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Abstract 
As a highly culturally diverse country, Nigeria has numerous large scale festivals. 

One of these is the Ikwerre Egelege Festival, also known as Egelege Ohna, which 

takes place once a year amongst the Ikwerre people of Rivers State. The Egelege 

Festival which is the sport of wrestling is the most prominent festival amongst the 

Ikwerre. This work examines the general aesthetics of the festival through the 

different costumes and accessories utilized, and their significance to the festival. It 

also analyses the variation in the dances and choreography displayed along with 

the objects used, make up, props and drums. However, though the Ikwerre 

Wrestling Festival is a very entertaining festival, lack of adequate funding forces 

the performers to make do with poor material, resulting in non-standardization 

and lack of coordination in the costumes and ultimately, a less standard event than 

it should be. Finally, the work concludes that the Ikwerre Egelege Festival can be 

used to foster and promote the culture of the Ikwerre people, and recommends 

more attention be given to the festival as a tourist event. 
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Introduction 

African societies are delineated with their cultural practices. These cultural practices 

encompass their mode of dressing, the language with which communication is carried out, 

the kind of food they eat, the system of governance, and so on. Beyond the socio-cultural, 

political and the economic gamut is the spiritual plane, an aspect of great importance to 

traditional communities. Festivals have the cultural constituents of a people manifested in 

it including the spiritual facets. Hence, festivals are found in cultures as much as culture is 

found in festivals. 

 

For this reason, African communities are flooded with several unique festivals and 

ceremonies which are tied to their cultural activities and their socialization processes. 

These celebrations are fundamental aspects of the lives of the people, hence assimilated as 

a pattern of life which has informed a better part of the people. Nigeria, as a densely 

populated, highly diverse multicultural nation boasts a large number of these festivals. 
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From the north to the south, east to west, these festivals range each for different purposes 

and none similar to the other. 

 

Dance and choreography are a natural part of life and society. Its purpose is to make a 

statement, communicate, pass a message across and express one’s thoughts through the 

dancer. Enekwe (1991) proffers that dancing serves a vital function in human society to 

achieve social cohesion or togetherness, causing them to feel a deep sense of communion 

with each other. 

 

In African society, dance is an important art form, often being associated with religious 

ceremonies as well as with recreation (Encyclopaedia, 1975: 144). In fact, the art of dance 

and choreography have become such a part of African culture that in almost every festival 

or celebration, it is used to pass across the message of the occasion. It is a way of life. 

 

A Cursory View of Nigerian Traditional Festivals 

As mentioned above, Nigeria as a multi-ethnic society boasts numerous festivals, each 

occurring at different designated points in the calendar year. These festivals serve different 

purposes. Some are spiritual and ritualistic in nature, while others are merely used to mark 

special occasions or events. Mostly though, rituals form the nucleus of traditional Nigerian 

festivals. 

 

A great example of this can be found in Egungun culture and tradition, aptly expressed in 

the Egungun festival which takes place in the Western parts of the country. Other major 

festivals inherent in Nigeria are Oyise-Owhe Festival in Owhe, Isoko land, Alapata 

masquerade festival in Osun state, Osun-Osogbo, Ogun, Sango and Obatala festivals in 

Yoruba land, Oramfe festival in Ondo town, Obalogun festival in Iloko, amongst many 

others. These festivals are a reenactment of significant occurrences and feats in their 

particular cultures. While the annual Egungun festival is connected with the remembrance 

of departed ancestors, Obalogun festival is celebrated in honour of Obalogun, a great 

warrior and deified hero (Okpadah, 2018). 

 

Festivals are also celebrated either to appease and pacify the metaphysical beings or to 

remember heroic personalities such as Sango, Ogun, Osun, Ifa, Yemoja, Emuodje and 

Ijakadi festivals respectively. Therein lies the ritualistic facet of traditional African 

festivals. Specifically, most traditional African festivals and festival theatres are full of 

rituals. Omatsola (2014) articulates the presence of such rituals in his study of the Umale-

Ude masquerade festival. He states that dance on its own is also a ritual drama and theatre. 

Indigenous Nigerian festivals are embodiment of rituals, most times serving as means of 
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salutation to the spirit beings. Man as a material being in a material world fears what we 

perceive as immaterial, for it cannot be contained or dominated. This defensive impulse is 

to concretise, to make the invisible visible, the infinite finite, and the superhuman human 

(Okpadah, 2018). 

 

One mentionable staple of festivals in Nigeria is the masquerade. Masquerading in 

traditional African festivals serves ritual function. Spirit beings are represented with 

masks. Masquerades are believed to be the spirits of dead ancestors and late heroes. 

Masquerades abound in most festivals because festivals are organized around nature 

forces, deities, divinities, supernatural events, myths and legends. Masquerading in most 

cultures in Africa is patriarchal in nature. In some societies, the women folk are not allowed 

to see the masquerade, while in other societies, only members of the masquerade cult are 

allowed to see it because of its ritual potency. 

 

Song and music arts are used to communicate in traditional African festivals. Perhaps, 

there is no festival that does not incorporate song and music. In some cultures, new songs 

are invented every year. However, in most the repetition of the same song year after year 

is considered part and parcel of the festival itself. 

 

The Ikwerre People: An Overview 

The Ikwerre nation is one of the ethnic divisions of Rivers state. By land area, the 

community is the largest and some accounts claim it is the largest by population also. This 

claim arises from the fact that the community is made up of four major Local Government 

Areas in the state which are Port Harcourt, Obio-Akpor, Ikwerre, and Emohua. Studies 

have shown that the Ikwerres are very much a distinct tribe. The Ikwerres have distinct 

linguistic, social and cultural traits and formations that distinguish them from other close 

neighbouring tribes such as the Ijaws and the Igbos. 

 

However, the Ikwerre are considered by a great majority of scholars as a subgroup of the 

Igbo. Several theories exist over their origin, with a couple more plausible than the others. 

One is favoured by the Igbo while the other is widely accepted by the Ikwerre themselves. 

According to the version widely accepted among the Igbo, the Ikwerre are descendants 

from an Igbo migration from Awka and Orlu areas towards the south. Hence, Igbo scholars 

take the Ikwerre as part of the Southern Igbo. This theory has some support even among 

the Ikwerre themselves, with Ikwerre as descendants of a migration of Arochukwu Igbo, 

and Okpo Nwagidi being the leader of the Ikwerre tribe. Before the civil war, there had 

been dissident voices that claimed that Ikwerre could have migrated from Owerri, Ohaji, 

Ngwa, and Etche areas of Igbo-land. But when Port Harcourt was conquered by Nigeria 
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during the Biafran War and the Igbo people from other parts of Igbo-land fled the territory, 

a UN report says that the Ikwerre decided to claim that the Ikwerre were non-Igbo for 

convenience. 

 

On the other hand, the Ikwerres themselves hold that they are descendants of Ihwuroha, 

a traveler who migrated to the land from the Bini kingdom a long time ago. In fact, 

traditionally, they know themselves as Ihwuroha. The name Ikwerre is of colonial origin 

which arose as a result of linguistic corruption by interpreters who accompanied European 

explorers, traders, missionaries and teachers who were Igbos. Those set of Igbos 

deliberately and systematically corrupted the Ihwuroha language as they hoped to annex 

the territory, a feat made possible by the marriage of many more of Igbo women by the 

Ihwuroha people (Orlu & Achiolu, 2017). In either case, the Ikwerre are recognized 

officially as a separate group in the 1979 Nigerian Constitution. Due to the absence of valid 

historical records historians have had to resort to oral tradition to acquire credible 

reconstructions of the people's history, the defects associated with this method 

notwithstanding. 

 

In spite of the fact that the Ikwerre and their neighbours do not have homogeneous cultural 

institutions, they have a number of things in common as a result of active cross-cultural 

exchange due to centuries of contact. Their relations were enhanced through marriages 

and concubinage. Many Kalabari and Okrika men can point to Ikwerre as their maternal 

roots (Chinda, 2017). These contacts were influenced by inter-linguistic assimilation, which 

criss-crossed between the Ikwerre and her coastal neighbours and often led to bilingualism 

among the people, especially traders. As such, loan words have found their way into 

Ikwerre language; names of objects, such as ngaji (spoon), sokiya (clock), tonji (lamp); and 

names of fishes like agbara, ikili, and angala were derived from Kalabari language. 

Egelege, the Ikwerre word for wrestling, and otara (pounded yam or garri) are used by the 

Kalabari. This was basically due to the long contact with their riverine neighbours. Mastery 

of the languages gave them easy access for communication and firm association. As part 

of this association and with the importance of the sport to the Ikwerre culture, Wrestling 

is another form of relationship that exists between them and their coastal neighbours. The 

Choba, Rebisi (Diobu), Elelenwo, Woji have inter-group wrestling festival with the 

Kalabari and Okrika people. They travel to either side of the communities for wrestling, 

depending on how it is agreed upon. (Chinda, 2017) 

 

While, like most ethnic groups in Nigeria, the history of the Ikwerre people can be 

contested, it cannot be disputed that the sport of wrestling has always been a major part of 

their culture. (Eziwho & Chigozirim, 2017) By Ikwerre legend, the act of traditional 
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wrestling was first taught to their ancestors by a gorilla. This is the first of the Ikwerre 

commonly told creation myths. In it, a hunter, one of their ancestors, spares a gorilla’s life 

during an expedition. In return, the gorilla promises to teach the hunter an art of self-

defence and goes ahead to do so. Till date, the Gorilla is one of the totem animals of the 

community. (Obuh, 2005) 

 

Now, the annual traditional wrestling contest has become an age old practice and a means 

for showcasing the rich culture and tradition of the Ikwerre people. It is not held in honour 

of any deity in Ikwerre land, but is a strong means of keeping the peace between the several 

clans that make up the very large community. 

 

Geographically speaking, Ikwerre people are found in the Niger Delta region of Nigeria. 

They are within the rainforest belt which receives high annual rainfall. Some parts are 

blessed with creeks that criss cross Rivers State. There is also abundant raffia forest. These 

features, coupled with adequate sunshine, have made the soil in Ikwerre adequate for the 

cultivation of palm produce, cassava, yams, vegetables, etc. and the distillation of palm 

wine into local gin in forms of kai kai, ogogoro, akamere, and manya beknu. 

 

Origin and History of the Ikwerre Egelege Festival 

The place of wrestling in Ikwerre land is evident when one realises that it is a part of their 

most commonly told creation myths. Obuh writes that in places like Omagwa, Diobu, 

Ogbakiri, Elele and environs where his research was undertaken, two creation myths are 

common and popular. The first has a hunter as the founder of traditional wrestling. The 

hunter is said to have encountered a gorilla, which is the totem animal of these 

communities during his expedition. When the hunter dared to shoot the gorilla, the gorilla 

signalled frantically to stop him, and the hunter complied. In return for sparing its life, the 

gorilla promised to teach the hunter an art of self-defence without the use of weapons of 

any sort. In the wrestling context that ensured between the gorilla and the hunter, the 

hunter was felled three times. In the fourth round, however, the hunter hurled the gorilla 

down having learned the technique of wrestling from experience. The gorilla exhorted the 

hunter to teach the act of wrestling to others and as he obeyed the injunction, wrestling 

spread among the community and became a part of their culture (Obuh, 2005). 

 

Now, the annual traditional wrestling contest has become an age old practice and a means 

for showcasing the rich culture and tradition of the Ikwerre people. It is also a strong means 

of keeping the peace between the several clans that make up the very large community. 

The Ikwerre Egelege (Wrestling) Festival, also known as Egelege Ohna, takes place 

annually towards the end of the year, usually between August and October. It serves as 
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both a sacred festival honouring the origins of the community and a means of recreation 

for the people. Egelege is a typical traditional festival, tied down to the worship and belief 

of the people. It is an event that is marked by festivities and other forms of procession, 

showmanship and the display of pomp pageantry. The Wrestling festival is a 

predominantly men’s sport that brings various communities together in a healthy 

competition. Also, as a cohesive force, Egelege makes men conscious of themselves and 

other members of the community. 

 

The festival takes place in the village square of the hosting community starting from 3pm 

and ending by 6pm. During the festival, people come from far and wide to watch and 

participate, especially given the historical nature of the festival. The origins of the festival 

itself however, are not well documented and have therefore fallen into the realm of legend. 

It cannot be disputed though that the wrestling festival is the biggest of all traditional 

festivals held in the community and is revered as such. 

 

Aesthetics and Costumes in the Ikwerre Egelege Festival 

The Ikwerre Wrestling festival is a full blown theatre because it contains all the artistic 

arrangements and theatrical elements. The full elements of creative and artistic exigencies 

on stage are realized in the festival, especially as it serves as a means of recreation for the 

people. To this end, the Ikwerre Wrestling festival uses the theatrical and dramatic 

elements to enhance the aesthetics of its performances. One aspect in which these are 

present is in the dances. In the Ikwerre Wrestling festival, there are a variety of performers, 

each performing a different kind of dance for different purposes. These range from the 

wrestlers themselves, the main performers who take the centre stage of the festival, to the 

referee, the drummers, the supporters and the audience. Costumes may range from 

wrappers, raffia, leaves, feathers, small bells, palm fronds, animal skins, etc and the make-

up may also range from body painting with charcoal or clay, chalk tattoo, and scarification, 

depending on their expected roles in the festival. 

 

The wrestlers usually appear in loincloths worn in toga form without a shirt or any other 

kind of torso covering. Their bare bodies are usually decorated using nzu (native chalk) or 

any other kind of white powder that can produce the same effect, particularly the eyes, 

back and chest areas. These designs fluctuate and serve some aesthetic purposes, and are 

not always worn by all. For those who do wear them, such designs are usually erased 

during the course of their main performance, that is, the wrestling matches. The loincloth 

of the wrestler which appears like the Roman toga is designed in that form to enable ease 

of movement. Usually, it is a two-yard-piece of wrapper which may either be a George or 

Printed wax fabric, folded in a triangular shape and tied round the waist. For those who 
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wear shorts underneath, the triangular point is left to hang down at the back side. If not, 

the triangular pointed part is pulled through between the laps, tied to the waistline and 

wrapped below the navel. Sometimes, wrestlers wear only shorts or knickers and omit the 

toga-tied-wrapper, but this is rare. Although the wrestler's costume is not standardized, 

they are packaged for ease of movement and to enable their best performances. 

 

The referee may wear a white singlet or T-shirt over a printed wax fabric. Quite often they 

dress like the wrestlers themselves, or may wear the traditional shirt-like Etibo. Usually, 

their wrappers are tied longer than the wrestlers since they don’t make as many 

movements as the latter, and as a way of showing their authority over them. 

 

Dances and Choreography in the Festival 

Choreography is the structuring, composing and arranging of bodily movements to form 

dance. As defined by the Online dictionary, it is the creation of dance patterns and 

compositions and the arrangement of such movements and patterns. According to Bakare 

(1994), there is no dance for dance’s sake just like there is no art for art's sake, the historical 

and functional origins of dance and art generally attest to this. All arts, no matter the nature 

and form have something to say. Also, in most communities, dance is believed to have 

developed as a public property. It is assumed that the whole community contributed to its 

creation and composition and therefore, no one takes credit for its design (Ugolo, 1998). 

This can be seen in the dances of the Ikwerre Egelege Festival. Dances in the festival begin 

from the arrival of competing communities. For each community, the wrestlers, popularly 

called Nye-Egelege or Ele-Ota and their supporters arrive in a group made up mainly of 

male youths singing and demonstrating raucously, accompanied by dancing female 

youths. A totem-bearer trails the crowd, displaying the chosen totem of the community, 

usually the image of an animal such as a python, a crocodile or a gorilla. As the group 

moves, the intended performer rings his bell loudly to announce his arrival. Each 

community tries to out-do the others in this arrival display as a show of strength and 

ability. 

 

The wrestling matches and main performances take place on an arena stage, also known 

as theatre-in-the-round. If there is no village square or its ground is not suitable for the 

sport, the matches take place on one of the playgrounds of the community. As mentioned 

earlier, the audience plays active parts in the festival and in this setting, sits around the 

performers. 

 

Each match is preceded by a brief display by each wrestler while the onlookers cheer on. 

The competitors try to show their strengths and unique capabilities in different ways. 
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These include flexing their muscles for the audience’s delight, beating their chests, ripping 

part of their clothes with their bare hands, touching the drums and his chest in return or 

touching the ground and their chests in the process. Even when the referee wipes the 

wrestlers’ hands and buttocks to get them started for the wrestling, all these amount to 

theatrical displays in the festival. These are accompanied by non-stop drumming and 

singing from the audience. 

 

The matches are supplemented by these same songs and drums, with accompanying 

cheering dances from the women whenever their candidate gets the upper hand against 

his opponent. However, if the matches are not to their liking, the audience does not hesitate 

in booing, making a mockery or even physically pulling out the lazy performer from the 

circle of performance. 

 

The festival ends with a victory dance performed by the winning community. The male 

supporters carry their champion on their shoulders, while singing and dancing. The 

women accompany them with exuberant displays of the Ikwerre waist dance. Together in 

this fashion, the celebrating group dance along a few streets of the hosting community, 

hailed by indigenes and passers-by alike. 

 

Like in any perfect theatrical performance, the Ikwerre Wrestling festival embodies 

elements of dance and choreography utilized in achieving its purpose. The scenario is an 

imaginatively constructed plot upon which the performance is based, almost like 

improvisation. It is not written, and the script ‘adopted’ is one which has been passed 

down for generations through oral and participatory methods. It is in essence a concept 

held in the realm of the imagination, interpreted and acted on the stage. The traditional 

wrestling festival has a story that surrounds it. However, this story is embedded in the 

songs or music that the performers and referees render to the audience. 

 

While there is no choreographer employed towards arranging the dances displayed during 

the festival, the dances are traditional ones which have been passed down for generations. 

Hence, they can be said to have been choreographed in antiquity. This enables the 

supporters and audience to participate actively alike without prior preparation. Once one 

individual launches into a dance, others can join in immediately. The same can be said for 

the wrestling songs sung during the festival. 

 

Eregbu is one of the most important dance steps in Ikwerre, and is performed during every 

egelege festival. In this dance, two male drummers sit opposite each other and play 

selected styles that give different tones to the dancing pleasure of the people who do so in 
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circular fashion to the admiration of spectators. This is a beautiful dance that is highly 

cherished by the people. 

 

Other types of dances performed may include the Eri-Ndudu and the Eri-Oboh. Eri-

Ndudu is a dance mainly played by women. In this dance, the instruments used include 

the Ndudu, Ngele, Osha, and kwirikwe. On some occasions, men may assist the women 

in drumming. While these instruments are being played, the other women dance in circles 

or as they may think fit. The Eri-Oboh is a dance whereby the chief drummer directs the 

play. The main Oboh is an instrument made with thick Calabash and strong strings, 

though there are other instruments used in the dance. While the play is on, others dance 

according to the rhythm of the instrument and song. The dancers could be male or female. 

A perfect theatrical performance achieves its purpose via movement of the actors. The 

movement must be artistic and creative to enhance aesthetics to the performance. 

Wrestling is characterized by various artistic movements. The performers in this festival 

through their preferred movements on the performing stage pin down or outwit their 

opponent while gaining the audience’s approval. These movements are practised and 

rehearsed again and again while the wrestler is in training. 

 

Challenges of the Ikwerre Egelege Festival 

Although the Ikwerre Wrestling Festival is a very entertaining festival, an identity of the 

Ikwerre people and a perfect example of a Nigerian Traditional festival, it has been fraught 

with several challenges. The most pertinent and important of these is the lack of adequate 

funds. This is seen clearly in the artistic aspects of the festival, especially in the costumes. 

The performers are forced to make do with poor, weak material and thus, colours are not 

as bright as they should be nor adornments as complete. Another consequence of low 

funds can be seen in the non-standardization and lack of coordination in the costumes of 

the supporters. Currently, improper costume contributes greatly to the low artistic 

performance in the Ikwerre Wrestling festival. Without proper costumes, the aesthetics of 

the festival is poor and not as attractive as it should be. 

 

Apart from the lack of funds, or perhaps stemming from it, youth restiveness, cultism, 

communal disturbances and kidnappings are serious problems confronting the Ikwerre 

Wrestling festival. The threat to life and other security issues have become disturbing 

factors that militate against the development of the festival. These phenomena scare the 

young men from partaking in the festival for fear of intimidation, kidnapping, and killings. 

This is made worse by the fact that the artistes and performers are yet to be truly 

recognized in and/or beyond the land as some  do not see the performing artiste’s 

profession as reasonable and worthy of recognition. Because of this, the performers lack 
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professional training and skills which would have served well in enhancing their 

performance. 

 

Unfortunately, the Egelege performers and the festival as a whole is not sponsored by 

either the government nor any recognizable body. This singular factor discourages the 

performers. Poor financial gains deter the young men from participating in the festival. 

Furthermore, the performing venue of the festival needs to be upgraded, as most areas 

where the Egelege performances take place are in deplorable conditions. 

 

Conclusion 

The prospects of the festival cannot be overemphasized. It will serve as the people’s 

cultural identity, thereby attracting both local and international tourists to the land. It will 

also generate income for the people, leading to better standards of living and prosperous 

times. 

 

However, these can only occur if the festival is improved and built up to reach its potential. 

To achieve a perfect production, therefore, adequate costumes must be provided to the 

performing artiste in order to depict appropriate mood, status, psychological state, cultural 

background, and historical backgrounds, and also to provide a good scenario for the entire 

production. Currently, improper costume contributes greatly to the low artistic 

performance in the Ikwerre Wrestling festival. Without proper costumes, the aesthetics of 

the festival is poor and not as attractive as it should be. This is also true for the aesthetics 

of the venue, which currently, is completely neglected. The environment is set up using 

cheap local materials and props, most of which are usually worse for wear. 

 

The Ikwerre Egelege (Wrestling) festival is in itself a culture. Its cardinal purpose is to 

present, preserve and promote the people’s way of life; the cultural relevance of the festival 

is to ensure that the cultural heritage of the people is mentioned. It is also a mark of identity 

for the people. For instance, if the Egelege festival is performed out of context, it would be 

just an ordinary sport which is also performed in several other parts of the world. The 

essence of the Egelege contest is to showcase or rather preserve the people’s festival. 

However, such a festival serves for entertainment and can be performed out of context. 

The Ikwerre Wrestling festival is an expression of the people, of their institutions, and 

experience of the communal society. 
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