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Abstract 

The deployment of costumes to communicate a people’s culture is a 

way of showcasing depth of creativity in a community. When the 

communication is wrongly designed, the intended message may be 

impaired and it may result to chaos impinging upon human 

relationship which is the essence of African traditional theatricality. 

This study was carried out to analyse the role of costume and the 

costumiers in creating relevance of the Eka Ekpo masquerade of Ikpe 

Annang of Akwa Ibom state. It used qualitative research 
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methodology and based its theoretical foundation on Semiotics as 

developed by Charles Sanders Peirce (1867).   Findings of the Eka 

Ekpo of Ikpe Annang shows that the masquerade is costumed to its 

referent as the mother, huge and awesome which the culture 

signifies. The paper concludes that the design of a traditional 

masquerade deserves an in-depth research. Without the connotative 

and detonative knowledge in making a performance’s costume, 

cardinal cultural values might be truncated. The paper recommends 

that costumes and the designers should be studied as a key indicator 

of communication in every society and  traditional performance 

should be de-ritualized and made to be performed without gender 

biases. This may allow people of other societies to appreciate our 

traditional arts and want to participate in it; and it may become a 

selling point for our indigenous enterprise exposing the creativity 

in our community and turn a sector for income generation.  

 

Keywords: Costumes, Culture, Communication. Theatre, Masquerade, 

Performance. 

 

Introduction  

In many Nigerian communities, cultural ethics are practically linked 

with the social activities practised by way of performance. Some of these 

performances occur once in a year while just few manifests in three- or 

seven-years intervals. The intermittent chain of a masquerade’s occurrence 

makes it a familiar and common thing to the people. However, the unusual 

ones that occur once in, maybe three, four or seven years are rare species, 

and by the tenet of their uncommonness, they evince some spasm of spell 

that sometimes jars off boldness to behold in onlookers; some even 

command a pervading aura of exclusion when they are beheld even by 

initiates. Eka ekpo of Ikpe Annang is one of such masquerades the is not 

performed every year and the accoutrements that mark it off convey the 

depth of its secrecy within the ekpo society and the Annang cosmos. 
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 Among the various beliefs in Akwa Ibom about the persona of Ekpo 

performer such as: the incarnating spirit of departed comrade by death, the 

interlocutor between the living and the dead, the custodian of fortune and 

misfortune upon which specific rites and detailed ritual can appease, and 

others; the most remarkable symbol of these arrogation seems to devolve 

from the centrality of the costume than the myth of its awe verbalized. This 

reflects the extent the costume redefines a people’s perception of reality in 

their traditional performances. 

    Besides the role a costume plays in a performance, there are 

costumes that are central to the overall definition of a masquerade in a 

committee of its kind. This is quite important in a society like the Annang 

where each ekpo persona is named after a human type like Akpan (first son), 

Eka (mother), Inyoon (cripple), A-titia (teacher) and so on. It is imperative, 

therefore, that some costumes are necessary in terms of beatification, 

concealment and embellishment; but there is always a costume that 

captures the depth and reality of a masquerade, within which the semiotic 

command of the performer is elicited. Based on these assumptions, the 

costume of relevance of Ekpo Ikpe Annang is a premise to be unraveled. 

The symbol of its motherhood, the fertility symbol and its femininity, and 

the aura of its eerie presence as “the mother of ghost” are discussed in this 

paper. 

 

Theoretical Reviews 

 The study of the relevance of costume of Eka Ekpo in Ikpe Annang 

is drawn from the cultural signs and symbols which the people draw the 

reality of the philosophy from.  Based on the interplay of meaning that may 

be limited to the network of this people, this paper draws its theoretical 

base from semiotics. 

 Semiotics is the science of language, which means, observable study 

of the natural deployment of signs and symbols within a culture to 

communicate. By the tenet of its claim, understanding of human activities 

as perspectives of communication lies in the day-to-day interchange and 
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mastery of peculiar cultural displays. It is possible to see people shake 

hands, draw kisses, twist fist or even twitch the eyes as aspects of 

communication. All these acts may convey one range of idea to a 

community but to another, different things. It is just a few human activities 

that seem to generate a general concept of meaning. Activities like letting 

tears role down the eyes; smiling or laughing, or such mark of endearment 

like hugging and embracing yet, they are all subject to arbitrariness and 

over time; they obey a certain diachronic order. Semiotics is a sifter to the 

concomitance intersection of cultural signs and symbols that determine the 

communication pattern of a people. It is a theory of language.  

This theory was developed by Charles Sander Peirce and will best 

explain how colours, body gears, utterances and the designs on Eka Ekpo 

are interpreted within the Akwa Ibom culture. This theory, according to 

Bressler (2003, p. 82) “borrowed linguistic methods utilized by Saussure 

and applied them to all meaningful cultural phenomena. Meaning in 

society, this science of signs declares, can be systematically studied both in 

studying how this meaning occurs and in understanding the structures that 

allow it to operate”. Semiotics highlights cultural dialect and identifies its 

metaphors as they integrate utterances and gesture to convey ideas. 

However, a metaphor is a mere map, a draft, an object a simple connect 

between concretized imagery and intention. Semiotics as a systematic study 

of a culture’s metaphor is explained by Ungerer and Schmid (2006, p. 118), 

thus: 

The source and target concepts are not 

conceived in isolation, a … a metaphor is 

not only, the properties inherent in the 

individual concepts, but the structure… 

a metaphor is a mapping of the structure 

of a source model unto a target model. As 

the distinction between concept and 

cognitive model is often vague, we will 
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use the more neutral terms source 

concept and target concept…. 

In reassessing Ungerer and Schmid’s view, the concept of metaphor in 

cultural signs and codes appeal to people as the imaginary suggestion 

through an inscription or gesture which conveys a concrete thing to the 

users of the language. Hence, the paraphernalia of Ekpo masquerade are 

understood and taken to mean anything within the culture it is performed. 

That is, outside Akwa Ibom, Ekpo costumes may lose the aura and depth 

of appeal it conveys in what it communicates in the society. Costume is like 

a word, or an amalgam of alphabets in a culture. To Saussure cited in 

Widdowson (1993, p. 104), 

Words are not symbols which 

correspond to referents, but rather are 

‘signs’ which are made up of two parts 

(like two sides of a sheet of paper): a 

mark, either written or spoken, called a 

‘signifier’, and a concept (what is 

‘thought’ when the mark is made), called 

a ‘signified’... Sign = signifier  

            

signified  

  

In Saussure’s definition of semiotics as enunciator of cultural models, there 

is an indication that what is conjured and what is intended are shaped into 

two levels of cultural codes to signifier and signified, which in turn explain 

metaphor and the meaning. Meanwhile, Saeed (2007, pp. 5-6) observes that 

the signifier and the signified are further expatiated in icon, index and 

symbol. Icon has semblance with the sign it represents, index reflects a 

connection with source, while a symbol is that which is just understood as 

the mark or object denoting the sign. Thus, semiotics has been variously 

described as: 
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... the science of signs, of symbolic 

behaviour or communication – 

systems…. A signal is transmitted from a 

sender to a receiver. The signal will have 

a particular form and will convey a 

particular meaning the connection 

between the form of the signal and its 

meaning is established by what is 

commonly referred to in semiotics as 

codes”  

(Lyon, 2009, p. 17).  

 

Roland Barthes expresses that “meaning develops through differences to 

all social contexts, including fashions, familial relations, dining, and 

literature to name a few… only through recognizing the codes or binary 

operations… can the message encode… be explained” (Bressler, p, 86). 

“The rule seems to indicate to us the way to go, like pointing finger… rule 

following involves creative interpretation…” (Eagleton, 20, p. 109). Yet in 

the view of Hawkes (1977, p, 125), semiotics explains that  

 human beings communicate by non-verbal 

means and in a way which must consequently 

be said to be either non-linguistic… or which 

must have the effect of ‘stretching’ our 

concept… until it includes non-verbal areas. 

In fact, such ‘stretching’ is precisely the great 

achievement of semiotics… gesture, posture, 

clothing, hairstyle, perfume, accent social 

context etc…systematically communicates 

something meaningful to us. 

Which means,” things and state of mind are linked by a motivated 

relation… one is the image of the other.” (Todorov, pp. 16-17). Based on 

the positions of Hawkes and Todorov, Elam (1980, p, 1) sees semiotics “as 
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a science dedicated to the study of the production of meaning in the 

society. As such, it is equally concerned with processes of signification and 

with those of communication, i.e, the means whereby meanings are both 

generated and exchanged” Against this backdrop, semiotics helps in the 

exposé of Eka Ekpo performance as a mere assemblage of cultural signs 

and codes to communicate the philosophy and cosmological view of the 

Annang people. 

This work is hinged on Roland Barthes’ idea of the semiotics which 

associates the subjectivity of symbols and meanings to the knowledge and 

cognitive interpretation of the culture. The costume that reinforces the 

expressiveness of Eka Ekpo performance has an instant appeal that is 

understood within cultures where ancestors are revered and enacted as 

community performance. 

 

The Discourse of Costume Relevance in Ekpo Masquerade 

The Practice of Ekpo of Ikpe Annang 

Ekpo is one of the masquerades performed in Akwa Ibom State and the 

practice is limited to only males, specifically, those initiated into the 

mystery of the cult. In Akwa Ibom state, Ekpo denotes spirits of the people 

who have died, the ancestors (Ekanem, 2016). Going by performance, it is a 

human representation of these spirits through the employment of masks 

and other paraphernalia mystified using ritual and displayed to 

commemorate cardinal seasons of the year to elicit in the mind of the native 

an interface of the living and the dead and a regeneration of cosmic 

elements in nature. Such representation denotes the various caliber of 

human and their relevance in maintaining the cosmic order of the people in 

Akwa Ibom State. However, describing the nature of Ekpo and highlighting 

its other functions Inih Ebong cited in Edem (2012, p. 46) observes that: 

…. categories of spirits and cosmological 

forces in various existential planes that 

becomes ‘incarnated’ in theatrical forms 

as masquerades. However, the dramas 
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were cast on periodic ‘incarnation.’ Of the 

community tutelary spirit and cosmo-

mythological ‘guardians’ in various forms 

and sizes, with a background 

accompaniment of appropriate chant, 

rites and music, supported by 

professional cantors, ritual experts, and 

component traditional orchestras. These 

dramatic scenes exhibited the virtues and 

ideals of vestal innocence, premarital 

chastity, love, devotion, loyalty, respect 

and industry. 

Among all the performances implied in Ebong’s analogy, Ekpo is the extant 

performance still sustaining the pundits to command Akwa Ibom people’s 

aggregate communal empathy as a channel of reconnect to the spiritual 

personages that live in another form to protect the society, influence growth 

of man, animals and crop yield, and initiate occurrences that the society 

experiences on daily basis. 

  A more significant part that makes Ekpo masquerades what they 

are, or taken to be, within the communities they are performed, is costume. 

Quite as Ekpo’s costume idealizes its spiritual essence, Asigbo (2013, p. 7) 

captures this spiritual consciousness to have been the same across other 

cultures where ancestral spirits are shaped into cultural performance. To 

him, the characteristics or power of a specific masquerade is most often 

embedded in its costume… and masked head. The masquerade art is more 

than mere costuming; hence, its aura is what makes it more than man - the 

personification of the luminal essence of our ancestors”.  The above view 

considers Ekpo masquerades as a set of masked personages culturally 

coded with supernatural essence through rituals and sacrifices and 

projected as none humans through the instrumentality of paraphernalia.  
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Ekpo practice in Ikpe Annang as in other climes is a unique institution 

where morality is enshrined in all the activities carried out by the initiates. 

It is compulsory for all male children in the community to be initiated.  Any 

male who does not belong is treated as a inferior in the society. As a 

seasonal performance with varied seasonal outings, the masquerade has a 

variety of masquerades in its repertoire and they include Akpan Ekpo, 

Inyoon Ekpo, Nyama Ekpo, Akama Ikpo and Eka Ekpo among others and it is 

pertinent to note that each masquerade is identified by its costumes. 

 Costumes of Eka-Ekpo of Ikpe Annang 

The status and semiotic denotation of Eka Ekpo is deduced by the 

name, “Eka” (mother); so are other Ekpo masquerades designed to portray 

what they are called. In an interview with Chief Ekong Udo Ekanem 

(Ukiki), the Chief Priest of Ekpo Ikpe Annang (2018), he holds that Ekpo 

performance is a rite to regeneration life and its costume tilts much to 

fecundity. This means that its accoutrements are drawn from symbolic life 

given plants like unaang (cola leaf) this is because cola survives longer and 

it brings life in the land. Apart from ordinary plant, the design of Ekpo 

costume involves other significant leaves and objects. In another interview 

with Chief Sunday Ime Umoh, assistant priest of Ekpo Ikpe Annang (2018), 

it was garnered that Ekpo’s hair is mkpatat. Mkpatat, according to him, is the 

leaf that they use in packaging human remains to the grave. In times of war, 

in time of peace, in a sudden death or any of such situations, mkpatat is the 

leaf they use in covering or carrying a dead-body. Although Eka Ekpo is seen 

once in every seven years, many holds to the belief that it gives birth to 

other Ekpo every year.  

 Its body accessories include Ekamba Iso Ekpo (over-size or giant 

mask). Mkpokporo ewa (dog’s skull) wrapped with adadad afong (red fabric) 

is fastened to the iso Ekpo (mask). The mask has other masks designed into 

it. It has mfang nnung-nnung (palm tree leaf), ajen adoong (fresh palm frond), 

mfang ibong (cola leaf), and nyama (specie of carpet grass) woven around the 

giant head. Upon her waist, ikpo (climbing rope) is fastened and made to be 

regulated by an Akama Ikpo Ekpo. Eka Ekpo has a set of well woven black tuft 
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called umiang behind. There is a pad strewn with generations of fowls’ 

feathers (ntang-unen) and some cowries (akpogo eched) are clipped upon it. 

It has a giant spear (eluat), a bow and a quiver of arrows (idiang ne utiga) 

with a red cloth (adadad afong) tied on it.  It dangles a machete (Ikwa) and 

the body is coated with charcoal (nkang). In this very case as seen in the 

figures below, Eka Ekpo has obubit afong idem (black top) to augment the 

charcoal and intensify the fright as envisaged by the Ekpo costume 

designer. 

 

Below are the pictorial presentation of the Eka Ekpo of Ikpe Annang 

 
Pic 1. Close-up of Iso Eka Ekpo in Ikpe Annang.(Etim,2018) 
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Pic 2. Back view of Eka Ekpo in Ikpe Annang. (Etim, 2018)  
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Pic 3. Full frame of Eka Ekpo in Ikpe Annang. (Etim, 2018) 

 

The role of Costume in Ekpo Performance 

In any theatrical performance, costumes play various roles; these roles 

make the relevance of costume indispensable in a production. Ekpo 

performance is a production. In the case of Ekpo, costume reinforces both 

spiritual and material context of its aesthetics.  

The role of costume in a production are quite numerous.  In Brockett 

and Ball (2011, p. 69), Akpan (2013, p. 231), Cohen (2006, p. 481-483), 

Umukoro (2014, p. 64),  hold that costumes reflect the locale of a 

performance, the profession of the performer, status, mindset, the gender 

and the relationship between one character to the other, while Gillette (2000, 

p, 385) corroborates that “ costumes provide a visual reflection of the 
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personality and nature of each character at a given time”.  However, in 

Ekpo performance, there are some variations and such variations are that 

the period Ekpo is portraying will not be reflected; the feelings of Ekpo is 

deduced through  its signification  as there is no verbal communication, and 

in terms of gender as found in Eka Ekpo, there is no indication of femininity 

in any piece of its costume. 

Another role of costume in Ekpo performance is the ideation of the 

personage among many masquerades. According to Traore (1971, p. 56): 

Costume in the traditional theatre is of 

particular importance. The 

traditionalism in theatre costume 

corresponds to the exact production of 

gesture and ritual accessories. The 

slightest error hampers communication. 

The actor strives by means of costume 

and gesture to bring to life again the 

mores and customs of the ancients. The 

importance of mask as a theatrical 

accessory must be emphasized. The 

mask may symbolize a myth, a legend or 

a character. By incarnating divinities or 

animals just as the actor incarnates a 

character, the mask is as much part of the 

play as a living being. 

In Traore’s view, even the mask which forms part of the costume has a more 

symbolic influence in African traditional performance. 

 

The Semiotic referents of Eka Ekpo Costumes  

Eka Ekpo is very significant among the ekpo masquerade. By its very 

denotation, “eka” meaning mother, it reflects the producer of other 

masquerades. Connotatively, Eka also reflect “huge” or “awesome”. It is 

further conceived as a fertility symbol in the community. To a masquerade 
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of this magnitude, there are costumes of relevance to elevate it to 

magnitude of its semiotic height. However, an implied accoutrement of 

irrelevance is not possible.   

Mkpatat:  This is a specie of carpet grass culturally used to rap dead bodies, 

or it is used in form of a shroud to fold the remains of human beings to the 

grave. It is the hair of Ekpo and mother should possess hair.  

Iso Ekpo: This is the mask of Eka Ekpo. The mask is bigger than any other 

mask – Ekamba iso (giant face). This befits the status eka (huge).  The mask 

is referred to as iso Ekpo and iso also means their shrine. The cosmological 

essence is derived from the word iso which brings the followers face to face 

with the spirits. According to Akpaide, “each spirit force is recognized 

through one type of mask or another – iso nkpo (mask of something) and 

where the something is known e.g Abasi or Ekpo we have iso Abasi or Iso 

Ekpo…(sic) (1982, p. 28). Without the mask, human beings cannot go into 

union or interaction with spirits.  

The mask has other smaller iso (masks) integrated onto the main mask. This 

portrays it as the birth giver to other Ekpo on parade. The masked has a 

wide seductive mouth enclosed with bulging cheeks. This portrays the 

openness of her womanhood enclosed by the walls of its womb; a source of 

life signified. This is a fertility symbol in Eka Ekpo masquerade. All these 

qualities are relevant to a mother of the ghosts (Eka Ekpo). 

Iwuo ewa: This is the skull of a dog. It marks the eka ekpo as an ancient 

entity that permeates numerous generations. The womanhood is an old 

mystery and it continues forever. 

Adadat afong: this is red cloth fastened in the face. The colour give out 

ambivalent message. Red in Annang cosmos is danger; beyond the 

literalness of Annang system of symbol, red is love. It is a symbol of the 

heart which reflects the saying: “echid andad” (my heart is red). The first 

concept of red (danger) does not befit the eka; the redness of the heart 

reflects the heart of the mother. 
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Ajen Adoong: This is fresh palm frond. It is used as injunction on both land 

and other valuables in Akwa Ibom communities. It portrays the eka ekpo 

as symbol of the communal law. 

Ntang Unen: This is fowls’ feather of many generation tucked into the mask. 

It portrays the masquerade as an object of faith, an altar and a platform for 

man and spirit interaction. It also portrays it as a ritualized performance.   

 Umiang: This a woven cape that covers and drapes behind the eka ekpo. It 

is the same thing as what the ancient Athenian called Himation. It is made 

to drape across the lady’s shoulders. It beautifies the Eka Ekpo. 

Njogo: This is a refined raffia woven to enhance pulsation when the eka 

ekpo dances. This reflect that it is a social activity performed by human 

beings for aesthetic and joy of creativity. 

Idiang, utiga ne Ikwa: These are bow, arrows and a machete. They are used 

for attack and defence. This shows that self-preservation is a natural law, 

and it symbolizes that there is no all-friendly nor all-hostile person in life. 

Eluad:  This is a spear. It is used for attack. Eluad is conceptualized as a tool 

for opening the earth, and it is the Akpan ekpo that opens the earth. This is 

one of the irrelevant accessories Eka Ekpo carries. 

Idem Nkang: It is the charcoal smeared body. It reflects the concept of ekpo 

(spirit the dangerous) in Annang symbol, and further delineates it from 

Ukpong (soul the peaceful) which is usually white. 

Akpogo Eched: This is cowries symbolizing the society as mystery of wealth 

 Among the various paraphernalia found on the body of Eka Ekpo, it 

is only those accessories portraying it as a belligerent performance that are 

not relevant to its status as Eka meaning the mother, the huge and the 

awesome. All other pieces of costume are semiotically referent and 

resplendent of its fertility symbol. 

 

 Recommendation 

The paper recommends that: 



www.ichekejournal.com 
 

418 
 

1. In the process of building a costume for a traditional performance, 

there should be an in-depth research to acquaint oneself with the 

underlying factor that a masquerade is meant to convey. 

2. The costume a performer puts on to perform in a traditional 

performance should be the most important signifier of the 

performer’s tools.  

3. Since Ekpo masquerade can project the ideals of a people and has the 

potential to generate revenue, it should therefore be properly 

costumed, and made to attract other people beyond the shores of its 

community. 

4. Traditional designers should be encouraged in their artistry and 

their craft be constantly deployed to lace up cultural communication 

in Nigeria.   

Conclusion 

 Traditional performances in Nigeria are usually redefined through 

what they put on their body to perform. Some are accorded deeper and 

complex denotation that an attempt to study them looks encroaching a 

divine fortress for defilement. If many of the masquerade performed are 

open de-ritualizes to allow ample and unbiased gender participation, Akwa 

Ibom would have had an immeasurable variety of secular performances 

that could make her a tourist home. The Eka Ekpo of Ikpe Annang is one of 

such masquerades. The design of its costume reflects a thorough 

consideration of cultural signs and symbols of the Annang cosmos. Such 

thinking can rebrand and boost costume design and reflect insight in the 

creative enterprise of the Nigerian traditional craft. 
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