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Abstract 
An Igbo Oral Performer is a person who formulates and presents a specified Igbo Oral Piece 
before an appreciative audience. In this concerted effort to attain the triple objectives of 
literature which are entertainment, enlightenment and education of his audience, the Igbo Oral 
Performer has various roles to perform. His success or otherwise depends basically on how he 
handles his leadership, linguistic and mimetic roles. It is therefore the concern of this study to 
examine how a resourceful Igbo Oral performer can exploit the numerous resources at his disposal 
to be able to attain a desired literary end.  
 
Introduction 

In the study of Oral Literature, performance is used to underscore, the relationship between 
poetry, an essentially speech art and performance, a doing art (Hagher 1981:37). Put in other words, 
performance is the speech and doing arts put together. On the other hand, the performer is the person or 
being that turns the performances art into motion before an audience. Ideally, the performance setting 
is never complete until three vital elements are present namely: the oral genre to be performed (the 
poem); the person or being to carry out the performance (the performer); and the persons (s) to 
appreciate the performance (the audience). 

The performer is very crucial in the actualization of an Igbo oral poetry because as observed by 
Finnegan (1970:2), Oral Literature is by definition dependent on a performer who formulates it in words 
on specific occasion..." as the live wire of the performance, the success or otherwise of any given Igbo 
Oral performer in the realization of the desired goal is sorely dependent on his roles. 

The Role of the Igbo Oral Performer 
By the roles of an Igbo oral performer, this study means all the efforts and energy exerted by 

him towards the achievement of the set objectives of a given oral piece. To be able to attain his 
objectives In the rendition of a particular oral genre the Igbo Oral Performer has a number of roles to 
perform. Even though these roles are not discrete but interwoven, for the purpose of good analysis, this 
study will-try to dissect these roles into three subheadings viz: leadership, linguistic and mimetic roles. 

The Leadership Role 
In the performance of any piece of Igbo Oral genre', there is a complementary relationship 

between the performer and his audience. While the performer assumes the leadership role, the 
audience assumes a somewhat followership role. 

The crucial roles of composition and rendition of the genre lie with the performer. He 
employs,". ...all his training, knowledge of the situation and the subject matter to create beautiful 
poerns through free but disciplined choice" (Olajubu 1981:71). The performer as the leader in the 
actualization of .Igbo oral Poetry has the right to improvisation., selection of the right diction and 
expressions and the manipulation of other verbal and non-verbal elements with the sole aim of pulling 
his audience along. 

However, for him to be able, to perform his leadership role effectively, the performer by 
convention is duty bound to observe certain unwritten and unspoken salient rules and regulations 
that may guide the performance of the particular genre under consideration. His failure to observe 
these conventions or his inability to exhibit enough competence can easily attract the "wrath" 
interruption of the audience who are the ultimate consumer and assessor of the performance. And so, 
even when the audience of the Igbo Oral performance willingly relinquishes the leadership role to the 
performer, they are nevertheless passive participants! 

For example, as observed by Finnegan (1970: 11), in the performance of Yoruba Ijala chants, 
other experts and critical listeners present would always cut in if the performer makes a mistake with 
such words as: 

I beg to differ, that is not correct. You have deviated from the part of accuracy etc. 

In the same manner, in Igbo masquerade performance the masker is allowed to play a leadership 
role so long as he performs his role creditably while the audience plays the supportive role. As observed by 
Enekwe (1987: 84), because the Igbo masquerade audience is very demanding, masks have to keep on 



monitoring the responses (hey receive from the audience. If it becomes clear that a masker cannot improve his 
performance, he may be asked to terminate the performance or let another masker take over. It is the 
Interactivity always expected of the masquerade that gave rise to the Igbo aphorism, "Anaghi m eti 
mmonwu a na-akwa aka" (I don't participate in masquerade performance that must be coerced into action). 

Also in Igbo storey-telling situation a performer is selected by a general consensus of the audience. 
And as soon as he is given the mandate, he assumes the leadership role for the period his story lasts, lie 
introduces the opening formula (cf Emenanjo 1977 xii-xiii); one, to alert and attract the attention of the 
audience and two, to consolidate his leadership role. He goes further to narrate his tale to the delight of his 
audience with the license to introduce some personal nuances and Idiosyncrasies but never losing sight 
of the mandate of his audiences and the genre under consideration. The performer (also) tried to give 
vitality, vividness and expressiveness to the narrative by a creative use of voice1' (Enekwe, 2006: 21). 

If the performance is of the sung Lyric type, the poet leads in the song, singing and improvising 
the verse lines, while the audience performs the often stereo-typed chorus: sometimes, to the accompaniment 
of instrumental music and dancing. 

In fact the leadership and discreet authority of an oral performer is further amplified by Finnegan 
(1970: 11), when she opines that he has the power., for instance, to omit obscenities, certain types of jokes, or 
complex forms in the presence of say, children or missionaries (or even foreign students) which he would 
include in other contexts." 

Mimetic Role 
As already enunciated at the beginning of this study, oral performance involves two essential 

ingredients-the verbal art and the doing art. In the context of his discussion, the mimetic role of the Igbo oral 
performer encompasses all the doing art and excludes all the verbal or linguistic art. 

The performer's consume, his accoutrements, his observable bearing, his dexterity in the 
manipulation of instruments, his dance-the verbal art and the doing art. In the context of this discussion, 
the mimetic role of the Igbo oral performer encompasses all the doing art and excludes all the verbal or 
linguistic art. 

The performer's consume, his accoutrements, his observable bearing, his dexterity in the 
manipulation of instruments, his dance-steps and the manner he involves his audience are some of the mimetic 
opportunities which an accomplished oral performer can exploit to his advantage. 

Even the impromptu changing atmospheric, social, psychological or physical conditions of the 
environment which were never considered in the original rehearsal of the performer can form valuable 
sources of raw materials which a resourceful and sensitive performer can readily covet into his performance. 
This impromptu arrangement is possible because unlike the write-composer whose text is stereo-typed; the 
oral performer does not only have license to improvisation but the also has the privilege to compose his text 
simultaneously with its delivery. This peculiar ability of the oral composer to comment on live situations while 
they are still very fresh is a big edge over his write-composer counterpart whose comments are often on actions 
that may have become stale. Also, the performer may accordingly allude and imply with greater freedom than 
the writer, who must describe his scenes in careful detail" (Noss 1979:86). 

We can appreciate the potentials of mimetic devices in the actualization of a literary goal by citing an 
example of Ijele masquerade performance. Ijele is a magnificent Igbo masquerade that is associated with 
royalty and nobility. Owing to its enormous size, lofty appearance and complexities of figures that characterize 
its head-piece and body designs, various scholars have excitedly described it variously. Boston (1960), 
described it as "a gallery of figures, shapes and colours", and Enekwe (1987), as, "a mobile art gallery". 

In the description of a mimetic dance of Ijele to portray royalty and affluence it is meant to symbolize 
Aniakor 91978:4), write thus:- 

- Ijele moves his massive body first forward, then from side to side, and then in a 
semicircular, turns left to right. The cloth hangings sway in rhythmic response, the 
numerous symbols of the headdress seem to tilt from side, the decorative mirrors glint 
in the sun, and the open work headdress seems to revolve in shifting scenes of colour 
and design. Each movement of the Ijele is slow and majestic, ennobling his image as 
the king of masks and a figure of supreme mystical authority. ...seeming to be born 
aloft by the spirit of the winds, Ijele goes into full motion, followed by his entourage, 
the new pace belying his monumental size..', suddenly he stops and returns to the 
rhythmic of the massive body from side to side, forward and backward, and in half 
circles from left to right and back again.... hi the same way, Ijele dances around the 
arena like a king, combining stateiiness of bearing with swift and dramatic dance 
movements before he finally returns to the enclosure.... 



With the above except we can vividly see how without much verbal art the Ijele masquerade combines 
his exotic and rich consume, his enormous size and colours, and his exalted movement steps and dance 
styles to effectively mime out the royalty, nobility and affluence of a king which the masquerade is actually 
designed to portray, 

Linguistic Role 
The linguistic role in the context of this study is used to designate the manner an Igbo oral performer 

arranges and presents his verbal art to be able to accomplish a desired literary objective. No matter how 
insightful or imaginative an oral performer might be, if he lacks the art of theatrical rendition, verbal dexterity 
and specifically, the mastery of the techniques of rhetorical delivery, he would hardly find an audience. 

For an oral performer to be able to accomplish his linguistic role effectively, he must posses a good and 
charming voice. He must establish a good rapport with his audience bequeathing them emotional satisfaction. 
Meanwhile, emotional satisfaction in this context refers to the ability of a performer to manipulate the feelings 
of his audience during a performance in such a manner that his audience will be willing to continue to listen to 
or watch his performance. 

To be able to sustain the interest of his audience an oral performer must also have a firm grip of his 
subject matter. He must be able to present his argument in the most organized and logical manner. The 
manner he presents his argument sometimes tend to be more important than the argument itself because as 
Egudu (1979:1), rightly observed, what distinguishes literature from other subjects is that literature,... is not 
just a subject that expresses something: but rather, it is the way, manner or method in which something is said 
or written that makes the difference. 

A good Igbo orator for instance, should be able to pour out a flood of eloquent speech spiced with apt 
figurative languages such as proverbs, metaphors, similes, hyperboles, parallelisms, onomatopoeias, 
idiophones, euphemisms, to name but a few. 

For example, with the aid of euphemistic expressions a gifted orator can easily glide along to speak 
about harsh, terrible situations, taboo words or even make indirect satirical comments about respected 
personalities without sounding offensive. In the same vein depending on his aim, he can as well incite 
his_audience-into action with carefully selected hyperbolic expressions which can blow the situation at stake out 
of proportion. To be able to do this effectively, a careful selection of sentimental expressions which impinge 
directly on the emotions of the audience are ideal. Such exaggerated expressions are usually employed during 
political and trade union rallies and campaigns either to point out to the audience how much they have been 
marginalized or why they should support a certain candidate or cause. 

At other times oration may be only geared toward entertaining the audience. In such a case the 
speaker may be required to choose embellished expressions interspersed with jokes, puns, rhymes and rhythm 
which will attract a loud ovation, jubilation and applause. 

Apart from the manipulation of figurative language to his advantage, an Igbo oral performer has other 
linguistic resources to incorporate into his corpus. He requires a measurable knowledge of histrionic devices 
relevant to his chosen genre. Such knowledge helps him in selecting value-loaded terms and attributes, or 
simply, right registers which are associated with the topic under discussion. 

A good Igbo oral performer can as well, apply sinister expressions, pregnant pauses, sudden and 
calculated outbursts, voice undulation in conjunction with other paralinguistic features as his weapons of 
literary warfare. Below is an excerpt of a typical Igbo oral performer who knows his onions. 

In Achebe (1958:8), a justifiable situation once arose for the people of Umuofia to wage a war against 
the people of Mbaino, but then a good and powerful orator was needed to persuade the people of Umuafia into 
seeing the justification of the cause. Ogbuefi Ezeugo, probably based on his former performances, was 
unanimously chosen to speak to the people. 

And combining the super-effect of linguistic and sinister mimetic corpus reminiscent of a 
master-orator, he addressed his audience thus: 

...At last Ogbuefi Ezeugo stood up in the mist of them and bellowed four times, 
"Umuofia Kwenu and on each occasion he faced a different direction and seemed to 
push the air with a clenched fist. And ten thousand men answered "Yaa"? each 
time. Then there was perfect silence... he moved his hand over his white beard. He 
then adjusted his cloth... Umuofia kwenu ", he bellowed a fifth time, and the 
crowd yelled in answer. And then suddenly like one possessed, he shot his left hand 
pointed in the direction of Mbaino and said through gleaming white teeth firmly 
clenched: "Those sons of wild animals have dared to murder a daughter of Umuofia". 
Me threw his head down and gnashed his teeth, and allowed a murmur of 
suppressed anger to sweep the crowd. When he began again, the anger on his face 



was gone and in its place a sort smile hovered, more terrible and more sinister than 
the anger. And in a clear unemotional voice he told Umuofia how 

their daughter had gone to market at Mbaino and had   been killed .... the 
crowd then shouted with anger and thirst for blood. 

A brief analysis of the above excerpt of a typical Igbo oral performer portrays an orator per 
excellence! Terse and high-loaded words were meticulously chosen and artistically interwoven with sinister 
mimes and gestures to ignite the spirit of even a damp blanket. 

For example, Ogbuefi Ezeugo did not just greet the people of Umuofia; he bellowed it. After his 
greetings, he did not jump into his speech immediately; he allowed a moment of perfect silence. He did not 
just point his hand at Mbaino; he shot his hand, and his left hand for that matter to help amplify the magnitude 
of his disdain and contempt for the town. He did not address the people of Mbaino as human beings but as, 
sons of wild animals. They did not just murder the daughter of Umuofia but they dared to murder her. When 
the anger on his face was gone a sort of smile more terrible and more sinister than the anger took over! 

In his artistic ingenuity, the orator deliberately suspended the crux of his message until he had fully 
charged and electrified the emotions of his audience! And no wonder when they finally dropped his message, 
it was "in a clear unemotional voice" 

Conclusion 
Going by this study we can see that the role of a typical Igbo Oral performer in the actualization 

of his literary objectives are limitless. The opportunities open to him for the realization of his goals are also 
limitless. Depending on his creativity and the type of genre he practices, his success or otherwise is 
anchored basically on his ability to entertain educate or enlighten his audience. In his bid to accomplish 
these triple objectives of literature, he should be able to make the desired analogy or comparison, argue out 
a point; establish or refute an allegation, persuade or dissuade his audience or draw the right judgment or 
conclusion. Sometimes he is not only required to adorn his verbal corpus with aesthetic embellishments but he 
may be also required to support it with picturesque paralinguistic features which sometimes tend to make 
greater sensory impact than the verbal art. 
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