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IFO. A STUDY OF AN IGBO VOCAL GENRE AZUBIKE O. TFIONU

ABSTRACT

This study comprises a description and analysis of
the textual and musical components of a homogenfous corpus of
Ifo songs - songs which occur within the telling of tradi-
tional folktales - from the Orumba area of Anambra State of
Nigeria.

Because Ifo is a mirror of the mind and thought of
the people, a reflection of the tensions and conflicts
within the society, in Chapter One different but related
facets of Igbo cultural life deemed essential for the under-
standing of the content of Ifo are delineated.

The two subsequent chapters demonstrate that Igbo
concepts of music differ from those of the west, and that
although Igbo vocal and instrumental musical expressions
may have some features in common, basically they differ in
idiom and style. Hence in Chapter Two Igbo concepts of
music, musical categories, and types, are explained. In
this context Ifo is established as sui generis in the gamut
of traditional vocal music. The social functions of music,
and the forces, both indigenous and foreign, that influence
Igbo musical practices, are also discussed. In Chapter
Three traditional vocal music is treated in detail, and in
subsequent chapters the focus is on Ifo.

The special features of Ifo are described in
Chapter Four; the textual components in Chapter Five; and
the stylistic elements in terms of music-text relationships,
vocal modes, and singing style in Chapter Six. Chapter
Seven is devoted to musical analysis. Chapter Eight con-
sists of a summary and conclusion.

The potential value of Ifo in Igbo studies, espe-
cially in the field of Arts and Humanities, is unquestion-
able. The melodies are of importance for composition;
the subject-matter is appropriate to folk opera, and to use
by novelists, and dramatists; and the texts provide
excellent material for the study of Folklore, poetry,
linguistics and sociology.
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PREFACE

This study is devoted to an analysis of the struc-
tural components of a corpus of ;ggl songs from the Orumba
area of Anambra State of Nigeria.2 Its purpose is to provide
as meaningful a statement as possible on the nature of Igbo
traditional vocal music- and its relationship to its culfural
background.

The present work is, as far as known, the first
attempt to explore in detail a single genre of Igbo vocal
music. To the extent that these objectives are achieved,
the results complement existing studies of Igbo music.
Hitherto, the three major studies of Igbo music have dealt

3 . . . . 5
choral mu51c,4 and instrumental music.

with instruments,
It is hoped that the results of this study will provide a
basis for assessing the generalizations and "permissible con-
jectures“6 about Igbo music made by previous writers. It
may also yield new information of value not only to musico-
logists but also to sociologists and folklorists. This

work is, of course, in some ways a preliminary rather than

a definitive studf, and because of this it is hoped that its

results may stimulate yet further research in this vital

area of Igbo music,

1. Ifo songs occur within the telling of a traditional folk-

tale. For a detailed discussion of Ifo vide Chapter Four.

2. Vide map 3, p.8.
3, Echezcgona, 1963.
4. Ekwueme, 1972.
5. Nzewi, 1977,

6. Day, 1892, p.272.
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The Collection of Data

The material used in the present study was col-
lected from four towns in Anambra State: Eziagy, Ezira,
Isulo and Ogbunka, all in Orumba division.l During the
course of my research, I spent three periods in thevfield.

I devoted the first period (15th December, 1975 to 16th
March, i976) to familiarizing myself with the whole of
Aguata, Njikoka, and Orumba areas.2 As a result I decided
to restrict my survey to Orumba since the extent of the
three areas was such that I could not adequately study its
music within the time allotted for my field-work.

Although every Igbo community has its own tradition
of Ifo, my choice of Orumba in general, and of these four
towns in particular, was dictated by a number of factors:

(i) my desire to concentrate my study in a rural area.

In spite of ovér 50 years of continuous contact with Chris-
tianity and Western educatiocn in Awka,3 other towns in Orumba,
such as Ezira, Eziagu, Isulo and Ogbunka, were and still are
comparatively less affected by the influence of Western cul-
ture. They still maintain many of their older customs and
musical practices, including an authentic tradition of Ifo.

In addition, Orumba was comparatively unaffected by the

Nigerian Civil war (1967-1970) which dislocated the cultural

1. Vide map 3, p. 8.
2. Vide map 2, p. 7.

3. First Christianity, and then Western education were intro-
duced in Awka town in the last decade of the nineteenth
century by the Church Missionary Society which also built
Awka college in 1904 for the training of indigenous mis-
sionaries.
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life of most towns in Igbo speaking areas of Nigeria.

(ii) Geographical proximity and cultural homogeneity
were equally important. In Orumba, these four towns are
close neighbours and this nearness helped to reduce the cost
and time involved in travel. They are also, with minor
variations, culturally homogeneous.

(iii) Very few of the celebrated Ifo singers in these
towns have undergone a Western education, and few are
Christian. Their ages range from 35 to 55 years,¥ and they
learned Ifo from their mothers during their childhood. They
are also bound by traditional religious beliefs and hold
tenaciously to their people's ethos and mores. This, to
some extent, ensured a more authentic corpus of Ifo which

the singers themselves described as: "Ifo nwere mkpuyru"

("Ifo which has seed or kernel", i.e. substance).

(iv) My familiarity with the locality, its people, their

dialect and ways of life. Although I come from Orumba, I

do not, however, come from any of the actual sample towns.
The second period of my field-work lasted from

March 26 to May 30,1976, while the third and final period

was from 26th June to 10th October, 1976.

Methods Used in Collecting the Data

Interviewing

On the first occasion I approached my informants

as informally as possible, introduced myself, and stated the

1. With the exceptions of Madams Ebere Okereke, Mgbonkwqg Dim
and Onukwube Okoli, who are all over 60.
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purpose of my visit, elaborating on the purely academic
motivation of the project in contrast with the commercial
aims of Radio and Television producers. This explanation
was necessary in order to make it quite clear to my infor-
mants that the project was neither for commercial purposes
nor was it government sponsored. I also made iﬁ clear
that I was interested only in Ifo and not in Egwu (i.e..in
music involving singing and dancing with instrumental accom-
paniment) . I assured them that in each case, the name of
the singer would be recorded against the Ifo she sang.
These assurances helped in no small way to establish a genuine
spirit of co-operation, while helping also to reduce the
costs involved. The general procedure was to ask my infor-
mants questions framed in as general terms as possible, and
to allow them to expand on the topic as far as they were able.
In all these places I interviewed traditional
musicians, minstrels and singing masqueraders, and discussed
general concepts of music, their music typology, and musical
practices in general. Ifo was discussed exhaustively in
terms of its name, types, manners and occasions of perfor-
mance, methods of transmission and its social functions.
I also interviewed local elders, who are regarded as custo-
dians of their town's oral traditions, and discussed the
origins of their towns, their customs, religious practices
and moral values, the impact of external influences, both
from their neighbouring towns and from the '"Whiteman", such
as Christianity and Western education and their impact on
the social and cultural systems. Because some of the infor-

mants knew my town, and some my parents, and because I knew
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by name most of their sons who were my colleagues at school,
college and university, a relaxed atmosphere was created

which made it possible for discussion to be frank and cordial.

Recording

I recorded all the Ifo songs on a portable battery-
operated Uher tape recorder (4200 Report Stereo IC), with an
AKJ D190 microphone, using standard tape (600 ft) at a speed

of 71 inches per second. The spoken part of Ifo {Akykq Ifo),

including the songs as they occurred, were recorded separately
on a portable battery-operated cassette recorder (Superscope

C-104). About 400 songs in all were recorded.

Data Analysis

The transcription and notation of the songs, the.
translation of the texts into English and the writing of the
thesis were all done at the School of Oriental and African
Studies, University of London from November 1976 to

March 1979.
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20.

PRONUNCIATION AIDS

I have supplemented the official Igbo Ortho-
graphy as recommended by "The Onwu Committee' in 1961
with some further letter-combinations renresenting addi-
tional consonant sounds (not all, however, necessarily
phonemic) found in the dialect of the sample area. For

convenience the following brief notes are given:

i) Consonants

b, d, £, g, h, k, 1, m, p, v, s, t, v, w, vy, Z
have their normal values, approximately as in English.
K, p, and t are unaspirated; 1r has been recorded as flapped.
gw and kw are labialized velar stopns, voiced and voiceless
respectively.
bh and gh are voiced fricatives, bilabial and velar
respectively.
ch and j are (unaspirated) post-alveolar affricates,
voiceless and voiced respectively.
sh and zh are post-alveolar fricatives, voiceless and
voiced respectively.
gb is a voiced labio-velar stop, slightly implosive.
kp is a voiceless imnlosive labio-velar stop.
wh is a voiceless labio-velar approximant (i.e. voiceless w).
nw and ny are respectively labio-velar and palatal nasals.
n is a velar nasal.

n preceding a vowel is an alveolar nasal; preceding h,




21'

it is palatal or velar; preceding another consonant it

is homorganic with that consonant.

Vowels

®

open front

e half-open front

i close front

i half-close front (often very close to i)
0 half-open back, rounded and centralised
o} open back rounded

u close back rounded

u half-close back rounded (fairly close to u)

iii) Tone and Tone marking

Igbo words and texts have not been tone-marked
except in the index, in cases where it is necessary to
distinguish words which would otherwise have identical
spellings.

The following conventions have been used:

High tone: wunmarked

Low tomne: marked with grave accent, e.g. as é
Step-down between two high tones: marked with a macron
over the second vowel, e.g. as 553£L

In addition, the abbreviations H, L, and H'H have been

used to represent, respectively, high tone, low tone, and

a step-down between two high tones.
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LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

Throughout the body of the thesis the texts
and the songs are referred to by their index numbers.
For example, the first song performed by the first group
of performers at Eziagu is referred to as Eziaguy Al,

the third song performed by the second group as Eziagy B3,

and so on.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE IGBO AND THEIR CULTURAL BACKGROUND

The purpose of this chapter is to survey the social
and cultural background of the Igbo people. For this
reason, the Igbo are viewed as a cultural group and not as a
political unit.1 As a cultural group, they occupy a culture
area which is here defined as a geographically delimitable
area which has the same dominant and significant culture
traits, complexes and patterns.2 The Igbo share a common
language, albeit with marked dialectal variations, almost
identical political organisations, customs and traditions,
similar religious beliefs and world views. These facets of
Igbo culture influence in varying degrees traditional musical
practices. An undefstanding of the above therefore, is a
necessary baékground for a proper understanding of Igbo

musical practices and behaviour, and of Ifo in particular.

Geographical Location and Population

The Igbo, with a population of about ten million,3
occupy an area of about 15,800 square miles between latitudes

5 and 7 degrees north of the Equator, and longitudes 6 and 8

1. With the division of Nigeria into 12 states in May 1968
and into a further 19 states in 1976, it is preferable to
discuss the culture and especially the music of a people
in terms of their cultural grouping rather than their
political unity.

2. For a discussion of the Igbo culture area, vide
Onwuejeogwu, 1975, pp. 1-10.

3. Nigerian Census, 1963.




27

degrees east of the Greenwich line.1 Their neighbours are
the Igala and the Tiv on the North; the Ijo and the Ogoni

on the South; the Bini and the Isoko on the West; and the
Ibibio and the Yako on the East. Evidence abounds to
demonstrate that the Igbo were and to a large extent are
still closely linked to their neighbours whom they influenced

and who in turn influence them.2

For example, the pattern
of monarchy as well as the title systems and the parapher-
nalia peculiar to such institutions found in Onitsha, Abo,
and other towns along the river Niger can be traced to the
Edo kingdom of Benin and the Igala state of Ida. Igbo
social institutions such as the practice of head-hunting,
the secret society and the age-grade organisations of the
Eastern and Ngwa Igbo, according to Afigbb, originated from

31t is

the Ibibio, the Ijo, and the Cross-river peoples.
very probable that the musical activities associated with
these institutions were borrowed at the same time. It

would also be natural to suppose that speech and some aspects
of material culture of peripheral Igbo towns were influenced
by the languages and material cultures of their close non-Igbo

neighbours. Greenberg4 has established that Igbo, Bini,

Igala, and Ijo, belong to the Kwa-subgroup of the Niger-Congo

1. vide map 1, p. 6.

2. For detailed account of Benin and Jgala influences on the

Igbo vide Meek, 1937, pp. 4-5; - Jeffreys, 1956,
pp. 119-131; Shelton, 1971.
3. Afigbo, 1975, p. 47.

4. Greenberg, 1963, pp. 8-9,.




family of languages of which Tiv, Yako, Ogoni and Ibibio

are also members.

Vegetation and Wild Life

The Igbo cultural area falls within the rain forest
belt and enjoys a tropical climate.l Four important rivers
drain the territory: the Niger, the Imo, the Anambra, and
the I_Jrasi.2 The importance of rivers and streams in the
social life of the people is reflected in their importance
in Ifo in general. In Ifo, rivers are generally called by
the generic term Oshimiri, and occasionally they act as
characters in the plot, sometimes interacting with anin_lals,3
and at other times with human beings.4 . Some rTivers are
notorious because it is believed that water-spiritis inhabit
and control them, and they are called by their praise-names
as, for example, Ude NgumaS ("Notorious ﬁgggg”), and Ude
qururu6 ("He who roars Gwururu" i.e. like thunder). Such
rivers had holy days when nobody dared to fetch water from
them, and it was on those holy days that sacrifices were offered

to the spirits that owned them.7 The generic names for

1. Vide map 4, 1p.9,

2. Vide man 1, p.o0.

3. Eziagy A67.
4, EBziagy A69a-b.

5. Eziaguy C39.

frnowiianiiuat = I it

6. Bziagu C38,

st - R WUy sl

7. A living example of such stream is the Qtamiri in Egbu
Owerri.
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streams in the Ifo used in this study are Ngene, Qdg, and EEE-I
The forests team with wild animals and birds. Among
animals the most important from their occurrence in Ifo are
leopards, elephants, bush-cows, Maxwell's Duiker and espe-
cially the tortoise. Similarly wvultures, hawks, kites,
eagles, doves and parrots are favourite characters in Ifo.
The variety of these animal and bird characters is further
discussed in the section on "The Themes of Eﬁg”.z
The horns of some of these animals, such as the
elephant, the bush-cow and Bushbuck (Mgbada) are
used as musical instruments. Drum membranes are made from
the skins of some of these animals, especially fhe Mgbada

which has a skin that is valued for its toughness and dura-
bility.

The main trees are the ¢ji (the iroko; Chloro-

phora excelsa), and the @tgsi (the bamboo). They supply

wood for furniture, building and for carving including musical
instruments such as the notched flutes and slit-drums.

Bamboos and the branches of ahaba tree (Acio bateri) supply

the most valuable sticks for staking yams on a farm. The
primary source of fuel for domestic purposes, particularly,

in rural areas, is firewood which is collected in the forest.
There are innumerable species of wild fruits, among whicﬁ are
the ydara, the ube, and vegetables such as the gkazi. Both
of these are mentioned frequently in Ifo because they are the

surest means of sustenance for orphans.3 There is also a

1. Ezaigy A34.
2. Infra, p. 187.
3. Ezaigy C40a-b, A7%a-b.
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wide variety of medicinal herbs and roots. Due to very
intensive and extensive cultivation, especially during the
Nigerian civil war (1967-1970), the forest has in many areas

deteriorated into derived savannah.

Climate
There are two well defined seasons: gqkgchi (the
dry season), and udu miri (the wet season). With the excep-

tion of a short break of about a month between July and
August, the wet season runs from April to October and is
usually the planting period. The monotony of the dry season,
which stretches from November to March, is briefly interrupted
by the yguyry (the harmattan), a dry cold and dusty northeast
wind from the Sahara desert. In spite of its‘severity, the
harmattan is welcomed by farmers who believe that it is an
auspicious sign of an abundant harvest to come, especially

of such fruits as the ydara, ube (the pear), oranges and
other fruits. The dry season, with its favourable weather,
1s a period when traditional games such as wrestling, moon-
light plays, important festivals and ceremonies are generally
performed.

In Igbo traditional society, attendance at musical
activities is generally oven to anybody; the audience is
almost always large and such activities are therefore performed
in the open air: in town and market squares, in the obu (a
square in the king's palace), and more recently, in school

and college playgrounds.




Occupations

The Igbo are traditionally agriculturalists and
traders. Almost every one in the rural areas makes a
living by subsistence farming. Men, with the help of
women, are generally responsible for the cultivation of yams
which Basden rightly described as "the Ibo staff of lifer.!
The yam is the most important and prestigiocus of all the
staple crops in Igboland. It is the only crop which has
a spirit associated with it, Uhiejigky (the God of Farm work
or the Yam God), whose festivals are celebrated at the begin-

ning of farm work and during the yam harvest. Successful

farmers take yam titles variously called Diji, Eze ji, or

Duru ji (all with the meaning of Yam King).
The importance of yam farming is reflected in the
corpus of Ifo forming the basis of this study. Thus Ezaigy A31

is an Ifo in which celebrated farmers, referred to as Ndi

ogonogo ¢ba ("Those with long barns', i.e. with innumerable

yam-stands) are praised while poor farmers are ridiculed as

""Ndj shi na mgbe mgbe laa'" ('"Those who are poor farmers

because of procrastination and laziness') and '"Ndi ka na-acho

ana achQ" ("Those who are still bargaining for pieces of farm
land on which to cultivate'). Eziagy A58 consists of both

a chronicle of names of different species of yams and a poemn
in praise of yams in general.

Women cultivate cocoyams, cassava, maize, different

1. Basden, 1921, p. 147.
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types of vegetables such as okoro (Hibiscus esculentus), ugu

(Fluted pumpkin), spinach, peppers, bitter leaves, and
anara (cabbages). The oil palm from which nalm-0il and ker-
nels are extracted, the raffia palm, coconuts, kola nuts,

ykwa (Treculia africana decne - a very rich source of protein),

bananas, oranges and beans are important cash crops. Cows,
goats, sheep, pigs, dogs and fowls are the major livestock
reared.

In addition to farming, men and women engage in
other occupations. Palm wine tapping, hunting, long dis-
tance trading and crafts such as blacksmithing, pottery,
carving and weaving are among these occupations. In the
past the performance of priestly functions including the
initiation of chiefs and those taking Qzo titles, ikpy ary
(the purification sacrifices for removing pollution from a
person, a house, or land), iwa eze1 (teeth-filing), and igbu-

ichi na ity mbubu (cicatrisation) were specialist occupations

practised by men from Nri and Umadioka.

Craft products include most farm implements, such
as hoes, cutlasses, diggers, and gnya (iron traps), and are
of course produced by smiths. So also are weapons such as
guns, and spears; musical instruments such as the ogene (the
single iron clapperless bell) and the ybqg aka (the metal
tongued lamellaphone), and ceremonial objects such as the
0ji (the iron staff of office). Objects produéed from brass

include bracelets, known as nja or okpogho (spirals), and

1. Eziagy A54 contains reference to this ancient Igbo custom.
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brass-anklets. These were all ornaments of high value to
girls before the advent of Western civilization. Carved
objects include different items of domestic furniture, such
as ceremonial stools for titled men, gkwa (wooden trays),
and eku (wooden spoons). They also include masks and idols
and musical instruments such as the ekwe (the slit-drum),
the igba (the single membrane drum), and the Qja (the ver-
tical notched flute). - Weaving and the dyeing of cloth,
together with potting which includes the making of the udu
(the musical percussion vessel), are mainly women's occu-
pations.

The favourite pastimes are story-telling, singing

1 The

and dancing, wrestling, and games such as iti mmanwuy.
Ifo songs used in this study fall within these recreational
activities and are full of references to both wild and domes~-
ticated animals, as well as to these occupations, crafts

and pastimes. Animals also pursue such daily human acti-
vities as hunting,z farming,3 and the making of fences.4

They partake in recreation in the form of wrestling matches

between wild and domesticated species.5

1. For other Igbo traditional games, wvide Ogbalu, Igbo
institutions and customs (Onitsha). .

2. Bziagy AS8.
3. Eziagy A5 and A29.
4. Eziagy Al7.

5. Eziagu A76,
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Language

The Igbo language, according to Greenberg,1 belongs
to the Kwa sub-group of the Niger-Congo family of 1anguages;
which is charactefized by its tonality, its monosyllabic
root-words and the absence of inflectional endings.2 The
Igbo, as a whole, speak many dialects. Although Njaka has
listed the following eight: Western, Central, quth-Western
Igbo, North-eastern Igbo, Ikpaye-Igbo, Ikwerre-Igbo, Omgku-

Igbo and Uban:‘g—igbo,3

no definite number can authoritatively
be given at the moment since no dialectal survey has been
carried out. The Anglicized form 'Ibo', though commonly
used, is not an indigenous word. Arinze's explanation that
'"Ibo' seems to héve been adopted largely by foreigners who
found it difficult to pronounce the 'gbh' in Igbo,4 is
admissible since some non-Igbo Nigerians suffer from the
same linguistic handicap. Arinze doeé not however explain
discrepancies in the use of the word by some Igbo scholars.
Isichie pointed out that "a handful of linguists and anthro-
pologists used the technically more correct Igbo, but among

fellow scholars some use 'Igbo' and some use ’Ibo'“.S

1. Greenberg, op.cit., p. 8.
2. Bryan, 1952, pp. 89-90.

3. Njaka, 1974, p. 23.

4. Arinze, 1970, p.2.
5. Isichie, 1976, p. XV.
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Political and Sccial Structure

The Igbo are traditionally analysed as a decen-
tralized and segmentary society. Decentralized because
political power does not rest with one man, nor even with
a single group of people in the form of an oligarchy.
Matters of common concern are discussed by all adult members
of each community. Even in towns such as Onitsha, Ogidi,
Arochukwu and Nri, which have kings, these kings do not have
absolute power. This absence of absolute power in the hands
of the kings in Igboland is enshrined in the saying Oha nwe
eze ("The people own the king'"). The praise name of one of
the chiefs in Anambra State vividly illustrates the absolute

power of the people: O biri na gnu onye? ("Who has the final

say?", the answer to which is, of course, the people).

The basic Igbo political organisation consists of
a patrilineal unit called the Umunng. In a predominantly
rural society with a low rate of literacy meetings are
summoned, and information and news are circulated orally.
One member of any Umynna can be relied on to convey infor-
mation to any other member of the same group. Levies are
collected by members of the Umuynna. Crucial matters are
discussed at Umynna level before final decisions are taken
on them by the whole community. In this way, the Umynna
"encourages political dialogue, communalism and egalitarianism

at all levels of lineage segments”.1

1. Onwuejeogwu, op.cit., p. 6.
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In addition to the Umynna, other arms of Igbo
traditional government include the council of elders, the
association of title-men, the Umuyqokpu (the association of
senior married women), the age-grades, and the Mmanwy (the
Masquerade society).

The Umuqokpy see to it that the movement of live-
stock are regulated by their respective owners in order‘to
safeguard farm crops. They keep the compounds of the town's
shrines clean and sweep the market squares. Consequently,
they make and enforce the laws related to these activities.
Male adults from different age-grades construct new roads and

maintain existing ones. The Mmanwy ehihie (the Day masquer-

aders), on the authority of the elders, collect fines from
defaulters, and arbitrate in civil disputes. In civil cases
the Mmanwy preside over the tribunal and act as jury by putting
"the stamp of ancestral authority on the verdict of the commu-

1

nity tribunal". The Mmanwu abani (the Night masqueraders)

guard the town in the night against marauders and expocse in
songs anyone who had indulged in any form of anti-social
behaviour. Because of the anonymity of its members, coupled
with the supernatural aura that enshrouds the Mmanwuy, the
soclety uses it as a potent sanction against crimes.2

The mediatory and advisory role of the elders is

epitomised in the Igbo saying: A hy ekwughi na egbu okenye;

1. Obiechina, 1975, p. 211. Achebe's Things Fall
Apart (London, 1958), pp. 82-83, offers a dramatic scene
where mmanwy or mmyg, or egwugwu acted as jury in the
town's tribunal. But the civil power of the mmanwy has
been considerably curbed by Western forms of government.

2. For discussion on the sanctity and anonymity of masked
ancestor vide Meek, 1937, pp. 66-79.
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ma e kwue anyghi, na egbu nwata. ("Seeing wrong and failing

to admonish, kills the aged; but refusing to heed the elder's
advice, kills the young.') How very apt then is Meek's des-
cription of an Igbo community as '"... a republic in the true
sense of the term, i.e. a corporation in which government
was the concern of all”.ll

Igbo traditional society is also segmentary.  Each
town is an autonomous political group, consisting of small
but cohesive units ranging from Obu (families), the Umuynna
(Patrilineages), to the entire village or town bonded together
by a common dialect, similar customs, and .traditions, and
by occupation of a defined territory which all the members of
the community cultivate and are prepared to defend should
there be any encroachment by neighbouring towns. However,
in the absence of a widely organised central political autho-
rity, trade, exogamous marriages, the Qzg society, the cult
of ggé (the Earth Goddess), and oracles such as the Ibinukpabi
at Arochukwu (popularly known as "the Long Juju''), the
Igwekala at Umungha in Owerri, the Agbala at Awka and the

Mgbafqg Ezira at Ezira, were all forces integrating Igbo

society.

In addition to the Umunna, that is the system of
patrilineal organisation which determines the individual's
membership, rights and obligations within the group, the

Naa m ochie and the Ikwu nne (also known as the Nwa-Agaba,

a concept which stresses the mother's lineage), are also

recognised. These two concepts are the hub around which

1. Meek, op.cit., p. 130.
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Igbo marriage, and Igbo moral, political and social organi-
sations revolve.

There are also distinctions of age, sex, wealth
and education and what Njaka calls '"achieved qualification".
This concept of "achieved qualification" implies that by
industry a person can acquire wealth and education and thus
achieve a higher social status. In this way the late King
Jaja of Opobo, who was born at Amigbo in Orlu, rose from
slavery to kingship.2 David Okparabietoa Pepple, who was
born in Igboland, was ordained a deacon and ended his life
as the pastor of Ohumbele, a town where he had been originally
sold as a slave.3 Nor are women denied this privilege for
Basden attested that "a few women occupy very influential
positions and by force of character and sheef ability have

become wealthy”.4

Religion and Family Life

Atheism was unknown in Igbo traditional society,
for as a foreign visitor rightly observed, "there is none
devoid of a belief in some deity and most have an idea of
the soul and of a future state”.5 Three years before the

first Christian service was conducted in Igboland by the

1. Njaka, op.cit., p. 59.
2. Ojike, 1955, p. 120.

3. Isichie, op.cit., p. 161.
4, Basden, 1966, p. 208.

5. Mockler-Ferryman, 1902, p. 252.




Church Missionary Society on 27th August, 1857, Baikie
reported that "The Igbo-all believe in an Almighty being,
omnipresent, and omnipotent whom they call Tshuku whom they
constantly worship and whom they believe to communicate
directly with them through his sacred shrine at Aro.”1

Apart from confirming that before the advent of the Europeans

in Igboland, the oracle Chukwu Ibinykpabi of Arochukwu was

one of the unifying factors in Igbo society, Baikie also
throws light on the nature of Igbo traditional religion which
can be seen as that part of God's original universal reve-
lation of Himself to all men before Christ came.2 Iwuagwu
calls it "Chulw.fl,lism”.'3 The Igbo believe in many deities,

but the one worshipped by all is Chukwu (Chi-ukwu: the

Great God). Chukwu is the creator of the universe, hence
his other title: Chi Neke (God the Creator). Invisible to
human eyes and incomprehensible to human thought, nobody
could manipulate him, as in the case of other gods, with the
result that the Igbo man's attitude to him is one of resig-
nation.4

Chukwu created man and endowed him with Chi (a
portion of divine being in man). Many Igbo sayings demon-
strate the belief that one's Chi directs one's affairs in

this world. Thus the expression "Onye kew, Chi ya ekwe"

("If one says yes, one's Chi will say yes"). A person who

suffers misfortune may exclaim: "Chi m egbuem"("My Chi has

1. Baikie, Reprint, 1966, pp. 311-314,
2. Romans 2: 14-15.

3. Iwuagwu, 1971.

4. Onwuejeogun, op.cit., p. 8.
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killed me'). Similarly, a person who has narrowly escaped
danger may rejoicingly say: "Chi m azq m" ('""My Chi has
saved me"). A successful person is usually believed to have

Chi oma ("Good Chi", i.e. good luck), but a less Ffortunate
person has Chi @jgg ("Bad Chi", i.e. bad or ill-luck), and

it is generally believed that Agwy (the Trickster) has affected
this person's Chi. To redeem him from this unfortunate situ-
ation, the concerted action of the diviner and the medicine

men (Umy dibie) are sought. In Ezaigy A21, Ihirihi,l a young

man who is isolated because he has the misfortune to be
afflicted with an infectious and incu{agle disease, reflects
on his pitiable physical condition, like the biblical Job.
He concludes his lamentation by affirming the Igbo concept
of Chi:

Ajo Chi kere madu, hu e kegbuo ya.

Agbara-ochi-eze kere madu, hu e kegbuo vya.

0, Chukwu Ukpabi kere madu, hy e kegbuo ya.

Tkpe ya amaghi madu;

Q mara onye?

Q mara Chi ya.z

Wicked Chi who created man, has ill-created him.
Agbara—qchi-eze3 who created man, has ill-created him.

Alas! Chukwu Ukpabi who created man, has ill-created

him.

1. Thirihi is an ideophone describing "a heavy, roundish ob-
ject"™, cr such an cbject which moves with difficulty;
hence a short, fat woman who wobbles can, figuratively, be
called an ihirihi. In this context this man's solitary
and indefinite confinement to bed turns him virtually into
an "ihirihi', a person in a state of immobility.

2. Eziagy A36.

5. One of the lesser but nonetheless powerful gods.
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Man's fate shall not be blamed on man;
Who, then, is to be blamed?
Man's Chi is to be blamed.

Among the pantheon of gods who rank next to Chukwu
are Ana (the Earth Goddess), Igwe- (the Sky God),1 and Kamanuy
or Amadigha (the God of Thunder and Lightning, believed to
be the wrathful messenger of the Supreme God). Qnwy (Death)
is thought of as one of the incorruptible ministering spirits
whose sole assignment is to fulifl Chukwu's command.2
Onwyasoanya ('"Death does not respect any person') is an Igbo
proper name which conveys this idea. The Igbo traditional
religious belief in Ana is immensely strong. Ana is the
guardian of life, property and morals, She is the source
of streams and rivers. As the God of fertility, she makes
plants grow and she accommodates minerals in her bosom. All
the dead are buried in Ana, hence it is regarded as the land
of the dead. Ndi-ichie, the deified spirits of dead an-
cestors who are regarded as the invisible members of the com-
munity, work conjointly with Ana in protecting the community
from adversities such as famine and pestilence. That is why
when natural disasters do occur, it is believed tb be caused
by the wrath of Ana, and oracles are usually consulted to
ascertain the causes and the means of appeasing her. Other

minor gods are non-human spirits, which Ilogu described as

1. Eziagy A34 contains the story of how Ana challenged the
seniority and power of Igwe; and of how Igwe eventually
subjugated Ana thereby acquiring the praise name "Igwe ka
Ana" ("Igwe, the superior to Ana')}.

2., BEziagy A 63, Cl1l3 and D33 embody this idea.
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"personifications of facts and features of nature and daily

1ife”.l

Chief among them are:  UhiejiQky (the God of Farm
work and particularly of Yam); Agwunshi (the God of divi-
nation and herbal medicine); water spirits such as Idemili,

Nwangene, Udengyma and Ylashi Ogboro (which, according to

Ilqgl‘l,2 is also a lineage God prominent in Ihala); and
finally Ikenga (the God of Fortune).3 These gods are woT-
shipped through their respective priests in the expectation

of life, health, prosperity and above all, the gift of chil-
dren which, to the Igbo, is the most precious gift of all from

the gods.4

Ndukaaky ("Life is more important than wealth")
is a proper name which confirms the idea that health is more
important than wealth. In fact, life and health are intrinsic
wealth, as the name Ndubuaku ("Life and health are wealth")
confirms. Three proper names, among others, express the
value placed on children in relation to wealth: Ifeyinwa
("There is nothing comparable to children'), Nwakaego
("Children are more precious than money") and Nwakaaku
("Children are more valued than wealth").

Both male and female children are valued and are
therefore welcome by all parents, but because it is through

male children that lineages are perpetuated in Igboland,

parents, especially fathers, prefer in general to have more

1. Ilggg, 1974, p. 35.
2. 1Ibid., p. 240.

3. For information on Ikenga, vide Jeffreys, 1954,
pPp. 25-40.

4. Information from Alachebe Ukaorie, the chief priest of
Aja ana (the Earth Goddess) of Eziaguy, July 1976.
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male children than female. Furthermore, female children

are generally regarded as Aky onye ozo ("Another man's

wealth'"), because they will eventually marry outside their
agnatic families. Eziagy Cl4 illustrates this somewhat
special value placed on male children, while an example of
the extremes of this idea is furnished by this extract

from another Ifo song:

Nna m eze tiri iwu:
"0 muru nwoke kunata,
0 mury nwaanyi kufuge."

The king, my father, passed a law:
"Any (of his wives) who delivered a baby boy
should bring the child home,

But if a female child, she should take her away."

However, Christianity and Western' education have
largely changed this attitude. The result is that well-
educated girls now do almost all the professional jobs
usually considered the preserves of men: female engineers,
lawyers, doctors, teachers, architects, drivers and even con-
stables and soldiers abound all working with their male
counterparts, and giving financial help to their families.

Female children are nevertheless generally held in
great esteem because they are potential mothers. In additionm,
by giving them in marriage, one widens one's circle of in-
fluence and adds to one's family allies through Qgo (in-law)
relationships. Qgo is a very important and complex social
concept in Igboland, but we do not intend to go into this
institution in detail. Since marriage, from which the Qgo
system derives, is a prominent and constant Ifo theme, a few

relevant comments are nonetheless necessary.
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Marriage may be endogamous or exogamous. In the
past exogamous marriage was discouraged and parents who
allowed their daughters to marry in distant towns were ridi-
culed as people who '"'sold" away their daughters. There are
reasons for this somewhat insular attitude. First, the
enmities that existed between certain towns in the past made
marriage negotiations of this kind difficult, if not impos-
sible. Almost all marriage negotiations take place in the
évenings and continue far into the night. This is necessary
because, as Uchendu has pointed out, '"Igbo marriage is an
alliance between families rather than a contract between two
individuals”.l_ And "family" includes one's Umﬁ nne ("Chil~
dren of one's mother") as well as one's Umunna (patrilineal
family). The former, in keeping with the extended family
system, embrances one's brothers and sisters, uncles and
cousins, and Umy agaba ("Children of one's sisters'"), no
matter how distant the towns or villages where these females
are married. Marriage negotiation is also a protracted affair.
There is no hurry about it, and in the past (and to some
extent today in many communities), no one stage of the nego-
tiation process is omitted. It follows that since what con-
cerns all must be discussed by all, the time for such nego-
tiations must be fixed at the convenience of almost all con-
cerned. Because the society is based on agriculture and

trade, the evenings are usually the most suitable time of the

day for the majority of the people. But insecurity, and

1. Uchendu, 1965, p. 50.
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distance because of lack of transport other than walking,
make visits to distant towns uncomfortable and hazardous.

Secondly, the Igbo say: "A naghj erebe Nwadiana

Qkyko uykwy rury" ("A deformed fowl is never sold to a person

from one's community"). Generally the legs of a fowl for
sale are tied together in the market to prevent it from
running away, and more often than not a prospective bﬁyer
spares himself or herself this risk by not untying them.

If a Nwadiana (a freeborn citizen qf any town, in this
context the town of the seller) comes to Buy it, the seller
must warn him that the fowl is maimed, otherwise it is an
offence of which one of the penalties is that the buyer
must return the fowl to the seller and get back his money.
By extension therefore, it is strongly suspecfed that a
girl who is married to a distant town has something wrong
with her, either she has a bad character, or a hidden sick-
ness, or some shameful family history such as being an Osu
(A cult slave).l Qsu, of course, has been abolished by
the "Untouchability Act" passed by the former Eastern
Regional Government of Nigeria in 1956.

Thirdly, it was tradifional to convey the corpse
of an Ada back to her home for burial among her kinsmen.2
Should such a situation involve an Ada who was married in a
distant place, the task of carrying the corpse home would

have been costly in terms of money, labour, time and risks.

1. For information on Osu, vide Leith-Ross, 1937,
Pp. 206-220; Basden, 1966, pp. 243-258.

2. Basden, op.cit., pp. 284-285.
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This situation is dramatised in the Ifo '"Agbo ngerede
1

ngede'',
In an endogamous marriage, only the members of
the two families directly concerned in the deal are Qg9

(in-law), and they may freely call one another Qgo m nwoke

("My father/brother-in-law')or Qgo m nwaanyi ("My mother/

sister—in—law”).2 Two or more men who married sisters,
or girls with a close blood relationship, call each other

Qgo ngoko m ("The brother-in-law to my brother-in-law').

But in an exogamous marriage,.thé Qgo-relationship may
loosely embrace the members of the two communities concerned,
while the bond of alliance between the two families directly
involved is very strong and they sﬁpport each other morally
and financially in time of crises. That is why the Qgo
concept is often spoken of as being Ikwu ato, i.e. the
members of one's father-in-law's family are the 'third leg
.of the tripod of one's relationship™; the other two are
one'é mother's mother's lineage ("Ikwu nne m"), and one's

father's mother's lineage ("Ikwu mne nna m'"). The Qgo-

relationship is always recognised and validated during
occasions like yearly festivals, and funeral and marriage
ceremonies when the traditional rights and obligations
pertaining to Qgo-ship are discharged. In this way, chil-
dren are vital factors in maintaining close associations
between the husband's lineage and the wife's agnatic

family to the mutual benefit of the two.

1. Eziagu Al.

2. Eziagu A80a-b; AZb.
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Although '"'the gfeat majority of Igbo marriages
are monogamous, reflecting, on the one hand, the force of
economic circumstances and, on the other, the new tendency
of the literate professional and 'white-collar' class to
acquire modern status symbols (thus cars are replacing plural
wives as status symbols) and to conform to the norms of
their Christian'faith”,1 polygamy is an accepted traditional
life pattern in Igbo society. This is justified by the
desire to have many children and more hands to help in farm
work. It is also a symbol of high social status. Co-

wives call each other Nwunye di m ("My husband's wife').

The practice of polygamy coupled with the domestic tensions
arising from it such as jealousy, gossips, intrigues which
sometimes erupt into open quarrels among co-wives are
reflected in l;g.z
Many Ifo songs also highlight the'specific stages
which form part of the traditional process of Igbo marriage.
Asking for a girl's consent is one of these stages.
Before a girl and her parents give their consent, they con-
sider not only the family backgfound of the suitor but also
his character and ability to maintain his new family.
In Ezaigy A32, the Ijere Oru' family was rejected because
of their characteristic snobbishness and lack of human sym-

pathy. In Ezaigu A61l, Nzeoke was preferred to other suitors

not so much for his wealth as for his proven generosity:

1. Uchendu, op.cit., p. 49.

2. Eziagu Bl3a-b, Eziagy C11, Eziagy D2la.




Q gi ja any,

I nyere ya Egu-ububo’
Ka ya di ime Onara,
Onaraaky nwa ya.

Nze 1 jiri akuy,

Nze ja anu Qnara;

Nze i jighi akuy,

Nze ja anu Onara.

.+ You will marry her (Onara),
You gave me (Onara's mother) Egu-ububol
When I was expecting Onara,
Onaraaku my daughter.
Nze, if you are wealthy,
(You) Nze will marry Qnara;
Nze, if you are not wealthy,
(You) Nze, will marry Qnara.

A decisive stage in the process of Igbo marriage

is called [ mara ulo di ("To know the house of the husband").

This is the period when "the girl is introduced to the pros-
pective husband's home , during which time she is watched
for social adjustment. Her capabilities in house crafts,
her working habits, her temperament, her form and figure -
all are observed. Every adult member of the extendéd
family passes critical comments on the qualities and be-
haviour of the new member. She is given opportunity to

make friends. After a month or'two, she is decorated with
uri (body painting) and sent back to her parents with rich

presents, indicating that she has passed her test.”Z

1. A kind of large caterpillar.

2. Uchendu, op.cit., p. 5Z.
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Although, with some slight modifications, this is generally

true, Eziagu A25, Nwagbogho nke na acho di ("A young lady

who is desperate to get a husband') complements Uchendu's
account in many significant aspects. It demonstrates

convincingly that the I mara ylo di stage is equally deci-

sive for the prospective husband because the spouse may,
after studying him, reject him (as in the case of the first
man visited), or accept him (as in the case of the second
man) . In this Ifo the girl gives her reasons for rejecting
her first suitor in the following words:

.+. Ya kpoo ya, "Enyi ya nwoke,
Shi bata yn¢ mara di."
Ha hu jekwere babha uno,
Ha jekwere bata unog:
Onuzo mbe ya nwa itikiri,
Uno mbe ya nwa itikiri,
Ute o toro nwa itikiri,
Mbidimbi ya nwa itikiri.
Ya hu gbakwara futa ezhi
Shi shi zhie zhie nne,
Sh@ shi zhie zhie nna,
Ije ya gara na o ghu hukwa di.

.. I told him, "My man friend,
Let's go to the house so that I'll know my husband."
Both of us set off to his house,
Both of us came into his compound:
His gate was small,
His house was small,
His sleeping mat was small,
His mbidimbil was small.
I hurried to the road,
Sent a message to my mother,

1. Mbidimbi is a euphemistic term for penis.
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Sent a message to my father,
From my experience, the match is hopeless.

Convinced of the correctness of her decision, the girl
agrees to visit a second suitor's home. On her arrival
she is impressed:

Onuzo mbe ya nwa nnukwuru
Uno mbe ya nwa nnukwuru
Mbidimbi ya nwa nnukwuru.
Nwa ute q'tqrg nwa nnukwuru
Nwa ihe o ghuru nwa nnukwuru
Hu kpoo ya enyi ya nwaanyi-o
Shi ya ganuy tuzhie ute,
Ya hu tie o, ya hu bee o,
A dy onye jeje ije be onye odo
A shi ya gaa tuzhie ute? -
Ya taa aka, ya mee hio, ya kwere.
O kwehu izu naabo,
Nwa ahwo ime nwa degem;
0 kwehu izu naabo,
Nwa nwoke nwa shokom.
Ya hu gbakwara futa ezhi,
Shi shi zhie zhie nne,
Shi shé zhie zhie nna,

Ije ya gara na o kwa di.

His gate was big,
His house was big,
His mbidimbi was big,
His sleeping mat was big;
The food he offered was plentiful;
He said to me, "My friend,
Go and make the bed";
I hesitated, protested;
Is it proper for someone going to another person's
house
To be told to go and make the bed?
I hesitated, I loitered, I agreed.
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In less than two Igbo weeks,

I became pregnant;

In less than two Igbo weeks,

I delivered a baby boy.

I hurried to the road,

Sent a message to my mother,

Sent a message to my father,

From experience, this match is ideal.

The second suitor's gate and house, his food, his sleéping
mat and his penis are all big, indicating his economic
sufficiency, his generosity, and his virility. In addition
by begetting a male child, the girl has not only consummated
her marriage, but has also ensured the perpetuation of her

husband's lineage.

The World View

To the Igbo the universe is divided into three
main spheres: Enu igwe (the sky and beyond), Uwa (the
world of men and all other living creatures), and Ana mmygQ
(the land of the spirits). Enu igwe is the abode of
Chukwu and some of his messengers such as Anyanwu (the
Sun), Onwa (the Moon) and Kamanu (the God of Thunder and
Lightning). The supreme position of Chukwu in the hier-

archy of Gods and in the cosmos generally is demonstrated

in the Ifo song popularly known as Nwakadukpqrq;l and

it is the only Ifo in this corpus in which humans, gods,

spirits, animals and plants are collectively involved.

1. BEzaigy A63, Eziagu C13, Eziagu D33.
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The solar system guides the Igbo in measuring time, days
and months and in counting the seasons which form the
annual calendar.

The Igbo regard man's existence in this world as
transitory, and the real purpose of man on earth is still
an enigma. Rhetorical questions and definite statements
inscribed on lorries and trucks, and sometimes on houses,
suggest that people are concerned with the problem of man's
life and role on earth. Such inscriptions are: Uwa bu

nke onye? ("Whose is the world?'"); Onye ka o zuoro? ('"'Who

is self-sufficient in this world?"); or more categorically

Uwa ezu oke ("No one 1is sefl-sufficient in this world").

The belief in man's transitory existence in this
world gives rise to the belief in the immortality of the

soul and thereby raises questions about the destination of

the souls of the dead. The concept of Ino uwa (Reincar-
nation) attempts to explain this problem. It is believed

that a person may die and come to life again and again in
human form up to seven times. On each occasion, one may
or may not be reborn into one's former family or class, -
and people thus consult diviners to find out the origins

of their children. This is called Igba afa agyu ("To

divine one's namesake'). If, say Okeke's dead grandmother
is reincarnated in one of his daughters, one of the names

of his grandmother must invariably be given to this daughter
and virtually the same honour and respect that were shown to
his grandmother in her life are acﬁorded to this child.

It is also believed that '"the higher the incarnation number,

the more intelligent the person becomes because the
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greater is the l1life experience he inherits”.1 Hopes for
future 1life vary with individuals, and also with the circum-

stances of their present life. Uwa m uwa asaa, aga m abuy

onye Igbo ("If I am reincarnated seven times, I must on
each occasion be an Igbo") may be the wish of a lover of
the Igbo people and their style of life. While Uwa m ozo

aga m ama akwykwo ("In the next world I will live, I must

be an educated man or woman') may be the wish of an illi-
terate who has been abused or ridiculed in English. A
child born of poor and wicked parents may pray that in the
next world he will not be born by similar parents. Such a
situation led a child in Eziagy 22 to swear, as he was dying,
never to be reincarnated in this world again:

Alaa ya, alaa ya.

I laje ibe one?

Ya laje ugwu mmugQ:
Uwa buru ogbo,

Mgbe @do ma ya alo;
Uwa a bughi ogbo,
Mgbe odo ma ya alg.

I am going, I am going.

Where are you going to?

I am going to the hill of the spirits:
If living in this world is a must,
Next time I will not come to it;

ap/it is not,

Next time I will not come to it.

1. Ojike, op.cit., p. 159.
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Through this concept of reincarnation therefore, the worlds
of the unborn, the living, and the dead form part of a
continuum. ‘

Ana mmuo ("The land of the spirits'") is a reality.
It is conceived as a projection of the world of the living
with all its institutions: political, social and cultural.
Death is the only means through which a living person can
go to the land of the spirits. . In the past, '"the street
of the Nri family is the street of the gods through which
all who die in other parts of Ibo pass to the land of
spirits”.l This belief still continues in the Eziagu A54,
The death of an elderly person is a good one and such a per-

son 1is usually referred to as Onye gara ije ("A sojourner'),

a term which not only connotes that the person has left this
world for another place but also the idea that one day he
may come back to this world. Thus in the past wealthy

and titled men were buried with some of their wives and
slaves who, it was believed, would continue to serve them
after death. It is also believed that the spirits of the
dead can and do visit the world of the living both as human
beings and as animals. Many folktales describe episodes in
which the living and the spirits of the dead meet in such
institutions as marriage,1 and the exchange of communal

2

labour.

The saying, "Agwa by mma" ("Good character is beauty

in its own right") is a measure of the importance the Igbo

1. Eziagy AZa-b.

2. Eziagy A47.
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attach to this aspect of human nature. Among the virtues
cherished by the people are obedience to and respect for
parents and elders, for they are regarded as the custodians
of worldly wisdom and experience, and as potential ancestors
whose blessing are as welcome as their curse is dreaded.
Irreverence to Omenani ('"the codes of behaviour and the
customs approved by the ancestors and eﬁforéed by the earth
goddess through priests and titled elders and heads of
various extended families"l) is taboo, and the offender is
promptly and severely dealt with by the community. While

"A naeri ihu nwata biaka rie ihe o ji n'aka" ("We eat the

face of a child before eating what he has in his hand", i.e.
the face of the giver is the index of the mind with which he
gives) is an Igbo proverb which reflects the value placed on
cheerfulness and politeness. Friendliness, generosity andr
hospitality, truthfulness, honesty and industry are also
among the most highly prized virtues, while their opposites
are vehemently detested. Ifo is a medium for inculcating
these virtues in children as well as for teaching them the
consequences of vices such as disobedience,2 impoliteness,3
talkativeness,4 immorality and infidelity,5 lazine556 and

W
i%sociability.7

1. Tlogu, op.cit., p. 39.

2. Eziagu AlOa-c.

3. Eziagu A4,
4. Eziagy A65a-b.

5. Eziagu A62,

6. Eziagu A31l.
7. Arnott, 1967, pp. 24-32,
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Oracles and Divination

This review of the Igbo cultural background would
not be complete without a few remarks about oracles and
divination, because these two ancient and related phenomena
are deeply embedded in Igbo traditional practices, and from
time immemorial oracles and diviners have exercised trémen—
dous influence on the thoughts, decisions and actions of
both communities and individuals. Basden, who witnessed
the veneration accorded to certain local deitieé accredited
with supernatural powers of divination, appreciated that
""these deities inspire great awe and they are consulted on
various pretexts, and in cases of serious dispute they are
the final courts of appeal, and no one dare question their
verdicts”.l . Like Ifa of the Yoruba, most of these oraclesz
were (and to some extent are) held as "teacher of gods and

men".3

They were, therefore, consulted in time of war,
famine, epidemic and during any social disaster. The whéle
political community or a lineage or a family may consult them.
Individuals resort to divination for various reasons, such

as to find out who has stolen their properfy, or who is
responsible for the premature dea%h of a relation, or to

find out the cause of barrenness or prolonged illness.

Basden who saw the impact of divination on society almost a

century ago and described the whole affair as ''deceptions

1. Basden, op.cit., pp. 244-254,
2. Supra, p. 37.
3. Gleason, 1973, p. 1.
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of a most impudent and specious nature', also attested that
"yet they are tolerated with guileless simplicity by those
who submit to. their verdicts, but who cannot fathom their

mysteries“.1

The grip of divination on the people has not
relaxed even today, and the self-styled 'prophets' and
'prohpetesses' who promote most of the so-called 'African
Churches' in the society compete with traditional diviners
for clients. Ifo songs contain many references to divi-
nation, and three instances will suffice. In Eziagy B30,
the spirit of a dead child rebuked her parents for her death
because of-their refusal to propitiate certain gods with
fowls on the advice of a diviner. In Eziagy AS53, jealousy
and envy moved Qmaringwo's peers to conspire fo kill him,

a prosperous young man, by poison on one of the festive days.
The secret was divu}ged to Omaringwo by one of the conspi-
rators who, in order to circumvent the oath taken that no
one should 'say' the secret, preferred to play the message
on a musical bow and warn Omaringwo to consult a diviner
because his 1life was in danger.

The following excerpt from Eziagu A9 deserves
detailed analysis because of the light it throws on the prac-
tice of divination in the past. After the birth of
Anyahwuruzobhaky, her mother found it difficult to bear
another child for many years. She was virtually declared

an Aga ("a barren woman') by her co-wives, but fortune

smiled on her and to the great surprise of everyone, she

1. Basden, op.cit., p. 244,
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became pregnant. She, with her husband, consulted an
oracle to ascertain the sex of the child, and to obtain

a suitable name for it because its birth would be an impor-
tant event, and because traditionally the name had to
reflect the circumstances of the birth. The oracle,
speaking through its priest, assured them that the child
would be a boy and that two special names would be given to

him: "A ghara m aga" ("I am no more an Aga'"), and "Nze ja

angokwa uwa? ("Will Nze reincarnate?"). To give credence

and authority to the declaration, the oracle concluded by

giving his praise-name "IThejioky na-eme onwe ya' ("Ihejioku

- the Yam God, who looks after himself'). The fee was
medest and in kind not in cash - a pot of wine from the
father, and an earthenware bowl (Qky) full of special food
prepared from a specific type of yam called Mbana which,
after being ground fresh, is wrapped with the tender leaves
of the cocoyam and cooked. This food is called Mbugunu,
and the mother was responsible for its preparation. Thus
in the Ifo the priest of the oracle revealed the information
to Anyahwuruzobhaku in the following words:

«« I rue ylog,
Gu hy shi nne ghu, shi nna ghuy:
"Nna ghu hu pata nwa ite mmii,
Nne ghu hu ghuo nwa g¢ku mbugunu,
Mmuo were bia n'ukwu ebe,
A shikwa ime nu nne ghu dy,
Ihe o ja=amu ya nwa nwoke,
A guo ya 'Aghara m aga',
A guo ya 'Nze ja—anokwa ywa?'
Ya ghu 'lThejioku na-eme onwe ya'.
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When you (Anyahwuruzobhaku) get home,
Tell your mother, tell your father:
"Father, you are to bring a pot of wine,
Mother, you are to prepare an earthenware bowl

‘ full of Mbyguynu
Both of you are to bring them to the shrine square';
It is said that your mother who is expecting a baby
Will deliver a baby boy;
He shall be called 'I am no more a barren woman',
He shall also be called 'Will Nze reincarnate?’
It is he, 'Ihejioky, the Yam God, who looks after
himself"'.

(who says this).

We have delineated the cultural background of Igbo
traditional society highlighting especially those aspects
that are relevant to a proper understanding of the music
in general and of Ifo in particular. We have also seen
that Ifo, as a genre, refers to certain facets of Igbo beliefs
and views of the world. In Chapter Four, Ifo is discussed
not only as a mirror of Igbo culture, but also as a dramatic
representation of Igbo ideas, of the Igbo philosophy of

- 1life, and of the Igbo view of the world.
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CHAPTER TWO

MUSIC AND IGBO SOCIETY

About eight decades ago, G.T. Basden, who was
one of the first missionaries to come in direct contact with
Ighbo 1life at the turn of the twentieth century, and who
lived among the people for nearly forty years, declared
that Igbo "ideas of music do not coincide with those of

the Europeans oot

In spite of his penetrating obser-
vation, no specific study of Igbo concepts of music has

as yet been made. Ignorance of the nature of Igbo music,
and of the framework upon which the Igbo organise their
music, is probably responsible for some of the many mis-
leading .assumptions made by writers on this subject.

AM, Jénes's confession buttresses this point: "European
musicians ignore or belittle African folk music mainly

because no one can explain it to them.”2

The purpose of
this chapter is, therefore, to attempt to clarify some of

the confusion that has arisen on Igbo concepts of music.

1. Igbo Concepts of Music

The nearest Igbo word for "music'" is Egwu (Nkwa
or Uri are its dialectal equivalents in Ngwa, Umuahia and

Bende areas respectively). Egwu is)howeveq)a complex

1. Basden, 1921, p. 365.
2. Jones, 1953, p. 39.
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concept which includes not only the phenomenon of sound
called music in the Western meaning of the word, but also
othef cultural phenomena such as poetry, dance, and drama,
all of which are frequently translated into the three-dimen-
sional musical activities of igyu egwu (solo or group singing,
with or without instrumental accompaniment), iti or iky egwu

(producing musical sounds from instruments), and igba egwu

(dancing).1 This inclusive concept of Egwu is reflected
in the idea of the musician - a concept explained by Mazi

Mbonu Ojike:

In Africa, the musician is not just the origi-
nator of the harmonious sounds, or the composer
of the rhythmic stanzas or the vocalist that
sings the piece. No, the musician is not even
the dancer who lends dramatic vigour to the
whole art, nor the whole contingent of artists
whose instruments are the sine qua non of music.

To us all these are musicians for the word music

means egwu, or Muse, the goddess who orders har-

mony, rhythm, sounds and movements into a hair-

ralsing unity. It is that unity that we call

egwu, OT music.2

In Igbo traditional society, where instrumental
music ""is limited to those who have special gifts”,J and
"where individual differencesin musical ability are recog-

nised and a person can enjoy considerable measure of personal

1. Figure illustrates the somewhat loose association of
these three musical activities.

2. Ojike, 1955, p. 184,

3. Basden, op.cit., p. 362.
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prestige as an expert",l any acknowledged singer, dancer, or
performer on any of the many traditional musical instruments,
is regarded as a musician: 1literally translated as Onye
Egwu.

The area of specialization in Egwu is derived from
the verbs igy ("to sing"), iti or ikuy ("to beat, pluck, or
strike'), or igba ('"to dance"). For instance, a singér who
is a soloist in his or her own right, or who is the song
leader of a group of performers, is called Qgu Egwu ("A
singer of Egwu'), a dancer, likewise, is referred to as
Qgba Egwu ("A dancer of Egyg”).' In the case of an instru-
mentalist, Egwu is omitted, the verb prefixed to the instru-
ment showing the way the sounds -are produced. These sounds
are produced by beating or striking, by blowing and by
plucking. An expert on the jgba (any drum), is called
the oti igba or qku igba ('the beater or the striker of the

P Snl wly - = Ruifiuie

igba")}, and the oti ngedegwu or oti udu ('"the beater of a

xylophone or of the udu"). Ifu, or igbu, in musical terms
means '"to produce musical sounds by blowing an instrument'';

hence a flautist is called an ogbu oja or ofu gQja. Simi-

larly, ikpg, a word which simply means "to call", when
used in musical terms refers to the production of sounds by
plucking. An expert on the ybg (the wooden or metal

lamellaphone), or on the ubg-akwara (the pluriarc), is

called an gkpo ubo.

1. Ames, 1973, p. 263.
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2. Musical Instruments

Related to concepts of music are ideas of what
are and what are not musical instruments. However, a
detailed treatment of Igbo traditional musical instruments
is dispensed with here as irrelevant to the subject of this
study, and in any case this in itself constitutes a maﬁor
study in its own right. To some extent this has already

~ been undertaken by Echezona.1 Since the focus of this

Qgugu (‘music that is sung" - without instrumental accompani-
ment or dancing), it is thus only necessary to enumerate
traditional musical instruments as an indication of the
resources from which instrumental combinations are drawn in
accompanying other categories of vocal music,.

Examples of chordophones, membranophones, aero-
phones and idiophones are all found in a limited 1list of
traditional instruments used in accompanying vocal music.
Idiophones, which are the most common among the four groups,
consist of the 35232 (the slit-drum), the ogene (the single
or double clapperless iron bell), the ngedegwu (the xylo-
phone), the nkwonkwe (the wooden clappers), the uyo (the

basket rattle), the acharido and the ekpiri (shell rattles),

the ubo-aka (the wooden or metal lamellaphone with wooden or

1. Echezona, 1963.

2. The ikoro (the largest slit-drum in Igboland) is princi-
pally an instrument of signalling rather than a musical
instrument. Even when it is used in conjunction with
other instruments in ikoro music, its role is limited to
punctuating the performance with coded rhythmic patterns.
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gourd resonators), mgbirjmgba (bells), the udu (the per-
cussion vessel), and mpi any (hofns of animals such as
goats and rams). l

Membranophones include the jgba (the single-
headéd drum), the ufie (the royal drum), the ogwe (the
tallest igba in Igboland), and the okpiri (the kazoo, a
ritual instrument used mainly in masquerade music). '

Aerophones consist of the 9ja (the vertical edge-
blown notched flute), the opu (the transverse horn made.
of gourd or of the horns of large animals such as the aty
(the bush cow)), the ugene or okpokpg (the ocarina), and
the oduy (the elephant tusk or ivory horn).

The use of the odu (the elephant tusk or ivory
horn) is restricted to Qzg titled men and chiefs. They
are traditionally the only people who carry them and blow
them. Confirming this and at the same time saying more
about their use, Basden said: ''the chiefs entitled td
carry ivory horns send out messages by powerful blasts
of 'dot-and-dash' notes. The horns are blown flute-wise,
and the note can be varied in 1ength,>and higher or lower
in tone. The chiefs are experts in the art of trumpeting
on the horns, and use them for communication of quite long
messages. More often, they perform upon them purely for
display, especially in assemblies.”1

The ybg-akwara (the pluriarc), and the une (the

mouth-bow), constitute the sole chordophones.

1. Basden, op.cit., p. 358.
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In terms of their orchestral function, these
instruments fall broadly into two types - 'solo' and 'per-
cussion' groups. Besides being capable of employment in
the general ensemble, 'solo' instruments can independently
imitate the speech contours of the songs. This is so
because Igbo is a tone language and as Akin Euba explained,
""in a typical tone language, there is an economy of voca-
bulary and a single word often has different meanings depen-
ding on the tone level or combination of tone levels with
which the word is spoken. This dependence on tonality
makes ordinary speech in such a language akin to a musical
activity and enables musical instruments which can diffefen-
tiate pitch to act as speech surrogates.”1 Typical of
these solo instruments are the gja (the vertical edge-blown
flute), the opu (the transverse horn), the ugene (the
ocarina), the odu (the elephant tusks), the ybo-aka (the
wooden or metal lamellaphone) the ekwe (the slit-drum),
the ikoro (the largest slit-drum) and the ngedegwu (the
xylophone).

With the exception of the kazoo whose aesthetic
contribution is more psychological than musical, all other
remaining types of instruments are percussion instruments.

Also with the exception of the ikoro, which is
the property of the whole town and is kept either in the

town's market square or in the grove of the principal shrine

of the town, other musical instruments are generally owned

1. Euba, 1977, pp. 10-11.
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by individual members of the community, each instrumen-
talist acquiring and keeping the instrument he plays.
Often a performing group buys a set of the instruments it
needs for performance. Such instruments are stored in the
uko (a bamboo ceiling over the fireplace) in the house of
the leader of the group, and they can be loaned to other
performing groups on special request. The uko is usually
favoured as a store for these instruments because it is
one of the most isolated parts of the hut, and is high
enough to be outside the reach of children. In addition
its dry and smoky environment helps to preserve the instru-

ments from changes in humidity and attacks from insects.

3. Musical Sounds

Though the Igbo do not define what are and what
are not musical sounds in acoustical or other terms, yet
they have a clear idea of what sounds are musically atcep—
table and what are not. With the notable exception of akwa
(crying) and mkpu (shouting), almost all other human vocal
sounds are potentially musical, as is whistling. Whistling
and humming are interchangeable with singing, and they may
be used to £ill the gaps when the singer wants a breathing
space or, especially in the case of inexperienced singers,
when the singer needs to recall ideas and find the correct
~words to use in a song; in performance singing and compo-
sition are in many cases a simultaneous operation, and
improvisation 1is thus part of the compositional technique.

Ululation and rapid alternations of ude (rhythmical grunting)
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and oshio (rhythmical sucking of lips), feature promi-
nently in dance music as well as in both masquerade and
minstrel songs, for they accentuate the rhythm while adding
vigour and colour to the whole performance. An experienced
artist knows the best moment and manner of utilising these
with maximum effect during performance.

Musical instruments of course produce musical

1 some melodic

sounds. And as we have stated earlier,
instruments frequently reproduce the melodic line of a song
when not occupied in realising the contours of their own
limited and independent texts. The ekwe (the slit-drum)
and the ikoro (the biggest slit-drum) also imitate the
linguistic contours of texts known to the community.

Also valid as musical sounds are those produced
by the human voice, or by other instruments such as the
obara (the bull roarer), in attempting to illustrate in
musical terms non-musical ideas. This gives an air of
realism to the object being depicted, or the idea being
invoked, or the situation which 'is being described. The
Agu mmanwy ("The leopard masquerade' involving the use

of the bull roarer) is a typical example of this,

The last verse of "Ha jere gabha” (Eziagu.A162)

is full of symbolic and other illustrations which repay
closer examination. In this Ifo, a young boy has per-
formed an outstanding feat by killing Anya - an incarnate

spirit in the form of a monstrous creature. The boy's

1. Supra, p. 66.
2. Appendix A, song 14.
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mother shows her happiness by ity o¢na or iti aziri

(Dancing - i.e. performance of special dance steps with

characteristic body movements without any instrumental

accompaniment, and singing). This show of joy is depicted
in the words "ujeri, ujeri", The melody of the phrase
(Ex ) is such that each "ujeri" is separated by two

beat rests which represent the measured foot work of the

mother.
Example
0 (;~== 300) . . .
v N AN — AN AY
1 h) ~ b
o F ; e e e —
N u-  je- ri! u-  je- rit
The father demonstrates his appreciation by firing a gun,
the booming of which is depicted in the words 'dum, dum,
dym, dum':
Example
— (r=3oo) . ‘ - \— -
W7 " . . N 7- 7 ] i
—1@[) 1 7 —7 / A —
'\J o \.J _\“/ d - 1
dy- m dy=- m du m q m

The brother, in his turn, showers praise-names on the hero
through the medium of a flute, using characteristic flute

sounds in the form "hwutori, hwutori', sounds which are

melodically identical with those previously noted in

Examples
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Example
( r-_——. 00) . N
— } i 5 ? ) 7 7 i
U ,. r4 ! ! -
hwu  to-  ri!l hwy- o= rid
\ -

Music as well as musical instruments are used

to identify and validate social status.1 Hence heroes

are praised in the texts performed on the ekwe and ikoro

(slit-drums), performances which are based on the tonal

and intonational patterns of these non-vocalised texts.

In the latter part of Eziagu Al6, after the mother, the

father, and the brother of the hero have paid homage to

him, his praises are continued on the ekwe and the ikoro:

Ekwe akpo vya:

"Idighiri, dighiri, di!"
Ikoro akpo ya:

"Nwoke teghete,

Egbu egbukwakwa,

I ka ja egbu odo "

The slit-drum calls him:
"Idighiri, dighiri, di!"
The ikoro calls him:
"Man with the strength of nine,
He who kills very often

You will kill again "

2

1.

2 .

Vide "The rcle of music in Igbo society", Infra, p.101.

""Idighiri, dighiri, di!™ are onomatopoeic words symbo-
2 [=.]

lising

"power',

Literally, "man nine',
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4, Musicians

In Ighbo society, musicians are generally valued
and rated highly. Proved vocalists (who aré invariably
chorus leaders, not only because they possess what the »
traditional society appreciates as 'a good voice', but also
because of their command of a rich repertoire of folk
tunes) as well as instrumental experts, especially perfor-
mers on the gig (the vertical edge-blown notched flute), the
ekwe (the slit-drum), the ikoro (the largest slit-drum),
and the ngedegwu (the xylophone), are treated with great
respect and their services are frequently demanded and
generously rewarded both in cash and kind. Achebe's
Unoka "was very good on his flute, and his happiest moments
were two or three moons after the harvest when the village
musicians brought down their instruments, hung above the
fireplace. Unoka would play with them, his face beaming
with happiness and peace. Sometimes another village would

ask Unoka's band and their dancing egwugwu to come and stay

with them and teach them their tunes.”l And "Okoye was
also a musician. He played on the OEene.”Z However,

these musicians are neither recognised as occupational groups
nor their product, music, as a craft, as is the case in
Hausa society.3 Though some musicians undergo formal and

intensive training for years under the tutelage of recognised

1. Achebe, op. cit., p.4.
2. Ibid., p. S.

3. Ames, 1973, pp. 250-278.
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vocalists and instrumentalists,1 yet professionalism in

the sense that the musician receives formal music training
and depends solely or to a large extent on music perfor-
mance for his living, is generally rare. The musician
usually depends for the major part of his livelihood on
farming or trading. M.M. Green suggested that the absence
of professional musicians of this category in Igbo society
may be '"partly due to the absence of a king's court or
wealthy aristocracy to encourage the growth of a differen-

tiated class of this kind."?2

5. Musical Talent

The high rating accorded to accented musicians
inevitably implies the recognition of musical talent, and
the Igbo have a definite concent of such talent. Musical
talent (whether in singing, dancing, or in the playing of
an instrument), like expertise in herbal medicine, or ikwa
nka ("ingenuity in craftsmanship"), is regarded as a gift

from one's Chi.3 Hence the expression: Chi ya nyere ya

egwu, ikwa nka ma ¢bu mkporogwy na ahihia ("His Chi gave him

1. For instance, Icheoku Nwokoye of Ezira studied singing
at Anambra for over ten years. He is now a minstrel
specializing in Egwu ekpiri (songs accompanied by a bead
rattle); Messrs Owonta and Obi, specialists on the xylo-
phone and the flute respectively, had over ten years'
apprenticeship with their respective masters. They are
part-time instructors in these traditional instruments in
the Department of music, University of Nigeria, Nsukka.

2. Green, 1948, p. 839.

3. Vide the section: "Religions and family 1life', supra n.38.
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egwu, craftsmanship, roots and leaves"). It is also a
popularly held view that talent can be inherited from
one's parents. as well as £rom other blood relations; a

view that finds expression in the saying: Ihe egbe mury

aghaghi ivu Qkukg ("The offspring of a kite must prey on

the chicken"). Other expressions that state this view of
hereditary endowment, particularly with respect to music,

are Egwu di ha n'gbara ("Music is in their blood"); Nne

ya / Nna ya guyry egwu ('"The mother / father was a singer');

or Akpykpara ha naagu egwu ("Their generation produces

musicians'').

Opportunities for training are immediately
available to children born of parents who are musicians,
and whether the teaching is formal or informal, the method

is by observation and imitation for Nne eghu na-ata agbara,

nwa ya ana-ene ya anya n'enu ("If a she-goat is eating agbara

- a type of cover crop which is a favourite fodder for goats
- the young one continues looking at her mouth'). How-
ever, there are musicians who, while not having musical
parents, have acquired their musical ability by dint of hard
work and by serving a period of tutelage under a reputed
master.

Associated with the concept of the gifted indi-
vidual is the idea that since talents come from one's Chi,
the gifted person must never commercialise them. To do
so would result in incurring the wrath of the gods who, .in
extreme cases, might neutralise the gift. Thus convinced,
the traditional musician performs first and foremost for

the aesthetic enjoyment of the community and for his own
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pleasure; secondly, out of respect for and to further
traditional culture (hence his services during certain
religious festivals are free); and lastly, for gifts

which are either in cash or kind.

6. General Categories of Music

An understanding of the occasions on which the
Igbo make music, the uses of music, the sources from which
the various musical types derive, and the names and organi-
sation of these types, is dependent on an understanding of
Igbo concepts of music and its resultant categorization.

How is Igbo music categorized? Various approaches
are possible. Music can be grouped broadly according to

sex: Egwu uymu nwoke ("Music for men'") and Egwu umu nwaanyi

("Music for women"); or according to age: Egwu umu aka

("Music for children'") and Egwu ndi okenye ('"Music for

adults"). The major demerit of these two approaches is
that Igbo traditional music does not lend itself to a neat
dichotomy based on either sex or age. Admittedly, there is
.music that is sung, played and danced solely by women, as
in the case of Egwu mbubu ("Music connected with cicatri-
sation which is played with the udu or percussion aerophone
vessel") and the Obigma dance from Qzara in Mgbidi area in
Imo state, which is usually performed on social and cere-
monial occasions and also during the Ngwuma-festival which
precedes the eating of new yam. Likewise men have their

own particular music such as Egwu mmanwy ("'‘Masquerade music')

especially when performed at night, and rarer types like
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Oke nkwa from Afikpo in Anambra state which is performed
only once every twenty-five years. But these types of
music form only a minor part of the total Igbo musical
repertoire. Grouped according to sex therefore, the bulk
of music which is open to both men and women, such as the
Ikorodo dance from Obimo in Nsukka and Uhie music from
Nnewi in Anambra State which is performed by both titled
men and women, remain unclassified. Similarly, while the
Igho recognise a distinction between music for adults and
that for children, they do not regard age as a significant
basis for a meaningful categorization of their music.

Other possible groupings are into '"sacred" and
"secular", and into "vocal" and "“instrumental'. A division
of traditional music into sacred and secular is however
alien to an Igbo concept of music, because these concepts
are themselves alien to Igbo thought. The division of fgbo
music into vocal and instrumental is only partially viable,
since it fails to take account of the majority of music
which is sung, played and danced at the same time.

Perhaps the most comprehensive and meaningful
general categorization of music should derive from the three-
dimensional concept of Egwu stated earlier; that is, accor-
ding to the degree to which singing, instrumental performance
and dancing are involved, either individually or in combi-
nation. It is only by such an approach that one can con-
tain the complete spectrum of Igbo music, and it is only by
such an approach that one can establish a basis for identi-
fying not only categories of music, but also musical typeé

within these categories. It is thus possible to identify
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the following seven broad categories:

I. Egwu a na-agu sQ ggugu ("Music that is sung'", i.e.

unaccompanied songs). Typical examples are Ifo ("Songs
of the folktale Order'"), cradle songs and lullabies.

IT. Egwu a na-agba sg ogbugba ('"Music that is danced",

i.e. without singing or instrumental performance). This
category of music occurs as special dance steps with charac-

teristic body movements without any instrumental accompani-

ment and singing, and is called itu ona or iti aziri (when
performed by women), and jda iya (when performed by men).

IITI. Egwu a na-eti sq otiti ("Music played on instruments',

i.e. involving neither singing nor dancing). In this

category Egwu une ("Music performed on the musical bow'"),

Egwu ubo("Music performed on a lamellaphone'), Egwu ngedegwu
("Xylophone music'), and Egwu mkpe ('""Music played on the
sacred drum called mkpe, during the initiation of a tradi-
tional priest™), are classic examples.

IV. Egwu a na-agu agu, na-aghba agba ("Music that issung,

and danced", i.e. involving no instrumental performance).
Examples are Egwu ikpe ("'Songs of gossip, satire, and
mockery'"), and women's songs for the worship of the Earth

Goddess at Eziagu, called Egwu Aja-ana.

V. Egwu a na-agy aguy, na-eti eti ('"Music that is sung with

instrumental accompaniment'", i.e. involving no dancing).
Some minstrel songs come under this category, so also does
Onyekuru night masquerade music. But a typical example
which the writer encountered during his field-work is called

"0di uto eju afo' ("Sweet but unable to fill the belly", i.e.
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music that is so entertaining that the listener does not
tire of listening to it), a type of xylophone music from
Ezaigu.

VI. Egwu a na-eti eti, na-agba agba ("Music played on

instruments and danced", i.e. involving no singing). This

group includes all traditional dances such as Etiliggwy,

Nkpokiti, Igba Ogwurugwu, Ubo ogazi; also Abia '"Purely

drum music'), Egwu mgba ("Wrestling music'), and once

again Egwu ngederegwu ("Xylophone music'").

VII. Egwu a na-agy agu, na-eti eti, na-agba agba ("Music

sung with instrumental accompaniment and dance', i.e.
involving singing, instrumental performance and dancing).
Well known examples are Egwu emume ("Festival music'),

Egwu echichi ("Music that accompanies title-taking and

other initiation ceremonies'"), and some women'é traditional
dances such as Ojoojo, and Nwaokorobo.

Any music that can be sung and that can be danced
to, can equally incorporate instrumental accompaniment,
just as most instrumental music can be danced to, if neces-
sary. In the 1light of the above divisions, it i1s possible
to state that though in theory seven broad categories are
possible, nevertheless, in the majority of cases, only
three comprehensive groups occur: purely vocal music con-
fined to songs (Category I); purely instrumental music con-
fined to instrumental performance (Category III); and
music involving all these three activities - singing, instru-

mental performance, and dancing (Category VII).
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7. Music in the Life Cycle

Music associated with the five major stages of
an individual's life (i.e. with birth and infancy, child-
hood, puberty, marriage, and death) is only artificially
separable from music associated with the society as a whole
and with its social organisation. For convenience of
description, however, music associated with the individual's
life cycle will be listed first under its five main divisions,
with further subdivisions into the previously established
categories of vocal music, and music involving songs,
instrumental performance and dance, before proceeding to a

description of music in the society and its organization.

7.1. Birth and infancy

. . . 1
Vocal music comprises Egwu onuy nwa  ("Songs con-

nected with childbirth") and Egwu e ji eku nwa ('"Cradle

songs and Lullabies'"). Songs of the latter type, in
addition to their obvious function, also afford the mother
the opportunity to reflect on her child and its birth.

Examples include: Opunishi tyry m nwata ura gma ("Fontanelle

give my child good sleep"), Onye muru nwa na-ebe akwa? ('"Who

is the mother of the child crying?").
Music invelving song, instrumental performance

and dance occurs at the ceremony of Izy ahia nwa, or

Iputa na omugwq ("The first 'showing' of the child"), which

takes place seven Igbo weeks (izu asaaz) after birth. An

1. Infra, p. 136.

2. Izu asaa is made up of seven Igbo weeks, i.e. one lunar month;
 Four davs. Orie. Afo. Nkwo and Eke make un Nkwe izu (one-
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example of music associated with this ceremony is Nkwa

mghede from. the Ngwa area (Nkwa is the Ngwa equivalent of

Egwu, and mgbede or omugwo is the period of confinement of
g g LI GWC P

a woman after she has given birth).

7.2. Childhood

Vocal music comprises Egwu umuaka ji egwuri egwu

(fChildren's game songs") and Ifo, Iwho, or Iro ("Songs
integral to stories, and narrative songs"). Game songs

are often more rhythmically complicated than other pre-
puberty songs, and are generally accompanied with hand-
clapping, foot-stamping, and finger-snapping rather than
with musical instruments. It is possible to subdivide
these game songs into those "valued for their words or music
réther than their actions, and those songs sung to.accompany
1

games or dances or forming an integral part of them'".

As an example, Gini gbara aji? ("What has hairs?'") belongs

to the first of these subdivisions:

Gini gbara aji? What has hairs?
Gbara aji! Has hairs!

Oke gbara aji, Rat has hairs,
Gbara aji! Has -hairs!

Eghu gbara aji, Goat has hairs,
Gbara aji! Has hairs!

Mbe gbara aji, Tortoise has hairs,

_ (Nkiti). ____i(Silence).

This is a humorous game intended to evoke '""Has hairs!'" for

a non-hairy animal, like a tortoise, lizard or a crocodile.

1. Finnegan, 1970, p. 309.




A mistake may result in laughter, and sometimes in a friendly
beating. At other times the defaulter will be carried
shoulder-high and thrown into a nearby bush, and the song
that accompanies this action serves to illustrate the

second sub-group of game songs:

Tufuo hu nwa mere aru,

Orue echi a muta ozo!

Throw away a child who committed a taboo,
Tomorrow we will get another!

Songs with instrumental accompaniment and dancing
do not normally form part of the music of childhood per se,
though children do of course sing and dance at more general

social occasions.

7.3, Puberty

Vocal music associated with puberty includes
Egwu mbubu which is sung by girls when one of their peers
is undergoing cicatrisation. It serves to raise the morale
of the girl in qﬁestion and prevent the other girls who are
kept at a distance while waiting their turn, from hearing
any sounds of pain.

A typical example of vocal and instrumental music
with dancing which is associated with puberty is Egwu udu
(""Songs accompanied by the udu percussion veésel”). It is
played during the "fattening'" or confinement period during
which girls are fed lavishly and are given instructions
on the lives of married women. The themes range from love
to satire. In songs the girls praise their parents for

having given them a good home upbringing and for being
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generous enough to initiate them into all the necessary
puberty rites that will make them fully fledged women in
their society. The beauty, virtue and industry of their
would-be-husbands are also sung with pride. They also
express their love and admiration for the high moral stan-
dards the members of their age group have maintained, while
any of their peers who have shown moral laxity of any kind,

especially by becoming pregnant before marriage (Itu ime okwa,

i.e. "Partridge pregnancy'"), are mercilessly ridiculed.

7.4. Marriage

Purely vocal music associated with marriage 1is

comparatively rare. On the other hand, Egwu e ji eti ahia

{("Music associated with the traditional marriage ceremonies')
is a normal part of the marriage celebration and comprises
songs, instrumental performance and dance. It is performed
on the completion of the Ing mgbede ('"The premarital pre-
parations and confinement of the bride-to-be') and marks
the commencement of the Iti-ahia ("Beating the market",
i.e. the public appearance and announcement in the market
that one is now a married women). This ceremony is the
traditional wedding and after it the bride moves to her
husband's home.

In this group, too, is the Qkachamma dance, a
ceremonial dance of maidens who have completed their tran-

sitional rites from puberty to marriage.
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7.5. Death

Both vocal music per se as well as vocal and
instrumental music with dancing occur freely and in variety
in the various funeral ceremonies accorded individuals
within the society. Funeral music as a whole is termed

Egwu e ji akwa ozu, regardless of the variety of perfor-

mance it embodies.,
The main type of vocal music encountered in this

category is Inine or Avy ("Lament'), which is more fully

treated in the next chapter. Egwu e ji ebu ozu ("Songs

for bearing the corpse'"), like the actual bearing of the
corpse are today almost non-existent. Basden testified
to the existence of this in the past, when it was customary

to accompany ozu nwa Ada ("the corpse of an Ada") with song:

"An Ada, i.e. a daughter being a native of one town married
to a man in another town must be brought back to her original
home for burial except if she has grown-up sons, in which
case these will bury their mother in her own house or com-
pound. I have often seen bearers conveying a corpse home-
wards in order to fulfil the last desire of their departed
relative.”1 Eziagu Al describes the episode of conveying
the corpse of Agbo from Oru, the town of her husband, back

to the town of her birth.

One special type of Egwi e ji akwa ozu deserves

mention here. It is sung mainly by young men (Umu ikorobia),

dressed in their loin cloths, carrying palm fronds and tree

1. Basden, op.cit., p. 116.
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branches, and running around the compound of the deceased.
It has no special name, although it is sometimes referred
to as Egwu qu‘(”War song'), because it involves a mock
battle in which the spirits that killed the deceased are
attacked. The song is identified by the first line of its

text: Kwenu na anyi abiala ("Shout that we have arrived"),

and runs thus:

Kwenu na anyi abiala!
Anyi abiala!
Kwenu na ¢ by a yi o!
O bu anyi o!

Hii!
Hoo!

Shout that we have arrived!
We have arrived!

Shout that it is us!
It.is us!

Hii!
Hoo!

A typical scene of this Egwu 9gu which occurred at

Ezeudu's funeral is well described in Achebe's "Things Fall

Apart' and it illuminates the account given above: '"Ezeudu
was a great man, and so all the clan was at his funeral.
The ancient drums of death beat, guns and cannon were
fired, and men dashed about in' frenzy, cutting down every
tree or animal they saw, jumping over walls and dancing on
the rccf. It was a warrier's funeral, and from morning
till night warriors came and went in their age—grades.”l

Music involving singing, instrumental performance

and dancing, while in one sense the termingl of the individual's

\/\/

1. Achebe, op.cit., p.84.
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life cycle, tends however, to be associated with special
classes of individuals. Thus for the burial.of titled
men and heroés, Abia and Ufie music are the most common.
Egbenu ¢ba music features in the funeral ceremonies of
celebrated hunters. Women of high social status, espe-
cially those who took the Lgglo title - the women's equi-
valent of Qz9 - also have special music played in their
honour during their funeral: at Nimo in Awka, for example,
it is the 0di music; while at Ngwa in Owerri, the Ukom and
Ekereavy drum music are performed. At Abatete in Idemili
division, Egwu ogwe is played during the burial of a woman
whose son had taken an Qzg title during her lifetime.

There is, of course, a lot of overlap in the asso-
ciation of specific music with various social functions.

Most of the Egwu echichi ('""Music connected with initiation

and title-taking") also appear on funeral occasions. In
Nanka in Awka division, Qkpanga music, which was originally
played to celebrate victories in inter-tribal or village
battles and later on was performed during the burial of

war heroes, is now performed at the burial of titled men.

Egwu mmanwy ('""Masquerade music'"), which acts as an enter-

tainment during certain festivals, also occur during the

burial ceremonies of elderly men.

8, Music in Society and in its Organization

The categorization of music associated with the

society as a whole and with the details of social organization,
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is perhaps even less clear cut than that associated with the
individual's life cycle. For convenience of description

it is possible to divide social music of this kind into

six groups, albeit with considerable overlap and interchange
of items within and between individual groups. These
groups are then: recreational music, title-taking and

other initiation music, festival and religious music, 6ccu—
pational music, war music, and finally miscellaneous sati-

rical and other songs.

8.1. Egwu e ji egwurl egwu ("Recreational mﬁsic”)

Vocal music within this genre comprises minstrel
songs and so-called "moonlight play songs'. With the

exception of Egwu ngedegwu ("Xylophone music"), which is

purely instrumental, "moonlight play songs' are purely vocal
and are dealt with in more detail in the next chapter.
Minstrelsy is a very old and popular Igbo vocal
art - a gift from the ancestors of time immemorial. Its
area of origin is difficult to establish, but most people
would probably agree that no area has a better claim as the
homeland of the pioneers, perfectors, and popularisers of
this ért than the "0lu" people of the Anambra division, and
especially the Okuzu, Nteje, Nando, Agulueri, Ugbene, Ukwulu
and Achala. Nri and Awka helped in its dissemination to
different parts of Igboland and probably beyond. Each
singer makes music in his own style and uses different yet
uniformly simple instrumental accompaniments with, in most

cases, an almost purely rhythmic function. The most popular




86

of these percussive instruments are the Ekpiri (the bead
rattle made from large pods of the yky tree), the ogene
mkpi naabg (the double clapperless iron bell), the ybg-aka
(the wooden or metal lamellaphone with gourd resonator),
and the nkwonkwo (wooden clappers).

In Igbo, a minstrel's type of music is simply
referred to by prefixing "Egwu" to the name of the Singer,

thus Egwu Nwoye nwa Qkuzuy ('"Nwoye of Qkuzu's music"), Egwu

Obiligbo ('"Obiligbo's music"), and Egwu 'Seven-seven' ({the

music of Christopher Asah of Enugwu Ukwu in Awka alias
'Seven~-seven')'. The type of song is further identified
by the type of the principal instrument used in the accompani-

ment; hence the following: Egwu ekpiri ("Songs accompanied

by a bead rattle'); Egwu une ("Songs accompanied by the
musical bow"); Egwu uybg ("Songs accompanied by a lamella-

phone'); Egwu ngedegwu ('"Xylophone music). The most fasci-

nating ngedegwu music the writer encountered during his

field-work is called Qdi uto eju afg ("Sweet but not able to

fill the belly'", i.e. it is so entertaining that one could
not tire listening to it) which was‘played by a group of
four Eziagu musicians with a blind minstrel, Chukwuago Ogu,
as both the song leader and xylophone player.

Generally, two performers are sufficient to form
a group comprising the solist (Qgu egwu), and his Okwe mgba
("He who sings the recurring phrases in the songs', i.e.
the refrain). A third person who is a dancer plays an

additional though optional role, for the performance 1is

traditionally complete without him. Both the soloist and
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his Okwe mgba play accompanying percussive instruments as
they sing. The songs of the minstrels in general entértain,
inform, satirize, observe and philosophise about the people;
their ideas and actions, their beliefs and values. Min-
strels were, and to a large extent are still today, purveyors
of news and gossips in their local communities.

Instrumental music which entertains without neces-
sarily being accompanied by either singing or dancing, |

includes: Egwu ngedegwu (Xylophone music), whose thrilling

gffect is more appreciated when it is played late at night;

Egwu ikoro (Slit-drum music); Egwu ubg-aka (Lamellaphone

music); and Egwu mgba ("Wrestling music performed on the
xylophone').

Entertainment music combining vocal and instru-
mental performance with dance include: traditional dances

per se, such as Etiliggwy, Ubg ggazi, Nkpokiti, and Igba

Ogwurugwu. Nkwa Umu-agbogho, a maiden's social dance from

Afikpo in Anambra State, which in the past was performed
to thrill and honour the heroes of wrestling contests, is
also typical of this group. Girls also exploit the
opportunity to charm eligible bachelors as suitors. Egwu
mmanwy (Masquerade music involving singing, dancing and
other displays) is one of the principal forms of Igbo
entertainment. On festive occasions, and on the burial
ceremonies of important men, Iti mmanwy is an important
feature, and provides entertainment for the public in the

form of songs and dances. Besides its entertainment role,

the institution of mmanwy serves two other important
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functions - as an arm of government, especially in the
past,1 and as a corrective instrument .’ Every masquerade
is identified with a particular kind of music. Egwu is
prefixed to the name of the masquerade to describe the

specific music: thus Egwu ojigny means the music asso-

ciated with the Ojienu ('"He who has mouth", i.e. talks too

much) masquerade; so also Egwu Achikwy is peculiar to the

Achikwy night masquerade. Special mention should be made
of the Umuhu war dance from Bende division in Imo state.
Originally it served as a stimulant for warriors in the
past or as a welcoming dance for heroes, but toda§ it is

performed only for social entertainment.

8.2, Egwu echichi ("Title taking and other initiatory music')

Various titles are taken in different parts of
Igboland, and each title has its own specific music that is
inseparable from it, either during the initiation of a new
member or members, at the burial and funeral ceremonies of
deceased members, or during other festivals and public
occasions when initiated members are in attendance. As
far as is known, almost all the music in this category con-
sists of vocal music with instrumental performance and
dancing as in Egwu Qz¢ ("Music associated with the Qz¢
institution") in which the Uhie or Ufie drum music, and the
Qdu okike music played by the Qzo members with their ele-
phant tusks is prominent. In parts of Mbano in Owerri,

Okorobo, Okoroshi, Nwudebele and Ntynala music feature

1. Supra, p. 36.
Z. Carnochan and Iwuchukwu, 1963, pp. 995-100.
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prominently during an accession to chieftaincy, and during
the Qzo and Lg@lo title taking ceremonies (LQQlo being the
women's equivalent of the male Qzo title).

Special menpion must be made of Amanwuly music
which is associated with the Amanwylu title. Iﬁ Agulu
and Nimo towns, both in Awka division, the Amanwuylu title
is a prerequisite for other traditional titles which éul—

minate in that of Qzo. Amanwyly music accompanies the

procession which leads the neophyte from one shrine to
another until he has visited all the necessary shrines con-

nected with the ceremony.

"Qkonko, Ekpe and Ogboni music are important as

examples of traditional music associated with secret
societies. In addition, in Ngwa in Owerri, Mkpe music is
played during the initiation of traditional priests.  For
any traditional priest to become an Eze mmuo ("The priest

of a shrine"), Ndi eze mmug (Other priests in the community)

will provide him with his own idols and other Agwu tools
which form the core of the oracle which he consults for
divination. The ceremony of equipping the new priest with

these divination tools is called Inwyta Agwu ("To catch or

catching the Agwu'). Mkpe music is played at this time,
and derives its name from mkpe, a single membrane drum
which is the sole instrument used in this ceremony, and
which is played by one of the priests. To the accompani-
ment of this drumming, a soloist who is one of the priests

sings: Nwa dibia la-agba aja ("The medicine man who is

divining'). The chorus, who consist of the other priests,

sings: E-ghe! e-ghe!
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8.3. Egwu emume (Music connected with feasts, festivals,

and religious worshin)

Traditional feasts and festivals are so integ-
rated with religious worship that all music connected with
them is traditionally called Egwu emume. Though some
festivals, such as Qfala (Tﬁe anniversary of a coronation),
have political overtones, and others, such as the Qnwa
asatg (The "Eighth month") of the Nri peonle, have social
overtones in the sense that they serve a social function
and generate a high degree of social cohesion within a com-
munity, nevertheless the religious aspects far outweigh
both the political and social. Qnwa asato is the most
important Nri calendaric festival. Celqbrated twelve
days after the New Yam festival, Qnwa asato has been wrongly
described as the Qfala of the Nri king because "it is pri-

. - s - 1
marily a sacrifice to ancestral spirits'".

It lasts eight
days and "the first six days are devoted to the offering

of minor sacrifices. Everywhere, new altars of various
shapes rise. Neglected idols are brought from their hiding
places, cleaned up and made worthy resting places of the
spirits who come into them to receive the offerings of the

people...”2

Thus once again feasts and festivals are
invariably connected with community deities who, during the
celebrations, are either invoked to grant prosperity and

good harvests (as in the Ufejioky festival), appealed to

1. Nigeria Magazine (54), 1957, p. 287.
2. Ibid., p. 287.
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to avert disputes, sickness and drought, or petitioned to
increase fertility and life and ensure fhe general pro-
tection of the entire community (as during the Aja-ana
festival in honour of the Goddess of Mother Earth).
Examples of Egwu emume include: Okom ﬁusic played during
the Irinta festival in Mberi in Owerri; masquerade music
which features in the Ikeji festival of the Aro; Egwu ota
and Qkanga eze drum music which is an invariable part of
the Qfala festivals at Onitsha and Nri respectively; and
Ike Nwoha music from Ngwa which is played in praise of the
Nwoha god. Ivu and Eketensi deserve special mention.

Ivu is an ancestral ritual dance performed
annually at Ututu in Arochukwu division in May, after the
planting of yams. It is performed again during propi-
tiatory sacrifices offered to the gods especially the Earth
Goddess to ensure fruitful harvesf, peace and happiness in
the community. It is strongly believed that the neglect
of this rite and dances associated with it would invoke
the anger of the gods and the ancestors.

Eketensi ("Basket of poison') from Bende division
in Imo state, '"is a cult male dance during which the members
claim to see and communicate with the dead. It is played
after the planting season with the climax at the new yam
festival when all reputed native doctors and other initiates
of the cult are expected to display their art including black
magic. To end the dance for the year, a dramatic battle
is fought between the fully initiated members and the dead

to drive the dead away from the land of the living."l

1. Enem, 1975, p. 94,
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8.4. Egwu e ji aly olu ("Occupational music'")

In rural communities technological innovations
are relétively restricted, manual labour is prominent, and
such labour is occasionally acﬁompanied with songs. _ These
songs may be of the type that "every troublesome and laborious

occupation useth for solace and recreation”,l

since they do
not accompany the physical actions of the workers. For
example, songs sung by wine tappers; or domestic songs sung

by individual women while grinding tobacco, scrubbing floors
of their huts, or knitting. Alternatively, they may be

those songs '"which on account of their rhythm and construction
directly assist in the performance of the particular work with

which they are associated”.2

In this group are cooperative
songs to accompany work like the sawing of timber, the poun-
ding of palm nuts from which paim 0il and kernel are to be
extracted, cance-paddling songs, and gang songs which the
truck-pushers sing. Both groups of songs come under purely
vocal music, and in each case '"the joint singing co-ordinates
the action and leads the workers to feel and work as part
of a co-operating group, not as separate :‘Lndividuals”.3
The extempore and ephemeral nature of these items is illus-
trated by this song sung by labourers sawing an iroko tree.
It is called Qji nna m ("My father's iroko™).

Qji nna m, i yo!

Iya, iya!

1. Karpeles, 1973, pp. 61-62.
2. Ibid., p. 62.

3. Finnegan, 1970, p. 239.
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Qji nna m, i yo!
Iya, iyal
0ji mee ngwa ngwa; chi ejie, chi ejie, chi ejie,
' chi ejie...!
Iyal ... Iyal ... Iyal ... Iya!
Aka m i ga-ata anu taa!

Aka m i ga-ata any taa!
"This may be translated literally as:

My father's iroko, you are welcome!
My father's iroko you are welcome!
Iroko please do quickly, the night is fast
approaching;
O my hands, you'll chew meat today (in compen-
sation for the bruises the palms
have sustained). .

The chorus "Iya", echoes the sound of the saw as it draws
up and down through the trunk of the iroko.

In addition to songs specifically associated with
manual labour occupational music necessarily also includes
music associated with occupational classes, such as hunters.
However, Egwu nta ('Hunting songs") are fully discussed in

the context of Igbo vocal music, the subject of the next

chapter.

8.5. Egwu ogu ("War songs')

Before the effective occupation of Igboland by the
British Government, there were pericdic Hisputes among
towns, especially in relation to land ownership. Songs
associated with battles still abound. In actual fact these
songs were not sung on the battle field, but were either
sung during the period of preliminary preparation for a

general attack, or at the end of the battle by the victorious
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party. Sung before the battle, these songs were calcu-
lated to arduse warlike feeling among all able-bodied young
men, and also to reinforce the military solidarity of a
group. Those songs sung during the celebration of a vic-
tory were concerned with_the glory of the occasion -
touching on the events of the battle in retrospect. Every
citizen shared the joy of victory by joining in the dance,
although at intervals groups of songs associated with
heroic deeds such as the Nkwa ike ("Strong dance') or the
Ikoro dance,.were played exclusively for dancingAby the
ﬂead hunters ("Ogbu ishi').

Examples of three war songs are given below:
the first two are sung during the preparations for the
fight, although they could equally be sung during the cele-
bration of victory in reminiscence of the exploits on the
battle field; the third song is sung exclusively by‘brave
men. Each of the three songs is repeated over and over
again.

(a) Enyi mba ("Elephant town'", i.e. a town full
of men each with the strength of an elephant). The
warriors demonstrate how they, like the elephant, enyi,
would trample their enemies to death.

Nzggbu, nzogbu! Trample, trample!
Enyi mba, enyi. Elephant town, elephant.

(b) Olee ndi nwe ndi a? ("Who are the owners or

masters of those people?", i.e. their enemies).
Olee ndi nwe ndi a?
Anyi nwe ndi a, nwe ndi a, nwe ndi a; anyl nwe
ndi a!
Who owns those people? (pointing to the direction
of the enemies' camp);
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We own those, own those, own those; we own those
people.
(The chorus points to all the probable directions
in which the enemies might be located.)

(c) Onye uyjo e! ("Ah, a coward").

Onye ujo e!
Onye ujo abiala nga anyi na-aghu nkita anya!
Onye ujo!

Ah, a coward!
Let a coward not come near where we are extrac-
ting the eyeballs of a dog. A coward (- a
warning to you!).

Extracting the eyeballs of a live dog is a ghastly operatibn

which a coward naturally cannot stand.

8.6. Egwu ikpe ("Satirical songs, songs of insult and

mockery, and other songs of social control')

Like Egwu onwa (''Moonlight play songs') and Egwu
nta ("Hunting songs'), Egwu ikpe are purely vocal music and
as such are discussed in the next chapter under Igbo vocal

music,

From the above analysis, a number of deductions
may be made about Igbo traditional music. Firstly, we
have ended up with three approaches to the categorization
of music in terms of (a)VIgbo concepts of music, (b) the
life cycle, and (c) social organisation.x The relationship
between the three can be demonstrated by means of a simple
matrix as in Table 1.; : It can thus be seen that cate-

gorization through concept and social organisation (in spite

1. Infra, p.100.
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of the fact that categories occasionally overlan, and some-
times partially merge) provides a comprehensive basis for
grouping almost all types of Igbo music and for ascertaining
its social function.

Secondly, Igbo musical types derive their names
from different sources. Thus some are named from the prin-
cipal instruments in the ensemble, as for example in Abia,
purely ‘drum music which derives its name from the set of
drums called Abja (similarly Ufie drum music, and Egwu udu,
songs accompanied by the udu percussion aerophone vessel).
Some types get their names fromvthe town from which the

dance was learnt, as for example in Igba Ogwurugwu, a dance

accompanied with drumming which originated from Ogwurugwu,

in the Awka area. Proverbial sayings are sometimes trans-
formed into the title for a dance as in "Etiliggwu?" ("Are

the dancers dancing with any charms?"); the acrobatic dis-
play of the dancers in this case are so fantastic that

people wonder whether magic is involved. Epekele s¢ nkume

{("Earthenware is afraid of stone'), a dance from Mbaise in
Owerri area is another similar example.

Thirdly, music is one of the most dynamic unifying
forces in Igbo cultural life. It cuts across social
barriers, for everybody sings and dances: boys and girlé,
women and men (married and unmarried), paupers as well as the
rich, commoners, nobles and kings. The significance of
this point becomes clearer when it is realised that in Hausa
society in Nigeria, acéording to Ames, '"except for profes-
sional musicians and entertainers, married persons do not

dance in public and it is considered shameful for them to
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1

do so." The existence of social barriers to partici-

pation in music among the Flathead Indians has been reported
by Merriam:

Music is also primarily an adult activity for

L\ the Flat/. There are no children's songs extant
today, and informants differ about whether such
songs existed in the past. The literature on
the Flathead is devoid of references to chil-
dren's songs. Rather than singing songs specific
to their age group, the children linger on the
edges of adult music activity, sometimes taking

" active part in dancing for social occasions, but

never singing with the established performance
group. '

Fourthly, the analysis so far demonstrates how
deeply music permeates almost all facets of Igbo traditional
life as a truly "living'" music. The breadthrof usage of
music can be seen from the variety of major musical types

which accompany the celebration of all the rites de passage:

birth, puberty, marriage, other forms of initiation, and
death; as well as all feasts and political, religious and
social ceremonies. Children's games are enhanced by
musical accompaniments as are adult moonlight plays, wrest-
ling matches and masquerade displays. Music is used thera-
peutically during Igbu ichi (Facial mérkings), Ity mbubu
(Cicatrisation of the body), and surgical operations such

as Iwa mgbo (Extracting bullets from the body of a wounded

warrior). Music serves ritualistic purposes not only during

1. Ames, 1973, p. 258.
2. Merriam, 1967, p. 26.
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the actual wofship of the gods, but also at Igba afa
(Divinatien).

Fifthly, the forum for music making in Igbo
traditional society is not the 'Concert hall', or the
'Opera hall'; it is primarily in the open air arena -
the market square, the town square, at the Obi Eze (the
compound square in the king's palace), for in spite of the
existence of indoor music making by singers of Ifo and
minstrels, music making is principally a communal affair.
Its attendance does not require advanced booking for no
tickets are sold. Egwu, as can be inferred'from the illus-
tration of its concepts includes what we may term the
"Paraphernalia" of Egwu - ﬁhe audience, occasional sup-
porting puppet theatre groups provided by masqueraders

as in Ikorodo dance music from Nsukka and Igba Ogwurugwu

dance from Akpugo in Orumba; costumes, banners and the
total atmosphere of ggyg which is usualiy charged with
applause, jeers, and the calls and whistles of the specta-
tors. Performing groups may be hired in advance, or the
performance may be spontaneously organised especially at

weddings and wine drinking parties, or after wrestling con-

tests. The time limit for a performance?  This, gen-
erally, is never fixed; the usual attitude being: "If
you are tired you retire'. To the performing group, a

valid judgement of an Egwu verformance is contained in the

saying that Ura tobha uto, ekwobhe ya ekwo ("If sleep is

enjoyable, the sleeper begins to snore", i.e. if the per-
formance is good the performers will not mind continuing

and the spectators will not tire in listening). Casual
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visits by performing groups to members of the community

are not ruled out, in fact, it is a measure of one's
prestige and worth in the community if a band of perfor-
mers calls on one uninvited. The audience is not a passive
one: members of the audience react as they are moved by

the performance. Some sit in their chairs nodding to the

rhythm of the music, hence the expression Egwu by onye

agbahy n'okpa, o kwee n'isi ("Music is, if you cannot dance,

you nod the rhythm"). If the standard of the performance
is below's people's expectation, sympathetic individuals
may simply shrug their shoulders and walk away, but those
who cannot countenance the disgrace will jeer and hoot at
the performing group. Such a performance is characterised
as Ichu afa ("Besmirch one's name"). But if the perfor-
mance 1s superb, people will encourage the musicians, shower
praise names on the performers, and give generously to the
group - money and other gifts. This demonstration of satis-
faction is called Jja egwu ("Praising the Egwu').

The marriage scene recorded by Achebe in his

Things Fall Apart serves as an illuminating and therefore

fitting closing comment on these attitudes:

... It was a great feast. As night fell, burning
torches were set on wooden tripods and the young
men raised a song. The elders sat in a big
circle and the singers went round singing each
man's praise as they came before him. They had
something to say for every man. Some were

great farmers, some were orators who spoke for,
the clan; Okonkwo was the greatest wrestler

and warrior alive. When they had gone round

the circle they settled down in the centre, and
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Table 1,
EGWU
Egwu a na-agu Egwu a Egwu a Egwu a na-agu
SO ogugu na-aguy na-eti so agu, na-etieti,
agy na- otiti na-agba agba
etieti
Birth and Egwu ¢nu Izu ahia nwa;
m Infancy nwa ; Egwu
§ aji eku nwa;
© Childhood Egwu umyaka
ﬁ» ji egwuri
. egwu; Ifo;
& Puberty Egwu mbubu; Egwu udu;
F
= Marriage Egwu e ji eti
. ahia
o
s Death Inine Egwu e ji akwa
% ozu; Egwu mmanwu:
T . l .
Egwu abia, ufie
— Recreation/Egwu onwa; Minstrel Egwu Etilgogwu; Ubo
© Entertain- songs; ngedegwu/ qQgazi; Nkpokiti;
&= ment ikoro/ubo Igba Ogwurugwu;
3 -aka; Egwu mmanwu;
— Egwu mgba
Z
2 Title- Egwu Egwu ody Egwu echichi -
© taking/ mkoe ; okike; Egwu 0z9/loolgq;
v Initia- : Egwu qkonko/ekpe/
5 tion ogboni;
S Feasts/ Egwu emume;
<= Religion - Egwu mmanwu;
o :
o Work/ Egwu e ji
O alu oly;
2 Egwu nta;
Z War Egwu Qgu -
O nkwa ike, ikoro;
—i
£ Satire Egwu ikpe
= Social
Controi

1. Reserved for certain individuals only, e.g. Heroes,
Titled men, and Kings.
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girls came from the inner compound to dance.

At first the bride was not among them. But
when she finally appeared holding a cock in

her right hand, a loud cheer rose from the
crowd. A1l the other dancers made way for her.
She presented the cock to the musicians and
began to dance ... The musicians with their wood,
clay and metal instruments went from song to
song. And they were all gay. They sang the
latest song in the village ... The night was
already far spent when the guests rose to g0 ...
They sang songs as they went, and on their way
they paid short courtesy visits to prominent
men 1ike‘0konkwo, before they finally left for
their village. Qkonkwo made a present of two
cocks to them,1

Thus having established the concepts, the categories, and
the uses of music, we concluded by discussing the overall

function of music within the society.

9. The Role? of Music in Society

The occasions for music making in Igbo traditional
society have been enumerated. To an observer who is foreign
to Igbo cultural life, it would appear that music serves as
mere entertainment on those occasions. But music performs

other vital social functions besides those of entertainment

1. Achebe, op.cit., pp. 82-83.

2. The word "role'" as used in this context, combines the
meaning of "uses" and "function': 'uses' refers to the
situation in which music is employed in human action;
while "function" concerns the reasons for its employment
and particularly the broad purposes which it serves.
Vide Merriam, 1964, p. 210.
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aesthetic enjoyment and the accompaniment to dances, as
will be demonstrated below.
Egwu gnwa ("Moonlight plays and dances'), Mgba

(Wrestling), and Iti mmanwy (Masquerade displays) are pro-

bably the most universal of the traditional recreational
activities in Igboland, and form entertainments which

bring people together not only from the same community, but
also from neighbouring towns. Usually in an Egwu onwa
session the different sexes are grouped and perform sep-
arately, but sometimes they interact. In wrestling com-
petitions each group of competitors has its own Ekere mgba
(Durmming for wrestling) in which the players, especially
the flautist, call the praise-names of the competitors and
encourage them to excel. The competitors observe certain

" wrestling ethics the most important of which is Qdika onye

puta mgba, Qdika ya agbaa ya ("If a challenger comes out,

another challenger of equal ability will come out').

This idea of grouping and regrouping the competitors to
ensure justice and fair-play, together with the musically
balanced performance by the ensemble of musicians, are
effective means of unifying the community. Similarly, the
role Qf the audience in applauding both the wrestlers and
the instrumentalist, and the way the attendants at masquer-

ades (Umy ykwy mmanwy) attach themselves to their perfor-

mances, all infuse a sense of unity and oneness in the

minds of the people. The attendance of mmanwy oT egwugwu

(Masqueraders and masquerade displays) at funeral ceremonies
is also more than an entertaining spectacle. Mmanwy rep-

resent the ancestral spirits from the underworld, therefore,
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their presence is the traditional way of dramatising the
age-honoured Christian affirmation that '"in the midst of

life we are in death ..”1

which more or less corresnonds
with Igbo belief that ''the land of the living was not far
removed froﬁ the domain of the ancestors. There was
coming and going between them, especially at festivals
and also when an old man died, because an old man was very
close to the ancestors. A man's life from birth to death
was a series of transitioﬁ rites which brought him nearer
and nearer to his ancestors."2

Instances abound to illustrate that in Igbo cul-
ture music functions also as a means of expressing emotions.

Generally, it is in the text of songs that this is most

strongly conveyed. Nwa enwe nne ("Motherless child"), a

popular Igbo folktale song is a good example of the expres-
sion of emotion through songs. The words of the song
portray the dejection and hopelessness of an orphan who,
having performed all the domestic tasks from fetching water
and firewood to cooking the food and washing the utensils,
is nevertheless driven away when it is time to eat the food

she has prepared.

E jebe nku Une
A kpoba nwa enwe nne; Une
E chube miri, Une
A kpoba nwa enwe nne; Une
E sibi nri, Une
A kpoba nwa enwe nne; Une

1. The Book of Common Prayer.

2. Achebe, op.cit., p. 85.




Ma e ribe nri, Une

A chupu nwa enwe nne; Une

Nwa enwe nne, Une
A hushiele m anya. Une
A hushi anya, Une
A hushi anya ka onwu. Une

When it is time to fetch firewood,
The motherless child is called;
When it is time to fetch water,
The motherless child is called;
When it is time to cook food,

The motherless child is called;
But when the food is ready,

The motherless child is sent away;
Ah, the motherless child,

I have suffered beyond indignation,
Suffering!

Suffering which is more than death.l

Another somewhat extreme example in which a song
offered peonle the freedom to express thoughts, ideas, and
comments which could not be stated freely in normal speech,
has been cited by M.M. Green. According to her, Afikpo
women, in order to induce their peers to turn out in force
to attend a trial, sang: ''Women who will not come out in
this place, let millipede go into her sex organ, let earth

: 2
worm go into her sex organ."

Naturally, according to
Igbo ethics nobody could say such obscenities to any woman
on an ordinary occasion, but the song situation offered

the Afikpo women the necessary immunity.

104

1. Vide "The function of songs'", infra, p. 173.

2. Green, 1947, p. 201.
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Satirical songs and songs of insult, collectively
called Egwu ikpe feature in the song repertoire. Women,
minstrels, and gossipping masqueraders such as Ojiqny ("He
who has mouth", i.e. is talkative), Icheoku ("Parrot'"),
and Onye‘kuru ("Who invited you', i.e. one who pries into
both private and public affairs with impertinent curiosity)
are the major singers of these types of song. In these
songs names of persons are not generally mentioned, but
symbolic references are so vividly and aptly used that the
victims of the satire are easily identified. For fhe Ighbo

say 1in proverb that A tyo inu nkirika nkata, onye tara ahuy

amara ("If the proverb of a worn out basket is said, an
emaciated person knows').

For example, at a drinking party, a drunkard who
is not a wine tapper but who quarrels about the way the
palm wine is being shared may be ridiculed indirectly in
the following song:

Q niuchaa o suchaa mpi kororo,
ma o mahu akunye ete ma nkwu.

He, who after emptying his cup of wine, beats
the mpi kororo, but he does not know how to tie
the climbing rope around the palm tree (how much
more knowing how to tap wine).

The mpi is a drinking cup made from the horns of a cow or
bush cow or buck; and kororo is onomatopoeic suggesting
the sound of an empty mpi when beaten on the floor or
ground. To beat the mpi on the ground in this fashion is
a rude way of saying "I have emptied my cup, and I want
more', a mark of selfishness and gluttony which does not

escape the vehement criticism of the public.
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Similarly, a self-willed chief who finds himself
in a social and political impasse because of his obstinacy,
can be satirised in the following song:

Ome ka ¢ soro ya

koro ji n'ikpere ya,
kwee ya n'afo onu ya;
ya na ya huru.

A self-willed man

planted yams on his knees,

and staked them with his beard,

both himself and his yams stood still,

This group of songs entertain but more importantly, they
function as effective means of negative sanction in the
society.

A cultural group can use music as a means of
cultural expression and as a means of self-identification.
In Nigeria, during National days and festivals such as
Independénce Day and Christmas, it is a common practice
especially in urban centres, for different ethnic groups
to display some of their traditional songs and dances.
When the Igbo, for example, perform on such occasions, they
are imbued with a spirit of oneness, satisfied that they
are participating in musical activities with which they
are familiar, and which they value and cherish greatly.

In this way their musical activities do not only entertain
people, but they also provide the Igbo with what Merriam
described as "a solidarity point”l around which they con-

gregate for cultural expression and self-identification.

1. Merriam, 1967, p. 26.
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Music as well as musical instruments are used
tolvalidate people's social status and the status of social
institutions. During the performance of traditional
festivals such as Aja-ana (The worship of the Earth Goddess),
and celebrations suéh as the Qz9 title-taking, the coro-
nation of a king, and Qfala (The anniversary of the coro-
nation which involves almost all the members of a particular
town or community) there is music which is played for and
danced to by special members of the community to show either
their social rank or achievements. At Eziagu, Ikoro music
features prominently during the Aja-ana festival. As
the music is played, heroes move intc the arena to recount
their respective exploits which range from the killing of
large animals, such as leopvards and elephants while hunting,
to an outstanding record in head-hunting in the past, or
to chivalrous accomplishments in battle. As they dance,
the Qkwa ¢ja (the town flautist) calls them by their res-
pective prailse-names. Similarly, dancing to Abja music
énd to Ite-odo (the Ohafia war dance) is the monopoly of

the heroes, while dancing to Ekpe, Qkonko music is reserved

for the initiated members of these societies.
Qzq title-holders also have their special music
(Egwu Qzg). At every public cermony, Qzp members carry
odu enyi (elephant tusks) which are their special status
symbol, and which they can use in playing their special
Qzg music, as well as in sending messages to their members.
At Onitsha town the Obi (the king) presents a

newly installed chief with a special bell among other
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insignia, and ""traditionally, when the chief is going any-
where or to a meeting of any kind? a little page-boy goes
with him and carries this bell and the ringing of this bell
tells tﬁe people that a big chief is passing by and that

1

they should clear the way for him". At Onitsha, too,

the king as well as each of the Ndichie Une 2 owns special

drums called Egwu q@ta which are exclusive to then. During
the coronation and Qfala ceremonies, each Ndichie is greeted
with his special Egwu qta music.

During the coronation of the Nri king, '"the king
is summoned to the templum to give audience to the visitors
by striking a gong. He greets his visitors by beating a
gong and all present clap their hands after each stroke."3
In attendance at the same ceremony are the royal drummers
called Qkanga eze, and as they play the king's special
music, '"the king dances, attended by his dwarf, §§§m§4 rep-
resentatives and his sister who sings his praise. He (the

king),5 later dances to the Ufie music.”6

Eziagu A8, Any gburu bia gbara nkwa ("Any animal

that has killed, should come and dance'") represents an

extension to the animal world, of this man-evolved mechanism

1. Mbanefo, 1972, p. 83.

2. Ndichie Ume are the six members of the Obi's cabinet in
which the Obi is primus inter pares. They are the only
class of Onitsha people who do not prostrate to the Obi.

3. Nigeria Magazine, 54 (1957), p. 286.

4., The Adama are the Nri arch-priests who control the king-
making ceremonies and hold the royal regalia.

5. The words in brackets are mine.

6. Nigeria Magazine, op.cit., p. 288.
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for validating social status.

Historical and social events are kept alive in
the minds of people through the agency of songs. One
instance will suffice. At Eziagu, in Orumba, the death
toll of the influenza epidemic in 1918 was so great that
the few who survived it became objects of wonder and even

today they are referred to as "Aty Chukwu mara" ("Wonderful

signs left by God"). Chukwuago Ogu, an Eziagu blind
minstrel, still recounts this devastating epidemic in his
songs.

Some Igbo festivals provide a means for reckoning
the Igbo calendar.  Thus the first day of Ikeji (the Aro

yam festival), commonly called Orie egbugbu ("Orie of kil-

ling sacrificial animals"), is the first day of the Aro
year. The Igbo year begins in February, and different areas
mark the beginning of the year with different festivals.
Ezira begins it with Ihe Eke festival; Eziagu with Qkuka
okochi feast. The Ite aju feast at Eziagu takes place in
the fifth month (Onwa ise). The social significance of
this new yam feast is that after its celebration the chief
priest of Aja-ana (The Earth Goddess) will not eat old yams
in any form until the following year.

The ritualistic use of music is evident during the
worship of the gods, at the initiation of traditional
priests, and during Jgba afa (Divination). At certain times

in the procedure of Igba afa, Basden reported, '"a drum

(egede agwy) is beaten and a rattle (ekpili) is shaken”.l

1. Basden, op.cit., p. 51.
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Igbo traditional music evolved through the
process of oral transmission. By constantly performing
their music during "moonlight play" sessions, wrestling
matches, festivals, and ceremonies, the Igbo give con-
tinuity to their music, thereby preserving their culture
by linking the present with the past. This in turn pro-
motes the enculturative role of music as a means of |
studying the culture of the people. In these two capa-
cities, therefore, music contributes to the continuity
and stability of Igbo culture.

In summary, we have seen that music features in
almost all Igbo cultural activities. Besides its enter-
tainment and aesthetic values, music in some contexts may
be either a means of infusing a sense of unity and one-
ness in the .minds of the people, or of expressing emotions
or throughfs and ideas, and comments which cannot be stated
boidly in normal speech. Music functions as a vehicle of
social control and integration, and as a means of validating
social status and institutions, and finally, as an agent of

continuity and stability.
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10. Cultural Influences

It has been noted in the last chapter that the

Igbo did not live an isolated life.>

Pursuit of trade,
and specialised occupations by ritual specialists (esne-
cially the Nri veople), medicine men and craftsmen (Nteje,
Unudioka and Awka people among others), as well as visits
to oracles in different places in the country, were incen-
tives for people to travel far and wide and within and
beyond the confines of Igboland.2 It is relevant there-
fore at this juncture to establish that Igbo traditional
music and musical practices were (and are still) signifi-
cantly affected by these cultural exchanges between the
Igbo and their neighbours, and between the Igbos themselves,
before the advent of the cultural forces of Christianity
(27 July, 1857), Western education (Monday 15 November, °
1858), and later Colonialism (1900): forces which accen-
tuated and promoted rather than inaugurated this cultural
traffic.

Christianity penetrated Igboland through Onitsha,
a town about 26 miles from Awka town; and if around 1899
"Awka was the furthest limit of white penetration on the
Eastern side of the Niger', as Basden testified,3 then it

is probably safe to suggest that about 1857 the traditional

1. Supra, n. 27.
2., Vide the section: '"Occupations', supra, p. 31.

3. Basden, 1927, p. 61.
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music and musical practices of at least the Igbho on the
Eastern side of the Niger in general, and the Orumba neople
in particular (especially the survey towns of Eziagu,
Isulo, Ezira and Ogbunka) were typically Igbo. These
practices were for the mbst part those contained in the
categories and types of music discussed in Chapter Three.
So also were Court music and musicians, whose survivors

can be seen in some towns today which have maintained a

long tradition of kingship. Egwu ota or Egwu eze (The

royal drums of the Obi of Onitsha), and the Qkanga eze
(The royal drummers of the Nri king) are examples.1
Ames has also drawn ocur attention to Obimo in Nsukka where
""smecial music was performed for the king of Obimo by non-
professional musicians - farmers on special gongs and-:
drums”.2 Echezgna also attested that the Eze Opi (The
king of Opi in Nsukka) "owns and conducted his own orchestra”.3
Nevertheless, external influences especially in the sphere
of borrowing of musical instruments which were used for
nurely traditional folk music probably pre-dated this period.
It has been strongly pnostulated that the loose-
key xylophone which is used extensively among the Igbo, and
also among the Tiv, a semi-Bantu peonle of Nigeria, diffused
into the society during the Bantu migration through the

Congo (now Zaire) via the Cameroon.4 The same theory of

1. Supra, p. 108.
2. Ames, 1973, p. 254,

3. Echezgna, 1963, pn. 14.
4, Jones, 1960.
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diffusion might also account for the existence of the slit-
drum and the lamellaphone throughout Igboland. However,
these three instruments have been so deeply integrated into
Igbo cultural life that the people have come to accept them
as indigenous instruments.

Within the Igbo culture areas, borrowing of music
and musical instruments had been a long standing practice

on an extensive scale. Egwu Udoka (Udoka age-grade music)

in Ezira, led by Nwankwo Nlebhe,1 was learnt from Ununze a
neighbouring town. The people of Umunze in their turn
learnt the Egbenu oba dance (svecial music for celebrated
hunters) from their neighbour Uga. The Etiliqgwy dance,
the author was told during his field-work, migrated from
Igboadagﬁe, a riverine town in Anambra area, although
Okonkwu.. claims that it originated from udi. ? Egwu
ekpiri (minstrel songs accompanied with bead rattle made
from the large pods of the yku tree), which originated
from Oru and Anambra areas with Nwoye Azodo of Qkuzu as
one of its earliest and chief exponents, has been nopu-
larized by many singers from different parts of Igboland,
The same applies to Egwu ogene, another form of minstrel
songs accompanied with the clapoerless iron bell, which

is typical of Awka and Nri style of minstrelsy. Both

1. Nwankwo Nlebhe is a native of Eziagy but his mother comes
from Ezira where he grew up. When it was divined that
he should be the nriest of the Ezeagy shrine, one of the
shrines at Eziagu, he stopped schooling and came back to
his town to serve Ezeagy, but he still leads the Udoka
vocal group at Ezira.

2. Okonkwo 1965, p.148.













































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































