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Abstract: This article explores the thematic and stylistic elements that unify Femi Osofisan’s three plays—Midnight Hotel
(1985), The Album of the Midnight Blackout (1994), and Fiddlers on a Midnight Lark (2006)—as a trilogy despite the playwright
not explicitly categorizing them as such. Through an in-depth analysis of the motif of “midnight” and the omnipresent “Petronaira
Band,” this study provides insight into how these elements serve as metaphors for economic and political transgressions, sexual
decadence, and religious and scientific charlatanism. The implications of these findings contribute significantly to the
understanding of Nigerian socio-political critique in contemporary drama.
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Introduction

Femi Osofisan has long employed drama as a lens to
critique Nigerian society. His works reflect the
complexities of a nation grappling with identity,
corruption, and stagnation. As one of Nigeria’s most
prolific and socially conscious playwrights, Osofisan
frequently draws from contemporary realities, using his
platform to challenge authority and advocate for reform.
He is known not just for telling stories, but for provoking
thought and inciting a re-evaluation of moral and political
systems. In his view, art is not merely for aesthetic
appreciation but is also a call to action.

The plays under review—Midnight Hotel, Midnight
Blackout, and Fiddlers on a Midnight Lark—operate not
just as narratives but as symbolic enactments of Nigeria's
struggles. Through the metaphor of "midnight,” Osofisan
conveys the darkness that pervades political, economic,
religious, and scientific spheres. In literature, metaphor
is a vehicle of imaginative transformation. Osofisan uses
midnight not merely as a time of day but as a liminal zone
where chaos thrives and truth is obscured. It is within
this spectral timeframe that masks are donned, deals are
struck, and values are undermined.

This metaphor reflects the lived experience of many
Nigerians who feel trapped in perpetual night—where
institutions fail, leaders mislead, and morality collapses.
As observed in Midnight Hotel, the Petronaira Band
declares:

“This place was built as a house of sin / In the
year Nineteen Hundred and Fourteen, / It had just three
rooms at the beginning / But we have since added
another sixteen.”

This sardonic lyric does not merely describe a fictional
hotel; it encapsulates Nigeria’s postcolonial condition.
The amalgamation of disparate regions in 1914, the
relentless expansion of governance structures, and the
compounding of systemic failures all contribute to a
society caught in metaphorical darkness. The hotel itself
becomes a metaphor for the Nigerian state—a place where
ethics are negotiable and history is both lived and
lampooned.

Indeed, the “reception space” that the Petronaira Band
humorously references becomes a political symbol. As the
band narrates:

“Thus it was, in a faraway land / In a once
familiar time / That thugs came to power / With the
people’s desire.”

This excerpt directly ties the rise of corrupt leadership to
a complicit citizenry. Osofisan does not solely assign
blame to those in power but critiques societal apathy that
permits political infractions and moral decay. In doing so,
he extends the metaphor of midnight to reflect collective
inertia.

Osofisan, like many committed African writers, performs
the dual roles of historian and prophet. His work is not
merely performative but transformative. By staging the
grotesque and absurd through midnight’s lens, he forces
a reckoning with uncomfortable truths. Literature
becomes, in his hands, both mirror and map—reflecting
the present while guiding us toward a possible dawn. He
does not propose easy solutions; rather, he urges his
audience to confront the unsettling reality that change
begins with awareness.

Moreover, Osofisan’s use of satire and irony allows him to
present grim truths under the guise of humor. The absurd
characters in the plays—such as Jimoh, the caricatured
hotel manager, and Bicycle, his comically naive
assistant—are not mere comic relief. They are grotesque
embodiments of institutional decay and collective apathy.
Their antics are laughable but deeply unsettling, for they
reveal a society complicit in its own undoing. Bicycle’s
repeated misunderstanding of events and Jimoh’s
flamboyant misuse of power highlight the tragedy of a
citizenry disoriented by misrule.

In Fiddlers on a Midnight Lark, the recurrence of these
characters in slightly varied forms underscores the
cyclical nature of Nigerian dysfunction. By recycling
characters and scenarios, Osofisan emphasizes how
history repeats itself when lessons remain unlearned.
Midnight, then, becomes not just a metaphor for
darkness, but for stagnation—the paralysis of progress
under the cloak of night.

This study repositions Osofisan’s trilogy within the
continuum of Nigerian political and moral consciousness.
It argues that midnight is not only a stylistic motif but
also a thematic core around which Osofisan builds his
indictment of postcolonial decay. In doing so, he invites
readers and audiences alike to confront the nation’s
metaphorical night and seek, however dimly, a return to
the light. Through this lens, Osofisan emerges not only as
a playwright but as a chronicler of collective despair and
a herald of possible redemption.

Literature Review:

Prior analyses often consider each play in isolation, but
this study deepens the understanding by examining the
trilogy as an interlinked commentary. Scholars such as




Emmanuel Adeleke and Bosede Afolayan discuss
Osofisan's use of music and satire, while Adeyemi and
Ajidahun focus on his thematic concerns with corruption
and resistance. Yet, the metaphorical function of
midnight itself has been underexplored.

New Historicist critics like Stephen Greenblatt argue that
literary texts are cultural documents shaped by and
shaping their socio-political contexts. When applied to
Osofisan’s work, this theory emphasizes the ways his
plays serve not only as artistic expressions but as
interventions in Nigeria’s historical narrative. Osofisan’s
theatrical style, marked by Brechtian influences and
Yoruba performance traditions, enables him to blend
satire with historical allusion.

Other scholars such as Aihevba and Odia focus on the
importance of music as a critical narrative device, a theme
woven into the Midnight plays. Meanwhile, Eunice
Adeighon explores Osofisan’s spatial representation of
society’s dysfunctions, noting how settings like the hotel
or private residences act as mirrors of societal malaise.
The contribution of these critics provides a scaffold upon
which this research expands by emphasizing the
centrality of metaphor and the midnight motif in linking
diverse thematic threads.

Methodology

This study utilizes a qualitative, interpretive methodology
rooted in literary analysis and cultural criticism. The
plays were subjected to close textual reading, identifying
recurring imagery, symbols, character archetypes, and
spatial arrangements. The methodological approach
integrates New Historicism to contextualize the plays
within Nigeria's turbulent political epochs—from the post-
colonial years through military regimes and into the early
21st century.

Additionally, the study draws on comparative literary
frameworks by juxtaposing Osofisan’s technique with
those of other African dramatists like Wole Soyinka and
Ngugi wa Thiong’o. Secondary materials including journal
articles, reviews, theses, and interviews were consulted to
offer a more robust academic foundation. The
triangulation of literary theory, historical context, and
thematic critique helps illuminate the broader cultural
significance of Osofisan’s metaphoric deployment of
midnight.

Findings

4.1 Midnight as Political Metaphor: Midnight,
the hour of concealment, embodies political treachery in
Nigeria. In Midnight Hotel, the very name of the hotel built
in 1914—the year of Nigeria's amalgamation—serves as a
metaphor for the country's flawed foundation. The
alignment of spatial setting with historical moment
reinforces the view that the seeds of Nigeria’s dysfunction
were sown from inception.

Electoral manipulation is dramatized as comic but
unsettling farce. The lyrics from the Petronaira Band

mock leaders who come to power only to plunder. Coup
plots, civil war memories, and dictatorial excesses are
echoed through characters who personify historical
archetypes. By engaging in parody and symbolic dialogue,
Osofisan makes clear that politics in Nigeria is theatre—
tragic, absurd, and recurring.

4.2 Economic Infractions: Jimoh and his
management of the hotel stand in for bureaucrats who
profit from the system’s breakdown. The “round nineteen”
rooms, a nod to Nigeria’s state creation history, satirize
government expansion as meaningless administrative
bloat. Asibong and other characters are transactional;
everything has a price, and even virtue is up for
negotiation.

Economic metaphors are not limited to currency. The
commodification of space and people within the Midnight
Hotel parallels the commodification of Nigerian
institutions. Nepotism, bribery, and impunity are
dramatized not through lectures, but through the
ludicrous logic of the hotel’s operations.

4.3 Sexual and Moral Decay: In Midnight
Blackout, morality becomes a currency just like cash. The
symbolic blurring of a private home into a metaphorical
Midnight Hotel demonstrates how no space is safe from
corruption. Sexual acts are stripped of intimacy and
rendered as economic exchanges, particularly for women
whose identities are commodified.

The sexual metaphor is also political—leaders seduce the
masses with lies, exploit their loyalty, and abandon them
in darkness. Scenes where characters joke about
promiscuity are darkly ironic, exposing a culture where
vice is normalized and virtue ridiculed.

“4.4 Religious Hypocrisy and Scientific Fakery:
Osofisan expands his critique by showing how even the
supposed bastions of morality—churches, mosques, and
academia—are corrupted. Characters who pose as
prophets or scientists engage in snake-oil rhetoric.
Miracles are marketed. Spirituality becomes a service
industry, and truth is irrelevant if performance suffices.

The motif of midnight enables these critiques because it
is a time when the sacred is profaned. Darkness conceals
not just illicit sex or political crimes but also intellectual
and spiritual fraudulence. Osofisan warns that if every
realm of society succumbs to this darkness, the dawn
may never arrive.

Discussion

The metaphor of midnight offers a rich symbolic register
that transcends the literal. It is a metaphorical time zone
where Nigeria dwells—a place of prolonged darkness, not
just physically but ethically and spiritually. Osofisan’s
application of midnight is deeply diagnostic, presenting
the nation not as inherently doomed but as trapped in a
cycle of self-perpetuated gloom.

The Petronaira Band acts as a chorus of conscience,
narrating and often ridiculing the descent into absurdity.




Their omnipresence throughout the plays gives structure
to chaos. Like griots, they recount history, but unlike
passive chroniclers, they mock it and demand
accountability. This blending of satire, history, and
metaphor aligns with New Historicist notions of text as
cultural artifact.

Additionally, the plays underscore the complicity of
ordinary citizens in sustaining the midnight. Whether
through passive silence, laughter at the grotesque, or
participation in the decay, the public is portrayed not just
as victim, but as enabler. The metaphor thus turns
inward: midnight is not only imposed from above but
incubated below.

Conclusion

Osofisan's trilogy represents more than theatrical
entertainment; it is a chronicle of Nigeria's descent into
metaphorical midnight. Through music, metaphor, and
mise-en-scene, he builds a damning yet hopeful critique,
urging audiences to wake from societal slumber. The
metaphor of midnight is thus not only dramatic but
diagnostic—suggesting that before progress can be made,
the darkness must be named.

The study affirms that Osofisan’s use of metaphor, satire,
and performance renders him a dramatist not merely of
protest, but of prognosis. His plays do not end with tidy
resolutions because real-life Nigeria offers none. Instead,
they function as living documents, compelling their
audiences to resist complicity, to see through the
masquerade, and to reclaim the day.

Future research may examine how modern directors
reinterpret these metaphors for contemporary audiences,
how students of Nigerian drama engage with the
symbolism of midnight, and what broader lessons global
audiences can extract from Osofisan’s deeply local but
universally resonant work.
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