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Abstract 
This study explores the fate of total theatre as expressed in festival tourism in a 

pandemic. There is always a disruption of economic activities during a pandemic 

on the scale that COVID-19 has been on since 2019. In order to contain the 

pandemic and save lives, the government, in following expert advice and 

guidelines from health practitioners and organizations like the World Health 

Organization, insisted on a lockdown and social distancing orders, that restricted 

movements and public gatherings. This has also affected festival tourism events 

like the Calabar Festival. This also questions the fate of total theatre practice, which 

this study ascertained is evident in festival tourism, during and after a pandemic. 

Using the literary methodology, this study found out that there is indeed an 

existentialist threat to festival tourism which houses the total theatre expression. 

The study therefore made the following recommendations that government’s 

policy must be accentuated with the sole aim of defeating a potential pandemic 

before it spread to the magnitude of being labeled a pandemic. Government must 

be proactive and start preparing for any potential disease outbreak and curtain 

and exterminate it as soon as it starts. Government around the world must be more 

corporative in their response to future disease outbreak to curtail its spread. This 

paper deals with the fate of total theatre performances and festival tourism in the 

era of Covid 19 pandemic. The cross of this paper are to investigate the harms and 

negative effects on the theatre and entertainment industry that has gain positivity 

on the economy sector of a country. Its setback, gains. To arrive at a result data 

was collected from resource persons, personal documentaries, literary materials 

and desk review of secondary materials This study has show how devastating a 

pandemic can be to the organization of festival tourism events. Finally, a 

resolution on the way out and forward was recommended to curtail future 

diseases outbreak. 

 

Keywords: Carnival, COVID 19, Total Theatre, Tourism, Coronavirus and Festival 

Theatre. 

mailto:kingsley.anyira@yahoo.com


South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                      Vol.4 No. 2 June, 2021 
 

The Fate of Total Theatre Performance in Festival Tourism in a Pandemic Era:  The Calabar Experience  272 

Introduction 

The showcasing of the totality of all the various reproduction or representation of the 

theatre in festival is not only entertaining, but it is educating therapeutic and at the same 

time economically profitable. The theatre, an offshoot of festival practice that predates 

modern times, has been an art form that always wants to showcase its eclectic nature in its 

totality. African theatre is the epitome of that eclectic nature of the theatre. It is the perfect 

example of the total theatre. The concept of the total theatre is the coming together of 

different art forms like drama, dance, costume, masquerade display, singing, music and 

most importantly, an active audience participation. 

 

This is the typical African theatrical display. Though the early European scholars like Ruth 

Fenigan denied claims that Africa has a well developed theatre tradition, African scholars 

like Niyi Ogunbiyi has been able to substantiate that. Of a fact, African theatre is well 

developed and has been on display for centuries before the coming of the Europeans to 

African shores. These African scholars were able to trace African theatre to the festival 

celebrated by them in their communities, element of role plays and impersonation, with a 

clear story line, is found in the masquerade display in the African festivals.  

 

The festivals today has evolved and now serves vicarious motives, one of them being the 

tourism. Festival tourism, which is a concept that evolved in the 1980s, now plays a huge 

economic role in the communities, regions and countries that have been able to harness 

their potentials. Tourism, which is one of the biggest and most diverse industries in the 

world, has been used as a means to either diversify the economy of a destination or as the 

main economic source of the destination. There has been a steady growth of the tourism 

sector from the abyss of the World Trade Center terrorist attack in New York City, USA, 

in 2001 and the global recession between 2006 to 2008, contributing 3.0-3.3% to the global 

GDP in 2019. 

 

This positive trend was devastatingly halted in 2020 by the coronavirus pandemic that 

swept throughout the world, causing countries to shut down their economies. The 

pandemic has expose the volatility of the tourism sector to external mitigating forces. And 

it has brought to mind how festival tourism, which showcases the total theatre we have 

embraced would survive a pandemic. This fear was a reality to us as different festival 

tourism events were cancelled. Events like the Calabar Festival were a victim of the 

pandemic. We must now not only question its fate but also recommend ways that its likes 

could be sustained through a pandemic, so that they can continue to make the 

contributions to the economy that they have been making. 
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Methodology 

This study will employ the literally methodology. The quantitative method of analysis will 

be used to analyze and discuss the data collected. This will enable this study present the 

findings in a logically defined method. 

 

Festival 

From generation to generation man existed and lived together practicing a cultural belief 

system which most likely has its origin from unrecognized sources. According to ABC 

Duruaku (2011:4) the more "primitive" a people are, the purer and the more they exhibit 

the common destiny, phenomenon that drives them to think alike and unwittingly feel a 

kinship, irrespective of colour and distance. This kinship and communal 

relationship/living feels to what they do, is not just a sign of identity but has been a thing 

of pride that they rarely want to give up.  

 

This goes to say that man in its likeness has an innate mentality that binds them together 

irrespective of race and colour but bonded by the environment. This environment has a 

way of uniting their mindset. Through belief system using dance, patterns, costume, 

language, music, songs, incantations and even farming patterns; they are bonded and lived 

a shared lifestyle. As they grapple with environmental they seek to dominate and 

subjugate to their advantage, they employ the aforementioned activities to appease 

suppose forces that are in charge of the environment. The continuous performance of these 

appeasement became a rite of passage which graduated to festival performances. 

 

Festival performances has therefore been part of man’s routine. While these rites were first 

performed to appease environmental forces, he become part of the entertainment feature 

of man. As they would gather to sing and dance. They also celebrate their harvest or the 

harvest seasons. These festive acts accentuate the fact that man has always been organizing 

festivals. This was given more credence by Duruaka (2011:7) when he postulated that 

"man’ need to aggregate a chosen moments to "share or celebrate" produced festival 

activities. Continuing he said "humanity is about celebrating together.” This is to say that 

celebration is in our culture and in most cases what we celebrate could be tagged "festival".  

 

Festival, therefore, is an occasion for communal celebration in presenting cultural 

performances, exhibitions or competitions. While it must be said that time and civilization 

has affected most of these festivals celebrated by our forebears, it’s content is still loyal to 

its founding fathers.This is a common phenomenon, people and time will always bring 

modification and innovation to things. 
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Total Theatre: 

According to Bode Osanyin (1998:154), total theatre is an assemblage of all African art form 

in highly concentrated, heightened and dynamic theatre events. By this definition, Osanyin 

is making a claim that total theatre is the bringing together of African art forms like dance, 

music, costume, masquerading, street dance, audience participation in a single theatrical 

performance. The African theatre is very dynamic and quite different from what the 

Western theatre offers in term of content. The robustness of the African theatre is not only 

in its eclecticism but also in its aforementioned individual components. While each of its 

component like dance can be theatre in itself, the African theatre can and in most cases 

brings together all other art forms in the mood of the Brechtian theatre into one 

performance space. But it must be acknowledged that the African Theatre predated the 

Brechtian theatre, as the African theatrical art forms have its roots from the ancient 

festivals. 

 

African total theatre explores the eclectic qualities of African indigenous theatrical forms 

in which music, dance and its topicalities are not only well blended but also explores the 

riches of Africa oral tradition in myths, epic, poems which sings the praises of heroic 

ancestors. 

 

Tourism 

Tourism is an element of culture as nearly every tourist events involve certain culture-

related aspect and content. It could be viewed from the broadest standpoint as tourist 

activities irrespective of the obvious benefit. It is a unique type of expedition with profiling 

of the cultural tourists. Tourism is broad and can be viewed differently by people of 

different discipline. For the purpose of the paper, we will discuss tourism from its cultural 

perspective. 

 

Tourism is the temporary movement of people to destination outside their places of work 

and residence, the activities undertaken during their stay in these destination, and the 

facilities created and services provided to cater for their needs (Collins – Kreiner & Wall, 

2015). Tourism is defined as people travelling abroad for period of over 24 hours (Vijaya, 

2016).It involves the motivations and experiences of the tourists, the expectations of and 

adjustments made by residents of recipient areas and the roles played by the numerous 

agencies and institutions which intercede between them (Collins – Kreiner & Wall, 2015). 

Tourism is a multifaceted phenomenon which involves movement to and stay in 

destination outside the normal place of residence. 
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In the 1980’s, cultural tourism, though not distinguished for tourism in general, was 

understood as visit to important sites as prioritized and the participation in the events 

which may be generally associated with culture. To give credence to this, Marczak 

(2000:47) posits that “cultural tourism, most of all involves visit to places of high cultural 

values, related to historical antecedence, constituting human cultural heritage. Hence, it 

involves visit to landmarks of architecture, archaeological sites, places related to famous 

people, artistic exhibition, art galleries etc.” 

 

Medlik(1995:81) further posited that tourism could be said to have taken place when an 

individual or group of persons undertake a visit motivated by interest or curiosity to a 

place for fulfillment, investigation and entertainment. A trip to places of artistic and 

historical value, visit to museums and galleries, journey undertaken in order to participate 

in artistic performance and other cultural events can be termed as tourism. 

 

According to data from the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), in 

2019, international tourist arrivals reached 1.5 billion, a 4 percent increase over 2018, 

consolidating a ten year record where tourism grew faster than the world economy as a 

whole. Domestic tourism added a further 8.8 billion arrivals. This sector generated 1.5 

trillion in Dollar in export and employed one in ten people directly or indirectly before the 

Covid-19 pandemic. 

  

Festival as Theatre 

Festival refers to the celebration or commemoration of a feast, event, or community 

gathering, centring on a unique feature or theme of such community. It may be a 

celebration in honour of a god, deity, hero or event at special times set aside by the 

community. A festival could also have an historical, cultural or religious root (Eseovwe, et 

al, 2020). Festivals are occasions used to remember and celebrate special events in the life 

of a people. They are populated by merry making, dance and masquerade performances. 

In Africa, it is mostly celebrated in honour of the deities that are venerated by the people. 

They are also celebrated in honour of ancient legends and mythical figures to acknowledge 

their past heroic acts that have helped sustain the people’s existence. Festival can also be 

celebrated to mark the end of year and the beginning of another one, the harvest season 

and the installation or coronation of a new king or the conferment of a chieftaincy title 

 

While these festivals are celebratory and ritualistic, research has substantiated that African 

theatre and drama has its root from them. Theatre is the imitation of action on stage for an 

audience who are either passive or active participants. Theatre or drama is an 

impersonating act whose root can be traced to the ritual performance of ancient times.  The 
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theatre in Nigeria also has it root in ritualistic performances that were part of the society.  

Theatre and drama are not separated from the society. Thus the need to adapt to 

environmental challenges compelled man to evolved division of labour along lines of 

specialization of tasks such as strategy planning, food gathering, war and celebration of 

victory over enemies and so on. These led to rites involving dances which enhanced the 

achievement of desires through auto suggesting induced by these ritual. Regularity of 

these rites resulted in their becoming rituals. 

 

It is these rituals that is reveling and role played and added to that which formed what we 

today know as festivals and carnival. The festivals of old were in veneration of the deities 

who men of old attributed certain powers to.  This position was aligned with by Austin 

Asagba in his discussion of Roots of African Drama. He posited that the root or birthing of 

African drama has four approaches: the colonial approach, the evolutionary approach, the 

Divine approach and the Relativistic approach. In discussing the evolutionary approach, 

he stated that: 

drama (theatre) in Africa developed from man’s need to control and 

dominate the natural and unforeseen forces that co-habits the world 

around him. Through ritual propitiation and sacrifices, which evoke 

element of magic and spiritual possession, man dominates and 

empathizes with the repressive and unpredictable forces of nature. With 

time, festivals which are the culmination of these rites become the unit of 

joyous celebrations (as well as an occasion for social and communal 

integration) against the capricious forces that seek to annihilate him 

(1986). 

 

Today, most of these festivals has evolved from its ritualistic tendencies, as man has found 

other means to conquer the seen and unseen forces that try to annihilate them with 

technology and civilization. These does not take away the fact that some festivals are still 

ritualistic, like the Osun Osogbo Festival, celebrated by the Oduas of Yoruba extraction. 

The festival celebrates the Yoruba goddess of fertility, Osun. The venerators appease the 

deity with singing, drumming, dancing and other performances for two weeks in the 

month of August each year at the sacred Osun Groove, Osogbo. The festival which started 

over 600 years ago is still an integral part of the life of all Oduas all over the world. It is not 

just a coming together for them, but it is like a spiritual pilgrimage akin to the ones embark 

on by the Christians to Jerusalem and the Muslim to Mecca. 

 

Like earlier stated, festivals today are mostly celebratory. One of them that we have now 

is the Calabar Festival of Cross River State which started as a drive from the people though 
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the state government engineers a tourism culture. The Calabar Festival which started in 

2004 houses Africa’s biggest street party, the Carnival Calabar.  

 

Drama and theatre are up-shoot of festival. Elements of theatre are found in festivals. 

Research has substantiated this fact. The storytelling, role-playing, costume, dance, make-

up, architecture and audience participation are all elements of theatre and drama are found 

in festival. The first recorded theatrical performance was in the Greek Dionysian Festival 

of the 5th century. This shows how integral festival was to the emergence of theatre and 

drama.  

 

Given the above, we can safely adduce that festival is theatre. Its theatrical elements are 

sufficiently substantiated. Festivals are elaborated theatre that transforms all the 

participants to unimaginable realms, both spiritually, emotionally and psychologically. 

The participants, the performers and the spectators, leave the festival venue well 

entertained and enlightened. This is what theatre aims to achieve with every performance. 

 

Festival as Tourism 

Festival today has evolved into a more complex form of activities or events. It is no longer 

the straight-jacket kind of event that just seeks to venerate and extol a deity, legendary 

figure or mark a day of significance in the life of a people. It now encompasses other events 

into its celebration. Waldemar Cudny describe festival as “varied, uncommon events, 

unconnected with work, they celebrate elements significant in the life of a given 

community, consolidating it, they are often related to the culture and religion of local 

communities, often consist of different social and cultural events, they are often regular 

events connected with arts and culture. Sometimes they are combined with competitions” 

(2013, p. 118). 

 

There are so many festivals that falls into this description today. The Calabar Festival, the 

Nottinghill Carnival, the Rio De Jaenrio Carnival, the T & T Carnival, the Caribbean 

Carnival, to mention but a few. These festivals are not only world-renowned festivals, but 

they have been displaying the culture of their countries to world audience.  

 

The Hungarian Festival Association describes festival as “an event, whose aim is to 

provide joint entertaining or leisure-time experience of high quality for the audience, 

focusing on one or more topics, being organized regularly at one or more scenes, with 

cultural, art, gastronomical, sport or other programmes” (2009). This definition takes into 

cognizance other events that are festival-like like film festivals and music festivals. These 

festivals, while they are purely in the entertainment industry still possess the same aura 
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and influence like any other traditional festival. Thus, we are now inundated with the 

concept of festival tourism, which combines both cultural and entertainment festival 

together. 

 

The concept of festival tourism has been with us for a while now. It gained traction during 

the 1980s as part of the event tourism phenomenon. Depending on the conceptualization 

of the festival, it can be categorized into cultural tourism, if it is culturally based. But for 

this study, festival tourism will be preferable. 

 

Nevertheless, festival has been a medium to attract people from far and wide, within and 

outside the place of celebration. Their coming into the place will not only increase the 

human traffic to the place, but it also brings income into the economy of the place. Festivals 

provide tourists  the  opportunity  to  see  how  the  local  communities celebrate  their  

culture  and  how  this  affects  the  community’s  development,  it  also  helps  the visitors  

to  interact  with  the  host  community  and  help  people  to  enjoy  and  meet  their  leisure 

needs  (Getz,  2012). Festival events are crucially part of policy makers drive to market a 

destination and bring people, carry out tourism activities. Because these festival events are 

periodical; annually, biannually, etc, the influx of people are planned for and this makes it 

strategic and well organized.  

 

Humaira asserts that 

Festivals are special events are known to play important roles in 

destination development, image makers, animators of static attractions, 

and catalysts for other developments. In addition to the economic benefit 

that is derived from the increased number of tourists, festivals and special 

events also expand the tourist season of the destination, provide cultural 

and educational opportunities, foster a feeling of community pride, help 

conserve sensitive natural, social and cultural environments, and 

contribute to sustainable development (2011). 

 

These festival events are either community propagated or government propagated. In 

Nigeria, we have community propagated festivals like the Osun-Osogbo Festival, the New 

Yam festival of the South-East and South-South, Igue Festival, etc. While government 

propagated festivals include the Calabar Festival, the Edo State Festival, Argungun 

International Fishing Festival, etc. The entertainment festivals are organized by the private 

sector of the industry it is domiciled. Example is the Lagos Film Festival.  
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Festival tourism’s contribution to the economic development of a destination is not in 

doubt. The vicarious effect of tourism in any economy is also accentuated be festival 

tourism. Humaira noted that according to a survey conducted by the International Festival 

and Event Association (IFEA), the special events industry is estimated to include some 4 

to 5 million regularly reoccurring events and has a significant economic impact globally. 

The advantages of festivals and special events are demonstrated more explicitly in rural 

settings, particularly in boosting local economies, continuing employment, and rural 

destination promotion (2011). 

 

Thus, festival tourism can also play a huge role in a country like Nigeria that has so much 

local festivals celebrated by the people. Festival is replete in all the community of Nigeria 

and their individual uniqueness and diversity can be a strong marketing pull for festival 

or cultural tourists who essentially wants to especially express new culture. While 

community authorities should look at developing their local festival events, organizers of 

established festival events in Nigeria like the Calabar Festival can draw on the appetite of 

cultural tourist to keep developing their brand and use it to achieve the vicarious benefits 

tourism brings to a place. 

 

History of the Calabar Festival 

The Calabar Festival, a thirty-two (32) days none stop fiesta was first instituted in 2004. It 

was created as part of the vision of making Cross River State the number one tourist 

destination for Nigerians and tourists all over the world.  The ultimate goal of the festival 

is for the stimulation of economic growth of the State through tourism. The Festival 

performs two major functions; it serves as a destination marketing tool, in the sense that 

who would ordinarily not visit the destination would do so because of the staging of the 

festival which has the Carnival Calabar as part of its activities and also the Christmas 

Festival Village. In addition, the destination visitors are involved in purchase behaviour 

that would have direct and multiplier effects on the economy of the host community and 

the State at large. 

 

The Calabar Festival started out as an annual Christmas Festival organized by the state 

government at the turn of the new millennium in 2000.  This was however rechristened the 

Calabar Festival in 2004, with a lot of activities lined up for 32 days, starting from the 30th 

of November to the 1st of January.  This made it the longest single event in the world.  It is 

32 days of non-stop extravaganza with displays of music, dance, art and craft, costume, 

the high point being the Carnival, with the brand name Carnival Calabar, which was 

officially launched in 2005. The Calabar carnival has gained so much recognition and wide 

acceptance world over to the extent that people, tourists anticipate the start of the Festival 
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on November 31st every year so they could come and be a part of it to enjoy the spectacular 

displays on show. The festival, which started as a Christmas jamboree by the youths for 

personal entertainment, using the basic entertainment medium like music, dance, street 

party, colourful costumes and make-up, fashion parade, etc. to entertain and engage 

themselves during this festive period, the then incumbent governor of Cross River State, 

Mr. Donard Duke, saw it beyond a mere ritual of entertainment and thought it wise to 

transform it. Having travelled wide and gain experience, especially his participation of the 

carnivals in the Caribbeans, that these undefined visions could be translated into making 

the state a hub for tourism and hospitality in Nigeria and Africa. 

 

With a resolve to make Cross Rivers State the preferred destination for tourist in Africa, 

the Calabar Festival was established. Its flagship event was held in 2004, when its 

nomenclature was changed from the Christmas Festival to the Calabar Festival.  In wanting 

to make this festival a global brand, which will instigate the convergence of cultural 

tourists all over the world, the Cross River State government partnered with the Trinidad 

and Tobago government and the National Carnival Commission of Trinidad and Tobago, 

who served as technical assistants, to train officials of Cross Rivers State Culture and 

Tourism on the intricacies of hosting a carnival-like festival. 

 

In 2005, the governor noticed the level of acceptance, with the inflow of visitors, “tourists” 

coming into the state to witness the festival, and knowing that tourism will benefit the 

state, decided to send a bill to the State House of Assembly to establish carnival 

commission saddled with the responsibility to organize, plan, refine and reform and 

manage the Calabar Festival that has gained a carnival status in the state. 

 

In January 2006, the bill establishing the Cross River State Carnival Commission was 

passed and signed into law. This is to ensure the festival was celebrated every year with 

budget provision made for it by the government. Though this didn’t limit the funding to 

the government alone as public sector, corporate organizations where allowed 

participation in the carnival (festival) MTN, UBA (Banks) advertizing agencies, companies 

were given a word for sponsorship. The commission also introduced events like The 

Christmas Tree-Light, Walk against HIV, Music Concert, Boat Regarta, Miss African 

Beauty Pageant, Cultural Carnival, Bikers Carnival, Carnival Calabar, International 

Carnival and Street Party. While these events are very important, the last six events as 

enumerated, makes up the power week which is the high point of the festival with all of 

them exhibiting theatrical performances. 
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So, in 2005, the Calabar Festival debuted with the Carnival Calabar as the flagship brand 

of the Calabar Festival. Also known as “African Biggest Street Party”, the Carnival Calabar 

brand has metamorphosed into the biggest tourism product in Nigeria.  It has grown from, 

primarily Calabar event into an international event attended by cultural tourist from all 

over the world. It showcased a mixture of African and Caribbean cultural display.  Today, 

the Carnival Calabar has become renowned world over and in its last edition (2018), it 

hosted 32 foreign countries.  

 

The Carnival Calabar, the poster brand of the Calabar Festival, has been the cynosure of 

all eyes in Nigeria.  This has made other states like Rivers State Lagos State, Imo State and 

Edo State to borrow a leaf or two from them in packaging their own carnival-like festivals.  

The Calabar Festival has been in existence for the past fifteen years and it is still growing 

strong.  Although, the festival has witnessed a lot of innovative change, the Carnival 

Calabar, which features a parade of rich culture in music, beautifully choreographed 

dances, arts, costumes and partying, has been an ever present feature in the festival.  

 

With five competing bands interpreting the annual theme of the carnival each year, we not 

only witness the beauty of the carnival, but also the competitiveness of the performance, 

as the bands: Passion Four, Bay Side, Seagull, MastaBlasta and Freedom, jostle for whom 

will cart the winner’s prize. There are also non-competing bands participating in the 

carnival. Prominent among them is the Governor’s Band, formed by the present governor 

of Cross River State, Prof. Ben Ayade in 2016.  These bands, which also come from foreign 

countries like Rwanda, South Africa, Ethiopia, Brazil, Trinidad and Tobago, Egypt, etc, 

added so much flavour to the carnival and spectators are treated to the best of carnival.   

 

The goal of making Calabar Festival Calabar compete favourably with big Carnival Brands 

like the TT Carnival, Rio Carnival, Notting Hill Carnival, etc, might still be a long way off, 

but it must be instructive to note that Calabar Festival/Carnival Calabar is getting there 

gradually, and with more foresightedness from its management team, primarily the Cross 

Rivers Carnival Commission, it will eventually catch up with the biggest carnival brands.   

 

African cultures have had a massive impact on the Calabar festival celebration. It has 

contributed to the several carnival-like musical, dance, incantation, movement and 

audience participation styles that developed from rhythmic drum beats. The bright 

colourful costumes and make-up influenced by the African-ness, the props and the 

ornament, mask and masquerade and many others decorative items, especially during the 

Cultural Carnival event of the Festival. These justify the total-ness in the theatrical nature 

in the Calabar carnival products that the tourists see on films and television and decide to 



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                      Vol.4 No. 2 June, 2021 
 

The Fate of Total Theatre Performance in Festival Tourism in a Pandemic Era:  The Calabar Experience  282 

be part of the experience. This is to say that all elements that make up the total theatre are 

included in the performance of the Calabar festival including the tourist who automatically 

becomes the audience.  

 

The Calabar festival holds between the 31st November to December 31st annually. It has 

held 17th editions, however, because of the Coronavirus pandemic, the Calabar festival 

only held one event, Miss African Beauty “Pageant 2020”,how-be-it-virtually. 

 

Where is Calabar? 

Calabar otherwise known as Canaan city is situated in the South-South/South-Eastern part 

of Nigeria. It is the capital city of Cross River state. The city of Calabar seats adjacent to the 

Calabar and Great Kwa Rivers as well as the creeks of the Cross River. It can be easily 

accessed via bus or car, air-planes and even boats from other areas in Nigeria. Calabar is a 

beautiful city with very accommodating host. Calabar as a tourist destination is well 

documented. It is the home to the Calabar Festival, Tinapa, Marina Resort, Mary Slessor’s 

House, Slave Museum, Drill Rehabilitation Center and National Museum. It inhabits the 

Efik ethnic group as their ancestral home. Historically, it is present day Nigeria first capital 

city, howbeit, during the colonial rule. 

 

Effect of the Covid-19 Pandemic on Festival Tourism (Total Theatre): The Calabar 

Festival Experience 

Any pandemic would have a negative effect on festival tourism and this was the case with 

the Calabar Festival. The Calabar Festival has pride itself as one of the biggest festivals in 

Africa. The festival has been one of the biggest tourism products in Nigeria, houses Africa’s 

biggest street party, the Carnival Calabar, a Caribbean styled street Carnival involving 

revelers in five competing and other non-competing bands, displaying beautifully 

choreographed dance, drama, masquerade displays, costume, make up, songs, music, each 

to entertain with the actively participating audience.  

 

At the time of its inception, other festival tourism events like the Abuja Carnival and 

CARNIRIV were also started. Unfortunately, while these other festival tourism events are 

not being held again, the Calabar Festival is still going strong. Its impact has been as a 

result of its longevity, as this has enabled it build a durable brand that has survived the 

test of time. While the institutionalization of festival by the state government, through the 

establishment of a commission to manage and organize it has played a huge role in its 

continued organization, the people of Cross River State, especially the youths who form 

the various competing and non-competing bands have proven to also be key stakeholders 

in its sustainability.  
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The sustained and continued organization of the Calabar Festival was threatened by the 

COVID-19 pandemic outbreak. The pandemic which started in December 2019, in Wuhan, 

China spread around the world in months. And from March 2020, government all over the 

world started banning public gatherings and eventually shutting down their economy as 

well as cancelling all travels in a bid to curtail the spread of the disease.  

 

One must say that the response to the COVID-19 spread was not coordinated enough. 

From the United Nation’s World Health Organization to all the developing countries of 

the world, they were complicit in the unabated spread that the virus enjoyed between 

December 2019 to April 2020. This lack of coordination reflected the huge gulf in our 

international diplomatic relations and this contributed to the prolong lockdown and 

shutting down of the world’s economy, of which the Calabar Festival was a part of. 

 

While there was hope that the spread would has been contained before summer that year, 

that did not happen. A second wave of the spread of the corona virus ensued, causing 

countries that have ease the lockdown to re-implement it again. The Calabar Festival 

therefore became a victim of this spread. It was subsequent cancelled, with only the Miss 

Africa Beauty Pageant event of the festival holding, how-be-it-virtually. 

 

The suspension of the 2020 edition of the Calabar Festival did not just only deny us the 

opportunity to witness the totality of theatre in display, but also denied the city of Calabar 

from the gains that the Festival brings through the influx of traffic that throng the city in 

the month of December. Tourism, which is one of the most important sectors in Cross River 

State, and which is the centre piece of its policies, with the Calabar Festival playing a huge 

role in the implementation of this policy, suffered during this period.  

 

Performing and visuals artists, who has used the Calabar Festival as a platform to horn 

and showcase their creative ingenuity and talents on a global platform, were also denied 

the opportunity to do that. The various bands, both competing and non-competing bands, 

put in a lot of work and creativity to prepare for the festival. Budding music stars, 

especially those from Cross River State, who the organizers of the festival are now giving 

the Festival platform to showcase their talents, always look forward to the Festival. 

Unfortunately, the pandemic put paid to that. Visual artists, who are in charge of building 

the band floats were also denied that opportunity, also well as the costumers and make up 

artist. These various artist, who would have earned income doing what they love best, 

couldn’t do this.  
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This reveals the economic effect of the cancellation. It permeates through all the 

stakeholders that are involved. While it is not only the cancellation of the festival that we 

should worry about, the economic effect of the pandemic on the government revenue 

generation also took a hit. And this poses a very real existentialist threat to the Calabar 

Festival, as the Cross River State government is one of the major financiers of the festival. 

When the Cross River State government have a shortfall in revenue generation, there is a 

huge possibility that they won’t prioritize the festival. This might make the hiatus that the 

Calabar Festival suffered in 2020 to continue and might lead to its ultimate termination.It 

is this existentialist threat that we would need to mitigate against, especially as the 

pandemic is still raging, howbeit, on a less devastating scale. 

 

Finding 

This study made the following findings. 

1. That the COVID-19 pandemic is a present threat to the organization of festival 

tourism events and the showcasing of total theatre performance. 

2. That a future pandemic would also affect future festival tourism events. 

3. Governments around the world were complicit to the spread of the COVID-19 

spread, as they could not have a coordinated response to it. 

4. The Calabar Festival was a victim of the pandemic and the cancellation of the 2020 

edition had various effect on the stakeholders involved in the Calabar Festival. 

5. That if the pandemic is not curtailed, the Calabar Festival will eventually go the 

way of other Festival tourism events in Nigeria, like the Abuja Carnival. 

 

Recommendation 

The study therefore makes the following recommendations: 

1. People must understand that a pandemic carries an existentialist threat in its wake. 

That it not only causes human death, but can also destroy the livelihood of those 

alive. Therefore, they must take it seriously. 

2. Government’s policy must be accentuated with the sole aim of defeating a 

potential pandemic before it spread to the magnitude of being labeled a pandemic. 

3. Given 2 above, government must be proactive, start preparing for any potential 

disease outbreak and curtain, and exterminate it as soon as it starts. 

4. Government around the world must be more corporative in their response to 

future disease outbreak to curtail its spread. 

5. Everyone must be involved in the fight of future disease spread by adhering 

strictly to preventive measures, so there can be a quick curve flattening of the 

disease spread and eventually extermination. 
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6. All stakeholders involved in festival tourism events organization must be involved 

in the drive to shut down of future disease outbreaks so that it won’t affect the 

organization of the festival tourism events. 

 

Conclusion 

We are in a time in the world were things have to be done to mitigate all economic 

interruptions. Festival tourism events that showcases total theatre must be allow to thrive. 

A pandemic must not be allowed to interrupt it as it might just lead to its demise. This is 

not good for all the stakeholders involved, which include the cultural tourists that are part 

of the active audience. 

 

This study has shown how devastating a pandemic can be to the organization of festival 

tourism events, an example which is the Calabar Festival. Therefore, all hands must be on 

deck to make sure that future diseases outbreaks are contained, so that they do not spread 

to a pandemic level. People must adhere divisively and strictly to preventive measures put 

in place and governments must not only forge a united front in the fight against future 

outbreaks, but must ensure strict adherence to preventive measures. 
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