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1. Introduction

cunicr, the French bom naturalised Nigerian, has done quite
Ma lot and has succeeded to a large extent in his use of
: language to delineate social class in Nigetia in the plays,
Barriers' and Chinyelu®. Chinyelu is modelled on Moliere's Don Juan
and reflects the writer’s familiarity with the classics and shows evi-
dence of his assimilation into the Nigerian society as well as his
understanding of the way Nigerians of various levels of education and
occupation behave and talk. Aside from attempting to make his char-
acters speak naturally as befits their levels of education and status in
life, Meunier's use of language is very figurative and at times even
poetic. The impression one has is of a highly educated writer whose
characters speak very cultivated language, and in the case of Chinyelu,
at times better than one would expect of them. Meunier succeeds
writing his plays in a language form which is at once simple and
complex, so that the average reader with the minimal educational
standard finds no problems with the texts.
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2. Barriers

‘The first thing that strikes the careful reader of Barriers is the
difference between the way Paul and John speak. Both are very edu-
catedb\mm_exewﬁveswhoﬁnddnmelvesmkatamdhrﬁu‘
mc!‘havetowmtmltilﬂnymallowdtopmbymeiﬂimhnvery
dutiful Timothy, the road keeper, who regulates the passage of cars.
coarse h;:;hn;sl Ofeduc:ﬁk t}ﬂmdmgmd Py Pﬂﬂm'iis ey

. ev on notwi ing. i
dicament, they say: . S

John: Two barriers keeping us out.

Paul: “This tree trunk and that man: we’re undone!

John: One concrete, one abstract but far more difficult to

: by- pass or cradicate! If only that old fellow would
understand. If only he knew us!

Paul: I If only he were dead! The rascal! The stupid idiot!
The moron! That lump! That dunderhead! That
mug! '

John: Paul Stop it. (pg 4.)

Paul's vuigarity in language also manifests itself when like the
typical ngenan businessman he offers Timothy a bribe to let them pass:

Paul: (going towards Timothy) Eh, you louse! (Holding
the paper out to him) Take this your scrap of paper
and let us pass on! (Shoving banknotes under his
nose making expressive gesgures) Fill your pockets,
while we empty ours. You don't have to do much!
Just lift this tree trunk only for a minute no more.
That would give us enough time to crawl through
and slip away! It's 5 Murtala for a minute’s work.
Well paid! Now hurry up! |
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Timothy: = You wan buy mel No good think master. Me un-
: - derstand well well! You no good! You no go! You -
24 houts go wait here! no much! (page 6).

Paul’s vulgarity embarasses his friend, John, when the former
describes his lust for Kuchelli, Timothy's daughter. Kuchelli who
pretends to be an illiterate village girl enjoys his ignorance of this fact
_ as this allows Paul reveal his lust in an earthy and almost poetic
language: '

Paul: ... ] must first taste her sweet lips, her gold tongue
and her black ebony thighs and what between them
lies. (P.16)

Hegoeson:.

Paul: 1 would screw her with such gusto!
I can hardly wait.

John: A beautiful and gracious gitl so good at repartee
cannot be had so easily. She demands respect. (P.
16) 1

It is not difficult for the honest Timothy to immediately assess the
characters of John and Paul from their utterances and when there was
an occassion to entrust his daughter, Kuchelli, to either of John and Paul,
the lot naturally falls on John. ,

: He_ tells Paul: “ You be bad man, master, you want break fencé-*
And latter:
“You no good man, you want buy me.”

But to John he says:

“You good, you gentle, so you to look up Kuchelli
like sister”. (p. 20)

Kutchelli also agrees that John is a better man when she says: “You
big brother to me ... (to Paul) you devil too much.” (p. 20)

They are not wrong in their assessment because aside from his crude
impolite language it is Paul who offers a bribe to Timothy. Paul thinks
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 Timothy is stpid, not kind, % offer them food and drink without

charging any money, suggesting that they take advantage of Timothy*
Mliﬂdwbauienndmkamy.ltishhnw}ncomselsagiin;
hsmddwemmdﬁsmyhavefmﬂmothy:'

John: * Do you know what will happen to i
poor Timothy if
we fled after mising the barries? d
Paul: s+ Let him be hanged for all I care!

Paul emerges as a typical rich and educated Nigerian. Heisarrogant
qndgmbbiahﬂeilomdeacendingbdnleupﬁvﬂqedinmiuy.}h
lu.hubmectforwomﬂehnnoqmlmanubﬁbetynﬂwwld
do it to get through all obstacles in his way. John hes some finesse. His
hlghetlcvelofedlmﬁonomﬂdbemspmsiblefmbishmilitynnd
tendency to show consideration for others. He recognises that though

" uneducated and unpolished Timothy could not be bribed and

that the likes of Timothy are not the savages. They may be rustic in

their attitude, but certainly not savage.
John: He is the kind of man who would offer the little he
has! With all the kindness at his command.
Paul: You believe that John? You with a Doctorate in
politics.
John: The so called savages, are far more kind-hearted

and well behaved than the rest of us! We are the
savages not they! We will barely spare a glance at
somebogy lying unconscious on the sidewalks ot
a}thecltystneets! Whereas they will do anything
within their power (P. 10).

_ Timothy and his brother use broken English, described as mranci
in the play. When Kuchelli poses as an illiterate village girl she alsc;
uses furanci. Like honest village folks their language sounds more real
than the rude language of Paul, for instance. When Kuchelli declares
het love for John and reveals her true identity as an English teacher in
a local school, she starts speaking like John and Paul. John observes:

John: Kuchelli, you are so fluent in your fluid pidgin I am
beginning to wonder which of your Englishesis the
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more real. The one you share with me seems so
artificial. Give me your love only on your pidgin
P.39) - o R . :

Meunier's deployment of language sh des to differentiate charac-
ters is very interesting indeed. Whereas the.educated Paul, John and
‘Kuchelli (the teacher) speak correct English which John agrees sounds
artificial, the illiterate village people: Timothy, his brother Alphonsus
and Kuchelli (the village girl) speak broken English (turanci) which
reveals their honesty und kindness. Language is therefore aptly uses to
reflect character and educatiopal level of the charactess in the play.
Meuniets language in Barriérs is very figurative. The title word
Barriers is metaphorical. It represents the various facets of the barriers
which man has erected between himself and his fetlow human being n
Nigeria and other parts of the world. John, the philosophical charachee
in the play explains the many kinds of barriers in the play. There ate

W oy o

their way, the language barrier, the status barrier, the education barrier, |

the barrier of misunderstanding and prejudice, the barrier of age, tribe
and sex which stand between people in everyday life (pp.2, 12, 13,24,
25, 35). . :

When John invites Timothy and his brother fo eat with himself and
Paul, Timothy he first declines, recognising the status-barrier between
them: ' t : :

John: _ ... Come and join us the three of you (speaking off). |

We must break the barriers of high and low.

Timothy: No! That for you, (Making gestures) You big peo-
ple. Read, write, count, we small small! (P.19).

Paul:  Icannot trust a bush girl (P.35).

The love affair which blossomed between John and Kuchelli help
to break some of the barriers at the end. In a very symbolic body
language (gestures), John and Kuchelli, celebrate the breaking of these
barriers in'a dance at the end of the play and each jumps over the

concrete barrier - the tree trunk with twe feet. They realise that barriers
in human relationships are man-made and can be broken. They theorize
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werthcmbivalmofbarﬁuswlﬁehcaxlddogoodtommd i
to othets. Kuchelli sings: : e

Barriers O! Barriers! Be you love barriefs. No
obstacles to men and women. But only to demons.
Who'd sepatate men from women. (P. 39)

B?r{ifrsisﬁxugfaptimagery.mfrmnmehnapofﬂwbarrier,
ﬂ\_eqv:hsedqxanlsrepammedmachildmdmwdassmhby
Timothy and his daughter Kuchelli.

These images and classical allusions give the pla i i
; y & certain densi
f:flanguagewhjchmnkesitappealtoaleanwduﬂimwhﬂeg
qurmnlm:_iobsm;c?hngmgeofhulwmﬁdappulmapopular
audience. It is surprising that most of the classical allusions are made

by Paul, |

The play also hasa fair dose of humour found mainly in the language

yin

lc:m:. wheh talking about his broken appointment causedby the delay
says:

My Chairman won't make a hole in my
arsc because I have already one (p.7).
Remarking about Timothy"s attitude to his offer of a bribe he says:
Listen to his litany: Docs he want
a certificate for being honest (p.8.).
Paul’s statements quotéd above added to John’s statement quoted
below create humour and reflect the Nigerian setting:”

John: o1 !_:oy, read for yourself... You see
* the kind of peppersoup we've landed
in (p. 4).
Paul's deacﬁption of the sound of the frogs is also humourous:
Can you hear the concert of the frogs?
a foggy rhepsody in B flat (p. 18).
Clearly some of the expressions used above and others in the
rypi?al of educated Nigerian English. The description of thcm
music of the frogs exemplify Paul’s contact with civilisation. It is

27 .



[rEe

interesting to note that John's statement ig just humourous whlle Paul’s
combinhe some sarcasm with a tendency to show-off his learning and
lack of finesse. ! I
‘Meuniers erratic punctuation in Barriers cannot go unnoticed. A
casual look at the passages quoted above reveals disj?inwd sentences
and fragments featuring a preponderance of exclamation :parks whete
fuﬂstopsmdotherpmcmaﬁmmarlmomﬂdhavebéu?q!oreappropn-
ate. Could this be the writers way of presenting tlwchlldlsmemofﬂw
educated Nigerians o their lack of finesse and kindness? Capital letters
are used indiscriminately and small lettets are even used to start
sentences ot sentence fragments. The playwright may be exclaiming
and inviting his readers to exclaim at the behaviour.of the so-f:alled
educated Nigerians except that John's sentences also feature this ten-
dency to speak in phrases and sentence fragments. -
is clumsiness in syntax could also be viewed as indexical features
whzimmtleal the writer’s superior knowledge of his native French rather
than English syntax. .
3. Chinyelu
i inues his differentiation of character through language
in WM&EWM appear to have succeeded as well as he did
with this style in Barriers. T ,

Chinyelu, the heroine of the play, speaks educated English display-
ing a knowledge of the classics and other fields of knowledge. She is

- anheiress and there is no doubt that her defiance and contempt for men’
“filter through in her language. Like Shakespeare's tragic heros , the

female version of Moliere's DonJuan speaks.in soplustxcated i!nagery.
The poetry of Chinyelu’s language is unmistakable in this instance
when she describes the beast called man:

Chinyelu: ... The beast will do all he can to pluck the flower
which he regards as the most precious of all! When
he has drunk from your adorable lips, pollen and
nectar, the Ambrosia of love; he will reject you; like
afaded flower, he will leave you alone in the world.
with a momento of himself in your belly (P. 9);
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Equally-fresh is her figurative description of the male and female
sex instruments: : ;

Chinyelu: A bird, yes! A bird of ill omen, keen only on its
own pleasure when it nestles down in the cosy little

. nest, which stupidly we lend to him!
When speaking to her disappointed lover Emeka, a fallen Seminar-

ian whom she seduced out of the priesthood, she shows no sympathy -
rather her language is full of mockety as she demands thapks from him -

for the part she has played in his life.
Chinyelu: I pulled you out of the prison in which you were
stagnating...

-« | made you throw away the skimpy frock in
which you were choking. (P. 12)

For this she detnands thanks and puts up a strange feminine bluff
which would scandalize even the women she is trying to liberate.

Chinyelu: You must understand Emeka. My heart is too big
to become attached to only one man. Give the
othets a chance and let them enjoy my body as you
have (p12).

Chinyelu is revealed in her language as the defiant woman who is
out to conquer as many men as she can as a revenge for men’s
subjugation of women. In her “book of records™ she has recorded 154
including a Brazilian and a Chinese. Her language is permissive to the
point of embarrassing her maid and mother. Ngozi, Chinyelu's maid
describes her thistress as a “she-devil, more enigmatic than the sphinx;
u spider waiting for her prey, a heretic and wickedness” herself. Ngozi
describes Chinyelu’s life-pursuit in this manner:

Her only pleasure is to conquer, to posses a man and get a kick out
of secing him enslaved and crawling at her feet to win her favour.
Quickly she sets her heart on somebody else: For her it is just another
victory in her book of records. And that book is no small book. Love
for her is only a sport and also a trap... ing without restraint
anywhere from North to South and West to East.(p7)

It is for this reason that Ngozi labels Chinyelu as:
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A female Don JUAN and Casanova all in one. A female Narcissus
to crown it all worshipping her own body."(p16) '

One is forced 0 wonder from where Ngozi gets her classical
allusions and images; Chinyelu herself observes::

You frighten me Ngozi... How can a country girl
like you who did not go beyond primary school
know the existence of Don Juan and Casanova!
And of Narcissus (P, 16).

It is as if a literary artist speaks through the mouth of Ngozi. Toa
large extent Ngozi's language does not befit her level of education and
status in life and she couldn’t have gotten this from her mistress close
as she may be to this mistress who is educated. Meunier also succeeds
in making the humble Innocent and his bride, Comfort, speak in pidgin,
s0 does the tailor Friday. Here again Innocent’s sincerity sounds better
in pidgin than in the educated artificial English of Ngozi and her

Equally unnatural is the language used by the Moslem beggar who
refuses to make the sign of the croés for food or deny the existence of
God for money. 'I‘lwelaboratosyntaxoftlwbeggansoutofjomtwnh
the character portrayed. In the following conversation between
Chinyelu and the beggar, the italicised portions show a use of English
that is quite sophisticated:

Beggar: But Madam I am Moslem... Pork meat is.hatam...
strictly forbidden by the Koran! and so is beer!
These two things should never enter my mouth,
much less go down my throat!

Chinyelu: And you pretend to be hungry! What sort of hunget
is yours. Follow me! Even the thought of a pork
roast should make your mouth water!

Beggar: Tamnot going. Ihadbeuerdiethaneatharamfoad!
(p 36). '

One would have expected a normal Muslim beggar to speak in
pidgin mixed with some sprinkling of Arabic if he is a leamed one.

Fhis brings us to the question of punctuation. The three speeches
above reveal a problem with punctuation. Chinyelu’s second sentence
above would normally have attracted a question msrk rather than a full
stop while the other | two senmnces would normally end with full stops.

Theﬁrstsmtmceofﬂwquotedspeechlsmeotﬂymctlmtoouldbe
pmcnmtedwnlhnnemlamanmmarkmshow Chinyelu's surprisc at
the beggar’s refusal to eat anything. The beggat’s first speech also
features this tendency to end every sentence with an exclamation mark
even when it is a statement without implication. The last speech of the
beggar features faultless syntax but the reason for ending the second
sentence with an exclamation mark can hardly be theorized. Suffice it
to say that Meunier has an idiosyncrasy of style which exhibits a
preference for exclamation marks. Pethaps his sutprise at the way
human beings behave could serve as an explanation for this tendency.

In Chinyehi, therefore, Meunier's use of language as a way
ofportraying character succeeds very well in the choice of language
Chinyelu speaks. This lady carries her defiance up to the level of
abusmg her own mother and her seductive act to the point of challeng-
ing the stone giant, her village juju, to a sexual combat whete she meets
her demise. Language as a means of delineating characters does not
succeed well in the portrayal of Ngozi, the maid, and the beggar.
However, the couple Innocent and Comfort and the tailor speak a
language that appears natural to their level of ¢ducation and status, The
language of the Chinese Chunchang aptly suggests his origin while the
American Juscelino also speaks in a language approptiate to someone
from the American continent. But there appears to be a certain mark of
exaggeration in almost every charactet's use of language. Chinyelu’s
shameless description of her sex life and conquests embarrasses rather
than entertains. One wonders whether even a professional sex- wotker
could count as many as 154 lovers. Her description of the instruments
of her male lovers and their performance score smacks of scatology. So
does the language of Juscelino who claims to have had thirieen rounds.
Only Ngozi and the Chinese appear to show some modesty in their
choice of words when talking about the affairs of Chinyelu.
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4. Summary and Conclusion

This paper has attempted o examine the language of Meunier's
physBavmrsandChimclu.IthnsbemabletoslnwﬂmMumlets
language features a peculiarity of style with a predominance of excla-
matien marks. The paper theorizes that the playwright tries to repre-
sent his surprise at the behaviour of human beings by frequent use of
the exclamation. Secondly, the paper has identified three areas of
language usage: the learned figurative and formal language of educated
Nigerians, the pretentious language of some educated Nigerians who
try to make up for their lack of finesse by the use of classical allusions,
the pidgin English of the less educated and almost illiterate Nigerians
and that spoken by Non-Nigerians which is a curious kind of pidgin.
These kinds of English are used to identify the speakess and reflect
their characters, educational backgrounds and their origins. Language
is also used for humour and to reflect the idioms and peculiar expres-
sionsof the Nigenmmvnronmmt.'l‘hepaperconcludesﬂmtluwnter 8
use of language for the purposes above succeeds more in Barriers than
in Chinyelu and that even with these language levels the plays are
strongely accessible to a wide range of audience.-
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