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I. Introduction 

Gelede, Egungun, and Ẹpa are three prominent masquerades class with different sub categories in Yoruba 

societies. Also, prominent is the group collectively referred to as the O-kun Yoruba (Ijagbemi, 1982:61-73; 

Ayinmode, 2004:12); they are known to have representation in Osun, Ekiti, Kwara and Kogi States. In kogi State, 

Okun, that is the Ijumu, Abinu (Bunu), Yagba, Oworo, Owe, Ikiri, Mopa, Takete-ide, Aiyedero-Amuro 

(Igbohalu), Aiyedayo (Amuro), Ayede-Amuro and Aiyeteju-Amuro (Agbajogun) constitute a major force to be 

reckoned with. They are playing formidable role in the polity of the State and in the practice of Ẹpa masquerading 

tradition; except for Abinu, Oworo, Owe and Ikiri communities.  

In Okunland, Ẹpa Masquerades is regarded as the collective re-incarnated spirits of the ancestors (Ayinmode and 

Abokede, 2016:92).  The Masquerades collectively protect the community against evil spirits, epidemics, famine, 

witchcraft and evil doers. It also ensures the well being, prosperity and productivity of the entire community 

(Babayemi, 1980:1). But in recent times, the latter responsibilities of Ẹpa Masquerade tradition have been reduced 

to mere carnival and entertainment. 

Ẹpa festival is celebrated annually at different times by each community between the months of April and June. 

The festival is celebrated in the order which commences with Iyah Gbede, Ayede-Amuro (Iloke), Takete (Ọdẹdẹ), 

Aiyeteju-Amuro (Agbajogun), Mopa-Amuro, Aiyedayo-Amuro and Aiyedẹro-Amuro (Igbohalu) respectively. 

The festival also features various types of Masquerades characterized by highly adorned costumes (Masks, Gongs 

and Bells, Palm Fronds, Ọja/Ifale1, Gheghe2 and several others that constitute Ẹpa Masquerade costumes). 

However, scholars such as Alagoa (1967), Ojo (1974; 1977:445-470; 1981), Ottenberg (1975), Olajubu and Ojo 

(1977: 254-275), Aniakor (1977: 42-47, 95; 1985), Heyden (1997:14-21, 91), Abokede (1993, 1998, 2001, 2009) 

and Ayinmode (2005:1-125) have studied either Egungun or Ẹpa masquerades in respect to its origin, 

classification, costume, masks, paintings, spiritual identities and functions. Classification of Egungun, and Ẹpa 

into types requires the understanding of native creation and categorization of such masquerades. René (1974:101-

118) classifies masquerades into nocturnal and diurnal masquerades. Schiltz (1978:65) and Houlberg (1978:56-

61) classify masquerade by statues, order of ranks, importance and behavioural manifestations. Drewal and 

Drewal (1978:28-29) opines that Egungun is classified according to their form and roles. Poynor (1978:65-76) 

says Egungun could be classified based on various linage divisions. Oloniyo (1980:5-6) categorizes Ẹpa 

masquerade by forms. Aremu (1983:47-50) classifies Egungun into ritual or elder masquerades and entertainment 

masquerades (Egun Alare). Aremu (1987) further classifies Egungun costumes into “aesthetic of fanciness” and 

“aesthetic of fierceness”.  

Adepegba (1984:1-27) on the other hand, identifies three basic types as Ago, Ẹlẹru and close-fitted types. Olubiyo 

(1985:28-31) categorized Ẹpa masquerade according to their names. In another work “Costumes and the Origin 

of Egungun”, Kalilu (1993:65) classifies them into the big overall costume, close fitted costume and the big sack-
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like costume. Famule (2004:1-315) classifies Egungun in Ijumu communities which consists of Iyamoye, Ekinrin-

Adde, Egbeda-Egga, and Iyah-Gbede based on their physical attributes such as costumes (Eku-Egungun). For 

instance, costumes of Egungun Iyamoye, are made of industrial-made clothes; Egungun Ekinrin-Adde and 

Egbeda-Egga’s costumes are a composite of locally hand-woven/ dyed clothes or natural raffia fibers (Iko). Epa 

masquerades costumes of Iyah Gbede are a combination of palm fronds (Moriwo) and the red sacred locally hand-

woven cloths called Aso-Ipo. 

Ẹpa masks often consist of elaborate figurative superstructure carved with soft wood which are usually regarded 

as “headpiece or headdress.”  Headpieces are named according to the motif carved on it. Parson (1969:4) classifies 

mask into facemask, helmet, standard and headpiece type. Ekpo (1977:20) on the other hand classifies mask into 

grotesque and refined masks. Kalilu (1991:17-21) classifies mask types into anthropomorphic, zoomorphic and 

non-representational masks. Adejumo (1994:75-76) equally classify mask types into vertically placed elliptical 

shape with super structures and overall elliptical shape respectively. Ayinmode (2004:88) based his classification 

on the weight of the mask. Hence, he classifies Akoworo3 as the flyweight, Ate4 as the middle weight and Origi5 

as the heavyweight. 

In general context, Ẹpa masquerades are numerous but the Okun people grouped them into Akorowo, Atẹ and 

Origi (iri ọpọn). Though, an empirical study on forms, contents and classifications of Ẹpa Masquerades vary from 

one community to another in Okunland. It is against this background that this paper attempts a classification of 

Ẹpa Masquerades in Ijumu and Yagba which has been apparently ignored in scholarship. The classification of 

this study is based on the roles Epa Masquerade performed in the cult, its ownership and headdresses.  
 

II. Ẹpa Masquerade based on the Roles Performed in the Cult 

Masquerades represent spiritual manifestations of dramatic entertainments and religiosity. In a nutshell, 

masquerades by their power, strength, speed, knowledge and performance are intended to convey certain attributes 

and qualities of ancestral spirit (Onuora, 1969:131), often associated with myth. Nonetheless, masquerades play 

several roles in Ẹpa cult of Okunland. These roles vary in forms, performances and attributes. Thus, classification 

of Ẹpa Masquerades based on the roles performed could be examined from four points of view; legendary, 

divinity, mimicry, and entertainment. 

Legendary Masquerades: These masquerades are referred to as being famous and powerful. They are one of the 

oldest Ẹpa masquerades in Okunland. They are Arọ, Ọtẹ, Ologun and Esu-Ọbaba (Plates 1- 4) all from Iyah 

Gbede.  In the past, these categories of masquerades led their various communities to wars. One of such war was 

the resistant against the Ibons or Agon-ni-gon (Nupe) in promulgation and implementation of slave trade and the 

killings of twins in Okunland (Ijagbemi, 1982:61). The aforementioned masquerades conquered the Ibons or 

Agon-ni-gon who usually invaded the people at Igbodo during annual Ẹpa festivals. 

Diviner Masquerades: Diviner masquerades are believed to have a link between the physical and spiritual world. 

The masquerades in this regard serve as intermediary charged with responsibility of solving problems such as 

misfortune, infertility, fortification and provocation to mention but few. Examples of such masquerades are Arọ, 

Ọtẹ, Ologun and Esu-Ọbaba (Plates 1 and 4). 

Mimetic Masquerades: Mimetic Masquerades are very agile and strong ones known for mimicking of animals by 

producing different other strange voices. Masquerades like Akorowo, Ẹyẹ, Mistress and Agba (plates 5-8) 

pronounces a repeated similar sound of “Koroo, kururu; koroo, kururu”. Esu-Ọbaba masquerade whose physical 

appearance scared and frightens people walks slowly for a while, groan with a sound “ohuu-n” while moving 

slowly. It could be regarded as a senile masquerade (egungun agba). Moreover, Masquerades with Origi (super 

structured headdress) also produced mimicking sounds such as “gburuu-u-u and ririri”. Few among the 

masquerades are Arọ, Ọtẹ, Ologun, Agado, Oluwo and Ọdẹ (plate 9), Agbo (plate 10), Omi, Ọlọfa, Ọnọja, Olofosi, 

Agboru, Elewusu, Ẹha, Iyeọmọ and Ọlọmọyọyọ. Meanwhile, Atẹ masquerades (plate 11) walk in pairs and usually 

mumble the cognomen (oriki) of any indigenous person, especially elders they might come across. This is in form 

of humming. Apa (plate 12), and Mistress are referred to as female masquerades but Apa is considered to be a 

special Origi with gorgeous apparels. It is often referred to as Arọ’s wife as it proclaims the appearance of the 

masquerade whenever it appears. Apa equally mumble the cognomen (oriki) of any indigenous person it 

approaches. 



ABOKEDE et al., American International Journal of Research in Humanities, Arts and Social Sciences, 23(1), June -August-2018, pp. 48-

54 

AIJRHASS 18-311; © 2018, AIJRHASS All Rights Reserved                                                                                                               Page 50 

        
                     Plate 1: Arọ              Plate 2:Ọtẹ                    Plate 3: Ologun.             Plate 4: Esu-Ọbaba 

        
           Plate 5: Akorowo                    Plate 6: Ẹyẹ.                   Plate 7: Mistress              Plate 8: Agba 

All the Masquerades in plates 1-8 are from Iyah Gbede. 
Photograph by Ayinmode S. A., 2004 

Entertaining Masquerades: Generally, masquerades are powerful for entertainment especially at festive period. 

They are made to appear in the images of decease, but in a more friendly posture, so as to fit into the relaxation 

mood or leisure time (Norton, 1963:187-196). During Ẹpa festival at Odela (dancing arena), all masquerades are 

permitted to entertain spectators and devotees through various dance steps as dictated by different mythical tunes. 

Ẹpa Masquerades such as mistress, Atẹ, and Apa (plates 7, 11 and 12) often display beautiful and colorful 

activities. Masquerades also recite incantations, produce rhythmic and melodious sounds and music, and perform 

series of drama to entertain crowd. The masquerades equally extend their performances outside Igbo-Oro or Igbo-

Ẹpa (shrine) as the Olugbe (conductor) led them to the entire part of the village most especially the premises of 

the Ọba, his chiefs, other prominent people and adherents in the village before returning to the shrine.  

         
                          Plate 9: Ọdẹ                 Plate 10:Agbo              Plate 11:Atẹ              Plate 12: Apa 

All the masquerades are from Iyah Gbede except Ọdẹ is from Aiyedayo-Amuro. 
Photograph by Ayinmode Stephen Ayodele, 2004 
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III. Ẹpa Masquerade based on the Ownership 

This classification implies that individual Ẹpa devotees, family lineage or communities could own a masquerade. 

According to Ojo (1977:456-457), Ẹpa Masquerades headpiece may be kept by lineage heads and town chiefs 

either on behalf of the lineage or the town. The head piece may be kept in the custodians’ house, in the corner of 

an inner room where they are hidden from view by palm fronds, or in special enclosures and shrine houses in 

which esoteric rites connected with their usage take place. Oral tradition has it that in the past, Ẹpa headdresses 

were kept in special enclosures within Igbo-Oro or Igbo-Ẹpa (shrine) in Iyah Gbede; but the practice stopped, 

when the headpiece of original Arọ mask-type that was stolen and sold to the British explorers (Ayinmode, 2003).  

Ẹpa Masquerades such as Akorowo, Mistress, Ọdẹ, Agbo, (plates 5, 7, 9 and 10) Omi and Ọnọja are owned by the 

individual devotees. Ologun, Ọtẹ, Olofosi, Agboru, Elewusu, Iyeọmọ and Ọlọmọyọyọ, Agado, and Oluwo masques 

are owned by Arodi dynasty, Mẹnga dynasty, Ajigbameleu dynasty, Mẹro-gbeja dynasty, Adeyẹmi family, the 

present chief priest’s family, Atteh-mẹto dynasty and Ẹsẹin Tẹlu dynasty respectively. The community owned 

Arọ masquerade, but Ajigba and Ọmọlọfọn dynasty are the custodians of the masquerade. This is because they 

were the first set of people to have settled at Iyah Gbede. 

IV. Ẹpa Masquerade based on the Masquerade Headdress 

Masquerade Headdress could be classified into superstructure headdress, wooden facemask and fabric facemask. 

Superstructure Headdress is a mask with upper and the lower part. The lower part consists of cylindrical form 

interplay with ring of spheres, triangle and rectangle shapes representing the eyes, nose and mouth respectively. 

The upper part is of different surmounted human or animal form which varies according to the choice of the mask 

bearer. The Origi’s (iriọpọn) headdress superstructures are of either anthropomorphic or zoomorphic carved 

figures. Masquerades in these categories are Arọ, Ọtẹ, Ologun, Agado, Oluwo and Ọdẹ, Agbo, Omi, Ọlọfa, Ọnọja, 

Olofosi, Agboru, Elewusu, Ẹha, Iyeọmọ and Ọlọmọyọyọ. Arọ among other headdress is giving detailed analysis 

because of its significance among other ones mentioned in this category.   

Arọ headdress (plate 13), is 2ft: 9inches in height and regarded as the most sacred among other masks of Ẹpa in 

Ijumu. It serves as a link between Ẹpa devotees and the Ẹpa deity (Elela). The upper part consists of the head, 

body and leg. The exaggerated oval shaped head is made up of protruding eyes, distorted triangular nose and 

shortened convex mouth with black line running from one end of the ear through the chin to the other. This simply 

connotes “beard”. The head is covered with red cap and a white cloth tied around it which resembles the turban 

used by the Imams. Perhaps, it suggests the influence of Islam on the tradition. Olusegun (2004) opines that the 

red cap signifies authority while both white wrappers on the head and around the body signify purity. It is peoples’ 

belief that Arọ was the king of Iye (a royal intermediary). The three red feathers inserted around the headdress 

indicate it to be more of ritual element than that of Moslem turban. The whole body is wrapped with white cloth 

from the neck region to the feet. The hands holding a shield-like structure are intercepted with black and red 

colours and three red feathers at the upper anterior and the lower anterior ends. Beside the figure, is a long red 

staff wrapped with white cloth. The shield and the red may signify protection. The lower part is a decorated 

cylindrical shape with branch-like pattern spread in a linear form on a red background. It consists of two large 

bulbous eyes, angular nose, spherical shape at the left and right posterior ends, distorted ears, and the rectangular 

shape that serves as an opening for sight. The lower part is fused to the fabric costume. 

Superstructure headdress could further be sub-classified into basket-like head mask. Basket-like Headdress is 

made up of feathery basket-like structure. Atẹ headdress, the most beautiful of all masquerades (plate 14) fall into 

this category. The mask is of three segments; the base, the side and the top. The base consists of a circular wooden 

surface called Apapala, which measured about 2ft in diameter. At the centre, two closed rectangular holes drilled 

out exist to enhance proper visual connection between the fabric mask and the head of the bearer. This is made 

possible by inserting a rope between the two holes. The rope is thereafter used to tie the long clothing in form of 

Agbada to the neck of the bearer. 

Two tiny holes are drilled around the edge of the circular surface. The holes are for the insertion of pegs known 

as Ọwọ (broom). The surface is then covered with formica at both sides with palm fronds attached to the edge of 

the base. The palm fronds suggest an element of disguise for the mask bearer. The Ọwọ stand erect, while the 

raffia known as ikan is used to weave around its surface. Ikan is later covered with velveteen materials of different 

kinds depending on the bearers’ choice. At the top edge of the woven raffia, long but wide feathers of an eagle 

called Idi-unla is fixed to enhance aesthetic beautification of the mask. 

Wooden Facemask: This is in anthropomorphic or zoomorphic form of soft wood hollowed to cover the face. 

Examples of this mask are Ẹyẹ, Mistress, Apa and Esu-Ọbaba mask (plates 4, 6, 7, and 12). Apa mask (plate15) 

for instance is a carved objects like animals, human figures surmounted on the mask. Apa mask, a beautiful female 

masquerade of about 1ft and 11 inches portray traditional/ royal priesthood. This mask is of upper and the lower 

part. The upper and lower part consists of the superstructure of male and female human figures. Both figures have 

black band tied around their waist, hand fans on each of the hands, while the other are joined together signifying 

unity in diversity. They are also decorated with red paints and dotted white. However, one of the figures put on a 

black elongated cap and a black bead necklace signifying royalty. 
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                                  Plate 13                                                                            Plate 14 

                 Arọ Headdress (From Iyah Gbede)                                   Atẹ Headdress (From Iyah Gbede). 
             Photograph by Ayinmode Stephen Ayodele, 2004                Photograph by Ayinmode Stephen Ayodele, 2004 

 

The female figure at the left side possesses a black bead necklace and bulged hair-like shape painted in black 

colour. Exaggerated hanging breasts are located at the chest region. The lower part of the mask is of oval shape. 

Within is the eye and the nose represented in circular and triangular shape respectively. There also lies a rectangle 

within that allows the mask bearer to see. The inscribed horizontal black lines suggest Nupe facial marks.  

Esu-Ọbaba mask (plate 16) which is about 30 inches is a convex-like hollowed semi-cylindrical wooden mask. 

There is a circular shape anterior end drilled serving as the only outlet for breathing, sighting and to allow the 

mimetic sounds pronounced by the masquerade to be heard. The side of the anterior end is painted black with 

inscription of white and red colours. At the surface of the mask lies a bulge linear pattern, carved from one end to 

the other. Juxtaposed diagonal and horizontal stripes of white colour are used as designs on the mask. At the 

posterior end lies a convex structure with attachment of an enormous load of medicinal preparations surmounted 

on the mask.  

                                                       
                 Plate 15                                                        Plate 16 

             Apa Headdress (From Iyah Gbede)                                    Esu-Ọbaba Headdress (From Iyah Gbede). 

   Photograph by Ayinmode Stephen Ayodele, 2004.                Photograph by Ayinmode Stephen Ayodele, 2004.  

 

Fabric Facemask is a costume of fine decorative fabrics designed purposely to hide the face of the mask bearer. 

The costume completely covers the masker. This is imperative with Egungun (Ojo, 1977:456). Example of fabric 

facemask is Akorowo and Agba (plates 5 and 8). Akorowo mask is one of the simplest designed costumes among 

Ẹpa Masquerades. The mask has a cap surmounted with feathers and a long fabric attached to the upper part. A 

strip of rope stretched from the upper part is also tied along the chin to make the head shape of the bearer more 

visible. 

Agba mask is a composition of red garment in form of an Agbada. At the anterior top end lies a red cap known as 

Odi and a strip of white cloth tied around it. A whitish-cream net serves as a connector between the cap and the 

overall garment. This garment is tied to the chest region. Seemingly, the mask signifies an influence of the Islam 

since it resembles that of a Moslem purdah dress. 
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Naming or christening is a major criterion for classifying masquerading types. For instance, masquerades like 

Ologun (warrior), Ọdẹ (hunter), Ọlọfa (archer), Iyeọmọ (Mother), Ọlọmọyọyọ (mother with numerous children) 

and Agboru (medicinal pot carrier), are named according to their superstructures. However, names such as Arọ, 

Ọtẹ, Omi, Elewusu, Ọnọja and Olofosi do not have any link with the superstructure they bear. 

 

V. Conclusion 

Masquerades or masquerading has hitherto been employed as one of major means of disseminating and preserving 

African culture. They generally display the cultural history of the people in artistic performances (Norton, 1963). 

Same is applicable to Ẹpa masquerades of the Okun- Yoruba in the Southwest of Nigeria. In general context, Ẹpa 

masquerades is numerous but Okun people grouped them into Akorowo, Atẹ and Origi (iriọpọn). On this 

antecedent tradition, the Ẹpa Masquerades is classified according to roles performed in the cult, ownership of 

masquerade type, and masquerade headdress. However, most of these masquerades express artistic projection of 

a people’s image reality as perceived and conceived through masking performance, forms and visual contents. 

Their headdresses or masks aesthetically reflect varying themes and display colourful complements to traditional 

costumes, therefore facilitating and strengthening Ẹpa tradition. Iyah Gbede is no doubt the only tourist destination 

in Okunland where the art and tradition of Ẹpa masquerading is still practiced, sustained till date. As such, it is 

hoped that this practice will in the nearest future spread to shores beyond okunland and be showcased globally. 

 

Notes  
1. Gheghe is a multitude of seeds stringed together to form an anklet. It is extracted from a tree called Pedogo 

(in Okun dialect). It is also extracted from Epepe seed. The seed is a flat ridge-like structure that is cut on both 

sides for connection of the seed to another. This fused seeds are mounted on a pair of Bohin or Bosẹẹ (socks) 

to create rhythmic sounds pattern according to the masquerade dance steps. 

2. Ifalẹ is a long red carpet-like surface measured 6 inches by 10feet. The structure of the weaving is either simple 

or complex. It possesses as many motifs as possible on different units arranged on one ifalẹ piece. 

3. Akorowo is a Masquerade type that is very agile and strong. Usually, they posses bonded feather at the top of 

their fabric facemask. They are numerous in number. 

4. Atẹ is a masquerade with round basket-like mask type. Decorated at the top edge with assorted natural 

feathers and other part with mirror. 

5. Origi is a general name for masquerades with high relief super structure. It varies in type and size. 
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