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ABSTRACT

This thesis examnes the dramatic nature of the
performng arts of the Igbuzos. This is an area in
whi ch no extensive work has been previously carried out,
al though many exciting theatrical arts existed in
| gbuzo. This thesis, therefore, highlights the dramatic
traditions of the Igbuzos, and denonstrates their
dramatic validity.

To say that the field of oral drama in Ngeria is
a difficult one is an understatenent. It is polemc,
and the conflicting views on the subject nake it a
problematic field of study. The views of sonme critics,
who have European orientation, are that African ora
arts are not drama though they mght possess sone
dramatic qualities.

However, this thesis examnes the dramatic arts of
the Igbuzos fromthe relativist viewpoint that argues
that African oral performng traditions are drama
because they neet the demands of the theatre. This
relativist argunent is pursued in this thesis which
spans five chapters.

InChaptersOneandtwothesocio-political structureof
the Igbuzos is examined in order to establish the
relationship between art and culture. The establishment

of this relationship exposes the function of art in
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society. It is this function that |ends strength to
the argunent that Igbuzo festivals are drana.

Chapt er Three di scusses the dranatic di nensi ons of
wu, Ine and Uo. OChapter four |ooks at the dramatic
extent of Ogbanje Festival, which is a hypnotic dance
drama. The four festivals of the Igbuzos recreate the
peopl e's world view thus providing education and
enl i ght ennent .

Chapter Five examnes the changes that have
occurred in the performance of Igbuzo, festivals. It is
argued in this chapter that European col onial dom na-
tion which affected the entire polity of Igbuzo is
reflected in the performance of festivals because of

the tie that binds art and culture together.

Chapter S x concludes this work by summari sing
the essential findings in this work. In this chapter,
it is argued that Igbuzo festivals have nmany dranatic
el enents. Because of these dramatic qualities, and
because they can satisfy the functions of the theatre,

it is argued that they are essentially dranmatic.
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION

A, The Interplay of Religion, Ritual,
Tradition and Culture

Nuances exist within religion, ritual, tradition,
and culture. Religion forms the heartbeat of tradition.
In spite of the seemingly inextricable blend between
religion and tradition, a wall of difference can still
be identified. It can be argued that although religion
is somewhat in-born, firm covert devotion to, and overt
manifestations of religion were preceded by certain modes
of entertainment and education. Nevertheless, life at
the earliest times was precarious since man was still
trapped in the anguish of cosmic and phenomenal incompre-
hension. It was the dawn of religion and its systems
of worship that dispelled that cloud of ignorance, thus
giving form and dimension to tradition.

Tradition and culture cannot be said to share the
same filial child-parent relationship. This is because
tradition is not an offshoot of culture. The sum total
of all the cluster of traditions, including the components
of religion - beliefs, ritual, rites, and so on -
constitute culture. Ritual tradition becomes conspicuously
separated from the vast continuum of traditional ways in
its differentiation from the secular. "Through ritual
man transcends himself and communicates directly with
nl

the divine.

Therefore, while culture may be all embracing,
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ritual is that aspect that ensures its viability. 1t is
the bond of communal essence because it enlivens communal
interests, hopes and aspirations. It is the sole
determiner of continual actuation of the link between
cosmic and mundane forces. According to Bolaji Idowu,
"while culture covers the whole of a people's scheme of

life, religion gives direction and complexion to the

scheme...“2

Ritual drama was necessitated by man's 'bitter’
experiences such as diseases, sicknesses, sudden death,
poor harvest, and so on. It was also occasioned by man's
notion of subservience to, and helplessness before the
unseen forces. Therefore, man is always anxious to
expiate in order to correct distortions that have counter-
balanced the whole system of creation. Man's total
commitment to, and his belief in the efficacy of uttered
words, elevates ritual drama above other traditional
forms. This is why the secular is freely enjoyed by all,
and can concede innovations. On the other hand, ritual
excludes all forms of profanity and adulteration,
adhering strictly to a set pattern of performance. The
lofty height of ritual as a binding force is further
exemplified in its power to momentarily suspend all
secular performances like dancing, singing, clapping of
hands, and so on, during its performance. In ritual

observance there is total commitment.



B. Ritual and Drama in Igbuzg Iestivals

The Igbuzg festivals of ggbanje, Iwu, Ine, and gig
embody ritual and dramatic elements. Although ritual
is often associated with religious worship, ritual in the
festivals of the Igbuzos is geared toward the fulfilment
of certain dramatic purposes. The ritual content of Iwu,
Ine, and QLQ re-enact certain important customs and
belief systems of the people. Sometimes, ritual is
derobed of magical qualities in which case it is employed
to explain certain laws and principles which are carefully

veiled in symbolism for fear of misuse and desecration.

Examples of this point are replete in ggbanje, Iwu, Ine,
and ylg as will be shown shortly.

In Igbuzg community, the re-enactment of cultural
ways constitute part of the cohesive machinery of society.
For example, the Igbuzgos belief in the superior influence
of the supernatural forces over man. Belief is thus
enforced and reinforced by constantly invoking these
forces for aid. Although ritual exercise is religious,
it engenders cathartic influence on man because of its
reassuring influence that man is in harmony with the
forces on whom he depends., Thus, ritual gives impetus
to existence., Ritual also offers entertainment. The
verbal accompaniment of ritual with its emotional

modulation of voice, the rhythm of music and the
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systematic symbolic gestures affect the physical and the
spiritual make-up of the participants and the audience.
Thus, it helps to unburden care-ladden hearts.

Ritual enactment also educates the people on their
traditional ways thus enabling them to meet up the
demands of their society. Therefore, ritual as a dramatic
tool is functional. The performers of ritual have
implicit belief that its proper conduct will yield mean-
ingful and manifold results necessary for the continued
welfare of the society. 1t is because of the function
of ritual that traditional festivals pull the greatest
audience. It is also because of its binding force that
popular participation in the festivals of the Igbuzgs is
continually ensured.

Dramatically, lIwu, Ine, and ng Festivals have their
performing areas. This is an important theatrical
aspect because it makes the performance of festivals

possible. Iwu is celebrated at ngo Iwu, Ine has the

entire major road for its performance because of its
processional nature. ng has a permanent arena called
Asha nta.

Again, although the festivals of the Igbuzgs admit
numerous participants as actors, there are principal
ones who enact and re-enact specific themes of the
festivals. In Iwu, we have the Eze Ebo, the Ezeiwus,

and the Enems. In Ine, there are the Ezeine and the
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Adaine. In yig, the key characters are the Ezeulo, the
Onihe, and the Oduah. These characters serve varying
dramatic roles as stage directors, property managers,
and other stage facilities.

Furthermore, there is impersonation or imitation in
the festivals of the Igbuzos. Imitation, according to
the Romans, has "a direct relationship with art and
drama."3 In the dramatic displays of the Igbuzgs,
previous earthly struggles are re-enacted. In Iwu
Festival, for example, three Ezeiwus dance from the
geographical West to the East in search of knowledge.
This symbolic journey in search for knowledge is an
imitation of man's earlier attempt "to court nature, to
coax it" so that it would "work according to his needs."4
The Ezeiwus themselves impersonate their wise ancient
ancestors who embarked on knowledge seeking in the
earliest time.

Moreover, the nut, ukpa, used in the celebration of
glg Festival symbolises pleasure from hard work. This
nut is very bitter when eaten. But it leaves a pleasant
taste long after it is caten. The eating of this nut
is an imitation of toil and earthly struggles towards
the enhancement of man's welfare. The initial bitter
taste of this nut symbolises toil. The pleasant taste

it leaves in the mouth symbolises pleasure or gain from
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toil. Therefore, "experience" and "imitation" have
contextual relevance in the festivals of the Igbuzgs.

Human experience includes the sum total of man's
behaviour that strongly agitate human ethos. In this
agitation lies the degree of importance attached to
previous occurrences. In the festivals of the Igbuzgs,
these occurrences are re-enacted in songs, music, gesture,
and so on, For example, the tilling dance at lIwu is a
re-enactment of an age-old profession of farming. Again,
the dancing of the Ezeiwus, and the eating of the nut,
ukpa, are imitations of past experiences that both
entertain and enlighten,

In the festivals of the Igbuzgs, there is dialogue
which is often a mixture of verbalized action and
expressive thoughts. These expressive thoughts are
conveyed by means of gestures and music. In Iwu, for
example, the praise singer asks the Ezeiwu moral questions
about his role, praises him, and asks him to repeat
certain dance styles. The Ezeiwu responds by looking
up to consider the questions posed to him, smiling, and
dancing more vigorously. Also, the varying rhythms of
music are communication gadgets. They help to direct
dance steps, dance rhythms, and the tempo of songs.

The festivals of the Igbuzos are educative. The

songs of Iwu and Ine, for example, embody corrective
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measures. They assist the Ighuzos to avoid the pitfalls
of others. They thus help to re-order the society.
Furthermore, the dramatic enactments teach the people
to avoid acts that will make them incur the displeasure
of the gods. Sin, for example, prevents a bumper harvest.
Festivals also inculcate knowledge of the importance of
hard work as symbolised by the nut, ukpa. One can be
sure of one's daily bread by working hard. Speaking on
the place of education in society, L.N. Kogan et al argue
thus:
In the process of education, the individual
assimilates cultural values, making them his
own spiritual resources. Man does not
simply obtain systematized knowledge of the

world, he also prepares himself for the
performance of specific labar.d

It is in the light of this that the festivals of the
Igbuzgs are functional as drama.

Moreover, the festivals of the Igbuzgs are given
very wide publicity. They are advertised through the
medium of the village Crier. Some of the festivals have
additional means of advertisement. For example, Iwu is
publicised through wrestling matches. Again, the period
between advertisement and performance extends to weeks
to allow for large turn out.

In addition, the festivals of the Igbuzos embody
well known themes that give credence to their performance.

The festivals' stories follow definite dramatic moments.
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These dramatic divisions have chronology. That is, they
have beginning, middle, and conclusion. Each of Iwu and
Ogbanje festivals, for example, runs from a preliminary
action to a climax, and down to a denouement. The result
is that festivals lead to a resolution which means
increased societal welfare.

Colourful costumes, and the precision with which
festivals are handled increase the atmosphere of festivity,
and thus put the participants and the audience in the
mood for celebration. Thus, the festivals of the Igbuzgs

have strong dramatic elements.

Literature Review

Drama and the theatre have been of great concern to
intellectuals since men discovered the need for dramatic
displays. Since this discovery, drama has undergone
systematic modifications to suit historical and socio-
political changes in societies,

There is often the irresistible urge in man to
track down, as it were, the very beginning of dramatic
arts. This will enable him determine the engaging power
of drama in societies. Speaking on the theme of the

genesis of drama, Hugh Hunt in his The Live Theatre

opines: "If not the oldest profession in the world,
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the theatre is one of the oldest. Its origins are lost
in prehistoric mists and the only certainty is that its
matrix or womb was religious ritual...." He adds that
"It was in the womb of religion and through its manifes-
tation of ritual that the theatre was conceived."6 In
this connection, he enumerates "the prototypes, the
origins of the species" which include "the lost Abydos
Passion Play which celebrated the death of Osiris;" and
"the liturgy of the Easter Mass out of which arose the
medieval theatre.“7

Helen and Richard Leacroft in their book The Theatre,

assert that “"The early dramatic attempts of all peoples
were much the same;" and that they "took the form of....
religious dances led by the priests or witch doctors."8
It is from the foregoing perspectives, and especially the
legacy which ancient Greek Dionysius left for Greek and
European dramas as we know them today, that many critics
argue that the origin of traditional African drama can
be traced to religious worship. As a result, they insist
that the dramatic experiments of Aristotle which influenced
European theatre should be applied to African theatre to
validate its rootedness in tradition.

On this question of the origin of drama, Joe de
Graft sees "secret rituals" as the root of ritual and

folk entertainment in Africa. He points out that "the
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movement towards secularization and dramatic art" which
"led naturally to the theatre of entertainment probably
began "with the involvement of a spectator-audience of
the uninitiated in what had formally been secret rituals
built around cults with a strong element of impersonation."’9
Yemi Ogunbiyi affirms "the existence, in many Nigerian
societies, of a robust theatrical tradition," and
attributes "the primitive root" of that tradition to

"the numerous religious rituals...."lo

Although J.P.
Clark is sceptic about the "precise" "origins of Nigerian
drama" because of inadequate studies on the topic, he
locates them "where they have been found among other
peoples of the earth, deep in the past of the race."1!
However, Oyekan Owomoyela questions the general
belief that "dramatic instinct" resulted from religion."
He argues that Aristotle concerned himself mainly with
Greek tragedy in which he "recognized that imitation and
impersonation are part of human nature" and not religion.
To Owomoyela, the mimetic instinct develops in man very
much earlier than any evidences of religious inclination,
and before religious inductrination." He buttresses this
argument with the behaviour of children who "evince a
sense of mimesis by playing house, and cops and robbers"

long before they "can make any sense of religious beliefs

and practices."12

Nevertheless, what is evident is that drama is a
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universal phenomenon, and a way of life. In Play, Drama
and Thought, Richard Courtney writes that

The essential characteristics of man is his
creative imagination. It is this which

enables him to master his environment in such

a way that he overcomes the limitations of

his brain, his body and the material universe.
It is this 'something more' which distinguishes
him from the upper primates... the dramatic

Erocess is one of the most vital to mankind.
ithout it we would be merely a mass of motf€

reflexes with scarcely any human qualities.'’

Courtney further points out that "at the centre of human
creativity is the dramatic imagination." He adds that
"drama is inextricably linked with the nature and origins
of society" because it is "a social activity." He goes
on to say that the social nature of drama is the reason
why we find in "the origin and development of dramatic
play," "tribal, racial and cultural needs and patterns...“14
Views on the actual place of traditional African
dramatic forms are rife. Problems often surface in
dialectics and works on traditional African dramatic arts
because of "lack of a precise conception" of traditional
African drama. According to Bennison Gray, "there can
really be no field at all until there is an agreed-upon
definition" and "a whole body of interlocking scholarship
based upon common principles and cumulative in its
results."15 Contrary to this view, most African critics
sub ject traditional African art forms to irreconciliable

values. Chinweizu et al write that "a significant number
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of African critics are eurocentric in their orientation,"
and "habitually view African literature through European
eyes," as if it were "an overseas department of European
literatures, as a literature with no traditions of its

own to build upon...."16

This trend tends to make
African theatrical arts seem inferior to their Western
counterparts. This is why attempts by some African
writers to portray African values in their literary works,
which are replete with Western standards, often meet with
heated debate.

Consequently, two dominant schools of thought on
the status of traditional African drama emerged namely,
evolutionism and relativism. The evolutionist contention
is that traditional African arts are still in their
rudimentary forms. They argue that although some of them
embody dramatic elements, they need to shed their ritual
aura to work towards secularization and rise above their
traditional level to become drama. Ruth Finnegan, M.J.C
Echeruo, James Amankulor, Andrew Horn and others are
well known exponents of the evolutionist school. On the
other hand, the relativist school championed by Ussie
Enekwe, E.O. Kofoworola, Robin Horton and others argue
that "theatre is first and foremost an experience."
That is, that the essence of drama is underscored by the
degree at which it affects and involves performers and

the participants.
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In Oral Literature in Africa, Ruth Finnegan writes

that the view that oral tradition is characterized by
"crude and artistically undeveloped formulations" often
held by those trained in foreign cultures where emphasis
is laid on "literacy and written tradition" is false.1?
Yet, it is the same eurocentric view that informs part
of her writing which by implication demands that tradi-
tional theatre in Africa should be subjected to European
standards. It is even more a contradiction of terms to
turn back to assert that drama in Africa is not "a
developed form"” thus discovering in it only "certain
dramatic and quasi-dramatic phenomena."18 Finnegan has
lost sight of the fact that the historical and socio-
political changes that inform dramatic developments in
Europe are quite different from those of Africa. In the
main, literacy gave impetus to modifications in Greek
drama from which Europe learnt. Again, Roman conquest
and domination of Greece and parts of Europe were more
total and enduring than Christian influence in Africa.
Thirdly, there was the commercial bent of theatre
practitioners and financiers before and after Europe of
the 15th and 16th centuries. According to Glynne Wickham,
"the professional and commercial theatre of the modern
world was a parasitic growth which battened upon both

the theatres of worship and the theatres of social
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recreation... and then developed its own strength from
those elements within the parents on which it fed that

w19 Wickham

openly invited commercial exploitation.
further remarks that what the European 'professionals'
of the theatre achieved by their activities was only the
change of "the course of theatre history." He goes on to
say that what those European professionals "offered their
audiences was seldom more than a ludus, 'game’ or 'play',
compounded from" earlier theatres and theatrical practices?n
Considering the above, it is not surprising that
Finnegan's assumptions should come under fire in the
relativist camp. Ossie Enekwe avers that "society and
history determine the shape that drama takes at any time
or place."21 Chinweizu et al's views lend support to the
relativist contention when they argue that "African
literature is an autonomous entity separate and apart from
all other literatures." They further contend that African
literature has its own traditions, models and norms" and
that "its historical and cultural imperatives impose
upon it concerns and constraints quite different, sometimes
altogether antithetical to the European."22 To J.P. Clark,
"there is drama in plenty in Nigeria" which are distinct
from those of Europe and other ].ands.z:5 Like his
relativist colleagues, Clark's contention is that drama
should be viewed from the point of view of how it serves

a people at a particular time, whether that drama is
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sacred or secular,

E.O. Kofoworola seems to agree with the relativist
reasoning about traditional African drama in his essay,
"Traditional Forms of Hausa Drama." He sees the tradi-
tional forms of Hausa drama as theatrical arts that have
deep contextual root in Hausa customs and traditions.24
He calls them drama using as his criteria, the impact of
art on the social and organizational structure of Hausa-
land as well as the aim of perl‘o»x'nmnc:.f:..:')'5 He categorically

states that Wasan Gauta is "a full-fledged drama" because

it is linked with the very concept of imitation in Hausa

tradition" which "makes it an object of dramatization."26
However, more views held by the evolutionists maintain

that 'content' rather than 'context' should be the deter-

mining factor in discussing traditional African theatre.

One of such views is expressed by M.J.C., Echeruo in his

essay, "The Dramatic Limits of Igbo Ritual." He is of

the opinion that the Igbo have no drama because of the

apparent absence of secularization of art, and non-

elaboration of myth or story that could clearly define

plot-structure and portray cause and effect progression

in dramatic presentation. This, according to him, is

because the Igbo drama is heavily encumbered by the

ritual element which he sees as 'a dead end' that is

devoid of expansion or growth. He, therefore, calls on

the Igbo to follow Greek example by disencumbering ritual
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thus turning its hidden principles into profane enter-
tainment.2? It is interesting that right from the start
Echeruo made it clear that the substance of his essay was
a "tentative statement" meant to generate controversy.28
As should be expected, most, if not all, of his views are
hotly challenged by the relativist school because of
their eurocentric bearing.

Ossie Enekwe strongly refutes Echeruo's assertions
that story line in Igbo dramatic displays is lost in
ritual. To Enekwe, views like those of Echeruo, which
lean heavily on Aristotelian models hinder proper compre-
hension of the theatre generally, and especially Igbo
drama.29 He reasons that variations abound in European
drama. According to him, "Different periods have
produced cultural products of quite different styles.

All that is required is that the products have a unified
design that is perceivable by the people for whom it is
meant.“ao He further contends that rather than discuss
drama from the interpretative angle of the original
pattern of story, one should first examine the socio-
historical context and functions" of drama. He argues
that "Myth-criticism is inadequate for dealing with the
theatre, for drama is not myth. Drama is activity
invelving the interaction of the audience and the perfor-

na1

mers within a public space. Enekwe avers that what

artists have always done is to adapt or hammer myth into
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shape so that myth only serves as infrastructure, but

"plays a very subordinate role in the theatre where

impersonation and interactive activity are of the

w32

essence.
Some critics share Enekwe's view that myth is not

the essence of drama, but "function which determines the

w33 One of these is Meki

form of drama in every culture.
Nzewi. In his analysis of the dramatic validity of Ikaki -
The Tortoise Masquerade, he writes, 'dAlthough every
feature and sequence of this integrated theatre may be
sketchy or symbolic, it succeeds in teleprompting the
associated story and values." lHe goes on to say that
expansion of plot is irrelevant because the plot of lkaki
and the meaning and information derivable from it are
common knowledge among the peOple.34
Onuora Nzekwu concurs with Enekwe and Nzewi. In
'Masquerade', he explains that every masquerade display
contains a myth which is short and considerably simple,
and which is often dramatized. He reveals that a wide-
spread myth is never performed. This, according to him,
is because since the myth "serves as a frame upon which,..
music, dancing and dress are hung, the details of the
myth would spoil the masquerade."35 He intimates that

masquerading in Iboland is a borrowed art which has

been remoulded to suit various cultic, social and
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administrative purposes. He argues that "the myths which
surrounded individual masquerades in their original
setting" have been abandoned in the process of adaptation.:"'6
Again, Enekwe debunks Echeruo's contention that
ritual is a dead-weight. He examines the various aspects
of Odo Festival and shows that the ritual content of Odo
can be transformed into theatre when the belief in Odo
ritual declines."37 He argues that as "the living and
their ancestors" unite in ritual communion, "drama is
introduced as a model for meaningful and ethical life"
because of the social significance and enlightenment which
Odo provides. He then writes that "A ritual becomes
entertainment once it is outside its original context or
when the belief that sustains it has lost its potency."38
J.N. amankulor's views about traditional Nigerian
drama are the same as Echeruo's. He asserts that the
religio-ritual content of Ogbom Festival disqualifies it
from being drama. He contends that although music, song,
dance, mimetic action, and the use of colourful costumes
inform Ogbom, it "has not passed through the transition
necessary for it to become drama." His reason is that
in Ogbom, "dialogue and word sequence remain merely
repetitive and unelevated beyond the sphere of traditional
ritual.“39 Ola Rotimi seems to differ a little with

Amankulor especially on the subject of mimetic action.
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To Rotimi it is imitation that is central to drama. He
writes that forms of art "without the mimetic impulse"

are non-dramatic. Later in his essay, "The Drama in
African Ritual Display," he draws the whole idea of enter-
tainment rituals to a conclusion. He contends that
"Ritual displays that reveal in their style of presenta-
tion, in their purpose, and value, evidences of imitation,
enlightenment and or entertainment can be said to be
Dramn."40 But if the concept of imitation is something to
g0 by in the treatment of every traditional African drama,
"the number of ritual displays that can be labelled
Drama"41 does not diminish with such mechanical rate as
Rotimi seems to imply. Local festivals, like those of the
Igbuzgs, embody abundant dramatic qualities that qualify
them as drama.

From the foregoing, the relativist view-point offers
considerable appeal especially when it argues that drama
should be approached from the context-criteria. The
Igbuzgs, for example, have never been concerned with the
plot-structure of their festivals. Rather, they are
concerned with the power of the festivals to satisfy their
conception of life as they live it, and the manifestations
of the object and purposes of performance as they experience
them through participation and involvement. This is what

Hugh Hunt means when he talks about "doing" in drama.
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By "doing" he means dramatic action which embraces parti-
cipation, involvement and experience, and not myith analysis.
Hunt writes, "It is what happens to us at the time of
'doing' that matters; from this experiehce may Spring
memories..."42 Myth in itself is not functional, that is,
it is not story-telling that informs festivals. Myth can
only sustain a belief. 1In the acting out of that helief,
myth fades to the background. Thus, in drama it is
actually myth that "shrinks steadily," to use Echeruo's
words, and not rituai.

Furthermore, in an oral tradition where belief
complements action, drama can never exist in isolation,
apart from ritual. DBoth draw from each other to ensure
a successful performance. Oyekan Owomoyela argues that
gods are associated with festivals because Africans look
up to them as patrons from whom they need protection and
spiritual assistance for the successful conduct of
festivals. He goes on to say that '"certain players
elected the King, the Chamberlain, or the Admiral as
their patron" because they "thought they could best"
perform "if they enjoyed the protection of such powerful
personalities. If the players later included plays about
their patrons in their repertoire, that would still be
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consistent with their strategy. Robin Horton also

recognizes the gods as patrons of certain traditional
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is meant to sustain belief, and serves the same function
as the illusion of modern theatre. E.O. Kofoworola has

identified Wasannin Gargajiya as the main corpus in

which the entire concept of theatre in Hausaland is
incorporated. Thus, from this general body of traditional
performances he identifies other theatrical terms includ-

ing Wasan Kwaikwayo which means "imitation play" or
w46

"dramatic plays.

For one thing, traditional African dramatic displays
are veiled in profound symbolism to prevent the lessons
learnt from festivals from being too cheap, requiring
little effort. Thus, symbolism makes festival messages
enduring. Again, in this symbolism one deduces imitation,
enlightenment, entertainment, story and its plot that are
interlocking, and sometimes complex. Inability to
identify this symbolism leads to a failure in interpreta-
tion., Misinterpretation of traditional African drama
results from the fact that most critics pay little atten-
tion to the orality and distinctiveness of African culture
and traditions. It also results from the misunderstanding
of the objectives of traditional African arts.

On the rift between evolutionism and relativism,
Yemi Ogunbiyi warns that accepting "evolutionist approach"
"in its entirety" presents difficulties in that "the

evolutionary line is not as straight as is presumed"
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because "a robust dramatic tradition can develop alongside

ritual without cutting itself off from its origin."47

He points out that "what can pass for ritual, drama or

plain entertainment would vary from a given context to
another, a given time to another and one place to another,"
He uses the forms of Hausa drama namely, social, ceremonial,
Royal Court, occupational and dramatic as examples.48 He

then declares:

In the end, therefore, we must admit that
until more work is done in the area of our
traditional theatre and drama, each dramatic
event must be taken on its own merit and

ad judged not merely from whether it fulfils
the "content-criteria", but more importantly
from the context-criteria; from the dimension
of hoy it is experienced by the actor/partici-
pant .49

Abiola Irele seems to be more forthright when he advises
"African writers to work out a new spiritual coherence
out of the historical disconnection between their African

heritage and their modern experience." He adds:

The essential direction of modern African
writing, of the work of the truly
significant writers is towards the
definition, in and through literature,

of a distinctive mode of thought and
feeling, towards an imaginative
apprehension of an African spirit,50

It is from perspectives such as this that I intend to
discuss the dramatic validity of the festivals of the

Igbuzos.
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Conclusion

This chapter has attempted to highlight the socio-
cultural structure of Igbuzo community as well as the
religious practices of the people. The chapter has
tried to show how the various aspects of the culture
of the Igbuzos are integrated to effect a harmonious
existence. Also, attempt was made to show how the
various facets of culture act as parameters to festivals.
Festivals in turn re-enact these cultural ways so as to
preserve them, and to entertain and enlighten the
Igbuzos.

From the views of some critics on traditional
African drama, it is observed that festivals are dramas
because they possess dramatic qualities, and are able
to satisfy the demands of the theatre. What European
theatre can do for Europeans, traditional African
theatre provides a fountain from which Africans draw
life's sustenance. It also offers a forum for the
interpretation and reinterpretation of the interplay
of the people's mental, moral and ethical well-being.

Therefore, socio-cultural structure, and history
should be considered in determining what should be
called drama in a particular place. If drama is acttion

on stage, and is functional in its production of worthwhile
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experience that is immediate, then IgbuzqQ festivals are
dramas. The festivals of the Igbuzgs are media for

recreation, education, and reintegration into the corpus

of cultural continuum,
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Chapter 2

The Socio-Political, Religious, and Artistic
Background of the Igbuzgg

L.N. Kogan et al assert that 'For a "group" to bea
concrete sociological phenomenon,' "it is necessary to
define clearly the group at issue, to identify its
quantitative and qualitative features. It is also
important to define the group's place in the total

structure of social connections and re.lations."1

A. Land Mass and Population

The Igbuzgs constitute one of the Ibo-speaking
tribes of Oshimili Local Government Area of Bendel State.
They occupy a land mass of about 75 square miles, or
about 200 square kilometres, excluding the vast expanse
of farm-lands. The total population of the Igbuzgs is
about fifty thousand. 2 This analysis excludes Achala,3
which is about 8 kilometres from Igbuzo main town, and
has a population of over five thousand people.

Igbuzg is thickly populated, and the people live
very close together, averaging about two hundred and
fifty to the square kilometre. The total living land
mass has expanded considerably over the years. Thus,

the growth in population has led to an increasing density
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which puts further pressure on cultivable land. However,
this dense population distribution in Igbuzq enables the
people to tackle emergencies effectively, and to
accomplish other communal responsibilities.

Igbuzg is surrounded by her Ibo-speaking neighbours,
with whom she engages in certain socio-economic activities.
It is bounded in the East by Asaba and the riverain towns
of Oko-Anala and OkoAmakom in the West by Qgwashi-Uku,
in the North by Okpanam, and in the South by Olodu and
Abala. Some of the inhabitants of these neighbouring
towns often increase the number of spectators during

Igbuzg festivals.

B. Vocation

The key occupation of the Igbuzgs is farming.
Family heads and their adult male sons are regarded as
farmers in Igbuzo. They prepare the farms and weed them.
Women and children contribute to the sowing and harvesting
of crops. Otherwise, women are mainly recognised as
keepers of the home, and small scale dealers on surplus
farm products, and soup condiments. The soup condiments
include the products of their husbands' hunting, trap-
setting, and fishing. Households also rear domestic

animals like fowls, sheep and goats for home consumption

and for sale.
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However, a man's social status is determined by the
number of yams he has in his barn. His success as a
farmer enables him to marry many wives, and thus have
many children. This has economic importance in that it
increases the number of farm-hands. It also affords
him the necessary credentials to take titles in the land.
It is because of the importance attached to farming that
major traditional events, like festivals, are planned
to fall within specific breaks in farming activities.
Moreover, the importance accorded to crop production
makes farming one of the principal themes of Igbuzo
festivals.

C. Historical Origin

Documented historical accounts classify Igbuzo, or
Ibusa as the European missionaries renamed it for easier
pronunciation, among the group of Western Ibo-speaking
towns that claim origin from "Nri, or from another member
of the Umueri group to which Nri belonga."4 These towns
include Asaba, Ighuzg or Ibusa, and Ogwashi-Uku.
Elizabeth Isichei locates the settlement of the Igbuzos'
Nri-descendant neighbour of Asaba among a "pre-existing
settlement, perhaps in the early seventeenth century."5
But she is silent to the probable period of the migration
of the Igbuzgs and the Ogwashi-Ukus to their present

places.
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There is reason to suppose that the Igbuzgs migrated
to their present place earlier than 1500 A.D. Firstly,
the historical accounts of the foundation of the Western
Ibo towns are various, varied and conflicting, and are
derived mainly from oral tradition.6 For example,
historical accounts locate the origin of the Umuezechima,
the Benin descendants, and the Igala group around the
16th century during the reign of Oba Esigie of Benin from
1517-1550 A.D.7 History relates that there was a great
wave of migration resulting from the political turbulence
in Benin and elsewhere during that early 16th century.8
However, the Igbuzgs themselves relate that they had
settled in their present location before the Aya Idu or
Benin internal political crisis that escalated beyond
Benin political frontiers as troops loyal to Esigie
pursued the fleeing rebellious groups that had abducted
one of the Oba's daughters.9

Thus Western Iboland became a melting pot of 'new

comers' which included the Umuezechima group.io

It is
interesting that historians acknowledge the presence of
pre-existing settlements that were later overrun by the
superior force of new migrant gro»upss.r1 This is because
such admittance of pre-settlement lends support to the
claim of the Igbuzgs that they had existed before the

wave of migration from Benin and elsewhere in the early

16th century. The foundation of Igbuzo can be located
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around the 14908,12

a few decades before the Benin
political crisis. This is because the Igbuzgs must have
settled sufficiently to be able to withstand the 16th
century forces of conquest and domination that overran
her neighbouring, now extinct, towns that existed in the
present towns of Ogwashi-Uku, Asaba, Ilah, Oko, Issele-
Asagba, and others.

However, since historians drew their information
from oral tradition to explain the foundation of Western
Ibo towns, there is reason to give credence to the oral
history of the foundation of Igbhuzgo as known, preserved,
and related by the Igbuzgs. Oral history relates that
the Igbuzos originated from Isu, in Imo State of Nigeria.
Umejei, the prince and heir apparent to the political
throne of Isu, threw a townsman to death in a wrestling
contest. The penalty for killing a Kinsman was death.
This was so to avoid punishment, in form of general
calamity, from the gods. But the ruling head of Isu
arbitrarily vetoed the death penalty, converting it into
banishment. This action resulted into a major schism in
the original Isu otherwise known as Isu Nje-aba. In the
ensuing encounter, there was blood-bath, and the pull-
out of several groups who later founded the present day
Isus which are scattered all over Igbo-land. Among them
are Nkwere-Isu, Achala Isu, and many others near Enugu,

&nmﬂ,‘13 and Okigwe.
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According to oral history, Umejei was loved by many
among whom were the war generals of Isuland such as
Odogwu, Iwolo, and Iyase. With these war Generals and
a retinue of numerous servants, young maidens, wives,
and friends, Umejei set out for exile. History also
relates that he carried a specially prepared magical pot
on his head on his way to exile. The instruction given
to him, according to oral tradition, was that the pot
would direct him, and that he would settle where the pot
would fall. This magical connection with the foundation
of Igbuzg is buttressed with Isichei's assertion in her

A History of the Igbo People that the Nri, a corporate

body of the Umueri group to which Isu Nje-aba belonged,
were "ritual specialista.“14

Umejei and his followers crossed the River Niger
with canoes. On his way, he met some hostile coastal
towns that refused him passage and food. He subdued
them and took many captives. Umejei's pot later fell
at a place he called Anioshe meaning, 'the land of Qshe.'
The place was so named because his first son, Oshe,
was born there after the pot fell. There are relics
of huts, pottery materials and fruit plants that offer
evidence of Umejei and his followers' early settlement

at Anioshe, in Igbuzq.

Later, Umejei's sister became pregnant out of
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marriage, at Anioshe. Umejei was angry. He sent her to
a place later called Ezukwu. He built a house for her
there and gave her several servants. However, because
of the long distance from Anioshe to Ezukwu, Umejei
brought his followers to a place later called Umueze.
There he made his spiritual and political headquarters.
Umueze was a strategic point because it was close to his
sister's place. Again, it was at the centre of his
numerous war outposts.

Umejei had two more sons, Ezebuggu and Ezemesea.
Oshe, Ezebuggu and Ezemesea later had their own children.
In appreciation, Umejei named seven, out of the ten
villages of Igbuzg, after his grand male children. One
of the villages of Igbuzg was named Ekea or Umuekea.
Ekea was a woman's name. Ekea was a very popular trader
who hailed from Obosi, near Onitsha. She was first
married at Asaba, but later came to Igbuzg because she
admired Umejei's prowess. She was so popular that a
village in Asaba was also named after her. Ekea villages
in Igbuzg and Asaba are still in existence.

After Umejei settled at Umueze, he named his entire
territory Igbuzg or Igbobuzo meaning, 'the first Igbo
settlers.” But there was a general wave of migration in
Igboland at the time Umejei set out for exile. After he

settled at Igbuzg, other clans migrated from different
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parts of Igboland and elsewhere. For example, Odaigbo,
the founder of Ogwashi-Uku, migrated from Nshi which was
a clan within the Umueri group. These later settlers
were also trying to chart territories for themselves.

As a result, there were constant land encroachments and
boarder clashes between the later settlers and the
Igbuzgs. These conflicts led to many years of bloody
inter-tribal wars. Igbuzo's chief enemy was Ogwashi-Uku.
Their age-old boarder conflict is a tough legal issue in
the law court today.

However, amity later developed between Igbuzg and
each of her neighbours. This friendship did not rule out
occasional boarder clashes. However, they found the
need for inter-personal and inter-town co-operation and
trade which led to the adoption of some festivals from
neighbouring towns by the Igbuzgs. For example, ng was
introduced from Okoh and Abala when some Igbuzo youths
went on a fishing expedition there. In those days, people
had friends in far away places. They paid constant visits
to their friends as a means of strengthening inter-town
friendship and good-will. They used the opportunity of

such visits to borrow desirable customs with which they

enriched theirs.
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D. Socio-political Structure

The Igbuzgs live a communal existence. They work
together toward achieving a common goal for the society.
However, there is room for personal expression and
accomplishment. But the sense of community often asserts
itself over thoughts of the self especially, in times of
emergency. Nevertheless, the Igbuzgs believe that
individual accomplishment can be harnessed for the welfare
of the entire society. Thus, individuals are often
encouraged to develop along their separate talents. What
Ossie Enekwe says about the Ighbo is true of the Igbuzgs.
He writes, "Igbo world view accepts the dualism and
relatedness of all things... the Igbo combine a high
sense of individualism and a very strong communal sense...
Igbo society is characterized by social fragmentation
and a strong accent on achieved status."1°

The Igbuzg political system is built on a hierar-
chical structure of age and social status. The political
head of Igbuzg is called the Diokpa. He is the oldest
male adult in the town. He has a council of chiefs

called Ndi Eze or Obi. The Obiship transcends age. It

is a cult of influential men who have achieved importance
through hard work. Only successful farmers can afford
the wherewithal to register for eligibility into the

cult. Farmers work hard to qualify for the Obi title.
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Ndi Eze constitutes the Legislative Council. As a form
of respect, the Ndi Eze are exempted from minor communal
assignments like village sanitation and digging of
graves.

Following the Ndi Eze is the ngalg. This is a
title of induction into the mainstream politics of
Igbuzgo. They are the leaders of the Executive Council.
They also head important delegations, and arbitration
panels.

The Ndi Ichia constitutes the judicial arm of
government. It is the final court of appeal in Igbuzg.
Difficult cases of inter-personal, or inter-village
dimension that can not be settled in a town meeting are
referred to it for permanent settlement. Membership of
this council is composed of members of Ogbuu cult and
other titled men of proven probity and intelligence.

The lowest political group is the Ngba-nkpisi.

This is a non-titled group. It consists of male children
and lazy adults. They are mainly engaged in village
sanitation exercise and other manual tasks. The political
system of the Igbuzgs recognizes hard work and conformity
to societal norms. In spite of one's wealth, one is not
accorded political respect until one takes title. During
town meetings, the Igbuzgs discuss their policies towards
their neighbours, and other matters that affect the

internal security and unity of their town. 4lso, matters
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referred to the town by individuals, groups, or matters
that village groups cannot handle are discussed during
the gathering of the entire town.

Igbuzo community is made up of ten villages.
Originally, there were nine. The tenth village, Ogboli,
was an annexed enemy war base. Today, Ogboli is regarded
as one of the important villages of Ighuzo community.

The others include Umueze, Umuekea, Ogbeowele, Umuidi na
Isagba, Umuehea, Ezukwu, Umugdafe,um“wag““ and Umuezeagwu.
Each village has an independent political system which

is a replica of the political structure of the entire
town. Every village has its Diokpa, its Legislative and
Executive Councils. Inter-personal, group or inter-
family matters are settled at village meetings. Also,
impending festivals are first discussed at village
meetings before their celebrations.

In spite of the respect accorded to titles, everyone

including the Ngba-nkpisi is regarded as an important

political figure. This is because the Igbuzos recognize
smaller political units like the family. Disemination

of village decisions, and mobilization of communal

labour are most effected through family units. Therefore,
everyone is equal before the law, and is thus given fair
hearing. Everyone is also part of the decision making
process, and has the right to oppose any decision upheld

by the Diokpa. This political pattern acts as an
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effective check against arbitrary use of power.

Another important socio-political structure of
Igbuzg community is the age-group. The Igbuzgs have a
name for every historic period, and persons born within
that period, which must not exceed three years, form an
age group. For example, there are age-grades that answer

Ahg chi_ ji eshishe ji, Ahg mmili 1i umuaka Igbuzo,

Ogbo tax and so on. These mean, "age group of the year
of eclipse of the sun," "age group of the year when some
Igbuzo youths were drowned in the River Niger," and "age
group of the period of colonial taxation" respectively.
Each age group has a god father called nna ggbo. He
must come from an older age group. Members of an age
group select their god father. They always look for an
influential person who can inspire them to become
prominent figures in the society. There is often a
healthy rivalry among age groups. Each strives to
contribute to the growth of the society. In times of
emergency, age groups are very dependable. They respond
to emergencies with great zeal. They contribute
immensely to the success of festivals by assiting in the
clearing and arranging of arenas, and by providing
necessary props and costumes.

Women also play an important role in the corporate

polity of Igbuzg community. The married women of every
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village are headed by the oldest married woman of that
village. They discuss private matters of womanhood, and
help to educate newly married women on the principles of
successful marriage. Whenever their husbands' farms are
threatened by wood-gatherers, they institute decrees
banning unlawful entry into the farms. Defaulters are
fined, and their firewood confiscated. They also respond,
at short notice, to communal matters. They contribute to
the success of festivals by donating materials for ritual
sacrifices. They also form a powerful choric force
during festivals.

Another powerful political female group is the
Unuada. Every female adult, whether married or not, is
a member of Umuada in the village of her birth. A woman
can be married to a non-citizen of IgbuzgQ; she is still
a member of the Umuada. They exercise authority only in
the village of their birth. They usually meet on an
emergency, and for serious matters. Their functions
include cautioning and fining unruely women married to
their brothers and kinsmen. They can ban a rude, or an
adulterous woman from associating with the other members
of the village until she changes her behaviour. They can
also give a run-away married woman a deadline at which
to return to her husband's house. After the expiration

of the deadline, it becomes taboo for the married woman
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to come back to her husband unless she pays a certain
fine.

The influence of the Umuada is also felt during
important festivals. It is their duty to ensure that the
wives of their Kkinsmen have contributed their quota
towards the success of any impending festival celebrated
by their village. During some important festivals,
participants visit their Umuada. Such visits add colour
to festivals, and strengthen the spirit of goodwill and
unity. The Umuada also contribute to the success of
festivals by participating fully, and by ensuring that
their children participate.

The Umuada are so powerful that they can attend
important meetings in the village of their birth. However,
they do not express their views openly because women are
not allowed to interfer during proceedings. They can at
best whisper their ideas to a kinsman who can then raise
it up for discussion. The socio-political structure of
Igbuzgo community, therefore, directs individual and
group behaviours. It is an important determinant of how

successful a festival will be.

E. Religion and Belief Systems

Religion plays a crucial role in the social,

economic, and political life of the Igbuzos. The Igbuzgs
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are so fundamentally religious that there seems to reside
in them "an inherent urge" that "makes religion a matter

of ultimate concern.“16

The mode of worship is basically
animistic., There is the belief in one Supreme God called
Chukwu, and numerous spirit intermediaries. The myriad
subordinate gods are identified with sacred objects and
things.

God created all the myriad gods, and the world of
phenomena. He is the centre of all power. The gods
derive their essence from the all-pervading influence of
God. Mortals like the priests and medicine men tap this
universal essence of God through the medium of the gods.
With this, they practise their art. These mortals can
perform certain feats like rendering themselves invisible,
and invulnerable to harmful influences. They also have
the power of extra-sensory perception. A4ll1 this makes
them apppear super-human, and are looked upon as demi-gods.
Because of the belief of the Igbuzgs that there is a link
between gods and men, these demi-gods or medicine men are
often consulted for fortune telling. They also play
important roles during festivals. They alert man on the
wishes of the gods, and prepare certain magical props
used in the performance of festivals.

In Igbuzg community, ancestor worship is common.

The people belief in life after death. Dead ancestors



44

are believed to pass on to the next life where they
become spirits. They are either benevolent or malevolent
ones depending on the type of life they led here on earth.
Streams, certain objects and places are deified. These
deities are believed to possess tremendous spiritual
power. Their functions are as varied as man's needs and
wants. Most of them have the power to effect punishment
and forgiveness. These deities include Qboshi, the
goddess of Obgshi stream, Qkpuzu, Isinta, Asiama, Atakpo,
the god of Atakpo stream, and other stream spirits.

An interesting aspect of these streams is that they
make a ring round Igbuzg. The fact that Atakpo, a stream
god, flows into Qboshi, the major stream goddess, makes
Atakpo and Oboshi essentially fertility deities. Their
union is a kind of spiritual copulation. This is why
Iwu, an agricultural festival, is associated with these
two major stream deities.

Proper cleansing of self and a fervent appeal to
Oboshi, turns barrenness into a potential matrix of
fertility. If the barren wants children, she will ask
the Ohene, the chief priest of Oboshi, to lead her to
the goddess' shrine. There she provides an offering to
the goddess. She also voices her desires, and promises
to perform a thanksgiving ceremony to the goddess after

her request is met. The Igbuzgs pin faith on these
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spirits, and so their influences run through, and propel
the entire network of culture. This network includes
ethical norms, superstitions, rites, festivals, and so on.

Moreover, there is the belief in magic, witchcraft,
and occultism. Through these media, practitioners can
employ mysterious influences to cast spell on, and harm
enemies. For fear of these malevolent forces, rituals,
rites, and festivals become important avenues of lodging
petitions to Chukwu, the Supreme Deity. This is done
through the numerous God's spirit messengers embodied in
streams and places that are declared sacrosanct. They
are also embodied in sacred objects including trees,
stones, and carved wooden materials. Thus, numerology
or the science of numbers, palmistry, divination and
colour are indispensable factors in ritual rites and
festive performances.

The power in numerology is derived from the local
week days. These are Eke, Olie, ggg, and ﬂggg. These
characters constitute the number 4. Obi Nwaokocha

Uwashilil?

explains that the eldest, Eke, shares
spiritual power among these characters. In the Igbuzo
context, the sharer does not choose first. The shares
which must be in three parts are chosen by the other

three characters namely, Olie, Afo and Nkwo. These

three are added to the number of the local week days,






