us to be
able to pity, we must be capable of imagining and therefore experiencing ourselves, the
pains or evil like the person pitied, but Raphael argues. that he does not have to fear for
himself or for the person unless there is an imminent danger of that evil befalling him.
We do not think that we have to perceive danger before we fear. Like the existentialist

philosophers would say, the absurdity of human life throws man into anguish, an anguish
occasioned by fear. When we realize that the tragic hero is in fact a person elevated above
us, a man of grandeur, his misfortune reiterates for us our own vulnerability. As Bradley
(2010: 68) puts it, with respect Shakespearean tragic hero, his greatness should be so
promiaeat that his error and fall may make us vividly conscious of the possibilities of
human nature. Like Aristotle, he believes that if such evil could befall such a personality
and he failed to successfully resist it, then being ordinary mortals, we stand no chance at
the face of such calamity. This is what brings about the fear.

The reason why Aristotle says that a pre-eminently virtuous man’s misfortune
cannot be seen as tragic but shocking is because there would be no justice in such
suffering. Because there is no flaw in his character, there would be no justice if
misfortune befalls him. The point to make here is that if we use justice as the yardstick
for determining tragic situations, and we exclude all cases where there is no justice from
being tragic, we may never have tragic situations. Since Aristotle says the hero must
experience undeserved suffering to evoke emotion of pity in us and goes on to say that
pity is essential in tragedy, one could ask whether there is justice in undeserved suffering.
Is there justice in the destruction of a good man simply because of an insignificant flaw in
his character which is not his fault? Is there justice in the gods arranging the destiny of a
man before he was born, and making him suffer for it? Is there even justice in the world?
Aristotle should not have on grounds of justice excluded a saint from being a hero for a
saint earns our fear.

The issue of “tragic flaw” described by Aristotle as hamartiais a concept which has
been variously interpreted and possibly wrongly too. While some scholars see hamartia
as flaw in the character, others see it as an error in the character. Our contention is that if
hamartia is interpreted as an error, it means it is not inherent in the character. It could be
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an error in judgement, a thing done or left undone. The implication of this interpretation
is that as a result of an error in judgement, the tragic hero is destroyed. This is not always
the case in tragedy. The hero is destroyed because of a flaw in his character; not a
" particular error in judgement. Dasylva (1997) is of the opinion that a protagonist’s tragic
flaw (“hubris”) - that is, a protagonist’s personal innate weakness which he/she can

neither contain nor change - is fundamental to tragic process. The character, Qjaadili, for

instance, is destroyed because of his pride. obstinacy. over-confidence, and vaulting
ambition to assert his prowess as a hero in the land of the spirits. He rejects the idea by
the elders of his community of honouring him with a chieftaincy after his heroic exploit
in the land of the animals. And, in his blind pride, he ignores all dissuasions and proceeds
to the land of the spirits where he, after defeating a number of multi-headed spiritual
figures, does not also heed the warnings of Ogwumagana against engaging his personal
god (chi) who emerges last to challenge him in a wrestling. This eventuates in his death.
Macbeth is equally destroyed because of his vaulting ambition, Oedipus because of his
pride and overconfidence, and Othello because of jealousy. All these are flaws that could
lead to errors. It is, therefore, not the error that is hamartia but the flaw that is inherent in
the character, which makes him commit error. ]

Hamartia in tragedy raises the issue of undeserved suffering. The tragic hero is

destroyed not because he is a bad man but because of flaw in his character which makes
him err. His destruction is surely not merited for he is not a villain and cannot be
responsible for a flaw in his character. Apart from this, the consequences of the error are
often too harsh. This again raises the question of fate or destiny which is believed to be
inalienable. Is hamartia same as fate or just a defect or fault in one’s character? The
‘experience of Oedipus in King Oedipus is a case in point. Myth has it that Qedipus was a
cursed child from birth. He had been destined to kill his father and marry his mother. He
was not responsible for whatever offence that led to the imposition of such terrible curse,
and -therefore, does mot deserve 1o suffer something he knew nothing about. Such
undeserved suffering contradicts the idea of poetic justice for what justice can there be in
a good man suffering and dying for a little flaw in his person - a flaw he is not
responsible for? :

Crow (1983) criticizes Aristotle for insisting that'a hero must fall from height. He
says Aristotle’s view is a product of his time. He could not imagine tragedy being
possible for any but the higher rank. Crow argues — and we agree with fim - that “In
modern time, the audience can accept an ordinary ‘man in the street’ as a tragic hero as
long as his life engages the issues of survival of a race” (p-125). Crow’s view, in our
opinion, sounds plausible since Aristotle himself said there could be tragedy without fear.
If there could be tragedy without fear, then an ordinary man could be a tragic hero.

Crow’s argument draws our attention to one of the differences between Aristotle’s
classic idea of tragedy and later conceptions. Abrams (1999: 322) has also pointed out,
with respect Aristotle’s classic analysis of tragic form in Poetics, that he “based his
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theory on induction from the only examples available to him - the tragedies of Gr K
dramatists such as Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides.” Similarly D;sylva (1997'9162
observes that “Tragic drama in classical Greece particularly siﬁce t7he early decade.s 3“
SB.C; had quite distinct changes and phases in the course of its development over tf?e
years” — a point which Abrams reiterates when he argues that playwrights in th
subsef;uent two thousand years and more have been innovative as “many and "
artistically effective types of serious plots in a catastrophe have been developed - tnew
that A?'istotle had no way of foreseeing.” Abrams sees the efforts to extendpA'risto)t,lpe’:S
analysis to apply to later tragic forms as reducing to obscurity his critical categories 62
the essential differences that exist in diverse dramatically effective plays Heg says ?}? t
many.of ‘major -tragedies by Marlowe, Shakespeare, -George Chapman'WebstZr SE'l
Frap(:ls Beaumont and John Fletcher, and Philip Massinger are observed tc; have de j 15
%'adlcally from Aristotelian tradition. To illustrate this further, Abrams gives us ‘:2'131
1!1t0 some kinds and materials of these post-Aristotelian tragedies that develo e:i o
time. There is, according to him, the Senecan concept of tragedy in the Elizabetﬁan f(‘)x\f’rer
an éxample of which is “revenge tragedy” or “tragedy of blood.” The drama is said toclf’
derl.ved from Seneca’s favorite subjects of ghosts, insanity, suicide, murder, vengea N
lextllation, carnage, sensational incidents, among others, all represe:nted on ,stavebb ntche,
Elizabethan writers to satisfy the craving of the contemporary audience for viorencg z
horror (Abrams, 323). “Bourgeois” or “domestic tragedy” was another type of a1n
popular in 18* century. Its protagonist who is portrayed as suffering a commonpla e o
domestic disaster is drawn from the middle or lower social class. R
The introduction of comic relief through humorous characters, incidents, or scen
a159 marks Elizabethan tragedies out from Aristotle’s norm which ’construes ,traoed "
serious and of magnitude. It is equally noted that like in classical Greek ;a Zdas
Shz?kespeare’s works incorporate and involve elements such as: the supernatural forfes g,
their agents (e.g. witches, omen), the societal (as it is evident, for instance, in Othell ’r
trust of lago, in Julius Caesar),and the tragic hero’s flaws, despite his nobili.t’y pey
Although Shakespeare’s tragedy involves the supernatural forces the. idea of
external force holding sway in hero’s life and being solely responsible f<;1' his downf: lla'n
not shared by the Shakespearean school. In the words of Bradley, while giving ex osa'lt' .
of Shakespearean idea of tragedy, “The calamities of tragedy do not si:nplycha pe .
e they sent; they proceed mainly from actions, and those the actions of men ’I’JPC:rtrzli?r:
circumstances produce certain actions, and such actions arise from the coopt.aration of
characters. There is a succession of such actions, and their interconnectedness inevitabl
leads to a catastrophe. Something does not just happen to persons; the person concemez
equal‘ly caus.ed something to happen. The hero, therefore, contributes in some measures to
the disaster in which he perishes. Bradley further puts this idea more succinctly: What we
do feel §t1'ong1y, as a tragedy advances to its close, is that the calamities and c:atastro he
follow inevitably from the deeds of men, and that the main source of these deedsp is
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character (p.55). The hero “errs, by action or omission; and his error. joining with other

causes, brings on him ruin... the idea of the tragic hero as being destroyed simply and
solely by external forces is quite alien to Shakespeare. A Shakespearean E‘agefiy,
' there%ore, is a “story of exceptional calamity leading to the death of a man “in hlgh ,
estate”. This means that the story is one of human actions producing excepti(.mal calamity
and ending in the death of such a man. The implication of this is that the tragic hero could
be the architect of his misfortune. - :
Another aspect of similarity between the Greek and Shakespearean tradltlcn.)s is the
preponderance of cathartic elements in Shakespearean tragedy. Dasylva emphasizes that
catharsis in Shakespearean tragedy “essentially amplifies the sense of greatness as the
audience is privileged to watch the grandeur of human soul passing th.rough purgatory or
through redemptive suffering” (p. 20).Prior to the Shakespearean times also, tr?gedy
centered on the kings whereas a typical Shakespearean tragedy does not feature a king or
someone of noble birth as its tragic hero but a highly-placed individual with excelleTlt
qualities and grandeur personality. As Bradley points out that the S}]akespearean Fragx_c
hero needs not be “good”, although he is generally “good” as he wins sy.mpathy :n his
error. From Shakespeare’s perspective, the pity and fear stirred by the tragic story .seer.n
to unite with and even to emerge in, a profound sense of sadness and mystery which is
due to.... impression of waste” (p. 68). .
There are also some recent tragedies which, according to Abrams, are not heroic but
antiheroic because they feature a character who does not manifest the dignity .and cou{ag’e
characteristic of the protagonists in traditional dramas. Some Igbo tragedies like Gbujie’s
Oguamalam, Akoma’s Obidiya, Onyekaonwu’s Eriri Mara Ngwugwy and‘ Oku Ghai-alt‘e,
as well as Okediadi’s Jhe Onye Metere, are in this mode. By their actions, the tragic
characters in these plays are antiheroes. _ A ’
Equally important and worthy of mention for the purpose of this st}]dy is Dasylva’s
(1997:14) distinction between a tragic hero and a tragic figure and their attributes. The
tragic figure, according to him, is equally inﬂuencefi by elemfental forces - the
supernatural (gods), the societal, and tragic flaw - but ux}llke the trag}c hero, he does not.
ﬁndergo a transformation or rebirth in spite of his suffering. The tragic hero, on Fhe (’)’thel
hand, “undergoes a distillation of spirit”, and his “‘soul is ennobled tbrough suffering, He
is, therefore, worthy of emulation. Oedipus, for instance, is left all\{e andﬁ free afte.r his
fall. Although he embarks on self-exile, which he imposes_ 01:1 h]g)Sélf, h?: achieves
redemption, ennoblement and perfection through suffe.ring. It is in this suffering that' h,e
experiences “distillation of spirit” and purgation of his excesses a.nd flaws. The hEIO. s
travail could lead him to self-appraisal, self-discovery and regeneration. The tragic ﬁ ggle,
in contrast, remains intransigent, unbending and irredeemable. Such c'haracter xs.r.lot
worthy of emulation. Dasylva explains that it is because 9f the tragic and .noblhty
entraining the heroic in Greek tragedy that its subject matter is construed as serlous. an{d
of magnitude. This distinction will be adopted in our re-assessment of the tragic
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protagonists in Onyekaonwu’s plays under review. Dasylva also points out that in
classical Greece, the idea of “greatness” does not imply that the hero is by all standards a
very good person in his disposition or that he is not perfect either. The hero’s greatness,
instead, lies in “his personal and humble acknowledgement towards the end of the play,
of his shortcomings and apparent transformation from the initial state of imperfection to a
state of “perfection”.

From the above discussion, some attributes of a tragic hero from classical to the
medieval periods. and even in later tragedies. are clear. While for Aristotle. the ideal
tragic hero is a man who has something to recommend him; a man of grandeur who is not
pre-eminently virtuous but one like us with degree of human finitude whom misfortune
befalls not because he is a villain but because of a flaw in his character;/what constitutes a
tragic fact to the Mediaeval mind, is “a total reverse of fortune, coming unawares upon a
man who ‘stood in high degree’, happy and apparently secure.” A typical Shakespearean
tragedy does not feature someone of noble birth as its tragic hero but a highly-placed
individual with excellent qualities and grandeur personality. He needs not be ‘good’ but
generally be is good enough to attract the sympathy of people when calamity befalls him.
However, Shakespearean view of tragedy is that the hero contributes in some measures to
the disaster in which he perishes; no external force is solely responsible for his downfall.
Some later tragedies presented a protagonist drawn from the middle or Jower social class.
Also, there are also some recent tragedies which, as Abrams informs us, are not heroic
but antiheroic because they feature a character who does not manifest the dignity and
courage characteristic of the protagonists in traditional dramas. Dasylva equally draws
oir atievisen to the fact that the tragic hero, like in the case of Oedipus, undergoes a
transfo: on or rebirth, a distillation of spirit”, and he achieves redemption,
ennoblement and perfection through suffering. It is such suffering that makes him
experience “distillation of spirit” and purgation of his excesses and flaws. The hero’s
travail could lead him to self-appraisal, self-discovery and regeneration. With these
characteristics of the tragic character on our mind, we shall now proceed to reappraise
Onyekaonwu’s depiction of the tragic character in his four plays under review in the light
of the conclusion of previous studies.

Characterization in Onyekaonwu’s Four Tragic Plays

In modern Igbo drama modeled after the western dramatic canon, the Aristotelian
and Shakespearean views on tragic hero can be appropriately evaluated. Apparently,
Onyekaonwu’s depiction of tragic characters does not strictly conform to the Aristotelian
description highlighted above. He does not also strictly follow the Igbo concept of the
hero, even though he incorporates the idea that the Igbo hero can sometimes be ruthless
and reckless as reflected in the actions of some of his protagonists. By nature,
Onyekaonwu’s tragic personages are usually villains who bring misfortune unto
themselves and do not deserve the sympathy of the audience. To illustrate this
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observation, we shall now see how he has portrayed each of his tragic personages as,we
examine his four tragic plays against the backdrop of the earlier analyses by Uzc»chu]\_wu
0). ‘ .
(1987131313322231213 iﬂio., Aworo is the protagonist around whom most of the actions are
centered. In terms of physical strength, he is the people’s hero; a wrestler gf 1'ePute wh(d)
saved his people from the shame accruing from the cha]le‘nge of Akatoosi, a fenowrlle :
wrestler, from Amaudele. Aworo had killed a leopard with bare hands as his mother

mentions:

Aworo aburula nwa m taa
Ma ubochi o jiri aka dogbuagu
I na-etuya aha. (Onyekaonwu, 1980:)

(Aworo has become my son today
.But the day he strangled a leopard with hands
You were praising him.)

This statement is directed at Aworo’s father who is blaming her for the misbehavior of
AWOII: spite of his heroic exploit in the two instanf:es mentifmed above,. A\?foro, fromn
moral standpoint, is profoundly a villain. He is described by his father, Obidike, lis a \s/c;n
who jumps from one place to another. He is also portra_yed :.as unrulyl son who € j
threatened to beat up his father one day, a behavior which his 4moths':1 frowns at an
advises him to apologize. His wickedness and callousness fare ev1§ent in the‘ manne(';x in
which, without any qualms, he fabricates lies against his w1fe? Obioma- the .u'umge ;uf
charge of her planning to poison him - and sells her off alongs‘lde her .newan n b? y girl.
This shocks the reader. Only a wicked man can tell such 1]’65 against his w1. e, iven
though she is a frivolous woman who jilted her original fiancé and ran 19 Avv401.cc>1 w ;m
she believes is strong and famous. So, when Aworo event}lall)f commits suicide ahmt
inadvertently marrying her daughter, the audience does 1?ot pity hl_m for he dese:r\}/]eskwuz}S
he gets. His suffering is merited because he causes his own misery. In Uzqc u w
words -which Bze (1990) agrees with -“the tragedy of Aworo who indulges in various
acts of malevolence does not inspire in us the emotion of pity for we feel that he deser‘ves
.the fate that has befallen him” (1987: 10).He, however, argues that ‘bef_:ause.Aworo s a
renowned wrestler, his fall inspires in us the emotion of.fear. As for leoma wlilo'm
tragedy equally befalls, even though she does not _dle, her mlsfortunev and misery evo ; ng
the audience not the emotional effect of tragic pity but of compassionate understar.l 1m.c
because she is innocent of the charges against her. The misery Ashe go.es [hl‘O}lgb wl:c h 1s
clearly undeserved would make the audience forgive her earlier action of jilting Anene
and sympathize with her.
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Eriri Mara Ngwugwu has tragic characters most of whom are not important.
Prominent among them, is Ochonganooko who could be seen as the protagonist in the
play. Like Aworo in Nwata Rie Awo, he is the character around whom most of the actions
are centered. He is both frivolous and wicked. His name Ochonganooko itself denotes
troublemaker and in his actions he truly lives up to his name. He absconds with Ndubisi’s
wife, Uduaku. He is a married man and yet commits incest with his daughter, though
inadvertently. He threatens to marry a new wife if Uduaku fails to give birth to a male
child. thus showing a total fack of understanding. After he discovers that Taagbo is not
his son, he conceives the idea of avenging himself on Uduaku which makes him sell her
off, an attitude similar to what Aworo does in Nwata Rie Awo. He is thus a villain whose
misfortune is caused by him. His misery does not evoke the emotion of pity (Eze, 1990).
Uduaku on her part deserves what she gets because she is selfish and wicked. Uduaku,
which literally means ‘fame of wealth’, runs after Ochonganooko because he is famous
and wealthy. Abandoning her husband to abscond with another man, and contriving with
a nurse to exchange her female child with someone else’s son in order to safeguard her
marriage reflect her lack of moral rectitude. It is her selfish desires that ruin her.

Okwuike Ogbunanjo is another tragic character in the play who some readers see as
the protagonist. But this is difficult to justify because he has not much to do in the play.
He only appears twice in the play; first to kill his wife and second, to be killed by his son.
True to his name, Ogbunanjo 1s a killer who actually kills in a bad way. He has an evil
habit of murdering, maiming and trafficking in parts of human body. After repeated
warnings and unable to stand it any longer, his wife informs the police. He is arrested,
convicted and jailed for fifteen years. He is a villain whose death evokes no emotion. The
other two tragic characters are Orieji Ogbunanjo who is also called Oriaku Okwundu, and
Okeihemere. The former is killed out of malice and vengeance while the latter by
mistake. Orieji Ogbunanjo is depicted as good character who exposes the evil deeds of
her husband for the interest of the general public. Her death at the hands of the same evil
husband is undeserved, having stood against evil in the interest of all. The tragedy that
befalls her evokes pity and fear even though she is depicted as an ordinary person (Eze,
1990).

In Uwa Ntoo, characterization is very interesting and peculiar. It is the first instance
of two heroes in Onyekaonwu’s plays. The first hero is Ebubedike, the village war leader.
He is a prominent man; a warrior who experiences a sudden death he does not deserve.
Even though Ebubedike’s death occurs at the beginning of the play, he keeps recurring in
the form of apparition and directing action. He first appears to his son in the bush and
tells him the circumstances surrounding his death. He thus affects the first major
discovery in the play. Second, he appears to kill his wife whom he has earlier warned not
to remarry, thus effecting the first major tragic incident in the play. He appears again to
warn his son when he is walking towards his doom, and finally at the end of the play
when all the major characters have died. He gives the last word, thus “outliving” all the
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other major characters. He, therefore, deserves to be a tragic hero, a warrior who commits
himself to the defense of his people —a man that has something to recommend him (Eze,
1990). .
On the other hand, Oguamalam could be seen as the hero. He is the character that
effects most of the actions. He survives many dangerous periods to bring the play to its
tragic conclusion and at his death, the conflict is resolved. His death unlike that of his
father, Ebubedike, however, does not engender the emotion of fear. He is not a prominent
person but his death evokes the emotion of pity because he is not & bad person. His death
is caused by a flaw in his character — hamartia. He has a weakness for Olamma which
makes him defy his father’s warnings. He obviously deserves the sympathy of the
audience. In this play, a lot of emotions of pity are generated following several deaths,
but it is only that of Ebubedike that evokes emotion of fear in addition. However, the
audience is purged of these emotions for a character like Oguamalam at the end of the
play because he has a flaw. Tt is this flaw that makes his death by poisoning bearable
(Bze, 1990). ‘

Characterization in Oku Ghara Ite is as complex as it is in Uwa Ntoo. Ukpaabi the

protagonist is not good man. He is burnt by the fire he lit and does not deserve any pity

“from the audience. He is not a noble man and so his death does not evoke the emotion of
fear (Bze, 1990). Akuebuo who is a bad man like Ukpaabi lures him into the secret cult of
Odima, where he plans to kill his wife and son for ritual purposes. He is killed by
members of the cult for attempting to denounce his membership some years later, a thing
completely unacceptable to the members of the cult.

Most of Onyekaonwu’s tragic characters, as we have seen, are bad men who cause
their own downfall, more like the tragic heroes in Shakespeare’s plays whose deaths rob
the audience off the emotion of pity. His portrayal of the tragic character conforms to the
Shakespearean view that the hero contributes in some measure to the disaster in which he
perishes. Macbeth and Brutus, for instance, contribute to their tragic experiences.

Similarly, Onyekaonwu’s tragic characters are not passive; through their actions, they

contribute to their calamities thereby being the architect of their misfortune. In all his.
plays under review, the playwright achieves this element of self-induced downfall by
always incorporating a breach of moral codes — contravention of moral law. A protagonist
. or another prominent character in the play contravenes a moral law which causes his/her
misfortune. In Nwata:Rie Awo, for instance, as earlier mentioned, Awoto first accuses his
wife falsely, sends her packing and goes ahead to sell her off alongside their new-born
baby, all against the laws of morality. He also commits incest and suicide, two things
regarded as extremely odious to the Igbo. The moral laws breached by Aworo causes his
misfortune. In Eriri Mara Ngwugwu, the situation appears worse. Ogbunanjo commits
parricide by killing his wife and Okoto by killing his father. Ochonganooko has
incestuous affairs with his daughter and finally commits suicide. Uduaku, like Obioma in
Nwata Rie Awo, jilts Ndubisi and arranges with a nurse in the hospital to exchange babies
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- thereby setting the stage for the incest which Ochonganooko commits when he
inadvertently marries his daughter who is a victim of that exchange I
= ;- % "
- dln all these 1r'151ances, the breach leads to disastrous consequences. Ogbunanjo is
illed because he killed his wife. Ochonganooko commits suicide. Murder and suicide are

the order of the day in Uwa Nroo. Agamevu murders Ebubedike and Uwadiogbu, and

commits suicide. Obidiya murders Oguamalam and Olamma and also commits suici
Thelse are breaches of moral precepts. Several acts of disobedience in the laS S‘.‘“C’de‘
against moral code. Onukwube defies her dead husband’s instructions a’ndp ‘ a]'e e
man lwho killed her husband. Oguamalam ignores his dead father’s inst'maljrlﬁS e
warnings and starts an affair with Olamma which eventually leads tolu}f‘tloz .
Inweregbu, -in §pite of having sworn to secrecy, divulges vital information to Als .
All these .mfrmgements of moral precept lead to disasters. The most ou%railevu.
contravention of moral law in QkuGhara Ite is Ukpaabi’s scheme to sacrifice hi it o
the cult. Also odious is his plan to kill his son, Akachukwu. Akuebuo, his fjs \Zlfe b
rr?embers of Oduma also contravene moral law by embarking on SL;Ch h inots i
hideous crimes as human sacrifices and the killing of Ukpaabi. ik
The concept of tragedy also entails a contravention of moral precept or the divi
law. I-n .the classical context, Oedipus, for instance, had broken thepdiv'n el -
iomnuttmg patricide, a thing abhorred in all human communities. Worse slt‘; swhby
begotten where he was begotten” — incest. In Shakespearean traoe;iy Macbetlh " ‘ad
of n.lurde.r, the murder of a friend under his own roof — betrayal OF trus’t Ojaadili ke
against his chi (personal god) a thing unheard of among the Igbo. Thus. thiz c0111t1 WreSt'led
9f the morz.ﬂ precept is common in tragic plays, including those by On)’/ekaonwja;er‘ltll?n
is what ultimately brings down the tragic hero. Without the contravention, tt el
o tmly. , there may be
Awo)Uz.ochukwu (1987, 2012) and .Eze (1990) ?gree that Aworo’s death (in Nwata Rie
arouses only one of the two kinds of emotion proposed by Aristotle and yet accord
Aworo the status of a tragic hero on the grounds of being a renowned wrestler }é,z CEOT
that th.e death of Aworo could be said to have evoked the emotion of fe:ar te)arbues
according .to Aristotle, what occasions fear is the death of a man of grandeur. T} ec? u's \
Aworo being a notable wrestler qualifies to be called a man of grax?deur a -ma:)ere Oll?
after whc?n his community is in need of a deliverer. The king solici,ts his hS(l)ug't
repre]ser.mng the town in a wrestling contest. But the criticalbquestions abouetpthliz
Zzzfe:;cl):tea;:ch(;a;n a mafx of gran§eur personality and excellent qualities ever
S ous CIfmercommltt.ed by Aworo? Does the audience experience
L.Jma when watching Nwata Rie Awo given the magnitude of Aworo’s crime?
Does the aud'Jence upon watching Aworo really experience cathartic feeling? e
. Seﬁzcorjmfg Fo Aristotle, as Dasyl.va explains, “classical Greek traged; was intended
. .a efinite purpose of affecting a catharsis”, by which he meant “an effecti
purgatorial process through which the soul of man is purged through fear ;;z
t=
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pity”(p.ll).lf as Dasylva suggests. catharsis “ggsentially amplifies the sense of greatness
as the audience is privileged to watch the grandeur of a human soul passing through
purgatory ot through redemptive suffering” (p- 20) in Aristotelian sense, the death of
Aworo is devoid of any cathartic element. e
Dasylva also informs us that the process of regeneration is achieved through
anagnoris is and that the Shakespearean tragic hero, for instance, cannot be the same at
the end of the play as he was in the beginning. He thoroughty undergoes purgatory
cleansing and rebirth. In Nwaia Rie Awo, AWOTO is in the dark concerning what he had
done until Obioma returns; then he discovers his crime. Such discovery is panicuiarly
effective because it brings about 2 reversal in the fortune of the personage but n the case
of Aworo, as 2 tragic personage, it does not lead to regeneration through what Dasylva
calls “distillation of spirit”, as we have it in classical tragedy- Aworo commits suicide.
The two types of emotion Aristotle describes are absent in Aworo’s death, his
being a notable wrestler, notwithstanding. For even as a renowne& wrestler, he is
consistently portrayed in his actions as 2 bad man from the beginning to the end of the
play. At no time is he either portrayed as 2 man of excellent qualities before he derailed
as a result of some flaws, or shown 10 be under the manipulation of supernatural forces
whose curse of prophesy he cannot escape a8 in the case of Oedipus. His being identified
as a tragic hero, therefore, raises 2 question. s Aworo truly @ tragic hero or mere tragic
figure? If Dasylva’s distinction between tragic hero and tragic figure and their respective
characteristics are tO be used as parameters for assessing the tragic protagonists in
Onyekaonwu’ plays, Aworo and indeed most other ‘tragic characters, eXCepb perhaps,
Ebubedike and Orieji Okwundu,are 1ot qualified 10 be described as 2 tragic heroes
because they are antiheroes - mere villains. Aristotelian’s tragic hero is portrayed as one
whose fall is as 2 result of his flaw, not villainous tendencies. In the same Vein,
Onyekaonwu’s tragic characters are not shown to undergo any form of transformation

towards the end of the plays as they all die.

CONCLUSION

Onyekaonwu not only exhibits his creative skills in the creation of plots but also in
the characterization of the personages that feature in the plays. Our examination of the
four plays shows the playwright’s artistic manipulation of tragic incidents where tragic
characters fit in appropriately. Good characterization, 10 doubt, “is indispensable in
tragedy because the audience 1S watching the imitation of an action, and unless those
characters imitate well, the audience will not be convinced, and they would fail to
identify with such character. Onyekaonwu’ s tragic characters are well developed.

The study has revealed that in his portraiture of the tragic characters in his plays.
Onyekaonwu has demonstrated SO much flexibility that he cannot be said to be strictly
tied to any particular concept of the hero. Although some previous studies concluded that
some features of Aristotelian concept of the tragic hero can be seen in his plays. the paper
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has}argued that if subjected to critical scrutiny, on the basis of the kind of per i
?ﬁributes a tragic hero should have, most of Onyekaonwu's tragic ct ~O B
into the mode and, therefore, could only be seen as tragic figures B eam oo
Onyekaonwu’s works can be identified more with th: innovativeness ch isti
.Of the later tragedies that deviate from Aristotle’s norm This e aTaCt?USUC
introduction and use of tragedy-prone incider . i g e,

ats and themes such as vengeance, murder
)

SUiC] e, 1 iming ing i arts CU1[, mc N n l
s maiming, trafﬁcklno m hu]nan P ) i arceration Sepal at10 1
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aillefation, selling off of persons, jilting of a lover and elopement, apparition/ghost i
f:he 115J gi‘:‘ys. Aft the .cemer‘ofAmost of lh;se acrions are tragic characters that agre de’v‘:icd. :)Ii‘"
i rgco ities 0 tlie ideal tragic hero which Aristotle describes: a man who has somethin
o :;infend h1rn; at man of grandeur, a]thgugli not pre-eminently virtuous, whose faﬁ
Tom liis villainy but from a flaw 1n his character. The study also
many of the tragic characters are ordinary people unlike the classical and Sh;le(‘e]:;l,sart::;

tragedies.
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