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Abstract 

Masquerade drama is part of the verbal communicative and performative traditions that are passed 

from one generation to another. These performances link people with their past and reinforce 

communal values. This study examines masquerade as an indigenous performance tradition in 

selected Nigerian cultural communities of Ogba, Yoruba, Igbo and Efik. This study investigates 

masquerade drama in these Nigerian cultural communities not merely as ritual or cultural display 

but as theatrical institution possessing identifiable dramatic elements such as characterisation, 

choreography, costume symbolism, musical coordination, performance sequencing and audience 

interaction. The study is motivated by the limited attention given to the dramatic and performative 

dimensions of Nigerian masquerade traditions despite their cultural significance. The study adopts 

a qualitative ethnographic research design. Data were collected through participant observation, 

oral interviews with performers, elders, and community members, as well as direct documentation 

of masquerade performances. The study employs thematic analysis to interpret field data, while 

theoretical interpretation is guided by Victor Turner’s Ritual Theory, Richard Schechner’s 

Performance Theory, Friedrich Schleiermachers’ Cultural Hermeneutic Theory and Dell Hymes, 

Ethnography of Communication Theory. The four theories together reveal how masquerade’s 

language embodies both artistic creativity and collective cultural consciousness. The findings of 

the study, through this lens, reveal that masquerade language is seen not just as artistic expression 

but as active tool for mediation and instruction and that which provides interpretive viewpoints 

that reconstitutes these oral texts in ways that restore their performative richness, values, and 

sociolinguistic depth which may be lost in transcription. The study recommends that the adaptation 

of masquerade drama as a genre of literature and that it should be given scholarly attention in 

Nigerian schools. 

Keywords: Masquerade Drama, Nigerian Cultural Communities, Dramatic Elements, Artistic 

Creativity, Interpretative Viewpoints. 
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Introduction  

In the diverse cultures of Africa, drama has 

never been a foreign element. Long before 

the introduction of Western Theatre and the 

proscenium stage, African (Nigerian) 

societies expressed creativity, spirituality, 

and social values through ritual 

performances, oral narratives, and communal 

festivals that often incorporate masquerade 

performances. These forms of drama were 

not written plays performed for entertainment 

alone but lived experiences embedded in 

religion, ethics, and identity. Among these 

performative traditions, masquerade drama 

occupies a central and enduring place. It 

represents one of the vivid expressions of 

African performance culture, a theatre that 

fuses religion, dance, music, costume, myth, 

and social commentary into one collective 

artistic form. 

Masquerade in selected Nigerian 

communities operates through identifiable 

dramaturgical structures comparable to 

conventional theatre traditions. Performances 

follow organised sequences involving 

preparation, musical innovation, ceremonial 

entrance, choreographic display, audience 

interaction, and symbolic closure. These 

structural elements demonstrate that 

masquerade drama possesses clear 

performance organisation rather than being a 

spontaneous cultural expression. It performs 

important socio-cultural functions including 

cultural preservation, moral instruction, 

youth education, social regulation, identity 

reinforcement, and community integration. 

There are different categories of masquerade 

including sacred masquerades, entertainment 

masquerades, youth masquerades, and comic 

masquerades, each possessing distinct 

performance characteristics and social 

functions. 

In Nigeria, masquerade drama is a vital 

aspect of indigenous performance heritage. 

Each ethnic group embodies distinct 

masquerade traditions with particular 

functions, symbolism, and performance 

aesthetics. In this context, masquerade 

performances are more than mere 

entertainments; they embody the spiritual 

mediation between the living and the 

ancestors, reaffirming the cyclical 

relationship between the physical and 

metaphysical realms. The masquerade 

performer thus stands as both religious and 

dramatic figure, a spiritual emissary and 

social actor. 



                                                                                                                                       IJASS VOL. 2 NO. 2 (2026) 

126 
 

In Ogba land located in the present-day 

Rivers State of the Niger Delta region of 

Nigeria for instance, masquerade drama 

remains a living and dynamic cultural 

institution. The Ogba people, an ethnic group 

with deep historical roots, tracing back from 

early migrations from the Benin Kingdom, 

have maintained vibrant masquerade 

traditions that blend aesthetics, ritual, and 

communal identity. These masquerades, 

known locally as Okrosnu and Owu, among 

others, constitute dramatic embodiments of 

ancestral spirits who visit the world of the 

living during special festivals. They perform 

dances, engage in satirical commentary, 

enforce moral discipline, and communicate 

spiritual authority. Ohia notes: “this has to do 

with the fact that to Ogba, Okrosnu is the 

spirit of the departed ancestors who partook 

in and controlled the life and destiny of the 

living. Masquerades, by their nature and 

connection with ancestors and their mystical 

and proven prophetic powers acted as 

constraints to acts that would otherwise be 

detrimental to security, stability and peace” 

(237). 

These spirits (masquerades) therefore 

impacted greatly on traditional societies as 

they performed both legislative and executive 

functions in conjunction with members of 

specific age grade groups. The dramatic 

performance of the masquerades in Ogba 

cultural communities as it is in other 

communities in Nigeria resonates because 

masquerades occupy a central position in the 

mythogonic structure of Ogba pantheon. 

Thus, the masquerade in Nigerian cultural 

communities is the process of man’s attempt 

to give being to those significant aspects in 

the depth of thought in his universe. 

According to Obaseki, “the African 

understanding of space and time underscores 

the important position of masquerade 

tradition in his universe. In this 

understanding, the invidious gradation 

between the physical and the spiritual has a 

mutual existence” (30). 

Nigerian cultural communities possess 

distinctive masquerade cultures that reflect 

their historical experiences, social 

hierarchies, and religious systems. For 

instance, Igbo masquerade performances are 

often associated with celebration of cultural 

festivals during which various age grades 

display their creativity and loyalty to 

ancestral traditions. According to Onyeneke 

“during occasions, some see masquerade as 

gracing the festival occasions by creating fun 

and entertainment for all because they are 

usually present during festivals” (25). So, 

masquerade performance in Igbo land is 

more or less spiritual than entertainment and 
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fun. Before the coming of the Europeans, 

Africans entertained themselves with dance 

and performance. These dances include ritual 

performances at their places of worship, 

which serve as a means of re-associating 

themselves with the divine being and the 

ancestor. All these were aimed at impacting 

morals and values to the people of African 

communities. 

Importance of Masquerade 

Representation 

Masquerade drama becomes very important 

in Nigeria; in every culture, there are certain 

ideas explicit in the interaction of different 

elements which in turn sometimes act as an 

instrument of social control with which 

different cultural segments are held together, 

before the spread of Islamic and Christian 

influences, Africans (Nigerians) believed in a 

complex structure of spirits and ancestors 

who influenced the living. Traditional beliefs 

reflect the wholeness of the universe; the 

various elements of which constitute not only 

the living, but also the dead spirits. These 

spirits resonate in masquerade performances. 

In Ejagham society, an Efik tribe in Cross 

River State, Nigeria, the task of detecting 

witches and wizards rested with the Echi-

obasi-njom (the masquerade). Akubor states 

that “Echi-obasi-njom was usually 

accompanied by attendants as it swiftly 

moved around the settlement in search of 

witches and wizards in their hideouts” (22). 

The masquerade usually carried out this 

function in a wheeling, gliding dance 

organised by the society. 

All over Yoruba land, the Egungun 

represents the spirit of the ancestors who 

have descended from heaven/mountains. It 

celebrates a period when the dead interact 

with the living, as it is their responsibility to 

compel the living to uphold the ethical 

standards of past generations. Akintayo 

wrote thus: 

Our folklore or superstitious inclinations consider masquerades (heavenly beings), to be 

respected and revered. But they are never touched. Their colourful garments sometimes 

identify a clan of masquerades’ pedigree, renowned for having powers that instill irrational 

fear in onlookers (95-98). 

The Egungun masquerade, usually adorned 

with elaborate raffia and body paint, 

symbolises the moral eye of the community, 

the custodian of law and order, and ensures 

that social norms are respected. They often 

serve both sacred and secular functions. 
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In Ogba, Igbo, Efik and Yoruba cultural 

communities, masquerade drama often 

intersects with political and judicial 

functions. The masquerade in many cases, 

serves as an extension of traditional authority 

enforcing communal laws and punishing 

offenders. “Oral accounts suggest that during 

pre-colonial times, certain masquerades in 

Nigeria functioned as “mobile courts”, 

announcing decrees and judgements through 

performative speech acts, music, and 

symbolic gestures” (Talbot, 18). However, in 

Nigeria, cities and urban communities, 

masquerade drama continues to evolve, 

reflecting the tension between modernity and 

tradition. Contemporary masquerade groups 

in Nigeria, for instance, Eyo masquerade of 

Yoruba now integrate elements of popular 

culture such as modern dance steps, 

amplified music, and dramatic narrations that 

appeal to younger audiences, thereby 

redefining the place of masquerade in a 

changing society. 

The cultural significance of masquerade 

drama in Nigeria cannot be overstated. It 

serves as a medium of historical preservation, 

moral instruction and collective identity. 

Each performance reenacts the ancestral 

myths of origin, celebrates heroic deeds, and 

critiques social vices through satire and 

symbolism. The masquerade thus functions 

as both mirror and mediator, reflecting 

societal realities while mediating between the 

visible and unseen worlds. Through song, 

chant, and movement, masquerades articulate 

the community’s cosmology, its sense of 

justice, and its aspirations for harmony. 

Furthermore, the dramatic literary elements 

inherent in masquerade performance such as 

plot, characterisation, costume, music, 

dialogue, and spectacle align closely with 

Western notions of theatre, albeit within an 

indigenous framework. As Ukaegbu 

observes, “the African masquerade is both a 

ritual act and a theatrical performance where 

myth becomes life and life becomes myth” 

(19). In many Nigerian cultural communities, 

this convergence of ritual and drama 

exemplifies the communities’ worldview: 

that art, religion, and life are inseparable. 

There are those masquerades which the 

societies or communities do not see at all and 

even at will. Most times, the invisible 

masquerade visits someone, to drop a 

message from the ancestors. The masks used 

are usually fierce-looking and their 

interpretation is only fully understood by the 

society and members alike. The shouts are 

meant to create fear in the hearts of non-

members in the communities. The dramatic 

symbolism, according to Ohia is that “they 

represent the invincible spirits of the 
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ancestors, and are not meant to be seen; 

hence, they operate at night because they are 

deadly and dangerous (266). 

Historically, masquerade drama in Nigeria 

has also served political and social functions 

as earlier highlighted. During the pre-

colonial era, masquerades were central to 

conflict resolution, initiation rites, and the 

regulation of power in some cultural 

communities in Nigeria. Chiefs, priests, and 

elders often used masquerade performances 

to communicate decrees to validate authority. 

For instance, when a new king was to be 

installed, specific masquerade groups would 

perform to symbolise the ancestors’ approval 

of the installation and the same rite would be 

performed at his demise – transition to the 

abode of the ancestors. Ohia notes 

concerning the Ogba belief in transition thus: 

“it is believed that before a deceased person 

could move into the abode of the great 

ancestors, the necessary rites of passage from 

birth to death must be observed. This is why 

elaborate masquerade ceremonies are 

instituted for the dead” (10). 

Masquerade Drama in Contemporary 

Nigerian Communities 

In contemporary Nigerian society, despite the 

impact of Christianity, modernisation, and 

globalisation, masquerade drama continues 

to thrive as a cultural symbol of identity. 

While the religious dimensions have been 

partially diluted, the theatrical and aesthetic 

values remain profound. Modern masquerade 

festivals have become tourist attractions, 

drawing visitors from across the globe to 

Nigeria. The performances, now often 

accompanied by drumming, chanting, and 

amplified music, reveal the adaptability of 

Nigerian culture to changing times. 

Methodology  

This study adopts the ethnographic 

descriptive research design, which according 

to Ngulube is “sometimes called case study 

research” (56). It is because of the social 

significance of masquerade performance in 

traditional African society that this study 

adopts the descriptive research design that 

aims to obtain information to systematically 

describe a phenomenon, situation, or 

population. As a descriptive research method, 

the research studies the masquerade 

social/cultural group with the aim of better 

understanding and giving a better 

interpretation of the aesthetic values of 

masquerade drama in the selected Nigerian 

cultural communities. The four theories 

adopted in this study are concerned with the 

issue that culture and communication are 

interwoven and cannot be separated. They 
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deal with the investigation of communicative 

behaviours peculiar to contexts and to discern 

their patterns. 

The data used in this study are both primary 

and secondary in nature. The primary data 

consists of data sourced from oral interviews, 

observation of performances, participations 

in masquerade performances. The secondary 

data consists of the views of scholars, critics, 

and theorists whose works engage with 

masquerade drama and the broader 

arguments this study advances. As Nwabueze 

observes, “Secondary data represents the 

analytical perspective of researchers working 

on the same subject matter” (27). These 

perspectives are found in textbooks and 

journal articles and from the body of 

literatures on masquerade. The secondary 

materials are sourced from both printed 

materials and online academic platforms, 

including Google Scholar, Academia.Edu, 

and ResearchGate. 

However, this evolving nature also raises 

questions about authenticity, cultural 

continuity, and identity transformation. As 

Western education and Christianity expand, 

some younger generations in these 

communities: Ogba, Yoruba, Igbo and Efik 

perceive masquerade practice as fetish or 

outdated. Others view it as a creative heritage 

with preserving, modernising, and 

showcasing. This forms the cultural context 

within which this study is situated as an 

exploration of how masquerade drama 

continues to function as both a traditional 

performance form and contemporary artistic 

expression within selected Nigerian cultural 

communities. 

Masquerade drama, therefore, serves as an 

invaluable key to understanding the cultural 

philosophy of Nigerian people. It embodies 

their concept of ancestral continuity, 

community cohesion, and artistic self-

expression. The performance is not merely 

for amusement and entertainment it 

reinforces communal ethics, sanctions 

misbehaviour, and celebrates the ideals of 

hard work, honesty, and respect for elders. 

The masquerade speaks not just with words, 

but with rhythm, colour, and gestures, each 

movement charged with cultural meaning. 

In the broader Nigerian context, such 

indigenous dramatic forms have inspired 

modern African playwrights and scholars. 

The works of Wole Soyinka, Ola Rotimi, 

John Pepper Clark, and Femi Osofisan 

demonstrate how traditional performance 

aesthetics, including masquerade, can inform 

contemporary theatre. Similarly, the 

masquerade drama in the selected Nigerian 
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cultural communities stands as a local 

example of the symbiosis between tradition 

and modernity, in terms of ritual performance 

and social commentary. Thus, the study of 

masquerade drama in some Nigerian 

communities is not merely an ethnographic 

venture but an academic interrogation of how 

drama functions within indigenous societies 

to communicate ideology, preserve memory, 

and articulate identity. Through the case 

studies of Ogba, Yoruba, Igbo and Efik 

cultural communities, this research seeks to 

reveal how masquerade drama continues to 

evolve as a performative institution that 

sustains the moral, aesthetic, and spiritual 

consciousness of the Nigerian people. 

Masquerade, Modernity, Cultural 

Continuity and Identity Construction 

Modernisation and Christianity have affected 

masquerade traditions in some Nigerian 

communities. Many young people migrate to 

urban centres, and some churches condemn 

masquerade practices as paganism. Yet, 

rather than disappearing, masquerades have 

adapted to new realities. Some communities 

now stage masquerade performances as 

tourist or cultural heritage events, 

emphasizing entertainment over ritual, 

costumes and songs have evolved, 

incorporating contemporary materials and 

themes. This adaptability demonstrates what 

Barber calls the “resilience of popular 

culture” (207). The masquerade’s continued 

relevance lies in its ability to mediate 

between tradition and change in some 

cultural communities in Nigeria, for example, 

mixed modern sound system and traditional 

drums accompany masquerade drumming; 

masquerades participate in government 

sponsored cultural programmes. Thus, 

masquerade drama remains a dynamic 

cultural form capable of redefining itself 

within modern contexts without losing its 

ritual essence. 

Masquerade performance is a powerful tool 

for constructing communal and individual 

identity. It dramatises who the Nigerian 

people are and their worldview, moral values, 

and history. During the masquerade festivals 

in some cultural communities in Nigeria for 

instance, each village presents its unique 

masquerade lineage, reaffirming its 

distinctiveness with the wider Nigerian 

polity. 

Postcolonial theorists such as Hall and 

Bhabha view cultural identity as a “process 

of continual negotiation”. For instance, in 

Ogba land, the masquerade serves as a 

cultural anchor amidst modernisation and 

globalisation. By performing traditional 
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rituals, the community asserts its identity and 

resists cultural erasure. The masquerade also 

negotiates gender and power. In some 

Nigerian cultural communities: Ogba, 

Yoruba, Igbo, and Efik, while male 

performers dominate the arena, women 

participate as singers, costume makers, and 

spectators who comment on performances 

through song and ululation. This dynamic 

reflects the gendered but interdependent 

nature of social life in some Nigerian 

communities. 

Masquerade, Oral Tradition and Religion 

Masquerade drama is a living repository of 

oral literature: songs, chants, proverbs, and 

myths. It embodies the oral narratives that 

sustain cultural memory as Finnegan argues 

“African oral performance is a complex 

literary form that integrates verbal artistry 

with physical enactment (12). 

Nigerian masquerade performances are rich 

in oral components. The songs sung during 

performances often recount ancestral exploits 

or moral lessons. The narratives embedded in 

these songs preserve collective history. For 

example, the masquerade in Ogba of Rivers 

State, Nigeria, narrates the origin myth of the 

Ogba people’s migration from Benin and 

dramatises the heroism of ancient warriors. 

The oral dimension also ensures 

intergenerational transmission. Elders teach 

the songs and performance codes to younger 

initiates, thereby sustaining cultural 

continuity. 

Beyond art and performance, the masquerade 

functions as a religious institution. It is 

believed to be an instrument of spiritual 

communication. According to Mbiti, 

“African religion is lived through rituals, 

festivals, and communal events that affirm 

belief in a spiritual order” (9). The 

masquerade, therefore, is a sacred agent 

linking humanity with divinity. In Efik 

cosmology, masquerades belong to secret 

societies such as Ekpe. Membership is 

restricted to initiated males, and each group 

maintains strict codes of conduct. The 

initiation process itself is theatrical, 

involving music, dance, and symbolism. The 

secrecy surrounding these societies 

underscores the sacred nature of the 

masquerade; its public appearance signifies 

authority and divine presence.  

Socially, masquerades enforce communal 

discipline. They serve as agents of social 

control, publicly shaming wrongdoers, 

collecting fines, or settling disputes. For 

instance, the Yoruba masquerade often 

mediates in disputes and family quarrels, 

emphasising communal justice. Similarly, in 
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Igbo land, certain masquerades appear at 

harvest festivals to bless the farms and invoke 

fertility. Such festivals include the mmanwu 

festival, which all masquerades feature. In 

most cases, they came out to exhibit their 

power. So, the festival features various types 

of masquerades and spirits. They represent 

ancestral spirits, social ceremonies, and 

moral instruction. This type of festival is seen 

mostly in Enugu, Arondizuogu, Umuahia, 

Item, and Aba, etc., celebrating Ekpe festival, 

Item Day, Ikeji, Omabe festivals at Nsukka, 

and so on. 

Masquerade Theatre and Aesthetic 

Experience 

From an aesthetic standpoint, masquerade 

drama constitutes a form of indigenous 

theatre. Its theatrical elements, costume, 

music, movement, and dialogue mirror what 

Aristotle (trans.1996) described as the 

components of drama: plot, character, 

diction, melody, and spectacle. The spectacle 

of masquerade in some Nigerian cultural 

communities is visually stunning. Masks are 

carved from wood, adorned with raffia, 

feathers, and cloth dyed in bright colours. 

The choreography is meticulously rehearsed, 

and drumming rhythms dictate the flow of 

movement. Audiences respond with 

ululations, songs, and sometimes playful 

provocation. 

The aesthetic value of these performances 

lies in their symbolic richness and emotional 

resonance. Each mask, colour, and 

movement encodes cultural meanings, 

courage, fertility, authority, or ancestral 

presence. Soyinka’s concept of the “fourth 

stage” in African tragedy, where the living 

commune with the metaphysical, aptly 

describes the masquerade aesthetic function 

in Nigerian theatre. 

Results 

From this study, it is discovered that in 

Nigeria, the masquerade institution occupies 

a unique position in the continuum between 

sacred ritual and social performance. Studies 

by Ogunba and Soyinka placed the Yoruba 

Egungun tradition within the context of the 

“total theatre” of African performance, 

emphasising the fusion of music, dance, 

costume and myth. Yoruba masquerade 

festivals are not isolated acts of worship but 

performative events that articulate the 

community’s cosmological structure and 

moral order. It is the metaphysical space 

bridging the world of the living, the 

ancestors, and the unborn and also provides 

an interpretive framework that can be applied 

to the understanding of masquerade drama in 
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some Nigerian cultural communities such as 

Ogba, Yoruba, Efik and Igbo selected in this 

study. 

It is also discovered that the masquerade is 

the medium through which the dead and the 

living communicate, dramatising a 

worldview in which existence is cyclical and 

interdependent. These theoretical 

interpretations paved the way for later 

empirical research that documented how 

specific communities, through their 

masquerade festivals, enact their identities 

and social philosophies. From this empirical 

documentation of masquerade practices in 

Ogba, Yoruba, Efik and Igbo, the study 

discovered that masquerade practices in 

Eastern and South-Southern Nigeria have a 

vibrant diversity of form and function for 

instance, Otten Berg’s detailed ethnography 

of the Afikpo (Elugbo) masquerade system 

demonstrated that masking serves both 

aesthetic and moral purposes: it enforces 

social norms, educates the youth, and 

provides communal entertainment (209). 

Similarly, this study’s findings agree with 

Okafor’s position in his analysis of the 

mmanwu tradition among the Igbo, noting its 

role as “moral tribunal and as a living archive 

of ancestral wisdom” (20). These studies 

provide valuable comparative material for 

understanding Nigerian masquerade, which 

shares cultural and historical affinities with 

other masquerade communities outside 

Nigeria. Their masking practices also 

manifest unique characteristics shaped by the 

individual community’s worldview. In these 

cultural communities in this study, the 

masquerade embodies ancestral spirits 

known to inhabit both the physical and 

metaphysical domains. Performers undergo 

spiritual initiation and embody these spirits 

through elaborate costuming, drumming and 

dance. The empirical observation that these 

performances often coincide with 

agricultural cycles, community festivals, and 

rites of passage underscores their 

embeddedness in the socio-cultural fabric of 

the people. 

The anthropological focus on masquerade as 

ritual communication is further enriched by 

the works of Turner and Drewal, who 

emphasise the dynamic interplay between 

structure and creativity in ritual performance. 

Turner’s empirical studies of Ndembu rituals 

in Zambia as observed in this study, inspired 

African performance scholars to investigate 

masquerade as a site of liminality, 

transformation and social renewal. Drewal’s 

“Ethnography of Yoruba masquerade, 

Gelede: Art and female power among the 

Yoruba”, provided empirical grounding for 
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understanding masquerade as an embodied 

performance of social philosophy. She 

showed how the Yoruba Gelede festival 

celebrates and disciplines the forces of 

female spiritual power through aesthetic 

display and ritual dramalisation. Similar 

insights can be extended to other 

communities under observation in this study, 

where masquerade performances often 

dramatise power relations between genders, 

age groups, and social classes. The symbolic 

choreography of Nigerian masquerades 

reveals complex negotiations between 

authority and submission, tradition and 

change, spirit and matter. 

Such traditions are found in the Ijele 

masquerade of Enugu State (Igbo), Eyo 

masquerade of Lagos State (Yoruba), Ekpo 

masquerade of Cross River State and Akwa-

Ibom State (Efik, Ibibio, and Anang), the 

Okrosnu masquerade of Rivers State and 

Egbabonelimowin of Edo State (Esan). 

Masquerades are a major part of Nigerian 

culture. Masquerades are the most revered in 

some Nigerian cultures hence are the major 

part of these cultures. 

Discussion 

In many cultures, as found by this study, 

masquerade performances are preceded by 

elaborate rituals, including libations, 

offerings, and invocations and these practices 

align closely with the cultures of the 

communities selected for this study. Among 

the communities masquerade appearances 

are prefaced by days of sacred seclusion 

during which performers undergo ritual 

purification, reinforcing the spiritual 

seriousness of the event. This empirical 

reality supports the theoretical argument that 

masquerade in African societies functions 

simultaneously as a performative art and as a 

sacred rite of renewal. 

Nzewi’s ethnomusicological investigation of 

Igbo masking underscores the integral role of 

music and rhythm in sustaining masquerade 

performance. His empirical findings reveal 

that “drumming patterns not only structure 

performance but also communicate messages 

to both human and spirit participants” (89). 

The intricate dialogue between the drum 

ensemble and the masquerades mirrors the 

communicative relationship between the 

community and the ancestral realm. In Ogba 

masquerade drama, for instance, similar 

semiotics can be observed.  

Further empirical contributions have 

emerged from the discipline of theatre Arts, 

where researchers have documented the 

performative and dramaturgical dimensions 

of masking. Echeruo, and Okagbue argue that 
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the African masquerade is “the foundation of 

indigenous theatre, predating the Western 

proscenium model introduced during 

colonial times” (95). Field-based 

observations of masquerade festivals across 

Nigeria substantiate this claim. For example, 

Ohia’s empirical study of supernatural beings 

as symbols in masquerades and traditional 

oral tales in Ogba describes how 

“supernatural beings emerge as significant 

symbols that reflect the beliefs, traditions and 

moral framework of the Ogba people in 

South-South Nigeria in a theatrical manner” 

(11). In the performance, spectators interact 

with performers in a circular arena, 

dissolving the conventional separation 

between actor and audience. 

The interactive structure parallels what 

occurs in Nigerian masquerade drama, where 

the audience not only watches but sings, 

dances, and occasionally mocks the 

masquerader. Such participatory interaction 

supports Schechner’s notion of performance 

as “twice-behaved behavior” sustained by a 

feedback loop between performer and 

observer (109). Nigerian masquerade thus 

operates as a communal theatre in which 

everyone plays a role, consciously or 

unconsciously contributing to the unfolding 

drama. A reoccurring empirical observation 

in studies as noted in this study about 

Nigerian masquerades, is the duality of 

secrecy and publicity. While masquerade 

performances are communal events attended 

by large audiences, the spiritual preparation 

and identity of performers remain strictly 

confidential. The secrecy surrounding the 

masquerade is empirically essential to its 

power and mystique as seen in the 

masquerades of Ogba, Yoruba, Igbo and Efik 

investigated in this study. 

Studies on masquerades also document that 

the socio-political roles played by 

masquerades serve not only as religious 

figures but as agents of social control. During 

festival periods, the masquerades patrol the 

community, enforce curfews, and ensure 

compliance with moral codes. Some oral 

testimonies recorded by the researcher 

indicate that defaulters or offenders are 

sometimes summoned before masquerades 

for public reprimand and judgment, a picture 

that underscores the institution's judicial 

authority. The masquerades have the power 

to impose fines or perform symbolic 

punishment, reinforce community discipline, 

and deter deviant behaviours. This reality 

aligns with the findings of Ndukwe among 

the Igbos, where “masquerades function as 

extensions of indigenous legal systems” 

(269). In Nigeria, the masquerade continues 

to serve as a moral compass, embodying the 
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community's collective conscience. Even in 

the presence of modern policing, the effect of 

Christianity and modernity, its influence 

endures, attesting to the deeply ingrained 

respect for ancestral law. Masquerade drums 

operate as a system of cultural 

communication. Costumes, masks, music, 

and choreography were found to function as 

symbolic language through which 

communities communicate ideas about 

morality, authority, social roles, and 

historical continuity. This confirms that 

Nigerian masquerade operates not only as 

performance but also as a symbolic text 

capable of interpretation. 

The comparative dimension of the study also 

revealed important variations between Ogba, 

Yoruba, Igbo, and Efik masquerade 

traditions. While they share a common 

cultural foundation, Ogba communities were 

found to place stronger emphasis on ritual 

hierarchy, sacred symbolism, and 

performance discipline, whereas Yoruba 

communities demonstrated greater emphasis 

on theatrical display, audience participation, 

and choreographic dynamism. These findings 

demonstrate that masquerade traditions are 

dynamic cultural systems capable of 

localised adaptation. 

The study also established that masquerade 

drama continues to function as a mechanism 

for intergenerational transmission of 

knowledge. Younger participants learn 

performance discipline, artistic skills, and 

cultural values through structured 

participation. This demonstrates that 

masquerade drama continues to operate as an 

informal educational system that 

complements formal education structures. 

The study therefore concludes that Nigerian 

masquerade drama in the cultural 

communities remains a resilient and adaptive 

cultural institution capable of negotiating the 

tensions between tradition and modernity 

while maintaining its core identity as a 

performance tradition. 

Conclusion 

From the totality of the findings, the study 

concludes that masquerade drama in Nigerian 

cultural communities represents a 

sophisticated indigenous theatre tradition that 

integrates ritual symbolism, dramatic 

performance, artistic creativity, and social 

functionality into a unified cultural system. 

This study demonstrates that masquerade 

drama embodies key characteristics that 

define theatre globally, including 

characterisation, spectacle, movement, 

vocabulary, music integration, performance, 
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space organisation, and audience 

engagement.  

The continued relevance of masquerade 

drama lies in its adaptive capacity. Rather 

than disappearing under the pressures of 

modernisation, masquerade traditions have 

shown remarkable flexibility by adjusting 

their emphases while maintaining core 

structural principles. This adaptive resilience 

demonstrates that indigenous cultural 

institutions are not static relics but evolving 

systems capable of responding to 

contemporary realities. Masquerade drama 

functions as a social stabilising mechanism. 

By dramatising acceptable and unacceptable 

behaviours, masquerade performances 

provide indirect mechanisms for social 

regulation. This reinforces the view that 

performance traditions can function as 

alternative systems of social governance.  

Finally, the study concludes that intra-

cultural variations among Ogba, Yoruba, 

Igbo and Efik communities demonstrate that 

culture is not monolithic but internally 

diverse. These variations should not be 

interpreted as cultural fragmentation but 

rather as evidence of creative adaptation 

within shared traditions. The recognition of 

masquerade drama as theatre contributes to 

the broader intellectual project of re-

centering African performance traditions 

within global theatre discourse. By 

demonstrating the dramatic complexity of 

masquerade traditions, this study contributes 

to ongoing efforts to challenge Eurocentric 

definitions of theatre and expand scholarly 

recognition of indigenous performance 

systems. 
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