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Abstract 

The Ugho dance is one of the most acknowledged musical art 

practices in Benin Kingdom. The Performance elicits a lot of 

grandiose and warmth atmosphere. This is coupled with the 

spectacular nature of the different arrangement and organization of 

the various dance movements and steps associated with it 

(choreography). However, the Ugho as one of the dance genres in 

Benin, had not been fully studied and researched upon by most 

scholars in the field of arts and other related disciplines. This act is 

capable of causing extinction in the values and practice of Ugho 
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dance to civilization if not well documented for the generation yet 

unborn. This paper therefore examines the roles and functions of 

ugho dance in Benin tradition, its choreographic and performance 

techniques, changes and continuity in its practices, costumes’, 

organization, etc. The data collected for this study is through oral 

interview, review of related literature, observation and filed work. 

The work finds out that the graceful and slow dance steps associated 

with the dance are symbols of royalty. And therefore, recommends 

among others that, the government of Edo State, cooperate 

organizations and individuals, should try inall raimificaitosn to 

give the needed attention to the performance of Ugho dance in Benin 

to avoid it from becoming extinct.  

 

Key works: Choreography, symbol, royalty, dance.  

 

Introduction 

Every dance whether Western or traditional, exhibits or is 

characterized by a unique step or movement which distinguishes its from 

another. This arrangement of dance stps is known as choreography. The 

choreographic design embedded in a dance transmits, communicates, and 

expresses certain ideas, feelings and emotion of the dancers to the audience. 

Dance as described by the Encerta Microsoft dictionary, “is the series of 

rhythmic steps and movements, usually performed to music.” In line with 

the above, younger man Zuzame (2007), described dance as a “patterned 

and rhythmic bodily movement, usually performed to music that serves as 

a form of communication or expression.” He opined that people of different 

cultures dance differently and for varying purposes; their varied form of 

dance can reveal much about their ways of life. This assertion shows that 

most dances are culturally rooted. In other words, for a particular dance to 

executively disseminate the needed information or message to the audience 

or speculators, it must showcase the cultural norms of the people. 



Icheke Journal of the Faculty of Humanities                                                                               www.ichekejournal.com 
 

Ugho Dance and its chorographic Design             357 

Dance apart from its universal concept of movement in time and 

space has varying meanings in different cultures and social contexts. 

“According to Aiheavea (2009),“ dance is a great non-verbal human 

expression through movements. Dance can reveal a people’s way of life, 

their belief, their social-political structure, their environment and their 

values etc.” dance is as old as man himself”. It is not clear when humans 

began to dance, but Younger man (2007), pointed out that, “expressive 

movement is so spontaneous, because dance is almost universal, and 

because it is so intimately with other aspects of a cuture. It is possible that 

dance developed along with evolution of our species. Dance is spontaneous 

that many animals perform dance like movement in situations similar to 

human courtship and play. Every man, everywhere in all history is 

involved.”  

 

Ugho Dance  

The study of Benin Kingdom as a macrocosm, reveals that it 

embodies smaller communities and villages which share the same culture, 

traditions, values and norms.  

The Bini’s have a very rich and enviable culture which they cherish and 

hold to a very high esteem. By culture we mean the people’s ways of life 

from cradle to the grave. This cuts across feeding, clothing, dancing, music, 

singing, taking, greeting and even playing of musical instruments etc. The 

most importantly to be noted, is that dance is one of the musical art 

practices in Benin that helps to promote, sustain, preserve and retain the 

rich culture of the people.  

The Ugho dance is an embodiment of royalty. Ugho means 

something spectacular to show off or exhibit. It is a common knowledge 

that the dance began in the palace by the Oba’s wives who used the medium 

of dance, the songs to express and communicate their feelings to one 

another as is common with women in polygamous setting. This action soon 

caught the Oba’s and his chief’s attention who became thrilled by the 

captivating fashion of the performance. As the dance gained grounds in 
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popularity, it found outlet outside the palace walls and was soon performed 

by commoners in various social ceremonies. The regal and magnificent 

flavours of the Ugho dance is as a result of its evolution, for the Oba’s wives 

could not have been less stately in their style and fashion.  

It may not be an overstatement to say that the Ugho dance is an enigma in 

Benin social ceremonies. This is occasioned by the virile roles it plays 

during events. In fact, it’s a veritable tool that accentuates and purveys the 

needed warmth atmosphere during social ceremonies such as funeral, 

marriage, naming ceremony, coronation, festival, age-grade, chieftaincy 

title etc.    

   

Choreography and performance Technique 

 The word choreography originated from Greek and Latin words- 

Khoreria- meaning dance and graphic meaning to write.  In a nutshell, 

choreography literally means “dance writing”.  Choreography as described 

by the Cambridge English Dictionary is the skill of combining movements 

into dance to be performed. It also means the act of creating and arranging 

sequences of movements for performance such as dance or the steps and 

movements in dance, Wikipedia.org/choreography. Nda (104), as cited by 

cheney in Azorbo(2014:207), perceives choreography as the process of 

selecting and forming movement into a dance designing the action to satisfy 

a particular intent”. To him, the “intent” refers to the choreographer’s 

message to the audience through the dancer’s body. These aforestated 

assertions portrays that the human body is the major choreographic 

instrument which the dancer uses to exhibit the various actions, steps and 

movements he tend to showcase before the audience or spectators.  

The flavor and glamour of Ugho dance rest on the graceful, stately 

and majestic movements or dance steps of the dancer. This corroborates 

with Slather (1974 :18) in Nwabudku (1997:24) that, “sustainment 

movements of a lingering, unhurried nature, slow  and light-gentle, 

smooth, peaceful movement of calm, quiet nature. In terms of weight, the 

movements are light, delicate and give the body the feeling of being lifted 
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through the air. Hence, most movements of this dance are helped from the 

centre of gravity”. He went further to say that the  dance uses general space 

or that area of space which is outside the normal reach of the body.” 

 The Ugho dance is generally slow in nature due to the fact that it is 

performed by the royal wives and such projects majesty. This statement 

agrees with Aihevba (2009), “that Ugho movements are slow and graceful. 

The dancer danced majestically, very conscious of the royal mien they 

exuded.” The dance steps are very simple and monopolistic. The dance 

consists of the movements of the upper body, hands mid high up in the air 

and down intermittently. The feet movement are mainly the tips and heels 

of the feet stylishly placed on the floor alternately. The Ugho dance usually 

makes use of songs which are in toned by the lead-singer in form of solo 

(call), while the other dancers respond to it in form of chorus (response). 

The lead-singers is either in front or behind the other dancers who are 

usually in a horizontal line formation. 

The instrumentalists accompany the dance from behind with the 

various instruments such as the maracas drums and gongs of all sizes. The 

instruments play significant roles in the Ugho dance performance.  The 

drums give the background to the music and also produce action rhythms 

that propels the dancers to dance, the gong gives the phrasing reference or 

time line, while the maracas serves the role of providing colour or 

embellishment to the orchestra. According to Nwabuoku (1997:24), “the 

Ugho dance in Bini tradition is accompanied by the emaolokun (small 

drum) and ukuse (gourd rattle), while the dance movements are performed 

in cautious travelling motion”. He also posited that one of the most 

outstanding qualities of Bini dances is the body, time and space qualities.”      

 

Composition of Members  

The Ugho dance is mostly performed by women. This underscores the fact 

that gender issue is a prevailing factor that can never be underestimated in 

Ugho dance. The dancers are matured women, they are females ranging 

from 40-50 years or more as the case may be. The size of the dancer depends 



Icheke Journal of the Faculty of Humanities                                                                               www.ichekejournal.com 
 

Ugho Dance and its chorographic Design             360 

on the number of the dancers. But observation  has shown that the dancers 

are usually between eight and twelve respectively. They maintain either 

one line horizontal formation or two. The orchestra however consists of 

young men who also join vigorously in the songs. But the women dance 

and play the maracas simultaneously.  

 

Costume  

The costume of the dancers is either red or brown-red which is like 

the colour of the Bini land (sand). This clothe can be in any texture, it could 

be velvet, wool or any others strong fabric.  

The costume is tied from the chest down to the ankle (exposing the 

upper part of the body). They wear the beaded wig (Okunku) which is 

heavily decorated on their head. They hold white handkerchiefs in both 

hands. This brilliant display of colours enhance the aesthetic values of Ugho 

dance. The exposed upper part of the body is beautifully ornamented with 

red native beads. They have beads on their wrist and ankles. According to 

Nwabuoku (1997), “another thing that portrays the group’s interest in the 

human environment of the Bini is their body decorations. They perform 

most of their dances wearing coral beads. This is because the Bini are 

generally lover of beads.” This assertion shows or depicts the fact that the 

use of beads in Bini tradition and their different dances is culture based. 

And the radiant colours make the dancers very attractive and appealing to 

the spectators.  

 

The social-cultural function of Ugho Dance 

The importance of Ugho dance in Benin during social ceremonies cannot be 

underestimated. There is hardly any social ceremony in Benin where dance 

is forgotten or prohibited. The Ugho dance is one of the dances that do not 

only entertain during burial ceremonies, but also helps in the preservations 

of the Bini rich cultural values, norms, traditions and culture. According to 

Agbidi (2011),  in traditional African societies, music making is generally 

organized as a social event. Public performances, therefore take place on 
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social occasions-that is, an occasion when members of a group or a 

community come together for enjoyment of leisure, for recreational 

activities, or for the performance of a rite, ceremony, festival or any kind of 

collective activity, such as building bridges, clearing paths, going on a 

search for party or putting out “fire”. All these occasions also call for the 

dance since dance and music (Iku) are concomitant and interwoven. In 

Benin, the Ugho is not left out.  

The social-cultural relevance of the Ugho dance are too numerous to 

mention. But in this  paper, these functions and roles are going to be 

encapsulated into four major aspects or areas viz: Entertainment, unity and 

communal cohesion, preservations of culture and sources of revenue. Etc. 

 

i. Entertainment 

Firstly, the Ugho dance is used to entertain the different audience 

at the scene of performance. During social ceremonies, there are 

bound to be audience which may be indigenes or visitors to the 

community (Benin). And during the ceremony people are 

entertained with food and drinks. But the climax of the 

merriment is the dance (Ugho) and music that go along with it. 

This dance pacifies, mollifies and softens the boredom that may 

have been experienced by the audience.  

 

ii. Unity and Communal Cohesion 

The Ugho dance is a constituent of people with different 

behavioural dispositions and traits. In the process of dancing 

together as a group, they share ideas, feelings, and rapport with 

themselves. This enhances team spirit and mutual co-existence. 

In some occasions, the opposite sexes do as a result of intimacy 

created by dancing together or performing together as a group to 

fall in love, and possibly, lead to marriage. 

This is in line with Abbe (2014), when she posited that, the Ugie-

Oro ritual dance is guided by the philosophy of collectivism. 
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Traditionally, Africans maintain a selfless attitude to life. They 

uphold collaborative view of incorporating others in an event, 

thereby downplaying on individuality by emphasizing group 

superiority over self. The performances create room for unity and 

communal cohesion.” This shows that dance is a strong agent of 

fraternization.  

 

iii. Preservation of Culture 

The Ugho dance is one of the most powerful agents of cultural 

preservation. During ceremonies, the Ugho dancers ardon 

themselves with costumes according to the tenet of Benin 

tradition. This helps in preserving and sustaining the rich 

cultural heritage of the people. For instance, the costume and the 

ceremonial bead and beaded hair (Okuku) characterize that the 

adornment of the Ugho dancers, are symbolically designed to 

depict the rich cultural heritage of the Bini people. In this same 

vein, Abbe (2014), opined that, “the Ugie-Oro, as a communal 

ritual dance, is performed by the rulers  of the society. It is a 

cultural emblem which codifies and communicates the norms of 

the people, projects, documents, and preserves its heritage for 

posterity. 

  

iv. As a source of revenue 

The Ugho dance is also a source of generating fund for the 

growth of the group and members. During ceremonies in Benin, 

celebrants invite the Ugho dance group to perform. In the 

process, a substantial some of money is paid as a remuneration 

for the  wonderful performance. The group also produces both 

audio and visual cassettes/records which are sold to members of 

the public, these also generate fund. In fact, it is worth to say 

without emphasis that most of the Ugho dancers and groups in 
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Benin are well to do and financially endowed through their 

performances.  

Agents of Change and continuity in Ugho Dance  

According to Aibuedefe and Abolagba (2014) “change is inevitable 

in every aspects of life. In the process of development, there is bound to be 

innovations. For one to acquaint oneself with the innovations there is need 

for change”. They went further to say that, “some aspects of African culture 

including music and dance have changed or been modified to meet 

contemporary situations. In more recent times, more rapid changes than in 

former times, necessitated by internal and external agents had taken place 

in the Ugie. Ewere and other musical art practices in Benin including the 

Ugho dance.” The Ugho dance has experienced changes due to interaction 

with other factors or agents such as Education, Christianity, Urbanization 

Civilization and Economic consciousness etc.  

These factors have brought about great changes in the practice of 

Ugho dance in Benin. Most youths prefer to dance Western dance to the 

Ugho because they feel that the style and practice of Ugho dance is obsolete 

and archaic. Hence, they discard its performances. Even, when its 

performance becomes inevitable due to the prevailing situation and 

context, they perform the Ugho dance with a lot of changes and 

modernization in styles and practice. Though we know that change is 

constant in life, but consciousness and care should be taken in order not to 

lose the originality of the Ugho dance practice to Western civilization or 

modernity. As this  could be inimical and catastrophic to Benin tradition. 

According to Idogho (2014), “Nigeria arts and culture are gradually going 

to Oblivion. It will be merely stating the obvious, if we say that Nigerian 

arts and cultures face a great danger, because of the nonchalant attitudes of 

the government, corporate bodies and individuals to their own arts and 

culture. Rather, Africans ape the Euro-American culture, which we tag as 

modernization and civilization. It is very painful to mention that Nigeria 

arts and culture have not been given the attention they deserve.” He also 
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went further to say that some Nigerians, born in Nigeria cannot speak their 

indigenous language much less practice their cultural dances.” This also 

applies to Ugho dance in Benin.  

 

Continuity in the Practice of Ugho Dance  

Continuity and stability in the practice of Ugho dance in Benin is 

paramount. This is because its practice reveals the rich cultural heritage of 

the people and enhances sustainability and preservation of the Benin 

culture. Before the advent of Christianity the people of Benin have different 

deities gods and spirits they worship. These different gods do not 

understand English Language or other languages apart from Edo 

Language, which is the  traditional language of the Binis-Aibuedefe (2013). 

So when it comes to traditional worship in Benin, most of the musical 

practices and dances are performed in its originality. This has helped in the 

re-tension of the salient features of the Ugho dance. Suffice it to say that the 

agents of retention in the practice of Ugho dance in Benin include: political 

and religious factors. During coronation and other important occasions that 

call for the performance of Ugho dance either in the palace or outside the 

palace, efforts are been taken to ensure that the dance is performed in its 

original nature. The idea of foreign influence or incorporation of strange 

ideas into the dance is discarded. This is because the Oba and other 

traditional institution heads will not embrace such influx. This has helped 

in its preservation and hence, there is retention and stability.  

Secondly, during traditional worship that calls for the performance 

of Ugho dance, the dancers are conscious of the type of songs and dance 

they perform. This is one of the strongest agents of retention in the Ugo 

dance because any deviation from is original style could be sacrilegious and 

detrimental. So, the dancers are mindful of their performance in other not 

to invite the wrath of the gods.  
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Recommendations  

The peoples way in the past and present goes a long way to determining 

the future. Therefore, the following recommendations are proffered to 

enhance the performance of Ugho dance in Benin. 

 The Government, cooperate organizations and individuals should 

try in all ramifications to give the needed attention to the 

performance of Ugho dance in Benin to avoid it from becoming 

extinct.  

 The traditional institutions in Benin should also make sure that the 

performance of Ugho dance is made compulsory in every social, 

religions and political ceremonies in the Kingdom.  

 The members should be patronized  in other to boost their morals 

and enhance healthy performance. As the saying goes, “a dead or an 

hungry man cannot sing or dance.” 

 Finally, Edo language should be encourage in other to enhance its 

performance since all the songs are composed and sung in Edo 

Language (Benin). 

 

Conclusion 

The Ugho dance is one of the most acclaimed dances in Benin that 

portrays the rich cultural heritage of the people. The cultural and royal 

mien of the royal wives is showcased through its choreography. Therefore, 

it is a dance that has helped to project the great history of Benin Kingdom 

because most of the songs sung during performance are rooted in Benin 

tradition and language. And The majestic dance steps are symbols of 

calmness, gentility and respect for the kingdom.  

Lastly, the Ugho dance is also a dance that is gender sensitive. The 

composition of dancers is made up of females only. This females are 

matured with high sense of diligence and maturity to behold.  
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