Fela Sowande Folk Symphony
Mood Outline, Dramatic Readings, Cuts

Introductory Reading

1960 was an important year in Nigeria, a time when the country declared its independence from Great Britain, after nearly 100 years of colonial rule.  55-year-old composer Fela Sowande, who had recently returned to his native Nigeria after having studied and worked in London, was asked to help select a National Anthem for his new nation.  The Nigerian government also commissioned Chief Sowande to compose a new orchestral work commemorating its independence.  The result of that commission is “A Folk Symphony” which we are about to perform.

Since that optimistic year of 1960, Nigeria, a country roughly the length of Massachusetts to South Carolina and width of New York to Ohio, has experienced:  a Civil War, times of economic potential, the exploitation of natural resources, insurgency and violent religious struggles, the development of space exploration programs, an Ebola epidemic, recession, political corruption and military coups, the development of a new currency, new states and a relocation of the nation’s capital, the assassinations and executions of government leaders, food shortages, the creation of a continent-wide cultural festival, the rising and falling of democratic governments, global athletic triumphs and a Nobel Prize.

As current national and world events unfold at rapid pace, we offer these readings of Nigerian poets, novelists, biographers, playwrights and leaders spanning the 18th century to today.  Sowande’s music stands as a moment-in-time work imbued with hope, celebration, and folk nostalgia.  Our readings expand that viewpoint, highlighting a few more significant Nigerian voices and historical events. We believe this will enhance your experience of Sowande’s Folk Symphony, and provide an opportunity to consider citizens’ and artists’ responses to the winds of change.

First Movement, “Allegro Moderato”

Introduction:  Organic, primordial folk beginnings, fermata

(over music) The ancient landscape of Nigeria varied from volcanos to sedimentary rock basins along its three large rivers.  Great mammals such as antelope and Barbary sheep were in abundance.  What began as individual human endeavors of survival flourished into diverse kingdoms of the Iron age.  These sophisticated peoples were farmers, blacksmiths and artisans.

1:05 Lonely viola section solo:  Main symphonic thematic material
1:36 Blooms into romantic song, (2:01) becomes Hollywood moment 
stop at 2:25, before EH solo 

People developed belief systems to explain their origins and establish guiding principles of their cultures.  One of these kingdoms that developed in southern Nigeria was the Yoruba people.  Listen to one of the Yoruba creation stories:
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2:25 Nigerian introspective dance (Reh B)
3:40 Second Romantic tune (Reh C): Secondary symphonic thematic material
Stop at 4:14, after oboe solo



The optimism of Nigeria’s independence was short-lived.  Cultural tensions resulted in a 3-year civil war from 1967-1970.  This1967 poem by 91-year-old Nigerian writer Wole Soyinka, reflects the sorrow and anguish of that turbulent time:
[image: ]

(4:18) Lonely viola /cello solo
(4:50) Blooms into romantic song, (5:13) becomes Hollywood moment
(5:53) Nigerian introspective dance (Reh F)
(7:29) Second Romantic tune (Reh G)
Fades sweetly

Here is another poem by Wole Soyinka, with a contrasting mood in anticipation of Sowande’s joyful 2nd movement: “Her Joy is Wild”
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Second Movement, “Vivace”

CUT: Start at Reh B
Vigorous fun Nigerian dance (C major)
Stop before suspenseful moment (:28)

A distinctive musical moment is about to occur in this symphony. Sowande composed an agitated sounding transition which results in a rollicking meter that evokes the sea.  For 350 years, the Atlantic Ocean was the scene of the humanitarian violation known as the Triangle Slave Trade, a practice that fed the global economies of Europe, Africa, and North America.  We will now share an excerpt from the memoir of Olaudah Equiano who was born into the Ibo tribe of Isseke, Nigeria in 1745 and captured for slavery at the age of eleven.  The reading begins after having spent time as a slave of several masters throughout western Africa, finally arriving at the ocean:

(p. 53)
“At the end of six or seven months after having been kidnapped, I arrived at the sea coast.  The first object which saluted my eyes was the sea, and a slave ship, which was riding at anchor, and waiting for its cargo.  These filled me with astonishment, which was soon converted into terror, when I was carried on board.  I was now persuaded that I had gotten into a world of bad spirits, and that they were going to kill me.  (p 54) Quite overpowered with horror and anguish, I fell motionless on the deck and fainted.  I now saw myself deprived of all chance of returning to my native country.  I was soon put down under the decks, and there I received such a salutation in my nostrils as I had never experienced in my life.  On my refusing to eat, one white man tied my feet while the other flogged me severely. (p 54) I later found some of my own nation who gave me to understand, we were to be carried to these white people’s country to work for them.  (p. 56) Every circumstance I met with on board heightened my opinion of the cruelty of the whites.  One day they had taken a number of fishes, and when they had satisfied themselves with as many as they thought fit, to our astonishment, rather than give any of them to us to eat, they tossed the remaining fish into the sea again, although we begged and prayed for some.  (p. 57) One day, two of my wearied countrymen who were chained together, somehow made through the nettings and jumped into the sea, preferring death to such a life of misery.  At last we came to the island of Barbados,”


(:29) Transition, becomes agitated
(:38) Despairing dance in a minor
(1:20) Transition
Stop at 1:42



The music comes to a resting place, as a ship might arrive at a port.  This excerpt from the play “Parables for a Season” by Tess Akaeke Onwueme was chosen for its consistent reference to soil and civic responsibility.  It takes place in a fictitious kingdom where a new democracy is forming.
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(1:43) Calm sea, becomes a more grand waltz (2:31)
(3:27) Vigorous fun Nigerian dance
(3:53) Dance becomes more wild, fun climactic ending in C major




Nigerian writer Sayo Okpaise wrote this poem as part of her 2019 memoir “I am Nigerian, you might be too”
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Third movement, “Andante con moto”

Calm sea theme becomes an aria 
(:40) Transition becomes dense with triplets (problem solving)
Clears with bucolic flute song (1:15)
Stop at (1:32)
“We offer another poem by Miss Okpaise, followed by a poignant moment in our symphony:   a mournful melody played by the English horn.  Sayo Okpaise reflects about the future of her country “In Nigeria, there will always be something”

[image: ]
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Mournful mountain song (Reh D)  (1:34)
Clears with bucolic flute song transition (3:17)
Calm sea theme as 4/4 aria (3:35)
Transition becomes dense with triplets (4:08)
Ends sweetly 



“Rain Coming by Niyi Osundare, 1986”
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Fourth movement, “Allegro con moto”

Perky Nigerian folk song:  “Calm sea” theme transformed (D major)
Transition (:36)
Climactic joy (“Allegro assai” m. 28) (:58)
Transition more intense:  Brass “Calm sea” theme transformed to proud statement (1:14)
Stop at 1:42

The King’s Magic Drum
A Nigerian Fable

Narrator: Calabar is a city in southern Nigeria, near the Gulf of Guinnea.  Long ago, an ancient and peaceful king of Calabar, named Efriam Duke, owned a wonderful drum.  Whenever the drum was beaten, plenty of good food and drink magically appeared.  

Narrator:  One drawback to the drum:  if its owner walked over a stick or branch, all of the food would instantly spoil and no more fresh food could satisfy the drum owner or their friends.

Narrator: Another drawback to the drum:  many people and even animals in the kingdom were envious of the drum and sought to posses it.  King Efriam held fast to his own treasure, rarely allowing it out of his sight.

Narrator: One morning, one of King Efriam’s wives, named Ikwor, went to the local stream to give her daughter a bath.  The tortoise was climbing in a palm tree, cutting nuts for his midday meal.  One of the nuts fell to the ground.  Ikwor gave the nut to her daughter.  The tortoise thought of a way to trick Ikwor and King Efriam into giving him his magical drum.

Tortoise:  I am a poor tortoise, foraging for nuts for my family.  You took one of my fallen palm nuts and gave it to your child.  I shall tell King Efriam about how you stole from me.
Ikwor Edem:  I promise I didn’t steal it!  I didn’t realize it belonged to you.  We will ask the king for a gift to show you how sorry we are.

Ikwor (bowing to King, with Tortoise nearby):  My husband, I accidentally took one of Tortoise’s palm nuts and he is angry.  Would you offer him compensation for my wrong doing?
King Efriam:  Certainly, Tortoise.  Can I offer you some gold coins?
Tortoise:  I do not want coins.
King Efriam:  How about some of this fine cloth?
Tortoise:  I do not want your cloth.
King Efriam:  Kernels?  Palm Oil?
Tortoise:  No. No.
King Efriam:  Anything, then.  Take anything you like.
Tortoise:  I would like your drum.
King Efriam (sighing):  Very well, take the drum.

Narrator: King Efriam had not warned him not to step over sticks or branches.  But the tortoise, oblivious to the danger of the drum, triumphantly carried the drum home.

Tortoise:  I am now a rich man, and shall do no more work.  Whenever I want food, all I have to do is beat this drum and food & drink shall appear.

Narrator: And so, the tortoise was able to feed his family easily.  As time went on, the tortoise became lazy and starting to drink throughout the day.  One day he stepped over a stick on his way home, breaking the magic of the drum.

Tortoise’s wife:  Your children and I are hungry!
Tortoise:  Don’t look at me- the drum has stopped working!
Tortoise’s wife:  Go back to the king and demand an explanation!

Narrator: The tortoise started to walk back to the King’s palace, but became so tired from his drinking and laziness that he fell asleep under a prickly palm tree.  His wife and family eventually found him there and stayed with him, and this is where tortoises can be found to this day, longing for their magic drum but eating what they can find under palm trees instead.

Nigerian jazzy dance (1:44)
(2:49) Transition, texture thins, percussion stops (m. 82), (3:12) becomes sweeter
(Over music):  “In his 1960 maiden speech as Prime Minister of a now independent Nigeria, Abubakar Tafawa Balewa said” 
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Development of themes & transition
(3:53) Perky Nigerian folk song:  “Calm sea” theme transformed
Transition (4:29)
Climactic joy (4:50)
Transition more intense:  Brass “Calm sea” theme transformed to proud statement (5:06)

Nigerian jazzy dance (Reh E) (5:35)
Coda at Reh F:  Exuberant and a bit frenzied (6:25)
Triplet transition (7:25)
VAMP (7:30)
(over vamp): 
[image: ]

Second Romantic tune from 1st movement:  Hope theme (7:41)
Piece concludes
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Nigerian, find yourself

To find yourself
Is to know yourself.

I'need an identity
So [ search,

I look,

I yearn,

Ipray,

T wait.

And wait, and wait.

I'look for myself in money,
I'look for myself in clothes,

In shoes, in watches, in cars.
Ilook for myself on Instagram,
I'look for myself in likes,

In comments, in followers.
I'looked for myself in my job,
Tlooked and looked and looked.

‘Will I be one of those people who

Looks for myself in my spouse?

To find

I have further lost myself in my spouse.
It is easier to build someone else’s dream
Than to dig deep in search for my own.
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Will I be one of those people who looks for
myself in my kids?
To further lose myself in my kids?

It doesn’t matter what I do,

I can pray,

1 can look,

I can yearn,

At the end of the day I need to change something,
I need to take some action.

1t’s hard to change,
Iresist change,
I fear change.

Nigeria hasn’t changed,

We haven’t evolved,

Our stunted growth is the root of my grief with
my country.

How can I complain?

If I represent the problem in my society?
How am I any better?

If I resist the very thing we lack?

How can I combat negative social norms?
If Trepresent negative social norms?
Ineed to find myself,

Ineed to find my mark.

Ineed to discover my contribution.
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In Nigerié, there will always be something

In Nigeria there are people who are
Used to suppression,
And used to limitation.

But in Nigeria there are people who are
No longer accepting mediocrity,
And discontent.

In Nigeria there are people who take advantage

of the inequality,
There are companies who take advantage of the

inequality,
There are foreigners who take advantage of the

inequality,
There are groups that benefit from the divide.

In Nigeria there are many problems,
Many levels to our problems,
But in Nigeria there are solutions.

In Nigeria there are people trying to make a
difference,

There are people confidently aspiring for greater,
There are Nigerians with much hope.

These Nigerians will stand for something,
These Nigerians will add value,
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These Nigerians will provoke change.
They will start a new phase,

A new era,

A new people,

A new Nigeria.
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Rain-Coming

Slowly
but
surely
the early rains ring the bell
and the earth springs green
from the sleep of brown

slowly

but

surely

like liquid fingers
on the aluminium drum
of echoing roofs
the rain unties the farmer’s tongue,
bursting famine yawns
into barns of lilting yams
plums and pumpkins
dense with drink and daring
roll juicily from furrow to furrow

slowly
but
surely
the elephant grass caresses wayfarers
with the tuskless blade
of savannah leaves
laughing partridges arouse the tender grass




image11.png
grasscutters take cover for their tasty flesh

slowly

but

surely

the early rains ring the bell
but oh my land!
0 deep and dry still
in the unnatural desert
of barn-burners.
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“Today is Independence Day. The first of October 1960 is a date to which for two years,
Nigeria has been eagerly looking forward. At last, our great day has arvived, and Nigeria
is now indeed an independent sovereign nation. Words cannot adequately express my joy
and pride at being the Nigerian citizen privileged to accept from Her Royal Highness
these Constitutional Instruments which are the symbols of Nigeria's Independence. It is
a unique privilege which 1 shall remember forever, and it gives me strength and courage
as I dedicate my life to the service of our country.
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a tingling tang awakes the nose
when the first rain has just clipped
the wing of the haughty dust

a cooling warmth embraces

our searching soles

as the land vapour rises

like a bootless infantry

and
through her liberated pores
our earth breathes again.
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In the beginning, the whole universe was made up of the sky above
and the water below. The entire surface of the earth was covered in
water. Olodumare, the king of the heavens or the supreme being, sent
down some divine beings to establish life on earth. While preparing
for this journey, Olodumare gave them one chicken, a calabash (a
type of gourd) containing sand, and one palm nut. These heavenly
beings descended to earth by a chain and landed on the spot known
as Ife, which is regarded as the heart of Yorubaland. The heavenly
beings poured the sand on the surface of the water and placed the
chicken on it. As the chicken began to scratch the sand with its claws,
the sand began to spread until it formed the islands and continents of

the world.
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KOKO OLORO
From a children’s propitiation chant

Dolorous kno
Plead for me
Farm or hill
Plead for me
Stream and wind
Take my voice
Home or road
Plead for me

On this shoot, I
Bind your leaves
Stalk and bud
Berries three

On the threshold
Cast my voice
Knot of bitters
Plead for me.
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HER JOY IS WILD

Her joy is wild, wild
‘Wave-breaking she proclaims,
Your strong teeth will weaken
If you nibble the rind.

Her strength is wild, wild
'Wild as the love that sings —
This is the last-born; give me
A joyful womb to bind.

The hour is wild, wild

Denies the wispy moments. Yet
When the fist is loosened, when
The knot is cut, you'll find

Skeins of hair. Wild, wild

Her laughter, dreaming that the tribe
Had slain the senile chieftain

That the rite — was kind.

Her words are wild, wild

Shell the future, place the nut

Between my teeth — and I denied her
Nothing, maimed on her vision of the blind.
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rnmsa: (reassured) (C\f‘\ LQ >

It is now time for selection

Of seed.
One of our blood daughters to
Sit there in communion with
The gods until an heir is found
To the throne.
As a believer in hard-core
Tradition, | must warn that only
A daughter . . .
Only a daughter of this
Soil can be voted . . .

OZOMA: (C\\lgi\\- , bt v ‘Cort'\sﬁe(>

lyase, you lie!
Soil is soil east or west,
North or south . . .
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[DEHEN: (interrupting)
No, Ozomal!
Soil is not soil.
Some are sandy,
Some are rocky,
Some are fertile,
Some are sterile.
IYASE:
Some red
And some brown.
That is why even the land
Is divided north or south,
east or west.
ADAMAWA: ( Com \’*\0ﬁif>
Then, if such discrete
Divisions exist,
What is this kangaroo
Democracy that you manipulate
By which you call us all together
Only to split us and stress to us
How some of us are less than ants?
ADAMAWA:
The fowl must cease to {eed into

The goat’s stomach!
e Thers he




