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Abstract

This chapter addressed the absence of structured eco-dramaturgical analysis in Nigerian
dance-drama and the wider lack of African-centred ecological performance scholarship,
highlighting the urgency of frameworks that treat performance as ecological knowledge. It
examined how ecological meaning was constructed in four documented Nigerian dance-dramas
and developed an African-rooted eco-dramaturgical model. Data were drawn from a carefully
selected, organised, and quality-controlled collection of 42 peer-reviewed articles, 11 monographs,
18 book chapters, 27 critical performance reviews, and 9 published interviews with 46 Nigerian
choreographers, directors, and dramaturgs, all produced between 1990 and 2025. Using a
qualitative, interpretive design, the study analysed this material through a multi-layered
eco-dramaturgical framework focusing on nature, structure, and meaning. The analysis showed
that ecological meaning emerged through the interdependence of natural imagery, dramaturgical
architecture, and semiotic interpretation, demonstrating that ecological consciousness was
embedded in performance mechanics rather than added as a theme. The works embodied
ecological ethics through movement, rhythm, spatial design, and cosmological symbolism,
revealing African conceptions of environmental interdependence. This article contributed an
African-centred eco-dramaturgical model, advanced debates in African performance studies, and
expanded environmental humanities by positioning Nigerian dance-drama as ecological
knowledge and a cultural resource for sustainability discourse.

Keywords: Eco-Dramaturgy, Interdependence, Meaning, Nature, Nigerian Dance-Drama,
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Across the environmental humanities, scholars increasingly argue that the climate crisis is not only
a scientific or political emergency but also a cultural one, requiring new ways of imagining human—
nature relationships (Barnett, 2011; Bassey, 2013). Within performance studies, this shift has
generated a growing interest in eco-dramaturgy, the study of how theatre and dance structure
ecological ideas, stage environmental ethics, and embody human—-nonhuman interdependence
(Rehding, 2011; Allen & Dawe, 2016). While this discourse has expanded rapidly in Euro-
American scholarship, African performance traditions have long embedded ecological
consciousness in ritual, movement, and cosmology. Nigerian dance-drama draws on indigenous
ecological knowledge, sacred landscapes, and communal ethics, making it a fertile but under-
examined site for eco-dramaturgical inquiry (Ekwueme, 2004; Nzewi, 2007). Yet despite this rich
cultural terrain, the ecological dimensions of Nigerian dance-drama remain largely untheorised,
often overshadowed by analyses focused on nationalism, identity, or social commentary.

Existing Nigerian scholarship acknowledges that performance frequently engages environmental
themes, whether in critiques of oil extraction, celebrations of sacred groves, or invocations of
ancestral rivers (Titus, 2014; Aduloju & Titus, 2020; Liman, 2024). Studies in eco-musicology and
eco-theatre have also begun to trace how sound, ritual, and dramatic structure communicate
ecological worldviews (Groffman & Titus, 2022; Etale & Etale, 2025). However, these works tend
to focus on textual drama, popular music, or festival performance, leaving dance-drama, an art
form where movement, rhythm, and spatiality are central, largely absent from the conversation.
This omission is striking because dance-drama’s embodied vocabulary offers unique possibilities
for staging ecological relationships: the flow of water rendered through gesture, the weight of
drought expressed through movement, or the agency of forests evoked through scenography. The
absence of a structured eco-dramaturgical analysis of Nigerian dance-drama, therefore, represents
a significant gap in both African performance studies and global environmental humanities.

This article aims to address this gap by examining how Nigerian dance-drama constructs
ecological meaning through the interdependence of nature, structure, and dramaturgical
interpretation. Rather than treating nature as a symbolic backdrop, this article argues that Nigerian
dance-drama positions landscapes, nonhuman beings, and cosmological forces as active
participants in performance. It also contends that the dramaturgical architecture of dance-drama,
its sequencing, spatial design, choreographic motifs, and musical textures, plays a decisive role in
shaping ecological narratives. By synthesising eco-dramaturgy theory, Indigenous Ecological
Knowledge (IEK), performance semiotics, and selective insights from new materialism, the
chapter develops a framework capable of capturing the layered ecological imaginaries embedded
in Nigerian dance-drama.

This article does not attempt to catalogue all ecological performances in Nigeria, nor does it offer
ethnographic accounts of audience reception. Instead, it focuses on documented dance-drama
works that explicitly or implicitly engage ecological themes, analysing how their dramaturgical
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structures and semiotic systems articulate environmental ethics, cosmological relationships, and
critiques of ecological degradation. Through this approach, the chapter positions Nigerian
dance-drama as a vital archive of ecological knowledge and a powerful medium for reimagining
human—nature relations in a time of environmental crisis.

The discussion unfolds in four movements. It begins by clarifying the key concepts, eco-
dramaturgy, nature, structure, and meaning, before outlining the theoretical framework that
anchors the analysis. The methodology section then details the desk-based interpretive approach
used to examine selected performances. This is followed by the core analytical section, which
applies the eco-dramaturgical framework to Nigerian dance-drama, revealing how ecological
meaning is constructed through the interplay of nature, structure, and semiotic interpretation. The
chapter concludes by reflecting on the implications of these findings for African performance
scholarship and the wider environmental humanities, inviting a reconsideration of dance-drama as
a site of ecological imagination and cultural resilience.

Eco-dramaturgy

Eco-dramaturgy refers to the study of how performance, its texts, bodies, spaces, and material
environments, stages ecological relationships, environmental ethics, and human—-nonhuman
interdependence. Emerging from broader eco-critical and environmental humanities debates, it
extends earlier work on eco-theatre and ecological performance by foregrounding dramaturgy as
the site where ecological imaginaries are structured and communicated (Rehding, 2011; Allen &
Dawe, 2016). In African contexts, eco-dramaturgy intersects with long-standing performance
traditions in which land, rivers, forests, and deities are not mere backdrops but active presences in
ritual and theatre. Recent Nigerian scholarship on eco-theatre and eco-theatricality demonstrates
how stage practice can reimagine environmental ethics, treat forests as grieving entities, and
position animals as ethical witnesses, thereby challenging anthropocentric storytelling (Liman,
2024; Etale & Etale, 2025).

Eco-dramaturgy is thus not a wholly new theory but a developing field that draws on eco-criticism,
performance studies, and indigenous cosmologies to analyse how performances respond to climate
crisis, extractivism, and environmental injustice. It resonates with eco-musicological work that
traces “the nature of eco-musicology” in the relationships among sound, nature, and culture (Titon,
2013, p. 8), and with African performance scholarship that reads music, dance, and theatre as
ecological transcripts of lived environments (Groffman & Titus, 2022; Nwankpa & Authority,
2025).

Nature and ecological signification
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In this study, “nature” is understood not as a neutral, external backdrop but as a dense field of
symbols, agencies, and cosmological relations. African worldviews frequently construe rivers,
forests, mountains, and animals as spiritually charged beings embedded in communal life, rather
than inert scenery (Echeruo, 1963; Nketia, 1974). Nigerian performance traditions draw on this
cosmology by personifying rivers as mothers, forests as ancestral abodes, and animals as
messengers or judges, thereby encoding ecological ethics in narrative and gesture (Nzewi, 1997,
Ekwueme, 2004).

Ecological signification in dance-drama operates through visual, sonic, and kinetic metaphors: the
use of flowing movement to evoke water, percussive footwork to suggest dry, cracked earth, or
choral textures that mimic birdsong and insect soundscapes (Guy, 2009; Feld, 2012). Studies of
African and global eco-performance show that such signification can function as environmental
advocacy, making visible the violence of oil extraction, deforestation, and pollution while
affirming indigenous ecological knowledge (Pedelty, 2012; Bassey, 2013; Silvers, 2015). In
Nigerian dance-drama, nature therefore appears simultaneously as symbol, agent, and
cosmological presence, mediating relationships between humans, deities, and damaged
landscapes.

Structure in dance-drama

“Structure” in dance-drama refers to the dramaturgical architecture through which narrative,
movement, music, and space are organised into a coherent performance event. African music and
dance scholarship has long emphasised the patterned interplay of rhythm, call-and-response,
repetition, variation, and cyclical form as central to performance structure (Nketia, 1974; Nzewi,
1997; Agawu, 2003). In Nigerian dance-drama, this architecture encompasses plot progression,
scene sequencing, choreographic motifs, spatial pathways, ensemble formations, and the
integration of song, chant, and instrumental music (Agu, 1999; Omojola, 2006).

From an eco-dramaturgical perspective, structure is not neutral: it shapes how ecological themes
are foregrounded or marginalised. The positioning of a drought scene at the climax, the recurrent
return to a sacred grove, or the choreographic framing of a polluted river can all structurally
privilege environmental crisis as the moral core of the work. Nigerian scholars have shown how
popular and traditional musics structure social commentary on issues such as food security, waste
management, and environmental degradation (Titus, 2014; Aduloju & Titus, 2020). By extension,
the structural choices in dance-drama, its temporal pacing, spatial design, and choreographic logic,
become key to understanding how ecological narratives are built and sustained.

Meaning and semiotic interpretation

Meaning in dance-drama is produced through a dense semiotic web of gesture, sound, costume,
space, and narrative. Semiotic approaches to African music and performance emphasise that signs
are culturally grounded and often multivalent, with a single gesture or rhythm carrying layers of
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social, spiritual, and ecological significance (Agawu, 1992; Tarasti, 2002). In Nigerian
dance-drama, a raised calabash may signify both ritual offering and environmental plea; a slow,
weighted walk across a barren stage may index drought, displacement, and spiritual desolation
simultaneously.

Semiotic interpretation in this study attends to how performances communicate ecological
worldviews, how they encode ideas about human—nature reciprocity, environmental justice, and
cosmological balance. Eco-musicological and eco-performance studies have demonstrated that
performances can function as “environmental communication” by making audiences hear and feel
ecological crisis through sound and movement (Rees, 2016; Groffman & Titus, 2022). By reading
Nigerian dance-drama as a semiotic system, the chapter explores how ecological metaphors,
symbolic gestures, and scenographic choices articulate specific environmental imaginaries rooted
in African cosmologies and contemporary crises.

Eco-dramaturgy theory

Eco-dramaturgy theory provides the primary lens for this chapter. It posits that dramaturgy, the
structuring of performance texts, bodies, spaces, and materials, is a crucial site where ecological
relationships and environmental ethics are imagined, contested, and reconfigured (Rehding, 2011;
Allen & Dawe, 2016). Rather than treating nature as a passive backdrop, eco-dramaturgy
foregrounds the agency of landscapes, nonhuman beings, and material environments in shaping
performance meaning.

In African and specifically Nigerian contexts, eco-dramaturgy resonates with theatre practices that
already embed rivers, forests, and deities as active participants in ritual and drama (Echeruo, 1981;
Liman, 2024). Recent Nigerian work on eco-theatre and eco-theatricality shows how directors and
playwrights mobilise performance to critique environmental degradation, re-centre indigenous
ecological ethics, and experiment with sustainable scenography (Liman, 2024; Etale & Etale,
2025). By applying eco-dramaturgy theory to Nigerian dance-drama, this chapter extends these
debates into a form where movement, rhythm, and spatial design are central, arguing that
dance-drama offers a particularly potent medium for staging ecological interdependence.

Indigenous Ecological Knowledge (IEK)

Indigenous Ecological Knowledge (IEK) constitutes the second theoretical pillar. IEK refers to
locally grounded, historically accumulated understandings of land, water, plants, animals, and
cosmological forces, transmitted through oral tradition, ritual, and everyday practice (Nketia,
1998; Nzewi, 2007). In many African societies, ecological knowledge is inseparable from spiritual
belief and social organisation: rivers are deities, forests are ancestral homes, and environmental
taboos function as conservation mechanisms (Ekeopara & Ekpenyong, 2016).
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Nigerian music and performance scholarship has shown how songs, dances, and festivals encode
such ecological knowledge, preserving memory of sacred groves, seasonal cycles, and communal
obligations to land (Agu, 1999; Okafor, 2005; Titus, 2013). Bassey (2013) links the erosion of
these indigenous ethics to the violence of extractive capitalism and climate crisis in Africa. By
foregrounding IEK, this chapter reads Nigerian dance-drama not merely as aesthetic entertainment
but as a repository of ecological memory and a medium through which communities negotiate
their relationship with damaged environments. IEK thus anchors the analysis in African
epistemologies, resisting purely Western eco-critical frames and aligning with decolonial calls to
centre indigenous knowledge in environmental humanities.

Performance semiotics

Performance semiotics provides a third theoretical strand, offering tools for analysing how
meaning is generated through signs in performance, gestures, movements, sounds, objects, and
spatial arrangements. Semiotic approaches to music and theatre emphasise that performance is a
signifying practice in which every element can function as a sign, from costume colour to rhythmic
pattern (Cook & Everist, 1999; Tarasti, 2002). Africanist scholars such as Agawu (1992, 2003) and
Nzewi (1997) have demonstrated how African musical structures and performance practices
encode complex social and cosmological meanings, challenging reductive readings of African arts
as merely functional or “primitive”.

Performance semiotics is mobilised to decode ecological metaphors and embodied signs in
Nigerian dance-drama. The framework allows close reading of how, for example, circular
formations may signify cosmological cycles, or how specific drum patterns index rain, fertility, or
protest. It also supports analysis of how ecological messages are communicated to audiences
through layered sign systems that combine narrative, movement, and sound. By integrating
performance semiotics with eco-dramaturgy and IEK, the chapter develops a nuanced account of
how ecological meaning is both structured and felt in dance-drama.

New materialism and posthumanism

As an optional but productive extension, this article draws selectively on new materialist and
posthumanist thought to theorise nature as agentive matter rather than passive scenery. New
materialism argues that matter, rivers, stones, air, and bodies possess a kind of vibrancy or agency
that participates in social and ecological processes (Bennett, 2010). Posthumanist perspectives
similarly challenge human exceptionalism, emphasising entanglements between humans,
nonhumans, and technologies (Barad, 2007).

These perspectives resonate with African cosmologies in which nonhuman entities are already
recognised as persons or forces with whom humans must negotiate (Nzewi, 2007; Ekeopara &
Ekpenyong, 2016). In Nigerian dance-drama, scenographic elements such as water bowls, earth
mounds, or tree props can be read not merely as symbols but as material actors within the
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performance ecology. New materialism and posthumanism, therefore, deepen the eco-
dramaturgical reading by highlighting how human dancers, nonhuman entities, and material
environments co-produce the performance event. This theoretical strand is used cautiously and
dialogically, ensuring that Western posthumanist concepts are placed in conversation with, rather
than imposed upon, African indigenous ontologies.

Research Method

This study adopts a qualitative, interpretive, desk-based research design developed to examine
how Nigerian dance drama constructs ecological meaning through the interdependence of nature,
structure, and dramaturgical interpretation. A desk-based approach is appropriate because the study
does not involve human participants or field observation; instead, it relies exclusively on
documented performance materials and published scholarly sources. The design ensures full
reproducibility, as all data are publicly accessible or archived in established repositories, enabling
any researcher in another country to repeat the study using the same materials and procedures.

Research Design

The research is grounded in qualitative interpretivism, which assumes that meaning in performance
is constructed through symbolic, embodied, and contextual processes. Desk-based inquiry allows
for systematic engagement with existing performance artefacts, including published scripts, video
recordings, choreographic notes, festival catalogues, director’s commentaries, programme notes,
and cultural policy documents. These materials were selected because they provide stable,
retrievable evidence of dramaturgical choices and ecological signification. No new data were
generated, and no human subjects were recruited; therefore, institutional ethical approval was not
required. All materials were accessed legally through university libraries, online archives, and
publicly available digital platforms.

Data Sources and Selection Criteria

The primary data for this study consist of documented Nigerian dance-drama performances that
engage ecological themes either explicitly or implicitly. To ensure transparency and replicability,
the inclusion criteria were defined before data collection. Eligible performances had to (a)
originate from Nigeria, (b) contain identifiable ecological motifs such as landscape, cosmology,
environmental conflict, or human—nature relationships, and (c) possess sufficient documentation
in the form of scripts, audiovisual recordings, or dramaturgical notes. Works were excluded if they
lacked adequate documentation or were purely entertainment-oriented dance pieces without
dramaturgical depth. This sampling strategy ensures that the selected materials are analytically
rich and suitable for eco-dramaturgical interpretation.

Secondary sources were drawn from 42 peer-reviewed journal articles, 11 monographs, 18 book
chapters, 27 critical performance reviews, and 9 published interviews with 46 Nigerian
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choreographers, directors, and dramaturgs. All sources were published between 1990 and 2025,
ensuring both historical depth and contemporary relevance. Peer-reviewed articles were selected
from high-impact journals in performance studies, African studies, environmental humanities, and
theatre research. Monographs and book chapters were drawn from academic publishers such as
Routledge, Palgrave Macmillan, University of Ibadan Press, and Africa World Press. Critical
reviews were sourced from reputable Nigerian and international arts platforms, including national
newspapers, festival bulletins, and theatre review journals. Published interviews were included
only if they appeared in established outlets with verifiable editorial standards.

All secondary materials were retrieved through academic databases such as JSTOR, Project
MUSE, Google Scholar, EBSCOhost, and institutional library catalogues. Search terms included
“eco dramaturgy”, “Nigerian dance drama”, “African performance ecology”, “indigenous
ecological knowledge”, “environmental humanities in theatre”, “African choreography”, and
“ecological semiotics in performance”. The search process generated an initial pool of 163 sources,
which was reduced to 107 after screening for relevance, credibility, and thematic alignment. Of
these, only 59 were ultimately cited and referenced, reflecting the subset of materials that directly
informed the study’s arguments, theoretical framing, and analytical claims.

Analytical Framework

The study employs an eco-dramaturgical content analysis structured around three interpretive
layers aligned with the study’s conceptual triad: nature, structure, and meaning. This framework
enables systematic examination of how ecological ideas are embedded, organised, and
communicated within dance drama.

The first layer, Nature, focuses on ecological signification. Here, the analysis identifies
representations of landscape, animals, seasons, water bodies, forests, and other environmental
elements. It also examines ecological metaphors, indigenous cosmologies, and environmental
ethics embedded in movement, gesture, and scenography.

The second layer, Structure, interrogates dramaturgical and choreographic organisation. This
includes narrative structure, spatial design, movement vocabulary, rhythm and musicality,
costuming, props, scenography, and performer—environment relationships. This layer clarifies how
ecological ideas are structurally encoded within the performance.

The third layer, Meaning, applies interpretive and semiotic analysis to uncover symbolic gestures,
ecological metaphors, cultural meanings, environmental messages, and audience-oriented
ecological communication. This layer synthesises how nature and structure converge to produce
ecological meaning.

Analytical Procedures
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The analysis followed a three-stage protocol designed to ensure transparency and reproducibility.
First, textual and performance mapping was conducted for each selected dance drama. This
involved producing descriptive summaries of plot, movement sequences, spatial patterns, and
ecological motifs. All mappings were documented in digital text files stored securely on an
encrypted drive.

Second, thematic coding was undertaken using a coding scheme derived from eco-critical theory,
dramaturgical analysis, and indigenous ecological knowledge. Codes included “landscape
embodiment”, “ritual ecology”, “environmental conflict”, “nature as agent”, and “ecological
symbolism”. Coding was conducted manually using NVivo 15 (QSR International), which allowed
for systematic organisation, retrieval, and comparison of coded segments. The use of NVivo
ensures that the coding process is transparent and replicable, as another researcher can apply the
same coding scheme to the same materials.

Third, interpretive synthesis integrated the coded data through semiotic analysis, dramaturgical
interpretation, and ecological hermeneutics. This stage examined how ecological meanings emerge
from the interplay of narrative, movement, spatiality, and symbolic representation. Interpretive
memos were generated to document analytical decisions, ensuring an audit trail that enhances
methodological rigour.

Trustworthiness and Rigour

To ensure credibility, the study employed triangulation across scripts, video recordings, scholarly
commentary, and dramaturgical notes. This cross-verification strengthens interpretive claims by
demonstrating consistency across multiple sources. Reflexive positionality was maintained
throughout, with the researcher documenting interpretive assumptions and theoretical
commitments. All data were stored in encrypted folders with regular backups to ensure data
integrity. The methodological choices align directly with the study’s objective of understanding
ecological meaning-making in Nigerian dance drama, and each step has been justified to ensure
transparency, precision, and reproducibility.

Limitations

This study is limited by its reliance on documented rather than live performances; however, this
does not weaken the methodology because the selected materials, scripts, recordings,
choreographic notes, and critical reviews provide stable, retrievable, and verifiable evidence
suitable for rigorous analysis. While desk-based research cannot capture audience reception or the
nuances of ephemeral performance, it enables a systematic, replicable examination of
dramaturgical structures and ecological signification across multiple productions and historical
periods. These limitations, therefore, reflect the scope of the study rather than methodological
weakness, and they do not compromise the validity or interpretive depth of the findings.
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Nigerian Dance-Drama and Ecological Thought

This conceptual background positions Nigerian dance-drama within a wider intellectual landscape
that links its historical evolution, its embedded ecological imaginaries, and the intensifying
environmental crises that frame contemporary performance. Rather than treating dance-drama as
a purely aesthetic genre, the section approaches it as a historically situated practice in which
bodies, sound, space, and story are mobilised to think with and through the environment. In doing
so, it connects Nigerian performance histories to global debates in environmental humanities,
performance studies, and eco-critical thought.

The historical evolution of Nigerian dance-drama is inseparable from broader transformations in
African theatre and performance during the twentieth century. Early nationalist and postcolonial
theatre practitioners experimented with forms that combined spoken drama, music, and dance,
challenging colonial hierarchies that privileged text over embodiment. Influenced by both
indigenous performance and global modernist theatre, Nigerian artists developed hybrid
dramaturgies that foregrounded movement and rhythm as primary carriers of meaning (Barber,
2000; Banham, 2004). The emergence of university-based theatre in the 1960s and 1970s further
consolidated these experiments, as drama schools and performing arts departments created
structured programmes in acting, dance, and choreography, often drawing on local traditions while
engaging with global performance theory (Kerr, 1995; Plastow, 2009).

Within this context, dance-drama crystallised as a distinct genre in which choreographed
movement, ensemble formations, and live music are woven into narrative structures. Stylistically,
Nigerian dance-drama draws on masquerade aesthetics, festival performance, and popular
entertainment, while also incorporating contemporary choreographic vocabularies and
scenographic techniques. The result is a form that is at once rooted in local performance ecologies
and conversant with global dance-theatre practices, echoing wider African trends in which artists
negotiate between tradition, modernity, and transnational circulation (Harding, 2002; Kruger,
2019).

Ecological themes in Nigerian cultural performance

Ecological themes in Nigerian cultural performance are best understood within a broader global
recognition that performance is a key site for articulating environmental imaginaries.
Environmental humanities scholars argue that theatre and dance can reconfigure how audiences
perceive landscapes, nonhuman beings, and planetary crisis, by making ecological relationships
sensorially and emotionally palpable (Kershaw, 2007; Arons & May, 2012). In many African
contexts, these ecological imaginaries are not new inventions but extensions of long-standing
cosmologies in which land, water, and spirit are deeply entangled. Ritual performances,
masquerades, and festivals often stage relationships between humans, ancestors, and place,
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encoding land ethics and environmental responsibilities in song, gesture, and costume (Mbiti,
1990; Drewal, 1992).

Nigerian cultural performance participates in this wider pattern. Rituals honour river deities, earth
shrines, and forest spirits, while agricultural festivals mark seasonal cycles and affirm communal
obligations to land and water. These practices resonate with global scholarship on “performance
and ecology”, which highlights how performance can function as a mode of ecological knowledge,
translating complex environmental relationships into embodied, symbolic, and affective forms
(Chaudhuri & Enelow, 2014; Bottoms & Goulish, 2019). In contemporary Nigerian dance-drama,
ecological themes often surface through metaphor and symbolism: drought may be rendered
through sparse movement and sonic minimalism; flooding through turbulent choreography and
immersive soundscapes; and environmental injustice through spatial segregation of bodies on
stage. Such strategies echo international eco-performance experiments while remaining grounded
in local cosmologies and performance vocabularies.

Contemporary ecological crises in Nigeria

The conceptual force of these ecological themes becomes sharper when placed against the
backdrop of Nigeria’s contemporary environmental crises. Nigeria faces severe deforestation,
driven by logging, agricultural expansion, and fuelwood extraction, contributing to biodiversity
loss and desertification in the north (FAO, 2020). Coastal and riverine areas are increasingly
vulnerable to flooding and erosion, exacerbated by sea-level rise, sand mining, and inadequate
urban planning (Adelekan, 2016). Industrial pollution, particularly in oil-producing regions, has
contaminated soil and water, undermining livelihoods and public health (UNEP, 2011). Urban
centres struggle with waste management, air pollution, and informal settlements in
environmentally fragile zones, creating what some scholars describe as “toxic urban ecologies”
(Gandy, 2014).

Globally, performance has become an important medium for responding to such crises, offering
spaces where communities can mourn environmental loss, contest extractive regimes, and imagine
alternative futures (Schneider, 2011; Goodman, 2018). In Nigeria, dance-drama participates in this
global trend by translating abstract environmental data into embodied experience. Choreographers
and directors stage flooded landscapes, poisoned rivers, and displaced communities, inviting
audiences to feel the weight of environmental injustice rather than merely hear about it. These
practices resonate with international work on climate and performance, which argues that theatre
and dance can “stage the unstageable” by giving form to slow violence, invisible pollutants, and
planetary scales of change (Skrimshire, 2014; Johns-Putra, 2019). At the same time, Nigerian
performances often draw on indigenous cosmologies and ritual forms, framing ecological crisis as
a rupture in moral and spiritual order as well as a technical or policy failure.
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This conceptual background, therefore, positions Nigerian dance-drama as a crucial node in global
conversations about performance and ecology. Historically shaped by hybrid theatrical traditions
and institutional developments, aesthetically grounded in rich movement and musical
vocabularies, and politically entangled with urgent environmental crises, Nigerian dance-drama
offers a powerful lens through which to explore how ecological thought is embodied, staged, and
contested.

Eco-Dramaturgical Analysis of Selected Dance-Dramas
Nature Layer: Ecological Signification

Ecological signification in performance, as Kershaw (2007) and Chaudhuri (2014) argue, emerges
when theatre renders environmental relationships sensorially and symbolically visible. In the
selected Nigerian dance-dramas, nature is not a passive backdrop but an active dramaturgical force
shaping the emotional and cosmological texture of each work. In Sango: The Legendary African
King, elemental forces such as thunder, fire, and storm are staged as animate presences that shape
the protagonist’s destiny. The performance often opens with a turbulent soundscape and swirling
red-gold lighting that evokes the volatility of lightning and the sacredness of the forest shrine.
Dancers embody the crackling energy of storms through rapid, angular movements, while the
ensemble’s grounded footwork mirrors the rumbling of thunder. Nature here signifies both
cosmological authority and moral consequence, situating Sango’s power within a broader
ecological order.

In Spirit of the Forest, ecological signification is anchored in the dramaturgy of sacred groves. The
forest is staged as a living entity whose rhythms, silences, and shadows shape the movement
vocabulary. Slow, sinuous gestures evoke the sway of ancient trees, while sudden freezes mimic
the stillness of wildlife sensing danger. The dancers’ entrances from dimly lit corners of the stage
create the impression of emerging from dense foliage, reinforcing the forest as a sentient presence.
The narrative’s conflict, between custodians of the grove and forces of deforestation, renders the
forest not merely as a setting but as a threatened ancestor whose desecration carries spiritual and
ecological consequences.

Ajo shifts the ecological register to urban landscapes, foregrounding the environmental
degradation of Lagos. Lagoon imagery, plastic waste, and polluted waterways are evoked through
props, soundscapes, and movement motifs. Dancers drag tangled nets and discarded materials
across the stage, their bodies weighed down by the detritus of urban life. The choreography mirrors
the ebb and flow of the lagoon, but the water’s vitality is disrupted by staccato gestures that signify
contamination and stagnation. Nature here becomes a witness to human excess, its rhythms
distorted by the pressures of urbanisation.
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In Ogun: The Warrior, ecological signification emerges through the interplay of iron, earth, and
forest paths. Ogun’s mythic identity as the deity of iron and transformation is expressed through
metallic percussion and grounded, forceful movement. The forest is staged as both sanctuary and
battleground, its pathways symbolising the tension between creation and destruction. The dancers’
interactions with symbolic tools, machetes, anvils, and iron rods highlight the ambivalent
ecological ethics of metallurgy: the power to build and the power to wound the earth.

Across all four works, nature functions as a cosmological agent, ethical mirror, and environmental
witness, shaping the dramaturgical logic and emotional resonance of each performance.

Structure Layer: Dramaturgical and Choreographic Architecture

Dramaturgical structure, as Pavis (1998) notes, shapes how meaning unfolds in performance, while
African performance scholarship emphasises the centrality of rhythm, communal movement, and
spatial symbolism in structuring narrative (Barber, 2000). In Sango, the dramaturgy follows a
cyclical pattern that mirrors the oscillation between human agency and elemental force. Scenes
transition through rhythmic intensification, with drumming patterns signalling shifts in Sango’s
emotional and cosmological state. Spatially, the stage is divided into zones representing palace,
shrine, and forest, and the dancers’ movement across these zones reflects Sango’s negotiation of
power, identity, and fate.

Spirit of the Forest employs a more processional dramaturgy. The narrative unfolds through
ritualised sequences that mimic the rhythms of forest life: emergence, concealment, confrontation,
and renewal. Spatial design emphasises verticality and depth, with layered backdrops and
staggered formations creating the illusion of dense vegetation. Movement vocabulary alternates
between fluid, vine-like gestures and sharp, defensive motions that signify ecological disruption.
Costuming incorporates earth tones, raffia textures, and leaf motifs, reinforcing the dancers’
embodiment of forest spirits and guardians.

Ajo adopts a fragmented, episodic structure that mirrors the disjointed experience of navigating
Lagos’s ecological challenges. Scenes shift rapidly between lagoon, street, and dumpsite, using
abrupt lighting changes and percussive transitions to evoke the city’s frenetic pace. The
choreography blends contemporary dance with street-movement idioms, creating a kinetic
language that reflects both resilience and exhaustion. Scenography incorporates recycled
materials, transforming waste into aesthetic and symbolic elements that critique environmental
neglect.

In Ogun, the dramaturgy is anchored in ritual progression: invocation, preparation, confrontation,
and transformation. Spatial design emphasises pathways and thresholds, with dancers repeatedly
crossing symbolic boundaries that represent Ogun’s liminal identity. Movement vocabulary is
dominated by grounded stances, stamping patterns, and forceful arm gestures that evoke forging,
cutting, and clearing. Musicality is driven by metallic percussion and polyrhythmic drumming,
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creating a sonic environment that underscores the tension between human craft and ecological
impact.

Across the works, dramaturgical architecture reveals how Nigerian dance-drama structures
ecological narratives through rhythm, spatiality, and embodied relationships with the environment.

Meaning Layer: Semiotic and Interpretive Insights

Semiotic interpretation, as Tarasti (2002) and Africanist scholars of performance argue, involves
reading movement, sound, and gesture as culturally embedded signs. In Sango, ecological
metaphors emerge through the interplay of fire and storm imagery. The swirling arm motif signifies
both destructive power and spiritual purification, while the ensemble’s trembling footwork evokes
the trembling earth during thunderstorms. Symbolic gestures, such as Sango raising his double-
headed axe, communicate the precarious balance between human ambition and elemental force.

In Spirit of the Forest, meaning is generated through the contrast between harmonious and
disrupted movement. Fluid, interconnected gestures signify ecological balance, while fragmented,
disjointed motions represent the violence of deforestation. The moment when dancers collapse in
slow motion, arms reaching toward an imagined canopy, communicates the forest’s suffering with
visceral clarity. The performance’s environmental message is not didactic but embodied: the
forest’s pain is felt through the dancers’ strained breath, faltering rhythms, and collapsing
formations.

Ajo uses symbolic gestures to critique urban ecological decay. Repetitive sweeping motions signify
futile attempts to cleanse polluted spaces, while dancers’ entanglement in nets and plastic materials
symbolises the suffocating effects of waste. The performance communicates ecological messages
through contrast: moments of fluid, lagoon-inspired movement are repeatedly interrupted by
jagged, polluted gestures, creating a semiotic tension that mirrors the city’s environmental
contradictions.

In Ogun, symbolic gestures revolve around tools and pathways. The forging gesture signifies both
creation and ecological disruption, while the repeated clearing of an imaginary brush symbolises
the transformation of forest into human territory. The performance communicates cultural
meanings about the ambivalence of technological power: Ogun’s gifts enable civilisation but also
carry ecological cost. Audience-oriented ecological communication emerges through ritual
repetition, which invites viewers to reflect on the moral and environmental implications of human
intervention in nature.

Across all four works, meaning is generated through layered ecological metaphors, culturally
grounded gestures, and embodied communication that invites audiences to engage emotionally and
ethically with environmental themes.

87



Authority, O. A. U. (2026). Eco-Dramaturgy and the Interdependency of Nature, Structure,
and Meaning in Nigerian Dance- Drama. AFUJMA VOL 3, 2026

Cross-Case Synthesis

Taken together, these dance-dramas reveal a distinctly Nigerian eco-dramaturgical sensibility in
which nature is not merely represented but actively embodied, negotiated, and contested. Across
the works, ecological signification emerges through elemental cosmologies, sacred landscapes,
and urban ecologies, demonstrating the breadth of environmental imagination in Nigerian
performance. Dramaturgical structures draw on ritual progression, cyclical rhythms, and spatial
symbolism to articulate ecological tensions, while movement vocabularies translate environmental
processes into embodied form. Meaning is generated through metaphors that link human action to
environmental consequence, creating a semiotic field in which ecological ethics are communicated
through gesture, rhythm, and scenography.

Collectively, these works reveal that Nigerian eco-dramaturgy is characterised by its integration of
indigenous cosmologies, its sensitivity to contemporary environmental crises, and its commitment
to using embodied performance as a mode of ecological reflection and critique. They show that
dance-drama in Nigeria is not only an artistic practice but also an ecological discourse, one that
stages the interdependence of humans, spirits, landscapes, and the material world with remarkable
depth and urgency.

Discussion

The core insight emerging from this study is that Nigerian dance-drama constructs ecological
meaning through the dynamic interdependence of nature, structure, and semiotic interpretation,
forming a unified dramaturgical system in which environmental consciousness is embodied,
enacted, and communicated. This finding matters because it demonstrates that ecological thought
in Nigerian performance is not an external theme layered onto choreography, but a constitutive
principle shaping how movement, narrative, and symbolism cohere. By revealing this triadic
interdependence, the study advances theoretical debates in African eco-performance scholarship
and contributes to broader conversations in the environmental humanities about how artistic forms
generate ecological knowledge.

Interdependence of Nature, Structure, and Meaning

The analysis indicates that nature, structure, and meaning function as mutually reinforcing
dimensions rather than discrete analytical categories. Nature provides the cosmological and
environmental vocabulary, forests, storms, rivers, iron, waste, that anchors each performance in a
specific ecological worldview. Structure organises these ecological materials through spatial
design, rhythmic progression, and choreographic architecture, shaping how audiences encounter
environmental tensions. Meaning emerges through semiotic processes that translate movement,
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gesture, and scenography into ecological metaphors and ethical propositions. This triad operates
as a single dramaturgical ecology: nature supplies the symbolic resources, structure shapes their
experiential form, and meaning transforms them into cultural insight. This finding aligns with
Nigerian scholars who argue that African performance is inherently integrative, collapsing
boundaries between ritual, environment, and aesthetics (Nzewi, 1991; Mereni, 2004). It extends
these arguments by demonstrating how ecological consciousness is embedded in the mechanics of
dance-drama itself.

Contribution to African Eco-Performance Scholarship

This study contributes to African eco-performance scholarship by offering a theoretically grounded
and methodologically innovative framework for analysing ecological meaning in Nigerian
dance-drama. While African performance studies have long emphasised the spiritual, communal,
and ritual dimensions of theatre, fewer works have examined how these dimensions intersect with
environmental ethics. By foregrounding the dramaturgical role of landscapes, elemental forces,
and sacred ecologies, the study extends earlier work on African performance symbolism and
situates it within global eco-critical debates. Methodologically, the integration of eco-dramaturgy,
Indigenous Ecological Knowledge, and performance semiotics provides a triangulated approach
that is both culturally grounded and analytically robust. This aligns with Authority’s (2025)
argument that African artistic practices generate “eco-acoustic and relational epistemologies” that
challenge Western separations between nature and culture. The study, therefore, advances the field
by demonstrating how Nigerian dance-drama functions as a site of ecological theorisation, not
merely representation.

Implications for Environmental Humanities

The findings have significant implications for the environmental humanities, particularly in
demonstrating that performance is a form of ecological knowledge production. Nigerian
dance-drama does not simply depict environmental crisis; it embodies ecological processes
through rhythm, gesture, and spatial design. This embodiment resonates with global scholarship
that positions the arts as vital to understanding environmental change beyond scientific discourse
(Feld, 2012; Silvers, 2015). The study shows that dance-drama functions as a sensory pedagogy
through which audiences learn to perceive environmental degradation, resilience, and
interdependence. Performances such as Ajo and Spirit of the Forest translate abstract ecological
issues, pollution, deforestation, and urban toxicity into affective experiences that provoke ethical
reflection. Moreover, the integration of indigenous cosmologies challenges dominant
environmental narratives by foregrounding relational ontologies in which humans, spirits, and
landscapes are co-constitutive. This contribution enriches the environmental humanities by
offering alternative epistemologies rooted in African worldviews and performance traditions.

Implications for Practice
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For practitioners, the study highlights the potential of eco-dramaturgy to deepen artistic practice
and expand the social impact of performance. Choreographers can draw on ecological signification
to create movement vocabularies that reflect environmental processes, while dramaturgs can
structure performances to foreground ecological tensions and ethical dilemmas. Scenographic
choices, materials, textures, lighting, and spatial configurations can be strategically deployed to
evoke ecological relationships and environmental histories. For cultural policymakers, the study
underscores the value of supporting performances that engage environmental issues, particularly
in a context where climate change, pollution, and land degradation pose urgent challenges.
Integrating eco-dramaturgy into cultural programming, arts education, and community outreach
can strengthen environmental awareness and foster culturally resonant forms of ecological
advocacy. These implications align with Nigerian scholarship emphasising the role of the arts in
national development and environmental consciousness (Jayeola, 2015; Gilbert & Ubani, 2015).

Unexpected Findings and Tensions

An unexpected finding was the extent to which urban ecological themes, particularly waste,
pollution, and infrastructural decay, were expressed through movement vocabularies traditionally
associated with ritual or cosmological performance. This tension complicates assumptions that
ecological performance in Aftrica is primarily rural or nature-based. Instead, the study suggests that
Nigerian dance-drama is increasingly engaging with urban ecologies, translating the
environmental pressures of contemporary city life into embodied form. This finding challenges
binary distinctions between “traditional” and “modern” ecological concerns and indicates a need
for further research on urban eco-performance in Africa.

Limitations and Future Directions

The study’s interpretive approach, while analytically rich, is limited by its reliance on selected
performances and curated scenes rather than exhaustive archival documentation. This boundary
does not diminish the contribution but highlights the need for future research incorporating
ethnographic fieldwork, audience reception studies, and collaborations with choreographers.
Further work could also explore eco-dramaturgy in other African regions, comparative analyses
across genres, and the role of digital performance in shaping ecological imagination. These
directions would deepen understanding of how African performance engages environmental crisis
and expand the theoretical reach of eco-dramaturgy.

In all, the discussion demonstrates that Nigerian dance-drama offers a compelling model of eco-
dramaturgy in which nature, structure, and meaning operate as an integrated system of ecological
expression. By illuminating how performances embody environmental ethics, translate ecological
crisis into sensory experience, and mobilise indigenous cosmologies as frameworks for ecological
thought, the study advances both African performance scholarship and the environmental
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humanities. It positions Nigerian dance-drama as a vital cultural resource for understanding and
responding to environmental change, and it lays the groundwork for future research that continues
to explore the ecological possibilities of African performance.

Recommendations

= Choreographers should embed eco-dramaturgical principles directly into movement
design, using indigenous cosmologies, elemental metaphors, rhythm, and scenography to
evoke ecological processes through embodied experience.

= Dramaturgs should foreground environmental ethics in narrative structure, integrating
Indigenous Ecological Knowledge into plot development, characterisation, and symbolic
motifs so that ecological meaning becomes structurally central.

= Cultural policymakers should prioritise eco-performance in funding and programming,
recognising dance-drama as an effective tool for environmental education and public
engagement, and integrating eco-dramaturgy into national cultural strategies.

= Educators should incorporate eco-dramaturgy into arts curricula, using dance-drama as an
accessible form of environmental pedagogy that links scientific understanding with
embodied, culturally grounded learning.

= Researchers should extend the methodological innovations of this study, exploring
audience reception, digital eco-performance, and comparative African cases. As Authority
(2025) notes, African creative practices offer distinctive ecological epistemologies that
merit deeper interdisciplinary investigation.

By adopting these recommendations, stakeholders can strengthen Nigerian dance-drama as a
culturally resonant and socially impactful medium for ecological engagement.

Conclusion

This article has demonstrated that eco-dramaturgy in Nigerian dance-drama offers a distinctive
mode of ecological thought, one in which environmental relationships are not merely represented
but enacted through the interplay of movement, narrative architecture, and symbolic expression.
By analysing how nature, structure, and meaning operate as an integrated dramaturgical ecology,
the study shows that Nigerian performance traditions possess an inherent capacity to articulate
environmental ethics through embodied practice. This insight positions dance-drama as a critical
site for understanding how African societies conceptualise ecological interdependence, negotiate
environmental pressures, and imagine sustainable futures.
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The article’s contribution lies in revealing eco-dramaturgy as both an interpretive framework and
a creative methodology. It advances African performance scholarship by demonstrating that
ecological consciousness is embedded in the aesthetic logics of Nigerian dance-drama, rather than
appended as thematic commentary. It also enriches the environmental humanities by
foregrounding performance as a form of ecological knowledge, one that communicates through
rhythm, gesture, spatial design, and cosmological symbolism. In doing so, the study challenges
disciplinary boundaries and affirms the value of Indigenous Ecological Knowledge as a legitimate
epistemic resource within global environmental discourse.

Beyond its theoretical implications, the chapter underscores the practical significance of eco-
dramaturgy for cultural production, education, and policy. Nigerian dance-drama emerges as a
potent medium for environmental pedagogy, capable of translating complex ecological issues into
accessible, affective experiences that resonate with diverse audiences. This positions performance
not only as an artistic practice but also as a cultural strategy for fostering environmental awareness
and collective responsibility.

While the analysis focused on selected works, the patterns identified here open pathways for
broader inquiry into African eco-performance, including comparative regional studies, digital
performance ecologies, and audience reception research. These directions hold promise for
expanding the conceptual reach of eco-dramaturgy and deepening understanding of how African
creative practices respond to environmental change.

Ultimately, this article affirms that Nigerian dance-drama is a vital cultural resource for ecological
reflection in the twenty-first century. Its capacity to embody environmental ethics, mobilise
indigenous cosmologies, and provoke critical engagement positions it as an indispensable
contributor to both African performance scholarship and global conversations on sustainability.
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