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To complete our theoretical explorations on the validity of masquerade festival as
theatre, Wole Soyinka’s voice through Olunde in his play, Death and the King’s
Horseman is worth considering. Olunde carpets Jane in his rat race conversation
while defending the utility value of his tradition:

-..And that is the good cause for which you desecrate an
ancestral mask? ...1 discovered that you have no respect
Jorwhat you do not understand (Soyinka, 1975:50).

The concluding remark here is that masquerade is African people’s culture, tradition,
ritual, rite, ceremony and festival. Masquerade festival is thus, one of African societal
institutions, which has dramatic and theatrical attributes,

Ehoro-Iba Masquerade of Agbeye Land As Theatrical Festival.

There are numerous masquerades in Agbeye town such as Elebolo, Kosoko, F erefete,
Jabataru, Amuludun, Arobate, Sanilaake, Ahoruru and so on. The most important of
all these masquerades is Ehoro-Iba — the master sprinter. Each of these masquerades
represents one family or the other, however, Ehoro-Iba masquerade is the masquerade
for everybody in the town except that it is under the care and protection of people of
Olukotun’s compound in Agbeye town.

Ehoro-Iba masquerade usually dress in duds, these duds are so tattered that they
contain all kinds of clothes that have been used by human beings before that are no
longer in existence such as; Sanyan, Ponpoola, Eyin oku and so on. Suprisingly,
major clothes used between 1960 and 2000 are part of the masquerade’s costumes.
So, the masquerade is chamelonic in appearance because when one is looking at the
masquerade from the front view one will see a masquerade that parades clothes of
:10wn and unknown colours.

he physical appearance of the masquerade is beauty per-excellence. All the
masquerades duds contain cowries, black soap, rings, charms and short glasses
immed round the masquerade’s body. Seven mystical sticks are the hand props of
‘he masquerade, which have been in existence hundreds of years ago. The
nasquerade has a snake skin shoes and a carved lion-like head with three eyes made
with cowries.

g

The masquerade has seven able bodied men who are usually his conductors. All these
seven conductors often put on white wrappers, snake skin shoes and red caps to
match. What is usually unique about these conductors is that they are usually of the
same height and they are normally chosen from the few reputable, culture conscious
and tradition loving individuals in the town.
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Ehoro-Iba masquerade often “comes out” every three years and his triennial outing is
usually announced by Alagba — the head of Egungun masquerade cult in Agbeye
town, after he might have consulted with the High Chiefs and the king of the town.
The time of outing for this masquerade is usually during the time that other
masquerades are also entertaining and educating the people of Agbeye land. The
important thing is that Ehoro-Iba masquerade ‘owns the day’, as no masquerade must
come out to dramatise or perform with him. The masquerade is all engaging, time
consuming, for it bestrides the town like a locust swinging dreadfully, running
athletically, dancing energetically and moving his body to tune and rhythm of the
vibrating drums, an excellent artist.

The Alaagbas of the town is the artistic director of all the masquerades in Agbeye
jand but he often gives special attention to Ehoro-Iba masquerade’s performance. The
seven conductors and the fourteen dancers normally rehearse before the outing of the
masquerade. They often dance to the rthythm of modern dances, engage in serious
acrobatic displays and they sing songs harmoniously fike birds. These songs are very
poetical, satirical and repetitive. ~They carry mMmessages symbolising sorrow,
protection, deliverance, courage and peace. The dancers are also beauties to behold,
extremely neat and cuiturally symbolic. The dancers are usuaily fourteen in number,
seven ladies and seven boys. They must all put on white wrappers and plait their
heads like that of Sango worshippers. They also tie palm-leaves t© their legs and
arms.

Ehoro-Iba masquerade usually performs in three arena; the market square, the king’s
palace and Alamo stream. The first stage of the performance is at the market square
where all the town’s people will gather round the dancers and Ehoro-Iba conductors
waiting eagerly to see the masquerade. People suffering from all kinds of physical
deformities will also stay at a separate angle waiting to see the masquerade. People
whose problems canmot be physically seen such as the barren women, impotent men
and so on become part of the people waiting to be healed and cured. The atmosphere
is thus charged between joy and sorrow and all hope is on the masquerade to come out
for his ritualistic performance. Shortly before this, the dancers must enact fertility,
war and unity dances and some of the common songs at this level of the festival are
often sang in deep Yoruba tune and tone:

An wal
Aori!
Aomoibitobalo 2ce.
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Translation:

We are searching!
We did not see!
We did not know where he goes 2ce.

~
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This song" is referring to Ehoro-Iba masquerade. After this song, Alagbaa will appear
and after a long prayer of clouded metaphors and ritual incantations; the dancers will
then welcome him with two more songs which the town’s people must spontaneously

echoes:

Translation:

Eni pe ka ma soje?

Ose la o fi gun!

Atori wewe la o lo fun 2ce.
Eni pe ka ma soje?

Ose la o fi gun.

Who says that we should not celebrate our masquerade?
We shall use him for sacrificial soap!

We shall teach him with cane sticks /2ce.

Who says that we should not celebrate our masquerade?
We shall use him for sacrificial soap.

The third song is a love song, which is usually overtaken by young men holding

young ladies and pleading to their parents that they want th
in marriage. It goes thus:

Translation:

\

Iya n oo felegun o jare — felegun,
Baba n oo felegun o jare - felegun,

Bodun ba ti de ma ke gba dani — felegun,
Bodun ba ti de ma kero leyin o ~ felegun, 2
Oro yi a dariwo bee je n felegun. ;

Mother I want to marry the masquerade -
Worshipper — marry — the masquerade worshipper
Father I want to marry the masquerade

Worshipper — marry — the masquerade worshipper.

e hand of their daughters
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If the year approaches I hold my cane-stick-marry

the masquerade worshipper. This case will lead to

fight if 1 am not allow to marry the masquerade
worshipper. . *

Although this last song has its own psycho-social relevance to prospective lovers, it is
often abused because young boys and men use the brief opportunity to harass,
intimidate and molest young ladies crudely even in the presence of their parents. This
often makes some interested participants to run away from the festival. This over-
dramatization of the love scene is a bastardization and misrepresentatién of culture,
which finds theoretical solace in the word of Nzekwu (1981:132) when he affirms
that:

Unfortunately nowadays masquerading is ofien

scorned and misrepresented by the younger gene-

"ration who decry it as a mere fraud, a clever

device of the man desiring 1o terrify and dominate

his womenfolk.
In this era of women empowerment and liberation where theories about gendel
disparity, ‘womanism’ and feminism is sprouting out daily, the men have to be careful
in over-dramatising some theatrical essence of our culture especially where the
dignity of womanhood is hindered. This dumb, yet love show enactment will
continue for some time before its sudden transition to the theatre of healing with the
sudden and dramatic appearance of Bhoro-Iba masquerade. .

Ehoro-Iba Masquerade And Its Theatrical Healing Potentials. ¢

The appearance of Ehoro-Iba Masquerade marks the beginning of the healing process,
of this theatrical festival. However, the masquerade has an invisible wand called
Egbe, which makes the masquerade to disappear and appear at will. Traditionally, the
masquerades usually appear first at the Market Square in an indescribable manner.
What often heralded the appearance of the masquerade and the beginning of the
healing process is the spraying of specially prepared ritual water orf the body of every
town’s people present which is often overtaken by the disappearance of the
masquerade to the King’s palace where the king (Alagbeye of Agbeye) will be
flogged seven times by the masquerade in the presence of the King’s subjects.

Just like Olympic stars jostling for honours in the global competition, most of the
able-bodied men and women will pursue the masquerade to the King’s palace and the
deformed will wait for him hopefuily and joyously. At the king’s palace, the
masquerade will pray for the king and his council of chiefs and disappear to Alamo
stream with a big pot and fill the pot with the stream’s water. At this point, the rat
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race, the hilarious commotion and the town’s people struggle to touch or hold the
masquerade still continue. Few people do succeed in this game and it is believed that
whosoever succeeds to touch the masquerade through struggle get himself or herself
healed and cured instantly.

While the masquerade is doing his ritual at Alamo stream, the king and his chiefs
must also move symbolically to the Market Square to join the villagers. Each of the
King’s movement is usually characterised by acrobatic displays, songs, incessant
drumming and mimesis of the dumb.

The dramatic climax of this festival is the second appearance of the masquerade at the
market square because the spontaneous reactions of the town’s people and their
emotional alertness often rubbish the orderly organization put in place by Alagbaa and
Ehoro-Iba conductors.

This cannival is often punctuated by the masquerade who often “dropped from the
sky” to the middle of the celebration and as the masquerade is appearing for the
second time, everybody in the town must prostrate flatly except the king of the town.
The masquerade will then speak inaudibly to the gathering that; “evil doers should
confess their sins because there must be confession before restitution.” This request is
often accepted as all the town’s people murmur and speak on for five minutes.

The sprinkling of Alamo stream water follows this open confession on the body of the
fown’s people by the masquerade while the king himseif must follow this by some
incantations and rituals. Immediately the king finishes with his incantations, the
town’s people then systematically sing the dramatic song of:

Mo gbon iku nu
Mo gbon arun nu
Yara tete gbon iku nu.

Translation:
I have removed death
I have removed sickness
Quickly remove death.

The town’s people at this point must scratch their body, remove their clothes and
touch part of their body ailing them. The masquerade himself moves round the
to#n’s people touching the cure seekers with his hands. The desperate sicklers often
grip the masquerade and through this process healing is gradually or totally achieved.
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To verify this hypothesis, this researcher had the experience of watching this festival
twice and of recent, I administered seventy-five questionnaires mostly to know the
relative reality or the subjective illusion behind the supposed healing and curing
potentials of this larger-than-life masquerade. Majority of the ‘respondents attested to
the curing and healing power of the masquerade whereas the Christians and Muslims
in the town see the festival as anti-God, a fetish habit of barbarism.

Two elders were interviewed in the town about Ehoro-Iba masquerade festival. Chief
Kunkunlola Shakin (1995) says the masquerade is:

One of the powerful masquerades in Yoruba land and
the healing potentials of the Masquerade is one of the
reasons responsible for the popularity of the masque-
rade. The time of the festival is usually marked with
Jjoy, celebration and there is a glaring sense of unity,
peace and communal participation as often demons-
trated by the town’s peaple.

Chief Olawuyi J.O (1999) of Olatunde ruling house comments about the:

Ehoro-Iba Masquerade festival is the ‘collective will” of our people. It is the
celebration of our culture, tradition and an attempt by the founding fathers of
Agbeye to cure and heal their siblings through raditional means. These days,
we have been hearing in the news numerous and incurable diseases.
However, a committed participants ai Ehoro-Iba Masquerade Festival will
“ have all his deadly diseases cured. All these diseases have been in existence
before the coming of the white men. '

Before the final disappearance of this masquerade, all the town’s people will be
entertained and rattled by the fierce looking, no nonsense conductors of the
masquerade who often ensure that nobody disturbs the free movement of the
masquerade. Satisfied that substantial healing have been recorded, the magguerade
will personally sing the last song and disappear into the air. Eating and general
feasting will continue in the town and the masquerade’s conductors, the fourteen
dancers and Alagbaa will be given free gifis ranging from yam to clothes, shoes and
money.

Conclusion

Whether orthodox or unorthodox means of healing and curing, the important thing is
that healing and curing are crucial to human existence. In this paper, we have shown
' an unmistaken ferm the therapeutic essence of Ehoro-Iba masquerade festival of
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Agbeye land and this again goes a long way to show that the theatre is symbolic in the ~

healing process.

We want to conclude this paper with this lullaby, which is a common refrain among

the Yorubas:

Seleru agbo

agbara aghbo

losun fi n wo omo re

ki dokita o to de

abimo mo dana le eyin la n'
powe mo.

It can be literally translated as:

Little herb concotion here

big herb concotion there

makes river Osun to heal her children

before the coming of medical doctors

my proverb is meant for those who

born children in the house without burning fire.

It is imperative to note that African traditional festival aesthetics and performance
hold the ace to cultural cum historical recollections and a springboard to social,
mental, spiritual and physical liberation. This is not to foreclose the progress and
relevant of orthodox medicine in the healing process.
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THE THEATRE OF HEALING: EHORO-IBA MASQUERADE FESTIVAL
OF AGBEYE LAND AS A PARADIGM.

Musa A. Rasheed

Introduction: Brief On Agbeye Town.
Agbeye town is one of the important towns in the present Odo-otin Local Government
Area of Osun State, ngerla The town lies between latitude 80°.30 and 8°.00 North
and longitude 4°.30 and.5°.00 East. The town is bounded in the West by Surulere
Local Government of Oyo State, in the East, by Inisa, in the North by Ekosin and
South by Ore.

|
Historically, the inhabitants of the town migrated from Ile-Ife. Ikumolu, the founde:
of the town left Ile-Ife, after numerous inter-tribal wars between the old Oyo Fmpire
and the Northern Fulanis. At Borgu where Tkumolu first settled with his wife and two
brothers (Osinfalu and Lageu), his wife was faced with (Abiku) infant mortality
problem and because of childlessness; he left Borgu and settled at Aponda where lic
met a hunter called Akangbe who hailed from the present Oyo town. Akangbe he ||n d
him and the problem of infant mortality (Abiku) was solved.

Their first abode was called Ago Baba Oyo. They later moved to Idi-ape and duc (o
sudden acrimonies, intrigues, disagreements sickness and so on, an oracle was
consulted and Akangbe, was instructed to use bitter leaf as medicinal mixtures to cure
Ikumolu’s wife and children whenever they were sick. They moved to the bank of the
popular Ogun river and Odesola, a friend from Inisa made the metaphoric remark that
“Ase gbigbe tia gbe Lague wa, Agbe ye ni,” which literally means “taking Laguc
here is for survival.” Hence, the naming of the place of “Ibi ti a gbe ye” (Agbeye) u
place where we live and survive.” Ever since then, the town is known as Agbeye
Ewuro.

The place that the first sacrifice was made became the shrine of Orisala, the town's
foremost god. Osun, Ogun, Egungun and Oya are also some of the foremosi
traditional religions while Islam and Christianity are also firmly rooted in the town
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Masquerade Festival As Theatre.

The contention has always been whether or not masking and masquerading can be
called theatre? The categorical statement I am making here is that masquerading of
any form is theatre and most of these masquerade related festivals have in them
universally accepted requirements of theatre. In the beginning, we are at home with
the uncritical salvos from European scholars and theatre critics who condemned in
totality the notion of calling masquerade festival theatre. Their Eurocentric
condemnations were and are still being expanded and supported with zeal and
affection by some African scholars and theatre critics. Unless we are sincere with
what theatre is, and what theatre is not, this needless controversy will linger on.

To start with, Nzekwu (1981:133) saysvthat, “masqueraders represent gods, water
spirit, village heroes and the dead. In many cases they symbolize the ancestor who

introduced them”. Osanyin (2000:5) also says of masquerades, and with particular
reverence to Yoruba masquerades that:

... Masquerade happens to be the symbol of the theatre the world over. The
Yoruba masquerade, is an actor per-excellence. The masquerade is a viriuoso
dancer. He is a poet,a satirist, a musician, a critic and a law enforcer for he
does constitute a police force onto himself among other things. For he canno!
criticize the King, he can also put him in check. The masquerade Jears no

mortal. The masquerade is a social critic and a law enforcer.

The above dramatic qualities and atiributes make masquerade festival to be theatre
although drama is a relatively limited art form when compared with theatre.
However:

Where the theatricality of drama intersects with
the theatricality of the spirit medium, the various
forms may appear in both: a theatre, an
audience, actors, a communication, character,
dialoque (speech), movement, gesture, dance,
song, music, costume and masks, proper-

ties, and scenic settings (Horn, 1981:193).
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During masquerade festival, the entire community in most cases is the audience and in
some special masquerade festivals with ritual intentions, there are few privileged
individuals who serve as audience. The stage can be a market square, bank of a river,
inside thick forest, crossroad and any available space. There is a lead actor and
supportive actors (the masquerade’s conductors). As there are designers in the
theatre, we also have mask and masque makers, costumes and make up artists in the
masquerade festival. Acting through mimesis, guttural and oral communication,
gestures, and the use of songs and aided by musical instruments, dance and various
acrobatic displays all theatrically constitute the making of masquerade festival a:
theatre.

We should also be mindful of the fact that ‘theatre is culture bound’ and that Africans
are collectively supportive of their traditions, cultures, customs, rites, festivals and
ceremonies. That is why every moment and movement, transition and growth is
characterized by rituals — the theatre for the gods and for the survival of the living.
Mbiti’s (1970:v) vocal and radical voice about African religion is also relevant here.
He says of Africans that:

was it’s own religions.
on permeates all the

Africans are notoriously religious, and eachpeoplz
system with set of beliefs and practices. I
department of life so fully that it is not isolate ii.

The spiritual visit of the ancestors is theatre because apart from the religious values,
each of these socio-cultural moment is a reflection of the historical, yet forgotten
glorious past which are often achieved through superb theatrical documentation.
Again, the argument often put forward is that some masquerades are purely meant for
rituals. If this argument is tenable; we should then quick’y add that the constancy of
ritual performances could easily lead to entertainment. This is also the anchor which
Western theatre lies.

E.T. Kirby classifies African traditional performances int> seven unique categories:
1) Simple enactment
2) Ritual and ritualised enactment
3) Story-telling performances
4) Spirit-cult enactments
5) Masquerades and masquerade enactments.
6) Ceremonial performances
7) Comedies (cited in Horn, 1981:181-182).

“Masquerades and masquerade enactments’ become relevant to us here because it is
part of African traditional and cultural performances, + “ich bring awareness through
mytho-historical recollections.
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Performance of any kind is crucial to the propagation of culture and the promotion of
people’s well being because performance according to schechner (1992:8) is the
“broad spectrum of entertainment, arts, rituals, politics, economics and person to
person interaction.” Performance can be in the prison and can be aimed at the gradual
reformation of inmates, in the hospital — which can serve as therapy. Performance can
also be on the consiructed stage such as the proscenium or thrust stage, on the street
as often done through the community, people’s, popular or market theatres and in the
house, or what has been theoretically termed as domestic drama.

Of interest to us is a cultural performance, which Barbara (1992:234) defines as “the
showing of ourselves to ourselves, arousing consciousness of ourselves as we see
ourselves.” Masquerade festival is therefore, the showing of our past heroes,
heroines, ancestors, gods, spirits and legends to us. There are lessons to learn through
the dramatization of these larger than life characters because their actions and
inactions while living can go a long way to educate the living and through
masquerade festival, the cycle of life is partly being enacted.

Peter Brook in his “Holy Theatre” which he dubbed “the theatre of the invisible —
made visible” also speaks about the importance of ritual and tradition in our theatrical
activities: :

we need to stage true rituals, but for rituals that could make theatre going .
an experience that feeds our lives, true forms are needed... The actor searches
vainly for the sound of a vanished tradition, and critic and audience follow
suit. We have lost all sense of ritual and ceremony — whether it be connected
with Christmas, birthdays or funerals — but the words remain with us and old
impulses stir in the marrow. We feel we should have rituals, we should do
‘something’ about getting them (Brook, 1968:46-46).

The methods and modes of most traditional festivals are almost the same all over the
world, the differences and contradictions can only be found in the difference in
culture, custom and tradition itself. Wole Soyinka gives theoretical leverage to this
position in The Fourth Stage when he compares Ogun (the Yoruba god of Iron) with
the Dionysian, Apollonian and Promethean values:

AS§ for Ogun, he is best understood in Hellenic values as a totality of ihe
Dionysian, Apolloniar and prome- thean values. ~Nor is this all.
Transcending even today, the distorted myths of his terrorist reputation,
rraditional poetry records him as ‘protector of orphans’, ‘roof over homeless’,
terrible guardian of the sacred oath’, Ogun stands in fact for a transcendental
humane but rigidly restorative justice (cited in Jones, 1983:5).




