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ABSTRACT 

In the main,  this article explains the paradox of 
masks.  As a paradox, what at first seems impossible  
is actually entirely plausible and not strange at all.  
Our next step is to examine the concept of the mask,         
its shock value and strangeness, essence as well as        
the limit joins of mask wearing: its limitations not  
withstanding, the mask is exciting and that really 
attractive in modern dramatic practice.  Those positive 
qualities compel us to call for a return to the masking 
aesthetics in contemporary Nigerian theatre. 
 
บทคัดยอ 

ความหมายหลักของบทความชิ้นนี้ไดอธิบายถึงขอสรุป
ของความหมายที่มีความขัดแยงกันของหนากาก สิ่งที่ดูเปน 
ไปไมไดเปนอันดับแรกในความขัดแยงกันนั้น คือ สิ่งที่มี
เหตุผลอยางสมบูรณครบถวนและไมเปนสิ่งที่แปลกประ 
หลาดแมแตนอย ในขั้นตอนตอไป คือ การสํารวจตรวจสอบ
แนวความคิดในเรื่องหนากาก คุณคาและความแปลกประ 
หลาดอันนาสะพรึงกลัวของมัน ตลอดจนสํารวจสวนประ 
กอบที่สําคัญอันเปนเนื้อแทและขอจํากัดที่เช่ือมตอถึงกันใน
การสวมหนากาก การพูดถึงขอจํากัดดังกลาวนี้ไมใชการตอ 
ตาน เพราะหนากากนั้นเปนสิ่งที่นาตื่นเตนและมีความดึง  
ดูดใจในการแสดงละครสมัยใหมเปนอยางยิ่ง คุณสมบัติที่   
ดีเหลานี้ไดผลักดันใหพวกเราเรียกรองใหสุนทรียศาสตรใน
การสวมหนากากในโรงละครรวมสมัยของไนจีเรียนกลับ 
คืนมาอีกครั้ง 
 
INTRODUCTION 

The ideas outlined hereunder, resulted from 
investigations carried out on masks in some south 
eastern parts of Nigeria between 1978 and 1985.  The 
areas of research include Bile, Kula, Buguma, and 
Abonema in Rivers State, Mgbidi, Owerri, and Okigwe 
in Imo State and Ihiala, Onisha, and Aguleri of 
Anambra State.  Others are Awgwu, Enugu, and 
Nsukka areas of Enugu State.  As well as those of old 
Bende and Ngwa areas of Abia State. 

The paradox of masks, the first part of this essay 
refers to the apparent contradictions of the mask that  

is nevertheless somehow true.  The paradox of mask 
points to its shock value, and its seeming impossibility 
startles the audience into attention.  Thus by the fact of 
its absurdity underscores what is being said about     
the mask.  Robert Corrigan’s observation about the 
strangeness of mask wearing is worth quoting: 

We all know how strange it is to wear a mask.  
There is something exciting about it and something 
eerie too.  In a sense we hide our identity behind 
the mask. But in doing so we liberate many aspects 
of our secret selves………… 
(Robert Corrigan (1979: 34) 
 
This study sees the mask as an artistic object 

with two-fold existence as Walter Sorrel (1973: 11) 
explains: 

The mask is the earliest man-created pheno- 
menon and mans most accomplished visual realize- 
tion of our two fold existence of day and night, the 
live and the rigid face.  The essentially immobile and 
unchangeable aspect of the mask, the face that lives 
without living. 
 

THEORETICAL CONCERNS AND JUSTIFICA- 
TION OF MASKING 

Life on the stage frequently consists of deli- 
berately improbable occurrence, which serves notice to 
the spectator that more is involved in entertainment.  
For better or for worse, the audience is directed to the 
perception of the limitations of art (and sometime of 
the advantages of art) as opposed to life.  The audience 
is compelled to abandon every day assumptions about 
cause and effect or at the very least; the spectator is 
compelled to reassess his attitude toward life after    
the evening theatre.  One of the means with which to 
shock the spectator into a new perception of things is 
the use of stylization “By masking” or Distorting the 
raw material of life: the audience will be confronted 
with the “strangeness” of life both on stage and off.  
But the suspension of disbelief is quite willing.  The 
audience accepts the other dream a like reality as         
a person from the constraints of every day social 
relations, although the legitimacy of the “dream” is 
questioned.  The audience is not forced to agonize 
over the legitimacy of a work of art as it is in some of 
Pirandello’s plays for example. 

The estrangement of occurrence on stage is fre- 
quently achieved through the use of a play-with-in-a 
play a convention which has interesting application 



in the plays of Brecht Pirandello, Yeat, and our own 
Femi Osotisan. In Pirandello’ six characters in search 
of an author and Yeats’ Player Queen a group of 
actors is engaged in the task of creating a play.  More 
frequently the analogy between the theatre and life   
is implicit as the characters within a play try to “set 
the stage” to act out their illusion.  The failure of these 
characters to give their illusion an absolute validity 
i.e. the difficulty an artist faces in writing a play. 

The mask is a form of covering or disguise used 
for the purpose of transforming the wearer from a 
familiar individual to a conventional character.  In 
doing so the mask does two things: First, it takes 
away the person we know (it can even take away the 
humanity and invests the wearer with something 
awful and non-human-a god or evil. Secondly, the 
mask rehabilitates the wearers face.  As a visual 
element.  The mask describes a particular identity 
which compels us to consider it as a thematic 
paradigm for solving the problem of identity. 

The mask connotes far more than a head or face 
covering, but includes the man inside the mask as well 
as the costumes and paraphernalia that go with the 
object.  We say this because most Nigerians/Africans 
do not only use face or head pieces as masks, but also 
regard the wearer’s entire body as a mask.  Indeed it is 
a mistake for some people to feel that it is only the 
sculpted objects worn horizontally or longitudinally 
that are called masks.  On the contrary, there are 
masks without detachable heads or faces which are 
composed of raffia, cloth, animal skins, leaves, shells, 
feathers and beads. 

A mask may be worn on the face, carried on the 
head, or used to cover the wearers entire body.  
Whatever form it takes, the mask is not a form of 
deceit or just for concealment, but a personification of 
spiritual power and authority.  Lets however point out 
that the mask is not an exclusively African/Nigerian 
phenomenon, but is found in many continents of      
the world.  The difference is that in Africa, the mask  
is widespread, diverse in form and is associated 
practically with all that is fundamental to the peoples’ 
life religion, politics and is linked with many aspects 
of their social life.  It is true that the mask is found in 
most areas of the world or culture: its specific function 
in a given culture depends greatly on that culture. 

The mask is a common phenomenon in our 
environment where we see masks in their various 
sizes, shapes and colours.  As children, masking during 
festive seasons or holidays or as adults performing 
initiation dramas.  We remember those face masks 
with which we cover our face or the head masks that 
sit on top our heads or cover the body from head to 
toe.  Infact our whole bodies or parts of them are 
masked all the time even though we hardly stop to 
think of our masks. 

Our love for the mask becomes more manifest 
when we employ it for playing using it as an instru- 
ment for characterization.  At such times we become 
one with what we wear and as we fuse inseperably 
with the mask we lose our personal identity to it.  It 

takes us over. Jerry and Sally Romotsky (1976: 629) 
describe the formidable powers of mask in these 
words: 

Masks give us the impression that we control 
forces both outside and inside of ourselves.  Even that 
we can control our perception of self as well as the 
judgement of others.  Somewhat like popular photo- 
graphs which are perceived to stop time, control space 
and throw a net over experience.  Masks help us to 
abstract reality into manageable context.  Because 
masks help us to interact, they encourage us to endow 
them with a power that transcend their physical pro- 
perties. 
 

THE MASK AS A PARADOX 
The mask is a paradox, our familiarity with it 

notwithstanding.  The mask has two opposite features 
and therefore seems strange.  Although we are 
familiar with the mask, yet it strikes us as quaint and 
unfamiliar too.  The more we employ it to entertain 
ourselves or perform those cultural roles associated 
with it and the more we love the communal inter- 
action generated during such occasions, the more we 
appreciate the powers of the mask.  There is an lgbo 
saying that, that which is usually sweet.  In order 
words, that which pleases extraordinarily also 
intoxicates or kills.  We cannot pretend not to know 
that the mask can fail us or even cause a major 
disater for us.  That mask attracts and repels us and 
we experience these conflicting experience in a per- 
formance can be seen from the example given by one 
Robin Horton. (Horton (1976: 226-239)) who has 
written extensively about Kalabari people reveals 
something very interesting about lkaki-“Tortoise” the 
legendary old man of the mangrove forest who used 
to visit  oloma occasionally to delight the people with 
his fantastic performances. So pleasurable were these 
performaces that the people wanted it more and more 
so often. One day lkaki the cunning and amoral 
hypocrite displayed the other side of him because as 
he danced, thrilled and enthralled the people, he 
raised one of his legs and all the spectators on that 
side of the arena died instantly. Ikaki immediately 
disappeared into the forest.  The panic stricken 
people ran home for their dear life. What a disaster! 
One would think this encounter would be the end    
of the interaction between lkaki and the people. Far 
from it, because instead of avoiding lkaki perfor- 
mance, the people devised new techniques of doing 
it, while hoping at the same time that  the tragedy- 
Ikaki brought to the community would not be 
repeated.  

The Kalabari Ikaki amply demonstrates the love-
fear syndrome associated with the masking ex- 
perience.  Though lifeless, the mask is yet believed to 
be alive and potent.  As one looks at the mask in its 
museum or its resting place, it appears immobile and 
harmless.  But as one looks closer and harder at the 
stationary mark, its illusion of movement and con- 
frontation overwhelms one. 



The moving mask is even more paradoxical as it 
interacts with the spectarors.  When the mask is in 
motion, the spectators yearn for a closer contact with 
it. No matter the disposition or looks of the mask in 
motion or the masquerade to be precise, the spec- 
tator can neither treat it with familiarity nor ignore it 
altogether.  The realization that the mask symbolizes 
the spirit of gods.  Mythical or legendary Characters, 
and the dead conditions the spectators approach-
avoidance aesthetic to masked performances. 

The paradox of masks can be gleaned from the 
kind of treatment meted out to the audience in the  
male-dominated masked performances. It is well known 
that women, children and non-initiates often constitute 
majority of the audience which Simon Ottenberg 1982: 
15) describes as “qualitative opposition to masked 
performances.  According to Ottenberg: 

The situation in which women are socially 
distanced from men and art often tabooed from 
touching or speaking to the figure learning the secrets 
and so on are situations where men are publicly 
saying to females in ritual form, they are in charge 
are separated from them (Ottenberg 1982: 179). 

The other features of masks is that they serve as 
the “containment of tragic and comic elements. The 
exciting thing about this integration of disparate 
elements is that both elements are harmoniously 
welded together in the same performance.  In some of 
such masked events goats bulls or rams are publicly 
killed.  The audience in such situations gleefully 
celebrate such exotic events without qualms. 

It appears paradoxical that both the hilarious    
and horrendous incidents occur in the same masked 
events.  Also the gentle and beautiful masked cha- 
racters appear side by side with the ugly and frightful 
ones.  One can notice the play with dangerous wea- 
pons. guns, sharpened knives, bows and arrows, most 
of which are accident-prone.  Surprisingly, the masks 
which are regarded as theatrical emblems have been 
called “spiritual conduits” (John Emigh 1979: 5).  By 
this Emigh explains that mask not only recalls an 
ancestral presence, but also functions as the conduits 
for a visiting spiritual entity, coming from the past into 
the contemporary world of the spectators. 

In pre-colonial times the mask symbolized  
unity, justice and entertainment for the community.  
Through the mask or title societies, certain masks 
were presented as the spirits or founding guardians of 
Individual communities.  In other words, they stood 
for the cooperate identity of the people.  From this 
particular function emerged the judicial role of the 
mask which represented justice and fair play for all.  
Ancestral masks were at that time seen as non-dis- 
criminatory and as such every adult male (and some- 
times women) were entitled to the membership of the 
masking club, provided they were introduced by 
sponsors who could vouch for their good conduct and 
could pay the stipulated dues.  Even slaves based on 
their individual, honesty patriotism and loyalty were 
admitted into the membership of the clubs. 

Title societies and masking associations such as 
Ekpe of the Elik, the Ekpo of  the Ibibio, the Okonko 
and Mmonwu of the lgbo, the Ekine of the Ijaw and 
the Egungun of the Yoruba, to mention a few, served 
as a rallying organization  for social control and 
artistic production.  Every community in Africa, 
before the Islamic and Christian influences boasted 
of similar organizations.  Thus, the mask symbolized 
one facet of Africanity for all indigenous African 
cultures. 

With the advent of colonialism in Africa and the 
assault on traditional culture, masking societies 
became the object of attack and subversion.  Newly 
converted Africans were encouraged to flout the 
authority of these masking societies and expose their 
practices to ridicule among women and non-initiates.  
Colonial records are replete with these confrontation 
and the derogatory term “Secret Society” was 
invented to discredit genuine communal institutions 
of the people and to find a pretext for the intervention 
of the colonial administration.  The contradiction the 
colonial power had to deal with at this time was one 
of destroying an acceptable holistic organization 
whose power included the enforcement of traditional 
law and the preservation of it and risking rivalry as a 
political force.  The resolution of this contradiction is 
now history.  Chinua Achebe in Things Fall Apart 
(1958: 130-135) shows Enoch, a newly converted 
Christian, who unmasked an eqwugwu (ancestor 
masquerade), at a public performance in honour of 
the Earth in Umuofia. Enoch’s  impropriety brought 
down the wrath of the egwugwu society from all  
over lgboland.  They burnt his church to ashes and 
looted the property of the church members.  The 
same situation repeated itself in 1951, at ohokobe 
Umuahia, when members of the Okonko society 
sacked the local headquarters of the Faith Tabernacle 
Congregation in Ohokobe because one of its mem- 
bers had displayed the symbol of Okonko society in a 
church service before women and non-initiates. Thus 
the colonial interference succeeded in introducing a 
cultural rift within local communities, a rift which 
encouraged unbridled individuality and arrogance 
rather than communal conformity and respect.  This 
new contradiction has led to the devisive role the 
mask sometimes plays in contemporary society. 

Apart from the theatrical function, the mask 
trained people in being patriotic as well as encouraged 
them to protect the secrets of the community before 
foreigners. Patriotism is not a virtue that can emerge 
from empty sloganeering: there must be a ralling 
symbol for commitment by everybody, irrespective of 
private feeling.  This function was accomplished by 
mask societies in pre-colonial times.  Unfortunately, 
things have changed drastically in recent times: 
masking today evokes an immediate feeling of con- 
frontation between the existing mask societies on     
the one hand, and their new religious neighbours       
on the other.  The spectators are divided between  
those who are prepared to indulge in the traditional 
ingredient of make-believe which is indispensable for 



artistic enjoyment and others who see nothing but idol 
worship in the mask tradition. 

Some spectators now dare the mask to touch 
them, while some masquerades would stop at nothing 
in exercising their traditional roles to enforce the 
respect due to them.  The fine distinction between art 
and reality characterized by moderation appears to 
have been thrown over board today, not only are 
masquerade unmasked publicly by dare-devil spec- 
tators, but aggressive masquerades are today sued to 
court and tried in a foreign legal system and a system 
foreign to their conception and convention.  There 
appears to be no end to the vendettas as the press is 
full of news of confrontations between spectators, or 
“passersby” and make societies.  The whole disorder 
seems to question the authority in this environment.  
And why must the masquerade use the opportunity    
in performance to settle scores with enemies in- 
cluding girls who would not accept their friendship 
proposal? What do we do about this trend? Must we  
sit idly by while an important aspect of our culture, 
which has survived the Colonial onslaught, dies  
away? Paradoxically the masking tradition cannot die, 
instead, we can by rejecting it, turn it to something of  
a monster which could haunt the society as a whole. 

We do not need a Freud or Jung to tell us that  
the mask is as real to us as people, as our individual 
faces.  We have since primordial times associated the 
mask with the face ago as indeed many of them have 
done following colonial contact.  That we use these 
forms of entertainment and communal cohesiveness 
to grace political and social occasions today, shows 
how indigenous they are to us and why we must  
transcend their origins to fit them into the present in 
the performing arts especially, there is a dire need to 
make research into the masking aesthetic a national 
priority.  We need to develop identifiable national 
styles of masking in such a way that mask per- 
formances become not only our heritage from the 
past, but viable means of communication in the pre- 
sent, capable of dealing with such issues that concern 
us today.  Although the mask has performed political 
functions in the past and although most of its moral 
concerns are germane to us today as they were in the 
past, there is a need for contemporary masking 
aesthetics.  To expand the performance themes, tech- 
niques and characterization so as to deal with 
increasing contemporary issues.  This calls for con- 
scious experimentation and study of masking forms, 
styles and techniques. Contemporary shadow mask 
and puppet performances in many Southeast Asian 
countries are as relevant today as they were in the 
past because they are always renewed and made 
relevant to their audiences.  In Nigeria’s case, we 
seem to have allowed colonial impact to take its toll 
on our arts, and those that have survived, have done 
so through a careful local juggling of tradition versus 
change.  

The universities and other higher institutions 
which offer courses in the visual and performing arts 
cooperate to see that new emphasis is accorded to 

make mask performances. Such cooperation would 
reflect the inter-penetration of the arts in the 
indigenous setting, an ideal to which post modern 
artists are seriously going after but from which we 
seem to be running away. If we make the indigenous 
arts the bedrock of our curriculum in the arts, we 
would have ensured progress for the future.  We must 
teach the histories of the arts in such a way that their 
concept or origins are not alien to the younger 
generation we are charged to bring up. 

But we must go beyond history and help the 
students experiment with masking techniques as a 
continuing aesthetic in the exposition of contem- 
porary contradictions. To this end we require a 
practical experiment in our traditional theatre classes. 
Students are expected to develop their own masks, 
dances and songs and to fit them into a story which 
they perform at the end of the course.  In this kind of 
experiment, little or no verbal language must be used 
in the performances, but the themes of the plays must 
be clearly brought out. 

As a workshop, the practical experiments bring 
together students with diverse interests in writing, 
acting, dancing drumming etc.  The product of such a 
venture is communal, even though some students 
emerge in the process as leaders and creators.  It is 
hoped that school and communal mask performances 
could develop which would on ceremonial and fes- 
tive occasions, produce plays better controlled and 
more pleasing than what is obtained at present with 
urban masquerades.  Moreover, the continuing ex- 
perimentation with the mask form would continue to 
challenge the creative capacity of the youths and lead 
to a break through in contemporary masking aesthe- 
tics which can be popular equally in the urban and 
rural areas because of the preponderance of symbolic 
gestures, sound and visual effects and  the reduction 
of verbal language and dialogue.  

Contemporary Nigerian playwrights such as 
Wole Soyinka, Femi Osofisan etc have succeeded in 
furthering the dramatic frontiers as bequeathed to 
them through their contact with western education 
and aesthetics.  They have succeeded in drawing 
from their indigenous culture in fleshing out their 
themes and styles in such a way as to make themes 
relevant to contemporary society.  We have seen that 
the masking tradition was a communal, collective, an 
art form, which was produced by title societies and 
cults. The contemporary playwrights may not find it 
very attractive to deal with this because it reduces the 
scope of the personal point of view and imposes a  
responsibility for communal cooperation and total 
apprehension of the arts.  The script will be more like 
a scenario than the usual structured form of dialogue. 
We can achieve the new masking aesthetics through 
workshops and the multimedia approach, Video-
audio recording will be necessary to capture the 
fleeting moments of experimentation, while the com- 
munity of artists work together.  The product of this 
process is a performance which is at once indigenous, 
communal and contemporary.  



In response to the frequent calls by those in 
government and outside it for theatre practitioners, 
especially in the universities to evolve a truly popular 
theatre we may need to return to our masks and 
explore their artistic resources.  It may no doubt be a 
rewarding experience because we would have the 
opportunity to link the past with present and account 
for the gulf introduced by a foreign culture’s contact 
in our masking traditions and aesthetics.  In the final 
analysis the contradictions and divisiveness generated 
by colonial contact would have been transcended in 
favour of new contradictions more germane to the 
political social, economic and spiritual needs of 
present day society.  If the positive virtues of trust 
and personal responsibility associated with masking 
can be maintained, then the process of artistic 
production in the new masking aesthetics-could give 
rise to a more disciplined and responsive training for 
theatre artists and increase the spiritual dimension of 
the theatre process and product.  We would have 
returned from where we started, to communal and 
disciplined art form the main concern of which is to 
make society and to entertain it too. 

But does the call to a return to erstwhile masking 
aesthetics not sound anachronistic in this time and  
age, with people’s changed perception of artistic pro- 
ductions? Certainly artists recommend masks because 
they stimulate imagination and help to abstract reality 
into a manageable contexts-yet masking has some 
limitations that make its use very exacting.  Masking 
wearing is very exacting in that it seems to produce a 
peculiar effect on the individual, and it is not difficult 
to understand that most shamans or priests work 
themselves up into a state of frenzy which in most 
instances makes the wearers impervious to pain and 
injury. A mask wearer suffers the limitation of oxygen 
supply: this lack of dearth of oxygen supply is more 
noticeable when the wearer is performing strenuous 
movements.  Lack of oxygen causes dizziness and dis- 
orientation to the masker.  Besides, the mask imposes 
fixed expression on the individual.  For children, 
masks are very scary, while pregnant women in some 
cultures dread the sight of an ugly and frightful mask 
because of the belief that the sight of such awful  
object can influence the physical appearance of their 
unborn children.  Although the effects of such fright-
ful object are conjectural uncertain and unverifiable. 

The negative effects of mask wearing not with- 
standing artists and theatre practitioners still recom- 
mend the mask because it is imaginatively and sug- 
gestively more dramatic than actors. Second, masks 
stimulate imagination and serve as an aid in visually 
reinforcing the plot and theme.  Third, the mask is a 
device that frees the individual actor and forces him 
to expand his own expression. Fourth, the mask is a 
valuable tool in developing imaginative theatre. 
Having justified the use of the mask, let us return it.  
Let the mask return as the voice and conscience of 
the community in its political and artistic concerns. 
This  is an experiment worth trying. 
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