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Every society has its culture, and live theatre has been used for
centuries as a medium of preserving and transmitting societal values.
Theatre is a branch of the performing arts involving drama, dance, and
musicals performed on stage to an audience

Between the 1940s and the 1980s, theatre was part of the lifestyle of many Nigerians, and served as a means of
entertainment, education, and social interaction. However, since the late 1980s the country’s theater-going culture
has dwindled substantially. Due to its critical role in the preservation of a nation’s identity and heritage, the culture
of theatre cannot be allowed to go extinct. Therefore, strategies need to be put in place by the government, theatre
practitioners, and other stakeholders to revive the industry.

History

Masquerade, which was known for inducing laughter, at the
same time, creating socio-cultural awareness. Similarly,

Theatre performances date back to ancient Nigerian

the “Yankamanci” craft of the famous Hausa minstrels in

society, taking root in the cultural and religious rituals

the north was famous for its comic performances.

of the people. Across ethnic groups, traces of theatrical
performances can be identified. For instance, the Egungun

Whilst the foundation for theatre was set by religious and

performances in Yoruba ancestral worship served as

cultural performances, professional theatre in Nigeria

court entertainment during the reign of Alaafin Ogbolu

started in the late 19th century with the emergence of

of the Oyo Kingdom in 1590.The Igbos had the Agbaasa

Alarinjo – a set of traveling theatre troupes.1 This local
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was not given towards its implementation.

father of the Yoruba operatic theatre who started his fullfledged theatre troupe in 1945. In the following year, his

Nonetheless, efforts are being made to revive theatre

traveling theatre had become very popular both within

in Nigeria by private practitioners, the government and

and outside Nigeria, appealing to all socioeconomic

international bodies such as the British Council. The

classes of individuals. Between the 1940s and 1980s, the

private sector has made efforts to sustain this culture by

theatre culture was fully nurtured and established with

building theatre venues and self-funding theatre shows.

over 100 traveling theatre troupes including those owned

For example, private firms such as Terra Kulture and

by well-known Yoruba dramatists like Duro Ladipo and

the MUSON center, operate theatre venues that can sit

Kola Ogunmola, and subsequently, a National Troupe of

between 400-1000 guests.

Nigeria was formed in September of 1989.
By the late 1970s, what seemed like an opportunity to

On the government front, following

bring the stage to a larger audience, turned out to be the

the recent renovation of the iconic

beginning of the end of theatre performances. The Western

Glover Memorial Hall by the Lagos

Nigerian Television (WNTV) had started recording and

state government, Lufodo Productions

broadcasting different live performances of the Yoruba

in partnership with Ciuci Consulting

traveling theatre troupes. Subsequently, many theatres

was awarded the contract to maintain

went on to produce movies and gradually attention was

and manage the entire operations

shifted from theatre performance to TV productions.

with a focus on operational excellence,
profitability, and sustainability.

Current State of Theatre in Nigeria
Today, it has become very difficult to convince people
to appreciate the value of live theatre, let alone pay to
attend a performance. Advocates of theatre productions,
such as Mr. Soji Jacobs, Head of Production and Business
Development of the recently refurbished Glover Memorial
Hall Marina, Lagos, and General Manager, Lufodo Academy
of Performing Arts, a renowned performing arts institute,
noted that many people see theatre as a want and not a
need, as a result, are unwilling to sacrifice their resources
and time to attend a show. He also mentioned the lack
of standard venues for theatre performances, insecurity,
inconsistency in the quality of performances, and lack
of government funding and support in promoting the
arts through its policies, as major issues confronting live
theatre performances. For example, the government
passed the National Endowment for the Arts Act on the
23rd of November 1991 that aimed to foster professional
excellence in the arts and create a climate for it to flourish
and be enjoyed by more Nigerians. However, much effort

Image Source: Duke of Shomolu Productions, “Babakekere - An Odyssey of a road less
travelled” performed at the Glover Memorial Hall May, 2022

4 |

A C I U C I P U B L I C AT I O N

NIGER IANS AND THE CULTUR E O F T HE A T RE

Also, the Federal Executive Council, recently approved an

availability of quality theatre facilities, improving the

agreement that will result in the renovation of the National

quality, frequency, and consistency of performances such

Theatre in Lagos for 21 billion naira. Furthermore, the Bank

that each visit delivers an unforgettable experience to the

of Industry in partnership with the National Council for

audience.

Arts and Culture secured a 300-million-naira loan for the
creative industry.

Audience development is vital to the success of the
industry. The United Kingdom, for example, has a thriving

International organizations such as the British Council

theatre industry because the audience has been

have made efforts to help sustain the industry. The

groomed to appreciate theatre through educational

Council conceived the British Council Lagos Theatre

institutions where theatre and drama are integrated into

Festival in 2013 which was born out of the need to provide

the curriculum. Additionally, the government sponsors

a platform for theatre makers in Nigeria to produce

theatre festivals and makes deliberate efforts to integrate

works for unconventional spaces and develop audiences

the building of theatre venues into its urban development

for theatre productions. The 2016 edition of the festival

plan. As a result, the number of visits to theatres in London

featured over 100 performances from top producers.

alone is twice the number of visits to the English Premier

However, international participation has been limited due

League games (Professional theatres have over 22 million

to a lack of regulation and standardization in the industry.

attendances compared to 13 million for the entire English
premier league.)

What can Stakeholders Do Better?

The case of the UK shows that for theatre to thrive in Nigeria,
priority should be given to developing the audience and

Despite the improvements that have been made

steeping them into the culture of theatre through various

over the years, more effort is required to fully revive

approaches. For instance, educational policies that

the culture of theatre in Nigeria. A critical aspect is

introduce theatre as a compulsory and practical subject

audience development through aggressive promotion

at the primary and secondary school levels will go a

and awareness campaigns, as well as ensuring the

long way in creating early awareness, appreciation and

Image Source: Duke of Shomolu Productions, “Babakekere - An Odyssey of a road less travelled” performed at the Glover Memorial Hall May, 2022
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participation in theatre among the upcoming generation.

serves as a means of socio-cultural education and job

The venue is another critical component in the success of

creation.

theatre. It is where all of the magic happens. The capacity,
stage, lighting, sound, effects, aesthetics, combined with
the performances. gives the audience an experience
they would wish to have again. Unfortunately, in Nigeria,
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