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tone-marking scheme

Wherever tone-marks occur in this study the following 
scheme has been adopted:

High tones are unmarked, e.g.,mmonwu.
Downstepped high tones are marked with a macron, e.g., 
agu.
Low tones are marked with a grave accent, e.g., Oniereigbo.
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PREFACE
This work, which is based on the thesis which I submitted for 
the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy of the University of Ibadan 
in 1976, is primarily an investigation of the general dramatic 
structure and poetic content of mmonwu of the Igbo. It attempts 
a systematic analysis of mmonwu dramatic tradition of a number 
of contiguous Igbo communities south of Onicha, north of Owere 
and west of Olu and Okigwe, an area that has often been called 
the central Igbo.

In this study, I have attempted to illustrate the Igbo assump­
tion that the mmonwu tradition is a mirror of their way of life, 
an embodiment of their philosophical and religious thought and 
a generic symbol and reflection of their art forms — verbal, visual 
and mimetic. Igbo literary forms which include oral narratives 
(ifo') and (iduu) and poetic chants (abu) find expressions in the 
mmonwu dramatic performance.

The source material for this study is derived partly from 
literature or published works but mainly from oral tradition 
transmitted in the form of chants, myths, legends, and individual 
and group recollections of incidents that took place during the 
relatively recent history of mmonwu drama. Besides oral sources, 
I have derived material from the tradition of Igbo visual arts as 
well as, of course, from the varied traditions of Igbo dramatic 
forms.

My fieldwork, conducted between 1972 and 1975, entailed 
the completion of two sets of questionnaires by a sample of 
respondents, the conducting of personal interviews with leading 
mmonwu members, recording of some mmonwu plays on tapes, 
and later transcribing them, holding symposia with some mmonwu 
groups during which illuminating discussions were had on the 
past, recent and projected developments in mmonwu drama, 
and the taking of a number of photographs of mmonwu 
characters.

The greatest problem that confronts a researcher into the
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Preface 

f mmonwu under study is its cultish naw 
P^ula;trat‘fonnXion regarding it difficult to get. But whe * 
which ma as nform .nformation, mmonwp date ,s re|atj«
there is w'llin8n® L* because the external facts of an mmonwu 
ly easy « “ the names of mask characters, the initiation
theatre, for instant■ , an(J s0 we|| known, at |east tQ
pr0CedUAembers that a thorough study of the workings of a 
initiated memb> , * enab|a an investigator to acquire 

knowledge of the entire mmonwu corpus. However, 
thSngness is often lacking because of the secret oath taken by 
mmorZ initiates which forbids them to discuss the stark reality 
of mmonwu with non-initiates. Any information meant for the 
public'would, perforce, conform to the usual mystical, or what 
one may regard, as the poetic view of mmonwu.

I have, therefore, primarily based my study on this poetic 
view derived from myths, songs, narratives, and testimonies 
during personal interviews. Thus, in the main body of tnis work, 
guided by this poetic view, I have attempted to:

(a) define the concept of mmonwu as it applies to the study 
area;

(b) investigate the cultish origins of mmonwu and its develop­
ment into an oral literary genre;

(c) analyse the genre as a form of communal theatre with an 
elaborate chain of dramatic groups each organised around 
a play house (ekwuru) and a play arena (obom);

(d) discuss different categories of mmonwu performers, 
the distinctive features of the mmonwu performance, 
and the characteristics of its spectacle and audience; and

(e) give a critical appraisal of the language of mmonwu drama.

Nnabuenyi Ugonna
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THE IDEA OF MMONWU

i

The use of the term mmonwu among the Igbo is complex and 
unless a clear distinction between its different uses is made from 
the outset, the specific area of our present investigation will not 
be readily grasped.

To some, mmonwu refers to any figure that is masked, even 
partially, with his legs, arms or eyes exposed to the spectators. To 
others the term represents a special type of sacred masked charac­
ter. To those who regard every masked figure as mmonwu the 
concept is clear-cut — a figure in any form of mask (and by mask 
is meant any disguising device or camouflage whether made of 
straw, cloth, wood or a combination of them) is mmonwu.

On the other hand, to those who define the term strictly as 
a type of sacred mask, other masked figures are not conceived 
as mmonwu but as human players wearing symbolic masks and, 
therefore, what such players perform is not regarded as egwure­
gwu mmonwu (mmonwu drama) but as egwu nkiti (ordinary 
dance drama). Thus to different Igbo people mmonwu may mean 
different things and what some communities might call mmonwu 
others would refer to as mere dance drama.

It should be made clear from the start that in this study 
the term mmonwu is restricted to a unique type of drama 
featuring masked characters generally regarded as "spirits" and 
therefore does not apply to all and every performance in which 
masked figures feature. It is reserved for the sacred drama perfor­
med in the designated study area, an area to be defined later in the 
study. Here, two forms of masking, one sacred and the 
other secular, are recognized, the sacred being exclusively known 
as mmonwu and the secular described as egwuregwu eworewo. 

This rigid differentiation between mmonwu and eworewo empha­
sizes the mystic nature of mmonwu drama and it would be 
sacrilegious in this area to refer to egwuregwu eworewo as 
mmonwu or vice versa.

It should also be pointed out that although mmQnwq is
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sometimes called mmanwu by some people, no conceptual 
difference is implied by this since both words mean the same 
thing being merely dialectal variants of the same word. |n this 
study, mmonwu is preferred to mmanwu since it would appear 
to be more central and perhaps more original. Everywhere in 
Igboland the mmonwu figure is addressed also as mmuo (spirit) 
and the closer phonemic relationship between mmuo and 
mmonwu is a compelling reason for advocating the use of 
mmonwu instead of mmanwu.

Having discussed the sense in which the term mmonwu is 
used in this investigation, let us now examine what the people 
of the study area mean by the term.'

Mmonwu is probably derived from two words: mmuo (spirit) 
and onwM (death) and would then seem to imply a shortening 
of the expression, mmuo ndi* nwuru anwu (spirits of the dead). 
This probably means that originally mmonwu might have been 
conceived as a manifestation or concretization of the spirits of 
particular dead ancestors. In other words, a particular dead person 
would reappear in the form of mmonwu wnen the need arose. 
It would then seem that in some respects the concept of mmonwu 
may have developed partly from the necromancing practice of 
the Igbo. More of this will be discussed later.

The concept of mmonwu, however, has now significantly 
changed as illustrated by the following descriptions of mmonwu 
given by some informants: • •

a mask with supernatural powers, regarded as a visible 
sp.nt ,n the community and accorded all spiritual resoec 
fVm C°m,n9 ,TOm 'he i'^a S
a spiritual mask deified,sacrosanct and nnt n 
or^approached by humans, inhabiting under 

an age-old form of mask supposed to enm 
world from the spirit world. °me to man's

From these descriptions it is clear that 
conceived not as the spirit of any particular d^9^ is 
as a unique dramatic spirit called into being b ° ' 
imagination, a being with his own identifiable n5S 
character in a community play. In other words Pe^°nal'ty, 
spiritual idea personified and endowed with spirit 
not the reappearance of the spirit of a known dead

Literary Sources of the Mmonwu Idea
Mmonwu is in tne genre of th^t type of African mask
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On the other hand, many critics, including Delafosse and 
Traore, as Finnegan herself has pointed out,5 Ogunba,6 Adedeji, 
and others, have not only affirmed the existence of an oral tradi­
tion of African drama but have also demonstrated its unique 
development. The present study of mmonwu is further illustra­
tion of how widespread and well developed, in its own 
characteristic way, is the indigenous African dramatic tradition. 
MmQnwy drama, like most other forms of African drama, has

The Idea of Mmonwu 
0 »

which the masked players are regarded as spirit. In some masking 
traditions, however, the spirits are symbolic but in the mmonwy 
tradition spiritual transubstantiation is claimed. That is to say, 
the myth of spiritism is enforced through a rigid oath-taking 
mechanism and sustained by religious propaganda and mysticism.

The concept of mask as spirit is almost as old as humanity 
and has developed from early man's inherently mythopoeic mode 
of consciousness which, it would appear, made him choose animal 
characters for his narrative purposes as cave-man art tends to 
suggest.1 At first masks were possibly used to represent the 
animal characters in early man's fictional tales but since certain 
animals, for example, the snake, were conceived by man's 
myth-making imagination either as gods or as manifestations of 
spirits, masked forms came to represent not just animals but 
spiritual forces. In many African societies this primordial idea has 
developed into traditions of mask drama, mmonwu being one of 
them.

While some ethnological and literary studies have been done 
of some East and West African traditions of mask drama, no real 
investigation of mmonwu has before now been made. This study 
will therefore attempt to analyse mmonwu in depth, and through 
the analysis broaden our critical view of indigenous drama in 
Africa. Some literary critics have tended to doubt whether 
indigenous dramatic performance in many African communities 
could legitimately be termed "drama." Ruth Finnegan, for 
example, has questioned the "existence of native African drama" 
and has affirmed that "it would perhaps be truer to say that in 
Africa, in contrast to Western Europe and Asia, drama is not 
typically a widespread or developed form."2 Similarly, Ulli 
Beier has asserted that "there is no conventional theatre in Yoruba 
tradition''3 basing his idea of "conventional" apparently on the 
modern manifestations of the Western theatre. He, however, 
as Adedeji has rightly pointed out, "fails to see that what he 
goes on to describe as the Agbegijq theatre is in fact the Yoruba 
conventional theatre — a development which followed its own 
artistic traditions."4
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rule-making and rule-application, 
a society masked figures 'provide a 
the probability of sustained, divisive 

, converting secular actions of rule­application into sacred, supra-social actions.''10 Similarly, 
mmonwy has this social role, for, asTamuno has observed in his 
study of maintenance of law and order before the introduction 01 
the Western-style police organisation in Nigeria, in Igbo 
communities "human and supernatural agencies were supposed 
to have been involved in the prevention and detection of crime"11 
and therefore masked dancers purporting to represent a spirit 
cult were used by elders whenever there was difficulty in enforcing 
law and order. - However, since our study is mainly literary 
we would not concern ourselves unduly with this social and 
governmental aspect of mmgnwy institution. Yet the diverse 
roles of mmonwu are so integrated that it is often difficult to 
separate the dramatic from the social and ritual functions for 
often, the ritual and rule-application roles out

or bark mask,

continued to develop over the years and the accelerate 
modernization in mmonwu theatre has given rise to th M 
feeling that it is gradually developing into a modern form 
as unique to the Igbo as, for instance, Noh dram^^S 
Japanese or Hsi to the Chinese. Is to

Among the many sociological investigations of Afric 
ing traditions similar to mmonwu of the Igbo could be ment^' 
Victor Turner's study of the Ndembu ikishi described by Mun** 
(Turner's informant) as "a terrible thing that stays under 
ground''7 and Peter M.Weil's analysis of the masked ficur? 
Mandinka of Gambia.8

The Ndembu of East Africa, according to Turner, perform th 
ikishi drama during the chikula rites, that is, the ceremobj 
washing after recovery from circumcision. During the perfor 
mance, costumed and masked figures, chief among whom are 
Mvweg’i Katotoji, Chizaluki Mudimbula, and Chikumbu, feature 
Their main function is to entertain and thrill their spectators 
through awe because the novices, like the women, believe that the 
masks are dead people (afu).9 The ikishi, Katotoji, like akakpq 
mmonwu, is clever and fierce and pursues and beats the uninitia­
ted and makes people run by acting in a mad way while women 
smg tor him. Thus his character is strikingly similar to that of 
akakpo mmonwu.

Peter M. Weil, on the other hand, has examined the socio- 
po mcal role played by Mandinka masked figures in a community 
with dispersed authority for " ’ 
He maintains that in such 
mechanism through which 1 
conflict is decreased by ( 
application into sacred

S?udy maintenance of law <

organisation 
supernatural

masked dancers

However, since 
ourselves
mmqnwy institution. Yet thQ 

. - >t IS often 
social and ritual functr 

the dramatic frame-work.1 3 r° es are acted
However, Weil's description of fara-kankurang 

4
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in the words of Francis Moore, as "a Mumbo Jumbo, an Idol, 
which was among the Mundingoes a kind of cunning Mystery... 
dressed in a long Coat made of the bark of trees, with a tuft of 
fine straw on the Top of it, and when a person wears it, it is about 
eight or nine Foot high,"14 and fita-kankurang or leaf mask, 
which Gray and Dochard saw in 1818 as "a man covered from 
head to foot with small boughs of trees,1 5 makes it clear that the 
Mandinka masks are similarly conceived as the Igbo and the 
Ndembu masks, though each community uses locally available 
material for the costuming: the Igbo use asangwp (raffia straw), 
the Mandinka shredded or woven bark of the baobab tree, and the 
Ndembu a type of stiff grass.

Mmpnwu in its broad concept as spirit play is analogous to 
several other dramatic displays among some Nigerian communi­
ties, for example, igbo' 6 and owi? 7 plays staged by the Kalahari 
ekine society; the ekpo and ekpe mask display1 8 of the Efik and 
Ibibio communities, which have spread to many parts of Igboland 
bordering them including the Qhuhu-Ngwa and the Aro-Ohafia; 
the egu ata of Ida which features such masked figures as ekwe and 
ikeleku-ehuma*9 and, finally, the alekwu drama of Idoma.20

The Yoruba egungun, which has received considerable critical 
attention21 appears to have some link with mmonwu as is 
indicated by the fact that mmonwu is also known as egwi/gwu22 
(which word is surely an igbo trascription of the Yoruba 
egungun) and, taking into consideration the mythic content and 
dramatic features of both genres, it would appear that either one 
derived from the other or they are cognate. It is, indeed, possible 
to link the legend of Moremi^ centred around the warring raffia- 
masked figures of the Igbo, an indigenous people inhabiting the 
area now occupied by the descendants of the sons and followers of 
Oduduwa23 with the emergence of the egungun concept in 
Yoruba land, Adedeji's theory of the origin of egungun2* not­
withstanding. In other words, it is possible that the Yoruba got 
their idea of egungun from these autochthonous people they 
displaced or intermingled with. It is similarly possible that 
mmonwu developed from these early forest-dwellers' masking 
traditions from which egungun might have got its inspiration. 
Commenting on the theory of the dispersal from Ife of the descen­
dants of the primordial Oba or the worshippers of Obatala, 
Adedeji notes that the Ife people referred to them (after they 
moved into the jungle in the outskirts called Igbogbo the grove of 
the Igbo - following their defeat during the civil war at Ife) as 
Igbo and also that Obatala is addressed by his worshippers as king 
of the Igbo.2 5
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Retarding the origin of African mask drama both o„u and Adedei? believe that Yoruba theatre including ’ 

drama is ritual in origin. Oyekan Owomoyela however disag ™ 
arguing that Yoruba theatre has its ongm m folklore. RefutiA 
Medrii's theory that "religion is the basis of dramatic develop, 
ments in Yoruba as in most cultures of the world , and j.p 
Clark's view that "as the roots of European drama go to the 
Egyptian Osiris and Greek Dionysus so are the Oi gins of Nigerian 
drama likely to be found in the early religions and magical 
ceremonies of the peoples of this country,"20 Owomoyela con­
tends that man's mimetic instinct is the basis for the development 
of the theatre because, according to him, "the mimetic develops 
in man very much earlier than any evidences of religious 
inclination, and before religious indoctrination."- ‘

He may well be right, since statements about the origin of 
drama beyond recorded history, beyond the early Egyptians and 
Greeks, would remain largely conjectural. However, the question 
is not which is primary, mimef'c insth * or religious inclination, 
but which of the two urges cave rise to the earliest known develop­
ments in theatrical art. it is indeed arguable whether, as 
Owomoyela has maintained "before children can make any sense 
of religious beliefs and practices, they evince a sense of mimesis 
by playing house, 28 because children do, in fact, experience 
some fear of the unknown (a basic religious feeling) ever before 
they learn to play house. But even if one grants that children

H ,'h. nLran Trit"P' ,he crucia’ question remains; did 
theatre in t e past in Egypt and Greece or today in Nigeria 
pnmanly grow because man wanted to indulge his mimetic 
instinct or because he wanted to satkK, . .
did theatre grow out of the act of wo/ship^and th °\her 
or from a desire to imitate for the sake of at^ tbere^ore rltua''

It would appear that although man ha^ ,
instinct, it was religious motive that galvanized had mimetic 
into the act of creating dramatic art. Playinq h Lh'S m,met,c urge 
robbers, as Owomoyela admits, are "mimetic act*6 C°PS and 
with the learning process" but surely not theatrica?1'62 associated 
said that it was during his religious acts of worship^ COuld be 
artist, utilized his mimetic drive to create drama pr 1 rnan'the 
in order to please or appease his deities. Thus would°Per'v called, 
ritual plays and ceremonies which, with time, devX^d 
profane plays by a gradual process of secularization, it j P d ,r>to 
when people perform plays today often the religious connrUe that 
lost sight of, yet it is evident that the earliest plays emerged ls 
religious rituals and festivals and not from folklore, fOr jt Se^n
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demythologized system of
self-evident that religious myth is older than folkloric mythology, 
mythology being debased myth or a demythologized system of 
religious beliefs.29

The religious origin of drama is upheld by William Ridgeway 
who, while denying that tragedy proper arose in the worship of 
the Thracian god Dionysius, posits that "it sprang out of the 
indigenous worship of the dead, especially of dead chiefs such as 
Adrastus, the anciest pre-Dorian and pre-Achaean King of Sicyon, 
as described by Herodotus in a passage which is our earliest for 
Greek "tragic dancers."30

Like other forms of drama, mmonwu is ritual in origin and 
in this study an attempt is made to investigate this ritual origin. 
It would be seen that the concept of mmonwu is intimately 
related to the Igbo man's mythopoeic tendencies. And since myth 
is not only ritualistic but also poetic,31 mmonwu is equally 
inspired by the Igbo man's artistic impulse. Thus the study of 
mmonwu poetic drama is to a large extent an exercise in myth­
criticism.

As has been remarked above, no systematic work has been 
done on mmonwu as a poetic and dramatic genre. Such critical 
references to it as exist are either merely sociological, anthro­
pological or are brief comments on its general entertainment value. 
The few studies that deal with the Igbo masking tradition at some 
length, as we will see presently, discuss mainly its visual rather 
than its verbal characteristics, and, what is more significant, 
mostly investigate the tradition of masking generally regarded 
by the people of the present study area as egwu eworewo, that is, 
dance drama performed by masked humans. It could therefore be 
said that the present investigation is the first literary study of what 
has been regarded by its practitioners as the sacred masking 
tradition of the central Igbo.

Several social anthropologists who have shown general interest 
in the Igbo masking tradition have discussed it as it relates to 
social anthropology, hardly as literature. Richard and Helen 
Henderson, for example, have discussed the socializing role of 
the pnicha masking tradition as embodied in the "mmuo" initia- ’ 
tion rituals and Ahanotu has emphasized the political function of 

the many religious based societies in the activities of the Oha, the 
general assembly of an Igbo town-state or obodo." His explanation 
of the mmonwu concept, as would be expected, is couched in 
'law and order" tones:

Igbo ancestors were believed to be very active in the spiritual 
world after their burial. These ancestors appeared periodically to 
inspect the activities of their respective communities. They would 
appear in the form of mmonwu (masked men or mmol. The Igbo 
utilising this idea of the position of ancestors vis-a-vis the spiritual 
world of Ala, gave spiritual attributes to mmo displays.33
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One is therefore not surprised when he concludes that "the nr. 
ry aim of Mmo displays was to enrorce the laws of the Ohl’S9' 
’ His citing of Rev. A.C. Strong s report that "the Mors * 
are the highest and supreme authority to legislate, execute > 
and repeal all laws binding the people as a nation in this one re?Ct 
(the Obi of Onitsha) is inferior to the Mors and is himself bOu 
to abide by the decision and judgement of them in any politic 
matter,"35 is evidence of early concentration of critical Opinioa 

on igbo masking tradition on its governmental and ritual functions 
rather than on its dramatic and poetic form.

Also mainly treating the ritual and socializing aspects of mask­
ing among Igbo communities is G.l. Jones's study of masking jn 
south-eastern parts of Nigeria including Igbo, Ibibio and |j0 
communities. Jones discovers that the common features of 
masked plays in this area include: (a) the religious or magical 
element resulting in the fact that the identity of the masked player 
is never disclosed since the figures are supposed to be supernatural 
beings; (b) the disciplinary feature which keeps women and child­
ren in awe and makes men belong to a cult into which they are 
initiated and whose mysteries and rules they are compelled to 
keep and obey and (c) the element of pageantry and play. 36

Inhn'^imnn °f the ^umkpa play of the Afikpo
Igbo, Simon Ottenberg has seen their masking tradition from a 

,itical standpoint 
observing that in the area"e£h * ±ht„radltlon of masking b* 

eacn villa™ a secret SQciety wjth 
spirit, and a host of rituals 
attempt in a subsequent 

. -J not been very

subject of mmonwu is Onuora NzekwJ'^/ ’'9n'ficance on the 
theories of masking in Igbo society, a chanV the changing 
about by increased urbanization of the ,ar9ely brought 
whe mingly rational attitudes engendered bv tf'\a.ncl the over- 
thmks that the origin of masking in 'IgboHe right!- 
the Igbo belief in the existence of ancestral .n- ? tr«»abL' to 
manifest themselves to humanity in any Thosen 7'^ who cou|rt 
he hardly discusses the literary aspect of this tradition"1' But a9ain

A more scholarly study of mmonwu (but aqain 
strictly sacred variety) is E. Okech'ukw’u Odita's wkV 
masking tradition. In this study which claims to re 
first attempt at a regional approach to the masking traditr

8

their masking tradition from

the Afikpo tradition
. . ... v L each village has 

its own secret initiation bush, its special 
which its members carrv out 37 u-

3 8 . 7. L* nis
successful. ° re,nterPret hiS data aestbetica|ly has

Perhaps the earliest known work of — 

theories of masking in Igbo society
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He was later, however, convinced of the need for dialogue and 
mutual understanding between the church and mmonwu institu­
tion. He was therefore initiated into the mmonwu society, since 
initiation appears to be the only meaningful basis for discussion. 
His paper, written from the stand-point of an initiate, is perhaps 
an attempt to reform mmonwu from within. He has, in fact, 
called on "enlightened and influential Christians ... to enter the 
mmonwu ranks and reform it from within without infringing 
on the religious rights of anyone, Christian or animist" because he 
holds that "the best thing to be done ... is to by-pass the religious 
issue and modernise the mmonwu society along scientific and

Igbo-speaking peoples,"40 the emphasis is predictably on the 
masks as visual objects of art rather than as poets or dramatis 
personae notwithstanding the statement that the study would 
view "the Igbo masking tradition as the product of human actions 
so that the meaning of the masks, their inseparable vision, story, 
and perhaps dance. .. . would be understood."41

M.J.C. Echeruo's critique of the state of Igbo drama,42 
though relevant to the study of the general theory of mmonwu, 
does not deal specifically with mmonwu theatre. Rather, it is 
more directly concerned with the nature of festival drama and 
raises the crucial question as to what extent ritual celebration 
could be considered as drama. The critical issues raised in that 
study will be discussed in the next chapter.

Perhaps most relevant to the present study of mmonwu is 
Raymond C. Arazu's work on the subject.43

In his essay he attempts a general analysis of the organization 
of mmonwu theatres, the mmonwu characters and the mmonwu 
initiation rituals.. Probably the most important point in Arazu's 
discussion is his observation regarding the modernization of 
mmonwu theatre. He suggests that the obom or mmonwu threatre 
should be modernised so that gate fees could be paid by spectators 
who wish to participate in the mmonwu play.

Arazu's study, like most other studies already discussed, is 
by no means literary; it is sociological, having been provoked by 
Arazu's personal experience as a parish priest at Ihiala and his 
involvement in the social and religious questions in his 
community. As would be expected of a Catholic priest, he has, 
like the Church authorities, criticised mmonwu society for what 
he has called:

the "devilish actions" perpetrated by the group: Charms, sacrifices 
to idols before big shows, the idea of spirits being believed to be 
incarnate in the mask, the victimisation of dissident groups and 
perso ns, the oath of secrecy swo rn on ido Is, etc.44



lines.

f

IQ

A Dramatic Tradition of the Igbo. 

demythologised lines."45 The problem however is not in d 
Station (after all there >s myth m Christianity) but in 
recognition of myth as myth and not dogma.

Regarding the dramatic and philosophical role of rnmony^
Arazu says:

Mmanwu supplies the necessary recreational needs of a given rural 
community. It incorporates choral chanting, instrumental music 
and communal gesticulations into the drama of its masquerading. 
It is so well organised that it takes in the global structure of the 
Igbo man's philosophy of life. The initiated dance and sing around 
the masks. The chanting girls keep their distance in fear 
and trembling, while the uninitiated (ogbodi) stay far away 
in bushes out of sheer dread. And yet there is joy and merriment 
shared in bv the entire community both old and young.46

These are cursory remarks on the poetic and dramatic quali­
ties of mmonwu and one could, in fact, say that, like social 
anthropologists, Arazu has discussed the "play" motif in mmonwu 
only in so far as it highlights and perhaps helps to resolve the ritual 
and social conflicts between Mmonwu and Church. One could 
therefore continue to maintain that the present study is signifi­
cant in spear-heading the study of mmonwu as a literary genre. 
There is, indeed, urgent need for continuing research into similar 
forms and features of mask displays so as to achieve the compila­
tion of comprehensive mmonwu literature for use as texts in 
schools and universities.

To understand and appreciate fully the concept of mmonwu 
drama rt may be necessary to examine the social and philosophical 

^pIXc^edT drama 9reW *• 
gated^adiaTeTom teubulg whw<'t hasT9"”- is bein9 investi’ 

authenticated oral tradition, the D e!'n established through 
masking originated. As will be seen in th* COncept sacred 
with the rise of mmonwu, it is believed th^T chapter dealing 
mmonwu tradition spread to other parts 3VrorTl QzMbulu the 

the mmonwu area covered in this stud° centra* Igbo. 
or in part, the local government areas OfVn?Ornpr,Ses, wholly 
Ogbaru, in Anambra State; Oru, Qlu, Mbaitoliqu^1, !h,ala/ and 
and Nkwere, in Imo State, and Abo, in Bendel Stkeduru, Ugwuta 
lower Niger basin approximately between Lat. l,es ln the 
6° N. Two other important tributary river basins° and bat.
the Njaba, drain this area. The llrasi River, ^rasi and
Isiekenesii, flows through such towns as Ihiteoweri^ r,s®s in 
etc., to Onwakikq where it is joined by one of the di ^rnaruru 
of the Niger. From Onwakikq it flows into the Ugwuta1?^^168 

Lake and
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then southward until it merges with the Andoni Creek. The Njaba 
which rises in and around Isunjaba and Ekwe flows through 
IJmyaka, etc., and empties itself into the Ugwuta Lake.

This low-lying area (rising from about a height of 30 metres 
in the Niger flood plains to about 270 metres to 300 metres above 
sea level around Akpo, Amaeshi and Akpkwa) is in the great palm 
belt of southern Nigeria and as is to be expected, the two main 
varieties of the palm tree in the region — the oil palm and the 
raffia palm — play an indispensable role in the production of 
mmonwy plays. The symbolic use of the omuCtfre tender yellow 
leaves of the oil palm) in decorating the mmonwu stage and the 
asangwo (straw material produced from the tender leaves of the 
raffia palm47) in the costuming of the mmonwu figureswill be 
discussed later.

Igbo World View and the Mmonwu Idea

The theoretical and philosophical frame-work upon which the 
concept of mmonwu is erected is the Igbo idea of existence. In 
general, the Igbo have a view of existence that makes it possible 
for the idea of masked spirit to emerge. Although their theory of 
being is basically dualistic, the spirit is held to be the prime mover 
of the world.

This ontological belief in the primacy of the spiritual principle 
is particularly strong in the mmonwu area that lies within the two 
Igbo cultural regions of Igboetiti and Oru. This area exhibits the 
polarity between the upland Igbo and the riverine Oru with their 
at once contrasting and complementary qualities; the former 
being dry, hard, full of struggling, astute and ambitious men and 
women and the latter wet, productive, rich and full of contented* 
easy-going and poetic people. Thus in mmonwu drama the upland 
Igbo generally develop the "poetics” and stage techniques while 
the Oru compose the songs and chants.

It could, however, be said that mmonwu has basically develo­
ped in what has come to be regarded as the heart of Igboland, 
the belt formed by Owere, Qkigwe, Qlii and Oka which Uchendu 
has called "the nuclear Igbo land,"48 G.l. Jones terms "(bo 
centre or core,"49 and Onwuejeogwu has regarded as "one of the 
primary cores of the Igbo culture area"50 from where early Igbo 
population dispersed to other secondary cores. Summarising all 
the "hypotheses on Igbo dispersal produced by social anthropolo­
gists and ethnographers," A.E. Afigbo states:

Wherever the Igbo people came from originally, it would appear 
that they settled first in the region enclosed by the present Awka, 
Orlu and Okigwi Divisions. As population grew and the soil



Mmonwu:

discovered

'9bo in thejr
present

12

Although in the light of our present knowledge, there i 
' r......................... ’ . .. —- excavatioiproof of the truth of this claim, D.D. Hartle's test excavati* 
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nonnle left this nuclear centre for the Nsukka- 
became exhausted ,pw towards the coast. The latter group gave 
Udi area and for the reg |kwerre, Etche, Asa, and Ndokki ... jn 
rise to the present,ora the lsuama area. A fourth wave
time too another group (eft in tw0 prongs; one prong sett)ed 
arising out 01 the a Umuahia and Ohafia-Arochukwu
the Ngwa area, the other we 
regions.51

It can be seen that most of the communities whose indigenous 
drama we are investigating lie within this core Igbo area, the inner 
Igbo about which little is said or known. This is because the 
people inhabiting this area have no oral tradition of migration 
from elsewhere, unlike the peripheral Igbo such as the Gru, the 
Ika, the Aro, the Qkpoto and the Nsuka, among others who 
have differing accounts of their origin outside the Igbo homeland.

But where did the central Igbo come from originally? One can 
no more than speculate about the origin of the Igbo for this proba­
bly cannot be accounted for by relatively recent Hamitic migra­
tions or the dispersal of so-called black Jews, the Igbo origins 
being perhaps of greater antiquity. In fact, it is possible that the 
early Igbo might have comprised some groups fleeing from the dry 
conditions of the Sahara Desert and settling in the forest area of 
what is today the middle belt and the south of Nigeria. They 
might have carried with them into the forest their neolithic 
culture. They possibly, at first, converged at the core area that is 
around Qka, Olu, Okigwe and Owere. They were no' doubt 
periodically joined by immigrants from different parts of the 
world seeking for shelter either from drought or oppression as th» 
forest tended to be the land of freedom ° '

With time the disparate people who occupied the forest region 
might have fused into one people who , regionIgbo. In their habitant in the centra ig^X ornblT “ 
developing their unique culture. Thev dkrn P °.bab Y startecJ 
entered into the iron age. vered metal and

Commenting on the antiquity of the 
habitat, C. Xrydz-Eyutche has asserted:

i 9<S55 B.C. and probably beyond the Igbo were Going back 10. eiv spot in Africa without interference from the 
occupying their lone Y about the (gbos untl| recentb/ even
outside world. Nobo V nucjeus of the aborigines of West Africa 
though they are the contrary is proved, has an original pre-
_ This Igboland, untu as the prehistorv of the African
history entirely its 
continent.
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B.C. respectively,53 may lend some credence to the antiquity of 
the Igbo. Thus by both dates it is probable that the Igbo had 
already migrated from their nuclear habitat to the Afikpo region 
and the Nsuka-Udi area respectively. Perhaps much earlier some of 
the people had crossed over to the west bank of the Niger and 
inhabited the vast forest areas in that region. Thus might have 
been formed, in the early history of the Igbo, two centres, one in 
the east and the other in the west bank of the Niger, from which 
subsequent Igbo migrations originated. From these centres the 
Igbo possibly migrated to the Oru or riverine Igbo, to the Owere- 
Ikwere, Ohuhu-Ngwa, Afikpo-lzii, Aro-Ohafia and Nsuka-Udi 
areas.

It is reasonable to assume that the rural Igbo have sojourned 
continuously in their present abode for about eight thousand years 
and have here developed their world view, their cosmology, that 
has systematically ordered both observable matter and inferred 
forces around them, an ontology that has enabled the communi­
ties in the study area to evolve their poetic theory of mmonwu. 
An analysis of the Igbo traditional theory of being would reveal 
that the people envision the world as inherently dualistic and 
therefore they make a clear distinction between visible and 
tangible things, things of the perceptible world, matter (ihe uwaj 
on the one hand, and things of the spirit, things without 
substance, invisible and imperceptible things (ihe mmuo), on 
the other. The active principle of ihe uwa is dust (ntu) or sand 
(aja). That of spirit is ufuru (breath) or ikuku (air).

Although both are believed to have separate identities and 
could co-exist, for example, in a human being, the spirit, which 
may be coincident with idea, energy or force (ike) is believed to 
predominate over matter to such a degree that in some respects 
the Igbo may be described as monistic in their conception of 
reality, believing that what really exists is spirit. Matter is seen as 
inert, malleable and perishable but the spirit is active and remains 
for ever. Nothing moves unless it is moved by spirit. When spirit 
finally leaves the human body the body ceases to move and begins 
to dissolve. Under certain circumstances the spirit, it is believed, 
could abandon temporarily a body that it animates and could 
assume a new form, human, animal or vegetable, while the vacated 
body lies in a type of coma.

The notion of mmonwu basically derives from this ontological 
view, namely, that spirit predominates over matter. Nonetheless 
both spirit and matter, to the Igbo, are real. But matter is held 
together by spirit which is sometimes conceived either as breath 
or as shadow. This gave rise to the belief that a man's last breath



or endow spiritual mobility and character, to such objects t?. 
emerged the idea of mmonwu, a spiritual being that animate* 
masked form. , . ’•

The same notion of the predominance or immaterial fOr 
over matter pervades the Igbo conception of his cosmos, a cosrno 
that is earth-centred its centre being the spot where the particulg* 
Igbo thinker happens to stand. The Igbo tend to envision then 
cosmos as an infinite dome-shaped, three-dimensional expanse 
with an infinite stretch of land surface. It is limitless in all 
directions. Horizontally, there are successive rings and chains of 
hills, forests, expanses of water, and deserts, stretching to infinity. 
Vertically upwards, there are clouds (urukpu), stars which are 
twinkling objects in the sky (kpakpando), the sun (anyanwu), 
the moon (onwa), the sky (igwe) and the above-sky, heaven 
(eluigzuc).

Vertically downwards, stretches infinite earth with caves 
here and chasms there. The Igbo universe is like an infinite domed 
cylinder with three storeys; the middle storey is inhabited by man, 
the top storey by God and non-human spirits and the bottom 
storey primarily by spirits of the dead. The picture, of course, is 
not as clear-cut as the above analysis would suggest because some­
times it is held that above the sky there live some preternatural 
features who are conceived as not altogether spiritual. Sometimes 
when there is the sound of rain in the sky and yet the rain does 
"thn h r 9Td'.?eOp,e sav that rain had fallen for 
a“ Aoai!(God)- is believed lives above 

humans are. Thus irhilebelow “"th"^ “ /T* ‘‘Td as 
the abode of human spirits (that is 1 °a) ,S conce,ved f '
spaces, woods, water skv and u' d ad ancestors) and empty 
homes of non-human'spirits it Sky arfe re9arded as
spirits from one cateqorv to mnv poss,b,e, and indeed easy, for 
locate with absolute certaintv th °J’^e ot?er- $° the Igbo cannot 
Spirits are everywhere and sincn th of particular spirits,
ubiquity and elasticity, their abort haVe the attributes of speed, 
This conception of spirit is ua-es are COnce,ved as hardly fixed, 
mmonwu idea. ,c the understanding of the
Igbo Religion and the Mmonwu N
The concept of mmgnwu denv« ,?•
spirit-centred religion. It js the? uCt’Y from the >9bo man's

9 o man s inherent belief in the
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existence of spirits together with his conviction that these spirits 
can affect his well-being in this world and in the next that has 
disposed him to accept the poetic reality of mmonwu.

In Igbo religion there are two broad categories of spirits: 
(a) pure spirits, that is, spirits that have never had a human body; 
and (b) spirits of the dead. In the first category we have Chukwu, 
the creator, onye di gkpu na egede (he who has been from the 
beginning). He is the maker of all things, the beginning and the 
end.

After Chukwu there is the group of spirits known as chi. Chi, 
in fact, is in the first order of spiritual beings, since Chukwu 
himself is the supreme chi, Chi Ukwu. Chi is a kind of guardian 
spirit and creative principle rolled into one. Each individual has 
a chi and so there are as many chi as there are individuals in the 
society.

The next group of non-human spirits in Igbo belief are the 
arusi sometimes called agbara or iyi. They are numerous in Igbo 
society and include the following deities: Anyanwu (sun), Igwe 
(sky) Amadioha or Kamalu (thunder), Ala (earth deity), 
Ogwugwu, Agwu, Osimiri, Urasi, and every known body of water, 
in Igbo land.

After the arusi come myriads of non-human spirits that live 
everywhere and anywhere in bushes, trees, caves, in the water, 
in the wind, in lonely places, in valleys and hills. These are the 
spirits that feature prominently in traditional tales. Sometimes 
they are indistinguishable from the spirits of the insignificant 
dead. Some of them are harmless while others are extremely 
malignant. There is, for example, Amvunimiiq (polio spirit) 
which is pictured as a deformed spirit with one hand, one leg, etc., 
lurking in lonely places and causing harm, deformity or even 
death to erring children.

In this miscellaneous group of non-human spirits may be 
included those ambivalent spirits called qgbanje who are born 
to die. Believed to have double consciousness - spiritual and 
human - they are referred to as ndi otu (members of a society) 
who hold regular spiritual meetings where they frolick and decree 
when those of them who are born into the world should return 
into the spirit world.

in the second category of spirits, that is, ancestral spirits, 
consisting generally of all the spirits of dead humans known meta­
phorically as ndi nwuru anwu (those that are dead), a clear distinc­
tion is made between ndioki (hallowed dead ancestors) often 
referred to in petitions as nnanna cuiyi ha (our fore-fathers) or 
ndi mbu na ndi egede, ndi gboo or ndi okpii (the ancients) and
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hZeln the living and the dead ancestors, the Uvmg paying 

hnmaae to the ancestors and the ancestors warding off evil from

Th^tolioKWi, spirits of all those who were feckless, wicked, 
irrelon^ble or unmarried, on earth before they died are believed 

W be flying about without a fixed abode. Said to be very main 
unant nobody pays any homage to them but they usually raceme 
placatory sacrifice to prevent them from harming people.

From the foregoing account a picture of spirit Ian f 
mmuo) begins to emerge. It is an anthromorphous,P'cture 
spirits having similar institutions as humans do, the difference 
being that their institutions and processes are conceived as more 
perfect than human ones. It is this conceptual spirit world tna 
provides mmonwu drama with its poetry and action.
Visual and Performing Arts
Material for the study of mmonwu drama is not only derived from 
Igbo philosophical and religious thought but also from Igbo ora 
arts. Igbo creation myths, oral tales, praise chants, ilu (proverbi 
literature), all constitute the raw material with which mmonwu 
poets create their dramatic works. In their creation myths the 
Igbo hold that from the beginning God has existed. At first he 
was alone in heaven but later created innumerable spirits who lived 
with him. Time passed. Later he created izvva (the world), at first 
a mass of formless dust which in course of time compressed into 
firm earth. Then Chukwu caused water to cover the whole earth 
and later this water subsided and gathered in hollows, and wet 
earth appeared. God sent down spirits to take charge of his 
creations. Ala became the Earth Spirit, and Osimiri, the god of the 
seas; and then numerous spirits such as Qrasi, Idemmiri, Njaba, 
Nkisi, Imo, Ezize, Ekure, and so on, came to take charge of the 
rivers and streams bearing their respective names.

Separating heaven, Chukwu's abode, from land is the sky 
under the guidance of the deity, Igwe, another of Chukwu's 
powerful spirits. From the start Igwe has been regarded as mightier 
than Ala, the earth deity. Thus he is also called Igwekaala (sky is 
greater than earth). In time he came to have his most celebrated 
shrine at U mu noh a.. At first there was darkness every where and as 
usual God caused his powerful spirits to form luminaries and thus

16
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were formed the sun (anyanwu), the moon (qnwa), and stars 
(kpakpando). Of these luminaries Anyanwu is male, Qnwa is 
female and umu. kpakpando are the children. The powerful 
Anyanwu rules during the day time while Onwa and her numerous 
children come out at night.

At first, the earth that appeared was unfirm just like a pot that 
was newly made but, with time, it solidifed. The chameleon was 
reputed to have said that the reason why he walked slowly was 
because he was created when the earth was soft. So he learnt to 
walk slowly lest he would break it. At first there was no life in 
uwa. Eventually life first appeared in water and after, on land and 
then grew all species of plants and animals.

From such creation myths the mmonwu poets derive their 
picture of the intimate relationship between all the categories of 
spirits, human and non-human, good and evil, benevolent and 
malignant.

From traditional tales, stories in which human heroes adven­
ture into the land of the dead and in which spirit characters court 
human maidens, tales in which human wisdom, human deceit and 
folly, human strength, diverse human idiosyncrasies, are projected 
through the character of different animals; from all these narrative 
sources the mmonwu dramatic poet creates the mmonwu atmos­
phere.

But perhaps more importantly, as will be seen later, mmonwu 
drama utilizes the rich tradition of Igbo praise poetry and the 
almost inexhaustible mine of Igbo aphorisms, anecdotes, proverbs, 
riddles and so on, in achieving its aesthetic purpose.

As Adedeji has pointed out, there is "a strong link between the 
fine arts and the drama. They both show a strong reflection on, 
and expression of, the culture linked closely by a belief system 
and a philosophy."54 This is certainly true of the relationship 
between mmonwu drama and Igbo visual arts. The richness of Igbo 
culture is shown in several aspects of Igbo visual art which art, 
in turn, is reflected in the Igbo masking tradition.

The Igbo achievement in pictorial art is illustrated by the 
many murals that decorate walls of mbari temples, living rooms 
and meeting halls, and walls surrounding compounds. These 
murals often consist of highly stylized portraits of gods and 
goddesses, ancestral spirits, human beings and animals. Beautiful 
patterns cut on the skin, especially the ichi scarifications and the 
nki marks, used to be unique art forms. A great contribution to 
art in Nigeria has, indeed, been made by the carvers and smiths 
of Oka, Umudioka, Nri and Nkwere. Equally important is the 
artistic achievement of the Akwete weavers.
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Igbo artists also produce decorative pottery, terracott 
and wooden sculptures as well as masks. The Igboukwu h6 rite 
are perhaps the greatest artistic contribution which the |nh 2es 
made to art. Before the Thurstan Shaw excavations that r ° have 
the Igboukwu artistic treasures, no art critic dreamed that thVe|aled 
had a great artistic past. The Ife and Benin bronzes were bep b° 

to be the earliest and finest examples of Nigerian sculpture 
with the discovery of Igboukwu bronzes the history of Niq • art has perhaps drastically changed for it has virtually establish^ 

that the Igboukwu sculptures were made early in the ni th 
century A.D. long before either Ife or Benin bronzes.

The Igboukwu finds could in fact be considered a microcosm 
o Igbo classical art because, as Northrup has said, they "showed 
uXlTkiir”,W?Vin9' and POttSry makin9 of usual skill. The finds included 110 major and 575 minor coo- 
fibr«? the°othe? 0?^° T’ °f teX‘ileS; one °f grass or leaf 

tL Xni ?•' and over 20'000 Pieces of pottery.56 
objects, and u^Ptoday in the oTd Ut'°n °f the lgboukwu art 
works of art is emdoyed th Pr°ductl0n of di^rent types of 
mmonwu chairs in the sw^™9 °f the large number of 
belongs to the rich tradition of Igbo a^mc?nwP art' indeed'

"Drama of any sort," says Roger D. Abrahams, "calls for the 
creation of a play woild by the players, generally through the use 
of conventional symbolic objects- masks, costumes a special area 
for playing — and conventional stylized actions."57' And quoting 
Hu'zln,9'A 6 that play be9'"a when one steps 
out of real life into a temporary sphere of activity which has its 
own disposition, also that p ay become is symbolic or when it implies some ZainPd . W 
believe situation and it is intended to develon 3
relations.50 Velop or '^prove social

The Igbo, like many other peop|es the 
different types of symbolic plays and these confit ♦ ' 51396
Igbo drama. Most of the plays had ritual beqinninn VIements of 
enacted and appreciated as symbolic actions that* -are now 
aesthetic needs of the community. The funeral p|avs ,sat.ls^7 
while satisfying the aesthetic requirements of the pa^ l.nstance, 
actors and spectators alike - dramatize the passage f?or‘Punts “ 
life into spiritual existence and in the final analysis an 
the acceptance of the spirit of the departed into the Si > 'Se 
community of his ancestors. Also, the impromptu Plays suged

18
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at births, naming ceremonies and marriages and the more elaborate 
ones enacted during initiations into cult and age-grade societies 
and at communal festivals like the Ila (Jso of the Ozuakoli59 
have ritual basis.

Drama is, therefore, basic to Igbo life and has manifested itself 
in numerous masking traditions among which are the ekpe, the 
okqnko*0 the ebuebu, the Okorosha* 1 the Owu, the Keleke, the 
Okumkpa*2 and so on, of the southern and north-eastern Igbo, 
and the various forms of mmuo of the northern and western Igbo 
53 and mmonwu of the central Igbo. To put mmonwu drama into 
perspective, it will be instructive to examine briefly two dramatic 
traditions in areas adjacent to the study area: the Okorosha drama 
of Umuokpara village in Arnycha town and the Ojionu and 
Mgbadike plays of Akqkwa. Okorosha is not regarded by its 
producers as mmonwu play, whereas Ojionu and Mgbadike are 
seen as forms of mmuq play by their performers though not so 
recognised by communities in the study area.

The Umuokpara Okorosha performance is usually staged 
during the Christmas season, the normal time for rehearsals being 
between October and early December and the display usually 
lasting for four izu that is, four Igbo weeks.64 This means that 
when it begins on an Nkwo day as it usually does, the second, 
third and fourth performances would take place on subsequent 
Nkwo days.

During the opening Okorosha performance, N'waonyeojoo 
(the ugly one) masks dramatize. About twelve actors masked 
variously as Ebule (the ram), Aturu (the sheep), Iche (the oarrot), 
Iwenaonuma (anger); Nkita (the dog), and so on, display in the 
arena. An orchestra, comprising drummers beating ekwe, nkwa 
and ogele, and singers who constitute the chorus, plays music 
while costumed characters dance. Ixvenaqmima keeps order, 
and sees to it that enough room is made for the masks to perform. 
Iche and the other symbolically masked actors sing satirical songs 
and dance. The purpose is always to entertain the audience. The 
songs are usually learnt by the audience during the performance 
and they eventually become part of the oral poetic tradition of the 
community. The wooden masks are either face or head masks 
attached to thick woven cloths. The legs of the masked figures 
are covered with cloth. The masked actors also put on wornout 
shoes. They are generally costumed to look ridiculous.

The second performance which follows four days later features 
mainly Nwaonyeqma (the beautiful one) masks. As their name 
implies they are beautifully wrought and they contrast greatly 
both in appearance and comportment with the Nwaonyeqjqq
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m__ks that feature in the first display. During the second perfor­
mance however, a few Nwaonyeojop masks dramatize. The 
costumed characters emerge from a shelter or costume house and 
come into the arena one at a time to play their respective pahs. 
' There are two types of Nwaonyeoma masks: Nwaisimkpirisi 
and Nwaonyeoma proper. Nwaisimkpirisi (the shortheaded one) 
has silk head-dress, casual shirt and shorts. Girdled round his 
waist and above the shorts are variously coloured pieces of cloth 
to imitate raffia straw, but the legs are not generally covered. 

Nwaonyeoma proper is differentiated from Nwaisimkpirisi by a 
headmask’(zn&wnzsiZ The mask usually represents the sculptured 
head of a prominent person in the society. On the occasion of the 
second display it is possible for about twenty masked figures 
symbolising dignity and pomp to participate in the drama.

During the third performance, the Nwaisimkpirisi display >s 
usually repeated and on the fourth and final' session a summary 
performance of the season's show is given. The purpose is to givS 
all those who might have missed previous performances the opp°r" 
tunity to see the year's performance and to make it easy for all 
to learn once and for all the current okorosha songs which would 
then form part of the community's poetic heritage.6 5

The okorosha players and their spectators regard what is being 
enacted as a drama in which human actors impersonate allegorical 
characters by means of symbolic masks and costumes The 
masked actors are not presumed to be sacred. If okorosha were 
to be staged in those communities that regard every masked

* W°uld of be knonw as
mmgnwu okorosha but this ambiguity does nnt • -
Umuokpara Okorosha tradition. In the societies that 
mask as mmonwu there are penalties, usually severp egarcLevery 
generally termed itikwo isi mmonwu literally "h !'■ '°r orTences 
head", offences that range from openly sayj reakln9/w?'?/zivy 
thing that would amount to a revelation that rr>9 °r do‘ng some‘ 
to assaulting an mmonwu character. monwu is human

An examination of the Ojionu and Mgbadike o’
in Olu would illustrate the drama of the commu .a.ysof Akokwa 
all mask plays as mmonwu. Ojionu and Mgbadik t^lat re9ard 
the people as spiritual characters, are believed to^ r^arded by 
of ancestors who come from ant-hills."66 As in L^e Sp‘rits 
tradition under study, members are initiated into the 
society and non-initiates are known as ogbodi. " e dramatic

Ojionu and Mgbadike, together with such other dance h 
as yiaga, Egwuagu, Ogbamgbada, Qkppka, Aty, Agu, Oluku9rnas 
so on, despite the fact that some people call them

20



1

2

21

Notss •
, „Mask" Encyclopedia Americana, Vol. XV111, New York,

Paul McPharhn, Mask ' "X' g78
Americana Corporation,_■ y Afri oxford Library of African Literature,
Ruth Finnegan, Ors'
London, O.U.P., 1970, P- 500.

The Idea of Mmonwu 

or "mmup", are regarded by the people of tne mmonwu area oy 
our definition of the word, as non-mmonwu dramas. They group 
them together with okorosha, keleke and others, as egwuregwu 
eworewo and therefore not mystic. They regard them as part of 
the tradition of plays the communities in the mmonwu area claim 
to have had before mmonwu was created. Included in the dramatic 
displays exising before the advent of mmonwu is Ayaka which a 
respondent describes as masked forms "made and dramatized by 
man."67

it would appear that from the earliest times the Igbo have 
believed that masked figures could represent whatever people 
wished to personify — animals, emotions, ideas and spirits. In 
effect, all masked figures were regraded as some kind of spirit, the 
type of mask notwithstanding. But during a period of scepticism 
some types of masks were discredited especially by the "core" 
Igbo. The result is that while in some parts of Igboland people 
still regarded the original masked figures as spirits, in the mmonwu 
area proper such figures with wooden faces and other animal and 
human forms were despiritualized as the new tradition of 
mmonwu developed at Qzubulu.

It can therefore be said that the mmonwu tradition under 
study is broadly related to ail the other forms of Igbo drama in 
which masked figures claim to be spirits. Despite what mmonwu 
players think of such other traditions, their performers regard 
them as forms of spirit drama, indeed, mmonwu has sprung up 
from the same masking tradition as other Igbo masked perfor­
mances and is therefore related in principle to (a) the Ayaka, 
Ajikwu, ljere,G 8 etc., of such communities as Oba,Qka,and others 
that border the study area to the north; (b) tne Owu and related 
masks of Owere, Ikwere and Opobo areas to its south; (c) the 
Keleke, Okorosha, Ekpe, Okonko, Qkumkpa, Isiji69 and Okereke 
Mkpa70 traditions existing in places like Umuowa, Aba, Afikpo, 
A-ochukwu Mbaise and others that lie to the east and northeast 
of the area under investigation; and (d) the non-lgbo masking 
traditions <=uch as the Yoruba egungun and the Urhobo Ojowu,71 
•v k-’a/pst Thev are all related in their basic claim to spirituality 
but mmonwu, as known in the study area has a unique history 
as will be seen in the next chapter, and other peculiar features as 
are discussed in subsequent chapters.
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The mmonwu tradition under investigation, also known as 
Nw ae z eno gw ti* mask play, is believed to have started developing 
out of the general Igbo masking tradition by the beginning of the 
nineteenth century at Egbema Qzubulq and phenomenally 
expanded between 1900 and 1920. Although it would be difficult 
to give the precise date of its birth, from information derived both 
from completed questionnaires and from oral interviews, it is 
apparent that it started before the middle of the nineteenth 
century when the oracular deity of Arochukwu was at the height 
of his power.

it has been established that there was a time when there was 
no mmonwu in the society and all respondents appear to agree 
that mmonwu started in Ozubulu. Pius Obi, for exampie, informs 
us that "an Arochukwu immigrant whose home can still be traced 
and whose descendants are still alive" originated it in the nine­
teenth century. And as has been shown above,2 Udeze has said 
that before the introduction of mmonwu in his community they 
had ayaka masks.

It would appear that ayaka was the generally accepted form of 
mmuo play in most parts of centra! Igbo including the study area 
before the emergence of the nwaezenogwu tradition. There are 
some communities nortn-west of the study area, for example, 
Oba, Ojoto, etc., where ayaka is known as mmuo agwo3 (raff ia- 
strawed mask) and is today venerated as spirit, indeed, when the 
early missionaries described mmuo as an obstacle to their 
missionary endeavours in the central igbo area, they had in mind 
ayaka. For example, the following observation made by Basden 
is a rather quaint analysis of the ayaka tradition:

There is a great deal of alleged intercourse with the spirit-world, 
and the custom of making maw (ju-ju) is an almost daily affair .. 
This making ju-ju has no religious significance; it is held to be a 
visitation of the spirits of the dead to their late familia- naunts 4»

It could therefore be concluded that, first, tnere was ayaka, 
FlPr! ThfiR mm?nvH emerged, and that for a time both co-existed
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uneasily in the study area until the former gradually disapp 
from the area while still existing m other areas where the < 

had not yet penetrated. Thus where ayaka today ex.sts exclUsi. 
vely it is regarded as spirit but where rt has been ousted by 
mmonwu, it is described as we have already seen, as masked figure 
"made and dramatized by man .

Regarding the account of the origin of the nwaezenogwu 
mmonwu tradition, it should be borne in mind that in most of the 
communities surveyed some of the people who formed the initial 
mmonwu dramatic groups are still active today and could there 
fore’supply eye-witness accounts of the establishment oi mmQnwu 
in their society. Furthermore, each dramatic group surveyed has 
tended to trace the origin of its mmonwu directly or indirectly to 

Ozubulu.
’ 'From oral testimonies given by Chief Umeamaagba ot Ukpo, 
Chief F.O.C. Olikagu of Liilu, Bernard Chikwendu of Ihiala and 
other respondents, it would appear that the date of the founding 
of the Nwaezenogwu tradition was in the early 19th century. 
Chief Olikagu estimates the date of the establishment in his town, 
Liilu, of the first mmonwu theatre, that is, Ezejiofo's ekwuru, to 
be about the 1870s. He arrived at this estimation by reasoning 
thus: his grandfather who died before the outbreak of the Influ­
enza (1918) brought mmonwu from Ukpo when he was about 
forty years old and he died at a ripe age of about 80. This means 
he got mmonwu to Liilu forty years before the Influenza, that 
was, in the 1870s.

Umeamaagba s estimation of the date of the establishment of 
mmonwu in Ukpo agrees in general with Chief Olikagu's account. 
He testified that by the time they learnt the mmonwu process 
from Ozubulu there were no white people in their midst though 
vague stories of then presence either along the coasts of the mmiri 
nmi (seas) or along the banks of mmiri osimiri (the Nicer) circula­
ted; and as is well known European explorers came in contact 
with the Igbo as from the 1830s. And a c0^12
Ozubulu, after a thorough investigation of the GkonkwoO h^h' 
lineage (Okonkwo Ogbuchi is the reputed founder of m 9buch‘ 
in Egbema Ozubulu, came to the conclusion tha^he 
Nwaezenogwu tradition was created either late in the eiaht * u 
century or early in the nineteenth. He based his calculation 
other factors on the feast of Mgburi or Asara which in Q^ong 
comes every sixteenth year. • y°ylu

Another important circumstantial evidence for the as. ^m • 
that mmonwu started in the early nineteenth century is thePd°n 
of the founding of Arochukwu, estimated to be in the seventeenth

26
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century5 and the growth of the influence of the Chukwu oracle 
or Ibritam believed to be in mid-eighteenth century. If the concept 
of Nwaezenogwu was inspired by the Ibinukpabi, as is generally 
held, then it is reasonable to conclude that mmonwu might have 
grown either in the late eighteenth century or the early nineteenth 
century. Thus all evidence points to the fact that it was established 
before 1840, the estimated date given by a respondent, Pius Obi.

The Egbema Ozubulu Origin of Mmonwu
From all available information three theories regarding the 

origin of mmonwu have emerged. The first is that mmonwu is of 
non-lgbo origin, and was borrowed either from- the Igala or the 
Yoruba and through Asaba came into the central Igbo, thus its 
names — nkapja (nkakwu)6 Igara and egwugwu. The second 
theory which is widely held and generally accepted as the true 
account of the origin of mmonwu is that nwaezenogwu tradition x 
is a cultish invention of the Aro elements in Ozubylu, aided by 
powerful dibia (medicine men) from among the indigenous 
population. The third point of view whichjs a variant of the 
second, is that the Aro had nothing to do with the creation of 
mmonwu. Those who hold this third view argue that mmonwu was 
an attempt by the non-Aro Igbo to establish an institution analo­
gous in some ways to the Chukwu of the Aro.

In spite of these differing view-points, all evidence indicates, 
as has already been stated, that mmonwu theatrical art as today 
practised in the area under study was first developed in Ozubulu. 
There also appears to be a definite link between the growth of 
mmonwu and the Arpchukwu oracle whether as a substitute 
or a supplement. The original mmonwu concept was, in a sense, 
an attempt to bring nearer to the people of central Igbo the 
psychological, judicial and religious benefits derived from ije 
Chukwu (going to Chukwu oracle).

There is a legend that the first mmonwu appeared in a dream 
to an Umuchukwu (Aro) man named Okonkwo Ogbuchi who 
was instructed on what to do to make the spirit manifest himself 
in the form of a masked figure. Ogbuchi, who lived in Egbema 
Ozubulu, got together some renowned medicine men and initia­
ted them into his secret knowledge thus forming the first ekwuru 
(house of wisdom). From this ekwuru emerged the first mmonwu 
called Igbokwe who is reputed to be the father of all mmonwu. 
From the start he was said to be very powerful and the initial 
members of the ekwuru were famous medicine men who perfor­
med miraculous feats. They were., in effect, the first disciples of 
mmonwu and were called umunkwu, qsukwu or adukwu. This
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tn all initiated into the mmonwu group.
name app < igC,okwe had ?da> a ritua) earthen platf 

n h n he snoke prophetically and with authority. Accortf^ 
horn where he f„ 9^ he ^id must come to pass. There 4 
^■rt^ement'oVJibfa,^ (divination) in it. He could tell about 

the 'tuture and the past.
i -Mo. nf family household2 was introduced into the 

.,x”;“-Sas« ■"= sass. ■’i.jrsrtfsKr 
■ttKSb »«'

process of establishing a new mmpnwumed£ ano and
the acquiring, by a new group, ot the knovledge a 
practice of mmonwu art from an alreadyfelabhsn 
theatre If therefore a group wants to introduce mm-. • 
in its community it would go to an existing ekwurua; iu > 
one of the mmonwu characters. After all the ceremou • would go home with the newly acquired mask and estabnsr h^m 

in his own elcwuru. What this means is that no new , 
is to say, no new mmonwu dramatic group could oe e^" , 
without its getting legitimacy from an already recognizee 
otherwise it would be declared egbengwu, a mask that ma/ u 
all the trappings of mmonwu but is regarded not as a spirit bu 
as a masked human being. It is as much the procreative idea as the 
uniformity of costuming technique which distinguishes this 
Ozubulu tradition of mmonwu from other masking traditions oi 

Igbojan mmonwu in Ozubulu now appears rather hazy

owing to the shattering influence of Christianity. Qzubulu was one 
->f the earliest outposts of both the Anglican (C.M.S.) and Catholic 
missions in Igboland. Commenting on the Protestant and Catholic 
ctrnaale for supremacy in Qzubulu, Ekechi has succinctly 
° arked that both missions deemed the station "an excellent 
nJL from which an aggressive war could be launched against the 
oase, ' = qrt-mn 9 The missionaries regarded the mmonwu tradi- 
citadel oi b* ■ • corner.stones of the so-called "citadel”. Even 
tion as one oi r' . . e contribution to the development of
Archdeacon Dennis w surpassed, declared in a letter to his 
standard Igoe.can • regard-ing the "Mo” as a very great
father in .895, -a... 1O -rne theme of cultural confiin

bv many AiPfflO WiriTtm I Wmlll
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There is little doubt that the mmonwu-church conflict arcs; 
from the narrow-minded preachings of the early missionaries (v . ' 
often misunderstood the social and dramatic role played by 
mmonwu) and the blind and fanatical enthusiasm of their converts 
(who came to see themselves innocently, even if naively, as waging 
war against a so called Satan and his ways). The Church's 
condemnation of what they have called mmonwu's "devilish 
actions" including, as we have already seen, "sacrifices to idol? 
before big shows" and "the idea of spirits being, believed to be 
incarnated in the mask"12 shows that the missionaries did not 
understand the mythic, social and artistic significance of 
mmonwu. The main point however is that the early missionary 
activities in Ozubulu did a lot to alter the direction of mmpnwy 
development even at its source. The situation is such that today 
some groups who originally derived their mmonwu from Qzubulu 
are reluctant to admit the fact. Pius Obi, an important member* of 
Ekwuru Ikezulagu of lhembpsi says, for example, that although 
they derived their mmonwu from. Qzubulu, from Ekwuru 
Okpubeigwe of Egbema, they "are not proud to locate actual 
ekwuru at Ozubulu because the Qzubulu people (some) have 
deviated seriously from the norms of mmonwu'.' The fact is, 
however, that before missionary activities in Ozubulu, the nwaeze- 
nogwu tradition had not only been firmly established in Ozubulu 
but had also been transplanted into neighbouring communities.

The question could be asked why the nwaezenogwu tradition 
of mmonwu rose in Ozubulu at the time it did and in no other 
place. Such a question, of course, is a hypothetical one that can 
hardly be satisfactorily answered, for it is often not easy to say 
with certainty wny particular inventions are made at particular 
times. However, Ozubulu was centrally placed for the spread of 
new ideas and movements in the central Igboiand and the people 
appeared to have had great capacity for myth-making. For, not 
only did the customs and practices of Qzubulu seem, "to reflect 
those of the Igbo interior"’3 as Shanahan had said but, also the

II li mrnnrirr.^r' navi idoac ac uiac roflor-

been sparked off by the early contact bw 
the Christian doctrinal way of life. Theconfiic 
and the Christian Church has been well arkem-."-
Arazu:

Ths relationship between mmonwu and the Churcr- ' ■ 
friendly. The institutions have always viewed eac o . 
enemies. Candidates for Baptism have had to renounce 
initiation in a lot of places. Initiated Christians have bee' 
the Sacraments till they showed signs of renouncing their 
ship of the forbidden society.11
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4 ■ their interactions with the Christian missions in the area 
These conditions probably prevailed in the late eighteenth or early 
nineteenth century when Okonkwo Ogbuchi introduced the 
mmonwu idea. Ozubulu sages and divines instead of stifling the 
idea helped to encourage and disseminate it.

One of the factors that enabled the mmonwy idea to grow in 
Ozubulu was the prevalence of divination practices in the area. 
There" vvere many well-known dibia afa (diviners) in Ozubulu and 
clients from far and near came to consult them. As has been made 
clear in a testimony privately communicated to me, the or iginal 
mmonwu mystique was formulated by Ogbuchi and a group of 
diviners.’In Ozubulu, as in most towns in the central Igbo, two 
forms of divination (afa) are practised.

(1) the ikpukpara based on the principle of the sixteen confi­
gurations^ of mkpuru afa (afa seeds), namely, ogbi, akwu, 
ogori, "odi, ululu, ogali, bb'hra, 'okai, 'ijite, qsa, aka, 'btqkpa, 
'etide, Itl, bse, bfu; and

(2) okwe based on the principle of direct vision. Diviners 
using the bkwfe method may gaze into a mirror and then 
tell their clients what has happened or will happen to 
them. Mmonwu invariably has the attributes of a diviner.

The concept ot the oracle perhaps more than any other factor 
contributed to the creation of the mmonwu concept. The Igbo 
had many oracles including Kamalu of bzuzu, Agbala of Oka, 
Igwekaala of Umunneoha and, most importaitly, the Chukwu of 
Arochukwu. By the time of the rise of mmonwu the influence of 
the Chukwu oracle was widely felt in eastern Nigeria. James Schon 
has remarked this in his journal written in 1842 when he states: 

thBre is a certain place or town in the Ibo country in which Tshuku 
dwells, and where he delivers his oracles and answers enquiries Anv 
matter of importance is left to his decision, and people travel to 
the place from every part of the country - Tshukwu cannot be seen 
by any human eye: his voice is heard from the ground

Schon goes on to catalogue the legends he heard of the orac'* 
such as the belief that water miraculously surrounded an enouirer 
who went to Chukwu, that Chukwu spoke every lanquaa» on 
earth, made known thieves and revealed fraudulent enauirprs 
and concludes that the Igbo and their neighbours "sinceXlv 
believe all these things, and many others, respectingTshukwu I J 
obey his orders implicitly."15 ’ nd

Ahanotu has rightly pointed out the importance of the A 
Oracle in the history of Igbo religion. For, by promulgating the 
idea that Chukwu participated directly in the affairs Of men 
the Aro not only revolutionized Igbo religion, using it for ecOno:
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mic gains,16 but also Igbo drama, by inspiring such people as 
Okonkwo Ogbuchi who originated mmonwu. Okonkwo Ogbuchi 
being an Aro resident in Qzubulu was probably a local agent of the 
Oracle. His experiences as liaison between the Aro priests and the 
local people might have inspired him with the idea of creating an 
institution somehow complementary to the Ghukwu oracle tor 
there were no known conflicts between the mmonwu tradition 
and the Chukwu of the Aro. Indeed, theoretically, mmonwu as 
one of the numerous spirits inhabiting the universe would be seen 
as subject to Chukwu. However, like the afa priests and the 
Chukwu Oracle, mmonwu characters reportedly speak oracularly 
revealing what happened in the past and foretelling what will 
happen in the future.

What, however, seems to have given definite form to the 
mmonwu idea was the belief which Ozubulu people shared with 
all Igbo that spirits, whether human or non-human, could manifest 
themselves physically, that is, the belief in the possibility of spirits 
taking material forms. This involves a kind of epiphany in which 
a spirit could assume animal, vegetable or mineral form. The 
physical manifestation was not restricted to pure or non-human 
spirits (for example, the god Urasi as&jming the form of a rich 
titled man), but also applied to spirits of dead humans. All spirits, 
therefore, could assume human forms or the form of anything 
whatsoever. Also, human spirits could assume their original 
form.

At times it was believed that the spirits of living human beings 
had the power to assume other forms. Some people were reputed 
to have the gift of turning themselves into leopards. The belief 
in these manifestations was so widespread that some hunters were 
said to have shot animals that turned out to be assumed forms of 
their relations. This belief in the ability of the spirit to assume 
whatever form it pleases might indeed have enabled Ogbuchi and 
his fellow artists to create spirits out of masks. Thus masks came 
to be regarded as not merely symbols but real and sacred 
manifestations of spirits.

I o sustain their spiritual image, masks were known to perform 
miracles. To do this me masks depended on the collective wisdom 
of the medicine men who abounded in Igbo society before 
the introduction of Christianity. These dibia prepared what 
Arinze has described as "charms" or "medicines," known in 
Igbo as ogwu (medicine). An ogwu could be an object or a 
formula believed to be capable of either preserving a protagonist 
from evil or inflicting harm on an adversary through "some 
mysterious, immanent and unconscious power".17 Mmonwu
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dramaturgists would not, of course, admit the use of ogwu since it 
Sd conflict with the claim of spirituality. Mmuo ka ogwu, that 
" a t rii ismetier than medicine, and therefore it would look 

incongruous for a being reputedly omnipotent to resort to charms.

Mmonwu however could not have developed fully as drama 
had its originatorsnot enmeshed it in the »gbo tradition of the 
dance and the dance drama, that is, in the Igbo tradition of 
exhibitive shows which usually feature in different forms of 
celebrations and festivals, in worship and war and in rites of 
passage - birth, initiation and burial. Ozubuly peopJe, like all 
other central Igbo people, had group dances which tended to oe 
spontaneous, featuring the clapping of hands and rhythmic 
movements of the body or the beating of instruments such as 
the xylophone, the ekwe, the nkwa and the ogene. . hey nad 
also more elaborate dances like igbakwu, atilogu, egwuobi and 
osoji which involved complex orchestration and intricate choreo­
graphy.

These dances later developed into dance drama, the main 
difference between them being that dance drama involves a 
mythos or a fable. This means that human actors impersonate 
characters who perform roles in the play. Mmonwu drama emer­
ged when the spirit characters first created oy Okonkwo Ogbuchi 
and his group oecame actors in a communal play. Mmonwu is 
therefoie a loim of Igbo dance drama out it has acquired its 
unique dramatic canon which differentiates it from all other forms 
of Igbo drama.

Mmonwu as distinct from other forms of mask drama
In all forms of Igbo mask drama masked figures impersonate 
characters who perform diTferent roles in the play The orincmal 
role of character in any Igbo mask drama consists in his reoresen­
ting a mythic or imagined figure rather than a real nerson n- 
animal. In other words the character achieves artist’ d’ 
being removed from the actuality of daily life. In'a non-^ramatic6' 
dance the dancers, chanters and musicians are actual Ok l 
Okorie, Mgbafo and Mgbokwo, who are known to the ‘ 
and who are performing in their personal capacities <- ■ 
their individual skills, but in the mask drama some or 
performers are actors impersonating fictive characters 
dancing, chanting praise verses, and displaying other 
in their personal capacity, but in the role of their 
characters.

Performers in a mask drama, needless to say, 
themselves into the assumed characters by means of the
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although costuming could be used as well. For example in the 
Egbelupba dance drama, the dancers impersonate the warriors of 
iduunaoba who were so called.18 Although Egbeluoba players 
do not wear masks, their costumes, which consist of heavy helmets 
of tall feathers held together with cowries, short skirts of multi­
coloured cloth and rattling anklets; their make-up involving the 
painting of the face half black and half white; and their props 
consisting of dane guns and sheathed obejiri (swords), are enough 
to transform the actors into the warrior characters of the play and 
thus achieve the illusion of reality.

While costuming may enable an actor to impersonate a human 
character, it is only masking that could enable him to impersonate 
satisfactorily any being — animal, human or spirit. It would, 
indeed look unconvincing to see an actor crouching on a stage 
in imitation of a leopard but with the aid of masking it would be 
easy to achieve the illusion of a real leopard. In Igbo drama where 
characters are generally personified ideas, forces and spirits, 
depicted in abstract or animal forms, the heavy reliance on 
masking is therefore understandable and consequently there is 
a variety of masks depicting a variety of dramatic forms.

The main difference between mmonwu and other forms 
of masking in Igboland is that in the latter, fictional characters 
are often symbolic of abstract ideas relating to human values 
such as poverty, beauty, richness or ideas relating to family 
life, marriage, childhood, youth and old age; but in the former, 
masks are presumed to be spirits from the land of the dead. Thus, 
in such dramas as Agu (leopard), Enyi (Elephant), Ele (Antelope), 
Atu (Bushcow) Ebule (Ram), actors are masked to impersonate 
these animals and in such dramas there is a mythos expressed in 
the character of the assumed animal figure: the leopard 
symbolising terror, the elephant strength, the antelope and the 
buchcow beauty and grace and the ram truculence. In this form of 
drama the audience is entertained mainly by the spectacle 
provided, since no specific fable is usually enacted though there 
may be rudimentary miming.

Often in such a drama, there may be a plot and elaborate 
characterization, the plot being generalised rather than specific 
and the masks telling much of the story of the drama. For 
example, in the play Onyeriabaradimma (Who-ails-and-looks-weli) 
the story is told by two sets of masks who depict health and sick­
ness respectively. In the first Act two beautiful masks, one male 
and the other female, appear severally on the stage and then 
meet to mime :t of courtship and marriage. In the second 
Act, illness sets in and the once good-looking couple are dis-



34

human modes of symbolic 
mystic emanation of the

Mmonwu:

figured. Two 
a t- .
played instru1

in the ^oriqfna|e6OldMT^^m^W^' Mm9nwu is sacred and holy 

LVproS! and fc” °f ** 
mmonwu Ts conceivT" bein9' not surprising^since

other masking practices'are'Xl^10'1 °f '‘P'"* Wh’'e 

expression, mmonwu is conceived as a

A Dramatic Tradition of the Igbo

- > hideous masks replace the beautiful ones and h 
sickly dance to the repeated rhythm of the following 

(mentally: ^9
(Who ails and looks well 
Kwom kwom kwo dim 
Who ails and looks well 
Kwom kwom kwo dim 19

In another play called Awuka, or sometimes Oluku 
unmasked players beat the rhythmic udu music and chant admoni­
tory verses while the masked characters dance. The chief masked 
characters, Ogbuehi, is the lead chanter and he sketches the plot 

of the play in his chants.
The story of Awuka is well-known in the communities where 

the drama is performed. It is the story of a wealthy man who is 
desirous to have a worthy son to succeed him when he dies; but 
who fails, his only son, Ogbanokorpbia, being a fool and his 
other children daughters. Ogbuehi relates these facts through 
akwaariri (laments) but he also consoles himself by recalling that 
there are people more afflicted than himself. He recounts, for 
example, the story of Osungwu, a rich man like himself who lost 
his only son. Despite its elaborate masking technique, its 
characterization and its fable, Awuka, a performance now 
regarded as an Igbo classic, is not regarded as mmonwu by the 
communities in the study area.

The main features that distinguish the tradition of mmonwi 
under investigation from other masking traditions like Awuka 
are as follows:

(a) The Unity of Mmonwu: This means not only that all 
mmonwu peisonae derive from the same ancestor, Igbokwe of 
Egbema Ozubulu, but also that all mmonwu theatres have a similar 
mode of dramatic performance, share the same mythic and poetic 
heritage and therefore have the same dramatic conventions so that 
any mmonwu player or character from one theatre will be 
perfectly at home in another theatre.
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soirit, an epiphany or a transubstantiation. Since traditionally the 
igbo believe in the spirituality of ail existence, it was not very 
difficult to create and disseminate the idea that a maskec, figure 
could be a spirit since a spirit could assume any form. As we have 
seen, the world of the Igbo is a world 01 spirits so t at in 
traditional tales and religious myths spirits intrude at will into 
hurrian existence. The idea of mmonwu could therefore be easily 
accommodated in Igbo thought and having accepted the idea of 
mmonwu being spirits and believing that spirits are known to have 
immense power over humans, it was logical for mmonwu figures 
to inspire fear, awe and respect in the population a majority 
of which still believed that their dead ancestors could cause or 
avert suffering and death.

The sacredness of mmonwu derives from the Igbo vision of the 
land of the dead, a vision that is not merely religious but philoso­
phical and artistic as well. Even those Igbo who have no religious 
faith in spirits have a mental picture of the existence of spirits. 
A religious sceptic may not believe in the reality of these spirits 
(there is, in fact, an Igbo proverb which specifically says that 
behind a talking bush lurks a human being — ohia na-ekwu okwu 
mmadu no ya n’ime) and yet such a sceptic envisions the land 
of the dead and of spirits generally. This ontological and cos­
mological view conditions the Igbo concept of life and this 
concept of spirit has a striking resemblance to the Christian 
idea of the next world and is in its particulars Platonic. Mmonwu 
is imagined as emerging from and returning to this world of 
the spirits, hence his sacredness. He is addressed in terms reserved 
for a deity and is praised as omniscient, omnipresent, all-powerful, 
the confou rider of the sceptic, etc.

(c) The unique masking technique: Another characteristic 
aspect of mmonwu drama that distinguishes it from other forms of 
mask displays among the Igbo is the way mmonwu figures are 
costumed. While other masked actors are costumed mainly in 
cloth (though some of them wear short raffia skirts), and put on 
wooden masks that depict animal or human features/mmonwu is 
mainly in raffia straw and is adorned with a head-piece that has 
no animal or human association. But not all masks that are 
costumed in raffia and cloth and have no wooden head-piece are 
universally regarded as mmonwu. Ayaka, for example, has no 
wooden head-piece and is costumed in raffia straw and yet is not 
regarded as mmonwu in the study area, as we have seen, because 
he and masks like him are outside the Ozubulu mmonwu complex... 
not being descended from Igbokwe of Egbema Ozubulu.

O ” 6

Generally speaking, mmonwu is elegantly but abstractly
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.. first mmonwu was in the form of an ark, a symbolic M, 
A J nnu basket’a spirit that had a voice but was not 3ene’ !> 
's"en or xhibhed, a type of portable oracle that had no dram^ 

role Today this tradition of mmonwu may oe said to be represe„ 
ed by Ojionu of Ukpo - a voice that is never seen by the general 
public. Ojionu, reputed to cause leprosy, blindness or instant 
death if beheld by an unauthorised person, usually comes out at 
night, for he never sees light. Before he "visits the earth" people 
would be warned to keep inside their houses and put out all lights. 
At the sound of his awful voice all humans would scurry into the 
shelter of their homes and a total blackout would descend on the 
whole vicinity.20 The function of this early type of mmonwu was 
primarily for social control and for mental and physical health 
through divination.

By the later part of the nineteenth century the ark-like 

symbols started to acquire masked forms more or less ugly in 
shape and soon there followed a masking revolution in the area 
under study. Mmonwu figures, as we know them today, then 
appeared — graceful, dignified and awe-inspiring. Before this 
revolution there were few mmonwu characters because the tradi­
tion had not yet spread far and wide and so the change in the art 
of costuming was not overwhelming. The early masks therefore 
either descended into ohaudide (udide land)21 and reappeared 
with new forms or remained as they were with their old identity 
as ip the case of Ojionu of Ukpo.

By 1880s and 1890s the Ozubulu tradition of mmonwu 
.became fully established and all the neighbouring towns and 
villages had acquired or started to acquire their individual theatres 
e|tner from Ozubulu or from other theatres that were originally 
derived directly from Ozubulu. Moreover, already by this time 
some villages in Ukpo and Liilu had established their own play­
houses based on the Igbokwe tradition,22-for example, Ebuzoeme 
an ^dumnaehi ooth descendants of Igbokwe of Ozubulu had 
" “ uLZ I SPri"9' °ii(^ “ Ezeokpube. in their 

Similarly Ikezuluaau of' i|P° ^muahaba Ukpo respectively- 
similarly, iKezuluagu of lhembosi had •>' • +Hptheatre of Ezeokpubeiqwe of FrZ b marr,ed from. o 
himself beina onp of tha ■ ^ema Ozubulu, Okpubeigwe 
himself being one of the offspring of Igbokwe,’the’first mmonwu.
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In the early 1900s mmonwu theatres proliferated throughout 
central Igbo. New groups were initiated into the tradition by 
already established ones of their choice. For example, in about 
190423 some 32 young men from Amaokpara village in Ihitenansa 
formed a dramatic group and went to Liilu "to marry mmonwu” 
from Ezejipfq's ekwuru. Thus Ezejiofo became the progenitor of 
their mmonwy whom they called Ezekwereobi, while Ezejipfp 
himself was descended from Ezeokpube of Umuahaba Ukpo who 
in turn was the offspring of Udumnaehi a descendant of Igbokwe 
the first mmonwu. The idea of mmonwu spread very fast and by 
the 1920s mmpnwu theatres had spread to nearly all the 
communities performing mmonwu plays today. However, new 
groups could and are still being formed, for example, in 1968, 
because of some internal conflict some members of Mbanude 
theatre of Ogum Ihitenansa broke away from the rest and 
established a new ekwuru called Ekwuru Igbojekwe. ' They 
"married” Igbojekwe from Ezenagu of Umuabiam who is 
descended from Ezekwereobi of Amaokpara, offspring of Ezejiofo 
of Liilu who is descended from Ezeokpube of Ukpo, a descendant 
of Udumnaehi of Egbema Ozubulu, offspring of the first 
mmonwu, Igbokwe. Also in Ogum, in 1970, there was another 
split in an existing drama group and one of the factions acquired 
their ekwuru called Ekwuru ydumnaehi from Igbojekwe Theatre 
of Ogum established, as mentioned above in 1968. This shows 
that the process of establishing new ekwuru continues all over the 
mmonwu area. 

0 •

As the early mmonwu groups continued to grow and develop, 
the oracular, ritual and judicial functions of mmonwu lost ground 
to the purely dramatic and therefore aesthetic forms of the genre. 
In other words, the poetic forms of the tradition grew and 
developed as its divinational role decreased. People started to 
appreciate mmonwu drama with more aesthetic detachment and 
although the central mystery remained, mmonwu became 
increasingly viewed as an illusion of reality which has developed 
from an accepted myth of human existence.

Thus from small beginnings mmonwu has now grown into a 
complex dramatic institution which has defied all the attempts 
made by early missionaries and their converts to destroy it. To 
be a member of an mmonwu dramatic group was regarded by 
Christian authorities as one of the sins against the First Command­
ment of God, yet in spite of this initial conflict the mmonwu 
tradition is still growing and developing without destroying its 
central myth which holds it together. In fact everybody in Igbo 
society now appears to be aware of the cultural significance of
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has been pointed out earlier, Ruth Finnegan and Ulli ft • 
/e raised doubts as to whether indigenous African plays coj 

regarded as drama. Although Oyin Ogunba and others ha^ 
aintained that African plays could be seen as a tradition 
ama with its own type of plot and stage, 27 M.J.C. Echeruoas 
e have already remarked, has once more questioned the legiti- 
lacy of regarding African indigenous performance as real 
xama28 and, indeed, has asked for the re-examination of the use 
at the word "drama" in describing communal African plays like 
the Ekine and Odo. As far as mmonwu is concerned, however, it 
would appear to us demonstrably an indigenous form of Igbo 
drama, differing from the Western tradition in its artistic mani­
pulation of myth and plot and its theatrical design of stage and 
costume. Thus the approach to the critical study of mmonwu, and 
indeed of African indigenous drama generally, should be largely 
descriptive rather than prescriptive. We can only attempt to 
analyse the different characteristics of both traditions but not 
conclude that one is developed while the other is not. The 
mmonwu tradition of drama, like the Western form of drama, is 
fully developed in its own context, and as it has grown m a

r4"d t™b Onrne.nt and for a d’d^nt society it would not be 
expected to be similar to Western drama.

Yet Echeruo's tentative conclusion that real drama is yet to 
emerge from African traditions of drama because as it aopearsto 
him, Afncan societies have allowed their dramas to be bogged 
down by ritual, is of qreat rp|o„^™ * L as TO olavs as it is crucial to th e anc.e to the study of African oral 

, . f . de continued existence of indigenous
drama in a fast changing African world u- OT na g, ,c 
from his theory that "drama flourishes best inS Statement f° °Wh 
has satisfactorily transformed ritual into celeb a communitV which 
the mythic structure of action from the reliof ’On,and converted 
the secular plane.”29 His argument is that a disti and pr|est!y to 
be made between festival (that is, the ritual aspect'On Ought t0 
and drama. But the question arises; on what basis i! ^.fest'val), 

s this distinc-
38

,nwu and many who are critical of cert ■ 
nization are indeed desirous that the ’'nOo‘d .asPects 
3rved for posterity and for the furtherance of i'ult SW* 
as been said with some justification that mmo ° 
very few Igbo cultural traditions that have nonr is^o 
eroded by the Igbo man's mania for modernity^ 
endured because of the sustained interest it has b^^'i 

I as poetic drama. ' een
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impression one gets is that Echeruo restricts the meaning 
i to the enactment of a specific story or fable and not to 
resentation or expression of a general situation or 
lal myth, for herein lies the difference between African 
us drama as we know it today and Western drama, if we 
mmonwu, for example, we notice that its action is based 

leneral myth of man's interaction with the world of spirits, 
)f "community” plot and not on specific stories, though 
ay feature in any one play. It can thus be said that basing 
inction between festival and drama on elaboration of 
iay appear problematic.
iarly, to make the distinction solely on the criterion of 
dramatic characteristics shared by both festival and drama 
ot be fully rewarding, since it is possible to see "dramatic” 
in a purely ritual act such as a religious service, it would 

hat the distinction may best be made by the application of
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— made; on the basis of the "elaboration of action 
—ival or drama, which Echeruo appears to favour, or on 

of external "dramatic” characteristics shared by both, 
=eems to reject, or by some other criteria?

mjo's argument that the distinction between festival and 
could best be based on their "elaboration of action, 
or not this action is supported with dialogue (as distinct 
-ech)30 would seem to apply more to the European, 
sn to the African tradition of drama because the concept 
=n” in both traditions differs significantly. But before 
g further the meaning of action as it applies to African 
ne might well point out that the statement "whether or 

action is supported with dialogue” tends to raise a funda- 
roblem of analysis. Does it mean that dialogue is irrele- 
he elaboration of action? If so, then, once there is action, 
is not very necessary and therefore mime could qualify

?, and if mime is drama then many African plays which are 
ire dramas. If one accepts this interpretation, there is still 
)lem of explaining the phrase in parenthesis — "as distinct 
eech” — for, if dialogue is irrelevant to drama one would 
speech also to be; that once there is plot, whether it is 
?d by speech or dialogue is immaterial. However, if the 
it means that elaboration of action presupposes action 
sd with dialogue as opposed to one supported with speech, 
t the former is drama while the latter is festival, then mime 
ty African forms of drama which are mimed would hardly 
is drama even though some of them involve action.
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interior appreciation to the external dramatic characteristic. , 
other words, the motivation of the participant or spectator oug" 
to constitute the basis for the distinction between festival a„* 

drama.
Drama could constitute part of festival, for it is usually the 

culmination of festival, though there can be festival without 
drama. In effect, before a ritual performance becomes drama the 
element of ritual festivity must have ceaseo to operate. However 
there can be a festival of drama during which either different types 
of drama are presented or different types of dramatic groups 
perform dramatic plays. This is so because the word festival means 
celebration and has its purely religious and ritual aspect as well 
as its purely aesthetic feature, its ''show''.

Although both the ritual and dramatic aspect of festival may 
co-exist in the same celebration, it is possible to separate the 
ritually religious from the ritually dramatic. This separation could 
either be spatial when they are held in different locations, for 
example, in a grove for the sacrifice and on the village square for 
the dramatic performance, or it may be attitudinal when both 
"sacrifice” and "show” are enacted simultaneously. In this latter 
case, two participants in a celebration may have two totally 
different experiences, one religious and the other aesthetic. For 
the religious devotee, to use Echeruo's words, "the drama is 
absorbed" in ritual action' and "the mythos is subsumed in 
ritual,"’1 although there may be moments when he would vacil­
late between his religious experience and role performance 
especially if there is a non-participating audience, that is to say, 
an audience that is not taking part in the ritual activity. In general, 
however, the devotee sees himself as performing a religious rite. If 
one sees this ritual act as drama simpliciter, then to attend an 
Aladura prayer-house, a Catholic mass or indeed any church 
service is to go to a playhouse.

On the other hand, the non-devotee has a different attitude to 
the festival. For him ritual becomes celebration ahd religious myth 
is transformed into mythology. He easily achieves artistic distance 
and can appreciate "the show". He sees himself as either oresen- 
ting a show or witnessing one. Indeed, a religious devotee often 
realises when a celebration ceases to be purely ritual that ‘ 
purely religious act of worship, and has turned into drama F 
example, a Sango worshipper demonstrating to an audience in 
the Ibadan University Arts Theatre would know that he or sh * 
dramatising to the audience how Sango is worshipped and not 
worshipping him in real life. When direct ritual involvement k 
annulled, the performer or spectator appreciates the performance
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as drama. This is perhaps the point Ogunba makes when he 
remarks that the young man from an urban area going back to his 
rural home for an annual Ogun festival "does so not because he 
believes so much in Ogun like his forefathers but because the Ogun 
festival has an artistic interest for him."32 In this statement, it 
would appear, lies the crucial distinction between festival and 
drama.

It could therefore be said that the distinction between ritual 
festival and drama does not primarily hinge on the question of 
whether or not a performance has plot, dialogue, action, and so on 
(though the importance of these is not minimised) but on what is 
the mental attitude of the participants (actors and spectators 
alike) to the performance. It is a question of performer-spectator, 
cast-audience intellection and appraisal. If the participants — 
performers, spectators and critics — see the performance primarily 
as a religious act of worship, propitiating a deity through sacrifice, 
burying the dead, and so on, the performance may be regarded as 
ritual because they are merely employing ''dramatic'' gestures 
to achieve a religious experience or perform a ritual ceremony. 
And here Echuruo's analysis applies — drama is overwhelmed by 
ritual. But on the other hand, if they see the performance, as a 
re-enactment of a myth, expressed or understood, then there is 
drama. Any ritual act in this type of performance simply 
enhances the drama and is done not in reality but "acted". 
Alternatively, as suggested by Robert G. Armstrong, in a personal 
communication, we might make the distinction between the 
ritually religious and the ritually dramatic "turn on whether the 
attempt is to mobilise (propitiate, placate) the spirits or to 
mobilise (entertain, arouse emotions in) the people — audience, 
congregation, etc".

It is therefore the attitude to the performance that changes 
and this tends to create drama out of ritual and in so doing a 
definite critical idiom is produced, a critical attitude that divorces 
the purely religious (devotion, supplication, atonement) from the 
basically aesthetic (appreciation of beauty, purging of the 
emotion, teaching of morals). There may be, in a few cases, some 
ambivalent attitude but the lines are generally clearly drawn and 
the participants can fairly see when the celebration has changed 
from the religious and ritual to the aesthetic and "dramatic”.

Mmonwu (and when the term is used it should be understood 
in the restricted sense of "the sacred mask", as used by the 
tradition under study and not in the genera! >goo sense of the 
word), from the time it first emerged has been conceived generally 
as drama. Although it can trace its origin to Ibinukpabi of the
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Mmqnwu as poetic truth
Mmonwu characters are merely conceptual but having been 
conceived they have become dramatic realities and their existence 
an artistic truth. What art has created always endures. Although 
mmonwu is a product of the imagination or perhaps a ''dream''33 
it is a dream that has a reality of its own, a concretized dream.

The reverence and respect given to mmonwu is a stylized, an 
artistic reverence rather than a religious act of worship and may 
be compared, in real-life terms, to the respect given to a judge. The 
point emerges that mmonwu as a concept is merely theatrical and 
as theatre mmonwu embraces the whole drama of the Igbo man's 
existence. Mmonwu is indeed not merely theatre but poetic 
drama.

The principle of artistic reproduction, that is, imitation of 
nature applies to mmonwu poetic. This presupposes that the 
mmqnwu artist imitates or copies nature and the nearer the copy 
is to the original that is, observable human environment, the 
better the work of art. In other words, the artist attempts to 

« * .» r:
possible the Igbo mythic concept of the world Tutw theextent 
that the world mmonwu poetic drama ’ UI T° .e ■ 
embraces the supernatural, mmonwu'poe+rv^ef^ 1° dkP'C« 
of art, for instance, symbolism, which are non 1 + °

Mmonwu is very symbolistic as mmonwu .
actions, objects, colours, etc., to suggest and m ’ art USes. words' 
possible the supernatural as well as the natuM6^ aS
mmqnwu is an attempt to represent not onlv thpf il *S '-)ecause 
know but also the conjectural world of the supernt We See an<^ 
beyond our direct experience that it tends to be a sv^th ^h'ch is 
poetic theories. It is partly representational, partly ores esis.of a11 
both heroic and epic, partly illusionistic and partly nom’iJ31'00-1, 
tic. Hallie Flanagan Davis's description of what has beenSI°g,Sd

. --------man riMr been an object of religious worship as SUc. Mmonwu bas nevene authority and a dramatic institution 
hut a symbol ° Sen calculated to enhance its dramatic force, 

mysticism some truth that the degree of ritualism
Indeed it can be ® ,7 been very minimal, that it is less ritualistic "n mmonwu has ,alway b dramas. Although mmonwu has some 

*an many other Mncan belief ,n ts sacredness, the
ritual oyertones such V* sense that it has no imphcat.ee 
concept is not stncii /“arehgious ceremony.
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d’etre has always been more dramatic than Aro, its r®s0" “'pr been an object of religious worship 
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"non-illusionistic", "documentary” and "epic" form of drama as, 
"factual and formal, musical and acrobatic, abstract and concrete, 
visual and aural, psychological, economic, and social",34 aptly 
applies to mmonwu.

Mmonwu poetic art is a good illustration of stylized and 
abstract African art within whose logic the artist is liberated, and 
being liberated can exhibit new forms which his imagination has 
created, and the form created by the artist can be defended as an 
expression of truth. Mmonwu does not therefore imitate nature 
alone but also the spirit and this it does through nature. This 
makes it necessary for mmonwu to be realistic but to achieve this 
realism the mmonwu artist has to resort to abstraction in order to 
accomplish the illusion not only of nature but also of the super­
natural.

Perhaps the most controversial aspect of the study of 
mmonwu drama is mmonwu's claim to truth. What disturbs many 
commentators on mmonwu is this: what is it that is behind the 
mask? If one answers, "a human actor impersonating a spirit", the 
questioners would be satisfied, but no informant who has been 
initiated into mmonwu society would give you such a simplistic 
answer. Indeed the dramatic interest aroused by mmonwu has its 
basis on the supposed spirituality of the mmqnwy characters.

Both Plato and St. Augustine have comented on what they 
regard as the "lie" in literature. As Kuhns has said, "in one 
obvious sense drama is false: it is the work of creative imagination 
which erects traditional stories or private fantasies into shows. The 
audience then responds to what is shown by having all the 
emotions, involvement, beliefs that they would have, if the 
representations were true, that is, actual happenings.”35

What is therefore the truth of mmonwu? Some regard it as a 
huge lie or a palpable deceit, and would agree with A.B. Ellis, that 
\\\oaegungun, mmonwu is a bogey "set up by a few powerful men 
to cheat and terrorise a helpless and superstitious society." 36 But 
mmpnwu may be regarded as false only in the same sense as works 
of imagination are false: the truth in mmonwu is poetic, and is 
revealed in the totality of the exhibitive form of mmpnwu drama 
and "not in the individual statements which make it up" 37 and 
surely not in the fact as to whether the figures are real spirits or 
not. Mmpnwu is a fictive reality and the dramatizing persona is 
a sacred symbol or an apotheosis of a spirit, a concretization of 
the idea of spirit or force. In the conception of the Igbo perfor­
mers of Himonwu drama and the audience as well, the conception 
of spirit, once made, becomes absolute. Mmonwu, being a creation 
of the liberating imagination, is real and it is irrelevant whether it
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Mmonwu: 

is a spirit or 
dream or L..

A Dramatic Tradition of the Igbo

symbol of a spirit or whether it is based On m
faith It can be said that the truth of mmonwu is myt^ 

Xr than experimental or empirical. The truth of mmonwu is 
bld on the truth of imagine

rm the two basic ways of viewing myth - as a kind of percep- 
tion or as deliberate make-believe - mmonwu probably derives 
J?nrp from the former than from the latter. In the former view, 

mvth becomes synonymous with the mythopoeio mode of 
consciousness, that is, it is seen as a conscious and reasoned 
attempt at recreating the imaginative world. Tms view of myth 
carries no necessary connotation of storytelling while the latter 
view sees myth as merely story and at that, a tale that is not 
according to the facts. In whichever way myth is viewed, it has 
been regarded by many as literature. For example, Chase writes 
that "myth is literature and must be considered as an aesthetic 
creation of the human imagination"38 and by this he means that 
early mythologizers were individual poets, i.e., makers or 
story tellers who from imagination constructed tall tales characte­
rized by peculiar complication "of brilliant excitement, of the 
terrific play of the forces natural and human and eventuating in 
some deeply desired and socially sharable feeling of reconciliation 
among those forces."39

Mmonwu mythologizers belong to this category of poets. But 
in the creation of mmonwu it is obvious that there was, in 
addition to the mythopoeic instinct, an element of deliberate 
artifice, hence mmonwu is sometimes described as aghugho Ukp<? 
(Ukpq trick). It is evident therefore that from whichever angle you 
look at mmonwu drama, it is fictional. But this is expected, for 
as Bonamy Dobre'e has remarked, drama "is unreal with respect to 
fact." The test of its truth "is to be applied not to the facts, but to 
the feelings."40

Anyone who has participated fully in any mmonwu dramatic 
performance will attest to the feeling of awe generated by the 
sacred presence of the masked players and how spectators run 
away in genuine fear of the figures. Mmonwu drama is centred on 
fear and everything is done to induce this fear in the audience 
Indeed mmonwu plays achieve their catharsis through the emotion 
generated by fear rather than from pity. The mmonwu thought 
consists of statements of the superhuman-attributes of mmonwu 
which statements create awe and dignity, nobility and fear'thus 
generating a feeling of the unlimited poWer of the 
corresponding feeling of human weakness and helplessness

The spectacle also depicts mystery, power, beauty
because aoart from the symbolic decoration of the open air
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theatre, mmonwu has rich and expensive costume — bright red and 
yellow velvet cloth, golden tassels, rich silken bands, often with 
either maned or helmeted head. The chief mmonwu or ezemmuo • » • • 
towers in his splendour to a height of about four metres. The chief 
emotion which mmonwu characters, whether the huge ezemmuo 
or the dimunitive akakpo, inspire is bbhbe (sacred awe). On 
confronting mmonwu, the spectator, irrespective of his status in 
mmonwu drama, experiences emotions of fright, weakness, vulne­
rability and humility, and in this way human arrogance is purged.

The plot in mmonwu plays helps to create the illusory awe 
surrounding mmonwu drama. Mmonwu drama is not story-based 
but character-oriented and the character acts as a member of a 
family. Mmonwu is neither a tragedy nor a comedy but what one 
may call cosmic drama with the family as the base. It is a drama­
tization of the totality of human experience, tragic, comic, 
spiritual, mundane. The protagonist is the mighty head of a family 
whose members live in the spirit world but generally materialize 
in masked figures in an ekwuru from where he and some or all 
of them emerge to enact the whole drama of life with its sorrows 
and joys and all its social and educational implications.

Mmonwu, however, has a plot which is not the enactment of 
one unified story but a plot based on the myth of Alammuo 
(Spiritland) and the effect this land of spirits has on human lives. 
Family relationships, deaths, reincarnations, human and spiritual 
forces, foreknowledge, the nature of truth, justice, beauty and 
love, are some of the recurrent themes in mmonwu poetry. The 
plot is generally based on the concept of an eze's household, 
the human characters in the play forming part of this spiritual 
family.

Mmonwu, as we have so far seen, is indeed a microcosm of the 
Igbo artistic world for it is not only a play but a heroic poem. 
Hobbes has declared that “the work of an heroic poem is to raise 
admiration, principally, for three virtues, valour, beauty, and 
love,"41 and Aristotle posits that tragedy is an imitation “of 
incidents arousing pity and fear."42 In mmonwu tradition of 
literature these emotions are derived more from the underlying 
myth (for instance, stories told of miraculous deeds of. mmonwu 
personae and of the sorrows of a doubting novice), and gorgeous 
and symbolic spectacle, than from dialogue between the masked 
actors. Mmonwu is therefore a drama that portrays the material 
and spiritual sides of human life, an imagined human action with 
a universal plot in which the Igbo world view is mirrored — a 
world view in which spirits mingle with humans in a naturalistic 
setting.
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expanse

OBOM AND EKWURU:
THE PHYSICAL AND SOCIOLOGICAL 

SETTING

The obom could be a vast sandy tract like Amachereku in 
Amaokpara Ihitenansa, a hardened, dusty, barren laterite expanse 
of land like Amaogidi in Umuezike Amaokpara, Ihitenansa, a 
qrove like the Amaidiinaoba arena in Ihioma or the Nkwoudele 
theatre in Eziawa or an open space like the Ubahaosu playground 
which lies astride the main road leading to Ekeututu from 
Amaokpara Ihitenansa. An mmonwu theatre may therefore be 
surrounded by or dotted with large trees such as the iroko tree 
and the ogbu (Ficus eriobotryoides) that have re!igious signifi-

48

The Igbo concept of play area, like the typical idea of the indi­
genous African stage is based on the notion of the obom (the 
open-air theatre) where spectators surround a central staging area 
on which actors perform. The indigenous African theatre is 
abstract in the sense that the theatricality is realised more by 
symbolism and the mental disposition of both the actors and the 
spectators than by the effect of actual staging or environment. In 
other words, in mmonwu as in the indigenous theatre generally, 
illusion of reality is achieved more by the use of abstract symbols 
than by the re-creation of physical environment. Any location 
where spectators witness performers in action becomes a theatre, 
and illusion is achieved mainly through a prior knowledge of the 
mythic content of the drama and not necessarily as a result of a 
realistic representation on the stage.

The obom could justly be described as the Igbo name for 
theatre since the word "theatre", derived from the Latin 
theatmm, which in tprn is derived from the Greek theatron 
means a place to behold spectacle (thea). Obom mmonwu is 
therefore a place to produce and behold an mmonwu spectacle It 
consists generally of an open space usually in .the centre of the 
community.
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The cultish nature of the ekwuru is illustrated by the fact that 
anything that happens in it ends there and would not be subject 
to any further enquiry outside the ekwuru. Thus the saying, “ihe 
mere n’ala ekwuru” (a thing that happens in the ekwuru), 
describes something of the utmost secrecy which is not subject

The Ekwuru
The most important feature of the obom is the ekwuru, a 

term which in mmonwu language means a dwelling place. Consis­
ting of a house, often with a compound that is either fenced or 
walled round, and usually located some 300 to 400 metres from 
the ogbo or the staging spot, ekwuru has come to acquire cultish 
over-tones in Igbo usage. Thus only initiated members of the 
drama group could enter this playhouse though once a person has 
been initiated into the mmonwu society he may enter into any 
ekwuru in the mmonwu area provided he gets the permission of 
the akatakpo (the director of the ekwuru) to do so.

Ekwuru is important in mmonwu drama because the mystery 
that surrounds the whole mmonwu tradition is generated within 
its walls and the awe with which mmonwu personae strike their 
audience is mainly due to the influence of the ekwuru. Indeed, 
there is what one may term "the ekwuru mythology” if by 
mythology one means the product of mythopoeic consciousness.1

cance and offer shelter from the heat of the sun, or it may be 
barren of all vegetation.

The obom varies greatly in size but an average theatre may be 
the size of about four .football fields, that is about four hectares 
and on it are normally located the ekwuru (the mmonwu house), 
the oda (the mmonwu platform), the uloomu (the enclosure 
for the female chorus), the onoduigba (the area for the male 
chorus and orchestra) and the ogbo (the central staging spot) 
within which regular mmonwu plays take place. In most cases the 
obom mmonwu coincides with the traditional village square 
where communal assemblies, political rallies and other social and 
cultural gatherings are held. In such cases the arena would have 
been in existence before the introduction of the mmonwu 
tradition in the area.

In some cases, however, mmonwu theatres are constructed 
specifically for mmonwu drama although they could be used for 
other purposes when mmonwu is not in session. What makes an 
arena an obom is the presence of the ekwuru, the qda, the 
uloomu the onoduigba, the ama and the ogbo, whose features 
are discussed below.



50

ji■ii

llllliuimui I Illume" ------- - —
to any non-mmonwu probe. Because ekwuru is regarri *

house of the spirit, it is believed that anything that haDn as thP 
is the work of the spirit, and what human being can qTn.s% 
doings of a spirit? And so it was that if a person was n l0nthe 
seen after he had entered the ekwuru, his disapPea"° '°n9er 
attributed to his having been consumed by mmonwij (rr^ 
ataala ya atughi atu) and that was the end of the matter '

Ekwuru is central to mmonwu drama, for to be initiat 
mmonwu is, in fact, to be admitted into the mysteries of'nto 
eKwiiru and it is largely true that without the ekwuru there w the 
be no mmonwu. Besides, mmonwu initation, known in |ak°Uld 
imu mmonwu, which literally means "knowing the spirit" 
actually a kind of process of education in the complicated stplS 
craft of mmonwu drama and the systematic unravelling of th* 
seemingly mysterious representation of the mask as a "visit/ 
spirit'.' e

To some, ekwuru is the house of mmonwu which can be 
entered only by members of the mmgnwu group, a hut where 
mmonwu repairs from time to time on the occasion of dramatiza­
tion for rest and consultation with some gsukwu or a shrine set 
aside as the place of abode for the spirits. And to others, it is the 
living place of the masks, usually a strongly built house belonging 
to a staunch member of the mmonwu group, a building often 
surrounded with walls from where the mask rises and descends to 
the spirits, or an enclosure strongly fenced or walled round, inside 
which all the secret transactions about mmonwu are carried out. 
From the above descriptions it can be seen that although usually 
a house, ekwuru could, in fact, be any enclosure or secret spot, 
a shrine, a grove or a "bad bush." Ikwe of Ohaakpu, for example, 
is ’aputed to emerge from and descend into the spirit world in the 
ajoghia (bad bush).

The ekwuru could be seen as a house of creative art, the 

mmS *
were9'either unwilling0 'wh ondents a.nd infor^
contradictory in their statempntc q Wnen tt1ey d,d were 3 • 
tained that the mm9nwu, as spirit^/ people interviewed Ta'n_ 
when he descends into” thp ■■ dlsapPears with all his costum 
mmonwu deposits his costumeTh'IT°,herS th°UE|ht Jhes 
into the unknown Peoole wPra h S kwuru before he vanishes 
tried to excuse his iX^mX^nd ^Vone questioned 
spirits. I really do not know rfL ™arkmg: "This is a matter for 
Nobody wants to betray the spirlts'^Th'eT ' °PiV ^Xr-

H 1116 ekwuru mysteries there-
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fore consist in the process of embodying the immaterial spirit in a 
mask through secretly shared dramatic convention.

In the growth of mmonwu theatre the ekwuru has progressed 
from being an acquired to being a specifically designed building 
and by this is meant that whereas originally the ekwuru had been 
usually located in the house of one of the leaders of the drama 
group (generally a bachelor), now it is more customary for a 
special building to be designed and erected. This does not mean 
that the old practice of acquisition has altogether disappeared. It is 
still in vogue. In Amaokpara Ihitenansa for example, 
Ezekwereobi's ekwuru was until recently located in the old 
thatched house3 of late Umeojiaku Duruike whose wife, Oludia, 
is one of the few women initiated into the mmonwu society. Now 
it is in Mbamara Daraojimba's compound.

The acquired ekwuru has no special features different from the 
original house that has been converted, the only factor turning it 
into an ekwuru being that mmonwu has chosen it as his dwelling 
place. Thus by being declared an ekwuru a previously unimportant 
house becomes sacred and unapproachable, and the uninitiated 
enters it under pain of death or forced initiation.

Ezekwereobi's ekwuru, mentioned above, illustrates an ac­
quired ekwuru (see Fig. 3). Before the house was converted into an 
ekwuru it was like any other house in the village; after conversion 
it became a sacred abode of mmgnwu personae and a meeting 
place for mmonwu players. The main living-room, for example, 
bjecarne the "ekwuru hall" and the sleeping-room the "Udide 
chamber" while the back-yard became the "sacred enclosure". 
Oludia Ojiaku who, as would be expected, is an mmonwu initiate,

Former back-yard 
now

Sacred Enclosure

G----------------
So

Fig. 3 Ekwurtk Ezekwer^obi of Ainaokpi 
an example of converted ekwdrii.
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Fig. 4 EkwAru Ezegborqgu of Umuezike Amaokpara IhitSnahsi, Olu: 
example of early specially built 'fekwtiru.

uses the two remaining rooms in the house, one as her sleeping­
room and the other as the usekwu (kitchen).

On the other hand, a specially erected ekwuru may take a 
variety of forms and shapes but it is generally always fenced, or 
walled round, the space between the fence or walls and ekwuru 
building being called thembara ekwuru or the outer ekwuru while 
inside the building itself is called the ime ekwuru, that is, inner 
ekwuru. The early ekwuru were generally built of mud walls and 
roofed with raffia mats.
fcQoEcWU/i\U Ezegbor99u of Umuezike Amaokpara, Ihitenansa 
Thic ' 1 ustrates tbe early type of specially built ekwuru. 
constandvTe-ronf'H35 bU'-t ab°Ut 1904 and has ever since been 
oounci pnrinc d e c°nsists of a hut surrounded by a large com- 
around o"anTonds < T’" ab°ut two a nd a ha I f metres high. The 
the former being use°J af™lt house andimmediate compound, 

figures and for storing mask no „ °f masking
holding mmonwu meetings andtP Wnalia and the latter for 
as we will see later. This tvnP J ,ehearsals of mmonwu plays, 
partitioned into the Sacred wJiekwuru house may be generally 
mmonwu (the inner mmonwu °nly by the anyama’
from which it is said mmonwu fiaurp6, the Udide Chamber'

Although some of 'the earlv
Ekwuru Ezegborogu described above o U,lt playhouseS' ,lke 
area, many of them are disapnearin ' eXISt today in the StudV 
more permanent structures in whi?h are being rep,aced wlth 
the outer ekwuru becomes an intea J^ formerly enclosing

9 al part of the whole ekwuru

n9 and are being replaced with

integral
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complex as the following analysis of Ekwuru Ezebude of 
Amaneese Amaifeke would illustrate.

Inner Udide 
Chamber

8 m.

II

u

o
3

o 
3

15 m.

Udide Chamber

3

9
o

bJ 
3

3

F4
C'

Ekwuru Ezebude whose front view is shown in Plate 5 and the 
floor plan in Fig. 5 is approximately 30 metres long and 20 metres 
wide. It is a modern building made of concrete and roofed with 
corrugated iron sheets. It has a porch that is about 2 metres 
deep which opens into an Assembly Hall approximately 12 metres 
by 25 metres. From the Assembly Hall a door opens into the 
Udide Chamber (Onu Udide) and there is another entrance into a 
long corridor that leads to the Sacred Spot in the Sacred En­
closure. Both the corridor and the Sacred Enclosure are uncovered 
while the rest of the theatre is roofed. The Sacred Enclosure is 
really a long corridor, approximately 25 metres by 3 metres, 
and accessible only to the akatakpo and a few of his lieutenants, 
for it is said to be the platform for the emergence and descent of 
mmonwu characters from and into the spirit world, the Sacred 
Spot symbolizing the imagined point of emergence and departure. 
The Udide Chamber is the most important and mystic area of the 
whole ekwuru. It is always securely locked and is indeed the 
costume room with dll the mmonwu paraphernalia and sacred 
symbols like the ofo (the staff of authority) and the okuku (the 
emblem of power). Theoretically the only place accessible to all 
the initiated members is the Assembly Hall, but even here one 
needs the permission of the akatakpo to be admitted.

The Ezebude theatre demonstrates the modern trend in the

,u ____________ 30 m,
Fig. 3 Ekwuru Ezebude of Amaneese Amaifeke, Qlu (Floor Plan).
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Appendix. It is necessary to point out that the list is neither 
comprehensive nor systematically selective; it is merely illustrative, 
and is given mainly to show that all known mmpnwu in the drama 
area investigated derive from the first ekwuru in Egbema Qzubulu. 
For example, as illustrated in Fig. 6a, Ekwuru Ezeudumnaehi 
(39), established on 16 November, 1970, was derived from 
Ekwuru Ezeigbojekwe (38), which, in turn, was derived from 
Ekwuru Ezenagu (44). Ezenagu's theatre, established about 1903, 
is an offshoot of Ekwuru Ezekwereobi (25) which was derived 
from Ekwuru Ezejiofo (20) established about the 1880s. Ezejiofo 
was "married” from Ekwuru Ezeokpube (9) established as an 
offshoot of Udumnaehi's theatre (4) one of the early ekwuru 
that grew out of the original Igbokwe theatre (1).

Although the mystic and cultish nature of the mmonwu insti­
tution makes it rather difficult to obtain full information regard­
ing the mmonwu theatres, an attempt has been made to establish 
that all the mmonwu theatres in the Egbema Ozubulu tradition of 
mmonwu form a theatrical chain, one deriving from the other and 
all tracing their root to one progenitor. This genealogical link is, 
as has already been remarked, one main feature distinguishing 
mmonwu from all other masking traditions in Igbo land.

In summary it could be justifiably said that the ekwuru is 
the powerful system that coordinates all the mmonwu functions. 
It is also the sacred place where all the behind-the-scenes activities 
of mmonwu drama take place. The construction of props, the 
designing and making of costumes, the composition of praise 
poems and chants, the rehearsal of dramatic displays and general 
organizational meetings of the group take place in the ekwuru. It 
is therefore more than anything else a place for mmonwu stage­
craft.

Iro Mmonwu: the spectator area and the stage
Perhaps the most important feature of the obom from the point of 
view of exhibition and audience appreciation is the iro mmonwu 
by which we mean the open space unoccupied by any other 
feature in the obom. This area therefore constitutes what in 
Western theatre would be the auditorium (ama mmonwu) and the 
stage (ogbo).

The audiiorium (ama mmonwu.)

This is not usually physically separated from the stage-the dis­
tinction is conceptual. The fringes of the arena where spectators 
stand constitute the auditorium (ama mmonwu) while the central 
spot where masks and others display for the audience forms the
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stage (ogbo). During the presentation of an mmpnwu Dia 
theatre assumes the shape of a horse-shoe, with the'J» th*
occupying the obom and surrounding the ogbo on thnT^ 
leaving clear the end occupied by the ekwuru.4 This is Of Sldes- 
in the normal theatre, where the ekwuru is located in theC°hrSe' 
but where the ekwuru is removed from the obom, the spe^t ’ 
usually surround the entire ama, always making way, Of coators 
for the performing mask or masks to make exit from the st?e'

The central area on which the masks perform and which96’ 
usually surrounded by the spectators forms what one may term 
the dramatic focus, or indeed, the "open air stage" which accord­
ing to Ogunba "may be a clearing in a grove or an open, level 
place in a town." 5 Its size depends on a number of factors 
including the over-all size of the arena, the numerical strength of 
the spectators, the number and character of the performing masks, 
the nature of the display and the general mood of all the partici­
pants. For example, while it is easier to realise a comparatively 
larger central stage in a big obom than in a small one, a large 
audience tends to surge forward into the central spot thus making 
it smaller, and since there are usually no barriers separating the 
audience from the central stage there is a problem of crowd 
control with large audiences.

Where numerous masks perform more room is made for them, 
for spectators would dread getting too near masks. What appears 
to be most decisive in the size of the stage is the character of the 
masks performing. The ezemmup, for example, does not require 
much stage space whereas the youthful dimkpammup needs consi­
derable room for acrobatic displays."When the akakpommuo, the 
pursuer of the uninitiated, is on the stage, then there is adequate 
room for display because with his whips he drives the spectators 
to the edges of the arena. This central spot therefore is the focal 
point of mmpnwu display for although critical attention shifts 
rom the ereere singing, clapping their hands and dancing in their 

yqomu to the okuigba and their orchestra in their torner and to 
e mmonwy on his platform, it is only when all these players — 

mmonwu, o uigba and ereere — enter the ogbo that one might 
say the mmpnwu display has reached its climax ’
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Fig. 5
An Obom Mmonwu (an mmonwu play centre)

The Oda
Besides the ekwuru, another aspect of the obom mmonwu 

that is of great theatrical significance is the pda, that is, the plat­
form of authority which is usually erected on one side of the 
obom near the ekwuru.6 Some commentators think that oda 
might have derived from the English word “order”,7 but if this is 
so it means that the concept must have developed well after 
mmonwu might have been established in Ozubulu. It must be 
remembered that mmonwu all along has been adapting itself to 
modern conditions; it is in fact, referred to as nwa bso oyibo bici 
(he who came with the whites). But to many Igbo people the 
word “pda” denotes a stylised statue, a sculptured figure of an 
animal, a human being or a spirit, usually moulded in mud, 
laterite, clay or cement, as opposed to the okika which is a figure 
carved in wood. While the okika is movable the pda is fixed 
to the ground like the anthill. And in Idoma, according to R.G. 
Armstrong, in a personal communication, "pda is a high platform 
in the compound for storing food out of reach of goats and also 
a high platform in the farm, where boys sit and drive birds away”. 
To the Igbo man pda has sacred associations with fertility rites 
and would appear to be the central Igbo version of the Owere



Fig. 7 
Modern Oda.

Fig. 6 
Traditional Orja.

ditionofthe lgb°
^^'"^erefore that mntonwu derived its conceM 

mbari. « * ^traditional ^originally a truncated conical 
of oda tradition, £ mmonwu’s power and whenever

In m X that symbol* arena he usuaiiY st00d near 
mud St'Umuo came out into t^ his disp|aY. As time went on 
the ezemm^ before he became a laterite p|atiorm w- 
<?daf°r i * its conical shape an gnd brQwn. lt
the oda Io t painted h mmonwu mounted to deliver 

dr cpntinq something l'k ceremony and the title; and
SX ^medicinal power”. It shouid
X 0P^d ^,P^at generally the ekwuru ceremony 
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In modern mmonwy theatres, however, the concept of oda has 
considerably changed, for it is now seen as a wide platform,9 from 
which mmpnwu delivers his poetic chants and there are indications 
that the pda might well become a full-fledged stage on which all 
mmpnwu action would be taking place. Today, the pda, in some 
mmonwu theatres are built of concrete, three to four feet above 
ground level, with stairs leading to the top of the platform whose 
edges are surrounded with decorative iron girders. The modern 
oda, like the walls of the modern ekwuru, is often beautifully and 
brightly painted and in most cases has mural paintings of mmpnwu 
figures.
Uloomu: enclosure for the choral maidens
The next important feature of the usual iro mmonwu besides the 
ama, the ogbp and the pda, is the uloomu (house of the yellow 
palm leaves) which is traditionally an enclosure within which 
members of the mmarigo chorus stand and sing. This enclosure, 
which is generally oblong, though it may be square or circular, 
is often made of widely-spaced network of bamboo sticks and 
raffia poles decorated with the sacred straws of akqrq and izize 
and decked with omu, hence the name uloomu.

Omu, the tender yellow shoot of the oil palm tree which 
matures into the green fronds, is among the Igbo, a sacred symbol, 
an essentially protective symbol as it warns people of ritual 
danger. In Igbo religion omu is perhaps as important as the cross in 
the Christian religion. For example, sacrificial vessels (ugbpaja) 
are made of omu; shrines are generally decorated with omu, to 
indicate the presence of spirits in them; and ritual and sacred 
feasts are heralded by the spreading of omu in strategic places in 
the community. Omu is, in effect, a spiritual symbol. It is also 
used as a warning signal, for instance, when it is placed round a 
farm, people would realise that the farm has a protective charm 
that would afflict trespassers with a type of skin disease that is 
characterised by itching and rheumatic swellings and rashes 
(afufu).

Omu symbolism thus implies a fundamental belief in the 
efficacy of omu in restraining spirits and their influence just as it 
has been thought by some spiritualists that chains could confine 
spirits of the dead to their graves. This perhaps explains the Igbo 
practice of decking vehicles that carry corpses with omu, presuma­
bly to confine the spirits within such vehicles. It therefore can 
better be understood why mmpnwu poets have represented 
mmonwu characters as unable to pass a sacred barrier of omu. 
Thus omu is used to screen off the mmarigo and in this way

59
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matic Tradition of the lgb0
Mmonwu: A Dram ' influence of the mmonwu
protect them frojX%roach. Decorated uloomu, along

“SX='5=““—'
i rm for the male chorus and orchestra 

Onoduigba: the P a ° heightening of the mmonwy dramatic. 
Also contributing to 9 be seen as the ma,e *c 
effect is the oMh, |ike y|
part of position a ^eaj
it is an WW- akuigba singers and dancers take a suitable 
Son’or formation'in ihe obom often opposite the mmarigo 
chorus (see1 Fig.7). Occasionally the singers and dancers accom- 
nanied by players of mmonwu musical instruments perform 
around the obom in different formations. Indeed an important 
feature of the onoduigba formation is that it is shifting, it moves 
round the play area’and returns to its former position as we will 
see in Chapter 5. . . .

What we have attempted to show in this chapter is that each 
mmgnwu belongs to or has a definite, spatially defined play 
centre, an obom. It is true that a mask could also constitute 
himself into a type of travelling theatre, in the same way Ogunba 
has described egungun:

Whenever he (egungun) decides to create his stage as he makes his 
dance round the town, he can count on eager or curious spectators 
forming a ring round him, leaving him enough space to make his 
display. . .10

Nonetheless, in the end he would return to his permanent 
obom in which, as we have seen, are located his ekwuru, his oda, 
the uloomu and onoduigba, the ama and the ogbo.

T° conclude this account of the physical' and sociological 
Sthe nhnl\edmT?nWM play 3rea' '*should be pointed out that 
aXc7unctionrrU 'mPOrtant S°Cial aS distinCt

a counTarenas wellXTCu0"'7 * P'ay Centre bUt someti'ine: 
cultural institution 'for the soci'afeat°n'V r playhoUSe bUt ! the 
mmonwu environment nnt ai. a .tl0n of the young; and th 
occasionally also a ritual one JUSt a play environment bu 

K.wSfea.'SS 
who, after listening to bothsiX fmm?nvvu becomes the judge 

0 a case as stated by the com-
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plainants, the defendants and their witnesses, gives a final verdict. 
He becomes not only the judge but also the chief law enforce­
ment officer. Mmonwu is, indeed, the symbol of collective 
authority.

The mmonwu society is a powerful instrument of community 
development. The mmpnwu figure gives orders for the execution 
of such projects as the erection of public stalls, bridges, etc., keep­
ing community markets, paths, streams and so on, clean, and 
collecting levies from different groups and individuals in the 
society and imposing and collecting fines from defaulters.

Mmonwu as an institution may however generate some social 
stresses, for, being essentially autocratic (some have equated its 
administration to military dictatorship), it tends to override 
individual liberty in its stride towards general social order. Yet it 
performs important socialising functions as will be seen later in 
the chapter dealing with the audience.

The mmonwu arena therefore becomes not only a stage for 
the performance of plays but an environment for cultural and 
ritual celebrations, for initiation into the traditional way of life 
of a community, and for social reunion between the living and the 
dead through festivity.

8

9
10

Ibid.
See Fig. 9.
Ogunba, "Ritual Drama", p. 52—53.

Notes
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

See Wheelwright, note 29 in Chapter 1 above.

Information supplied by A.I. Nwankwo.

The thatch has been replaced with corrugated iron sheets.

See Fig. 7, p. 57 .

Ogunba, "Ritual Drama", p. 36.

See Fig. 8 and 9, p. 58.

F.N. Nwakile, personal communication, 1972.
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As has been remarked above, mmonwu drama may best be seen as 
a d rama of character and spectacle rather than of action in the 
sense of fable or plot. In our context, it is perhaps more appro­
priate to define action as activity rather than as plot, since 
random, episodic happenings, plotted into a dramatic sequence, 
constitute mmonwu drama. Plot, in its classical meaning, is not 
relevant to mmonwu drama. This does not mean that a story 
is always absent in mmonwu drama; but that a story can be part 
of the sequential performance rather than the pivot of dramatic 
action. Again, there may be an underlying mythos, a religious 
belief or a theory of existence, which is being represented in the 
obom and which, therefore, may be regarded as constituting the 
plot or action of the play.

It is thus understandable why characterization rather than 
plot is central to mmonwu drama. What readily comes to mind 
when people think of mmonwu play is the mmonwu character, 
and if one de-masks the mmonwu one destroys the mmonwu 
theatre. Thus, the myth that regards the mmonwu persona as 
spirit is still upheld even if only dramaturgically and this is why 
today the mmonwu world teems with mmonwu characters.

It is possible that there are well over 4000 mmonwu charac­
ters of all categories that have at one time or the other been 
costumed in the nwaezenogwu tradition of mmonwu theatre. 
Assuming an average of four masks in each of the 172 ekwuru 
listed in the Appendix there would be a total of 688 mmonwu 
characters and when it is realized that the number of playhouses 
surveyed represents a mere fraction of all the ekwuru in the 
mmonwu area, one will see that the estimate of 4000 is reason­
able. There may be as many as eight masks in an ekwuru1 out 
owing to the enormous cost of production, most ekwuru limit the 
number of their masked figures to four, one mask for each of the 
four categories of ezemmuq, dimkpammuo, akakpommuo and



2
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Cha ThusSthrougnout tne drama area under investigation there 
are many Playhouses with more than four masks each. And 
indeedthere is no limit to the number of mask-characters that 
could be created in an ekwuru.

The mmonwu character in general is symbolized by asangw0 
(raffia straw) costume, though the female mmonwu >s exclusively 
costumed in cloth. Each of the four categor.es of mmonwu 
personae is distinctly made to reflect his or her character. The 
akakpo is almost entirely of straw, with a round patch of cloth 
on the crest of the head similar to the pc..ch in the ci own of the 
raffia rain-shade (okpungv/p). On the other hand, the dimkpa- 
mmup and the ezemmup are partly costumed in raffia and partly 
in rich cloth. Their rather elongated, slightly conical trunk and 
neck, a neck that often carries a maned head (isi oza ebule), is 
costumed in rich cloth. Two velvet bands of cloth run along the 
front and back of the majestic straw-clad figures of the ezemmup 
and dimkpammuo and pendants of muiti-coloured tassels, red, 
yellow or orange, are neatly arranged along both velvet bands, so 
that the mmonwu appears to have two fronts, hence the reference 
to ezemmup as mmonwu ihu naabo (mask of two faces or fronts). 
This artistic rendering of their figure is symbolic of their all­
knowing and all-seeing attributes. The femaie mmonwu has silken 
coverings that symbolize grace, swiftness, sophistication and 
refinement.The dimkpammuois slightly shorter than the ezemmup 
who may be as tall as four metres and both are costumed almost 
alike except that the ezemmup is more ex pensively decorated. 
The Spiritual Character of the 
Generally, all 
attributes and 
Nobody, not 
(the owner ot 
only person 
figure.^ This is because 

all-knowing that is

four metres and both 
ezemmup is more ex
- —mmonwu 

mrnpnwu characters are repi ted to have spirit 
pvp ei°re sa'd t0 136 holy and unapproachable, 
mmn he .akatakpo kn°wn as onye nwe mmonwu 

cap?ble^ Ct°Ultdare touch a masked figure, the 
b ouching him being another masked 

metaphorically called^ Cannot touch spirits, who 
all-knowing that is canahh ep?ea wh.ich drowns the unwary, the 
in the present and in the fit reveahng what happens in secret 

as a being that could s^ne The mm?nwu is characterised 
' ard and bless human beings,
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Smoke-emitting firewood:
Left in the fireplace, smoke oppresses 
Removed, the house becomes cold.

Mmonwu is therefore characterised as a dreaded, mighty 
being who is all-knowing; an enigma who inquires about what he 
already knows; the destroyer; and he who overwhelms. His 
ambivalence as the bringer of life and death, reward and punish­
ment (in dramatic terms, perhaps, as one who entertains the 
audience and excites their emotions) is succinctly expressed in the 
phrase "smoke-emitting firewood." Thus as smoky firewood 
mmonwu is depicted as providing aesthetic pleasure to the 
spectators at the same time as he makes disturbing psychological 
and social demand? on them. This dual function of the mmonwu 
idea, that is, the ability to provide pleasure and pain, the tragi­
comic function, is well portrayed in the verse that sees mmonwu 
as "the two-edged sword" (mma ihu naabo).

In addtion to what is known about the mmonwu character 
through praise poems, numerous stories of mmonwu power are 
retold in communities in the mmonwy area. A scholarly compila­
tion of these would prove a useful contribution to African mytho­
logy and poetry. There are, for example, stories of mmonwu tell­
ing women and the uninitiated some secrets that are known 
only to their families. Also some masks, espcially in the past, were 
reputed to cause trees with green foliage to dry up merely by 
pointing at them,5 as we will soon see.

The Character of the Ezemmuo in Relation to the Mmonwu 
Categories
The chief persona in each ekwuru is the ezemmuo, the crowned 
and enthroned ruler or king of this "dramatic" kingdom. In his 
ekwuru each ezemmuo rules with all the paraphernalia of kingship, 
all the other masks being seen as his offspring, though the agbo-

The Players 

for he is also conceived as having immense wealth which he could 
bestow on those he wishes to enrich.

Mmonwu attributes are illustrated in mmpnwii praise poetry 
which would be discussed in the seventh chapter below. Mmonwu 
is generally praised as onyo o nyoo o hu (peeper, who peeps and 
sees), amaragwo aju (he who knows but yet asks), ono n'ulo mara 
ihe zuru n'ahia (he who stays at home and knows what sells in the 
market) and as

Nkij na-egbu anwuru:
A hapu n'oku, anwuru egbube,
A lopu alqpu ulo ajuq oyi.4
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The Wonder Working Phenomena

Ezemmuo like other mmonwu characters are noted for their 
various acts of enchantments such as:

(a) okpgroihu — afflicting an adversary with lethal migraine;
(b) egbeeka — magically destroying objects by pointing at them;
(c) pnuatu — a curse being effective as soon as it is uttered;and
(d) isielilz — performing acts that defy natural laws, for example, suspending a knife 

in the air, filling a basket with water or causing a pot of palm wine to remain full 
irrespective of the quantity poured out of it.

Acts of okporoihu, egbeaka and gnuatu are known as either 
igbq ogwu, literally meaning, "inflicting harm with medicine" or 
iku striking with medicine. To the Igbo, medicine
(ogwu)8 implies not only chemical drugs but also substances 
conveyed by supernatural means to effect good or evil. This type 
of medicine is made by the dibia who uses certain formulas in 
combining herbal, animal and mineral substances to produce the 
required effect. Acts of enchantment, perhaps real in the past, are 
now largely theatrical though the fear they generated may still be 
felt by some playgoers even if the original cause of the fear has 
been removed. It would perhaps be correct to say that the original 
fear has now given place to reverence, to respect and to decorum.

From information derived from some of the completed 
questionnaires many ezemmuo are known for one type of ikpa 
ike or another. Ezegborogu of Umuadu Amaruru (75) for 
example, is reputed to be so powerful that if he said a particular 
house would fall, it so happened, and to impress his audience with 
his power he used to rise carrying what looked like a human 
skull.
i Other examples of powerful ezemmuo include Ekwusike 
of Umuodochi Abo Liilu (19) who "could overcome charms from 
s}ll directions,” Ezejiofo of Akwa Liilu (20) believed to be capable 
of "causing a tree to dry up” and making a rival mask stand 
emotionless on the stage and Ezerioha of Okwu (Jmuhu Okabia 
(169) known to grow taller or shorter at will.
- Similarly Ekwensu of Ebeteghete Liilu (33) is believed to be 

one of the most powerful of chief masks and could with bare 
hand cause an iroko tree to dry up and fall to the groud while 
Mbanurude of Ihuoweri Ubahangwu Osuihiteukwa (137) could 
make a tree dry up by pointing at it and could emit snakes from 
his figure at will. Igbonaekwu of Ubaha Osuihiteukwa (138) is 
noted for "causing leaves and fruits to fall from a tree, relieving a 
woman of her pregnancy and causing sudden death of misbehaved 

spectators".
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Dimkpammuo and the Performance of Wonderful Acts

Performing miraculous feats is, as would be expected, not the sole 
preserve of the ezemmuo in the ekwuru. After all, every mm?n^ 
being conceived as a spirit, could perform any wonder, ^onder- 
dimkpammuo and akakpp have become famous as v 
workers. Among dimkpammuo famous for their ability 0 P gj 
wonderful acts may be mentioned: Anuforoudensi Eze Uonjronts 
from whose head, it is said, smoke emits whenever he c nged 
danger; Ezeuguru Ezeononigboekwu (76) who has a tn 
head with which he inspires awe and neutralises danger.

Onyekwuruje (54) could cause a swarm of bees to 
existence and could make any animal that passes on 
remain rooted to the spot while Iwuobodo (124) is a™ 
acts of isielile, his ability to neutralise any i..-

i i i iiiuji ui luu igoo

Udeebube of Ekwuru 162 reportedly •• u
gun using his finger to destroy a rival" and 0bian°tS an inv - 
164 allegedly "performs miracles such as causinn't^9 of Ek'^ 
Also Ojionu (11) alias Qkugbaraala (fire that to 
whose fame, as a very powerful and ancient spirit^!'he 
beheld, has earlier been discussed, is one of the m nOt 9ener n 
wonder-workers. It is said that during the few^ talked-abouV 
appeared at night a person carried his carved symb CjCC9si°ns he 
and when the basket was left on a spot a bird Was° a basket 
out, and things began to happen: tree branches would k° 
break and trees began either to dry up or fall down be9'n to

One of the most celebrated wonder-workers 
ezemmuo in the study area is Ikwe (122) who is regard^9 tbe 
foremost ezemmuo in Oru area including Egbema and U 9S tbe 
this area he plays a leading judicial role and wherever th 310 
serious mmonwu dispute or mmpnwu desecration he qq6 IS 3 
adjudicate. What is characteristic of his ekwuru is that its initiates 
are generally mature men, most of them elderly, and none less 
than forty years of age. Moreover his ekwuru is most unconven­
tional because he descends, as they say, into the spirit world not 
in a playhouse but in an ajoohia (bad bush). Called ekwu ama 
oju (he who talks and strikes the staff of authority on the ground), 
when on the stage, he exudes power and awe and he has a func­
tionary who carries the oju and thrusts it into the ground for him. 
Such an oju carrier is as a rule not less than fifty years of age. Ikwe 
is reputed to have one leg, one hand and half a head and he goes 
about with bees that inhabit one part of his head from where he 
sends them to visit his foes.1 0
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Akakpommuo and acts of enchantment
Like ezemmuo and dimkpammuo some akakpo have been noted 
for acts of wonder, for example, Agbatazobaeze Igbofunanya 
(153) is reputed to be very fierce and fond of igba ogwu (use of 
charms) and Ojiisietiwaakc (23), like his parent El<wensu, is 
known to be very powerful and, true to his name, breaks gates 
with his forehead. Like Mbanaso (44) he often carries a little axe 
and is extremely active. Also, Omeninyo Ezekwereobi (25) as the 
name implies is characterised by sudden appearances and disappea­
rances.

Apart from performing miraculous feats, some akakpommuo 
have peculiar characteristics, for instance, Igboenweaku (155) 
is noted for his wretched appearance symbolising the poverty of 
the common man and bringing out dramatically the meaning 
of the name "people have no wealth." Also, Egbedum (90), 
Akpasuoahu (93) and Agudiegwu (94) are all known for their 
shortness and their chasing tendencies and are respectively 
believed to be destructive, noted for maintaining order and peace 
and famous for throwing missiles at people.

It should be borne in mind that the masks whose names are 
given above — the ezemmuo, the dimkpammuo and the akakpo­
mmuo — are by no means the only powerful mmonwu characters 
in the area under study. There are several other celebrated masks 
whose names have not been mentioned and whose characteristics 
have not been recorded. But the particular cases we have thus 
far discussed have perhaps given us some insight into the nature 
of the different categories of mm^wu.

The Character of the Agboghommuo

The agboghommuo is not generally noted for any role other 
than the purely aesthetic one. She appears, as a general rule, only 
on very important dramatic occasions and for very brief moments. 
As has been said she never moves about alone; she is always looked 
after and taken care of by the other mmonwu personae. Perhaps

unscathed. Noted for his atuonu (onuatu), egbeaka and directing 
bees to a rival or to an offender is Akpasuoanu Mbanurude (139) 
whereas Mbanaso Ezenagu (44) better known'as mmuo otu aka 
(one-armed spirit) is famed for his ability to emit smoke from his 
head and to cause a tree to dry up. Legend has it that he is the 
spirit of a person killed by a lion, the body having been recovered 
only after the lion had consumed one of the arms. Mbanaso is 
known for carrying fighting impements such as a small axe and a 
cutlass on his one arm.
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+ characterized by her lithesome movemn 
agboghommuo is mos T.efuL if quick, dance steps. She hard|t'

Sher than verbal. She concentrates attention on herself and 
never fails to draw and hold the attention of both the audience 
and the actors whenever she is in the arena As a capricious, 
skittish, even at times vain female character the mmonwu 
nwaanyi shuttles between the open stage and the ekwuru.

All the informants interviewed during the fieldwork agree that 
the main function of the agboghommuo is to entertain the 

. audience with the display of various dance patterns and to add 
more grace and beauty to the mmonwu show. The agboghommuo 
hardly ever gives chase to spectators and it is a rare occurrence 
when this happens and thus the Igbo use the expression: "ebe 
agboghommuo na-achu ka akakpo (where the maiden mask gives 
chase’ like the dwarf mask)” to indicate an excitingly unique 

incident.
Despite the fact that the maiden mask does not pursue 

spectators, she stimulates other forms of activity like, as we have 
seen, the attention paid to her by the other performing masks and 
the display of okuku, a symbolic, decorative mmonwu gourd 
which, as a rule, is only displayed as a kind of mace before the 
ezemmuo whenever the mmonwu nwaanyi takes part in a play. 
And, as a matter of fact, whenever the maiden mask is present in 
the arena the full awe of mmonwu display is realised

The Charactistic Roles of Different Mmonwu Categories
ProvidingVspectac^?and Chara^ters perform a similar function in 
the main role of the ezemm^'09 activity but specifically, while 
by the magic of words ‘S P°et,C' providin9 entertainment 
philosophy of life, the f 9!Vlng interPretation to the Igbo 
dimkpammuo and the ak .Unct,ons °f the agboghommuo, the 
the ezemmuo is on the3/^™™^ are action-oriented. When 
mmonwu mentioned above V96' tlae otber three categories of 
t0 say that they are all dumh^ m°re seen than heard. This is not 
individually communicate the Performance for they can 

members of the audience and her amon9 themselves or with 
mi iate the dramatic chase tbem c°uld intone chants or

hat 't means, in fact, is that the
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ezemmuo is the supreme head and the sole director of the 
performance and the other actors are subservient to him.

Perhaps to illustrate more fully the respective character of 
each of the mmonwu categories it may be useful to give below 
some examples of what respondents regard as the general charac­
teristics of some mmonwu personae known to them.

In Ekwuru 148 for example, the ezemmuo, Ezebude, who 
is noted for chanting and dancing has abundance of tassels (oza 
ebule). Of the two dimkpammuo in this ekwuru Anufproudensi, 
an awful mask, emits smoke from his head when danger awaits 
him, while Ogunaede makes peace in the society. The akakpo­
mmuo, Isikoroebu, in addition to his dramatic function, sees to 
the communal sanitation, ensuring that the women keep the 
village paths clean. And finally, in this ekwuru, the agboghommuo, 
Nwaulari is famous for her dancing skill.

In Ekwuru 90, the ezemmuo, Udekwereze is described as 
beautiful in nature, a good musician and dancer while Igboanu, the 
dimkpammuo is said to be a very fearless and radical spirit. 
Egbedum, one of the two akakpommuo, we are told, is short and 
destructive and Agueze, the second akakpo, is also short, a clever 
chaser and a guard to Udekwereze, the ezemmuo. Ucheegojiigbo, 
the agboghommuo, is described as a beautiful-looking woman and 
a dancer.

Also, in Ekwuru 164, Obiaozuma, the ezemmuo, we are told, 
performs miracles such as causing trees to dry up. His dimkpa­
mmuo, Udeebube, sings and dances while the second dimkpa­
mmuo, Odiadighimma, who has one arm is said to run faster than 
other masks. The akakpommuo. Omewubuogu, is characterised 
by going about with a wooden spoon and’ Ekuruekwe, the 
agboghommuo dances.

Name as index to mmonwu character
Much of the character of the mmonwu personae is revealed or 
implied in their names and titles. Their stature, bearing, behaviour, 
and so on, can be deduced from their names, and, in this respect, 
the Igbo are perhaps not much different from the Indo-Europeans 
who originally used only one name, generally a compound name 
which mirrored,

the boastful, warlike, extrovert character of conquerors. Thus one 
finds Germanic Herbert "shining in the army”, Wille-helm, "whose 
will is helmet". Gunde-bald, "bold in battle" ... Russian Vladimir, 
"dominator of the world" and Gallic Dumno—rix, "king of 
the world."11

Similarly, Gbadamosi and Beier have remarked that among the 
Yoruba the name has great significance,
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acquire more and more during the course

°' Thes^lgfboIS"natal"bnOTes are usually pet and familiar names 

used informally by friends and relatives, though many people 
adopfrthem today as surnames owing to Christian influence. I hey 
are usually names of endearment used by mothers to address their 
sons and daughters. It ought to be pointed out that apar£ irom 
ejirimu names there are others that derive from othei circum­
stances of birth such as primogeniture and physical characteristics. 
Thus, a first male child is called Qkpara and a first female child 
Ada; a fair-complexioned female child may be called Mgbocha, a 
fair-complexioned male, Nwokocha; a dark-complexioned male, 
Okoronji (Okoroji, Okonji) and twins, Ejima.

About the eighth day, a new born child gets his second name 
known as aha aguragu or abaraba (name given). This is usually 
given by the parents or grandparents, though anybody could 
suggest a name. Every name has its significance and often expres­
ses the thoughts, reflection or philosophy of life of the parents. It 
may imply or verbalize gratitude or petition to and praise or 
criticism of God, spirits, kith and kin, self or the society. For 
example, a man who feels he has enemies and critics may call his 
son Qnypha. that is, the shortened form of Onu oha egbuna m (let 
not the voice of the people kill me). The man who wishes to thank

,8 son calls ,he child Chukwuemeka (God- 
has done a great thing).

In addition to the birth name and the given name the labo 
t”S PTnai name' not a ™ HeTcq ires 

XXXnX'eX aen,erVdUJth00d- " is 8 ”raise manifest his own attributes t th by the individual t0 make 
aha azaraza (a name taken or choKn't T"*5' ” * kn°Wn- ** 
this new name also ralkd Josen/- As soon as one 'acquires 
would begin to address him bvft^n "9me °f salutation) Pe°Ple 
of address. Before itattaches tn * beCOmes his formai name 
be realised that at first it wnuiri h’m permanently, for it should 

compete with the first and second
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That which we call a Snob, by any other name would still be 
snobbish.

The Players 

names, he may resort to telling those who mistakenly call him 
by his earlier names to address him by his new name.

Included in this category of chosen names are those names 
taken during initiation into cults and traditional societies. Thus 
aha ozb, aha Ele, aha ebiri and aha egwu are names chosen by 
individuals when they are initiated into Ozo, Ele, age-set and 
dance societies respectively. These are in general praise epithets, 
for example, Nnabuenyi (father is elephant), Nnanyereugo (father 
has given the eagle), Ugochukwu (God's eagle), Nnanaemere 
(father achieves for). Other chosen names include Ogbuehi, the 
praise name for one who has killed a cow, Ogbuagu, killer of lion.

To the Igbo as to most Africans, names are more than mere 
labels for identifying individual persons and things, for to them, 
considerable religious significance attaches to names. They there­
fore regard names as sacred symbols or even forces that signify 
the essence of persons and things.

What's in a name? That which we call a rose by any other name 
would smell as sweet,

says Shakespeare through the mouth of Juliet, and echoing 
Shakespeare, Thackeray in his Book of Snobs, writes:

The Igbo would tend to think that there is something in a 
name, for, like the Bantu they believe that a person's name tends 
to denote his spiritual powers" and thus is "a vital part of him" 
which should be guarded as are his hair, his nail parings, or pieces 
of his garments, possession of which, by another, would put him 
«n the possessor's power." 13 Thus before an Igbo father gives a 
name to his child he first thinks of the implication of the name. 
There is a feeling that a child turns out to be a fulfilment of his 
name. People feel a child named Dike might grow into a fighter 
On the other hand a child called Ngozi would be expected to bring 
blessing, and the one called Obioma to be meek and humble of 
heart.

This Igbo onomastic philosophy, as would be expected, 
applies to mmonwu characterisation. In general, each of the 
four categories of mmonwu has characteristic names pertaining 
to members of the category. Characters in the ezemmuo category 
assume kingly and mighty names, dimkpammuo personae are 
given heroic and dynamic names while akakpo characters have 
militant names and the female masks are known by dear and 
graceful names.
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AH chief masks, for example havette

ruler! whether this tite occu Ezeigbonaekwu Conversely
£! could he addled simphr as Mbakw. ir. wb^ 

^gX’Xi'gVty beings whose, g— Is emphasized 

X^s= ^:r?^efandX 
implies a rhetorical question, "has not my fame (as King) been 
heard?" The meanings of other ezemmuq names are.

lame befits 3 king: SjXht fd'spuS)'
ttt"uTX'i^e^'ffi®' <™eTking; pS “4PUX 

comes ^nd overshadows'all; Udeebube the fame of awe; W/«/de 
Igbo (humanity) holds fame; Mbanude (Mbanurude), the nations 
have heard (my) fame; tgbokwe, Igbo (humanity) acknowledges 
(that I am the greatest); Udumnehi.tbe report of my fame spreads;
Ezejiofo, king holds the staff of authority;

Ezeokpudo, king that overshadows; Egwurugwu, the rainbow; 
Onyirimba, who is too tough for the nations; Obinasp, others 
are afraid of; Ezenagu, kingship is desirable; Otigharao fo, the final 
arbiter, judge of judges; Ezechoroudo, king who wants peace; 
Ojiewuru; the iroko (colossus) stands, Ezekaude, king is mightier 
than fame;and Udekaeze, fame is mightier than king.

From the above names the character of each ezemmup 
emerges, and in general, it would appear that the emphasis is on 
fame. And as fame is achieved either through a show of wealth or 
through miraculous deeds, the masks with the "ude" appellation 
would be expected to be elegantly costumed, oracular in their 
utterances or potent in their actions. The relationship between 
ude (fame) and eze (king) is intriguing: depending on one's point 
of view, fame befits a king, fame is king, king is fame, culminating 
in the apparent paradox - "king is mightier than fame" and "fame 
IS mightier than king . What is meant is that both ude and eze 
arkinomw±TfrV and inSeParable' Th0Se wh° cannot ima9'ne 
who dec™° 2T namn thueir ezemm^ Udekaeze and those 
a khSK™ Ca l„their ezem™9 Ezekaude. In effect, 
a kmg Without fame ,s not king and fame without a basis is not

of authority, power, reverence, respett Jn^n~ 
names depict the respect accorded to th I pnmo9eniture- These 
On the other hand, the name Egwurugwu eT0™ them' 
and is as symbolic of wealth as th a rfink connotes the beautiful 
legitimacy, non-osu nediqree in thP inhnb°W' The 'mP°rtance of

e 'Ado social order is reflected
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in the names with the obi affix. Ezegborogu, Ezechoroudo and 
such-like names characterise those ezemmuo who are primarily 
peace-makers.

Names given to dimkpammuo also are indicative of their 
character as an examination of the names of the dimkpammuo 
given above would clarify. Consider, for example:

Anyforoudensi, has the report of poison not been heard? Ezepguru, 
harmattan; Omesu, who provokes; Onyekwuruje, who would ever 
rival (him)? Iwuobodo, community law; Ikezuagu if strenght meets 
lion, and Mbanaso, nations fear (him)

and it will be seen that these names are intended to foreshadow 
the characters of the masks bearing them. Indeed, Mbanaso, (44) 
literally meaning the nations fear or dread, is in reality feared by 
all, and when he is on the stage the audience is spell-bound. 
Uguru, meaning harmattan, has the titular appellation of “eze” 

prefixed to his name indicating that a dimkpammuo could be 
given a title name. Thus it is not only the ezemmuo in the ekwuru 
who could have the "eze” appellation. Dimkpammuo, for 
example, Ezeuguru, given above, and Ezegborogu (19) could have 
eze affixed to their names as well. This, of course, conforms 
to the Igbo egalitarian practice of not restricting title-taking to 
heads of families but of making it open to all deserving members 
of the community, fathers and sons alike, who are "sons of the 
soil” and can afford to perform the ceremony. The point then is 
that not all mmonwu with the eze title are ezemmuo and in this 
context "eze", in fact, means ukwu (great) and not isi (head or 
chief).

The names of the akakpommuo also depict their character as 
can be seen from the meanings of the following:

Agbatazobaeze, let the nations struggle for kingship; Igboenweaku, 
the masses never have wealth; Egbedum, gun's boom; Akpasuoanu, 
If the bee is provoked; Agydiegwu, the terrible leopard„Omer\\ny o, 
one who surprises; and Ojiisietiwaako, who with the head breaks 
the gate.

As has earlier been explained, the character of Igboenweaku, 
a name symbolisng the poverty of the masses, is implied in the 
name, so that, on hearing the name one would visualise a 
character that embodies want, raggedness, and of course, anger 
and strife. Similarly, Ojiisietiwaako, Agudiegwu, and others, 
provoke images of aggression and destruction.

Names of agboghommuo, on the other hand, characterise 
them as symbols of beauty, attraction and grace, pageantry 
and high value, as the following names already given would 
illustrate:
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cor. reived m the costuming of this category of rnm 5 
the general belief that an expensive thing is generally precT’*

- efo (money) and «/<u (wealth) feature in the names^i 
py/uxrirriuo and consequently the term is used in naming them

a beautiful thing necessarily acquires fame the concept 
.de” (fame) recurs in the names of agbqghommuq. The mask 

n^neo yzumrria, for example, evokes images of alluring beauty, a 
/?auty that generates such loud admiration anci ovation that 
V/ectaVjrs are deaf to other sounds.

It e significance that the Igbo attach to personal names is 
v erefore reflected in mmonwu characterisation and thus, on 
Hearing the name of an mmonwu, one could fairly say not only to 

category of mmonwu the one mentionec belongs, despite the 
l-i' i ili.ii al times the ezemmuq and the dim pammuq bear similar 

•imiri, hili also his or her general character.
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in those days (the early decades of the century) themmarigo 
players, like the okuigba, were generally elegantly costumed. Each

akaghi aka anaghi eje ogu otukpukpokpo” (the bird with the soft 
head does not engage in a woodpecker's fight) was a saying often 
applied to the okuigba of old when charms were used by rival 
performing groups to demonstrate their relative strength and when 
Igbo society was plagued by the fear of medicine or the fame of 
poison (ude nsi). In those days the okuigba actor during normal 
performances wore costumes that depicted him as a warrior — 
thick hand woven cloth girded round the loins and silken bands 
slung across the shoulders with velveteen head-dresses. Some 
of them carried igba (from which they derived their name, okujgba 
— beater of igba) a type of kettle drum, which they beat while 
others danced.

During major or festive performances they were elaborately 
costumed in abada or jooji skirts or multi-coloured strips of velvet 
material callecTJpa.

Today the concept of the okmgba has greatly changed and he 
is primarily seen as an artiste and not mainly a psychological 
warrior. Now his costume, usually designed in each ekwuru 
to enhance the mmonwu spectacle, depicts him as an illustrious 
son of a wealthy and all-powerful father. The okuigba can now be 
conceived as the nearest characters to the mmonwu personae 
and as mmonwu disciples they could easily identify with -the 
masks. There is indeed a saying that "ihe mmonwu mere, okuigba 
nwere ike ime ya” (what mmonwu does, the okyigba can do). 
During an mmonwu performance the okuigba sees himself not as 
real Okeke or Okorie but as an actor who impersonates the role of 
a disciple of a spiritual household, the ekwuru, and plays the part 
as iong as they play lasts, after which he becomes once more-his 
real self.

Another group or performers in an mmonwy play are the 
mmarigo who used to consist of unmarried maidens and betrothed 
girls who were still living in their maiden homes and who had not 
finally gone to live with their husbands. The qualification, "who 
had not finally gone to live with their husbands” is an important 
one because in the past a girl ceased to be a maiden only when she 
had gone to settle in her husband's place (iia obi) by which time 
she would be exptected shortly to become a mother and thus an 
obuakwa (carrier, i.e., wearer of cloth). This term “obuakwa” in 
itself has cultural significance because it indicates that in the past 
only women were expected to be fully clothed, nudity being then 
a sign of freshness and innocence.
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actress, as we will see below,14 strove to achieve aestheti 
through bodily decorations — elegant hair-do, application 
paints, namely, uri, agaru, nkisiala, uhie, edo, atanjele 
costumes consisting of colourful cloths stylishly tied roi °' 
wrists,ankles, the neck, arms and waist. ng

Now due to cultural changes arising from Christian influ 
and modern education, it has not been possible or even d 
for the original mmarigo idea to remain unchanged. The Chr ^1® 
missionaries have been largely instrumental to the great chann^ 
the mmarigo concept for they saw the structure as a challena n 
some of their youth movements such as the Catholic Mary Leao*0 
(Otu Mmeri) and Legion of Mary, the Anglican Youth Fellow^?6 
etc. Thus they (especially the Catholic authorities) barred th' 
Christian girls from taking part in the mmonwu play with th' 
threat of refusing them "holy communion".

But with the increasing independence of the church today 
interested girls are no longer prevented through intimidation 
from taking part in mmonwu plays. And yet many girls, because 
they are in schools, and other insititutions, cannot actively take 
part in mmpnwy displays. Consequently married women can now 
become members of the Mmarigo group and in some dramatic 
groups it is even possible for the mmarigo to be made up exclusive­
ly of married women.

Just as the okuigba or otijgba are conceived as the male 
disciples of mmonwy so also are the mmarigo regarded as the 
daughters of the ekwuru, the unspoilt, obedient and truthful 
daughters of mmpnwu, well brought up in the mores of the 
community. They are indeed the "mmonwu virgins" who symbo­
lize the incomparable beauty and purity of’nature for in the past 
their education included what one could term orientation into 
mmonwy love", a unique form of platonic love in which both 

sexes interacted with each other without being sexually intimate, 
in which the virgin saw her male partner as a surrogate for the 
ancestral spirits and the young man saw his female love as the 
queen^agboghommuo. The mmonwu lovers could sleep together 
but were not permitted sexual indulgence. It was a strict education 
in moral control, an education imparted without the promiscuity 
generally associated with some modern theories of sex education. 
There were occasional stories of mmonwu lovers' intemperance, 
uut so are reports of some Catholic priests abusing the con­
fessional, and m any case, it was said that mmonwu invariabY. 
found out those who abused his "spiritic" love and meted out - 
punishment as would oeter potential abusers.
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The Playeis

The mmarigo concept has great moral influence in the 
community for not only does it inculcate in the maidens sound 
moral principles but also provides the society with the means, 
satirical means, of controlling itself morally. Verses, satirising such 
social phenomena as profligacy, gossip and theft, are often 
chanted by the mmarigo with the main objective of mending 
the society. For instance, in three traditional mmarigo verses, 
"Ezikeobiaku", "Qcha Nwamiriagu" and "Osukwu Tughgriba",15 
the mmarigo satirise Ezikeobiaku and his family for tlaeirsquander- 
mania, Nwamiriagu for her gossip, and an unnamed protagonist for 
stealing cassava in a hill-side farm, in that order and through 
these victims, individuals in the society are admonished to avoid 
evil and do good.

Directors and Producers

The spiritual head of each ekwuru is the ezemmuo (chief mask) 
but the real or executive head is the akatakpo or Qtaala. Although 
the ekwuru comprising all the members of a particular mmonwu 
group, has a collective responsibility, it is the akatakpo who is 
ultimately responsible for the acts of the mmonwu in his ekwuru 
and has the final say in such matters as the occasion for the 
emergence of mmQnwu from the ekwuru, the schedule for 
mmonwu plays and initiations, the type of mmgnwu play to 
be staged and so on. He could, for example, prevent mmonwu 
from answering in the ekwuru and more than anybody else in the 
group he is expected to be versed in the lore of mmonwu for he 
is not only the chief administrator of the group but also the 
director and often producer of mmonwu plays. In most cases 
the office of the akatakpo is elective in the first instance and 
thereafter hereditary. This means that a group that wishes to 
establish an ekwuru appoints one of its members as the first 
akatakpo for life and when this akatakpo dies his heir succeeds 
him as the new akatakpo for the group. In some drama areas 
such as in Azia the eldest man in the ekwuru assumes the post. 
Early in the history of ekwuru formation, dramatic groups tended 
to appoint, as akatakpo, a lonely man, often an elderly bachelor 
in whose custody the mmonwu secret was expected to be secure 
and who could devote most of his energies to the development of 
the mmonwu tradition. As time went on the power of the 
akatakpo" grew so enormously that today the post is generally 
held by highly respected citizens as the list of akatakpo given 
in the Appendix shows.

The sacred palm frond carrier or waver (opiapmu) who directs 
the movement of the mmonwu character, is a very important
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character in an mmonwu performance as we win See 
chapter When he wishes the mmonwu to move forward 
the omu on the ground and wouldIsav Nna m uzo wa^S
may* be* interpreted freely as Father, the way is clear" an.hlch 
mask moves foreward. If he wishes to check the advance of }he 
mmonwu character, he places the omy against the ground in 
front of the mmonwu and says estne:, Nna m omu e 
"Nna m iyi di ya" or Nna m agbo d! Y3 (MV father’ thZ 
sxred palm leaf, my father, there is nver, or father, there ;S 
sacred barrier) and mmonwu, as a rule, does not cross such a 
metaphysical barrier. . . .

The main objective of 1he opiaomu in sounding such a note of 
warning to a performing mask is to chec< the masks advance 
For instance, if the mmonwu is giving chase to uninitiated 
members the most effective way of stopping him would be by 
using the omu in the way indicated. If the mmonwy action is 
taking place along the road, uninitiateo persons can hardly ever 
pass without the aid of an initiated member, and here the opiaomu 
may use his sacred frond in confining mmonwu to a corner while 
the trembling uninitiate is conducted across to safety.

The act of ipia omu performed by the akatakpo or any other 
initiated player‘is often regarded as dramatically hazardous 
because it is held that it is most risky to restrain a powerful 
spirit It is, however, stimulating to watch the op iaomu's efforts 
to hold the mask in check without physical contact, that is, without 
getting near to the mmonwu, not to talk of touching him. The 
opiaomu feints around with the omu, knowing when to give the 
sign for movement and for halt,’ whe- to restrain and when to 
allow, for, in spite of the fact that he has the sacred omu, a 
symbol that restrains mmonwy, the opiaomu still has to retreat 
from mmpnwy for there is the saying that "mmpnwu abughi 
nwanne mmadu" (mmonwu is not anybody's relation). The awe 
inherent in the mmonwy personae is expressed in the statement, 

nwata burn mmonwu uzo o gbagburu onwe ya n'oso" (a child 
who goes before mmonwu destroys himself running).

The interpreter (akiriakj), translates normal jgbo into 

hteZ 9Ua9e and ViCG Versa‘ He co^d use nis initi*tiVe £ 
S ’ an'd Utteran“ that appears to him
X*~ and ""JWi is characterised by ambiguity, anbi- 
fcloth that XVOCat'°n' f°r he is praised ogodo i^ahamighara 
X? Xm ,h'S Way.and ** way), mma ihu naabo 
Inaputa mmonm ,amyrnaiswe (lightning) that is unpredictab «■ 
a difficult and ri< llnterPreting mmonwy language? isinde-■ 

and risky undertaking that demands a great deal &
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The Eze of a city-state places his two feet on the ancestral ofo or piously 
holds it in his hands, makes the pronoucement (purported’to be coming 
from the ancestors with Chukwu's attention, direction and sanction) to 
the Constitutional Deity and all the elders with their Ofo each represent­
ing the ancestors of the segmentary units, reply in unison lha, |ha, 
E-O-Oh, lha (let it be, let it be, we all agree, so let it be). From that time 
onward any violation is considered as imeru Ala (violation of the 
constitution J 6

Thus when mmonwu is acting in his capacity as a law-giver and 
judge his otipfo strikes the ofo mmonwu on lhe ground as a sign 
that the final ruling on an issue has been given.

The dramatic function of the okwaekwe; (the ekwe drummer) 
and the okwaodu (the horn-player) will be discused in the next 
chapter, their art is acquired after a long period of apprenticeship

presence of mind because of the unpredictability of themmonwu 
character. It is not uncommon for a performing mask to 
embarrass, on the open stage, an interpreter who has made what 
he regards as a faulty rendering of his utterance. An astute inter­
preter would endeavour to avoid such awkward situations but if 
unavoidably they arise he would promptly give what the mmonwu 
would accept as the right interpretation. In an ekwuru it is 
possible for more than one person to know the art of interpreting 
so that when the official interpreter is not available any othei 
person could perform his function.

One of the occasional characters during mmonwu perfor­
mances is the obuokuku (carrier of the okuku). He is occasional 
because he appears only whenever the mmonwu nwaanyi takes 
part in an mmonwu show and this is not always, in other words, 
the agbgghommuq may appear without the obuokuku appearing. 
The okuku is a symbolic, decorative gourd which is paraded by the 
obuokuku as a kind of emblem or mace before the ezemmuo. 
In the oast it used to be the symbol of the “medicinal" power 
of the ezemmuo and represented so to speak, the sovereignty of 
the ekwuru just as the oda signified the throne. Now the okuku 
may be regarded as the theatrical insignia. The obuokuku, like 
the other human actors and actresses, is often gaily costumed. 
He carries the okuku carefully in both handsand glides gracefully 
through the arena. He moves in front of the ezemmuo and from 
the ekwuru into the obom and back. He parades the heraldic 
symbol before the audience to impress them with the authority 
and dignity of the ezemmuo and in this way contributes to the 
appeal of mmonwu drama.

Related to the obuokuku is the otiofp (ofo staff striker). 
He acts when mmonwu performs a judicial role. The relationship 
between ofo, justice and authority has been illustrated by E.N. 
Njaka in the following statement:
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Other Unseen Actors

blocks the entrance to the Udide Chamber) and the ochiakpa- 
mmonwu the carrier e '-namoer/ ana ure ,

The Invisible Characters
Apart from the performers who appear on the stage there are 

others who form what one may regard as the invisible characters 
of the ekwuru. The most important of these unseen characters 
is probably the Udide (Spider) who symbolises the supreme artist 
and is mythologized as a creative being living underground in the 
ekwuru. He is said to create mmonwu figures from raffia straw 
and this is why he has been given the name of Udide (Spider) 
a being that in Igbo mythology has the power of gathering 
together fragments of any object and creating them into a new 
object. Indeed the name "spider” in Igbo myth is as synonymous 
with creativity as "tortoise” is with cunning, and thus the people 
talk of Udide Okwanka” (Spider the Artist). As Udide is best 
seen in relation to the creation of the mmonwu figure, his artistic 
function will be further discussed in the chapter dealing with 
mmonwu spectable.

AD^T^nofthdgbo

^the"’"" XroHI- 
9K\saodu. Wher arate committees and into these thi? f< 
themselves into P wjsh tQ )earn how y
mtBfesied osy wy of ptaying both the ek * ,
instruments. n th. V kwe and the okwaodu of nd^

form
are pan ’ Amu orchestra and chorus. y biregarded as the mmonwu orcnesi

It should be pointed out that t is aspect of mmOnWll 
structure, although useful in the achievement of 
aesthetic effect, is not indispensable to the production <4 
mmonwu plays, for there could be mmonwu performance with 
out the orchestra and chorus, that is without the otiigba, the 
okwaekwe and the okwaodu. Nonetheless, this musical aspect of 
mmonwu dramatization has plenty of scope .or further develop- 
ment and modernization.
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Ibid., Ekwuru 25, 28, 29 and 37.3
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Notes:

See Ekwuru Ezewuru (100), in .List of Mnwnwu Cnaracters in 8 selected
Theatres in the Appendix, p. 207

Ibid., Ekwuru 70, 72 and 73.

Traditional praise verse recited by Ugonna Ezenwaka.

During an interview with Raphael Okwe of Ihioma, one elderly participant told of 
what happened once, in the 1920s, when his mmpnwu went to Uruala Ezeagu to 
compete with the Ebuebu mask in a show of "medicinal" strength at the invitation 
of the leader of the town. Chief Okosisi. On the way to the show their mmonwu 
caused a cyclist to fall off his bicycle possibly to his death merely by pointing a 
finger at him because the cyclist defiantly tried to ride past the mmonwu after 
he had been warned not to do so. At the contest itself the mmonwu reportedly 
set a tall palm tree ablaze in the same manner, that is, by pointing at it. In the 
end, the mmonwu overpowered Ebuebu. Okosisi and his people therefore 
"married" mmonwu and so established their own ekwuru.

Tie Play (Jroup
All these players -- seen and unseen - form the play group 

which is also known as the ekwuru. Thus, apart from being a 
physical building for the production of plays, the ekwuru is a 
system embracing all the members (umunkwu). of a playhouse 
with the akat.aKpo as the executive head.

Members of each play group could act as individual members 
of that group or as members of sub-groups within the group, 
that is, as members of what may be called ekwunj committees 
to which members could belong by paying some fee usually 
consisting of some litres of palm wine. 1 7 At first these committees 
probably were offices occupied by individual members but as time 

went on the individual functionaries admitted other interested 
members into these offices thus turning them into committees. 
Ngaduogu (the foremost in battle, vanguard) and Ojeeme (he 
who acts), for instance, were at first functions performed by 
individual members but later on, in most ekwuru in Ihitenansa and 
Amaruru, they were turned into committees to which important 
members of the ekwuru are admitted if found worthy. In some 
ekwuru these committeesare known as qzo mmonwu (mmonwu 
title). Members of these committees generally advise the akatakpo 
in the over-all administration of ekwuru affairs.

As we have seen in this chapter the players involved in the 
presentation of mmonwu play are many and varied: different 
categories of masked figures, male and female singers and dancers, 
players of musical instruments, and the producers seen and 
unseen. All these play their individual roles to achieve the ultimate 
mmonwu dramatic effect as will be shown in the next chapter 
dealing with the mmonwu performance.
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eparatory
ie date and time of performance is agreed upon by the perform- 
g company in their ekwuru and a public announcement is made, 
the past this was by word of mouth, but in recent times modern 
vertising techniques, for example, handbills, posters and press 
mouncements, have been employed as well. The announcement 
ten creates excitement within the community and generates 
scussions of mmonwu lore and mmpnwu myths. While 
eculations regarding what spectacle to expect spread through 
e society, the genealogy of the ekwuru producing the play 
ould be recounted and the character of each participating mask,

2 performance of mmonwu plays is based on the tradition 
lhe oral text. An oral text implies the unwritten, more or less 
ndard version of a hereditary tale, praise song or chant which, 
general,members of the community can recite without much 
ficulty and reproduce in the same way as literate people read 
recite a novel, a poem or the text of a play.5 However, in the 
mentation of mmonwu plays, neither the series of actions nor 
? texts of the poetic utterances follow the same sequence 
:h time the plays are repeated because of the oral nature of 
i tradition and the rather episodic form of Igbo literature.2 
erefore, each mmonwu performance could be regarded as a 
ique experience hardly ever to be repeated.

Nonetheless there are characteristic features underlying all 
nonwu plays. These include the practices and rehearsals in
3 ekwuru, the construction of the needed sets, the various 
corations of the obom, and the actual presentation of the play 
/olving masked and non-masked actors. Futhermore, in this 
apter, two illustrations of normal mmonwu plays — texts

recorded mmpnwu plays — would be given, and specialised 
rms of mmonwu play examined.
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- the past and what has been done tn • 
what it has doneH of the appearance of each '*•'
be discussed. Ind ■ we||.known in the community an">% 
character are gen V discuss the character of P^p|e 
discuss them as bterary w tation and Ha,„let «
Brutus. This period I a time the day of
display draws nea sentation of the play, preparationsai

Before .he maximum theatrical effect are mado -airned

-Xating and costuming of players who also hold regu,ar 
prices and rehearsals. The setting of the obom involves* 
Waning and sweeping of the arena, the decoration of the ekwurj 
"and the construction of fences, stands, enclosures and seats where 
necessary. The human members of the play group prepare them- 
se ,=s for the performance by the application or elaborate make­
up the female players in their hair-do, their uri, 3 agaru and 
r.kisiala body paints and uhie and edo ointments.4

In the past the men were not averse to the application of 
almost the same make-up as the maidens to tne extent that some 
of the okuigba wore jigida (waist beads) as the mmarigo. Today, 
however, new forms of costumes are designed and new make-up 
techniques introduced. As part of the general preparations the 
U Jide makes sure that the figures, of the masks are in good order, 
all the players have constant rehearsals both formally in the 
ekwuru and the uloqmy and informally in their homes.

The pkwaekwe (player of the slit wooden drum) and the 
pkwaodu (the horn player) practise constantly on the ekwe 
and the odu 6 which are essential mmonwu musical instruments 
and which often herald the day of the mmonwu performance. 
On the morning of the day,’the familiar sounds of ekwe and odu 
put members of the community in the mmonwu mood and invite 
and indeed urge them to the obom An artist who performs a 
similar function of inviting participants to the theatre is the 
pkwamkpukpq (ululator), a purely verbal artist, and he too at this 
anTteau^ MIS proclaiming the authority, power, serenity

-sSBr——V associated with the mmonwu character.

But itTuTuat uke B|ace at #ny. :'f. ri
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Fig. 8
Igba (membraneous drum)

Fig. 9 
Ek we

Fig- W
Odu

F,9-12
J Okuku
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the show unavoidably takes place in the afternoon heat, spectators 
may take shelter under trees available in some theatres. Where 
shelter is not provided either by trees or specially constructed 
sheds the spectators will defy the heat in order to watch the per­
formance. In any case, since participants in an mmonwu show 
traditionally move around, the heat hardly becomes unbearable; 
in witnessing^mmgnwu the spectators do not stand on a spot for 
a long time but are ever mobile, thus the saying “a naghi ano otu 
ebe ekiri mmonwu.” (one does not stay at a spot to witness 
mmonwu)., However, this practice is gradually changing with the 
change in the concept of the mmonwu theatre and in the 
psychology of the audience.

zz
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Presentation of Play 
r i/when one or more players,Mm9nwu performance open, wh perform faefore 

masked or not masked enter the ob Mmonwu
audience any episode of *e mmonw. •_ R
may be described as the sum total of chasing tators.
dancing, acrobatic displaying, story 
spell-binding, and so on - which actors in e mmgn^vy 
perform on the mmonwu stage to ente am n ii 
audience and effect in them, through fear an spec ac e, a re 
tion of tensions, and develop in them moral rortiWde and loyalty 
toward collective authority. The action is not, . ere ore, as 
been emphasised, one long plot or story but an under-curren 
mythos which links the present world oi the living wi 
invisible world of the dead. It is made up of a number of episodes 
unified by the where and the when and may be saio to consist oi 
the happenings in the day to day existence of a character w , 
concretized in mask, re-enacts the complex drama of igbo Tami y 
and social life.
(a) Opening Acts

It has been stated that mmonwu presentation doesnot follow 
a set parttern yet it is usual that after the spectators have settle 
down in their places around the central staging area the following 
opening scenes (and sometimes, behind the scene activities) are 
enacted, though not necessarily in the same order:

(i) From their ulogmu the mmarigo would begin chanting 
these or other mmonwu verses:

Mmarigo: limy ereere welitebe gkpa 
Welitebe okpa, na any[ ga-eje Oru. 
Umu mmarigo welitebe gkpa, 
Welitebe gkpa na anyi ga-eje Oru. 
Ebe Oru na-ekwo akw\ 
Na-agba atutukgrg 
Umu ereere welitebe okpa 
Ma ogbodi amaghi ya.’ 
Ma ogbodi mara akwa 
0 maghi ihe e Jiri kwo akwa 
Ugerumba, eze, 
Nna ya na-ekwu ama oju 
N'iro mmonwu.

Maidens, hurry up
up for we will go to Oru 

Maidens, hurry up
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Hurry up for we will go to Oru;
Where Oru weaves cloth
And sews together —
Maidens, hurry up
For the non-initiate knows it not.
Even if the non-initiate knows the cloth
He knows not the material with which 

the cloth is made.
Ugerumba, king,
Whose father legislates and implants 

the iron staff
In the mmqnwu arena.

i was going where I was going,
And came where parrot and eagle had 

dispute;

Nga m na-eje nga m na-eje 
Jere puta ebe iche na ugo yiri okpe; 
I hula iche ebere, ugo ebbre.
Iche ebb re n'oji juq, m onye mu m, 
Ugo ebb re n'oji juo m onye mu m 
Ajuo m ugo si, "onye mu gi?" 
Ajqo m iche si, "onye mu gi?" 
Anyi aruba aba rukata, 
Anyi ary kata rtij in egbe toba. 
Anyi arukata rujiri mma toba. 
j hula iche eburu uzq kabkwe, 
iche siri na o bu egbengwu munu ya. 
Asi m na o bughi egbengwu mum. 
Esibeagygo nyva oje ka okoro mu m. 
Ugerumba nwa oie ka agbogho my m.
Ha nu ya anu ha ga-egburu m eghu.na ime, 
Ha anughi ya anu ha ga-egburu m eghu 

na ime.
irighiri na-eri egwu, anyi ma oie? 
Nkenke, na-ekere m mmesuru. 
Iko ocha adaru bib, za ego bu ude. 
Obere nkachiifu, za ego bu ude. 
Nke nne na-eme di, za ego bu ude,

8Ego ooo.
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You see, parrot perched and eagle

ParroTperched on the iroko and 
Xd me who begot me, 

Eagle perched on the iroko and 
asked me who begot me.

! asked eagle, "who begot you?
I asked parrot, "who bego y .
We arqued and argued apd arguea, 
The ension that resulted was enough
?o break a gun and a cutlass,nto Pieces. 

You see, parrot took the lead like 
the game-seed.

Parrot said that egbengwu was his 
father.9

I said that egbengwu was not my 
father.

Esibeagugq who walks like a man 
begot me.

Uyerumba who walks like a maiden 
begot me.

If they hear it they will kill a 
pregnant goat in my name.1 0

If they hear it not they will kill a 
pregnant goat in my name.

I righiri that eats dance, what do 
we know?

Nkenke, beat the mmesuru drum for 
White cup that never falls to the 

ground, respond "money is fame” 
Little handkerchief, respond "money 

is fame”.
What mother does is manifest, 

respond 'money is fame”.
"Money..."

The Qkuigba Opening Act
As the mmarigo are about to end their chants the okuigba 
emerge from the ekwuru compound and make an opening display 
consisting of chanting and dancing. They move round the stage in 
intricate and graceful formations, sometimes in one large circ e 
or in a single file and, at other times in groups, chanting:

96



The Performance

Chorus:

5

Chorus:
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10Oku:

yi

Okorie Nwamaraude
Okorie Nwamaraude

Amaghi m ihe m mere odudu, 
Odudu ji eri m, 
Amaghi m.

Ogutaegwu:
Solo:

0 buru nnawuruede..
It becomes a wild cat.

Qgu:
Solo:

Ogutaegwu:
Solo:
Okuigba niile: Amaghi m ihe m mere odudu, 

Odudu ji eri m, 
Amaghi m.
I know not what I have done to tsetse-fly 
That makes tsetse-fly prey on me 
I know not.
Onyeasi gbuo agu ...
If an enemy kills a lion

Okuigba niile: Amaghi m ihe m mere odudu, 
Odudu ji eri m, 
Amaghi m.
I know not what I have done to 

tsetse-fly,
That makes tsetse-fly prey on me 
I know not.

Okuigba, mgbawusa mgbawysa 
Okuigba, mgbawusa mgbawusa 
Okuigba, mgbawusa, oo 
Obi ego, mgbawusa mgbawusa... 13

or any similar verses. The above traditional chant is evocative of 
the okuigba group who, in chanting it, are reciting a praise poem 
whose theme derives from the general theme of the mmonwy 
action — strength, power, pedigree. By addressing themselves as 
okuigba they imply that they are the bold and youthful sons of 
their masked lord, his disciples, warriors, and entertainers who 
share in his spiritual power. Their reference to “obi ego” 
introduces the theme of pedigree, for by it they mean they are 
descended from a free, unsullied lineage of wealthy and influential 
forebears. After moving round the central staging area they would 
then repair to their own part of the arena, and from there, 
accompanied by the mmpnwu orchestra, chant and dance to the 
tune of such verses as the following:
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Ogu:
Solo:
Oku:
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i know not what I have done to

That makes tsetse-fly prey on me,
I know not
Ma onve ulo ka erne-
But a kinsman does worse.
Amaghi, m ihe m mere odudu,
Odudu ji eri m, 
Amaghi m.
! know not what I have done to
tsetse-fly,
That makes tsetse-fly prey on me,
I know not

2
Nwaokeke gbara okpa n'akpu, 
Biko na-ekwere m egwu,.
Na nwayoo bu ije.
Nwaokorie jere ogu gbuo nnu, 
Na-asuru m egwu, 
Ha egwu aburu la igba.
Nwaokafo gbara aka ri oji, 
Na-etere m uri, 
Ubpchi aburu egwu.
Nwaokonkwo nwere aku dumdum.
Na-ekwere m egwu,
0 by akpataghi aku bu itukwuba onu. 
Mgbirichi loro alo n'Aro.
Abia zuchaa udele enwere ala.
Ebowusi, oke agu, i dinwakwa ka i di?

Anorola m na mgoenye mara ihe.
OKeke nne,
Onye dj ka adaghi ejebe moia?
Adaghi ejebe mbia,
V a ka dibia jiri nwuchie uzo.

Onye na-eje ka Okafo Egbokaidei?
Okafo Egbokaidei, ubpchi aburu egwu, 
Ubochi aouru egwu, ma gi were nwayoo 
•Gi were nwayoo, na nwayoo bu ije?4’ ’
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Nwaokeke who shook the cotton tree 
with his foot,

Please chant on for me,
For, by walking slowly and steadily 

a difficult journey is accomplished.
Nwaokorie who went to battle and 

killed hundreds,
Chant for me
For chant is become drum dance.
Nwaokafo who climbed the iroko 

with bare hands,
Dance for me,
It is time for show.
Nwaokonkwo who has all wealth, 
Chant for me,
It is poverty that causes anger. 
Mgbirichi is new in Aro.
When market disperses vultures 

possess the land.
Ebowusi, male lion, are you as 

you used to be?
I have learnt much in poverty.
Okeke, my dear,
Who is like the unseasoned 

itinerant medicine-man?
Being unseasoned before a 

healing tour
Causes the death of the itinerant 

medicine man.
Who goes like Okafo Egbokaidei?
Okafo Egbokaidei, it is time for 

show.
It is time for show, but take 

your time,
Take your time for gradualness 

is journey.

“Raising” Mmonwu
While the ereere 

with their 
production

- ? and the okuigba entertain the audience 
music and dance, the akatakpo who directs the 
of mmonwu plays, or his deputy and other ekwuru
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The Main Acts
After the mmonwu has answered in the ekwuru a kind of spiritual 
air descends on the whole obom, the preliminary acts are over, 
the mmonwu character takes over command and the main acts 
begin as the spirit character or characters emerge on the stage
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hands, cause the mask or i 
to rise, as they say, from the spirit world belo’ 
hands needed for the raising of the masks r— ■ 
whose function is said to be the guarding 
the udide chamber to restrain Udide from 
ing" the masks.

The mystique of "raising” r 
is well-known in every mmonwu community, 
out that the akatakpo or anybody who has the 
the mask rise squeezes the liquid of some herbs into 
ant-hole and as he or other stage hands beat on the f| 
the mmonwu "answers" in a shrill and long-drawn i 
mmonwu before, he emerges usually "answers” in this ~ Udcri 
though there is nothing preventing him from emerging ma?ner 
the shrill .answer, for after all, he is supposed to be a spir't °Ut 
very rare occasions, it is possible for the "raising process” t h 
completed without the mask emerging and it may then be safcl 
that the akatakpo has thrown the sacred palm-leaf into the ekwuru 
(akatakoo atunyeia omu n'ekwuru). When this happens no 
mmonwu could rise from the ekwuru until the akatakpo removes 
the omu.

Entry of The Masks
As the mmonwu characters emerge from the ekwuru into the 
obom there is general excitement which causes the spectators to 
surge forward toward the central stage. To control this and t^us 
make adequate staging room, it is usual for the akakpo, 
dimunitive mask that controls the audience through ear, t0Jl0 
into the obom first. By sudden movements toward the au i 
he makes them run backwards in fear to the edges of t e 
thus keeping the ogbo clear for the players. Indeed, p-. 
would allow himself to be approached by the akaKpo 
other mmonyvu because it is said that a person who happe gj by 
within certain limits of any mmonwu figure could be n 
some force that radiates from such a mask. ~ s 01jt

After the akakpo (though it is not a rule that he^3amrngQ 
first), the other characters — the ezemmuo, the ' 1 then come 

^nd on special occasions, the agbpghpmmuo wouio
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o.
s.
M.
Ch.
O.
S.
M.

acts:
Nnoo, Eze, nnoo!
Welcome, King, welcome!

Mmarigo:
Chorus:
Q.
S.
M.
Ch:
0.
S.
M.
Ch.

“The Welcome Verse
As soon as ezemmuo approaches the arena the mmarigo break 

into an antiphonal welcome anthem, intoned by the okwaaguru- 
agu and responded to by the rest of the mmarigo. This verse 
which could still be chanted even if-the ezemmuo does not feature 
in the performance, can be considered as the verse that declares 
open the main mmonwu

Okwaaguruagu:
Solo:

Eze oo oo oo.
0 King...
Nnoo, Eze, nnoo.
Welcome, King, welcome. 
A hu eze ekele eze ekele. 
When a king is seen he is greeted. 
Igboezue, nnpo;
Igboezue, welcome;
Igboezue amaba oju n'ogbo.
Igboezue implants the oju staff in the 
centre.
Esibeagugo, nnoo;
Esibeagugo, welcome;
Esibeagugo, akpoba abu n'iro.
Esibeagugo chants in the arena.
Ugerumba, nnoo,
Ugerumba, welcome;
Ugerumba achuba ogbodi oso.

—it The Ezemmuo, dimkpammuo, akakpo and agboghpmmuo, as 
sae have seen in the preceeding chapter, form the four categories in 
—i ekwuru. There are always in each play-house, as we have 

so seen, only one ezemmuo and one agboghpmmuo although 
—lere could be several dimkpammuo and akakpommuo.

or example, in Ekwuru Ezekwereobi of Amaokpara 
—litenansa, there are two dimkpammuo — Anyanasp

nd Omerigbokwe. It has been observed that perhaps the cost of 
production dictates the number of characters to be created in 
■n ekwuru Decause these actors "from the land of the dead," in 
—pite of their reputed spiritual wealth, still demand funds from 
—heir "humble human followers" for the purchase of their costly 
—ostumes possibly because their currency is not legal tender here!
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Ch.
O.
S.
M. 
Ch. 
0.

so arises.

Ugerumba gives ogbodi the chase. 
Egobude nnoo;
Egobude welcome; 
Egobude emebe ure n'iro. 
Egobude displays grace in the arena.
Nna mmugo, 
Egwugwu ka ije na-agu o kporo. 
Nna ereere, 
Akiriaki Ezeugo, onye mmuta. 
Nna mmarigo, 
Esibeagugo m putara zu n'iro, 
Akwaeke aputarusie
Kpo m nwa okwaaguruagu mmonwu, 20 
Nwa okwaaguruagu,
Si m lee egwu guba n'iro.
Etie m okokookoo, 
Ereere Igboezue kwee nu:

Father of the maidens, 
Mask desires a walk and 
Father of the maidens, 
Wise Ezeugo, the learned. 
Father of the maidens, 
Esibeagugo I met on the arena 
Boa egg carne out 
And called me 
Lead-singer, 
And told me to sing in the are 
I exclaimed oKokooKoo, 
You maidens of Igboezue sing: 
Eze, nnoo Eze, 
Igboezue amaba oju n'ogbo 
Esibeagugo akpoba abu n'iro 
Ugerumba achuba ogbodi oso 
Egobude emebe ure n'iro 
lhe a na-ahu n'uzo oyibo 
Elele bia lee ojiri aku kpo 
Ojiri aku kpo elu 
Eze oo oo oo16.

King, welcome King, 
Igboezue ‘ 
centre
Esibeagugo chants in the arena 
Ugerumba lives ogbodi the
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Chorus: Riverine 
vessel

Sung Verse
At this point in the presentation a song may be intoned by the 
performing mask though the male or female lead-singer may begin 
it. The mask may thus intone the following verse:

When the performing mask concludes giving the abu it is 
normal for him to be saluted by some initiated members present. 
Just as in the Dialogue episode, giving praise names also features 
in this salutation act called itu ahae.

Mask: 0 teka mgbe m ji agba elu.
Q bu onye amaghi o jebe achuru nta? 
0 bu onye amutaghi o na-ejenu ukwe? 
Ukwe m bukwanu ihe m ji aga uzo. 
Agbte m bu enyo m ji ahu uzo 
Akatakpo m bu ndi m kworo kpo elu 
Adaba-erughi-ala bu ihe m ji ahu uzo; 
Akata-esibe-agugo bu ihe m huru n'uzo. 
Nwoke teghete, kedu ka egwu si eje be mmuo? 
O'kwa onye ndudo anaghi ekenu nwa? 
0 kepuga nwa ndudo eburu ego. 
Ugbo Oru ka m jikwa ejenu egwu. 
Akatakpo, aruola m ala puo eze elu. 
Aghaamaobi,Onyenaeme bu m eje n'onu. 
Qkwaqdu, nwa m, aku akpaiiela m olu. 
Echi dj ime, onye manu ihe o ga-amu? 
O bu onye na-ele anya na-ahu mmuo. 
Abiakwasi, o bu nnyocha ka enwe jiri 
buru mgbq.
Akatakpo, o ruola mgbe anyi ji eri egwu. 

Mask: It is long since I have been a masked 
performer.*
If one knows not how, does he 

go a-hunting?
If one learns not how, does he go 
a-chanting?
Chanting is what enables me walk the 
highways.
My crown is the mirror with which I
see
My akatakpo is among those on whose 
behalf I rise.
Falling but not reaching the ground is 
what I see with.
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Mention and there would be disbelief

“ S."
does not give his dau9hterm^r 9 ’ 
If he gives away the dau,gh*e^ 9 alth 
tion m?kes away with the brid^ith 
It is with Oru vessel that I go P
Akatakpo, I have desecrated the land an 
X3t“e^arriesmeto 

Hhoernplayer, my child, wealth has broken

Tomorrow is pregnant who knows what 
it will deliver?
It is a person who watches that beholds 
the spirit.
Again, it is over-probing that made the 
monkey receive the bullet.
Akatakpo, it is time for us to dance.

Ihii Mmonwu
An important feature of mmonwy performance is the phenome 
non of ihu mmonwu or what may be loosely translated as 
"applauding” the mask. The translation is inadequate because 
"ihu" mmonwu does not merely imply an applause but also an 
appeal. It may also be symbolic of danger. At the end of each 
dramatic episode or scene, the umunkwu present in the obom, 
but especially the okuigba chorus, would cry, "Aao" or a variety 
of that sound and this would be a definite sign for the performing 
mask to bring the scene to a close. If this sound signal is not given 
the mask might continue to perform. It is the function of the 
okuigba to discern when to give the signal "aao" as the failure to 
do this in good time might bring down on the heads of the 
unmasked players in the theatre the wrath of the spirit performers. 
Sometimes the mask might continue to perform in spite of the 
"dramatic applause". It is the duty of the initiated members 
participating in the drama to continue to appiauo louder and 
louder until the mask performer brings the scene to a close.

: s a danger signal the mmonwu applause becomes frightful • 
the extreme. This is because during trouble or emergency, in„ 
initiated members frighten away those who "do not know
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mmonwu (the uninitiated) with a continuous, persistent and loud 
applause. For example, during an mmonwu initiation ceremony 
when the story is qiven out that the initiate is being "consumed", 
ihu mmoncuu helps in an intangible way to make the insubstantial 
and imagined world of the ancestors seem real. Also when 
"mmpnwuhead has been broken"22 or when the mask is in any 
other way, threatened with revelation or desecration the pheno­
mena of ihu mmuo creates a ghost-like air in the community. 
Such an untoward event may take place in or outside the 
mmonwu stage. There was for instance the story of a mask collid­
ing with a vehicle and the umunkwu present applauding incessantly 
until It was given out that the spirit had disappeared into the spirit 
land. The driver came shaking with fright but he was waved aside 
and told to drive off. During dramatic displays ihu mmonwu 
heightens the emotional disposition of the audience and thus 
enables them to derive maximum aesthetic value from the 
mmonwu play.

Various Facets of the Mmonwu Dance •

In African social and aesthetic life, music invariably is danced to. 
Thus mmonwu chants, the choral music of the mmarigo and the 
okuigba and the instrumental rhythms of the okwaekwe and the 
pkwaodu all culminate in the mmonwu dance. There are several 
facets to the mmonwu dance. The mmarigo may dance to their 
own tunes and rhythms. Their dance takes place either in their 
uloomg or in the central staging are’a. They display fascinating 
dance steps that follow the rhythm resulting from their songs 
accompanied with hand-clapping and guttural hums (udeobi).

Similarly, the okuigba display different dance patterns and 
styles individually or as a group. But more importantly, the perfor­
ming masks on the stage dance individually or together from time 
to time. They dance to the music supplied either by the mmarigo, 
the okuigba or both combined. The mmonwu at times conducts 
the music in person, chanting antiphonally with the okuigba, 
the mmarigo or the combined choir of both the okuigba and the 
mmarigo. Each musical piece generally comes to an end with what 
may be called the mmonwu climactic dance in which the entire 
audience, clapping and singing produce a crescendo of voices and 
sounds and the mmonwu dances with such a flurry of steps and 
with such intricacy and intensity as would thrill everybody 
present.

Each mmpnwu dances in a characteristic style which conforms 
to his stature and mien. The akakpo dances vigorously and 
fiercely, the ezemmuo dances with dignity, the agboghommuo



Mmonwu Speech Form
Mmpnwu narrates his tales and addresses his audience in a poetic 
language known as asusu mmonwu. The language is peculiar to 
mmpnwu drama and is understood by most participants. Yet 
because of its specialized nature there arises the need to have a 
player who acts the interpreter of mmonwu tongue. Mmpnwu 
language differs from every-day speech 'in both its vocabulary 
and syntax. Water (mmiri), for examole, is known by mmpnwu 

a3 ohu gworo gworo which is an onomatopoeic expression for a 
th>ng that flows audibly. Ota kporo kporo, another onomatopoeic
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with lightning grace and the dimkpammuo with a combination of 
all these characteristics — vigor, dignity, speed and grace. The 
dimkpammuo, who in dramatic terms ranks next to the chief 
character, the ezemmuo, does often perform a type of acrobatic 
display known as iti aba which involves spinning round and round 
and beating his tall frame on the ground. This awe-inspiring 
display augments the emotion of fear already building up in the 
minds of the spectators. At the end of each mmpnwu dance or 
acrobatic exhibition there is the usual applause

Mmonwu Tales
At any point in the display a narrative scene may be enacted. Here 
the chief performing mask, generally the ezemmuo, may narrate 
any entertaining stories of what happened in the past, what is now 
happening and what may happen in the future either in oha 
ogbodi (world of the living) or in oha mmuo (world of the dead). 
The story may be woven around a current scandal in the society 
such as how a woman went to uproot another's cassava and how 
he, the dramatising mask, alerted the owner of the cassava into 
apprehending the thief or how an unmarried girl in the community 
got pregnant, etc.

The story may be based on the history of the community such 
as how a section broke away from the rest of the people and 
fought a successful or unsuccessful war as the case may be against 
the rest of the group. Or the tale may be entirely mythical, dealing 
with, say, how spirits of the dead do certain things in their 
community. The mask may also narrate stories concerning the 
domestic affairs of either his or other ekwuru in the mmpnwu 
area. Such stories as some imagined feud between theUdide and 
one of the masks in a particular ekwuru, a power contest between 
potent mmpnwu characters or how the novice is chewed and 
remoulded, feature in these mmonwu domestic tales.
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ri eje ahi a (I will go to
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In an address to mmonwu the above utterances would be 
rendered as follows:

phrase for a thing that drips is the word for wine (mmanya). 
Fowl (pkuko) is called ajdru. This word is probably derived from 
the practice of the Igbo to touch their breasts with a sacrificfal 
fowl before offering it to the spirits. In this way the fowl was 
believed to have carried away the sins and blemishes of the 
offerers of the sacrifice.

The syntax of mmonwu language is a little more complex and 
for this reason mmonwu usually address the audience and, in turn, 
members of the audience address mmonwu through an interpre­
ter. Here audience includes every unmasked participant in the 
play. Although at first sight mmonwu speech appears difficult 
and almost incomprehensible it is in fact easy to understand 
when it is known that to address an mmonwu a person uses a 
positive statement when a negative meaning is intended and 
vice versa. In addition to this reversal of meaning the time suffix 
"ri" is freely used, so also is the suffix "chara". Let us consider, 
for example, the following statements in plain Igbo:

Ejere m ahia (I went to market).
Aga m eje ahia (I will go to market).
Eizwere m ego (I have money).
Agaara m enwe ego (I would have had money).
Ejeghi m ahia (I did not go to market).
Agaghi m eje ahia (I will not go to market).
Enweghi m ego (I have no money.
Agaghara m enwe ego (I would not have had money).

„ • or Enwechara m ri ego or Enwechara
- —o fl have money indeed, meaning of course, 

I have no money).

Ejeghi m ri ahia (I did not in fact go to market; which here 
means, I went to market).
Agaghi m ri eje ahia (I will not in fact go to market).
Enweghi m ri ego (1 have not in fact money).

Agaghara m ri enwe ego (I would not in fact have had 
money).
Ejere m ri ahia or Ejechara m ri ahia or Ejechara m nnoo 
ahia (I did in fact go to market, meaning, I did not go to 
market).

Aga m ejechari ahia o? Aga m 
market).
Enwere m ri ego 
m nnoo ego (
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Agaara m ri enwe ego or Agaara m enwechari ego or 
Agachara m ri enwe ego (I would have had money 
meaning in fact I would not have had money).23

The audience always enjoys this transposition of meaning and 
spectators are overawed by the mmonwti's sphinx-like attitude 
to anyone who dares to address him without mastering this mode 
of language. One of the epithets of mmpnwu is "onye o ghorp o 
buru okwu", that means ''he who offends gets into trouble". If 
therefore in the attempt to address mmpnwu one offends in 
words, one cannot be excused. This is why mmpnwu has an inter­
preter called ada akiriaki. The interpreter or the "linguist" is 
extremely important in an mmpnwu drama because he, in most 
cases tells the audience what mmpnwu says. ‘He is particularly 
important when mmpnwu dramatises in his judicial capacity. 
This type of mmonwu play is explained later in this chapter.

The Dramatic Chase
Another feature that contributes greatly to the dramatic effect of 
mmonwu play is <?s<? mmonwu (mmpnwu chase). Intermittently 
any mask, but in particular the akakpp, instils fear into the 
spectators by giving them what may be called the "dramatic" 
chase. The initiated deferentially move back while the non­
initiates flee. No human would allow himself to be approached 
closely by a spirit because of the sacredness of the mmpnwu 
character. In fact no non-initiate passes through the path of 
mmpnwu without being accompanied by an psukwu. Conducting 
shaky non-initiates, for instance school children, past an mmonwu 
character is an aspect of mmpnwu performance.

The conductor addresses mmonwu thus.’

Nna m, o gaghi adi ri mma ka ogbodi nti obodobo a gafee’ 

Fathei, it would not in fact be proper for this broad­
eared non-initiate to pass.

The mmpnwu may refuse to let the ogbodi pass at first but 

i.h ™ ~ - "S'-™ p"
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staged by two different dramatic groups are given
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Behold the beautiful eagle 
The eagle goes

Behold the beautiful eagle 
The eagle goes.

E lebe ugo nwa mma 
Ugo alaa
E lebe ugo nwa mma 
Ugo alaa.24

The Closing Acts
This usually comes towards the end of the performance and is 
often reached when as a result of the intensified activities of the 
okuigba and the mmarigo singing, clapping and dancing, the 
okwaekwe and okwaodu beating and blowing their instruments, 
and all the masks present either dancing, chanting or merely 
displaying their figures, the spectators are moved into conceiving 
themselves as being in an entirely different environment created 
by man's imagination, an illusory but yet artistically real environ­
ment. The audience is hypnotised into accepting the reality of 
what the imagination has created and has presented to them as 
spirits. At the climax of the mmpnwu play the spectators are 
spell-bound by the mmonwu magic.

After about three to four hours the show gradually comes to a 
close when the mmarigo chant a closing verse such as:

This particular chant is repeated responsively as the masks 
make their exit from the obom into the ekwuru while the specta­
tors, followed by the mmarigo, gradually depart. The okuigba and 
all other initiated members who so wish could enter the ekwuru to 
review the day's display. To end the particular production the 
masks that had performed would then descend into the spirit 
land. It is said that the akatakpo or his deputy, using certain 
herbal liquid, would send down (ituda) the spirits. As an indica­
tion that the masks have descended, the same shrill, metallic 
voices which heralded the rising of the spirits are again heard and 
people would then say mmonwu adaala ala” (the spirit has 
descended into the ground). All would then disperse.

Two texts of mmonwu plays
To illustrate some versions of mmonwu display the edited texts of 

two plays i-  
below:
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1 Ezeigboezue Play 

The first is a play 
Ogwugwuenye,

staged by the Ezeigboezue playhouSe f 
Ogwugwuenye, Ihitenansa, on January 27, 1973, at the Cental 
School football field:

The Cast

Mmonwu (masks)
Ezeigboezue - ezemmut? (chief mask) °
Esibeagygp - dimkpammuo (youthful mask;
Ugerumba - akakpommuo (dwarf mask)
Egobude — agboghommuo (maiden mask)

Umunkwu so n’egwuregwu (initiate performers.)
Akatakpo - director of play
Akiriaki — the clerk
Opiaomu — wielder of the symbolic yellow palm leaves
Qkwaodu — horn player
Okwaekwe — wooden drummer
Otiofo — ofo staff striker

• • O o

Okuigba — male chorus and dancers

Ndi ozo (others)
Umu mmarigo (female chorus and dancers)

The Text

EMUME 1
ACT I

Ndi oleanya anpo obom gburugburu. Qkwaekwe na qkwaodu 
ana-etu mmonwu aha. Ndi okuigba ana-asu egwu, na-agbakwa 
egwu n Ogbq. Otu n ime egwu ha guru bu “Okuigba, mgbawusa, 
mgbawusa”. • • .

Spectators surround the arena. Horn players and wooden 
rummers give mmonwu praise rhythms. The male players chant 

Zbawv^ ChntS * ‘‘^ba’ mgbamiSa’

EMUME 2
ACT 2

arT Vmv Tarig°eb'd°^Exit okuigba. The mmarigo begin to chant

Mmarigo: V™ ereere welitebe okpa .
'.'aiaens, hurry up _. 27



The Performance

Ezeigboezue:

(Addressing Osimiri) Osimiri is mightier than minted money!

Osimiri:

113

Oha ogbodi, unu ezue?
Muoma e!
Nwa Ugonnia, i nokwa n'elu?
Humans are you assembled?
Muoma,
Son of Ugonnia, are you present?

(O kpoba Osimiri) Osimiri ka egoigwe!

Enter masks on the stage and they move around, Some chase 
spectators, some display grace. JCing Mask begins a dialogue.

Mmpnwu aputasia n’ogbo, na-agaghari. Ufodu ana-achu mmadu, 
ufodu ana-eme ure. Ezemmup ebido okwu.

EMUME 3
ACT 3

EMUME 4
ACT 4

Agu.
Mma e jiri gbu agu.
Ube.
Akpu na ogwu.
Eso turu nwa nnunu.
Agbirigba turu nwa ebule.

Udo e jiri kpuru enyi.
Qdara n'ala puo ome.

Umunkwu abaa n’ekwwru itili mmpnwu. Mmpnwu aza n’ekwuru. 
Oge ha na-aputa n’ogbo, okwaaguruagu ana-aguta egwu nnabata, 
umu mmarigo niile ana-ekwe.

The initiates enter the ekwuru to “raise” mmpnwu. Mmpnwu 
answer in the ekwuru. As they come into the central stage the 
mmarigo lead-singer intones the welcome song and all the maidens 
respond.

Okwaaguruagu: Nnoo Eze, nnpo ...
Lead-singer: Welcome King, welcome ,..28



Mmonwu:

5

10

Ezeigboezue:

15

Muoma be Ugonnia! 20

Muoma, of Ugonnia's household!

Ezeigboezue: Muoma e...

Mupma.

Osimiri:

Ezeosimiri, welcome, my son,
I am the sky -
And also who acts and knows,
The mature fish returns to the sea, 
Urasi river that encircles the 

nations,
Who stays at home and knows what 

sells in the market,

Osimiri my son.

(O kpoba 
Muoma) 

Addresses 
Muoma
Muoma:

; I!

Obeke!
Obeke!30

Ezeosimiri, nnpp nwa m.
Igwe ka m bp
Burukwa omere mara 
Azu kaa isi p laa osimiri, 
Urasi gbara ag'bata gburugburu, 
Onp n'ulo mara ihe zuru n'ahia, 
Osimiri nwa m.

A Dramatic Tradition of the tgbo

Lion.
Knife used to kill a lion.
The mysterious voice.
Cassava and thorns.29 
Lime that binds the bird. 
The adherent seed that clings 

to the ram.
Rope used to pull an elephant.

What falls on the ground and burgeons

Onye p ghprp o buru okwu...

Who offends gets into trouble..

114
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Ebelebe na-egbu n'oha ogbodi,Ezeigboezue:

Kwa o gbuela? 25

Nwoke kpakwachaa agala

0 were agala kpuru n'isi ya.

Okokporo otu nwaanyi were nwayoo

0 gholaha ya, na ihe gwuru n'otu.

25It has taken place?

The strong man after making a crown

Puts the crown on his head.

30Anyaoha:

Ka a si twenty naira?
ego)

30
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(o tupuru
mmpnwu

(tosses money 
to the mask)

The usual wonder that occurs in 
human society —

The one-wifed bachelor should take 
care,

If something happens to her, all 
is lost.

Nna m, anaghi m ri atupuru gi ten 
naira,

Ndi oleanya na ochi emee. Ihe 
Anyaoha choorp ikwu bu, “otu naira”)

Father, I am not indeed tossing to 
you ten naira

Or, is it said, twenty naira?

(Spectators burst into laughter. 
What Anyaoha wanted to say was, 
“one naira ”)
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Qkwaaguniagu:

Mmarigo niile:

Ok wa:

Mma:

5Okwa:

Mma:

Okwa:

Mma:

Mmpnwu:

EMUME 5
ACT 5

Olee mmuo na-agha ka ugo? 

What mask glides like the eagle? 
Iche agha ka ugo.

Parrot glides not like the eagle. 
Igboezue na-agha ka ugo.
Igboezue glides like the eagle 
Iche agha ka ugo

Parrot glides not like the eagle. 
Olee mmuo na-agha ka ugo? 

What mask glides like the eagle? 
Iche agha ka ugo.

Parrot glides not like the eagle.

Esibeagugo na-agha Ka ugo. 

Esibeagugo glides like the eagle. 

Iche agha ka ugo.

Parrot glides not like the eagle.

llfi

? ihe nkin di iche iche. Ezemrnuo c- 
ana-erughari ka egbe, na-elekwasi n t

ana-eme o kpuo ekpuo o p'uta^'-
i ndi mmadu azu na-erneja

Umu mmuo ana-eme me n^<, ana.eLngq. Dim'kpammuq ano-erughan ka egbe, na-elekwast agbpA 
mmuo. Agboghqmmuq ana-eme o p p o q puta aput. 
Akakpo anaachuchigha nd. mmadu azu na-emeja oj 
N-ikpeazu umV mmarigo ebido gybara mmqnwu egwu nke J 
na-aku aka, mmonwu ana-agba.

The masks perform different acts. King mask displays majestic 
gait. His deputy hovers round like the kite and looks after the 
maiden mask. The maiden mask goes in and out of the ekwuru. 
The akakpo chases spectators and frightens the uninitiated. 
Afterwards the maidens begin chanting for the masks the 
following verses, clapping their hands while mas ns dance:
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5

Ezenwaka,

0 bibic o kpachie!Ezenwaka:

He who destroys and restores!

Ezeigboezue: Ogbodi bu ogbodi, nnoo nu.

W
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i
l

EMUME 6
ACT 6

Kee kee kee ke, you all!
Uninitiated child, be not anxious,

Small child you are on a 
journey.

Son of Ezenwakaibeya, who is 
learned.

0 na-eme nwoke jee Onicha bute ego 
0 lorue ala nna ya, 
Ya na isu olu Onicha emee. 
Mgbe o richara ego o kpatara

i

Ezeigboezue ebido ikpo abu. Umu mmuo ndi ozo ana-erne ihe 
soro ha n’ekwughi okwu o bula.

Ezeigboezue begins the epigrammatic and satirical chant. The 
other masks entertain the audience in silence in different ways.

Ezeigboezue: Kee kee kee ke nu oo!
Ogbedi nwa ogbodi gbaghara nu ee 
Ogbedi nwa na ukwu di gi n'ojere. 
Ezenwaka,
Nwa Ezenwakaibeya ma akwukwo.

Ebe a ka Esibeagugo bidoro iti aba. O tikata, tikata, umu osukwu 
ahuo ya “aao ooo...”

Here Esibeagugo begins the acrobatic spin. When he reaches the 
climax of spinning, the initiates applaud "aao ooo... "
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10

15

Kpim

Aao

^wueme:
20

118

Oji mma egbu aky

Obeke

Ekwueme!

Obeke

Aao

Ekwueme!

Otu osukwu: Kpim 

One initiate:

Umunkwu:

Ezeigboezue:

Mmonwu: A Dramatic Tradition of the Igbo

0 zute isu olu obodo one muru ya. 
Mgbe onye siri pru gomenti lota 
Bidoro ima ufaakwa pcha 
Ma o bu bido ikukudo afarangidi

n'ahu
Si mata na ego p kpatara agwpla.

All humans, welcome.
It happens that if a man goes to 

Onicha and accumulates wealth, 
When he returns to his fatherland 
He begins to speak the Onicha 

dialect;
When he has exhausted the money 

he made,
He remembers to speak the tongue 

of his land.
When a retired governemnt 

official
Begins wearing bed sheet
Or starts wrapping up himself 

in blanket
Let it be known that the money 

he earned is exhausted.
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He who has much wealth.

Ezeigboezue: Nwa okara nwata ibe ya ihe mara

Ma akwukwo,

Ekwueme!

And is lettered,

Ekwueme!

Ekwueme: 25Asaa asato!

Seven, eight. 25

Onye okechi na oseaka bu nwanne.Ezeigboezue:

Enweghi ego joro njo.

Not to have money is bad.

Ko ko ko.

Ko ko ko.(ululates)

Obeke!

Obeke!

Osimiri, ee...Ezeigboezue:
119

Several 
listeners:

Enweghi ego joro nwoke njo.

The unlucky one is brother to 
the prodigal.

For a man not to have money 
is bad.

Qtutu ndi 
ogenti:

Ezeigboezue:
(ekuchaa)

He who is more knowledgeable than 
his comrades.

Osimiri: 
(etue ya) 

(praises him)



Mmqnwy:

Osimiri:

35

40

Osimiri:

45

190

0 jokakwa.
It is very bad indeed.

Ezeigboezue: Oji ego gbaghara nu m ee.
Ezeihedinobi, Ihedi ee.
A muta a maghi ihe na uga omumu 

bu nwanne.
0 na-eme a gbakoo okwu n'oha 

ogbodi,
A si okwu diba ma okeokpa akwaa, 
Ogbodi ndi nwere okeokpa ma ndi, 

enweghi enwe.

Holders of money please pardon me.
Ezeihedinobi, lhedi,

A Dramatic Tradition of the igbo

Osimiri....
Oji aka akpowa oji

He who splits the iroko with 

bare hands.

Ezeigboezue: 0 na-eme iyi ka nku
E were ebule gboo ya;
0 di nwayoo, o buru okeokpa 
Ka a ga-eji turu ya n'otu.
Osimiri, ee, 
Kama nwoke ga-abu a ma ama 
A machaghj amacha, 
Nwoke too ka uga, laa n'ike. 
Na enweghj ego joro nwoke njo.

It happens that if a deity becomes 
very strong

He is appeased with a ram;
If he is lenient, then it is with 

a cock
That he would be molified.
Osimiri,
Instead of a man to be 
Inconsequential
Let him, like the uga palm, grow 

'fast and depart.
For a man not to have money is bad.
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Ezeigboezue: 50

50

Mmuo ka i bu!Diizugbe:

You are the spirit!

Ezeigboezue:

Diizugbe:

Ezeigboezue:

60
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Isi ka nkwa.
Head like drum.

Diizugbe: 
(etue ya)

Ee.
Diizugbe ee!
Yes.
Diizugbe

Ebelebe na-egbu n'oha ogbodi, 
0 gbuola.

The great action that takes place 
in human land,

It has taken place.

0 gbuola egbuo 
It has taken place.

55
55

To beget an idiot is the same thing 
as to lose a child.

It happens that when humans 
assemble for a meeting

It is agreed that it would be held 
at cock crow.

Humans, some have cocks, some 
have none.

Osimiri ee,
Nwoke kpata ego, o rie ufodu, 

o debe ufodu.
Ubochi onuuwa kaara dike, dike alaa.
Nnadi obodo zukoo hu ihe a kwaa nwoke
Nnadi obodo zukoo ahughi ihe, e 

yigharia ozu.
Ya di izu ato ogbodi ji nwu, a kwaa 

ozu.
Mgbe o diri izu ate ogbodi jiri 
la obodo ahudebe,



65

60

end-
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na mmadu

appreciation °fthe p"f°r' 
wonderment, the initiates ]ri Women begin to exclaim 
maidens sing and clap their^hn aPP Ending mm onwu. The
horn sounds. The okmst,a sine m masks dance- The mmqnwq 

' ■•* ng- Mn>onwu piay comes to an end.

Man goes to naught.

Ndi ogenti ana-ekwe n’isi, na-eto mmqnwu. Umu ogbodi na 
umu ogeri ana-eticha; umunkwu ana-ahu mmqnwu aa0\ 
Umu mmarigo ana-agu egwu, na-aku aka, mmqnwu ana-ag 
Odu mmqnwu ana-egbu. Ndi qkuigba ana-asu egwu. EgwU 
mmqnwu abunt ula.

Mmqnwu: A Dramatic Tradition of the Igbo

Otuiremire di na mmuo 
ezukoQ......Ndi gbaraaku gburu onye kwara ha, 

Ndi kpara aku erighi eri onye 

kwara ha,
Nwoke atalasia.

Osimiri,If a man gets money, let him spend 
some and keep some.

On the destined day the brave departs..
If the kindred meet and find the means, 

funeral rites would be performed.
If they meet and find nothing, the 

rites would be deferred.
Three weeks after death there would 

be funeral rites.

Three weeks 31 after the human has 
departed to the land of 
"see no more,"

Counsellors among spirits and 
among humans would assemble ...

Those who died of small-pox who 
mourned them.

Those who accumulated wealth 
without enjoying it who mourned 
them -



The Performance

Ezebude:

EMUME 1
ACT 1

EMUME 2
ACT 2

2 EZEBUDE PLAY
The second text is that of a performance by the Ezebude 
playhouse at their obom in Amaneese, Amaifeke, Olu, 1975.

ezemmuq

Isikoroebu — akakppmmuo

Umunkwu so n’egwuregwu

Akatakpo

Akiriaki

Qpiaomu

Okwaodu

Okwaekwe

Okuigba

The Text

Ha agbasia egwu, Ezebude ebido nkorita.

After the dance Ezebude starts a dialogue.

Oha ogbodi nnoo nu.

123

The Cast
Mmonwu personae32

Ezebude

Ezebude na isikoroebu ekpoo n’ekwuru, si ebe ahu putasia n’ogbo. 
Ezebude bido gutaba ukwe mmonwu a na-akpo “Ugbo Oru.” 
Ha were igba egwu mechie ihe nkiri a.

Ezebude and Isikoroebu rise from the ekwuru and from there 
enter the stage. Ezebude starts intoning the mmo.nwu chant called 
“Ugbo Oru.”33 They close this act with a dance.



V -'onwu:

Ez edimbu:

Ezedibude:

5

5

Ez edimbu:

Tititi riri titi./a

124

EMUME 3
ACT 3

II

F -■^-rtion of the igbo 

Ezedimbu, nwa m! 

Humans welcome. 

Ezedimbu, my child!

Nna m.

Father.

Ezedimbu, nwa m, 

Onye jere Elugwu koo ji 

0 ga-ebukwa ya ebu?34

Ezedimbu my child,

Who goes to Elugwu to cultivate yams, 

Can he carry them?

Nna m, o dighi nnoo egwu.

0 dighi isi ka okwu. 35

Father, it is not indeed terrible.

It is not indeed apt.

Ebe a ka Ezebude bidoro abti na nkorita otito.

Here Ezebude starts chants and dialogue of praise.

Ezebude: Okwaodu, kpo m aku na-etigbu okwu,

Kpp m mma e jiri gbupe anyuike onu.

Horn player, call me wealth beats 
palaver to death.

Call me knife used to chip off the 
axe s blade.



The Performance

Tititi riri titi.

5

*

10

5

(calls him)

Ezebude:

lhe onuma anaghl eru pji n'ahu.

Ezeri, nwa m, ewee e;

Ezeriaku nne ya na-akpo n'ulo,

0 na-azakwa oku o kporo ya gboo?
Okwaekwe kpo m aku na-etigbu 

® • •

Kpq m mma e jiri gbupe anyuike onu.

Kee kee kee ke nu,
A thing of sadness does not 

touch the iroko

Ezeri, my child...

Ezeriaku whose mother calls in the house.

125

15 
okwu,

Hornplayer, slowly, slowly,

For journeys are characterised by 
incidents
And incidents during journeys are 

subject to change.

Who knows how it will turn out 
for him in the end?

Fortune and fate are related

Not to feed well after once having 
fed well emaciates the body,

Do you hear?

(O bido ikpo abu) Kee kee kee ke nu oo.

(He starts 
chanting

Okwaodu, were nwayqq

Na ihe na-eme ije

Na ije na-eme ntughari

Onye ma ka p ga-adin ya na njedebe? 

Mbirichiuwa na okechi bu nwanne.36 

E rikata e rizighi na-agbaghari ahu 
kpororo,

I nu oo?
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30

Umunkwu:

Ezebude: 35

35

Umunkwu:
40

40

127

I have journeyed from morning 
till night

In the end I pointed to an 
iroko tree,

The iroko tree shedded its 
leaves at once.

I am he who breaks the child's 
pot and never pays him back;

The black sky that eats the 
moon, it is I.

The hilly land that snatches the 
pot from the child

And causes the child to support 
his head with his arm, it is I.

I am the thing talked about for 
whom a meeting is being held 
among numans

And he goes to the spirit world;

If a child profanes he suffers 
the consequence.

Okokoo!
Okokoo!
0 bu m.
0 bu m bu ijiji amagN n'otu 

m bam ba,

A ma ama a machagh[ amacha. 
Osoro bekee Iq.
It is I .
I am the fly that never perches on 

one surface,
Known and not fully known.

One who is of recent origin.
Kpokqrp, Ezegboo, Akukaria, 

Mmuo na mma.

Kpokom, Ancient king, Surfeit 
of'wealth,

Mask and Beauty.



Mmqnwu:

Ezebude:

45

50

45

50

Kpim!

Olu
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Dum.
Dum.
Ee.
Yes.
Igwe.
Sky.

Kpim 
Aao! 
Aao!

55
55

'j'.ub.tfjU.

One ovukwu:
I./ebudc

Olu otukwu: 
9 • *

One ”
f. rnunkwu:• •

It is I.
I am if two have secret conclave
I am the third.
I am he who spears to death and eats, spirit and 
fear.
Known and yet feared, 
One who passes through the ground, 
The insect that stings the entrails, 
The arrow that sacks a town, 
Death that kills the non-initiate, 
He who unsays what has been said, 
Bones and poles, 
Bumps and bends, 
Trouble.

0 bu m oo.
0 bu m bu a di abuo gbaa izu 

Aburu m onye ato.
Abu m otugbuo o rie, mmuo na egWu. 

Amara m egwu atu m, 

Osi n'ala aga, 
Agbisi na-agba afo, 
Aku na-achu mba, 
Onwu na-egbu ogbodi,
• •
E kwuchaa e kwughasia,

Okpukpu na ogugu, 
Mkpumkpu na ngongo, 

Ugbalugba.



The Performance

Ezebude:

Otu osukwu: 60

Ezebude:

Otu osukwu:

Ezebude:

Otu osukwu:

Ezebude:

Otu osukwu:

Ezebude:

“Oji amara”

Ezebude:

Umunkwu:

Ezebude:

5

5Holder of paddle that enables me go by canoe.

129

EMUME 4
ACT 4

Oji amara.
Holder of paddle.

Oji amara m ji eje ukwe.
Oji amara m ji eje egwu. 
Oji amara m ji eje n'ugbo.

Holder of paddle which enables me go for music 
drama.
Holder of paddle which enables me go for dance 
drama.

II

Ezebude starts intoning the mmonwu song called “Oji amara”. 
As he chants the okuigba respond “Oji amara”.

Oji amara, bia ere, nwa m.
Holder of paddle, come here, my child.

Ee.
Yes.
Mmuo ka ibe ya.
Spirit mightier than others.
Ee.
Yes.
Eze a na-ekwu.
King talked about.
Ee, nwa m.
Yes, my child.
Ohuru Igboazu.37
He who turns his back to the world.
Nwa m.
My child.
Ohugide.
He who overshadows all.
0 by m.
It is I.

Ezebude ebido guba egwu mmonwu a na-akpo 
O na-aguta, ndi okuigba ana-ekwe “Oji amara”.
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It is I 
and akatakpo, the lion.

Time has reached for me to beat the 
wooden drum

/\ DfHirintlc

Ndl <

Mnu.inwii

tidiifihurtii. 
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I h, chorus < haiiv.es 
<>u-riv the vessel".

Ihe response becomes ‘‘Holder

amara

Origwidi, the son of the mask. 
I call the interpreter of the mask, 
Please call for me Uwadimma. 
Uwadimma, where has he gone? 
Uwadimma, the doer of acts should 
hold o/o.38

Chimpanzee that is too tough for the 
gorilla.
What a person does, he is known by.

long, the relationship between me

f edition of the tgho

dnveexwu ana-ekwezi. “0ji

0 ruela mgbe m ji eti ekwe. 
Akataaka nyiri ozodimgba. 
Ihe onye na-eme ka e ji ama ya. 
0 teka mu na akatakpo agq. 
Origwidi, nwa nwaezenogwu 
M kpoba akiriaki nwaezenogwu, 
Biko gi kpooro m Uwadimma. 
Uwadimma lara olee? 
Uwadimma, ome ihe jide ofo.
0 ga-egbu m taata rna m kwuo uka 
0 muta nwa ya ekwuna uka.
0 ga-egbu m taata ma m lebe anya, 
Q muta nwa ya ahuna uzo.
0 ga-egbu m si ana m aga ije, 
0 muta nwa ya kuo ngworo 
0 ga-egbu m si emepere m onu, 
Q muta nwa ya daa ogbu. 
Ewo o, Uwadimkpa,

Uwad.imkpa bia gbaba okuigba. 
Oji amara bia lere m na mmonwu

haiiv.es
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15

25

Ezebude:

30

35

40
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He who would kill me because I talked, 
If he gets a child may he not talk.
He who would kill me because I looked,
If he gets a child may he not see.
He who would kill me because I walk. 
If he gets a child may he be a cripple.

He who would kill me because I 
opened my mouth,

If he gets a child may he be dumb.
0, ywadimkpa, 
Uwadimkpa, come and do the okuigba dance. 
Holder of paddle, come and see me in 
mmonwu drama.

Otu osukwu: Mmonwu ka o bu, 
Mmonwu ka o bu. 
It is mmonwu play, 
It is mmonwu play.

Carrier of ofo give me qfq by which 
mmonwu is played,
Lest false mask might answer me back
If he answers me back would I have 
sacredness any more?
If he answers me back would I have 
dignity any more?
It is long since I have been dramatizing 
on stage.

Obu ofo nye m ofo e ji eti mmuo, 
Egbengwu ga-emekata saa m okwu. 
0 saa m okwu aga m enwezikwa Sso? 
0 saa m okwu aga m enwezikwa ebube? 
0 teka mgbe m jiri kpobe elu. 
Ewo, Uwadiegwu, 
Ewo, Uwa, nwa m. 
Ewo, eze buru uzo bia ukwe, 
Akpo m akatakpo, 
Eze buru uzo bia ukwe, 
Akpo m akatakpo, 
Bianu ka i kele m na mmonwu. 
Abaa nu 
Abaa nu.



Mmonwu:
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Umunkwu:
All initiates:
Ezebude:

Ee, Nna m.
Yes, Father
Ogbodi bu ogbodi, nnoq nu.
Qha ogbodi mata na'uwa na 
atughan atughari.
Onye ma ka o siri dere ya n'isi 
njedebe?
Na erikata erizighi na-ebute okwu. 
M kpoba ogeri, bia ere o!
Okeibiri muru otu mkpuru nwa 
Na-atagbu onwe ya n'ahuhy; 
Mgbe o byla o chiri ume n'aka. 
0 naghi ekwe nwa ya rahu ura ehihie 
Maka nwa ya ahu rahuo ura ehihie 
0 chee na o ga-esi n'ura jewara 
obodo Chukwu.

A Dramatic Tradition of the igbo

0, Uwadiegwu,
0, Uwa, my child. .
0, chief that comes to music drama 
first;
I call akatakpo,
Come and greet me in mmonwu play.
Greetings, all.
Greetings, all.

Mgbe ahy o ga-adolite nwa ya n'ura, 
Kuru ya n'aka na-akwughari. 
P hu ka di ya si jesjanu bata 
Q si, "Di m bia letara m 
Ka nwata si eku ume, 
Na nwata a na-ejewara ejewara". 
Asi m nwaanyi otu nwa 
Jisie onwe ya ike, 
Chi ya ga-atugharin ya aju. 
Ihe di njq ga-emechaa di mma — 
Echfd^013 ? 9a'*ad‘ nJ?’ 

Onye many ihe q ga-amu. 
Nwaanyi mytaraotu nwa 
Zutekwanu nwaanyi 
Oi /a jebere obodo Chukwu;
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I
Nwaanyi ana-ebe,
"Di m ejewarala obodo e jee a lagh[ ala 
Hapu soso m n'uwa anyammiri".
Nwaanyi aga, ghara, ebezina akwa, 
Na ihe adigh[mma na o ga-adj njo. 
All humans welcome
Humans, know you that the world 
turns round
Who knows what has been decreed for 
him in the end?
Not to feed well after once having 
fed well brings trouble.
I summon womanhood, come close.
The woman with an only child 
Suffers much anguish;
She is for ever anxious.
She permits not her child to sleep 
in the afternoon
For if the child sleeps in the 
afternoon
She imagines he would pass from 
sleep into the land of God.
Then she would pull the child up 
from sleep
And holding him in arms, would pace 
up and down.
If she sees her husband return
She says, "My husband, come and 
find out for me
How this child breathes, 
For this child appears to be 

departing".

I say that the woman with one child 
Should hold herself together firmly,. 
Her creator will turn the pad tor her.3 9 
What is bad will ultimatelv be good — 
A thing will either be good or bad.
Tomorrow is pregnant, i
Who knows what it will deliver?
The woman with one child
Should remember the barren woman
Whose husband has departed to the land of God; 
The woman laments:
"Oh, my husband, my husband come along.



Umunkwu:•. » •

Otu osukwu:
One osukwu:
Umunkwy:
Initiates:
Ezebude:

Egwu agwusia.' Mmonwu nitle abaa ekwuru, daa ala.
End of play. All the masks enter the ekwuru and descend.

Types of Mmonwu Plays

ORDINARY PLAYS

The edited texts given above are those of normal, non-festive 
mmQnwu plays which could be presented in any open-air theatre 
at any convenient time of the year. In the first play, as has been 
shown, all the mmonwucharacters in the theatre of Ezeigboezue 
of Ogwugwuenye Ihitenansa, namely, Ezeigboezue himsel, is 
deputy and eldest son, Esibeagugo, the queen of the ekwuru, 
Egobude and the ever-small mask Ugerumba, took pa .But in 
second play only two masks, the ezemmuo, Ezebude, an 
akakpo, Isikoroebu, featured. t only >n

The differences between the two plays however are no 
the number of masks performing; there are also ^‘^er®nCature of 
composition of the audience and in the venue ano' " waS a 
dramatic action. As regards the audience, in Play therewere 
large audience of over five thousand whereas in Play baVe 
very few non-playing spectators. Regarding venue, a . and the 
seen, the first play was enacted on a school playgr0LJ tic aCt>0?' 
second on a modern obom. As for the nature of drama 
Ezeigboezue play was what we may regard as a u pOetic 
performance with chorus and orchestra, dialogues, dan 
chants, acrobatic displays, graceful movements, g°r9 
etc. On the other hand, Ezebude play had little action.

Mmonwu: A Dramatic Tradition of the igbo

My husband has gone to the land of • 
return not' T 9o an(J

And left me alone in this world of t 
Barren woman, have comfort, cry ears”. 
A thing will either be good or bad °

Kpim !
Kpim I
Aao !
Aao !
Abaa nu I Abaa nu !
Farewell, all ! Farewell, all I
Ee, Nna m
Yes, Father.
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i

THE AGBOGHOMMUO PLAY

The agboghommuo play could, in a sense, be regarded as part 
of ezemmuo display since she usually appears as part of the 
ezemmuo cast. But as there are ezemmuo presentations in which 
the agboghommuo does not feature we could legitimately term the 
plays in which she features agboghommuo plays. A usual agbogho- 
mmuo show has been aptly described by Obi:

Before she rises all the spectators will know before hand. This is 
preceded by the display of a special "okuku". When out she tiptoes 
gradually as a woman mmonwu in the midst of the other "raffiaed" 
mmonwu and can hardly be ’fully seen by spectators. Then the 
mmarigo and ogerimkpukpu clap ecstatically to her and she dances 
for about five minutes of her rise, she goes into the ekwuru again. 
She may again come out as briefly as before for about three times. 
Before she comes out as aforesaid the other mmonwu must have 
almost come near to the end of the dramatic show. In each case she 
is accompanied by the others.^2

When the ezemmyq alone features people do not expect to see 
much activity but they can behold elegant spectacle, hear words 
of wisdom and be moved by poetic chants. In most cases, 
however, the ezemmuo never comes out alone; he is often accom­
panied by one, some, or all of the masks in the ekwuru. The 
Ezeigboezue play, the text of which is given above is, in fact, an 
ezemmuo play. During the ezemmuo play in general the "obom 
teems with spectators from far and wide''.40

What characterises a dimkpammuq display is the acrobatic 
show which may feature, (1) itiaba, that is "striking the ground in 
four directions with the top part of the head";41 (2) ijiazuaga 
in which the mmonwu may walk backwards for a long distance 
while apparently facing the spectators; (3) ino n’ogbe ukwa eti 
aba, that is, standing on a breadfruit and from there touching the 
ground with his head; (4) igba abantughari or "stationary turning 
round" in which the mmonwu "may decide to turn himself round 
(the face becoming the back and vice versa) without moving the 
legs"; and so on. In this type of ordinary display the ezemmuo 
does not feature though the akakpqmmuq may accompany the 
dimkpammuq in the presentation and in general the dimkpammuq 
show attracts spectators almost as much as the ezemmuo display.

FESTIVE AND SPECIAL PURPOSE PLAYS
As has been indicated, besides ordinary displays whether by one 
mask or by many, there are mmonwu performances for specific 
or festive occasions, for instance, there are such special perfor­
mances as ilu or ik'e mmonwu (marrying or giving out mmonwq in 
marriage), igbali mmonwu (costuming mmonwu for the first time 
or anew)/ ikpe okpe mmonwu (mmonwu court), ikpa iwu (collec-
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tmg t.nes) ikpoekc (fertility show)/3 Dlay (
liom. MK Oda ^dfr/o Jperformance)* 

Immni mXnwu fetival) and 9ta mmonwu
,11 XXL pointed out that such performances f^ 

. .m of the ordinary performance already dcwthe 
above but in addition each contains ffeatures che?cteristi*> 

It is indeed possible to see some of these displays as „ 1 
dramatic, for it could be legitimately argued mat in some cas°2 
to, example in the judicial displays, what takes p|ace is 
■ play" but some serious day to day social acttvity, the resu? 
which does not terminate with the play but is carried forward int 
"real" life. The main problem is that in mmonwu it is diffiCuu 
to know where fiction ends and reality begins or where play begins 
and actual life ends; reality and unreality are intricately blended 
But more importantly, in most of these plays the audience come 
to the arena to witness mmonwu drama but during the "play" 
mmonwu characters interpolate these social activities such as 
initiation, holding court, etc., into the main dramatic framework, 
so that it would be difficult to isolate them irom the main 
dramatic "fiction" and call them "real life" as distinct from the 
mmonwu "play", though, as has been said, it is possible to do so.

I LU MMONWU PLAY
When a community wishes to establish an mmonwu society they 
may go to a diviner to ascertain, first, the propitiousness of the 
venture, and if pronounced propitious, secondly, the ekwuru from 
which they would derive their mmonwu. When this is known they 
would communicate to the parent ekwuru their intention to learn 
mmonwu drama from them. Then would follow what is metapho­
rically called "marriage negotiations". When for exampe 
Amaokpara people went to negotiate to "marry t el 
Ezekwereobi from Ekwuru Ezejiofo of Akwa Liilu, it is repo e 
that the people of Liilu asked them: "Are you able to do i 
You know you will bring us a big basket of money ^coW'.ieA^fl 
goat and four fowls and come with a keg of wine per head ( 
isi kwa nkwu)'A .

On the day of ilu mmonwu ceremony all the men *9 ra| 
borrower group accompanied by their would-be mmarigo 
maidens) would go to the parent ekwuru with the r 
mmonwu bride-wealth consisting of money, animals a ,^0 
wine. It is assumed that the borrowers are not yet host5 
the mmonwu tradition and therefore the major task o j^jon. 
would be to initiate their guests into the mmonwyti'a pt

Before this however the osukwu and mmarigo o 
• o •« i
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ekwuru would each choose a friend of the same sex from among 
the visitors.

This ceremony known as iwe enyi mmonwu is of great drama­
tic importance as it enables the borrowers to learn mmonwu art 
with more ease than would otherwise be possible because the hosts 
teach their individual friends the different aspects of mmonwu 
performance informally at home after the public sessions in the 
ekwuru. The actual choice of friends is in itself a type of show. 
Where there is an equal number of hosts and guests there would 
be no problem but where the guests are more in number than the 
hosts, then the hosts would choose more than one friend each 
and where they are less some hosts may go without friends. What 
is important is that all the guests should have somewhere to go to 
be entertained privately after the public ceremonies. The choice, 
in spite of the fact that it may cause some initial embarrassments 
and anxieties as some guests might be chosen by those they would 
not at first fancy, tends to cohere once made and is, as has been 
said, a kind of show in itself, for all the guests and their hosts, 
male and female, would usually assemble in the arena and the 
hosts, in the order of their age, would make their choice.

The borrowers' stay with their hosts and their orientation 
course, as it were, in mmonwu drama production and performance 
may last for two Igbo weeks, that is, eight days, and within this 
period the visiting company would be conversant with the 
rudiments of mmonwu play acting. At the end of this theatrical 
orientation course the new group would then return to their own 
community with the mmonwu they have "married" and would 
thus have founded their own ekwuru.

In ilu mmonwu performance therefore, in addition to the usual 
mmonwu acts there are activities of settling and payment of 
bride-wealth and after the show when the masks might have made 
their exit, there would be the "bridal" feast.

1GBALI MMONWU PLAY

One of the most remarkable of the specific mmonwu performan­
ces in terms of spectacle, is the igbali mmonwu play, jgbali 
mmonwu (literally meaning shooting up, as distinct from itili, i.e., 
beating up, mmonwu) may imply two things: (1) costuming, that 
is, creating, mmonwy for the first time; or (2) re-costuming an 
existing mmonwg that had discarded its former costumes and 
acquired new ones. As more on mmonwu costuming will be 
discussed in the chapter on spectacle it is enough here to say that 
igbali mmonwu performance could be seen as the pivot of all
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drama because without it there would be no 
in the first place. It is the final embodiment of

n\A/l I involves the creation of a new

mmonwu 
personae
art Igbali mmonwu involves the creation or a new 
figure with unique physical characteristics; oy tne> Udide, the sp^ 
artist. The figure would then emerge for the first time either ? 
hfs ekwuru, from any other ekwuru or from a bad bush". D 
the igbali mmonwu performance the mmonwu in question exhi£ 
his hew form to the jubilation of all the masks and human partici 
pants present. It is always a spectacular manifestation. The n 
ultimately takes place in the part.cu ar mmonwu's ekwu* 
whether he first emerged from there or not. If raised in his ekwuru 
the usual mmonwu play takes place with the added glarnour 
contributed by invited masks who may take part in the whole 
show. But if he is raised in any location other than his ekwuru 
there would be a processional show starting from the place of first 
emergence, stretching through the theatrical route (along which 
spectators may throng, some following him ultimately) to the 
home obom where the final drama would be acted out.

INITIATION PLAY

in7of mmT (in'tla‘l0n) Performance is perhaps the most gripP. 
on tracTdv?T perfoi~ as it often, in the past, bordered 
tension in the a"19!,311 'n't'at'on performance there is a “vah- 
“te;s D^r^X ^ps both the novice and 

initiation S.M. Obidike savs°f mind °f the n°V'of fea^1
^uiuiKe says, He is very afraid, dreams of reai

In all judicial performances45 in which the ezemmuc is often the 
supreme judge (although any mmonwu could pass judgment) 
and the akakpq the enforcement officer, the theatrical action is 
basically intermingled with a judicial act in which disputants state 
their points of view of any dispute and the mmonwu gives his 
verdict. In cases where mmonwu metes out punishment to erring 
members of the society, the akakpp usually goes out during 
performances to "catch fowl or goat" as the case may be "on 
behalf of the defaulting member". The killing of the animals 
seized as fines is often part of a judicial performace. The animals 
caught may not necessarily belong to the guilty person and this is 
why they are said to be caught "on behalf of the defaulting 
member . What happens is that the person on whose behalf the 
animals are caught would compensate the owners.
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things, e.g., mmonwu pursuing him mercilessly; he loses appetite, 
prefers staying indoors among other people especially towards 
evening; sometimes postpones the date ... frequent stooling 
and urinating, etc."46

The initiation episode is woven into the usual mmonwu action. 
At the climax of the show the ezemmuo enters into the ekwuru 
and from there orders the akatakpo to bring in the novice or 
novices to be "consumed." The supporters of the would-be 
initiates often accompany them to the ekwuru for the initiation 
act. At this point, as Obidike also says, the candidate is "very 
nervous and half dead. Overcharged by fear, heightened by the 
guttural voices of the spirits, he may faint and know nothing 
of what happens."47

Indeed in the past, initiation into mmonwu used to be a 
terrible experience for the youths but now its rigours are mini­
mised. Strangely, the story told to the novice^about to be initiated 
is akin to what J.G. Frazer reports the youths of the Wonghi tribe 
of New South Wales about to be initiated into manhood are told 
in a secret ceremony:

It is given out that the youths are each met in turn by a mythical 
being called Thuremlin (more commonly known as Daramulun), 
who takes the youth to a distance, kills him, and in some instances 
cuts him up, after which he restores him to life ... Their belief r 
the power of Thuremlin is said to be undoubted/48

In the case of mmonwu initiation, when the novice is led into 
the ekwuru the master of the ekwuru, that is, the akatakpo, makes 
him first of all swear the oath of secrecy on the ofo mmonwu. 
Then there begins the process that is metaphorically known as the 
"consuming" of the novice by mmonwu (mmonwu otita) after 
the novice has been warned, under oath, by the akatakpo that if 
after the initiation he is found wanting he has himself to blame 
and not the officiating minister.

Mmonwu otita consists in the initiation ordeals which were 
often rigorous and usually took place at night and in the dark. 
There used to be, as a general rule, the creation of the illusion of 
going through the bowels of the earth and the would-be initiate 
would hear mmonwu voices shouting, "I will have this limb," 
"I will have the eyes", etc. The initiating minister would then ask 
the candidate to plead for mercy and to promise the spirits some­
thing, a goat or a fowl, and if the novice had not enough courage 
he would promise what his parents or guardian or himself if he 
was a dibiulo (a man in his house) would find difficult to fulfil. 
In any case, whatever he promised during this initiation trial 
must be given to the spirits.



TITULAR PLAYS

In the isu oda and ido ekwuru performances as in the ilu mmonwu 
and initiation plays the titular rites are interwoven with the 
regular episodes of the mmonwu play The consecration of the ? a 
and the ekwuru, the ritual killing of the animals, with the accom­
panying incantations,form episodes in the titular shows.

IDO EKWURU

quantities of food east one cow must be slaughtered,-- 
neighbouring ntmonw" J* would be Pr°videdi"£"1V 

. groups would be entertained.

ln the endd ;oehaOveCbeenStahdrownh“^5%. 

later reported t would be discovered. Durin atVola^'s 
and deposited w e of severa| 9 the Pe
hewassuppose^obe m h^ion fe s he ta^

Sion procedure is akin to hat described by Odjta V ? 
analysis of the dramatic significance 01 the Onicha mJ"s 
nTtiat on eremony where he shows that initiation is 

quisite for auditioning mmonwu performers and for the p^ 
pation of members in play rehearsals.

Initiation plays are often in the evening and the stage disp|av 
often ends with the taking of the novices into the ekwuru. After 
this the spectators disperse and the rest of the initiation rite takes 
place in the ekwuru as we have already seen.

The following day the new initiates are reportedly deposited 
somewhere (mmpnwu otutu) after they are said to have been 
remoulded or reborn. There are stories that in the past there were 
instances where a novice would fail to reappear because the 
spirits refused to disgorge him on account of wrongs he had done 
in the society or because he doubted the spirituality of the mask, 
etc. This indeed is the origin of the fear and trembling associated 
with initiation into mmonwu society. There were instances too 
when neophytes were not "thrown out" until months after they 
had been "consumed." Such incidents strengthend the grip which 
mmpnwu drama had on the society.
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OTA MMONWU

To end this discussion of the different types of mmonwu plays it 
is necessary to mention the ota mmonwu display which is, in 
essence, an mmonwu pageant. It does not take place often, nor 
regularly; it is mostly ad hoc. But when it does take place it is 
most thrilling, gorgeous and awe-inspiring. Basically an <?ta 
mmonwu means the massing together of innumerable masksfrom 
far and wide at a spot and is generally occasioned by very serious 
cultish matters such as internal rivalries or an open and flagrant 
desecration of mmonwu character.52 Qta mmonwu may however 
occur at other occasions such as during ido ekwuru or any other 
mmonwu ceremony.

It would be difficult to exhaust all the possibilities of an

The Performance

ekwuru perform this festival because of its cost. It is performed 
only once, ana the eKwuru that performs it ranks high in the 
mmonwu world.

I
h

HARVEST PLAYS

Some mmonwu plays are characterised by inye onyinye (giving 
presents). During such mmonwu performances, spectators, 
especially the women known to mmonwu as ogerinkwukwu, 
would bring gifts to the masks. Such gifts generally consist of 
money, yams, cocoyams, bananas, plantains, eggs, fowls and items 
that make up mmonwu costume such as woollen tassels, sacks, 
Kano cloth, velvets, and so on.

In general during mmpnwu performances any spectator 
could at any point in the drama throw money to the mask as 
a gift in appreciation of the mask's artistic performance.50 Also 
an episode that mmonwu sometimes re-enacts is to give to any 
member of the audience a cowrie shell (now a half kobo) and ask 
him to buy him a piece of cloth or a sack that would cost many 
naira adding with a tongue in his cheek, "bring me back any 
money that is left."51

ANNUAL FESTIVAL PLAY

Each year it is usual for members of an ekwuru to perform an 
mmonwu feast known as Igba mmonwu. Friendsand well-wishers 
from other areas are usually invited with the expectation that they 
in turn would reciprocate during their own mmonwu festival. 
Such ceremonies are often very elaborate and apart from the usual 
feasting and the display of new outfits by the celebrants, 
spectacular mmonwu plays are staged.
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eddle$s
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Ogwugwuenve at the time (19721 chanK mre tap„ec„dc9d.

L. 12: egbengwu, this means false mask. 

10

L. 18: that eats aance - that dances very well.

12. .Igba is a type of drum

thing, or this person is excellent !9ba ~ ihe ° °r onve nke a bu igba (th is 
ent. beautiful very good). See Fig. 10, p. 93.

Traditional okuigba chant.

3. An illustration of some uri patterns is given in Fig. 16, p. 150 below.
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mmonwu performance. Within its broad outlines there is 
room for improvement <— 
growth.

5. Ekwe, a musical instrument generally fashioned from a hollowed tree-trunk, is very 
characteristic of the Igbo orchestra. It ranges from the mkpomkpo made simply by 
slitting a segment of a bamboo stem and used by children s play groups to the ikoro 
usually scooped out of a large log of the iroko stem and used only on ritual 
ceremonial occasions. Ekwe is not only used in making music, it is also used in 
sending messages or disseminating information. The sound of ekwe may announce 
the birth of a child or the death of a man or woman, may summon the people to a 
meeting or to communal labour and during a funeral, people could easily know 
whether the mourners intend to kill a cow for the deceased or not merely by the 
sound or the ekwe used in the funeral music.

Notes
1. Nnabuenyi Ugonna, "Reviews", Black Orpheus, 3,1,1974, p. 65

Z S^uth-EaXrn'TZschoo! Tf 

University of London, Vol. XII. 1948, P- 839.

Qdu (also called opi) made from the horn of an animal like ele (antelope), atu 
(bushcow) or any other animal, is also very important in an Igbo orchestra and 
is almost indispensable in mmonwu drama.

1 ■ One ternate singer may start a performance, for example, during a scheduled 
performance in about 1945 at Amaokpara Ihitenansa, spectators thronged the 
Amachereku arena but there were no performers except one maiden called 
Ajaefuruego Ezenwaka, now dead. She started the show by going into the ulpomu 
and chanting: "l\lna m rjatanim na-agu, ekwe, oo mya oo oo o (Father, I alone am 
solo and chorus), repeateoty. It was after this that other performers started arriving. 
As would be expected mmonwu commended Ajaefuruego and fined the 
late-comers.
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16. Originally chanted by two mmarigo, see note 8 above, and subsequently rendered

17. F.N. Ugonna, "llu in Spoken Igbo Literature", Lagos Notes and Records. 5,1974,
56-57.

18. L. 10: Egbemkpu means this side of existence. This expression may be derived

Chanted by Daraebowusi Daraojimba.19

21.

22. Breaking mmonvyuhead essentially means saying that mmonwu is human.

23. Information given by Ezeugonna Ezenwaka, 1973.

24. See note 8 above.

25

26. See p. 97 above.

27. See p. 94 above.

29

L. 21: obeke is the only species of yam known to be inedible.30.

See p. 10533.

34.

36.
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14. Chant by Daraebowusi Daraojimba and Ezikeonyeoruru Ezikeobiaku, 1974.

15. L. 13: the art of facial scarification.

31. Cf. note 64 of Chapter 1 above.

32. See Plate 2 for illustrations of masks in Ekwuru Ezebude.

from the ayaka masking tradition in which "mkpu" (anthill) is seen not only as the 
entrance to the spirit world but also as the oda platform.

L 8’ Mbirichiuwa — spirit of fortune; okechi - spirit of casualty, accidents, 

mishaps.

20. Chanted by Ezebude during a special performance in his obom at Amaneese, 
Amaifeke, 1975.

28. Seep. 101.

L. 8: cassava and thorns, i.e„ unsifted cassava, rough and tough.

The character traits of the masked figures are implied in their names, for example, 
Ezeigboezue means "all Igbo are assemble^", Esibeagugo means "those who doubt 
would get into trouble", Ugerumba implies that "charm would be ineffective", 
Egobude means "money is fame". For illustrations of the masked characters see 
Plates 1—4.

L. 13: cut the upper incisors first — this was regarded as aru (offence against the 
earth deity).

by the full mmarigo chorus of Ezeigboezue during a play the text of which is given 
on p. 112 ff.

LI. 5—6: : Another way of expressing the Igbo proverb: . Ala uzo nto na-eru ji mana 
o bu onye mbute (the distant farm yields abundant yam harvest but the problem 
is the person to carry home the harvest) reminding one of the mode of transporta­
tion in the rural Igbo community.

25 |_| 7—8: note the negativity of mmonwu affirmative. Ezedimbu means to say that 
it is both terrible and apt.
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Chinua Achebe, things Fall Apart,

45.
Describe the state of

46.

Ibid.47.

48.

115 above.
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hv Obi, aptly describes the general featUres 
questio^ e9acTof the mmonwu categories.

where male and female participants embraced

t x birth t0 an 
F-, -z a oersc" to <— ----

Mmqnwu:
|_ 64: he who Wf-* " * |eg.,lm8Cy, truth and justice, to hold

k ^^“e’Sh 0° ****^1 means to change the person's 

.lirn. the pad f°r 5
L. 62: to turn 
the better.

. a- A study ■» ‘nd ab'i<'9e'‘
J.G. Frazer, The G°lden ,963 (1922), P- 906.
London, Macmillan and Co. Ltd., l»oo

Catta, "Igbo Masking Tradition," p.85.

See text of Ezeigboezue play, Act 4, line 30, p.
... -- lgbo proverbial saying, "iw ahia mmonwu", mean, 

do the near-impossible.

40. Obi's response.

41. Obidike's response.

In the past, a *orm of love ass0C'a,l0n

wi(ithout coitus. 
w ugonna Ezenwaka, Ou/8, answer to question

For a camparahle judlda. p.d.-man«e. see

CI’aPM n 50 oi Questionnaire 1, namely.

SS'th-e’XSheTminltiarloh".

Drama*10 '

(ho surpasses 

-nfoisthe syi 
•, --u+onLi

the path - ■ - 
the P
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THE SPECTACLE AND THE
SPECTATORS

I

■ I

I

The Spectacle
The appeal of the mmonwu display derives partly from the 
mmonwu myth, that is, the oral saga detailing the general history 
of ekwuru and the several exploits of different mmonwu 
characters, and partly from the mmonwu spectacle. Both the 
spectacle and the saga are, indeed, interrelated because both 
attempt to depict the mmonwu character. In mmonwu drama the 
spectacle or the machinery is of paramount importance because 
the performance is strongly visual. Mmonwu theatre stresses the 
"priority of the eye", to use Gordon Graig's words.1 Thus it has 
a verbal and a nonverbal character. Words in mmonwu are not 
used to narrate the fable of a play but to inform and to teach. 
The nonverbal aspect is the spectacle, that is, the mmonwu 
masking and costuming tradition.

Spectacle certainly plays an important role in the development 
of the mmonwu form. Its main purpose is to serve as the vehicle 
through which the mmonwu concept could be realistically 
conveyed to spectators. The mmonwu spectacle is therefore 
necessarily symbolistic since it is a means of making the insub­
stantial visible, making a spirit concrete.

The word spectacle as applied to mmonwu is all embracing 
and covers many aspects of the external form of the obom and the 
aesthetic affects they produce in the spectators. Spectacle 
describes the exhibitive dimension of mmonwu play and therefore 
emphasises the "show" element, the pageantry, the nonverbal and 
purely visual form of mmonwu art. It embraces the intangible 
dance movements and styles, and the more permanent decorations 
of the arena, the pageant of colours exhibited in the costumes 
worn by the spectators and human performers and the expressive 
forms of the spirit-masks.
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The mask emphasized the ritualistic character of some of 
reatss plays. And, in general, it could distance, elevate, and 

dignify dramatic experience, freeing it from the temporality and 
flux of realistic theatre. Craig sensed this, when he designed the 
mask for the Blind Man in Yeats's On Baile's Strand. "The 
advantage of a mask overa face", he wrote "is that it is always 
repeating unerringly the poetic fancy". The theatre must learn 

e esson of durability" from Egyptian art and return to the 
exorp"!innaCtlCek °f coverin9 the actor's face "in order that his 
shallbeevnerlastti1ng'\3Ua,'Zed expression of the poetiC SP'nt
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As the main objective of the spectacle is to make
i onri cinrp the “dream to be concretized ■ ^sin^ 

aPpear rea a deity the spectacle is contrive^ ?the en 
Zndour This , aSed by the use of a wide range o °co|< 

erials - cloth and banner^ tasse s and staffs [*0^’ 
construction and decoration of the theatre. Artistic-co the 
“ th"‘ obom with its ekwuru, uloomu and oda;
the obom with multicoloured straws and symbolic |eaV(i aS 
onto fences made of split bamboo -and raffia po|es. the * tiej 
of buntings, flags, banners and posters the painting Of m '*la» 
portraits on ekwuru walls; all contribute to making reaj> 
mmonwu concept. e

As we have seen, the stage and the ekwuru, the whm 
mmonwu environment, is decorated in such a way as to creatZ le 
the mind of the spectator spirit awareness and prepare him fOrtin 
artistic contemplation of the masks. Thus, apart from thecolni 6 
ful stage,mmonwu characters themselves are symbolically masked

The focus of mmonwu spectacle is on the spirit-character 
himself. This is the figure whose form thrills the audience more 
than anything else. In general, he is costumed in such a way as 
to depict his spiritual attributes. His features are neither human 
nor animal. It is true that he has four costumed limbs but his 
torso and his head have no human or animal resemblance. They 
are uniquely his. Commenting on the varied motivation for the use 
of masks in modern Western drama Gassner maintains that “the 
mask helped to depersonalize characters for one purpose or 
another”.2 In mmonwu tradition the mask does not depersonalize, 
it personalizes, it concretizes. In mmonwu the mask attains its 
highest and final apotheosis: the mask is the spirit. Indeed, 
Gassner's further comment on masks approaches the mmonwu 
idea:

S*nce lts ear,V manifestations, has aci0^jritual 
form 0 ° mas^,n9 whole figure to express a
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Owing to the sacredness of the mmonwu drama the mmonwu 
masking technique has been mythicized. Mmonwu, it is said, is 
concretized by Udide (Spider) who lives in the ekwuru. The myth 
is that mmonwu being a spirit has no visible form independent of 
the costumes. The costumes are fashioned by the Spider in his 
subterranean abode from material supplied by members of the 
community. Before the ceremony of igbali (shooting up, raising) 
mmonwu, the mmarigo are asked by the osukwu to produce 
enormous quantities of asangwq (raffia straw). Asangwq is got 
from the tender leaves of the species of raffia paim called ode* 
From each swordlike blade of raffia leaf a stringy covering is 
removed from the apex to the base. This method of producing 
asangwq, known as izie (peeling off) asangwq needs some measure 
of skill. This thin layer of covering when first removed is tran­
slucent but soon it dries up into a grey-coloured string, tough and 
generally useful in the home as well as in the farm.

For the creation of the mask, bundles of these strings pro­
duced by members of the mmonwu community in question are 
carried into the ekwuru where they are reportedly thrown into 
Udide's chasm. Depending on the category of mmonwu to be 
fashioned, other materials such as different types of cloths, tassels, 
helmets, animal mane, are also reported to be deposited into the 
said chasm. Then Udide, uses these materials supplied to create the 
mmonwu character desired by the members of the dramatic group. 
If the mmonwu character had been in existence before and had 
only descended into Udide land the artist merely reweaves him. 
Members of the community contribute funds and materials 
towards the costuming of their masks. Some well-to-do patrons 
may make endowments towards the costuming of one or more 
masks in the ekwuru. In fact, one or more patrons may sponsor 
the establishment of an entirely new ekwuru.

The actual process of costuming is still kept an artistic secret 
only revealed to the anyamammonwu (the eye that knows the 
spirit). It is however thought that after Udide has made the 
costume it is then animated by the particular spirit character for 
which the costume is intended. These are no doubt convenient 
terms for describing the process of an actor assuming the role of 
the character. In mmonwu drama the actor is so fused with the 
character that the identity of the actor is completely lost; the 
dramatists themselves insist that there are no actors but characters.

People claim not to know exactly what happens during the 
process of costuming and, even if they know, the are not at liberty 
to say. It is however said that the artist Udide, weaves raffia straw 
(asangwo) on to a framework similar to the form of the mask
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Abateete (mirror) 
Form of mmonwu
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The mmonwu spectacle achieves the following aesthetic ends: 
Artistic creativity

To the Igbo, mmonwu is not merely a mimetic art, it is the 
ultimate artistic expression, the summation of poetic creativity. 
But should mmonwu and other African visual art forms be 
considered as "art” in isolation or in relation to their social 
functions. Boris de Rachewiltz, for example, thinks that an 
"aesthetic analysis based on the Kantian definition of beauty is 
inapplicable” to African art. In African, as in ancient Egyptian art, 
he maintains that

Sculpture, bas-reliefs, pictures, all serve a specific end, their creation 
being based on rules belonging to the world of magic. There are thus 
close points of contact between Egyptian artistic conceptions and 
those prooer to Black Africa. Above ail, they both lack a word, 
for "the Beautiful."■'

The Spectacle and the Spectators

What physical spectacle, therefore, does a typical mmonwu in 
each of the four categories present to the spectators? To begin 
with the ezemmuo, he looks like a colossus. He is strikingly like 
the Mandinka farakankurang,G except that while the Mandinka 
mask is made of the bark of the baobab tree, ezemmuo is made of 
raffia straw, etc.

There are two main ezemmuo costuming styles, the egwuru- 
gwu (rainbow) style and the abateete (mirror) style. In the former, 
the cloth part of the mask has symmetrical patterns of various 
colours which lend to the whole form a rainbow appearance. In 
the latter, the ezemmuo figure has reflective mirrors all about him. 
In general the ezemmuo figure is conical in shape, with a maned 
top that looks like a shiny black wig. The staw which fans out 
bell-bottomedly somewhat like an Elizabethan skirt, where not 
covered with cloth, falls gracefully from the upper regions 
downwards.

The general appearance of mmonwu characters has been 
described in the last chapter. The dimkpammuo so resembles the 
ezemmuo in many respects that it is often difficult for a person 
not familiar with them to readily distinguish one from the other. 
In general, however, the eze is often more splendidly adorned with 
egboawusa (tassels) and he is also slightly taller. This is illustrated 
by the picture of Ezekwereobi and Omerigbokwe, Plate 1.

The agboghommuo contrasts with the other masks not only in 
her sex but in being exclusively cloth-costumed. She is, in fact, 
also known as mmonwu ogodo (cloth mask) an appellation that 
suggests expensiveness, beauty and showiness.

The akakpo, strawy, versatile and relatively short with a small 
patch of cloth on his crest is shaped like a giant onion or an 
inverted bucket (see Isikoroebu's picture in Plate 2).

|
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This is of course, nonsense as our analysis on p. 15s 
below wi 'show, but it raises the queshon posed by Pad ’56 
So^ "does the belief that African sculpture ,s only understoj'J 
hs religious context not underestimate theI potential of J" 
form, the genius of the scu|PtorTa"d ta««s of the
sculoture users?"8 It certaily does, at least L:e opinj0n ® 
Robert Farris Thompson who has imestigatec /pruba f 
criticism and has come to the conclusion that,

U aeoempre.
hJ t°hPp"uardiarl of philosophic thought. The best example

Cig tesSny the fabric of aesthetic thought loses convict.on and 

certainty.®

Perhaps Frank Willett is right when he holds that the best 
approach to the criticism of African arc is some'.-. Hie between the 
two extremes of social usage and pure aesthetics.10 In other 
words, African art is committed art, pragmatic art, out art all the 
same.

Mmonwu is perhaps one clear example of an African artistic 
form which though performing a social function has a purposeful­
ly defined aesthetic value. While, as Rachewiltz has contended, 
"many of the objects which European aesthetic sensibility has 
classified -as works of art are in fact ritual instruments, strictly 
functional in purpose" the mmonwu mask is a "beautiful" object 
of art created to be admired and appreciated. The mmonwu artists 
have a definite aesthetic objective in view as they create the 
masked forms. They set out to create beautiful forms that would 
thrill their beholders. The mmonwu art forms are not religious 
objects to be realistically venerated; they are dramatic characters 
with foims to be conventionally admired, praised and feared. I hus 
mmonwu masks objectify the Igbo artistic "vision of suprasensi-

eality ; and as < I jects of art tl e have some of t le formal 
and aesthetic characteristics of classical African art forms 
summarised in part by R.P. Armstrong as follows:

depiction/snd'thTey^6^ Sny marked interest in naturalistic 
disrupted'with interval has been exP,oited tor the f,9ure !s 
European art. Further T dlfuferent those one encounters in 
volumes themselves am -=>^ha^Cteristics of the interrupting 
ting scheme of spatial ini-rad,ca .y ddferent as well. The predomina- 
overwhelming spatial inte^alPt 1°2 *S vertical- Len9th or height is the

Mmonwu figures differ in one snpct.-as we will
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..j population of plants and animals, ail these suggested the 
of the transcendental to primitive man. In fact before

soon see, from figurines and masks sculptured in wood. While 
the latter tend to depict anima! and human forms permitting 
"some abstraction from reality" which Si, one of the four Can 
sculptors Hscher worked with, maintains, "is necessary in a work 
of art,"13the former objectify abstract beings.-

Mmonwu therefore shares with all African classical art forms 
abstractism which is achieved by the accentuation of the vertical 
volume without undue distortion of the horizontal and the 
displacement of the natural proportion between the head, the 
trunk and the limbs. It could be said indeed that mmonwu is the 
ideal abstract, expressive and stylised artistic tradition of the Igbo. 
Mmonwu explicates the theory that art is independent of physical 
reality — art is spiritual, magical. It creates. It also proves that the 
artist can use forms to give life to abstract and religious thought. 
The mystical power of the artist who at the point of inspiration, 
becomes as it were a spiritual force is demonstrated. In mmonwu 
art the artist becomes the spirit Udide. The mmonwu artist like 
the Neo-Thomist artist exemplifies (1) "the integrity of the habit 
of an artist, such that his construction of a thing is an honest part 
of his total placement toward the world"; (2) the anonymity of 
art, since art is the product of reason applied to making things; 
and (3) the intuitive nature of art "as a productive encounter with 
divinity in the dark night of the soul. 4

Symbolism
Mmonwu art extends the scope and meaning of symbolism to the 
point where a symbol becomes almost inseparable from the idea. 
Masking is in fact a dramatic exercise in symbolism. Straw and 
cloth — light, inflammable and easily disposable — symbolize the 
airy and immaterial nature of spirit. The flighty nature of straw 
symbolizes the quickness of spirit and the colour of the costume 
and the intricate designs on the cloth all symbolize the beauty 
and mystery of the dramatic spirit. The grey colour of the straw 
suggests the paleness associated with the dead, so also do the flap­
ping cloths, the tassels, the staff, and the dirge-like orchestration 
symbolise the idea of the spirit of the dead.

Art and the concept o f spirit
Man's first contact with the supernatural is believed to be through 
fear and awe. Primitive man, it is held, developed religion through 
contact with dreadful and awful nature, the roaring sea, the 
destructive flood, the powerful wind, the terrifying forest with its 

teeming 
idea <
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ded“°p^^
conceptual representation of spirit. This account; for the uni s- 
ness of the mmonwu aPPearanCy JXk^BecS of’lh’*’
fact that mmonwu has no wooden mask. Because of the absent 
of carved figure, facial or heao mask, which reprints realistically 
unrealistically or symbolically, any anima . oim — roan, beas/ 
bird, fish or insect - the abstractness and spin luaiity of mmonwu 
is emphasized. This is so because in beholding mmonwu, there is 
no animal analogy whatsoever. What the spectator contemplates 
Is the representative of a non-animal being that animates a straw 
exterior. Mmonwu thus becomes the Igbo artistic spirit.

Some of the imagined qualities of a spirit are symbolically 
expressed in the appearance of mmonwu. A spirit being conceived 
as all-knowing, all-seeing and all-comprehending does not require 
localised visual, auditory and vocal organs. He could see, hear, feel 
and. talk from every part of his being. Mmonwu therefore has no 
visible eyes, ears or oral cavity. This is perhaps the reason why the 
mmonwu artists have found it unnecessary and, indeed, unrealistic 
to use carved wooden masks which depict human or animal 
features.

The vision of a facial or head mask with two eyes is artistically 
circumscribed. He can only see imperfectly like animals or men. 
But mmonwu with no visible eyes has eyes all cv him. In fact he 
is known as '‘all eyes”. Thus mmonwu the maskdess mask in his 
appearance evokes images of the supernatural, a oaing liberated 
from the physical limitations of natural beings, limitations like 
eyes that have limited vision and flesh that easily corrupts, etc. 
There is no portrayal of the auditory organs on ne mmonwu 
figure as such a portrayal would appear to limit nmonwu to 
u-Mld9.tin9^w'tfl,n ear-shot. Such a representation of the spirit 
would detract rrom the mmonwu illusion,

mmonwu as a figure with an oral cavity

■ • rom his voice Wlthout aciua|| ssej And the
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voice inspires the same fear and awe as the spirit himself. One 
cannot imagine a mask that speaks in a human voice and not in 
the characteristic mmonwu voice, weird, guttural, metallic and 
high-pitched, a voice that differs from any human or animal voice. 

More will be said on the significance of the mmonwu voice in the 
next chapter that deals with the stylistics of mmonwu poetry.

Another feature of the mmonwu figure that reflects its spiri­
tual concept is the contrasting size of the masks — the colossal 
ezemmuo with the diminutive akakpo. The vertical extension of 
the ezemmuo is concomitant to his superhuman quality and 
character. His size symbolically enables him to overshadow ail 
living animals on the land and by projecting himself above all 
humans ensures his domination of them. This also accords with 
the general Igbo idea of the dominance of the “high" over the 
"low". On the other hand, the smallness of the akakpo symbolises 
the ubiquity of the mmonwu character. With his small size the 
akakpo can intrude into any available space, in effect, while the 
ezemmuo draws the attention of the spectators by The power of 
his hugeness, the akakpo achieves this by the might of his quick­
ness. Most of the props carried by the masks help to emphasise 
the power and therefore the supposed superhuman character of 
the masks. Missiles, swords, bows and arrows, axes and 
spears — all help to impress the audience with the power and 
spirituality of the mmonwu characters.
The Aesthetic Appeal
The ultimate objective of the mmonwu play is, without doubt, 
its aesthetic appeal, that quality in it that entertains, satisfies. 
What satisfies the audience at the mmgnwu play is the beauty of 
the mmonwu spectacle. Mmonwu is regarded among the Igbo as 
the acme of beauty, truth and goodness — values represented as 
the three basic ideals of man. Thus, when a thing is extremely 
beautiful Igbo people refer to it as "mmonwu". "0 di ka 
mmonwu (it is like mmonwu)" is an expression describing the 
very beautiful. Mmonwu spectacle therefore attempts to represent 
the ideally beautiful. To appreciate mmonwu is to contemplate 
beauty.

Earlier in this chapter Rachewiltz's contention that the 
African lacks a word for "the Beautiful" has been quoted. As far 
as the Igbo are concerned this statement is not true because the 
word mma, connotes "the beautiful" in Igbo. And in this regard, 
R.G. Armstrong has, in a personal communication, commented: 
"There is also Yoruba ewa (quite possibly cognate with mma) and 
idoma ohi or osi. The Africans are not ignorant of beauty, but

155



1 Sh

It is the appreciation of this objective beauty immanent in the 
mmonwu spectacle that partly enables the spectators to achieve 
catharsis though the beauty of the dialogue also helps. By contem­
plating mmonwy spectacle spectators are moved to a realisation of 
mpnt °wp 'ns,9n' lcance in contrast tc the vast mmonwu environ- 
when one matter of education and orientation, for
the illusion for th^XlitT^ oth^^6 h ' tendenCy t0 aCC6^ 
not afterwards iiindn -n other words, during the drama, if 
the invisible crea ion? aC?'reS a realitV of its own; a union with 

materializp •n<-a9lnatiVe'y aC*1’eved' sP,r,tua concepts, 
are at the XT time v^e^5 Wh° Perform On the Stage 
spectators. objects of art appreciated by the

The Spectators

during the early period of mmonwu drama, about the 1920s 
jds when the communities whose dramatic trad lion is b

Mmonwu: A Dramatic Tradition of the Igbo

authors like de Rachewiltz are often ignorant of African iangua^ 

and culture.” . mma a|So means "goodness
It is true that ihe lg wdjstjnct- The Igbo man clearly dis. 

but the two connotatio - nnodness from when it means beautv 
tinguishes when mma‘ e gattributes of mmonwu is mma doro
or the beautiful. On® ° t ntion) and here one is not referrinq
tf goodness “as moral implications but to beauty with its 

aesthetic and emotionalr^*'7 ;n their evaluation of the beauti
In their appreciat.oncrf mma, m^.he

ful, the Igbo, in genera ... normally consider the
as a subjective qua. ,ty of thei'r 

beauty in me m emotional state of consciousness,
"uld they consider it to be "a particular kind of relationship 
between the mind and the object of perception. As Bertram 
Momis has pointed out, these two latter fundamental interprets, 
ions of beauty, the first held by Benedetto Croce and the second 

by George Santayana are respectively subjective and relational. 
The Igbo tend to consider beauty to be an intrinsic property or 
quality of a thing in and of itself, whether or not anybody appre- 
hends it."16 Thus the spectators in an mmonwu play would main­
tain that the beauty exhibited in a mask is a definite quality of 
that mask, a quality which pleases when beheld. The quality there­
fore belongs to the object perceived and not to the subject 
perceiving.
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The Motivations of the Spectator
The question may be asked, why do people go to the obom 
mmonwu? And it could be answered that they do so primarily for
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plays differently. The osukwu (initiated member) 
mmonwu, after all, mmonwu initiation is called ima 
 tw - and the ogbodi (uninitiated

member) does not. But yet during an actual performance the 
emotions engendered by the drama may grip every heart irres­
pective of whether the spectator I

The Spectacle and the Spectators 

investigated were hardly influenced by modern education, the 
mmonwu audience mainly consisted of the rural farmers and 
artisans, all interested elders, the nze, members of certain religious 
movements or groups — ndi ele, ndi mbata, ndi agwu, ndi eze 
arusi (members of religious cults and priests), ndi dibia (members 
or the healing profession), and ndi eze ikpe (members of the judi­
ciary). Also attending would be prominent members of such 
women s societies as ndi loplo and umuada. This was the mmonwu 
audience beiore the transition to the modern social order.

: odav, as a result of constant social change, the mmonwu 
audience has become more complex. Mmonwu spectators now 
include not only people from the community whose ekwuru 
is producing the mmonwu play and their immediate neighbours, 
but also invited guests from far and near and other interested 
people who might have learnt of the staging of the play from diffe*- 
rent sources. The audience would therefore include men, women 
and children, the highly educated and the barely literate, the 
farmer, the labourer and the professional, the chief, the public 
servant and the self-employed, people from the rural communities 
and those from the urban centres.

Fundamentally the audience is composed of those initiated 
and those not initiated into the mysteries of mmonwu. The unini­
tiated spectators comprise mostly women, children and those 
men who have not been initiated. The reasons for non-initiation 
may b® religious, psychological, philosophical or practical. For 
example, many Christians in the past were not allowed by their 
churches to become members of any mmonwu dramatic group. 
Also, some people could be prevented from seeking admission into 
the ekwuru because of fear arising from stories of pain and agony 
during initiation spread by initiated members. Besides, there are 
those who just do not believe in the whole concept or the veracity 
of mmonwu and others who could not afford the initiation fee.

Each of these two categories of spectators tend to appreciate 
mmonwu 
"knows” 
mmonwu (knowing mmonwu),1-'
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three reasons- (1) to listen to and appreciate rhe chanting of 
inree reasons. \ u the masks perform different acJ
mmonwu poems, (2) - spectators about dran?S
on the stage - dance ghde, spin, cha;e p*^ ^^a^

‘the beauty that' is me mmonwu spectacle. George M. Gohan, 
American ^toTplaywright, and producer once said that peop|e £ 

to the theatre for one of three reasons - to .augn, to cry, to be 
Ihriiled"’ a People therefore go to the mmonwu theatre for a 
varietv of reasons but principally to be thrilled, to be soothed, 
vexed and overawed. They go to the theatre to sat.sfy their basic 
doves namely the desire for social interaction and social reco- 
gnition, the need for adventure and security. Goingto the obom 
is indeed, a kind of social outing. * he desire . jr s^iJ esponse 
draws many playgoers to the obom where they would meet friends 
and foes, chat, banter and lose their identity in a crowd. Many 
playgoers use the obom as a meeting ground .or other forms 
of social interaction not connected with mmonwu play. But more 
fundamentally the play itself affords the spectator an j>portunity 
to identify himself with any other character in ■ nance
and assume any desirable role he pleases. Mmonwu pia/s therefore 
satisfy the herding tendency in man.

Mmonwu, perhaps more than any other artistic form in Igbo 
tends to satisfy the spectator's human desire for fame, for leader­
ship, for social recognition. And since the most effective and 
immediate means of giving expression to these drives would appear 
to be through praise, the mmonwu poets attach great importance 
to praise poetry. The Igbo, it appears believe that "etu onye siri 
to mmadu ka a ga-esi to ya” (as a person praises another so will he 
himself be praised). And one could hear an Igbo person who has 
done what he thinks is praise-worthy mutter to himself, "onye 
etoghi m etoo m onwe m” (if nobody praises me I praise myself). 
The masks are praised by the spectators and the spectators in turn 
are praised by the masks. Mmonwu is indeed a drama of praise. 
The mmonwu spectator finds himself surrounded with dazzling 
fame, opulence and splendour and shares in the general heroism.

Man is an adventurous animal, a being that glories in warfare, 
derives pleasure from risks and finds strength in danger. Mmonwu 
play is a torum for the spectator to indulge his primordial cravings 
thP rpJ! iCt f excurs,ons int0 the land of romance denied him in 
oLtatoX °minVerV?ayJife The chase and terror are the 

the fearfu ™ “ fadVenture' The mysterious, the magical and 
a-al to the spectators

In spite of his love of adventure, man
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The Audience Response
How does the audience participate in the mmonwu play? As has 
been mentioned earlier the members of the audience surround or 
nearly surround the mmonwu arena allowing an open stage in the 
centre. When dramatic influence is feit in the obom and the masks

The Spectacle and the Spectators 

which mmonwu authoritarianism appears to provide and 
symbolize. Mmonwu show of absolute power and his claim to 
omniscience impress the audience with a sense of security and 
confidence. Much of the appeal of mmonwu drama is due to the 
fact that during mmonwu plays the spectator is safe to indulge 
his “emotional and imaginative sensitivity and to be stimulated 
and diverted’19 by a mythic world of his own creation. He is 
safe in an obom to accept masked figures as incarnate spirits that 
have risen from their subterranean abodes to play before admiring 
spectators without appearing childish. Thus he is secure from 
ridicule in erecting what some critics would regard as fantasy or 
dream and apparently believing in it and giving to it all the 
reverence due to a deity.

Admittedly there is danger in mmonwu play (the danger is 
the source of the mmonwu adventure), yet the spectator finds 
security in the danger because he knows that the mmonwu danger 
is controlled and that the ultimate danger only engulfs the unwary 
and the fool. And since no spectator thinks that he is a fool he is 
secure from the danger.

It should be noted that not all spectators go to mmonwu 
theatre solely to satisfy their basic emotive drives. Mmonwu, as 
might have been seen from the previous chapters of this study is a 
synthesis of various Igbo social systems — political, judicial, and 
educational — and a mirror of igbo artistic, metaphysical and 
ethical traditions. Thus many spectators attend mmonwu plays 
for their socializing influence, some attend to obtain justice 
or to obtain a wife and others merely to contemplate the beauty 
of the spectacle. Mmonwu is therefore not al! emotion and myth, 
it is also highly philosophical and intellectual. The witty 
mmonwu dialogues are replete with philosophical sayings 
and intellectual arguments. However, one can do no more than 
agree whole-heartedly with Dietrich’s shrewd observation that 
when “al! is said and done, the grea t attraction of the theatre lies 
in the opportunity to participate imaginatively in the dramatic 
action. A play can survive without art or intellect; it cannot 
survive without emotion.”20
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She uninitiated, the women and the children run aw e Cr°M 
as some belligerent masks, mainly ti- akakpo, 
dramatic chase. The crowd derives awful pleasure from t’ 
tion of the uninitiated and this gives them the sensation f99ita' 
and authority. 0 Povver

In a large arena spectators would find it easy to behold n 
players, but in a relatively small arena and especially if 
a large audience order could only be maintained through the * 
discipline of the mrnonwu characters. The akakpo would repea 
tedly pursue the spectators to create ample room for the players 
and to prevent the spectators from surging into the centre stage 
This leads to the constant positional shifts on the part of the 
members of the audience. During very succe xii performances the 
audience is silenced by the mere presence o' the masks and the 
desire to hear every syllable of their utterances

Mrnonwu performance, as already indicated, has verbal as well 
as nonverbal characteristics. In this chapter we have discussed (a) 
the nature of the nonverbal aspect, that is, the spectacle, 
and the audience; and (b) the aesthetic effect which the spectacle 
has on the audience. In the next chapter wt will analyse the verbal 
form of the mrnonwu presentation.

have cast a sort of hypnotic spell on the spectators, 
behave as one mass. They are excited, thrilled, 
members in the audience give praise names to 
masks. They engage in dialogues with and app|aud 
either spontaneously or when prompted to do so t 
the play. The mrnonwu applause as we nave earlier vccn ts 
dramatic importance as it adds to the excitability Of thi
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The Mmonwu Voice
Any study of the external characteristics of mmonwu Iangua9e
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The outer Form of Mmonwu Poetry 
mmoTwu^ann m°re convenient to begin with the outer form of 
mmonwu language.

The strong verbal character of the mmonwu c j. . e has already 
been emphasized through the many examples mmonwu verses 
which have been given in the preceding  has similarly
been stressed that one of the most important aims of mmonwu art 
is to give pleasure through words. In other words, the primary 
function of the mmpnwu poets and actors is to please the specta­
tors at an mmonwu performance or individual reciters of tradi­
tional texts of mmpnwu verse, alone or in company, in the home 
or at work, by providing them with what Adeboye Babalpla calls 
"strikingly rhythmical expression of elevated thought or feeling 
in figurative language."1

Babalpla has described the language of ijala as "a formalized 
version of Yoruba speech.”2 In like manner, mmonwu language 
is a special form of Igbo diction. Thus, like the language of ijala, 
as analysed by Babalola, it is characterized by certain conventional 
poetic formulas and devices. These features (poetic formulas and 
devices), together with the mmonwu imagery, thematic content 
and dramatic features, constitute what one may term the inner 
iorm, the internal features, of mmonwu stylistics while the 
technicalities of versification — voice production, tone, rhythm, 
duration of utterance, pause, and so on — may be considered as 
the outer form. Both aspects of the mmonwu verse will 
discussed below.



ii

il

The Language of Mmonwu Drama 

may perhaps begin with the mmonwu voice and its production. 
The mmonwu voice is probably the most mythicized and mysti­
fied aspect of the mmonwu tradition. This is philosophically un­
derstandable: the voice is the being. Mmonwu poets and producers 
therefore make people believe that the mask's voice is a spiritual 
one. They attempt to produce in the audience the illusion of 
spiritual reality by making the mmonwu voice uniquely different 
from the voice of any other being known to man. Indeed, to 
demythologize the mmonwu voice would perhaps amount to 
destroying the mmonwu illusion.

It has not been possible in the research area to get willing 
information about the nature of the production of the mmonwu 
voice. Even those who know the device would not be at liberty to 
reveal what they know perhaps in the interest of the dramatic 
myth. What is known of the voice however is that it is shrill, 
unearthly, reedy, vibratory, metallic, sharp, articulate, loud and 
clear. It is melodious and ideal for recitative poetry. Besides, it 
emphasises the rhythmic flow of mmpnwu language, making 
the utterances more pleasant to hear, and, in ideal situations, 
creating a hypnotic and dream-like effect on the auditors.

Despite the fact that people in what is claimed to be the true 
mmpnwu area dismiss other masked forms in Igbo land as non- 
mmonwu, what is said in these other masking traditions, notably 
the Onicha tradition, might throw some light on the nwaezenogwu 
voice production. Qnupra Nzekwu, for example, in his revealing 
article on the Igbo masking tradition states:

The secret of the masquerade's voice was the most jealously guarded 
of the cult for, among most groups, it is the voice that is really the 
masquerade. Yet it is a simple device: a hollow cylindrical reed 
some two or three inches long and about three-tenths of an inch in 
diameter over one end of which a spider's cocoon is drawn taut and 
secured in position with a thread. This device will disguise a man's 
voice giving it a harsh, grating quality, something like the sound of 
a gramophone record played with a worn-out needle3.

And describing the initiation into the Onicha Boys' "mmuo" 
society, Odita reveals that during the ceremony, the initiates are 
told for the first time, first, what constitutes the society's pass­
word, and, secondly, that "maskers are really members of the 
mrnuo society in costume". And about the voice "often believed 
to be ndichie's (ancestor s) voice , he says:

It is produced by the use of Ududo (Udide), a contrivance of reed 
fitted at an end with spider's cocoon. Before being introduced to 
this secret, the recruits are taught, as a first step, to contract and 
pull in degrees, by hand, the flappy wings of their nose, wmle 
reciting certain incantations and songs or calling out the mmuq 
society pass-word. The position of the nose for best results is long
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and pointed. The purpose is to produce a variety of voice au=>i- .
the best of which is comparable to the high-pitch voice prodiirJ3'es' 
a masquerade. Perfecting this imitative voice is advantageoi^ by 
masker during an emergency because he could readily switch a 
imitative voice and sustain the reputation of mmyo societv £ ?n 
accidentally dropped the Ududo at performance . • he

It has been necessary to quote both Nzekwu and Qh- 
length as their findings, if relevant to the mmonwu tradition at 
study, as one would be inclined to suspect, may well explain Ur^er 
of the mysteries surrounding the mmonwu voice and the cre°^e 
myth of Udide. One would quickly add however that whatT6 
describe is the production of the Onicha mmuo voice and notth^ 
of nwaezenogwu, the maskless mask. at

The Oral Verse Form as distinct from oral prose
More significant to the study of the outer form of mmonwu utte­
rance is the product of the mmonwu voice — the oral verse itself5

But before discussing the features of this outer form the 
question could be asked: how does mmonwu oral verse differ 
from ordinary speech? The obvious answer that mmonwu verse 
is chanted in the mmonwu guttural voice does not go far enough 
since the mmonwu poem could be chanted and enjoyed by people 
in situations far removed from the conventional mmonwu stage. In 
fact, though the mmonwu voice enhances the poetic and mythic 
effect of the mmonwu poem, it is not intrinsically part of the 
poem. It is only, a medium even if a very important one, through 
which the poem is rendered. What is being stressed is that the 
mmonwu poem could be recited or said outside the theatre by 
interested persons in their everyday lives without destroying the 
mmonwu poetry. The poetry therefore derives from other external 
characteristics besides the chanting voice. The relevance of musico­
logy to mmonwu poetry would be discussed presently when the 
question of rhythm in mmonwu verse is examined.

What then constitutes the difference between mmonwu verse 
and ordinary oral prose, and this is true of oral poetry and prose in 
general? It may be stated that the distinguishing line between 
them, like in the vexed distinction between written verse and 
prose, is thin and controversial. Nemerov's criterion for distingui 
shing between poetry and prose, and this may be interpreted to 
include oral poetry and prose seems to be a most objective one:

fa«TS?J?°etrV 'S rec°9ni2able by its greater dependence on at 
tion This rhln ParaJTieter'the Hne, than appears in prose composi-

♦29 J* aPPearance on the page; and it appears clear 
J ke the‘r Cue from this changed appearance, reading 

poetn< aloud in a very different voice from their habitual voice, 
p°ss‘b|y because, as Ben Johnson said, poetry "speaketh some­
what above a mortal mouth."61 poetry spears
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It could be held that, as the line is the main feature distingui­
shing poetry from prose in the written tradition, what has come 
to be variously known as the "pause-group", the "pause-length”, 
or the "breath-length", differentiates oral verse from oral prose. 
According to Wande Abimbola, "a group of utterances between 
one breath pause and the next" could be defined as the line.7 
Stressing the significance of the line in poetry Nemerov argues 
convincingly that if "people are shown poems printed as prose, 
it most often turns out that they will read the result as prose 
simply because it looks that way; which is to say that th*ey are no 
longer guided in their reading by the balance and shift of the line 
in relation to the breath as well as the syntax"8 In the same way 
if the more or less regular occurrence of the breath-pause is 
obscured or absent in an oral verse people would tend to regard 
it as prose.

In view of this similarity between the oral poetic mode and 
the written verse there is justification in regarding Igbo oral 
poetry in general as metrical just as Babalola has argued in the case 
of Yoruba poetry when he declares, "There is a marked difference 
(perceptible to the native soeaker of Yoruba) between the stressed 
and tne unstressed syllables in every line (of Yoruba) and this is 
the principal feature of Yoruba metre."9
Igbo Metre
Igbo poetry in general and specifically mmonwu verse form, as 
shown in the texts given in Chapter 5 above, is metrical. This 
means that it conforms to definite laws of prosody or the regular 
flow of langugage measured in rhythmic units. Igbo verse form is 
thus characterised by regularity of rhythm-units each of which is 
marked by a definite pause during which the chanter or reciter 
usually takes in breath. Thus the rhythm-unit is also known as the 
breath-length which corresponds, as most critics of the outer form 
of the oral poem have pointed out, with a, line of verse also ambi­
guously called verse, from the Latin versus which means a turning, 
"and is consequently used for a furrow and a row or line'.'10 
The Igbo metrical form therefore, like all "rhythmic art of poetic 
composition expresses itself audibly in a succession of movements 
of different kinds occurring and recurring in definite order."11

In Igbo metre this succession of recurrent movements is 
achieved by the ordered arrangement of strong and weak elements 
corresponding perhaps to the raising of the foot from the ground 
and its being put down in the course of a measured movement 
or dance. This, no doubt, explains the use of the term "foot" 
to imply that unit measure in the prosodic analysis of the English 
poem. In Igbo prosody the concept igidi (dance-step) may
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thp idea of "foot." This is k 
conveniently expre . basis in the | b J^aiise „
Igbo metre may be said to na bei 9bo dance th.
African dance is.nottnctlyh, pQetry of le»c,», 
movements both h Each segment tends to be m C?r 'n ■
series of ^^'^jckTempo, the quick tempo alternatingbV 
either a slow or qu t> P^ |n the ^n
regular order with rhythm.unit or a breath-lenqth^tr.of 
rhythm-segments synonymous with a line9 OfWhicK
as has been pointed out is^syn^ utterances arX /<

But it may be a.g h thm.units, pauses, and breath-k^ 
by the occurrence difference between prosaic and n9ttls'
Wherein then lies the ditreren p ,c and Poetic
Utterances? The differedceof course, l.es^ m.the

this principle of regularity in an oral verse Babalola, Siert^, 
A olayan, Abimbola and Isola, all agree that the regular occur 
ren’ce of prominence in the syllabic sequence determines metre, 
hut they tend to disagree on what consiitu :es prominence. Some 
of them think that prominence and stress are synonymous. Others 
deny this But what is more important is their differing critical 
opinions regarding the occurrence of prominence. "The stress 
that can be heard in Yoruba, says Babalola who identifies 
prominence with stress, " is not inherent in particular wordsor 
syllables but is a function of the rhythm-unit, whether this 
rhythm-unit is a sentence in itself or combines with one or more 
other rhythm-units sentence.-

existence of stress in Yoruba, declaring that the ter pr^ 
nence as used for Yoruba is an equivalent of the wor st 
as used for the English."” He implies therefore tha Yor^ 
has prominence and not stress and in this way makes a
between prominence and stress where Babalola does n°of the unit 
more, he holds the view that prominence is "a Observation 
syllable"14 and therefore disagrees with Babalola s ,|ab|eS aS 
that stress is not inherent in particular words and V 
stated above. -moortance of

Babalola may well be right in stressing the imp pOt 
syllabic prominence in metrical composition but one 

help wondering as Isola has done, if prominence, ir? handsof 
Babalola has defined it, could be a convenient tool in L! ,tcornes 
the literary critics as distinct from the musicologist This *,s 
to determining the units of rhythm in poetic utterahe tonal °r 
because emphasis or stress that is not related to
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Rhythm in Mmonwu Verse
In Igbo versification, poetic rhythm is achieved by more or less 
regular arrangement of stressed and unstressed syllables. The 
regularity however is flexible. It may, in fact, be said that Igbo 
oral verse is free verse. But as has been remarked with regard to 
Yoruba oral poetry, the freedom is within ordered limits. The 
regularity of rhythm is achieved at some points in the verse by the 
recurrence of stress on some syllables at more or less regular 
intervals. There is the tendency for the stress to fall on one, and 
occasionally on more than one, of a group of syllables. Each of 
such groups of syllables forms what we have called an igidi, 
or a rhythm-segment. A number of igidi or occasionally a single 
igidi, depending on the occurrence and duration of the pause, 
constitutes the rhythm-unit which is assumed to be synonymous
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accentual feature of language becomes a rather subjective and 
therefore unpredictable metrical determinant. And, as Isola has 
rightly pointed out, it would seem "that a discussion of rhythm 
should dwell mainly on features of the language that are 
predictable. Experience has shown that the question of which 
syllables are prominent and which are not is certainly very 
controversial as shown by an experiment performed by Afolayan 
(1969).15 A purely quantitative view of prominence would make 
its occurrence largely dependent on the individual style of the 
artist or the reciter as Isola maintains when he observes:

By more or less reflex action, an artist emphasises some syllables 
in the poem. In another artist's articulation of the same poem, 
prominence may attach to an entirely different set of syllables. 
So the prominence of syllables, like the duration of pauses 
at the end of lines, is a matter of the artist's individual style and 
not a feature that can be predicted.16

And as he says elsewhere, "the prominence of syllables is a 
subjective decision which is best discussed under individual 
style."17 This subjectivism, of course, arises when prominence 
is not related to tone or accent.

These critical views on Yoruba oral poetry are relevant to the 
general study of Igbo oral poetry and in particular mmonwu 
verse. The fact that Igbo and Yoruba belong to the Kwa group 
of languages and are both tonal makes a form of relationship 
between Yoruba and Igbo traditions of oral poetry inevitable. 
Rhythm, in Igbo, as in "Yoruba oral poetry is the sense of move­
ment created by the overall succession of utterances, by tone 
patterns and by varying durations of the successions of vowel 
syllables."18
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Efejadi
Ejir'i rb/ sisi/jebe ily/Etejadf/
I took/ sixpence1/ to go marry/ Efejadi,/

A juruf m/ sjsi/ juru m/ Efejadu/
They rejected my/sixpence/refused me/Efejadi./

Ejiri m/ kpbo jebe ilu7 Efejadi,/
I took/kobo to go to marry/ Efejadi,

A jury m/kobo/juru m/Efejadi./
They refused my/kobo/and refused me/Efejadi./

Ej)n m/ afu/ jebe (fu/ Efejadi^/
I took/half koboAo go to marry/Efejadi./

A nara"m/ afu/ kponye m/ Efejadl7
They accepted from me/ half kooo/ and gave me 

Efejadi./

Qgb m/ nwaSnyV bia/ dukebe m/
My mother-in-law/ come/ and see me oft

Anyi/ anaghi/alu/ nwa^nyf/ ereonu./ 
We/ do not/ marry/ a wife/ (that i^| fHpp

Mmonwu: A Dramatic Tradition of the Igbo 

with such terms as the line, the verse th 
breath-group. In Igbo metre it could be said Pause-| 
from its musicological quality which is unnrLthat rhvt> < 
use of musical notation, is dependent on ftab|e SA; 
and easily predictable. But as Isola also S-Which kNj 
notation is not only cumbersome’in purf'l°,nlts mX 
musical analysis of a poem but is in fact n t lterarv SS 
appraisal of freely chanted or recited oral 
or prominence in Igbo utterances can be said?6’ ’ lndeed 
high tone or in some cases the downstep S°incide 
regular alternation of high, downstep and low 'S ther®forP7 
rhythm in Igbo verse. nes tbat pro^5

if the rhythm in the following satirical mmon 
examined it would be noticed that the balancing P°eni |s 
downstepped high tones with low tones results in th A ar'3 
groups of rhythm-segments separated with bars: 6 °llowi,19
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Qg^ rfi7 nwahnyj/ bia/ dukVbe m,/ 
My mother-in-law/ come/ and see me off,/

Anyi/ anaghj/ alu/ nwa^nyi/ jnyanga./
We do not/ marry/ a wife/ (that is) arrogant./

It would be noticed that the above poem consists of 10 rhythm­
units, each corresponding, of course, to a line of poetry, and 
consisting of a number of rhythm-segments (igidi). As can be 
seen, each rhythm-segment is made up of between two and five 
syllables and contains at least one stressed syllable. For our critical 
purposes, each stressed Igbo syllable is seen to be coincident with 
a high tone. The rhythm is produced by the manner low tones 
interact with high and downstepped high tones. In line 1, for 
example, each rhythm-segment begins with a high tone followed 
by one or more low tones except in segment C where the initial 
high tone is followed by two other high tones and a downstep: 

a, c z d,
Ej in m sisi jebe ilu Efejadi

But in line 2 the first rhythm-segment begins with a low tone, 
the second with a high tone, the third with a lbw tone and the 
fourth with a high tone. In these segments excepting the third, the 
initial tone whether high or low is followed by a low tone. In 
segment 3 the initial low tone is followed by one high tone and 
one downstep tone:

3 \ /
Ajurifm sisj juru m Efejadj

This metrical scheme recurs almost with the same frequency 
in lines 3 and 4, 5 and 6. It would be noticed that all but two of 
the rhythm-units given above consist of four rhythm-segments 
each. The exceptions are lines 8 and 10, with five igidi each. 
It will be further seen that from line 7 to 10 the rhythm of the 
poem changes primarily because of the tonal changes in the last 
segment of each rhythm-unit. Thus the quick-slow slow-quick 
tempo, or better still, the high-low-low-hiqh pitch produced by 
the four-syllable rhythm-segment -‘Efejadi” is replaced by the 
high-low-high-downstep rhythm of “dukebe m” (lines 7 and 9) 
and the low-low-high-downstep rhythm of ereonu (line 8) and 
the low-low-low-high of inyanga (line 10).

Tones and Igbo Rhythm
It can be said that in general the rhythmic pattern in Igbo verse 
is preeminently achieved through the tonal levels of the language
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He then goes on to distinguish the following tone levels:
High (H), mid (M), low (L), very low (VL), deep (D), and 
profound (P). This elaborate classification which, in most part, 
is arbitrary (since the degree of downstepping is to a large extent a 
matter of individual mannerism), could be avoided if we realise 
that in Igbo, although the tones step down, they generally d° 
not change significantly. This is to say that in each tonal down­
step we generally have the usual tones high downstep or low as 
the case may be except that they are usually in a lower pitch 
than the preceding terrace. For example:

Ha siri unu bia ma chi ya fo
Hl

Mmonwu: A Dramatic Tradition of the Igbo 

and so there is justification in identifying Igbo stress with 
gradations of high tones in the Igbo language. And, 
observed from the "Efejadi" poem discussed above, o’f*‘ 
prosody, the regularity of a particular tone at the line e 'n lgb0 
is, at definite breath-pauses or at specific points along t,S' that 
creates the rhythmic cadence of Igbo poetry. This tonal ha, liri6. 
is an important feature in the creation of Igbo rhythm. m°ny

Tone Terracing
Besides the high-low-downstepped high tone-levels, a featu 
Igbo tonology that influences Igbo rhythm is tone-terracip6 
downstepping. The English equivalent of what has been general 
called Igbo terrace tones is the "glide down." But in Igbo ti? 
tones do not necessarily glide (although R.C. Abraham20 th’k 
they do), they step down and form tonal terraces. What this mean8 
is that a successive high, downstep or low tone is a terrace lower 
than a preceding one. This phenomenon in Igbo tonology hasted 
to many theories regarding Igbo tones. R.C. Abraham, for 
example, describes the terracing of Igbo tones as tone-switching 
and declares:

Where, through standing after a previous word, the original 
tone of a word starts at a pitch different from its normal 
tone-level, then the pitch of the words which fellow must 
be switched to tones differing from; their normal tone to 
maintain the original intervals between tone and tone.21
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(They say you (plural) should come the following day), 

prom the above it would be observed that although H1, H2, H3 
and H4 are at different tone terraces they have the same tone 
level high. The same thing applies to L1, L2 and L3. The above 
illustration also corroborates the observation that "the tendency 
in Igbo, as in many African languages, is that a sentence starts 
high in the voice and gently falls, eventually (depending on the 
length of the sentence) ending on a pitch considerably lower than 
the pitch of the highest point of the first word in sentence con­
taining a high tone."22

The effect of tone terracing has been felt in Igbo music as Laz. 
E.N. Ekwueme comments: "On account of the terraced nature of 
Igbo speech, the melodic shape of Igbo songs is also a terraced 
one which, in general, starts atthe highest point and gently works 
its way down to the lowest point."2 3

It is therefore to be expected that the terraced nature of Igbo 
tones has profound influence on the rhythm of Igbo verse. In 
mmonwu verse this tonal terracing characteristic of Igbo speech is 
easily evident. Thus the Igbo verse generally begins with a big 
bang, a stressed, that is, high-toned syllable (though as we have 
seen a low-toned syllable might begin an mmonwu line), and then 
steps down to a lower terrace. This is not to say that the line 
always drops to a low tone. What is meant is that when the tone 
drops to a new terrace the high tone is usually still high except 
that it often starts on a lower pitch and the low tone is still low 
though it begins on a lower pitch. This feature of the rhythm of 
Igbo speech is quite natural to the Igbo speaker just as the "glide 
down" is to the English speaker. As a matter of fact the step down 
could be regarded as a sophistication of the Igbo language for it 
is possible to read or speak Igbo without stepping down in tone.

In an mmonwu verse, however, the rhythm is, as in an Igbo 
song, pre-eminently achieved through tonal terracing.

(i) Ezikeobiaku, diqkp^a izizi i mutara...
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(ii) A si ka e kw6ru 6kwu hnyi^kw6rd

The i " 
in their creation of rhythm czr. 
tongue-twisters among the Igbo:

Gbaa ukwu ngwo mgbaeregede
(Run round the foot of the raffia palm)

172

Examples of the effect of step tones on the general rhythm 
of Igbo poetry could be multiplied. Suffice it to say that tonal 
terracing lends to mmonwu verse a sort of descending rhythm, 
creating a kind of diminuendo effect,

The overriding feature of Igbo oral poetry, as has been stres­
sed, is its rich rhythm. Mmonwu verse in particular is characterised 
by various forms of rhythm that correspond to various dance 
movements - slow, quick, tripping or a combination of all, as 
many of the poems studied here illustrate. And apart from the 
succession of stressed and unstressed syllables which make up 
rhythm-segments which in turn form rhythm-units, other stylistic 
features contribute to the creation of mmonwu rhythm. These 
include assonance, repetition, balance, parallelism, and poetic 
inversion.
Assonance
Assonance, that is, correspondence or similarity of vowel sounds 
in successive rhythm-segments in rhythm-units is characteristic 
of mmqnwu poetry as can be illustrated from the following lines 
of mmonwu poetry:

lhedimma n'agbata naabo
Nwoke dpkata akanya dota ego
Ha mara na egwu amara aburu igba

rejte?06 °! *9bo °ral poets on the recurrent sound effect 
i can be illustrated by the popularity of
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Ha nu ya anu ha ga-egburu m eghu na ime.
(If they hear it they will kill a pregnant goat 

in my name).

Ha anughi ya any ha ga-egburu m eghu na ime.
(If they hear it not they will kill a pregnant 

goat in my name).

Irighiri na-eri egwu, anyi ma ole?
(Irighiri that eats dance, what do we know?)

Nkenke, na-ekere m mmesuru.
Nkenke, beat the mmesuru drum for me).

(See p. 95).

sounds in the first and second 
sounds in the third and fourth

II

Evidence of sound rhythm, by which is meant the succession 
of different types of related sounds to form a rhythmic sequence, 
is in fact found in many an mmonwu verse as the following lines 
from an mmarigo chant can illustrate:

The succession of "a" and "u' 
lines blending with the “\" and "e‘ 
lines creates a pleasing lilting rhythm. And, apart from the sound 
effect, there is a play on words the significance of which we would 
discuss later when we analyse the inner form of mmonwu poetry.

Qgbanta buuru egbe gbere egbere 
(The hunter took a gun and stalking)

Gbagbuo egbe beere n'obuegbe. 
(Shot and killed a kite perching on a fern).

Hu nga agu gara ngwo mbo.
(And see where the lion scratched the raffia stem).

I!

Repetition
This is an important characteristic of mmonwu verse. Words, 
phrases, and antiphonal refrains are. repeated to produce the 
mmonwu rhythm. Mmonwu poetry is replete with examples of 
these verbal repetitions.

Zurugbe zurugbe nu.
Assemble ye.
Ogologo nkwu dachiri uzo.
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Tall palm that falls across the path. 
Ogologo nkwu gbara ete gharara.
Tall palm that upturns the climbing rope.

■ Ebelebe egbuola ebelebe, 
Wonder has wrought wonder. 
Ebelebe egbuola ibe ya.Wonder has wrought further wonder.

Onwu laa.
If death ceases, 
Mm iri too ala ajuq. 
When river is in spate the land quietens.

Examples could be multiplied.

lismPtfr 5 above' we have exam*, 6 Ot Ezei9t>oezue play given in 
u odll"n I ''o rie b0th halance'and paralle-
. Wu while in rhythm.unit 2 e,balances with "o debe 

aara dike" balances with "dike

1 7/t

Parallelism
From the above excerpts it could also be seen that the uses of 
repetition include the balancement as well as rhe parallelism 
of rhythm. For examole, the high tones of ebelebe above balance 
the predominant low-tones of ebfel&be. Similarly in me next line 
ebelebe balances egbuola ibe ya. This form of balancing is, of 
course, a kind of parallelism a predominant feature of Igbo oral 
verse. In the use of parallelism as well as in the prolific use of pro­
verbial sayings (a feature soon to be discussed) Igbo reminds one 
of Hebrew poetry. Igbo parallelism appears to be generally 
contrastial:

Nwoke kpata ego, o rie ufodu, o debe ufodu
If a man earns money let him spend some and keep some.

l/bochi onuuwa kaara dike, dike alaa.
On the destined day the brave departs.

Nnadi obodo zukoo hu ihe a kwaa nwoke;
If the family members meet and find the means, 

funeral rites would be performed;

Nnadi obodo zukoo ahughi ihe, e yigharia ozu.
If the family members meet and find nothing 

the funeral rites would be deferred.



Conventional Poetic Formulas

Equal syllabic lineation
In general Igbo rhythm can be created by having more or less 
equal number of syllables in successive lines of verse as can readily 
be illustrated with the "Efejadi" satiric poem given above.

J
P

I
1 I

IIOkpoko bu nwanne ogwumaagala 
Ogwumaagala bu nwanne okpoko.

there is contrastial parallelism but the syllogistic terms are 
inverted. The result of this inversion is a balanced rhythm, a kind 
of see-saw-saw-see rhythm, descending unevenly from the high 
tones of okpoko to the low tones of ogwumaagcila and rising from 
the low tones of ogwumaagala to the high tones of'bkpoko. Again, 
while ^kpoKo which is essentially high begins with a low tone, 

ogwumaagala which has predominantly low tones starts with a 
high one.

Oha ogbodi, nnoc nu. 
Assembled humans, welcome.
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alaa'. And rhythm-unit 1 parallels rhythm-unit 2. The same 
pattern is repeated in lines 3 and 4 where "nnadi obodo zukoo 
hu ihe balances with "a kwaa nwoke" and "nnadi obodo zukoo 
ahughi ihe balances with "e yigharia ozu". The latter balanced 
rhythm parallels the former. The contrast in the parallel should 
also be noticed: "nnadi... hu ihe" and "nnadi... ahughi ihe". This 
is akin to the contrast in the following parallel rhythm-units 
already quoted:

Ha nu ya any ha ga-egburu m eghu na ime, 
Ha anughi ya any ha ga-egburu m eghu na ime.

Similarly, in the following couplet:

Apart from the tonal arrangements and balancing of segments and 
units of rhythms mmonwu verses are further characterised by 
what Babalola has labelled "conventional poetic formulas" in his 
treatment of the language of ijala.25 In the mmonwu context 
there are the conventional salutes from the human actors to the 
spirit characters and vice versa. In their salutatory exchanges 
mmonwu characters would address members of the audience 

variously as follows:



Nna m (my lord).
Nna m isiala (my lord, a kowtow).

Eze nnoq, eze nnqq.
King welcome, king welcome.

Nna m moo (my lord, obeisance).
Nna m ekele (my lord, greetings).

Besides the salutatory formula there is also the mmonwu 
prefatory ululation or rhythmic grunt called nkucha:

Ezeosimiri ee,
Ezeosimiri, nnqq nwa m.
Ezeosimiri, welcome my son.

The spectators, on the other hand, would usually salute the 
mmonwu character variously as follows:

Nngq eze, nngo.
Welcome king, welcome.

Mmonwu: A Dramatic Tradition of the igbo

Ogbodi bu ogbodi nnoq nu.
All humans welcome.

Ijlmunkwu m unu ezue?
My initiates are you whole? or
My initiates are you assembled?

An mmonwu character generally addresses an individual b 
and then adds the salutatory formula as follows: narhe

Other poetic formulas used by mmonwu performers include

(i) kpq m (call me) as in:
Okwaodu, kpq m aku na-etigbu okwu
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Kee kee kee ny 00.
Koo koo koo 00.

These and similar exclamations signal to the spectators that the 
performing character is about to make poetic utterances (ikp? 
abu) as distinct from intoning or chanting songs or antiphonal 
chants, or merely giving directives.
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And generally an mmonwu play ends with such poetic formulas 
as:

Adoekwe ndaalu (farewell greetings).
Adoekwe ndaalu nu (farewell greetings, all). 
Abaa (farewell).

(ii) o bu m (it is I) as in:
0 bu m bu uchichi na abali,
It is I who am night and darkness,

The Inner Form
What we have examined so far regarding mmqnwy verse may be 
described as its outer form. The inner form consists of the 
meaning of a given mmonwu poem and the devices used in convey­
ing this meaning. In other words, it concerns the content of 
mmonwu utterance, its message, and the techniques employed by 
the poets to convey this message and to enhance aesthetic appeal. 
The examination of the inner form would further entail an 
analysis of the relationship between the mmonwu poem and the 
social fabric from which it is created.

The Language of Mmonwu Drama

Hornplayer, call me wealth beats
trouble to death

I

Kpo m pku dawara okwa.

Call me the earthen vessel that 
breaks the wooden vessel;

Eso turu nwa nnunu, o by m. 
the lime that binds the bird, it is I.

The Poetic Dialogue
In general the verbal aspects of mmonwu play constitute a poetic 
dialogue between masked figures on the one hand and unmasked 
performers and spectators on the other. The masked figures, as 
potent characters from the other world, address the mmonwu 
spectators in the manner, fathers address their children, 
commanding, informing, teaching, questioning, praising and 
exhorting them and making assertions:

Ebelebe na-egbu n'oha ogbodi,
0 gbuola.



Mmonwu:

'ar^

Ezebude:

Ezeigboezue:

Diizugbe:

Ezedimbu:

Osimiri:

these responses, members of the audience may
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0 gbuola egbuo.
It has taken place.

(Ezebude Play, Act 6, I. 55).

0 jokakwa.
It is very bad indeed.

(Ezeigboezue, Act 6, I. 42).

Nna m, o dighi nnoo egwu.
Father, it is not indeed terrible.

(Ezebude Play, Act 2, I. 7).

The Praise Motif
As can easily be seen from the text of mmonwu verses thus far 
given in this study, the theme of praise is ‘fundamental to the 
chant! hvhTu °f mm9nw9 Poetry. In all its aspects - the 
tio™ and fbh° h themrnari9° and the pkuigba, the abu, the ulula- 
tenTed ht n6 •’’“‘.J0 narratives ~ the mmonwu poetry is charac- 
iruhe mmon Satire' which is als’° an’ 'mPortant thenl

pX ?s aa;-,P°Ty may be a f0^ °f inverted praise. j>-nn 
of African liter!/ * ti?05* ubiquitous motif in the oraltrabl *

African literature. The praise idea has, in fact, been utilized by

Apart from these responses, members of the audience may 
initiate a dialogue. See, for example, Ezeigboezue Play, Act , 
I. 30, where Anyaoha tries to initiate a dialogue.

A Dramatic Tradition of the tgbo

The great action that takes place in h It has taken place. hurhan |

(Ezeigboezue Play, Act 6, 1.53 5^

Ezedimbu, nwa m, 
Onye jere Elugwu kop ji 
0 ga-ebukwa ya ebu? 
Ezedimbu, my child, 
Who "goes' to Elugwu to cultivate yam Can he carry them? S'

(Ezebude Play, Act 2, I. 4^.5)
Ma enweghi ego jpro nwoke njp.
For a man not to have money is bad

(Act 6, I. 41)
These and similar poetic observations and statements are

then respond, thus contributing to the dialogue:
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I Who Stand Firm in Battle defeated them 
utterly and so did The One Who Needs 
No Protection.

I Who Am Clear Headed faced the spears together 
with The Ceaseless Fighter.

I

-

In a similar vein the Hima poet praises himself in the following 
enkome (verses):

I Who Am Eager For Battle, with The One 'Who 
Seeks No Help, captured a slave girl.28

These verses are very similar to Yoruba oriki (praise verses) which 
have been seen as “descriptive phrases referring to the character 
or deeds of a person. They may be invented by relatives or neigh­
bours or — most frequently — by the drummers, and they remain 
with the person, and everybody in his surroundings will know 
them by heart.29 The following praise verse to the Timi of Ede 
is illustrative of the Yoruba oriki:

No one can prevent the ape
from sitting on the branch of a tree.
No one can dispute the throne with you.
No one can try to fight you.
One who shakes a tree trunk shakes himself
We do not try to resist you30.

Igbo praise verse 
illustrated above. Indeed, 
structu re 
together from
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modern African poets (notably Christopher Okigbo in his poem, 
"Lament of the Masks”26J in their creative work. In Yoruba, 
Zulu and Ankole traditions of oral poetry, to mention a few, 

a Zulu izibongo (praise song) topraise poems predominate. In
Chaka the praise poet chants:

The nations he hath all destroyed, 
Whither shall he now attack? 
He! Whither shall he now attack? 
He defeated kings, 
Whither shall he now attack?27

I
i;

has the same characteristics as the chants 
as Jahn has aptly pointed out, the 

of the praise song in Africa is the same: “it is put 
; j a series of aphoristic parts, which in their turn 

consist” of praise names, allusions, proverbs and picturesque 
incantations." 31 How this statement applies to mmonwu poetry 
is illustrated' in the following praise epithets given to any mmonwu 

character:
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i<( e straw the h .hlm' He is' for instance, 
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Orr.esu igwudu.

Our father, Ezekwereobi, 
The raffia straw that talks, 
The dead that talks, 
The sky that overshadows th 
The sticky substance, 
The leopard that kills < ‘ 
The fearful two-headed snake;

> oer eath the ground,
' r/z excluded from a conclave,
' • - -r/thing,

'esoonsible for any act, 
blood letting, 

' *'e head of the novice 
e multitude.
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The Structure of the Mmonwu Praise Poem
The structure of the mrnQnwu praise poem, as illustrated in the 
above lines, is that of self-contained rhythm-units strung together 
to form a poetic vehicle that conveys praise to a powerful 
character who conceptually owns the earth and the sky. Because 
of the structure of the verse form, the mmonwu praise lines do 
not follow a regular sequence. Like traditional lines in general 
they are known eclectically by members of the community but 
during a performance these individually and separately learnt or 
inherited lines are strung together by performers to form a praise 
episode. In such arrangements the lines need not follow a pre­
arranged order. They are spontaneously uttered by the praise­
singer "as the spirit moves him". Another chanter may arrange 
them differently.32

What is therefore consistent in a praise passage as the one given 
above is the individual line. Each line could be dislodged from its 
present place and fitted into another without, in most instances, 
altering the meaning or minimising the impact of the whole poem. 
Each line merely adds to the cumulative portrait of the character 
praised. It is clear that all the praise epithets chosen at random 
from the common pool of Igbo praise phraseology combine to 
portray mmonwu as the all-powerful being who could do every­
thing, see and know everything and who has absolute authority 
in the community. Indeed, as Jahn has well remarked, the praise 
poem is made up "of separate 'praise names', of compressed 
aphorisms alluding to events, stories and myths which are the 
common possession of the neighbourhood or the group, and which 
only need to be hinted at, because everyone knows them."33

On the theme of praise, it should be emphasised that it does 
not always flow in a one-way direction, that is, from the specta­
tors and chorus to the masked characters, only. The masks also 
often praise individual members of the audience as exemplified 
in the texts of the mmonwu plays in Chapter Five where the 
performing masks praise Osimiri, Ekwueme, Ezenwaka and others.

Praise of Self
An important aspect of the praise tradition is the phenomenon 
of self-invocation or self-proclamation otherwise .known as praise 
of self. Examples of this have already been given in lines cited in 
this study such as in the passages where the mask begins his utter- 
rance with "0 bu m bu ..." (It is I who am). Th.s aspect o the 
praise theme is consistent with the Igbo tradition of self-asserti 
ness, which in its turn arises from their self-justifying religious

181
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attitude34 and their njakiri tradition. In his pray 
the Igbo man proclaims bis innocence — o (- , rs to bjs 
is nothing I did), emeghi m oji, emeghi m qch’a (| hL01 ^ei-g / ti'e$ 
I did not do white); he prays for the failure of his a not do h?er® 
siri m nwug, onye ahy nwuqkwa (who says |-J?erri’es^ 
person should die); and then asks for gifts from th die°n^ 
same time reminding them of the good acts he Splr’ts, at^6 
Only in very rare cases and that only in private or ^er^orm^e 
of delirium does the Igbo man admit he has sinned W'len *n 9 st^'

Njakirf, on the other hand, is a kind of good-hi> ate 
duel during which the disputants employ two on'710^^ verb 
complementary ideas - asserting of self and^^9 tfl°Uqh 
opponent. They are complementary in that the defl e.latin9 of 
opponent would enhance the importance of th:raxon«th. 
primarily is a blend of praise and satire: praise of if^lakiri 
against the antagonist. Se * and satire

Satire
Tnis brings into focus the impoi tance of Satire in mmonwu poetry. 
The basic function of satire among the goo is to punish a victim 
through exposure to public ridicule so -c r iis punishment would 
serve as a deterrent to others in the society. Satire is therefore a 
means of social control. Mmonwu plays from the beginning have 
aimed at maintaining social order. In this respect mmonwu drama 
is pre-eminently in the commitment literary tradition. One would 
therefore expect satire to play an important role in the mmonwu 
9enSatire in mmonwu is, as has been said, primarily expressed in 

mmarigo chants as the poem " Efejadi, given above! 
illustrate. Efejadi, the girl satirised in the poem, is one of e I 
in the traditional Igbo society who remained unmarried a 
those in their age-group (ebiri) had got married and pos 
several children, 'it was said that such a girl 
refused by the market, i.e.,-the marriage market). ’n disaster 
tion, a number of factors were responsible for sue 
(failure to secure a husband!) to befall an igbo woman. ^jty( 
extreme ugliness, unfortunate deformity, extrerne satirised 
thievish tendencies or laziness.35 Efejadi is in the poe 
as being "flippant" and "arrogant" (inyanga). , j to be

inyanga is an epithet applied to a girl who is a J tential 
disrespectful, haughty and disobedient not only pOtentia' 
husbands but also to members of the families of theP gffair 
tho an^s* Since marriage used to be essentially a ber of an 
the attitude of a wife-to-be to each and every mem
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Ezikeobiaku, okenye Ihungwo, 
0 rere ofo nna ya n'ahia.

Ezikeobiaku, diokpara izizi i mutara, 
0 lara Ata na Umutanze.

Nwadim, ewena iwe, Nwadim, ebena akwa, 
ihe mee mmadu ya amuta ihe.

Akuoyibo Ezike, ori ngwotangwo, 
0 chulara nwunye nwa ya Oru.

Ezikeobiaku, your first-born 
He has fled to Ata and Umutanze.

In the following satirical poem, for example, nearly all the mem­
bers of a family are satirised:

The Language of Mmonwu Drama 
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extended family mattered a great deal. Even more important is 
the attitude of every member of the family toward the girl. Con­
sequently girls about to be married resorted to camouflaging their 
real character during the period of courtship and betrothal.36

Efejadi perhaps is so bad that no amount of camouflagecould 
do her any good or else she is so careless. And so she remains in 
the village without a husband and is therefore satirised for her 
inability to secure one. She is so undesirable that her parents are 
prepared to give her away to anybody who cares. They are 
prepared to take a token brideprice, only a half kobo. The 
potential husband naturally detects her undesirability from the 
abnormally low bride-price and so Efejadi the old maid still 
remains without a husband.

Nwadim, don't be sad, Nwadim, don't cry,
If misfortune befalls a person he learns 

something.
Akuoyibo Ezike, the gluttonous squanderer, 
She made her daughter-in-law flee to Oru.

The head of the family, Ezikeobiaku, is described as selling 
his father's ofo (symbol of truth, justice and legitimacy) in the 
market. What the satirists are saying is that Ezikeobiaku is a proih-

Ezikeobiaku, the elder of Ihungwo, 
He sold his ofo (birthright) in the market.
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gate. Ezikeobiaku's first son ran away from h 
becoming a vagrant in Ata and Umutanze two adjaCen; proU 
ties in Oru Division. Akuoyibo, one of the wives Of cCo%,, ? 
satirised as "ori ngwotangwo'meaning a squanderer h "^biai?' 
her improvidence driven her daughter-in-law from th’eh.as «ir0 ! 
only member of the family not sat.rised is Nwadim > ? 
wife, who is asked by the satirists not to be sad h
Ezikeobiaku's family is ridiculed because of its squan? l° 4 
It lives above its income perhaps to keep its reputatin eraiariia’ 
compound of wealth" which is the meaning Of as "the 
"Obiaku". 6 narne

Two other poems illustrating the satirical 
verses are as follows:

Eze nnpp, Eze nnpp, 
Eze nnoo, Eze nnpp. 
A si ka a ghara ego, anyi aghara, 
A si ka a ghaba ego, anyi aghaba. 
A si ka e kwuru okwu, anyi ekwuru. 
A si ka e kwube okwu, anyi ekwube. 
0 gekwarabala o ji la nkpzi.
Ocha Nwamiriagu ocha ghighagha, 
0 burn ma m chaa ya ejie m oji. 
Onye uwere koo oko 
Uru eruoro danda.
Aga ha ele m, anya kppro ha.
Ocha Nwamiriagu ocha ghighagha, 
Kama m chaa ya ejie m oji.
Ego nnoo, ego nnoo.

Greetings, king, greetings, king, 
Greetings, king, greetings, king.
If it is strewing money, let us be strewing, 
If it is talking, let us be talking.
If it is to talk, let us talk, 
She is listening in order to gossip.

wamirjagu s fair complexion, a mad 
complexion —

it °f such a complexion, let me be dark. 
Tho e Sca^'s^'nned person scratches,

9am <s that of the danda ante 
eer at me, their eyes may be blinded.

184
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Let the osukwu repent,
Let the mmarigo repent,
Let us ourselves repent,
Cassava theft is not oart of our mmonwu drama.

Akatakpo says we should play,
Ereere say we should play,
I myself say we should play,
Cassava theft is not part of our mmonwu drama.

i
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Nwamiriagu's fair complexion, a mad 
complexion —

Instead of such a complexion, let me be dark.
Greetings, Money, greetings, Money.

Yes, let us play,
Yes, let us play,
Yes, let us play, 
She uprooted cassava yonder.

Osukwu Tughariba
Osukwu tughariba, 
Mmarigo tughariba,
Anyi n'onwe anyi tughariba, 
Any[ anaghi eji ohi akpu eti mmonwu.

* * p

Akatakpo si ka e tibe, 
Ereere si ka e tibe, 
Mu n'onwe m si ka e tibe, 
Anyi anaghi eji ohi akpu eti mmonwu.

Ee, ka e tibe,
Ee, ka e tibe,
Ee, ka e tibe, 
0 kworo jiakpu na mgbago.

Akatakpo chegharia,
Ereere chegharia, 
Onye ulpelu chegharia 
Anyj anaghi ezu jiakpu na mgbago.

Let akatakpo be converted,
Let ereere be converted,
Let the up-stairs dweller be converted, 
We do not steal cassava yonder.



life. Nearly every

Page 132 above w ’ 
woman with one child

If all else change tradition remains. 
Custom never disappears.

Ihe gharachaa, odjnala anaghi agha, 
Ntgala anaghi agwu agwu.

A thing is good in the middle
To happen too much and not to happen at all 

are brothers.

Ihe di mma n'agbata naabo 
Cmefereofe na emeghichaa bu nwanne,

and 
Igbo 

of
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the 'first of the two poems, Qcha Nwamiriagu is satiris .

X"”:
hillside farm.37

Nwoke dokata akanya dota ego
Yajee na ngwuru siri ike luo nwaanyi

If after much struggle one gets money
Let him go and marry from a strong family —

give expression to the thoughts of the Igbo on l.._. 
passage of mmgnwu poetry is marked by such wise sayings which 
edify members of the mmonwu audience.

aTt eS i e moral ar*d philosophical aspect, mmonwu poetry 
mav at  e.eme,1t- As has been said, during performances a mask 
The stor^m310 P?ints of the drama chant or recite narrative verses. 
iX I nd of\r ?t0 incidents that have supposedly taken place 

land of the livino^A5 th°Se that are said t0 have 0CCLjrred in 1 e 
— °I l,v,n9 A partial example of narrative verse is given on 
-------  • ■ where the mask-poet is telling the story of the 

vis-a-vis the barren woman."

IRA-

Way of Life
Another important aspect of mmonwu poetry is its moral 
philosophical content. Mmonwu poetry inculcates in the 
youth Igbo philosophical and religious ideas. Hence much 
mmonwu poetry is full of apophthegmatic verses which state 
Igbo’view of life. Such mmonwu verses as the following:
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Expressive Devices
Having seen the various themes that are possible constituents of 
the inner form of mmonwu poetry — dialogue, praise, satire, 
moralising, etc. — the question of how these are aesthetically con­
veyed remains. What devices does the mmonwu poet use in expres­
sing praise or satire and in teaching morals? All the devices used by 
the Igbo poet in his creative work could perhaps come under the 
rather inclusive term ilu.

As has been discussed elsewhere,38 to the Igbo ilu or what has 
been translated into English as proverb for lack of a better word 
"has the primary meaning of the Hebrew word mashal, which 
has been rendered in the Vulgate translation of the Bible as 
proverbium, meaning similitude".39 In effect, the essential 
element of any ilu is the similarity between a statement and 
common human experience. Thus ilu can be seen as an image that 
portrays the common experience and observation of humanity. 
In its complexity, ilu can manifest itself in many forms, as a 
reflective, illuminating or disguising mask, as a witticism, a homily, 
an ailegory, a parable or even as a riddle. In short to the Igbo ilu is 
expressive of simile, metaphor and irony. In fact, ilu is in Igbo 
what irony is in English literature. Igbo literature may indeed be 
regarded as a type of ilu.40

Ilu is therefore a ready tool in the composing of mmonwu 
poetry. The mmonwu praise poem, for example, is generally in the 
form of ilu and here ilu means extended simile or metaphor. So 
that when the mmonwu mask is praised as:

Sky that covers the eye of the earth.
The rumbier
The race that runs in the sky
He who surpasses the world
Who comes from Oru
The Ukpo device
Who mystifies humanity,

the poet is employing metaphorical language to make more strik­
ing the attributes of the mmonwu character. The power of 
mmpnwy is thus emphasised when he is viewed as the sky which 
overshadows the whole earth. Furthermore, humans could be seen 
as the earth. The inference could then be drawn: as the sky covers 
the earth, so mmonwu subjugates individuals in the society. 
Besides the comparison between the sky and the earth in terms of 
hierarchy and power, there is the implied association of vision 
with knowledge and authority. A person with an impaired vision

187
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Mma na-ebute okwu.
Mma doro ogu.

Beauty that brings discord.
Beauty that provokes battle.

And as has been said

^TXrfOr h*pX7es Sr ",ties- They maV be regarded as 
the second-O4SlJch statements-^hraiS\POem ''Ezekwereobl' 
water" Knower Of th n yhere there is one he becomes 
derations in^^'119 that is d°ne in secret", "Mud without 
"Udoe " e iirand talks", and so on. Exag-

pprV enyi (ro f u (knife used to kill a lion)", 
Used to pull an elephant)" end

1RR

Q'f the l£jh@
Mmonwu: A rson, and he who knows Iess.
knows less than, a ^hte knows more. Because the sky ? 
easily dominated by h m w and belng blindfolded Vs
above, « easily blindfolds th^ therefore an easy t
earth has limited vis succinctly expressed merely h 

dominance. All these i ea “igwe” (sky). Similarly, by callinn 
calling the mmonwu charac , s rajse_sjnger implies that 
the mask, "the rumoler , DeOple as the thunder does. "Th6 
mmqnwy character overa * P, |jghtr,ing. The metaphor exor^ 
race that runs in the sky And as lightning is associated with 
across the sky before t iustjce to praise mmonwu by givinn
sudden death and retn but. v^justice^ y^v.ng
him the praise name f The metaphor, Ukpo device
ly anybody who ff mmonwu is a deliberate hint that

A close ^okhat show that ilu is a basic ingredient
ol the praise motif. Mmonwu is hailed as raffia straw that speaks 

(allusion to the mmonwu costume m relation to the traditionally 
conceived spirituality of the mask), and one who passes through 
the ant-hole (also alluding to the fact that mmonwu is a spmt). 
each metaphor emphasises one aspect of the mmonwu character

Ilu as irony, in the sense of an utterance that means more than 
what is expressed on the surface, that is, an utterance expressed in 
language that tends to have opposite or different meaning, 
pervasive in mmonwu literature. Mmgnwy character is, 
example, addressed by the seemingly contradictor / appe a ion
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the reduction of the lordly lion to a mere wild cat emphasizes the 
malignity of the enemy.

If an enemy kills lion
It becomes a wild cat.

II

l[
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"Odara n'ala puo ome (that which falls on the groud and 
burgeons)." It is a wonderful knife that kills a lion, a wonderful 
rope that pulls an elephant and a wonderful seed that drops on 
the ground and germinates instantly.

Litotes or understatement is another aspect of ilu as irony. 
In "Efejadi." for instance, we are informed that the parents of 
the satirised girl refused to accept five kobo on behalf of their 
daughter but accepted half kobo instead. This understatement 
heightens the irony of the situation. Similarly, in a statement such 
as:

Onye asi gbuo agu 
0 buru nnawuruede-

Play on Words
Although ilu in all its ramifications plays a major role in the 
fashioning of the inner form of mmonwu verse there are other 
rhetorical devices that are clearly non-ilu. Perhaps the most 
important of these non-ilu rhetorical devices is the play on words 
already mentioned.

Although a word-play may have ilu implication it has a seman­
tic facet that can be distinguished from its proverbial meaning. In 
“irighiri na-eri egwu”. and “nkenke na-ekere m mmesuru” the 
play on words apart from producing pleasant sound achieves an 
involved meaning. The sound suggests the meaning. Thus irighiri 
(tiny, small) suggests -ri (eat); and iri egwu means literally to 
eat dance, that is, to dance exceptionally well. The beauty of the 
phrase lies in the fact that it has been observed that small and 
lightly built people exhibit intricate dance steps, hence the aptness 
of "the small person that eats dance". Similarly nkenke (short­
ness) suggests -ke (beat). It is also observed that drumsticks are 
usually short and the shortness of the drumsticks suggests the 
shortness of the drummer. The phrase "shortness beat drum for 
me" is therefore very meaningful. But the dynamism of the word­
play seems to derive greatly from onomatopoeia. Thus kekeke 
is the sound of several types of Igbo musical instruments - ekere, 
ekwe (slit drums), ekelembe (xylophone), etc. Nkenke na-ekere m 
therefore suggests drumming and irighiri na-eri egwu dancing.

I
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ninas and fetch water. If an old woman falls twice

u M Ud tn the mvth of the seven parcels. Igbo sages say that 36. This situation has probably ieo . with seven ngwugwu (parcels). At
a girl "embarks on the J°Jjr"ey th flrst parcel which is reputed to be very 
the start of thek."jo“rn®ya '^hesuitor and his people. The proverbial parcels, as 
fragrant. With this she charms agreeable in smell. By the fifth parcel they
they are unfolded, become ,ess seventh, in the hands of some women diffuses a 
become difiniteJy malodorou . Th^ jn the consignment

of every 
somethin, disturbing. In some more, in others ,ess.
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said that in the platform stage convention the play

193

In this study it has been strongly argued that mmonwu is a con­
tinuation and further development of the Igbo masking heritage, 
a tradition which the Igbo might have either developed indepen­
dently from antiquity or borrowed from neighbouring peoples. 
In any case, masking is almost as old as humanity. From this study 
therefore it could be concluded that mmonwu is a form of drama 
which typifies the indigenous African dramatic tradition, a form 
of drama which, though differing from the fable-based Western 
dramatic tradition, is nevertheless a developed type of theatre.

As theatre, mmonwu upholds the idea of the freedom of 
dramatic form without which it becomes difficult for any 
dramatic tradition to develop fully. By this we mean that 
mmgnwy is not tied down to any rigid set of dramatic rules to 
which each individual play must conform. To some, the idea 
of dramatic freedom in mmonwu may appear suspect since the 
institution is known to be highly authoritarian and its art styfized. 
However the implied freedom in mmonwu performance is related 
to the nature and sequence of action and theme and not to 
spectacle and costume. A performing mask group are free to 
present any type of play they please with episodes and themes in 
free association, as mmonwu action is not governed by hard and 
fast rules of dramatic convention. Any mmonwu character is at 
liberty to improvise and create events and episodes as he performs.

This study makes it evident that because of the unique nature 
of the mmonwu theatre some of the Western theories relating to 
stage, dramatic action, actors and spectators do not apply to 
indigenous African theatre. For instance, can we, from our fore­
going investigation conceive the mmonwu stage as a platform 
or as an environment? Is there a rigid dichotomy between actors 
and spectators?

It can be u._ -
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either needs no r~;; 
as magnificently irrei

distil
pSychclogically'

A Oxalic Tuition of the

. . „ "a platform on which to ph,, . area is conceived . either needs no V
audience"’ and i n so - as magnificently irrelev ° 
there is stage, setting convention of platform stag? ’•'e 
actor's performance. ness of the audience to L^ils
the actor’s consiste unicates by means of solii0^ 
plays andI with in the platform staginTt^.
asides and direct sp actors do not insjst ^tion
both the audience de They realise that scenes and art'Ute 
naturalism or verisim p|atform and therefore in this 'Oris 
arP being represented on a piaxiui mis staginqhniZ the environment is merely imagined because both acto 
and speXr are aware that they are m one geographical location.

On the other hand, stage as environment entails a simulated 
scenery which "encloses the characters and the stage action"* and tn which either "the acting area ,s treated as both geography 

cally and psychologically distinct from the area occupied by the 
audience" or both the stage and auditorium are treated as a single 
environment.

The idea of creating, as it were, a gulf between the stage and 
the auditorium for the accomplisfment of the illusion of a distinct 
environment within which the actcr can ignore the audience has 
led in Western tradition of drama, to the conception of the stage 
as a "peep hole." In the "peep hole," also known as "picture 
frame" stage the spectator, it is theorized, "is set apart from the 
stage and looks through the peep hole of the proscenium into the 
lighted box of the stage and "beyond."2 But to achieve realistic 
environment, consistent realists have insited on the o ^rva 
of the "fourth-wall" convention — the assumption that t e op 
space framed by the proscenium arch is the fourth wall o a ro , 
meaning that the actor is not supposed to see the au ienc 
that the playgoers are simply not supposed to exist. taqe as

The mmonwu theatre appears to be a fusion of t e 
platform and as environment. In some way the pgbo or 
stage is a kind of platform on which mmonwu actors pa/ 
audience although here the audience is not merely at the r .$ 
end but is actively and emotionally involved in the P a ■ t0 
significant that no attempt is made during an mmonwu 
nduce the spectators to focus attention only on the dCL^1 |r0(n 

0^60. Spectators, indeed, derive dramatic fulfilment not on y
e actors but also from the activities of the audience. menT

Equally it can be said that mmonwu is an env*r 
but an environment of a different kind. In it there is n ( 
tion, geographically, though there may be I
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between the stage and the auditorium. Geographically everybody 
in the obom is in the same environment but psychologically they 
are all enclosed in the mmonwu world in which everyone present 
assumes a kind of dramatic role and apparently becomes a 
character in an environment quite removed from the everyday 
rationalistic world. Thus in the presence of an mmonwu one 
becomes a type of actor, responding to a code of behaviour 
different from what applies to everyday life.

The environment the mmqnwu playgoer finds himself in is an 
imaginative one, an environment in which the inner ekwuru 
is seen as a mythic muzzle of the obom, the entire ekwuru as an 
artistic household and the iro as a theatrical compound, an 
environment within which the ezemmuo rules supreme. The other 
masks in the ekwuru are seen as his spiritual children or consort 
as the case may be and all the human beings within his jurisdiction 
as his children.

In such an environment therefore the acting area is not treated 
as geographically distinct from the observation area, instead the 
whole obom becomes a vast compound to which a father-king 
has invited his offspring-subjects and his household to participate 
in the dramatisation of the mysteries of life and death, the 
conflicts in society, family tensions and their resolutions.

This environment is created not necessarily by stage setting 
but largely by mythic indoctrination and suggestion. It is also 
achieved by the central staging technique which, instead of 
separating the spectators from the actors, treats them as part of 
the whole environment and in many cases as part of the cast who 
by their active involvement especially their intermittent applause 
and emotional responses help to achieve the mmonwu catharsis. 
Thus mmonwu dramaturgists had from the first time realised 
the effect of group psychology on the creation of desired environ­
ment.

Thus in the mmonwu display the dichotomy between actors 
and spectators tends to disappear. The usual conceptual gulf, 
especially in the fourth wall convention theatre, separating the 
spectators, in time and space, from the actors does not genet ally 
appjy to mmonwu stage. There is neither a gulf nor walls. Specta­
tors as a rule do not witness, in the present, events that are 
happening elsewhere, events that have happened in the past or will 
happen in the future; they watch events that are symbolically 
happening on the spot. They witness eternal characters who trans­
cend time and space perform acts on the community square, a 
square they have transformed by their mere presence into a 
supernatural plane (obom mmonwu). It is perhaps true to say that
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In an mmonwu play the spectators are, indeed 

rs? m»
spectator witnesses not only the performing masks *<,1 
okuigba and the chanting mmango but also the mo\?e 
reactions of the other spectators. After all, performers an 
tors, in the broad day light and in fuil view of one dsPecta, 
stand and move around in the mmonwu arena con+Slt- 
individually and collectively to the final realization ri^Utln9 
mmonwu dramatic effect which may be said to cons'^-^6 
"feeling of mystical eminence ... heightened and stretched h* 'n a 
the level of the purely physical to effect the psyche, precio^^ 
a state of trance," as the dramatist, Qla Rotimi aptly savs’^ 
analysis of the masking tradition in Nigeria.7 In

It may therefore be said that what separates the actors f 
the spectators in an mmonwu show is not geographical orchrorT 
logical distance but the distinction in dramatic roles. Thus apart 
from the psychological distance between spirit-masks and maskless 
performers on the one hand and the mmonwu initiates and non­
Initiates on the other, in an mmonwu performance, those who 
provide primary spectacle and initiate action may be described as 
actors or characters while those who respond or react to action 
and witness the primary spectacle (though they themselves msy 
provide a secondary spectacle) may be said to constitute the 
audience. The main difference between mmonwu and the fourth 
wall convention theatre is that in the latter the audience is 
supposed not to exist and the 'actor plays without violating the so- 
called 'fourth wall,' that is, without breaking into contact with the 
audience "8 and in the former the audience and the performers 
belong to one "dramatic" community with leaders and follower^ 
the leaders being the actors and the followers the sPe^.tat°rhS'

It is thus seen that in mmonwu dramatization aesthetic deta^ 
mentis not conveyed by mere spatial contrivance but by 
visualization of the obom as a partly mundane and party 
mundane environment into which spectators project them5 • 
In this environment the illusion of a dramatic confrontati 
communion between the living and the dead is sustained. t[ie

The mmonwu genre might in future develop in any 
following directions or a combination of them: d then
HpnJrS ♦ IS poss’ble that mmonwu might stagnate age- 
degenerate into mere masked plays staged by children an , 
grade soc.et.es as popular entertainment during feasts and nt
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in mmonwu theatre "the line between life 
ted."6

soc.et.es
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ceremonies. Secondly, mmonwu may become more and more 
cultish and less and less theatrical and, in the end, may die a 
natural death through lack of general support and patronage. 

There is little doubt that if mmonwu does not modernize its 
central myth and consolidate its theoretical basis its credibility 
would be increasingly undermined by an increasingly empiricist 
society and its relevance to the modern age would be questioned. 
And thirdly (and this appears to be the most likely alternative) 
mmonwu may develop into a full-fledged modernized form of 
Igbo theatre­

in its development, as has been emphasised, mmonwu has 
tended to become a characteristic form of Igbo theatre 
comparable to the classical Indian, Chinese or Japanese theatre. 
Indeed, the Chinese Hsi and the Japanese Noh are like mmonwu, 
for all three correspond closely to the opera in their "principal 
elements: dialogue or monologue which carries forward the 
action; arias, which may either be purely lyrical or held to advance 
the action; acting which includes dancing, posturing, acrobatics 
and other spectacles/'^

Besides, mmonwu, Hsi and Noh are similar to one another in 
terms of organization and performance because originally, like 
mmonwu, Hsi and Noh dramas were oral in nature but later they 
were written down.

Mmonwu, as we have already seen, has greatly changed in scope 
and it would appear that with further development its obom and 
ekwuru complex would be expanded and modernised to form a 
type of integrated structure akin to a modern auditorium into 
which spectators would be admitted after they might have pur­
chased entry tickets. Such an integrated mmonwu theatre could 
be designed in such a way that seating facilities are provided and 
the concept of ekwuru as the muzzle of the land of the dead could 
be maintained. A section, a kind of inner stage, could be separated 
from the rest of the theatre either by a wall or a curtain and could 
be regarded as a kind of "holy of holies" into which only the 
masked figures and those "who know them intimately" may enter. 
From that section of the theatre the mmonwu characters, after 
appropriate stage direction, would rise to perform on the outer 
stage.

Thus mmonwu plays would then take place in the modernized 
mmonwu theatre, a type of integrated central staging arena, 
a circular structure with the stage in the centre and the ekwuru 
(the inner and the outer) occupying one half of the theatre
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—euld be emphasized that what has been said so far regard­
future development of mmonwu theatre is mainly 

vral and indeed could only be fully realised if mmonwu is 
—ed as a form of national theatre and thus attracts to itself 
—it grants and subsidies for full-scale development. But the 
= development would be quickened if mmonwu becomes 
=ully or partially professional and also constantly receives 
mancial support of wealthy patrons which would enable 
_wu companies to construct modern theatres and acquire 
=eded costumes and other props.

=sently continuing changes that take place in mmonwu
in many areas include the formation of central mmonwu 

ations. Each town in the mmonwu area has an mmonwu 
-ation embracing all the ekwuru in that particular town. In 
towns as Ihioma, IJkpo, Ihitenansa, Uli, to mention but a 
mmonwu associations are functioning. Members of these 
iations discuss the general organization of mmonwu society 
eir area and lay down rules governing the establishment of 
companies, the initiation of new members and the general 

ng of plays. Apart from town associations there are larger 
ciations grouping together ekwuru from several contiguous 
is. An illustration of such an organisation is the National 
ety of Mmonwu Communities of Nigeria with its headquarters 
^maifeke, Qlu as has already been mentioned.
Evidence of the rapid development of mmonwu drama may 
: be seen in the modernization of the mmonwu playhouse as 
have already noticed. It has been observed for instance that in 
Ezebude theatre in Amaneese Amaifeke (Fig. 5) a completely

v concept of the ekwuru has been developed. This makes it 
>sible for a full mmonwu play to be staged within the ekwuru 
Ils with the spectators (all initiated members) sitting down on 
airs or benches provided. There are however sections of the 
/vuru that are out of bounds to people who are not members of 
- ekwuru executive. The idea of the circular theatre envisaged 
□ve has partly been inspired by the Ezebude theatrical 
novation.
Today it is not only the ekwuru that is being modernised, the 

>tume worn by the performers has also seen tremendous deve- 
Jment. Masks are more gorgeously costumed and the costumes 
male and female performers have been revolutionised. Each 

ama society now tends to design its own costumes to depict the 
auty, the power and the wealth of the mmonwu instead of 
emitting each performer to wear what apparel he likes.

The new developments notwithstanding mmonwu plays are
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c.

ll.UKPO, NNEWI L.G.A., MBANESH KIN GROUP

III. IHEMBOSI, IHIALA L.G.A., EBONESll KIN GROUP

201

14
15

19
20
21
22

23
24

7
8

EKWURU OJIONU, Umumbosi Umudike. A. Nwokoro Umeobiaeri. EN 2. 1830.
EKWURU OMEIRE, Umuogaazi Umuahaba. A. Ikejiaku.

13 EKWURU UDUMNAEHI, Umunkwere Umudike.
EKWURU UDUMNAEHI, Umuogaazi Umuahaba. A. Ucheaghuba. EN 11. 1860.
EKWURU OBIACZUMA, Umungwu. A. Uzoukwu. EN Ikejemba of Amaakwa 

Ozubulu.

5
6 EKWURU EKWE0ATA. EN 3.

EKWURU OGBUKAIGWE, Uboma. A Nnajiofo.
EKWURU CTAMGBOROGWU, Umungwu Umuahaba. A. Uzochukwu Ezikemma- 

dubuuko. EN 18th c.
9 EKWURU EZEOKPUBE, Umuike Umuahaba. A. Ezikeirooha. EN 4. 1865.

10 EKWURU IKEZUAGU, Umuahaba. A.'Ohaanuka. EN 13.'l870.
11
12

IV LULU, IHIALA L.G.A., EBONESll KIN GROUP
EKWURU 'eKWUSIKE, Umuodochi, Abo. A. Dike Ukornmadu, EN 9. 1914.
EKWURU EZEJIOFO, Akwa. A. Ezeanyiburuekwu Ezuike_ EN 9.
EKWURU EGWURUGWU, Odoji Akwa. A. Dara Ezeanya. LN 23.1931.
EKWURU EZEGBOROGU, Umuduji Akwa. A. Onyeharam. EN Uzogbaraugwo or

Akwa.
EKWURU EKWENSU, Ebeteghete.
EKWURU UGERUMBA, Eziosw.

I. OZUBULU, NNEWI L.G.A.
1 EKWURU IGBOKWE, Egbema. The origin of mmonwu theatres. Late 18th c.
2 EKWURU EBUZGEME, Egbema. EN 1. Early 19th c.
3 EKWURU ACHOGWOAFU, Egbema. EN 1. Early 19th
4 EKWURU UDUMNAEHI. EN 1. Early 19th c.

EKWURU OKPUBEIGWE. EN 1. Early 19th c.

16 EKWURU IKEBUDE, Otukwe..
17 EKWURU IKEZULUAGU, Umyohi. A. Ezeanyidugwu. EN 5.
18 EKWURU EZEOKPUBE.

A SAMPLE LIST OF EKWURU (MMONWU THEATRES)
This list is, as far as possible, in chronological order of establishment. The following 

symbols are used. A. for Akatakpo or Otaala, the chief executive and director of the 
mmonwu theatre, and EN for Ekwuru Nsiriluta, that is the mmonwu theatre of origin.

After each ekwuru which is, as a rule, named after the Ezemmuo, the name of the 
village in which the ekwuru is located, the name of the Akatakpo, if known, the 
reference number of the EN in this listing, and in some cases, the estimated date of the 
establishment of the ekwuru, follow in that order.
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30

39

44

47
49

50

53

55
56
57

on?

45
46

42
43

40
41

31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38

VI. IHIALA, IHIALA L.G.A., EBONESII KIN GROUP 

EKWURU ANUFOROUDE, Ogboro.

27
28
29 EKWURU

VII. IHIOMA, QLU L.G.A., OSU KIN GROUP

lbuz<?- A- Okafo Ikpeama. EN igbonude of Ak^®’ 
^mydibia. A, David Igwe. Mbanude of Ebenaatp. 190- 

EZEMBAJEKWE, Obinugwu Okwuabala. A. Raphael Ckwe. EN 114.

ODENIGBO, Umudim Okwuabala. A. Ekwebelem Okafonta Agukwe.

Okwuruokw^flAmaFnnOk|<l'lkpe A’ AkabMe2e Omenkeukwu. EN Ezekwereobi o 
^WURU UDEE^n' Ebenaat<?’ 1918‘ PN 57.

1920. ' • uogwugwu. A. Okorie Odokoro Okponwa. c™
URU EZENAGU, Umuazala. A. Sylvanus Okafo. EN 133. 1918.

51 EKWURU
52 EKWURU

EKWURU
1909.

54. EKWURU
EN 51.

EKWURU ‘

v. IHITENANSA, OLU L.G.A., OSU KIN GROUP

» TXi ^BOBOCy. El
1904- ^OI^FF Akama. A. Aloysius S. Ezeani. EN 45. 1907

EKWURU Obinaato Akama. A. Egbuchulam Duruakui
*■»"* A- «>W. UmMkunebu

BKWUBuTzEOBtABAKA. Umudim. A. Okaf? Ehiu,,^

EmuBU uoEByefE. w utoala Asaa. A Dominlc liikara“^

“ *w£X«^=°kwuaka-EN
= eES SEKVVURU OgUm. A. C°L„, obiesie. EN „

1968
EKWURU EZEUDUMNAEHI, Achakpo Ogum. A. Nwagbara Okwuneze. EN 38

16 11 70
EKWURU EZEJIOFO, Ogwugwuenye. A. Samuel Okpara. EN 28.

EKWURU EZEIGBOEZUE. Ogwugwuenye. A. Ezechikarja Onwugamba. EN 44 
1906.
EKWURU EZEKWEREOBI, Umucheke. A. Okonkwp Mbamara. EN 37. 1905
EKWURU EZEOBUAKA Umuogu Uhuala. A. Umeozuruigbo Ezeihekaibeya.

EN 71. 1910.
EKWURU EZENAGU, Umuabiam. A. Umeakunwanne Umeodurukwe. EN 25, 

1903.
EKWURU EZEDINOBI, ymyagu, A. Ibeole Ohazuruike. EN 29 1908.

EKWURU OTIGHARAOFO, Umulome Uhuala. A. Dominic Akunwanne. EN 42 
1909.

EKWURU EZE/GBOKWE, (Jmudiaba. A. Daraezinwanne Idi. EN 30. 1960.
48 EKWURU EZEJIOFO, Elugwuekpe Umudim. A. Ezeamaama Idi. EN 37. 1908.

EKWURU EZEBUDE, Odoagbara Umudim. A. Chimaeze Okafo. Ehl Obiaozuma of 
Eziawa. 1908.
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VIII. ISEKE, IHIALA L.G.A., EBONESII KIN GROUP

69

77

89.

203

61
62
63
64

65
66
67
68

73
74
75
76

78
79

82
83
84
85
86

80
81

87 EKWURU
88 EKWURU

EKWURU
29.

X. AMAOKA, ORU L.G.A., ORU KIN GROUP 

EKWURU UGOOCHA. EN 122.

XI. AMARURU, OLU L.G.A., QSU KIN GROUP

XV. EBENAATO, OLU L.G.A., QSU KIN GROUP 
IGBONA EKWU, Amannachi. EN 105. 
UDEKWEREZE, Umueremqdu. A. Joseph Uchenwoke.

XIV EBENAATO NNEWI L.G.A., MBANESII KIN GROUP
EKWURU EZEONOG IDE, Okpumma-Ubaha. EN Ikejemba of Ukpo. 1890.

EKWURU EZEODAJIRI, Umunwume. EN 12. 1890.
EKWURU EZEEZUO, Umqka. A. Dim Okoli. EN 85. 1902.
EKWURU EZEKWUDE, Umumune Ubaha.
EKWURU EZEOKPUME; Ubaha.

70 EKWURU EZEJEKWU, Amakam. A. Albert Mmadu. EN 21.1920.
71 EKWURU OBIAZUMA, Amaokwe, Umuokpokiri, Umuogu. A. Albert Ohahusi.

EN 74. ‘ 1908.'
72 EKWURU EZEOBINAEDE, Elugwu. A. Mmadukaejiekwu Ezeala.

EKWURU IGBOJEKWE, Elugwutokpi. A. Okonkwo Okwundu. EN 44. 1907.
EKWURU EZEANUFOROUDE, Ihungwo. A. Ezenwaka Ese. EN*23. 1890.
EKWURU EZEGBOROGU, Umuadu. A. Dominic Okpara. EN 73. 1904.
EKWURU EZEONONIGBOEKWU, Umuawula. A. Alajekwu Ekeigwe. EN 72.

1909.
EKWURU IGBONAEKWU, Umunume. A. Emmanuel Obiadi. EN 91. 1908.

XII. AMIRI, ORU L.G.A., ORU KIN GROUP
EKWURU ELUGHARA, Ibubu. EN 79.
EKWURU EKWURUGWO, Nchoko. EN 147.

XIII. ATA, OLU L.G.A., ISU KIN GROUP

EKWURU AGUEZE, Chima-Ubudom. A. Nnanna Stephen Nwosu. EN 
EKWURU AKARUGWO. Eziubatia. A. Lawrence Jacob lhenaetu. EN 80.

58 EKWURU ANUFOROUDE.
59 EKWURU UDEKWEREZE, Arnaudo. A. Okwa Chikeluba (eldest in ekwuru). EN

111.
60 EKWURU EZEOKPUDO, Ihite. A. Asoegwu Ezesibe. EN 59. 1904.

IX. IHITEOWERI, OLU L.G.A., QSU KIN GROUP

EKWURU EZECHOROUDO, Abo, A. Okorie Udele. EN 68.
EKWURU EZEAKAAKA, Nkyimo Abo. A. Amaobi Okpara. EN 25. 1921.
EKWURU' OBINASO, Amanaatq. A. Onyeawusiqfo Ajaebionu. EN 30. 1924.
EKWURU UDEKWEREZE, Aroihiteoweri. A. Udoji Okoli. EN Ezeohuchara of 

Arq Qsu. 1913.
EKWURU EZEDJNOBI, Obinugwu. A. Aloysius Okafq. EN 37.
EKWURU IGBOJEKWE, Obinugwu. A. Clement Nwagboro. EN 36.
EKWURU ANUFOROUDE, Uhuala Obinugwu. A. Godwin Mbiere. EN 36.

EZEJIOFO, Umuezikeapuzie Obinugwu. A. Romanus Eziobqla. EN
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EKWURU IGBOJIONU, Obinugwu.89

97

98

7905.

1918.

90
91
92
93
94
95
96

EKWURU 
EKWURU 
EKWURU 
EKWURU 
EKWURU 
EKWURU 
EKWURU

Appendix

XV1. EGBU, UGWUTA L.G.A.

EN 122.

'am. em

93- 1936.

XVII. EZIAWA, QLU L.G.A., QSU K8N GROUP

UDEKWEREZE, Amakpara. A. Raymond Obidike, EN 
EZEOBINASO, Ikpo. A. Fabian Odidika. EN 26. 1910. 
EZEEKWUSIKE, Ubaha. A. Okafq Ibeeto. EN 90. 1921 
EZEUDEMEZUE, Ubaha. A. Okonkwo Onyebi. EN 25. 199c 
EZEBUDO, Uhuala. Uruala. A. Ifeanyi Okorie. EN 138. 1911 ' 
EZEOBIARAKA, Uruala. A. Chief Otujeme. EN 96. 1913 ’

EZEIGBOJEKWE, Umuanwu Uruala. A. Okafq lhemegbui 
Anufqroude of ^Xbq Liilu. 1920.

EKWURU EZEJIOFO Umueze Uruala. A. Richard Okonkwo. EN

XVIII ATAN8, OGBARU L.G.A.
EKWURU OBURUOGBAKETAAZU, OgvVuikpereosimiri.

XIX. AWQIDEMMIRI, OLU L.G.A., OSU KIM GROUPS

99 EKWURU QBIAQZQMA, Amaokwu.
100 EKWURU EZEWURU, Edenta. A. Ndumnwere Mbagwu. EN 112.
101 EKWURU EZEUGO, Isieke. EN 58.
102 EKWURU ANUFORQUDE, Ohukaabia.
103 EKWURU IUDUZURU/GBO, Ohukaabia. A. Udeagbara Ngaqdi. EN 104.

7905. ‘ ’
104 EKWURU EZENAGU, Ede.
105 EKWURU ODUAGU, Ubahaobu.

XX. EZINIFITE, NNEWI L.G.A., MBANESII KIN GROUP

106 EKWURU EZEKWEMPI, Umueze-Awo. A. Romanus Ezenwenyi. Ezeanonyuq.
of Umuqkparaike, Ezinifite. 1910.

107 EKWURU EZEJAKA, Nneala. A. Ezemonye Nnaewulu. EN as for 106. 1910.
108 EKWURU EZEOKWUNAALARA, Uhuala. A. Ezeudenyi Okwuegbu. 1918.
109 EKWURU OHUG IDE, Umudiani.
110 EKWURU EZEOKAUDO, Umuqgq. A. Ndeanaeze Okafq. EN 86. 1910.

XXI. MBOSI, IHIALA L.G.A., EBONESII KIN GROUP
EKWURU EZEKWEREOB!111 EKWURU EZEKWEREOBI

112 EKWURU ONYIRIMBA.

XXII. MGBIDI, ORU L.G.A., ORU KIN GROUP
1 1 3 EKWURU UDEKWEREZE. 

V

XXIII. OBIBI, OLU L.G.A., OSU KIN GROUP

115 ekwuru Umuigbujinnu.
116 EKy/uRu • A. Sylvanus Okereke. EN 119-
117 EKWuru F7CTBUBE' Uhuala- A- Obialo Agumba. EN 90.

37190

120 EKWURU IGBOA/y/’/n?' ^muezike.
121 EKWURU ^JJ^buehi. A. Nwaokorie Uchendy. EN 121-

138- ^i;.



la.

151

153 EKWURU
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EZEBUDE, Au.ar.GC3C. A. Chief Okafo Anaaso. EN 87.1922.
UDEMEZUE, Cheke na Dara. A. Okafo Ejionye. EN 87.1903.

OHURIGBOAZU, Uda. A. Egboka Ugele. EN Ugerumba of Eziqsu

144 EKWURU OKUNAGBA, Eziama Uda.

XXVIII. OSUMOGHU, IHIALA L.G.A., EBONESII KIN GROUP

145 EKWURU EKWUSIKE, Umydi. EN 15.
146 EKWURU IGBOHUNANYA.

XXIX. OTULO, IHIALA L.G.A., ORU KIN GROUP

' Appendix

XXIV. OHAAKPU, ORU L.G.A., ORU KIN GROUP
122 EKWURU IKWE, Amafo. A. Okafo Idimgbe. 1901. EN is from Okij;
123 EKWURU ITEAKPURU, Ohakpu.’ ' '

XXV. OKPORO, OLU L.G.A., OSU KIN GROUP
124 EKWURU EZEMEROGU, Abara. A. Aloo Egoolu EN Igbonaekwu Oduagu.
125 EKWURU IGBOYIRIUDE, Ezioha. A. Okafo Ele. EN Ezewuru of Amannachi.
126 EKWURU UDEKAEZE, Ududu na Umuechem. A. Edwin Okafp. EN 125.

XXVI. OMUMA, ORU L.G.A., ORU KIN GROUP

127 EKWURU UDEORUMBA, Abia.
128 EKWURU AGBAYIAKA, Okwu Abia. EN 135.
129 EKWURU /GBOA/Vt/KF/?£, Okwuozu. EN 130.
130 EKWURU EZEKAUDE, Ubah’aozu. EN 127.

XXVII. OSUIHITEUKWA, OLU L.G.A., OSU KIN GROUP

131 EKWURU EZEANUMBA, Amihe. A. Festus Alagwu. EN 101.
132 EKWURU OKUNAGBA, Amihe.
133 EKWURU MBANURUDE, Amihe. A. Anasonye Uchenwoke. EN 138.
134 EKWURU IGBONAEKENWA, Ihiteukwa.
135 EKWURU UDEKWEREOBI, Okuru/
136 EKWURU OJIEWURU, Ubahangwu. A. Okonkwo Onyedikwa. EN 146.
137 EKWURU MBANURUDE, Ihuoweri Ubahangwu. A. Okafq Asoanya Adibe.

EN 145. 1913.
138 EKWURU IGBONAEKWU, Ubaha. A. Eze George Uzozie Obianeli, the Obi-

Okugba II of Osuihiteukwa. EN 20. 1898.
139 EKWURU IK EJEM BA, Uda.
140 EKWURU EZEKWEREOBI, Uda.
141 EKWURU UDEKWEREZE, Uda. EN 142.
142 EKWURU IKEJEMBA, Uda. EN Ugerumba of Eziqsu Liilu.
143 EKWURU ( “ —,

Liilu.

8 1940.

147 EKWURU UDEEBUBE, EN 113.

XXX. AMAIFEKE, OLU L.G.A., OSU KIN GROUP

.150 EKWURU EZEKWEREOBI, Ofeeke. EN 149.

XXXI. UGWUTA, UGWUTA L.G.A.
151 EKWURU EZEKAUDE, Umunsooha.
152 EKWURU UDEEBUBE, Abatu.

XXXII. AZIA, IHIALA L.G.A., EBONESH KIN GROUP

IGBOFUNANYA, Abam. A. Nwosu Nwanqnenyi. EN



161

172

154
155

156
157
158 EKWURU,
159
160

IGBOANUKQD^

162 L
163 EKWURU
164 EKWURU

Qkwu.
165 EKWURU
166 EKWURU
167

168 EKWURU
169 L.. "

......

EKWURU OJIEWURU, Umud■<? P Onyebuagu Ibeanuka. EN 155. 1945

""m.UUJHIALAL.G.A, OKU KIN GROUP
hi EN Anuforoude of Ogboro Ihiala.

"°ZZka”b!A,ol^.g.a,osu kin group
A Okorie Obielo. 1915.

EKWURU UDEEBUBE, Amairno. • Okorje Nwa?gbanka.
EKWURU EZEMBAKVVE Ofeah • A E N Ekwuru Amarakwu

- • OBIAOZUMA, oreKe. ~
 nkwu A. Benjamin Okorie. EN Amakpara Eziawa. 

/KEZUAGU^W gwQkwu A Qkeke Ogaraky> EN 162 1g24 
EKWURU IzIjlOFQ ^- A-’Okonkwo Mbagwu. EN Ob.aozuma of

EKWURU EZERIOHA, Okwu. A. Ekpunoo

null GA ISU KIN GROUP
XXXV. UMUTANZE, QLU L.G.A.,

. » a nkafo Duruiheoma. EN 171. 1920.

,7,° V*-A-JohnMn lrie9bulam-EN129-,9’9-
XXXVI. uruala,olug.g.a.,mbanasaakin group

EKWURU ODOGWU.



Ekwuru Ezemmuo igbpghommuo

Ezekwereobi Udeogunaede Uzumma

Udekwereze Igboanudu Oduagu

EgodinobiEzembakwe

NwaoduaguMbanude (37) Mbanude

EgodinobiAnantiEzejekwu Qruuka

Akataaka EgoigboagwuAguezeEzeobinaede

AhuajumaAjoubosiUzotumegwuIgbojekwe

NwakammaEzewuru

1

207

Anyanaso
Omerigbokwe Oganampie

Agueze
Ekwensu

Igbohunanya 
Qtaagbara 
Ezegborogu 
Ebubeagu ‘

Omeninyo
Oganampie

Ichekuoku 
Abiamodudu

Qgunaedo 
Ebutemkpo

Ezekwereobi
(25)

Ezeobinaede
(72)

Udekwereze
(28)

Ezembakwe
(29)

EzejeKwu
(70)

Igbojekwe
(73)

Omesuigwudu 
Ajaanubiudu 
Ajaakachu
Ajoubosi 
Abiaogboro

Dimkpammuo Akakpommuo

Appendix

LIST OF MMONWU CHARACTERS IN 8 SELECTED 
THEATRES (Numbers in brackets refer to those in the 

Ekwuru List above)

-Ezewuru
(100)
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Mmonwu is not just one other typically African form of 
theatre. It is a devdoped form of drama with its own unique 
features which c<>’ ennr; :western concept of drama.

I

Students of African literature, Black Studies, Philosophy, 
African History Anthropology and Religion will benefit from 
reading this book v'» i, a detailed study of the dramatic and 
literary feature.; r p. --iost significant type of Igbo traditional 
play.

Dr. Nnabuenyi Ugonna is Associate Professor of Igbo at the 
University of Lagos where he has pioneered undergraduate and 
post-graduate studies in Igbo. He is the editor of Igbo: Journal 
of Society for Promoting Igbo Language and Culture and 
Associate Editor of Black Orpheus. His other publications include 
Abu na Egwuregwu Odinala Igbo and many articles in learned 
journals.

I

I

II
I

Mmonwu, in one sense is drama. In another sense Mmonwu is 
the presentation of a general cosmic myth which derives its 
conflict from the man—spirit confrontation.

This book is unique in the sense that it is the first attempt to 
investigate seriously the structure of the sacred drama of the 
central Igbo and publish the text of its poetry.

Mmonwu : A Dramatic Tradition of the Igbo


