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ADAPTI NG THE KWAGH- HI R PUPPETRY THEATRE TO
CREATE KI NETI C PAI NTI NGS

*Saghevwua Anbs AGAKU

Abst ract

This article exannes the aesthetic qualities of the Knagh-hir puppets
and how gesture and drana can be used to create kinetic paintings.
Indoing this, it adopts the historica-ad ytic and artistic nethods to
present a concise history of the Kwagh-hir puppetry theatre, wth a
viewtoputting together its aesthetic attributes as sources of inspiration
for the creation of paintings. It further interrogates the drana and
gestures of the Kwagh-hir scul ptures, as woul d-be conpositional
influences. It argues that the use of gesture and drana to create
kinetic paintings though coud be very challenging, is a fascinating
creative experience for the artist. Hnce, such creative transfornati ons
coul d be nade to represent various aesthetic designs worthy of public
and individual patronage and appreciation.

Keywor ds: Adapt ation, Kaagh-hir puppetry theatre, K netic panings,
Tiv

I ntroduction

The Tiv Kagh-hir puppetry orignally st ated as arevdt cut in
the early 1950s. Knagh-hir in Tiv neans TivfdKae The Kwnagh-hir
has been traced beyond Adi kpo Songo in Kwande Local Gover nnent
Aea (LGY) of Benue State. Hce it is a cocept of the ind vida
inventor of perfornance. Knagh-hir inits present formcan be traced
tothe late 1950s. The earlier forns of the Knagh-hir had exi sted prior
to European col oni zati on, and enconpassed the story-telling tradition,
the poetic and dance traditions al of wich are conponents of the
Knagh-hi r and whose origin go into the earliest tines (Hagher, 2003).
The introduction of the puppets into storytelling and poetic and dance
traditions honever, began the nodern Kwagh-hir (Hagher, 2003).

The Knagh-hir theatre energed about a decade later. It vesin
1964, the year of Atem Tyo, the nost brutd Tiv revdt that Kaghhir
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spread like widfire round the vhole of Tivad The Kwagh-hir
conpri ses nany art forns, nanely: storytelling, poetry, puppetry, nosic,
dance, and dranatization. Knagh-hir as atheatreis perforned at ni ght,
as an event vhich provides secular entertai nnent, education, and
soci alization through the enactnent of the past and contenporary
events by hunan perforners. The Knagh-hir theatre uses puppets,
whi ch vary in size and style. These puppets coul d be nade to perform
a nunber of intricate novenents. For exanpl e, sol diers executing an
arned robber or a puppet doctor operating on a pregnant wonan
and renoving the child. Kwagh-hir theatre has both rod and string
puppets as well as masquerade puppets which have one or nore
persons i nsi de the puppet operating its novabl e pat s (Hagher, 2003).
By 1981 the theatre was nade into an annual conpetition, wth
patidpat s draw fromal the fourteen Tiv-speaking LG in Benue
stae

The Tiv are a peopl e whose hi story has been traced to the Gngo.
Though there is no singl e universal |y accepted version of the origin of
Tiv people, they are said to have descended froma progenitor called
Takuruku. Qal traditions have so far been nore plausible and
appeal ing, except that views differ asthere are so nany oral traditions.
Qhers have accepted that shon ves the first person that orig nated
fromthe original deity or Suprene Being. Aondu shon is said to have
given birth to nany chil dren anongst who were the Tiv, Uke (fare gners)
and the whites, Buter. Tiv is futher sad to have gven hirth to two
sons, | chongu and lpusu. This prestigious nan caled Tiv, [ét CGongo
to Ganeroun, and was settled at a place called Saemin Ganeroun.
Thisis where he ded and his children, not happy to bury their father
or leave himbehind, burnt his corpse and packed the ashes toget her
wththet o hisfahe Takuruku N/anazenga in a snal | pot and travel | ed
daogwthit toths pat d Arica were today they are called citizens
(lgirgi, 2007). The group is largely honogenous, speaking one
anguage wth only tonal variations and exhibiting (wth the exception
of ninute pecuiarities) sinmlar cdturd trats throughout the land They
occupy over thirty local governnent areas spread across Benue,
Nasarawa and Taraba States, wth | arge ngrant conmani ties a so found
in Aateau and Adamawa Staes. Al nenbers of this ethnic group
regard thensel ves as descendant s of the great pariarch Tiv (Hagher,
2003).

The puppetsinther origind state are scu ptura. These scu ptures
are grouped into three, nanely, gant puppet s, nasquerade puppet s
and miniature puppets. Regard ess of whichever category they nay
bel ong, these scul ptures posses certain characteristic features that
are common to all. Features such as their African proportion
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(disproportionateness or technica inefficiency). Inthis regard, Ehem
(1976) states that “sone puppets are naturalistic, sone grotesques
and others ridcu ous”. They appear prinarily in pungent colours, wth
white bul gy eyes al nost Nok-1ike and pure bl ack pupils. Enemfurther
argues that the puppets reflect the noral prej udices and sanctions of
the community (1976).

Pesthetic Qualities of the Knagh-hir Puppets

The Knagh-hir puppets possess aesthetic characteristics which
thisstudy identifies as geonetric fornations like their triangu ar noses,
Nok-like eyes, snall lips and triangd ar nostrils. The cdours used in
pai nting the puppets are vibrant, because the Knagh-hir artists use
coours straight fromthe source. There is no deliberate attenpt at
creating tones, shades or tints fromsuch colours. stunes for the
nasquer ades are el aboratel y nade and are al so highly coloured. This
work is interested inthe use of such attributes as the pungent co ours
of the puppets; the conpressed proportion of the figures; the al nost
Nok-1i ke eyes, snall lips and triangu ar noses and nostrils a ongsi de
their gestures and how all these have influenced painting. 1t woul d
also interrogate the creation paintings inspired by the drana and
influence of the gestures of the Knagh-hir scul ptures and Knagh-hir
puppets which could give an illusion of novenent, and possibly
stimil ate the visual senses into percelving novenent.

Concept ual Fr amewor k

Msual nation in art practice is hinged on the concepts of the
twentieth century art. The concepts, theories and fornats have
i nfl uenced the devel opnent of visual agitations inpainting and arts in
general , includi ng Gubi smand Futuri sm(Buser, 2006). Qhist s d ssect
forns and pl ace themin such as way that they interact wth the space
around them Futurists, on the other hand, focus on netion in tine
and space to capture the dynammsmof nodern life, which gives one
aninsigt into the creation of kinetics in painting. Rlying on the
foregoing, we adopt the 20" century art as the conceptual franevork
for this study. This theory allows for several other novenents and
i deas to be adapted and acconmodat ed, hence, the variables of this
article vhich are the appearance of the Knagh-hir scul ptures and
their kinetic tendencies.

Review of Related Literature

The presentation by the story-teller requires the rendering of
dial ogue and representation by neans of gesture, expression and
voice of the characters invdved in the ddogue The story-telling art
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isacomuna art in Tivad There are el aborate props and cost unes
toinitiate the characters in the narration. There is a spontaneous
audi ence response which a so offers criticismof the art. Song and
dances are the nai n nusi cal events acconpanyi ng the narration. The
narrators enliven their art wth dance, gestures, mnicry and nine.
The stay/pat is structured by crisis, partia sdution, reneved crisis
andfinal sdutionwthlatent anhiguities (Fagher, 1990). This st at enent
further buttresses the stary teling aspect of the Tiv Knagh-hir.

The poetic thought of the Tiv peopdeis signficat to the Knagh
hir theatre in that it underscores the relationship between poetry, an
essertialy speech art, ad theatre, adang art. In Tiv poetry, ahe at
forns exist inaconposite form The forns are poetic narratives, songs,
i ncl udi ng bal | ads, religious songs, and song acconpani nent to dances.
Qhers areritualization perfornances, proverbs and ridd es. Hwever,
inspiteof thisinfornative accout of the Knagh-hir poetry, no section
vas gven tothe visud ly artistic aspect of the Tiv pegde

A nuniber of Ngerian artists have used aspects of their speech
art, woden scu ptures, and story-telling art, anong other things, as
sources of inspiration. Buit none has paticdaly dedt wth the Tiv
aspects as a source of inspiration for painting as provided by the
study at hand. For exanpl e, Bruce Qnabrapkeya, a pioneer N gerian
artist, ganed hisinspirationfromsone series of pantings from U hobo
nyths and | egends. Stories for hhmare ‘thenes’ that he enpl oys to
“expresses and accentuate the various stylized and abstract forng’
d Arica Topaint hispctues he uses astractions and stylizations in
telling stories. For Buce, stories are very stimiating sources of
inspiration for the artist (Buhari, 1934). Buce Qnabrakpeya (1932
use of nyth and | egends as sources of inspirationrelates tothi s essay
to alarge extent as both studies take up supects wthin a story and
story-telling art and expore their aesthetic possibilities. As such,
Qnabrakpeya' s prints series cannot be said to have touched on the
Tiv Keagh-hir on a specific levd.

Inaher parts of the vorld, artists (painters) vereinspired by the
atsd Arica Severd 20" century pantedatists adapted in ther
works the African approach to arts. Mvenent s such as Qubi sm
Cadai sm SQurrealism Futurism nstructivismand Kinetic art at
df ferent tines have drawn inferences from Arican ideas. Bt none
has paticdaly dedt wththe Tiv aspect as a sowrce of inspiration for
painting as provided by the study at hand.

“An Armed Robber at the Stakes” (1976)
The Knagh-hir puppet (Fg.1) reved s intheir aesthetic intention
abstracts fromrea ity those situations, attitudes and socia behavi ours
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wich are nat only givenin Tiv communities but represent sonethi ng
of the universal hunan situation. The Knagh-hir theatre uses puppets
which vary in size and styl e these puppets are highly advanced and
could be nade to performa nunber of intricate novenents. For
exanpl e, there coul d be sol diers executing an arned robber or a puppet
doctor operating on a pregnant wonan and renovi ng the child (Hagher,
2003). Enem(1976) explains further that:

The quality of actudity is often achieved by
theliterd represetaion of essetid detals
of asituation presented. For exanple in the
vignette of the execution of an arned robber
by afiring squad, an actud short isfired ad
at the sane tine the aninals head jerks
suddenly and drops to ae side A ironc
edge in that situation is pointed by the
presence of his helpless relations
(presunably his parents) at his execution.

As suich this article sees the aesthetic qualities of the Knagh-hir
puppets and their theatrica attributes as possibilities for creating

pai nti ngs.

Fgl Atist: unknown, An Arned Robber at the Stakes,
Wbods, Size Unhknown, 1976 (Source: N geria Magazi ne
Nb. 120, 1976)
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“Lhi que Forns of Gontinuity in Space” Uberto Bocci oni (1882
- 1993

This pieceis inthe cdlection of the Miseumof Mdern At, New
York, andis rendered in bronze. It shows howthe hunan body interact s
wth the environnent as it noves, describing notion as the essential
characteristic of nodern hunans. Fel dnan (1971) opines that “it
possesses a gracef ul ness and entoel |'i shnent of form ne needs only
reflect on how details of an adjacent |andscape appear in our
peripheral vision wen we are travelling at great speed’. Though this
figure does not possess Knagh-hir features such as Nok-like eyes,
sl lips and triangu ar noses and nostrils, it however, reninds one
of the speeds of Hungwuander e (puppet).

Fg 2, lhiberto Boccioni, Lhique Formof Gntinuity in
Space, Bronze, 110.1x88.5x40cm 1913
(Source: Experiencing Art around k)

“Nude Descending a Saircase” Marcel Duchanp (1887 - 1968)

Mrcel in nude descending a staircase j uxtaposes his Gibi st and
[adai st experiences. The artist uses yel | owochre on the subj ect whi ch
nakes it | ook |ike pieces of wood. Mircel succeeds in arrangi ng these
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‘pieces of wood' , as though they possess ful cruns at certaininterva s.
Racing the subject on a browish background the artist creates a
renarkabl e contrast thereby naking a nude figure look like a
nechani cal obj ect capabl e of notion.

Buser (2006) explains that:

Nude descending a staircase in imtation of
a photograph that captures a person in
noti on by neans of multiple exposures
inspired by Qibism he fragnents the nude
into overlapping flat planes. Duchanp then
painted the fragnents in regul ar groups
organi zed in a descending rhythmas the
nude takes one step after the other down
the gtars'.

Athough the figure does not exhibit the kind of aesthetic
characteristics owned by the Knagh-hir puppet s, ths paper however,
finds the fragnentation and rhythm appropriate in describing the
activities o gat puppets.

Hg. 3, Mrcel Duchanp, Nude Descending a Saircase, Al on
Canvas, 143cnx89.2cm 1912
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(Source: Atist Rghts Society (ARY, New York / ADAGP)
O scussion of Wirks Produced fromthe Adapt ation

Rae I, Agaku Saghevwua Amos, Dough Ityu, Mxed Media,
140cnx130cm 2012
(Source: Atist cdlection)

“Dough Ityu” (Rae 1), an astracted figre of Yion describes
the notion created by the spontaneity of the puppets novenents as
val king forvard, turning of head fromleft to right and the renavi ng of
pipe fromnouth. Forns are noul ded wth sandust mxed wth ponal
(carpenters gue) and aloved to dry. Inths cdared rdief the atist
i npl ores the use of conpl enentary col ours of yell owand purple. There
is afragnenting of the forns of the figue fromthe top I eft hand side
of the painting This describes the turning of the puppet’s head and
rignt hand. The yel | owbrush strokes that appear on the fragnentati on
further enhances the noti on whil e the other purpl e brush strokes bel ow
indicate the direction of the figures novenent as a result of this
novenent the puppet’s eyes are al so fragnented. The repetition of
the fomaf the pipe fromtop right hand side of the painting, ad its
increase in size and subsequent resting at the loner middle of the
painting creates a rhythmthat describes the renoval of pipe fromthe
nouth. A this level, the artist begins to conbine Gbist, Cadaist ad
Futurist tendencies; hence, it shons an affinity wth the nude
“descendi ng the staircase.
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Rae Il, Agaku Saghevwuia Anos, Na Shuoon, M xed Media,
140cnx130cm 2012
(Source: Atist cdlection)

Further astracting of the figwe of Yion shows Na Shuoon (Rae
1), repesting fons inthe painting Thispantingliketheoeinkg 4
was noul ded wth sawdust nmixed wth ponal. The enbossed surface
vas then fil ed wth sandpaper and pai nted an undercoat of grey col our.
The entbossnent of the figure is alowed to create the highlights and
tones. Wiile the shades are created by the col oured patches of bl ue,
red and brown. The fragnenting of blue and red, on the background
and the brush strokes that fal on the |eft hand side of the painting,
indicates the body novenent. Aso, there is a repetition of the pipe
fromtopright hand side of the painting, and resting a the lower ndd e
of the painting which creates a rhythmthat describes the renova of
pi pe fromthe nouth. This spontaneity of the puppet’ s novenent sees
its left hand repeated fromthe top mdd e of the painting dowwards
which depicts greetings being offered. Hre, forns are further |ost
that one does not see any eye, facial features, the patterns of the
anger attire and the head gear, end fintyd thspainting to Duchanp' s
“Nude Descendi ng the Staircase” coul d be discerned.
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_T RPae I, Agaku Saghevwua
Amps, Yion Tema, M xed
Medi a, 120cnx90cm 2012
(Source: Atist cdlection)

“Yion Tema” (Rae I1l1) like the figre in Rae Il is a seted
figred Yion renoving the pipe fromits nouth. Its shows a di ssal vi ng
of fominto shapes. The intertioninthis pantingistoregster clearer
kinetic using an dstracted figure. It is essentidly a transforned | evel
of painting as forns are fragnented, sinplified and distorted so that
fornal properties of line shapes and coours cone to the forefront.
Though novenent here i s not spontaneous, the figure describes sone
degree of novenent. Yion in a seated posture noves his head from
one side to the other as such noving the pipe across the breadth of
the panting. There is a fragnenting of patches of yell ow ochre from
the left hand side of the paintingtotherigt hand side. This ind cates
the gradual body novenent. The harnoni ous fragnentati on of bl ue,
green and yel lowin the background, a so gives the painting an affinity
w th Duchanp’ s “Nude Descendi ng the Staircese’.

Concl usi on

This paper has explored the dynamic rel ationship between
painting ad scu pture. 1t look a certain vistas of thestre, a doing at,
through a presentation of the Knagh-hir puppetry tradition as kinetic
pai ntings vorthy of public appreciation. Adapti ng Kinagh-hir proportion
and notion to create kinetic paintings coud be a chalenging as wel |
asanexciting creative experience for the artist. Apat framit sthesatricd
significance, Knagh-hir puppets coul d present the artist wth a variety
of forns wth which creative transfornations cou d be nade t o represent
various aesthetic designs worthy of public and individual patronage.
This essay has as a finding noticed that brush strokes, patches of
coour, and repetition of design el enent s have transforned percei ved



EJOTMAS: EKPOVA JOURNAL CF THEATRE AND MEDI A ARTS 96

novenent s nade by the Knagh-hir puppets into graceful pictures of
ki netic i nages. The i nages produced were conceptual in appearance
because of the transforming of the identity of the source of inspiration
Though Ruturist artists (painters) like Unierto Boccioni and M cel
Duchanp have been inspired in their works by hunan figures to create
notion in painting, this essay has honever, has chosen to use an
abstract figure (Kagh-hir figures) asits souceof inspirationto create
kineticinpanting. This paper brings to bare notion of Knagh-hir figures
inpainting by the fusion of repeated lines, cdour, shape and forns to
creste kinetic pa ntings.

Recomendati on

It is dso hoped that artist (painters) codd begn to use aher
traditiona scuptures, for exanpl e, the “Dabo bd’, “Ee lbgi”, anong
other things, to create paintings through a study of the confinations
of traditiond proportions and nation; by repetition of lines, shapes,
cdowr and formin paintings to bring to the fore this nation
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