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ABSTRACT
FUNCTIONAL MUSIC OF THE IBIBIO
PEOPLE OF NIGERIA
By
Samuel Ekpe Akpabot

This research was undertaken following the discovery
that there were certain customs and ritual ceremonies
unique to the Ibibio people of Eastern Nigeria whose origin
and migrations have up till now not been established.
Whereas many African peoples worshipped objects like trees
and animals in their ancient culture, the Ibibio people

worshipped a supreme being and were overly concerned with

the supernatural and good morals. Their belief in rein-
carnation resulted in the existence of various masquerades
which represented the spirits of their ancestors.

Concern for good morals and purity was so deep seated
that an Ibibio male would never marry a girl unless she
was certified to be a virgin; and one of the conditions
for admittance into any of the women's societies was proof
that the new member's morals were above reproach. Since
it is generally accepted by social anthropologists that
music can affect behavioral patterns, part of this study was

devoted to finding out about the character of the Ibibio
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Samuel Ekpe Akpabot

people by a thorough examination and analysis of their
musical concepts.

Five questions were devised as a basis for research.
(1) Why was the music of the people shaped the way it was?
(2) How did it relate to society? (3) What effects did
this music have on behavioral patterns? (4) What part did
singing and dancing play in ritual ceremonies? (5) How
did the musical instruments in the area individually and
collectively relate to the lives of the people? Through
the answers to these questions, it was hoped it would be
found to what extent Ibibio music allowed emotional expres-
sion, gave aesthetic pleasure, entertained, communicated,
enforced conformity to social norms and validated social
and religious rituals.

The study also set out to record and transcribe the
different rhythms used by instruments of the orchestra,
to examine melodic and harmonic devices, scale patterns
and vocal styles. Since symbols and cosmologies are almost
indispensable in African culture, Ibibio symbols were
examined within their musical concepts.

At all times, musical expressions were viewed in the
light of sociological and anthropological practices in an
attempt to get at the meaning of every gesture, song aﬂd
rhythmic beat. Women's and children's songs were also
analyzed; and since true art cannot live in isolation, all

these styles were compared to and contrasted with the
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Samuel Ekpe Akpabot

musical practices of the other ethnic groups in Nigeria.

Special attention was paid to song texts because in the

African experience, many things can be said in a song
that cannot be spoken ordinarily.
Research was carried out at Eket, Etinan, Uyo,
Etinan, Opobo, Ikot Ekpene, Abak, Itu, Anua, Ibesikpo
and Nsit through oral traditions, legends, personal
observations and recorded music materials which were
later transcribed and analyzed for results. A cardinal
rule was to bypass European musical concepts and avoid any
interviews and performances that were obviously not authentic.

Native doctors (commonly known as witch doctors in European

parlance), old men and women versed in the oral traditions
of their homeland, leaders of different ritual societies

and master musicians in the various communities provided

materials for this study.

Understanding the language of the area is always a
great advantage in an undertaking of this nature; and this
researcher was fortunate enough to be an Ibibio himself who
was out to discover the fast-vanishing traditions of his

people.
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"There is something under the

sky of Africa that makes me
restless. . .something has happened
here, is happening, will happen. "

Peter Matthiesen, The

Tree From Where Man was

Born: The African Experience

Dedicated to Ibibio indigenous musicians
whose beautiful singing, playing and
dancing made this study possible.
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PRONUNCIATION GUIDE

The Ibibio dialect makes use of seven vowel sounds:
A as in Ah

as in Ink

as in Eh

as in Egg with two dots on the E

as in Oh

as in 0dd with two dots on the 0

U as in Woo

O:0O =:txt

In addition to these, the two consonants KP written together
have an explosive sound that is very difficult to notate.
To pronounce N say it as in Pe-n without the Pe with the
tongue in the roof of the mouth. 1In the same way to pro-
nounce M say it as in Pra-m without the Pra with the mouth
closed. With the above as a guide,

Ebre will be pronounced Ebb-re

Ikon Eek-own
Mbopo M-bo-po
Uta Ooh-tah
Ekpo Eh-kpo
§5§ Or-kor
Ayara Ah-ya-ra
Obodom Oh-bow-dome
Nsa N-sak
Ekang Eh-kong
Ibibio Ee-bee-bio
Obon Or-born

ix
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

The Ibibios and Their Origin

The Federal Republic of Nigeria is divided into twelve
states of which the South Eastern State, with a population
of 3.7 million covering an area of 13,166 square miles is
one. Three major ethnic groups inhabit the State--the
Efik/Ibibio/Annang to the south, The Ejagham and the Ekoi.1
The Ibibios alone comprise 2.5 million of this population
sharing boundaries with the Ibos of the East Central State
and the Kalabari people of the Rivers State on its western
side. The principal towns which make up the Ibibio area
are Eket, Etinan, Uyo, Itu and Opobo. The Annangs inhab-
iting Ikét Ekpene and Abak are descended from the Ibibios
and for the purposes of this study have been grouped with
the Ibibios. The main occupation of the people is trading,
fishing and farming and their natural products are palm
oil and palm kernel. They are people of short stature and

the name Ibibio is probably derived from the word Ibio

which means short.

l3ee This is Nigeria's South East, issued by the
Government of South Eastern State of Nigeria, 1967.
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No one is really sure of the origin of the Ibibios.
By virtue of their dialect, they are thought to have a
Bantu root; although Talbot who lived and worked for over
30 years among the people at the turn of the century is
probably right when she states that '"the Ibibios would
seem to be a people of hoar antiquity and so long have
they dwelt in this region that no legend of an earlier
home can be traced to them."? In more recent times,
attempts to effectively trace the origin of the Ibibios
have continued to prove abortive. Jones writes:

"The Ibibio traditions do not themselves

provide any coherent historical perspective,

all they can offer when taken collectively

is a very broad and vague sequence of events

or patterns of dispersion and this only when

they are considered in conjunction with geo-

graphical, cultural, social and political

data against whish statements in the legends

can be checked."
Major Leonard, a British administrative officer in Eastern
Nigeria for many years described the Ibibios as '". . .a
wild and truculent people about whom nothing is known and
from whom it was impossible to collect any information."%
But if it has been frustrating not to be able to find out

where the Ibibios migrated from, their far-reaching influence

2D. Amaury Talbot, Woman's Mysteries of a Primitive

People: The Ibibios of Southern Nigeria (London; Cassell
and Company Ltd., 1915), p. 5.

3G. I. Jones, The Trading States of the 0il Rivers
(Londons 0.U.P. 1963), p. 24.

4M. D. W. Jeffreys, Notes on the Ibibio (Unpublished
Diploma Thesis, Enugu Archives E.P. 7266 - C.S.E. 1/85/3831
n.d.), p. 32.
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on the Ibos, their neighbours to the south and south-east,
cannot be denied. Talbot writes:

"According to the testimony of Chief G. A.

Yellow and several Ibo: 'We regard the

Ibibio people as the first ever made by

Chi (God). Therefore they know more than

other races of ancient knowledge concerning

the making of the world, the coming of the

first men and the secret of the gods'"?
Afigbo, a Nigerian historian, believes that where anthro-
pological research has failed to trace the origins of
the Ibibios, oral tradition might well provide the missing
answers.6 This has been the path chosen in this study
which has relied much on oral traditions, legends and
personal observations during the course of the research.

One of the most prominent aspects of Nigerian cultural
life is the concern with the supernatural in the form of
secret societies; and nowhere are these societies so inter-
woven into the daily life of the people than among the
Ibibios where they are used as instruments of government and
social control. Because they are so interwoven into the
life cycle of the people, no historical, anthropological
or musical study of the people is possible without a
careful analysis of the patterns and functions of these

societies.

5P. Amaury Talbot, Tribes of the Niger Delta--Their
Religions and Customs (London: Frank Cass and Company Ltd.,
I967), p. 103.

6See A. E. Afigbo, "Ibibio Origin and Migrations:
A Critique of Methodology,'" Nigeria Magazine, (December-
August, 1971), pp. 60-69.
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Method and Materials

Bascom and Herskovits are of the opinion that:

"The study of culture involves not only the
institutions that frame man's reactions to
the fellow members of his society but also
the extra-institutional aspects of human
behavior, including language, the relation
between language and behavior, between per-
sonality and culture, and the system of
values that gives meaning to ths accepted
modes of behavior of a people."

Belief in the supernatural provides a great system of values
among the Ibibios; and in this study attempts have been made
to find out (a) why the music of the people is shaped the
way it is, (b) how it relates to society, (c) what effects
it has on behavioral patterns, (d) what part singing and
dancing play in ritual ceremonies and (e) how musical
instruments, individually and collectively relate to the
daily life of the people. Throughout this study function
will be used to mean '"contributing to the continuity and
stability of Ibibio culture." As Merriam puts it:

"If music allows emotional expression, gives

aesthetic pleasure, entertains, communicates,

elits physical response, enforces conformity

to social norms, and validates social insti-

tutions and religious rituals, it is clear

that it contributes to_the continuity and
stability of culture."8

7William Bascom and Melville Herskovits, ''Stability
and Change in African Culture,'" in Continuity and Change
in African Cultures, (University of Chicago Press,

1959), p. 7.

8Alan P. Merriam, The Anthropolo of Music (North-
western University Press, , P. .
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Two problems generally encountered in research of
this nature are those of communication and organisation of
available data. For example a chant in Ibibio dialect
loses much when translated into English and words like

Fattening Room used to describe where damsels are led to

be fed and fattened in preparation for marriage sound
hollow when compared with the vernacular expression

Ufok Mbopo, with its built-in speech melody and speech

rhythm. Furthermore, there has always been some difficulty
trying to explain African culture in the light of European
experiences. Hearing that an African musical instrument

is called a thumb piano, a European enquirer is at once

tempted to look for white and black keys and semitones
in the scale arrangements; not finding these things, he

is apt to conclude that the African thumb piano is

"loosely organised'" in sound and that the pieces of metal
that make up the notes are ''tuned at random.' Nothing
could be farther from the truth. Every African musical
instrument is constructed and tuned to a special pattern;
the instrument makers may not be able to communicate the
inner workings of their mind to an enquirer but the
answers are always there if one knows how and where to
look for them.

The importance of studying the role musical instru-
ments play in African culture is best summed up by Merriam

who feels that '"very few studies have centered upon such
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problems as. . .special treatment of instruments, musical
instruments used in specific types of musical or other
activities or the representation of particular moods or
states of being by particular instruments."? For this
reason, an important part of this study has been devoted to
Ibibio musical instruments--their make, range, rhythmic
possibilities and functions.

The organization of data presented another problem
especially as regards what to leave out in a study of this
kind. Since this is principally a musical study, the mere
recounting of anthropological or historical data would only
tend to obscure the meaning of musical content. For example
Ekpe masquerade is a secret society with many taboos and an
elaborate process of initiation; but the real impact of the
society on the community comes from their interaction with

them in song and dance. The procedure adopted in this study

has therefore been to give a short descriptive analysis of
a secret society and then see how it uses its music to regu-
late the lives of the people. Merriam again comes to the
rescue by suggesting that "it is only in dealing with music
as an aspect of culture that truly penetrating studies can
be made; although the collector of music serves a useful

purpose, the full rewards in the study of music lie in the

9Alan P. Merriam, "African Music" in Continuity and
Change in African Cultures, ed. Bascom and Herskovits,
(University of Chicago Press, 1959), pp. 85-86.
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7

depth analysis of musical patterns of culture."10 The

final organization of available data in this study into
relevant chapters has been reinforced by Goines's belief
that "African arts, especially traditional music, function
in the social structure at three principal levels--as part
of religious ritual, as an expression of social organization

and as recreation."11

Vocal and Instrumental Music

It is not always easy to separate vocal and instru-
mental music in the study of African culture. As Hornbostel
observed a long time ago, "African music is not conceivable
without dancing nor African rhythm without drumming, nor

the forms of African song without antiphony."12

For example,
Ibibio dialect, like most African dialects is inflectionary
in character with the vowels producing high, low and medium
tones during speech; thus the word Akpa can be pronounced

in such a way as to mean variously, seashore, first or he

is dead. The inflections in the words of the sentence pro-

duce speech melody and the accents on the words speech

rhythm and rhythmic patterns influence drumming and dancing.

Instrumental music derives much from vocal music in the

1OAlan P. Merriam, African Music, p. 85.

11Leonard Giones, '"Music of Africa South of the
Sahara" Music Educator's Journal, Vol. 59, (October
1972), p. 48. ‘

12

E. M. von Hornbostel, '"African Negro Music"
Africa, Vol. 1, 0928),p. 62.
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African experience and there are parts of Africa where the

speech melody in a sentence is used to tune musical instru-

m.ents.l3 In the course of this research, the author came

across a four-note xylophone played as a solo instrument.
The four notes did not conform to any of the known scales
in the area, but the music produced was similar to some of
the songs performed by a women's group in the same area
which used only four notes of the scale. One was a song

with words and the other a song without words; but since

the songs were derived from speech patterns, it is easy
to see how the xylophone music could be used to transmit
messages. Trying to analyze the xylophone music purely
as a musical sound would be to do injustice to its func-
tions. Words and music have to be taken together in one
context to view the totality of the musician's performance.
There is no absolute vocal or instrumental music in
Ibibio culture. In any one setting, one or the other
predominates; the instrumental music can be used as rhythmic
accompaniment to a vocal group or where there is a melodic
instrument, made to play a ritornello. It can also be
used as an accompaniment to dancing where the main inter-
est is in the dancing and the hard toiling drummers hardly

noticed. But, at all times; song, instruments and movement

are present in Ibibio music as indeed in all African music.

13In Central Africa the speech melody in the sentence
Wili pai sa sunge is used to tunethe harp to the notes of
the pentatonic scale.
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When the music is performed for pleasure, there is in
addition audience reaction which lets the performer know

whether his music is going down well or not.

Terminology

No study of African music can be complete without
the use of certain words that have become standard in
African music literature. A few of these terms have
already been used in this introduction; they are here
restated together with a few others that will be used
during the course of the study. Some of these terms have
been specially coined by the author to préss home his points.
(1) Call- and-response another name for solo and chorus.

The call is always sung by the

cantor and the response by the
other members of the group.

(2) Cantor the lead singer in a group.

(3) Speech melody produced by the rise and fall of
the vowels in a sentence plotting
a melodic pattern.

(4) Speech rhythm the syllabic rhythm in the words
of a song.
(5) Ritualistic concerned with the supernatural.
(6) Improvisatory caused by one or more members of
Counterpoint a chorus trying to enrich the

music by anticipating or imita-
ting the cantor or singing a
phrase or group of phrases at
irregular intervals during a
cantor's call.

(7) Vocal pedal point a drone by one or more members of
a chorus holding the tonic or
dominant note or both notes at
once for a long period.
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(8)

(9

(10)

(11)

(12)

(13)

(14)

(15)

(16)

(17)

(18)

(19)

(20)

(21)
(22)

Nonsense words

Fattening room

Specialist music

Standard rhythm

Bell rhythm

Masquerader

Masquerade

Ibibio standard
rhythm

Iambic rhythm

Trochaic rhythm

Ululation

Pentatonic scale

Heptatonic scale

Scat singing

Singing-speaking
voice

10

words that do not exist in the
Ibibio language but are used
for effect.

place where young girls are fed
and fattened in preparation for
marriage.

music played by professional
musicians in a secret society
group.

rhythm most commonly identified
with a particular instrument.

standard rhythm of the gong used
throughout Africa.

a member of a secret society
dressed specially to represent
the spirit of an ancestor. He
is usually covered from head to
toe, with a mask on his face.

another name for a secret society,
e.g., Ekpo masquerade.

iambic rhythm.

Greek rhythmic mode of short-long
(u —)

Greek rhythmic mode of long-short
(— u)

yodelling or shout by a chorus
during a music performance.

On a tonic
C,D,E,G,A.

a scale of five notes.
C the notes would be:

a scale of seven notes like the
diatonic scale but without equal
temperament.

the use of nonsense words.

alternating speech melody with
ordinarily spoken words.
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(23) Secret society society that is ritualistic with
membership regulations.
(24) Chief Headman of a village.
(25) Backbeat same as iambic rhythm
Conclusion

It is possible that one of the reasons why the Ibibios
were able to maintain their traditions for such a long time,
and why some of the cultures found among the Ibibios are
not found anywhere else in Nigeria, is the fact that for a
very long time they were cut off from the influences of
colonial adventurers. The Efiks of Calabar in the island
of the South Eastern State came into early contact with
the Portuguese around the sixteenth century and as a result
their culture suffered severe acculturation. To reach the
heartland of the Ibibios, the British expeditionary force
had to fight fierce battles with the Annangs; and possibly
as a result of having come into contact first with the
colonialists, we find that there is a slight difference
in some of the Ibibio customs as practiced by the Annang
people. For example, Ekpo masquerade as practiced by the
Ibibio-Annangs is slightly different from that of other
parts of Ibibioland; and in this study of Ekpo music these
minor differences have been recognized and incorporated
into the research. It was also noticed that some communi-
ties tended to have a local name for a musical instrument;

in such cases, the widely used name has been recorded.
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But at all times, the functions of the different instruments
have been of more concern than terminology.
Also of great interest have been the parallels between

what is known in western music as modern music and the tradi-

tional music of the Ibibios, e.g. the sometimes unconscious
harmonies found in Bartok String Quartets which are the
results of themovements of the individual parts; the use

of sprechstimme commonly associated with Schoenberg; the

call and response vocal patterns similar to the Baroque
instrumental ripieno and concertino; and the polyrhythms
for which Stravinsky became famous and which form the back-
bone of African instrumental music.

This is a study of Ibibio music as seen through the
eyes of the author who is himself an Ibibio. It is not
the music of all Nigeria; but this research has convinced
the author that there are many aspects of Ibibio music
which could be applied to Nigerian music in particular
and African music in general. As Stravinsky puts it,

14

music is order™ " and Ibibio music certainly has order.

1I‘See Stravinsky, Poetics of Music. (Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1947), p. 6.
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CHAPTER 1II

IBIBIO MUSICAL INSTRUMENTS AND THEIR FUNCTIONS

Curt Sachs divides world instruments into chordophones

(stringed instruments), idiophones (instruments that are

struck or shaken), membranophones (instruments covered with

a skin), aerophones (wind instruments) and electronophones

(electronic instrum.ents).1 This classification fits in
nicely into the European conception of dividing orchestral
instruments into groups of strings (chordophones), woodwind
and brass (aerophones) and percussion (idiophones). The
difficulty arises when we try to group African musical
instruments rigidly into this classification. A xylophone

is a idiophone because it is struck; but its functions

differ from that of a wooden drum or skin drum which is also
struck. A xylophone has purely melodic functions capable in
instances of producing all the notes of a heptatonic scale;

a wooden drum's function is rhythmic with melodic overtones
since it is capable of producing two tones whilst a skin drum
functions only rhythmically. Lumping all these instruments
into one category in the study of African musical instruments

does not therefore lead to fruitful conclusions.

1Curt Sachs. The History of Musical Instruments.
(New York: W. W. Norton and Co., 1940» PP- 455-467/.
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Sachs's classification as a starting point of looking
at world musical instruments will suffice; but specifically,
it is the writer's view that African musical instruments
have to be viewed from two points: (a) instruments with
melodic functions and (b) instruments with rhythmic functions.
The whistle so widely used in Ibibio music is a wind instru-
ment which performs purely rhythmic functions rather like the
gong which is struck. The two instruments should be grouped
together. Again, the five-stop flute used by the Hausa
people of Northern Nigeria (Algaita) is played melodically
producing melodic rhythm, whereas the two-stop flute of the
Ibos of Eastern Nigeria (0ja) is used rhythmically. In the
suggested classification, Algaita would be grouped with the
xylophone and one-string fiddle whereas Oja would be grouped
with the skin drum and woodblock. Among the Ibibios there
is a kind of xylophone whose notes are produced from tiny
skin drums tuned to the pentatonic scale called Ikon Ikpa.
According to Sachs, this instrument would be classified as

a membranophone because of its skin covering; but it fulfills

melodic functions and should be classified with the wooden
xylophone, which is an idiophone.

It is here being further suggested that instruments
with rhythmic functions be subdivided into drums which have

a distinct place in African music and other rhythmic instru-

ments. The complete classification of African musical

instruments would therefore be: (a) instruments with
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melodic functions; (b) Instruments with rhythmic functions;
(c) Drums. Ibibio musical instruments discussed in this
chapter will be examined from these three perspectives.
Apart from being the foundation of African instrumen-
tal music, drums come in so many varieties that only a
special study of each variety will do justice to their
special functions. In Nigeria, for example, there are five
principal varieties of drums in use:2 (a) skin drum, (b)
pot drum, (c) calabash drum, (d) hourglass drum, and (e)
wooden drum. Each drum differs in shape, tone, function

and character.

Instruments with Melodic Functions

Oduk (Transverse Horn)

This is usually made from the horn of a deer with one
open end and a blowing hole near the other end which is
closed. This instrument, played only by master musicians,
is capable of producing up to four tones used by the player
as an obbligato to an orchestral ensemble. It can also
be used as a solo instrument to punctuate statements or
declamations by a cantor or chief. When the horn is made
out of an elephant tusk it is known as Akua Oduk (large
horn) and traditionally this instrument is only played by

royalty or for royal occasions. Among the Onitsha Ibos

2For a description of these drums see Samuel Akpabot,
Instrumentation in African Music (Unpublished Fellowship
Thesis, Trinity College of Music, London, 1959), pp. 31-41.
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of Eastern Nigeria, the chiefs at the King's (0Obi) palace
each have an elephant tusk horn which they display during
ceremonies as a symbol of power and play on occasionally.
In Uta orchestras, the principal horn called Akpan Uta
(male uta) is played in same way as the Oduk, the difference
being that one instrument is made of an animal horn and the
other of calabash. The Ibibios do not possess any wooden
flutes as the Ibos and the Hausas do; where they do (which
the author did not come across) it is as a result of accul-
turation and not traditional. All melodic instruments
among the Ibibios are of the horn variety. Judging from
the absence of flutes among the Yorubas also and the
limitation of Ibo flutes (only two stops), there is a
strong suspicion that melodic flutes are foreign to Nigerian
traditional culture and were probably brought into the
country through Arabic migration.

Ikon Eto (Wooden Xylophone)

Tkon Ikpa (Drum Xylophone)

These are the two main types of xylophones found
among the Ibibios; and they both fulfill the same functions.
Most times they are used to supply melodic accompaniment
to songs and orchestras; at other times they are played
in such a way as to convey messages like the talking drum.
Ikon Eto is a series of tuned slabs placed across two
banana stems. The number of slabs on any given xylophone
vary and some have been known to have as many as fifteen,

rather like the Kundun xylophone found in Northern Nigeria.
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Either one or else two people can play on a xylophone--one
player supplying an ostinato at the bottom half of the
instrument and the other, usually the more skillful of

the two, improvising over this.

During the course of this research, this writer came
across a xylophone with only four slabs which were tuned
to the notes, C,D,D sharp, E. The curious thing was that
during his performance, the xylophonist very rarely used
the D sharp which led one to believe that it was perhaps

there as a tuning guide rather than a musical note. All

the solos he played were centered around the notes C, D
and E. A conversation with the musician disclosed that
perhaps the instrument was not authentic but was just one
he had designed himself for his own personal use. This
was not an isolated case as there was yet another instance
of a nine-tone xylophone tuned to the western diatonic
scale by a musician who had been trained by the church

and constructed that instrument to enable him to reproduce
the notes in his Anglican church hymnal. One could

easily conclude from this evidence that there are xylophones
tuned to the diatonic scale in Ibibio music; but this is
not true as all the other xylophones examined were tuned
to the pentatonic scale. A clear distinction has to be
made between unadulterated traditional instruments and
those that have been specially constructed by an ingeneous

instrument maker to serve nontraditional purposes. There
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are, in fact, some semitones in Ibibio music but all the
xylophones tested, with the exception of the one mentioned
as having four notes, were tuned mostly to the pentatonic
scale regardless of the number of slabs on the instruments.
Ikon Ikpa consists of small skin drums tuned to the
pentatonic scale. There is generally a minimum of five
drums played by one person; although in one or two cases
the number of drums was found to be more than five but
still tuned to the pentatonic scale. This instrument is
used like a talking drum to send messages rather than for
orchestral purposes. In their singing, though, the
Ibibios make use of the heptatonic scale because some of
the melodies are derived from speech inflections which can
rise or fall to any degree of the scale; trying to restrict

these speech melodies to the pentatonic scale, would

invariably distort the true meaning of the words of a song.
At no time do these melodies use semitones.

This means that the Ibibios as a pentatonic people
do use the heptatonic scale in some of their music which

goes to support Hugh Tracy when he writes that
" .it is clear, therefore that a few
African communities may not recognise or
employ a single scale. . . .A naturally
pentatonic people may sing not only in W3
pentatonic modes, but in several modes.'

3Hugh Tracy, ''Towards an Assessment of African Scales,"
African Music, Vol. 2, No. 1 (1958), p. 16.
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Ikpa Mboto (Thumb piano)

The thumb piano is used all over Africa and in
South Africa where it is known as the Sanza or Mbira
it is played with great dexterity. This fnstrument comes
in different shapes in parts of Africa; but the Ibibio

4 is made of tﬁned metal

version, like the Ibo version,
strips strapped over a wooden board which is placed over a
hollowed-out calabas (gourd). The instrument is supported
by the fingers of both hands, and the notes (which are
tuned to the heptatonic scale) plucked with the thumbs.

It is not used orchestrally, but produces melodic rhythm
over which the player tells a story in a singing-speaking
voice. This is probably the only Ibibio instrument tuned

to the heptatonic scale. All the others tested were found

to be tuned to the pentatonic scale.

Instruments with Rhythmic Functions

Nkwong (Large Gong)
Akankan (Twin Gong)

Ekere (Ritual Gong)

Gongs in Ibibio music come in different sizes but
are all conical in shape. Twin gongs are like two small
gongs joined together at the tip. Next to the drum the

gong is the most frequently used in Ibibio music. It is

4See William Wilberforce Chukudinka Echezona, Ibo
Musical Instruments in Ibo Culture (Unpublished Ph.D.
dissertation, Michigan State University, 1963), pp. 90-108.
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very prominent in the music of secret societies, where it
can be used as a solo instrument to announce the impending
appearance of a masquerader or orchestrally for coloristic
effects.

Twin gongs in Nigeria are tuned to a major second,
a minor third or a perfect fifth; among the Ibibios, the
most widely used interval is the second. This is also
true of gongs found in the Ibo area. A variety of the

gong used specifically for Ekong Ekpo music is known as

Ekere. It is shaped like a single gong only much smaller
and when struck produces a squeeky sound that distinguishes
it from the ordinary gong. This typical sound is designed
to imitate the voice of the spirits who are supposed to
speak in falsetto voices. An outstanding feature of the
Ekere gong is that when used orchestrally, its rhythm is
very flexible and not fixed. It is played by many people
at a time and each player improvises his own rhythmic
pattern within the strict time signature of the music.
The twin gong Akankan is also known as Nkerude.

Nsak (Rattle)

Ekput (Ritual Rattle)

Ntung (Foot Rattle)
Ekpat Obon (Ritual Rattle)

Rattles, like gongs, play a very prominent part in
Ibibio music. Generally, rattles come in many varieties
in Nigeria. Among the Yorubas of the West, there are two
varieties--Sekere (small rattle) and Agbe (large rattle)--

but both have the same structure: a gourd with beads
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strung around it to produce a rattling sound. The Ibos
and Ibibios use a type of rattle made of small containers
woven like a basket with stones inside them for rattling
effect. Nsak, as these rattles are known in Ibibioland,
are used principally in ceremonial orchestras and seldom
played solo. They feature prominently in music for women
and children where they are used chiefly for coloristic

as well as rhythmic effect. Ekput and Ekpat Obon, on the

other hand, are rattles used for ritual music. Ekput is
shaped like a small hourglass with two small sticks tied
inside it for rattling effect. Like Ekere described above,
it is played by many members of a secret society at a time
ad libitum--its chief function being to add color to the

music rather than rhythm per se. Ekpat Obon is always

played in secret and must only be seen by those initiated
into the Obon secret society that uses it. As its name
implies (Ekpat in Ibibio means ''bag') it is an instrument
made by filling a small bag with stones which produce a
rattling sound when the bag is shaken.

Ntung is a rattle worn on the ankles by dancers,
masqueraders and virgins. When used by dancers, it is to
add musical color to a performance; when used by masqueraders

or a virgin just out of the fattening room, it is to warn

people of their approach. It is rather interesting to note
that Ekput, the ritual rattle, is also used in Hindu music
for the worship of ancestral gods in India, where it serves

the same functions as in Ibibio society, making us wonder
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