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Abakud at a festival sponsored by the Mus6e Quai Branly. This event
was video-recorded, and the performers from Cuba and Nigeria were
very observant and curious about the performances of their counterparts.
Two results from this exchange were released: an essay by Miller about
this cultural summit-the first-ever staged interaction between EkpB and
Abakud-published in 2015 as "separated by the Slave Trade: Nigerians
and Cubans Reunite through a Shared Cultural Practice." Second, the
Cuban participants composed and recorded an album (Ecobio Enyenison
z}}9),including songs and rhythms they learned from the Nigerians, fused
with their own and arranged tn a jazz context. One of the messages of this
recording is that centuries-old ritual rhythms and chants have contributed
to the development of jazz performance in the US, continuing the creative
work of "Chano" Pozo, who brought Abaku6 rhythms and chants into his
compositions with Dizzy Gillespie in 1947-1.948 in New York City (Miller
2000).

Methodology
The recording of Abakud texts began in Havana in the early 1900s when
RCA Victor recorded songs like "Achui Bong6" (africano), composed
by Alberto Villal6n and performed by the duo Regino L6pez and Adolfo
Colombo with guitar fVictor B-t3786, t913) (Discography of American
Historical Recordings 2025). Commencing a long history of recording
Abaku6 ritual phrases within the context of popular music, the texts are
intentionally opaque, untranslated, yet intelligible to Cuban initiates and
used by them to document their activities. Cognizant of the extensive
Cuban discography, Miller was curious if fkpB songs in Calabar served a
similar purpose. Arriving tn 20A4, Miller requested singers of Ekpe songs
to transcribe their lyrics; he also video-recorded songs performed in cer-
emonial contexts in both Nigeria and Cameroon. In Calabar, most songs
were in the Efik lrnguage as well as l{,kpe [nguistic codes, tfik beirrg the
lingua fuanca of the entire region in recent generations. To profession-
ally document and analyze the song texts, Miller teamed up with trained
linguist Professor Margaret OkOn, who adjusted the transcriptions, pro-
vided literal translations, and also marked the corresponding tones. To our
knowledge, this is the first linguistic analysis of et<pe songs ever published.

But Miller had documented nkpe songs in several languages while trave-
ling throughout the region. They include Kfi$ ("Kwa"1, Eiagham, Qrfn,
Boki, Lokaa, and Bil6nd6. Through many frustrated attempts at tran-
scribing and translating the songs in these languages, it became clear that
very few contemporary speakers of these languages know how to write
their speech, while very few ntpe specialists understand deeply the mean-
ings of the songs and their contexts, even if they claimed otherwise. Profes-
ror 0k6., found that the inability of speakers to write their languages is
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The initiation of women coincides with gender as expressed in Ekpe
performance, where the most popular body-mask figures represent the
'omother" figure of this cult, with accompanying songs of her role:

"EkpA song, rural Calabar." In the Efik language, the song says:
"Eblnk6 is the mother of all f,kpb." lfako-Qkpypttg, Odukpani Local
Government Area (LGA). 0t pyp"S is a community in the Calabar
region that migrated from Qkpy}"S, near Mamfe, Cameroon, in the
1800s. Recorded in February 201,2.2:54 minutes in length.3

Research in Calabar also revealed that musicians of "traditional" or "cul-
tural" music had recorded F,kpB songs starting in the decade of the 1,970s
(seven decades aker the first Cuban recordings). In the Cuban colony, if
Abakud was criminalized,musician members could avoid censorship while
recording ritual languages in popular music contexts, because only they
ur.derrto-od the codes. Meanwhile, in Nigeria, etpe practice had been
publicly submerged due to British colonial and missionary administrations
iin.. the late 1800s; the few EtpA recordings made after independence in
1"96A were achieved, therefore, as acts of resistance to assimilation into
British culture and remain as rare examples:

"Nyamkpe preamble and song by Ekpe Ita of Calabar." Obon
Music: Eyet Burstic Kingsley Bassey. Ekpe Ita and His Ima Edi Obio
Group. 1,979. Anodisc Records. ALPS 1051. Stereo. A subsidiary of
Anochie, the Anochie Foundation Ltd,1'-3 Pound Road, PO Box 980,
Aba, Nigeria. C. Control Efik Cultural Music. Ekpd auxiliary codes and
Efik language. 06:35 minutes in length.a

The following are further examples of video recordings produced through
fieldwork in Nigeria:

"Ekpe songs in Efut Abua community, Calabar South, Cross River
State, Nigeria." Recorded in April 2013. The Muri Munene (paramount
ruler) of EfCrt people of Calabar supported Dr. Miller's quest to record
Etpa songs in EfCrt (Bil-6nd6) language. Because the Efctt lattguage had
been largely lost through assimilation into Efik culture, the Munene
invited a community member from the Bil6nd6 region of Cameroon
who sang Bil6nd6 songs in with the support of !fOt percussionists and
Etpa *.Lb.rr. This .u.rrt was held in-the ffe EkpB EfAt Abua lEkpC
hall of EfCrt ,q.b,ra).21,:27 minutes in length.s

An analysis by a Bil6nd6 (Or5kd) speaker reported that, in fact, none of
the Calabar participants understood the language of the Bil6nd6 singer,
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guide Michael Joseph Mbe interprets the songs after they are per-
formed. t4:29 minutes in length.lo

"f,kpa music, EbOrrt O rhythm" Recorded in Calabar, Nigeria June
20t9,directed by Dr. Kenneth Bilby. mpe music is indigenous to south-
eastern Nigeria and South \7est Cameroon, a centuries long practice.
6tpa was the system of community justice of the region and has elab-
orate initiation rites for neophytes, who arc tradttionally from royal
lineages. 1L:52 minutes in length.11

This example was recorded in the US, where Cameroonian migrants organ-
ized anEkpB club:

"Ekpa USA music rehearsal" August 20t1'. A rehearsal of ftpe songs
by EkpB USA, a group of fkpE titleholders from Cameroon residing
in Maryland, led by Seseku Ojong Orok and including Sesekus Mbe
Tazi,Joseph Mbu, and Mr. Mforkem M. Asam-Eyong. Seseku Joe Mbu
describes *pa songs as proverbs recited with percussion and melodies.
He translates the first song.7:49 minutes in length.12

This example was recorded by Mr. Opubo Braide at BraideO!'s Sound
Lab., Calabar, Nigeria:

"Ca\abar Rhythm and Songs-Ebonko." August 201,7. These songs
were transcribed and translated in the video clip. Ekpd auxiliary codes
and f,fik language. 1.0:29 minutes in 1ength.13

This video demonstrates the use of typical percussion of the Calabar region:

"EkpB drums presentation-Cross River Nigeria." Recorded 2010, by
Alex Jomaron and Ivor Miller. Two professional musicians explain the
use of the basic drums and gongs of the Calabar region. 06:03 minutes
in length.1a

Conclusions
Even if many of the songs recorded in languages other than Efik were not
transcribed, this research method reveals the nature of fkpB song perfor-
mance. In fact, not all participants in the music performance understand
the texts they are singing. This is relevant to the Cuban tradition, where
only leading specialists understand the texts they perform.

It's striking to observe that the phenomenon of partial, intelligibility
of song texts is not limited to Cuba but is widespread in the Nigerian
examples. Presumably, some of the translation difficulties encountered in
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7 Etara community MgbB, "Song," https:/lwww.youtube.com./watch?v=8iXRo
MlCy4M.

B Big Qua Town f,kpe masks and song, https:/lwww.youtube.com/watch?
v=CLUSoonikll.

9 Ebongo Dib6 in Big Qua Town, Nigeria, https://wwwyoutube'com/watch?
v=XVr3wuy29GM.

10 Ekpd ,o,rg, in Owai community/ Cantos del 6,kpa en la comunidad de Owai,
httbs ://www.youtube.com/watch? v=lCHlweBzaO 8.

11 Ek;d music, Ebat*O rhythm, https://www.youtube.comlwatch?v=zjxcF5GTPT8'
12 Ekbe USA music rehearsal (2), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G-2Q

NESKJvc.
13 Calabar Rhythm and Songs - Ebonko https://www.youflrbe.corn/watch?v-eVtob

MqTZTU
14 EkpA drums presentation-Cross River Nigeria, https://www'youtube'com/

watch?v=8g2YpbGQAZQ.

References
Cabrera, Lydia. 1.957. Anag6; uocabulario lwcwmf (el yoruba que se babla en

Cwba). Pr5logo de Roger Bastide. Habana: Ediciones C.R.
Cabrera, Lydia. 1.984. Yocabwlario Congo (El Bantil que se habla en' Cuba)' Miami:

Colecci6n del Chicherekri en el Exilio.
Cabrera, Lyclia. 1988. La lengwa sagrada de los Nafigos. Miami: Colecci6n del

Chicherekri.
Dayrell, Elphinstone. 1910. "Some Nsibidi Signs." Man l0 (67)z 1.1.3-1'4'
Dizzy GiliespielMax Roach in Paris. Afro-Cwban Suite. BMG Music' CD

a902668213-2.
Discography of American Historical Recordings, s.v. "Victor matrix 8-1'3786' Achui

bongotAdolfo Colombo; Regino L6pez," accessed February 28,2025,https://adp'
library.ucsb.edu/index.php/mat rrxldera1U20001.4027lB-1.3786-Achui-bongo'

Ecobio Enyenison. 2009. Enyenison Enkama Proiect. Produced by Roman Diaz,
Angel Guerrero, and Pedro Martinez. New York City: HabanalHarlemrM'

Leib, Elliot, and Renee Romano. 1,984. "Reign of the Leopard: Ngbe Ritual'"
African Arts 1,8(1,): 48-57, 94*9 6.

Miller, Ivor. 2000. "A Secret Society Goes Public: The Relationship between
Abaku6 and Cuban Popular Culture." African Stwdies Reuieu 43(1): 161-188'

Miller, Ivor. 2009 . Voice of the Leopard: African Secret Societies and Cwba' Jack-
son: University Press of Mississippi.

Miller, Ivor. 2015. "separated by the Slave Trade: Nigerians and Cubans Reunite
through a Shared Cultural Practice." In African Indigenows Religious Traditions
in Local and Global Contexts: Perspectiues on Nigeria. A Festschrift in Hc:nour
of Jacob K. Olotpona, edrtedby David O. Ogungbile, 363-88. Lagos: Malthouse
Press Ltd.

Miller, Ivor, and Margaret OkOn. 2A20. "EkpA 'Leopard' Association Songs from
the Cross River Region." Internatictnal Jowrnal of Langwages and Communica-
tion 7:86-121,.

Northrup, David. 1,978. Trade withowt Rwlers: Pre-Colonial Economic Deuelop'
ment in Sowth-Eastern Nigeria. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Case study

Ok6r., Margaret M., and Pau.-:-...
Endangerment: The Case c,: E,-
9 (1) (Serial No. 14): 134--i

Roschenthaler, Ute M. 2011 .:. -

tions in the Cross Riuer Rt t:'!7orld Press.
Ruel, Malcolm. 1,969. Leoptr.;: .:'

Riuer People. London: Tavis:. -,

'ryotsr^El :uopuol 'e1doatr nnxy
ssor) o Suorup sxrxuod louorxwxsuo1 :soppa-I puo sp,todoa7 '696I.tulolleI [ ,lang

'ssard PIrolN
ue)rrry :f51 'uoluo t7'o1ta35tr pup uoo)awo3 Jo uo8a6 Dnxy ssol3 aql ru suotl
-t2nossv Jo uorxoutruassxe aql:affiqn3 Sutsoq)rnd'II0Z 'W aln 'taleqluor{f,sou

.gg-rtI :(tI .oN pt;ag) (1) 6
sxlsm8rulofiow ,.'er.ra8r51 

(atetS ralrg ssoJ) ul tgJE ,o oseS ar{I :luaur.ra8uepug
o8en8uel pue arueuluoq lernllnJ,, 'IZOT, 'i{BoN snurlnpd pue,'W re;eS.reyg,ug>le

Ly e)lrJv tso11 ur qnlr uorlell!ul u€ Jo stuos :r(pnls ase3

'sseJd lrrsrarrul p:o1
-(o1anaq ztruouo)l lptuolo)-ard :s

-o)tunxutao) pup sa8m&ur1 ]o Iru
uo.r; s8uos uoltelf,ossy .predor1" :

asnoqllel [ :so8e1 '88-g9f 'apqBurtl
tnouoH ut.1fi,tqcs1sag y'mtatts w
suotxrpp,tl snotSq a6 snouottyul um
atrunag sueqn) pue sueua8l\ ::ErE

-{re['vqn1 pue sauar?os raoes tE
'88I*I9I :(I)€t manaf, rarrynts vt

uao^ueq dlqsuonelau arlf :f,Ilqnd

(6'lEntIU sqBN :predoal aqr 1o 16
'rurtuolreHleueqeH :irr3 1:o-t

'zele uetrrog .{q pacnpord'refitd
' o8uoq-mqry - 9 B Lt I -fllL ZOt I fi ' dpe 1 psdttq' S Z0Z' 97 dren:qrJ Prss

Inrlrv' 9 I L€.1..g,xrrrer.u rolfl\,'r's'!

c3 'f,rsnw DIAig 'aqns ry .Vt-tTT t(O) U u/t{ -

Iap ugrl)eloJ sruIBII/\i 'so8rgr5 s

:nuer6 '@qnJ ua Eqrq as mb nwq
'u'3 seuol-rp(

ua olqpq as anb oqnn{. p! ,uxrt

/ruoJ'oqntnoz('rrra.rn77:sduq ?pdtl

Q Ol[e = rr ; gf, lEA{ArroJ' aqrunoi'ts-r"p

b z-3 =^i r{ ate M l$ro3. aqruno-i'-tr-n-u.
' 8IdICSg3l [2=rr1 qf,lea/ulotr'rlurK

'8OEz3r
'lerng ep peplunruor el ua $a1 ia

ir{)lellvruoJaqnrnor('m,Lm76sdrrq'

i rl)lBA\/woo' eqnlno["tar'76sdrrq

ouxl 8 = 
^ 

t r{llBra/uroc' aqnrno.('a.rr


