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BLAMADON: A & Ao o A s e o
The Bud Of Liberian Theatre

The Blamadon Theatre Workshop

Last year, the noted Liberian dra-
matist, Kona Khasu, re-organized a
group called "Blamadon™ - a Gola meaning
"Come let us tell tale," which he antici-
pates will provide the foundation for the

development of a national theater,

The Blamadon Theatire Workshop,

the group's full name,
as 1970, when it was

began as far back
founded by Mr.

Khasu, while he was still a student in the
United States. At that time, it was housed

in the Olatunji

Center of Africulture, in

New York City, where it toured with
Olatunji Dance Company, the Drums of
Passion,

In September 1975, the group invited
the community to an open house rehecarsal
at W.V.S. Tubman High School. Their
performance was received with great
enthusiasm by all who were anxious to
see a viable theater program in Liberia.

In March this year, LIBERIA Maga-
zine sent Mr. Carlos Martin, Senjor
Research Oificer in the Information Mini-
stry, who is also a musician and an as-
piring playwright, to conduct an interview
with Mr. Khasu for our Special Culture
edition. Below is Mr, Martin's report:

"l had attended a couple of the group's
rehearsals prior to the public demonstra-
tion at Tubman High and was immensely
impressed by the hard work and intense
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concentration thac the young artisis were

putting inte it. Since their initial public
demonstration, the group has carried its

performances to Grand Cape Mount County

and Bong Mines and hoped to reach as

many parts of the country as possible.
"Mr. Kona Khasu, Blamadon's direc-

tor, has been kind enough to grant an

exclusive interview to LIBERIA magazine

in order to permit us to better acquaint
the public with the forces that inspired
Blamadon as well as the group's goals

and aspirations."

LIBERIA: Mp. Khasu, from what we have
seen, you are determined to develop a
theater in Liberia. Can you tell us what
impact a regularly performing theater is
likely to have on this society?

KHASU: Well, eh, 1 think that one
consider the impact of a vigorous theater
program at several levels., | think that one
level simply to provide a way of in-
forming the public, the audience; and it
could be any kind of information given to
the public. At another level, which would
be a higher level, is to motivate the public,
motivate the community, motivate the au-
dience that would seat in on these per-
formances. And ultimately, though, | think
a theater program in an African context
and | supposed in any developing country
is to provide a catalyst for national bwlq—
ing or national consciousness, in that in

can
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a counley  such  as  Liberia, and most
Afnican countries, you have a multi-othnic
situation,  whore  thore are sovoeral and

various groups of oulture in a larger and

smaller  contoxt, And you need to mode
thesoe  various oultures (ogothor into one
sohd  culture so that they can have one
goal, one aspiration and one way of

achieving \t,

Andl think a theater program helps.,
[tis not the only way, but it is one of the
most effective ways. 5o, in short, | think
Wt contributes to the development of a na-
tional consciousness which ultimately leads
to a unified developed country .

LIBERIA: How many members has Bla-
madon and what is the age range of those
members?

KHASU: Well, we have tried to delibera-
tely limit Blamadon to something around
15 to 16 persons. The reason is simply
for better control, since we have very
little finance, very litlle resources and
we have very litle time in that all of us
are either working full-time somewhere
else or students in other areas, and we
have only 3 hours a night; we cannot afford
to use a larger group, so we keep about
sixteen persons. These include musicians,
dancers, actors and we don't make any
real distinction between any -- a dancer
becomes a musician or becomes an actor
depending on the case. The ages can
range anywhere from 5 - my son is a
member; he's 5 years old and his younger
brother is 4 and he's a member also --
anywhere up to 40 or whatever,

LIBERIA: How would you assess Bla-
madon's scope in terms of the type of
materials you are likely to work with?
Or do you have in mind to produce musi-
cals and ballets or have you considered
doing works from places other than L.j-
beria? Or do you personally have any
particular preference as regards to forms
such as modern, realist, sub-realist,
ete,?

KHASU: Well, you know, Carlos, what
we are. We have studied drama and
theater professionally, | mean at the very
highest level here in Liberia, in the United
States and in England and we are fami-

lHar with all of these forms, but we have
doliberately avoided using any precon-
coivad form or any preconceiwved idea of
whalt theater (s
by an oulsider.

supposed to be as seen

What we are trying to develop is an
authentic theater based on our lLiberian
traditional concept of performing art, And
means we must almost totally
forget anything we know about forms or
theories about theater and start from
observing in a very empirical way what
is  happening when you go up lo Lofa
County or to Bomi Territory and you see
the people performing. They have theaters
there, they have music, they have dance,
What happens there? For long years,
these forms have been used toimpart
knowledge to the people, to impart under-
standing, to mode a group's attitude and
ethics, And this is what we are trying
to do; something they do, some way they
do it that makes them effective in con-
veying and creating a closely knit cul-
ture and community, in order for them to
have withstood the kind of hardship they
did,

by that, it

We are coming lo implement this.
We are beginning from observing the facts,

what's happening in Liberia today and
from there, later on, maybe, five or ten
years from now, we'll begin to theorize

about Liberian theater. You see, we are

now so, for example, we may take a
form, the story-teller form, which is
very popular in Liberia and popular all
over Africa. We take that form and we
observe that when a man takes that form,
he begins with a definite greeting to the
audience, he says one or two scenes in
the story and then he puts a song there
and the audience joins in the song and
starts singing. We are trying to look af
this form and see how it can be utilized
for modern Liberian theater perfor-
mances. So, you see, this is why we
call our group the Blamadon Theatre
Workshop, because it is a workshop in
that we are trying to discover the essence
of Liberian performing arts in terms of
theater .

So, as much as | would like to
speak to that question, | would not like fo
go into if at this point until after we have
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come up with some tatsy observations,
some concrete observations that we can
then compare to what we already know.
And right now, what is more familiar to
most people who studied drama would be
these western forms. ] might add, though,
ina partial answer to your question, we
are training a group in dance and dance

is movement according to time and music,
in

And we are trying them in dance,
speech and in improvisation - in crealing
characters - and these groups will be

able to take a play from Germany or an
English play or an American play and do
it. They are acquiring that skill to do any
play once it is for stage. So, it is un-
limited in that sense, however, our main

material 1s with the Liberian scene and
some other African countries, For ex-
ample, we are preparing to do Wole
Soyinka's play called "The Trials of

Brother Jero." We've been rehearsing
that now for a week and that's from Ni-
geria.

LIBERIA: Do you feel that the fact that
we don't have facilities to enable artists
to enter the theater on a full-time pro-
fessional basis is a problem facing the
development of theater in Liberia?

KHASU: Definitely, Carlos, Itis definite-~
ly a problem and people don't realize that
it is a problem in a very big way. And
what we are talking about is not facilities
in terms of paying actors lavish money
or they have films to do or those sort of
things. What we are basically looking for
is something like we don't have anywhere
to do the shows; when we work all night
for all week, five nights a week and we
prepare a show, we have to go and pay
huge sums of money to halls - and we
are not doing this for commercial pur~
pose. 1 think it is in the interest of the
masses and country for us to have a Vi-
gorous theater program, It is in the in-
terest of the national government to have
this, you see. But at this point, you know,
in the Liberian life, there is no place where
the government or the city has provided
and say alright, this is for cultural thing;
groups can go here and rehearse, all
you need to do is book up, go rehearse,
do your performances there; art exhibi-
tions can be held here, musical concerts
can be held and so forth,

The only place they had something
like that was the City Hall. Now, |
understand, you have to pay some money
to use it; in the past, you had to deposit
$50 and if you didn't destroy anything,
your money was returned. | think thai this
was a way of encouraging, not that a ot
of groups blossomed, but it could poten-
tially encourage groups such‘ as ours
and others which are trying to do some-
thing, but now that we have to pay money
don't have the money, it is a

and we e ‘
and it is a big handicap.

handicap,

LIBERIA: Would you like to see govern-
ment support a national theater?

KHASU: Certainly Carlos, | would like

to see government suppor{ a national
theater. | think that is going back tc my
theme of the use of theater in the whole
national development process; you see,
most times, government's policies and
plans cannot adequately be conveyed to
the vast population, to the masses, ifor
several reasons. One, it is in the form
which people don't understand, that is,
the written English; two, even if people
read it, very few people can compre-
hend what they read, even in a very
highly literate society and the Liberian
society is not that literate in English,
Three, if you put it in the newspaper,

very few people read the newspaper --
I think the circulation is something like
two to three thousand copies, maybe in
all, six thousand copies.

Now, very few people read it. But
if you put it in a form that the people
accept, the form that has high validity
and acceptibility to these people, then it
is easier for them to understand it in that
term in which they have been more ac-
customed to and that is, in terms of hav-
ing songs written that will talk about the
national aspirations; in terms of plays,
when you create actual live characters.
Let me give you an example. You could
sit here and on a platform lecture to a
group about sanitary and health and all
these things and they may or may not
hear or they may or may not understand

you, but you could then take the same
lecture, translate it into a story, get ac-

tors to act it out and show maybe the r‘e:-
sult; maybe in the play, somebody dies
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because of bad health condition. Sud-
denly. it is a strike, the images ~-- yes,
because it is dramatic -~ so this is the kind
of thing that can help to create a strong

citizenship and a thinking and understand-
ing cwizenship.

LIBERIA: Do you see any possibility of
there being a school for the performing
art in Liberia?

KHASU: Well, 1 would again wish to

consider the question only in the context
of if they are going to be utilized for the
popular arts. Because sometimes people
get the impression that when we speak of
art. we think of something that is so eso-
teric that only few people can understand

and so we create a school. a whole
school. in the University that is going to
train SY persons to cater to the taste of
one per cent of the population. Ilf this is
what it s tended to be, then | don't see
any reason to do that. But if it is going
lo be utilized to develop educational ma-
terials, to develop methods of teaching,

say, educational television where you can
have actors come in and prepare teach-

ing materials for the kids, where you
can have health workers! messages con-
vey through radio dramas or television

plays, where national messages of deve-

lopment can be conveyed and attitude
created and motivation ~- | mean this has
been done in several countries, | can
name & number of them. where they use
theater, music and dance to project the
image, a strong image, of the nation and
to mobilize the people, ]| refer primarily,
for example, to Guinea which is righl

next door to us, they use it a whole lot.
They have created a whole body of plays
and liferature and songs on the Guinean
National Development plans and objectives
and they have been very successful in
motivating the people. And | think it can
be done here. In those terms, yes, |
think we need to create a small training
program at the Unjversity to do this,
where it will help in educating our people,
LIBERIA: Sothen you feel that the artist
what is very essential in the education of
the artist, is a high level of social con-
sciousness?

KHASU: Yes. He has to be, Carlos.
You see, there is no way out. You see,
the artist by definition is a man of the

'
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He feels very intensely about the
in the street who is been tram-
he feels intensely about even
if the big man is being

people.
little man
pled upon;
the big man,
treated unjustly.

The artist is a kind of conscience of
his people, his race. And a true artist
is one who will not see injustice being
done to people and let it go by; and a
true artist is also one who's always with-
in the vanguard of his people, the common
man, he feels for them; he expresses
their aspirations; he's their barometer,
not only just telling the temperature of the
age but forecasting what is coming ahead.
This is what | think a true artist is, an
African artist, an artist in a developing
country, the Third World artist.

But those people who feel that an
artist is a peculiar being who should be
pampered, who should have peculiar ways
and dress differenily from the masses,
from the people, and behave all sorts of
way and they justify it, | think they are
just pampering maybe some crazy people.
And in that sense, that kind of artist is
crazy, but that's not the kind of artist I
am or would like to see in Liberia.

LIBERIA: Can you say something about
the spiritual value of the artist to the com-
munity ?

KHASUWU: Well, you know ,

the artist in

fact historically developed out of the
whole thing of the priest, the sharma,
where, before, way. way back in the

very beginning of time before our very,
very forefathers, before they went to
hunt, they got the priest and they went
through several ceremonies to prepare to
go and have a successiul hunt.

They would go and imitate the voices
of the animals, the ways the animals
walk and by this, they felt they could
better control these animals and when they
went out there, their hunt would be suc-
cessful, Opr i{f they saw something that
they could not explain, a mystery rock, a
tree or something that became the work
fouliithel Bnniest ' tol loome in and make it
understandable; so in the same way his-
torically, this thing has evolved to this point
where the artist is or should be a spiri-



tual leader; he must be upright, he must
be a good example for people to follow;
and he must follow the examples of the
people also, because it is from these
people that he has to learn to do his work.
This is why | feel that an artist cannot
live outside of his own environment too
long without losing his effectiveness. In
that sense, he's a real spiritual leader,

LIBERIA: Do you feel that the public,
the Liberian public, has any responsibili-
ty to our artists and to the development
of the arts in Liberia?

KHASU: A responsibility only in the
sense that they should encourage those
artists that they feel are in their interest
and who are working for them. And
these are the artists they should encou-
rage. They have the responsibility to see
a national theater develop, because it is
in their interest and the interest of the
nation. And if they are thoughtful [Libe-
rians, Liberians who are patroitic, who
want to see the country grow and deve-~
lop, then they will support those things
that contribute to the growth and develop-
ment of this country. But | don't think that
it is something that they are forced to do,
I think that it is something we artists
should try to develop by working harder,
by trying to publicize our works, trying
to get the people to come. | think more so,
the people who are really responsible to
see this thing forwarded are the people
in the news media because they are the
opinion-makers and so they have that re-
sponsibility to transmit the work of the
artists, explainit, criticize it, in fact, not

every artist, in fact all artists will make
mistakes now and then. And the news
media should be on their backs and

straighten them out if they are going on
the wrong track. And then the people will
come in and give their support.

LIBERIA: Thank you very much, Mr.
Khasu, I am sure that our audience have
found your statements very enlightening.
I know | have found them very enlighten-

ing. We shall, in keeping with your re-
quest that journalists promote the art, we
shall make a point to print this interview

in LIBERIA magazine.

COMING BLAMADON EVENTS

Festival of Liberian Dances - January '76

Murder In The Cassava Patch - April '76

Homage to Africa = July’ 176
Blamadon High School Theaire
Festival - October !76

Blamadon hopes to include the following
projects in its workshop:

1. Speech for teachers of L anguage Arts

2. Creative Dance, and Traditional Li-
berian and Musical Instruments

3 Re§earch and Documentation of lLi-
berian Arts and Culture for Possible

Integration and Utilisation in the School
System
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