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Separated by the Slave Trade: Nigerians and
Cubans reunite through a shared cultural
practicel

- lvor L. Miller

Introduction

Throughout the twentieth century, scholars have debated the roles of West
African cultural systems in the formation of societies in the Western
Hemisphere. Many distinct models have been presented, some emphasizing
‘absolute innovation’ after a complete break with cultural systems in African
source regions, others taking a romantic view of continuities despite a
gauntlet of obstacles. Generalizations are hazardous, thanks to the wide
variety of experiences during the period of the Atlantic slave trade; Africans
left different regions, at different times, and entered vastly dlfferent colonial
situations. This essay looks at a very specific African institution — the Ekpe
leopard society — from a well-defined source region — the Cross River region
of Nigeria and Cameroun, and its historically related Caribbean counterpart —
the Abakud soeiety of Havana and Matanzas Cuba. Here I am not interested
in proving either continuity or innovation, since living cultural practices are
reinterpreted with each generation under any circumstances. The perspectives
of culture bearers from either side of a trans-Atlantic tradition are rarely
heard in the literature about their practices. Instead, we often read the work of
anthropologists who come back from the field and write from their particular
theoretical position.

This essay centres upon the views of leaders from both societies who have
participated in recent meetings to display their traditions to each other in
order to find common ground, whether in the confirmation of a shared
symbolic vocabulary (called Nsibidi in West Africa) that includes a system of
gestures, body masks, percussion ensembles, chants in a ritual language,
geometric signs, and auditory vibrations from within an inner sanctum.
Because they are responsible for the maintenance of these systems, and have

! Acknowledgements: Mayo Adediran, Sunday Adaka Patrice Banchereau, Jill Cutler, Alex Jomaron, Victor
Manfredi, David O. Ogungbile, Robert Farris Thompson, and all the ﬂkp( and Abaku members
participating in the dialogue.
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privileged access to information
should be of great fhterest to scho

theifx:f:x;z ;;;;Tdecli tgle Abakud society in colonial Cuba in the 1800s. Tod
and Hapome ! 1510 odges apd 20,000 members in the port cities of M;Itanz;)s’
ectine W1th Ce 2001, Abakué leaders have participated in a serjes f
rectings wit representatives of their major source institution, the [ i
pard). society of Nigeria and Cameroon. .Since Abq o o o

about their history and codes, their views

Background
Decades ago, Cuban specialists for
A esaw th ihils .
gans-Aﬂapnc dialogue in what I Gamggl_’ghsgl%l]:;yé 3{ l:c}ll]lcsu gnc%r;gedenu:,dz
thuétaytrye?al;s 280 when concludingan essay.about Abakud rFormance a8 o -
o Fernando Ortiz wrote, . -pe ance as ritual

All evidence points to the remote :
4 antiquity of these esoteric afro-
fraternities, Undoubtedly, the detailed study of jts Afm-g;l:nogﬁlrcﬁc;:l

the ignorance, untll now not disst h
fiturglcal functions of the secret African fraternitles . . | Tr?ea?c?én::;?:ustt:ge

of these “secret . fratemntties of-black provenance éxisting In America,

particularly in Guba . “h
African l’S,'me withotitdofibt help to better understand their

il;magim;,d the extent of the inti
emselves in the current process; the jnt in conmupunication is bej
generated by,cultux.-e bearers on both sides »fhrgs;e:iic ght into the et s
and Asggx.!t)iols ac;]f their coupterparts. '
Cillonally, after a lifetime studyi ’
folklorist Lydia Cabrera pondered howm;%u:}éeAﬁ
she had gathered, She refers to the African foun

“Carabali,” since many embarked from the port city of Calabar:

21n a 1948 essay, North Ameri . i
cul(l’ura.l clements s bym.::gi :annti:ropolog:st Melville Herskovits observed that since the study of
understand their African source regions, 2 trans-Adlantic dialo ettt

3 Ortiz was also compari i i
ot s also pm};:rxmfn axl:aem Greek ritual to Ekpé and Abakus
findudablcmente. ¢! estudio
esconocimi isi}
african:sa.n?c.mﬂo’ cl:::iaiolh?n no disipado, del funcionamiento litnrgico de las secretas fraternidad
Amarica, pariageidio c;mé:ﬁnc?adcde:ru sj;c;em fmternic_.iadcs de troncalidad negra existcnic: cc:
nacioner y eibus st o 5)'(;1 10;) uda 2 la mejor comprensiyn de sus antecesoras de las
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Is it possible that the traditional narratives, the liturgy and the language
conserved by the descendants of Carabalis in Cuba — the only slave society
in which has developed this type of saciety emanated from the distant £kpé
— will be of interest to the study of the old sodietles that survive along the
[African] coast, that are said to be threatened to the point of disappearing?
Who knows If what has been lost there from foreign influences is still
consetyed in Cuba.*

Cabrera’s questions illuminate two overarching questions discussed below -
by the culture bearers: to what ‘extent do the immense narratives of Abakitd

bear relatioh to the history of £kpé in Africa, and to what extent does Abakud

retain ideas and teacliings fromr there? :

The recent ‘summit meetings’ between Nigerians and Cubans are drawing
attention to a little known aspect of African-centred internationalism, since
members of both- groups are representatives of an indigenous government
that emerged hundreds of years ago in the Calabar region of Nigeria and
Cameroun. The Nigerian Ekpé (leopard), and the Cuban Abakud both are

hierarchically graded, with emblematic masked dance performance. The i

leaders of both groups believe their exchanges will strengthen both
communities. =

Before these meetings, neither the Nigerians-nor the Cubans could confirm
the existence of the other. The process began in 2000 when the Njgerians
recognized words from their own language in a Cuban chant that identifies the
port city of Calabar, Nigeria, as a source for Abakud.s Specifically; the first -
Cuban lodge, Eff Kebutén, was named after Obutong, an Efik community in
Calabar. With'each meeting, as culture bégrers an each side dre studying the
performance styles and language of the others, the -ecommunication has
become more specific and therefore understood by a wider audience of

initiates. As néws of thesé encounters is being diffuséd en both sides of thea

Aflantic — through word-of-mouth, radio, television; the internet,

netwspapers, and scholarly literature — a cultural movement is developing as:-

&

members of bothi groups organize themselves for futyre encounters.s This- »

s
L

4 *Berna posible que fos relatos de tradiciones, Ja liturgia y ef lenguaje que Jap descendientes de carahalées :
nservaron ¢n Cuba nnico pans esclavista en que este tipo de sociedad m%% lejana Ekppe e h;
desarrollado; ofrecieran alggfn interdf al estudio de las vicjas sociedades eviven en la Costa, ya
amcnazadas, segsn nos dicen de desaparecer? Quinrn sabe si lo que se ha perdido all6 por influencias
extracas enn §¢ conserva en Cuba. Y tambifin pensamos en algnn futuro escudricador de nuestras cosas,
interesado poT estos’apuntes, que arm6ndose de paciencia y con mayores facilidgdes para penetrar en
interior de la Potendia, cuyd acceso est6-vedado a las mujeres, continse en terreno poco explotado y rico
ann, las bsquedas iniciadas a principios de siglo por el sociylogo espacol Don Rafae] Salillas, en ym
articulo inconcluso publicado en Madrid, y luego por Don Fernando Ortiz.™ (Csbrera 1988: 10).

3 A trenscription of this chant published in Miller (2000) was the source for the Nigerians. This process is
reviewed in Miller (2005).

§ These items include: An Afropop Worldwide radio pragram “Voice of the Leopard” (available on the
internet); televised interviews with the Cubans (2004), and with the author in Calabar (2004, 2005, 2008),
several newspapers artides in Calabar and Cuba, the monograph “Voice of the Leopard™ (2009). The
webpage Afrocubaweb.com has posted some of the newspaper articles, and some information about
general process.
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essay documents the unfolding process from the perspectives of ‘several
participating cultare bearers.

2001 Brooklyn, New York

In 2001; the first meeting between £kpé and-Abakué occyrred in New York (il

City, when each group brought their masquerades, percussion-and songs, and
displayed them for the other.” The leader of the Cuban group was Mr. ‘Romén’
Diaz; a professional percussionist from Havana, living in New York City since
1999. Dfaz used inherited ritual chants to greet their Efik hosts -and to present

the Cubans as linked to Calabar people through.initiation lineages that have : r

been continuous since their founding by Africans in Cuba. A man .of few
words, Mr. Diaz described his impressions of this encounter:

The first impresston came when we participated In the first éncounter with

the Efiks in 2001 In Brooklyn. We assimilated the experience after the event

by watching a vido of our performance, when we saw that the fiks were

ablé to recognize some of ayr words that came from thelr-sourcés. And this
7 - i i .

gave us more security, . >

In other words, the Cubans selected materials from their inhe.rited
narratives to perform for Cross River peoples. Since the event was video-
recorded, they were able to-analyse the responses of their Efik counterparts to
their phrages, music, and dance, a xpethod of eémparative researc:h:- :

2003 Michigan
Two years later, the organizers of the sgme Efik Natignal Association ;eceivgd
another Cuban contingent at their annual meeting. ‘Romén’ Diaz again
participated, along with Mr. Angel Guerrero, 2 master Abakud chanter who
had recently migrated from Havana. Dfaz reported: -

Later 1A Michigan, we Had the possibility of going with the maéstro Angét
Guerrero, and the emotion was shared, since he is erudite In this material.
While watching the .Efik performances, he could recognize all the liturgy
'that he has studied In Cuba throtigh thelr dances, songs, as well as the
- comportment and treatment: by the collective group of Efiks in this event.

Both Cubans were moved by their interactions with the Efik community,
from thejr hospitable reception and private meeting with the Obong of
Calabar, to the performances of traditional culture.®

7 The cvents leading up to this encounter are described in Miller (2005).
8 See Guerrero (2007) for his reflections upon this event.
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2004 Calabar

Resulting from these encounters, in 2004, two Cuban Abdkud musicians
travelled.to Calabat, Nigeria to participate in the International Ekpe festival,
at the invitation ‘of the Governor of Cross River State. After observing their
performances, one Ekp leader, Engineer B.E. Bassey, wrote:

The sporitaneous reactions of the ‘Cubans. o Zkpé/Mgbé musi, dance’
forms, acdamations and pthers, proved beyond doubt to the Cubans and
EkpéfMgbe: exponents that' Abakud and Ekpd/Mgbe are sister organizations
with the same root. All .are employing the same techniques to bring man
into constlous contact with his psyche and:énable him tu kngw himself.?

. . PR OIS B T

If the Nigerians recoghized the Cubans through their intéractions with
Ekpe, the Cubans were equally moved.- Reflecting upon his performances in
Calabar, ‘Romén’ Diaz told me: '

The experlence of being In Calabar was quite emotional, since the
encounter-with the land of an-entire history known-through the liturgy of
the sqciety. or institution: to which we-befong; known as the Abakud, gave
us a sense of security,» and fllled us with respect towards -all those persons
who had. made possible the survival of our Institution, our religion, our
lodges, however one might phrase it,-through the onslaught of the years,
based upon veraclous acts conserved through the liturgy. Belng in Calabar
was also very emotional from the cultural .point of view, -0f having the
opportunity.to visit these sacred places. e e

By “onslaght of the years,” Diaz refers to the long history of oppression
suffered by Abaekud in the colonial, republican; arid revolutionary gériods of
Cuban history. As-a political institution; a ‘state within 4 state’, Abakud has by
and large not been viewed kindly by the national-authorities.:° The experience
of interacting with African counterparts in a celebratory event outside of the
Culgan .context g doubt contributed to- some pf::theexciteinent from the
Cu 'éns. < \ PN
As witness to the performance of the Cubans at the Calabar Cultural
Centre, I was struck by the dramatic response of the public to the chanting
and dancing of ‘Romdn’, and the lead drumming of Vicente Sinchez (for a
detailed description, see Miller 2009). About this palpable connection with
the Calabar people, Romén remarked: :

-

% Citation from Eng. Bassey’s foreword to Miller (2009: xix).

19 To name three examples, from the colonial, republican, and socialist periods, Cf. Trujillo y Monagas, D.
Josn. 1882. Los ariminales de Cuba y D. José Trujillo: narraciyn de las servicios prestados en ef cuetpo de
policria de Ls Habana Barcelona: Establecimiento Tipogréfico de Fidel Giro; Roche y Monteagudo,
Rafael. 1908. La policwa y sus misterios en Cuba; adicionada con ‘La policia judicial’, procedimientos,
formularios, leyes, reglamentos, ordenanzas y disposiciones que conciernen a los cuerpos de segurirad
publica, Primera ediciyn. Ls Habana: Imprenta ‘La prutba’; “La saciedad secreta Abakud (cGcigos).”
1969. Revista Jurndica Militar. Ministerio de las FAR. Vol. 1. Pps. 13-24.
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Being in Calabar, regarding the connection, I can’t say that we searched
this connection, as In:, 'Ok, let’s find the connection.’ No. The connection
was that through the previous years of study, through the entire liturgy
that Is the fundamental base of our information, we knew. that .this
connection existed. Now, the act of being a participant filled us with
satisfaction, and filled us with admiration and respect towards all thase
persons who had jealously guarded this Information through the ritual, and
by respecting sacred words or sacred acts, so that we have been able,

through this fanguage or [iturgy, to be recognized by our brothers In
Calabar. )

Responses of £kpé leaders to the Cubans in Calabar

For thase present at the Cuban performance in Calabar, the éxpérience had an
immediate and lasting effect, Chief Ekpényong Eyo Honesty Eyo 11, an Ekpé .
title-holder in the Efe £kpé Eyo Ema, commented upon the influence of the |

Cubans in Calabar:

I participated Ip the 2004 Internationat’ £kpé Festival when the Cuban
Abakud arrived. - hald them In-a very high ésteem; wé thought that since
thelr forefathers were taken to- that place and died, we thought that was:
the end of the Cubans. My impression is that we should bring them ‘again
to Calabar; let people know that thelr great-great-grand-children are still
existing. When the Abakud sing their Ekpé they start calling upon different
owners of £kre here In Africa, and It has a- very high meaning for me.
When thelr forefathers left, the Impression is that they- disappeared forever,
but now we know that they still have the £kpeé seciety in them, they hold
that ‘£kpé, they did not forget It in spite of thelr torture. The fessage is
that we here should educate our people, that-these brothers who were
taken away for slavery, that thelr children are still allve, and we should
respect them, honour them, and be happy to see them.

The myriad obstacles facing Ekpé members in contemporary south-easterd

Nigeria are such that the exaple of Cuban Abakud is helping locals to -

reassess their practice and its values. Chief Ekon E. Imona, the Secretary of

the Big Qua Clan Mgbe-(Ekpe), describes how Cubén Abakud has affected his
own inherited practice of Mgbé:

At one time in my life, I did not associate myself with Mgbé, even though 1
was a title-holder. Bit the advent of the coming of the Cubans into Calabar
for the International £kpe festival in 2004 awakened a revival in my life, 1
asked myself: If the Cubans, who were taken from the soll of Africa to
where they are today, could sustain Mgbeé for over 200 years, why should
we in Calabar allow Mgbe to die? There are a lot of things fighting. Mgbé,
wanting it to die, for instance the Churches around us here, they say. Mgbé
Is ‘fetish’, and they preach against Mgbé. But if people who left here
centurigs ago, were able to keep Mgbé for o {ong, and they are still
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wanting it to exist, then there is something in Mgbe.

The Cuban .example of faith in the value of inherited. traditions with
sources in the Calabar region is remarkable for the contemporary £kpe, who
are struggling with the legacy of British colonization that dismantled the
power of jurisprudence thet Ekpé embodied in the pre-colonial period.

Nigerian Ekpe organize for the Paris encounter

The 2004 visit of the Cubans to Calabar was well‘documented ox'the:internet.
This resource drew the attention of ‘culture brokers’.in Paris, who -arranged
for an invitation ‘through the prestigious Musée Quai . Branly for
representatives of Kkpé- and Abakud to meet onstage for a series of
performances in 2007.1 To prepare for this event, Calabar Ekpé leaders wisely
created a multi-ethnic group in order to-reflect the diversity of Ekpé traditions
in the region, countering the dangerous “ethnic nationalism’ that -has been
used to divide historically related peoples.:2 The creation of Calabar Mghe is a
wonderful example of how the trans-Atlantic dialogue is useful in the local
contexts of Ekpé in Nigeria. Precisely because the Guban ‘treaties’ (mythic-
histories) describe the-creation of Abakud through the contributions of each
ethnic group in the Calabar region, the Cuban presence has helped local
leaders insist on contemporary regional solidarity. Chief Ekon E. Imona, the
President of Calabar Mgbe, explains: )

Ekpé in fact is an Important vehicle to matntain peace In the region, and we
have farmed the Calabar Mgb association in order to bring alt £kpé groups
together. Since the Efiks, the Efuts, and the Quas are always fighting each
other, we felt that we could use £kpé to bring unlty between these groups.
The birth of Calabar Mgbé |s meant to unite these three ethnic groups in
Calabar, because we have everything In common through £kpé And the
tules In Mghd, the laws, what happens In Qua land happens the same way
in fik and Efut land. Forming this assoclation Is.a means of bringing in
peace which the Church cannot give us.

If on the one hand Ekpé represents for the Cubans a source for their
practice, on the other hand, the Cubans represent for the Nigerians a proof of
the value of their ancestral traditions. The Jyamba of Efe £kpé'Eyo Ema,
Bassey Ekpo Bassey has recognized the potential of Kkp2 —in an
international perspective — as a political tool that can help mend divisions in
the society. He spoke about the formation of Calabar Mgbé to foster
international communication and regional peace:

W Special thanks to Alex Jomaren for his vision and efforts to make this event happen.
12 For details, see Okwudiba Nnoli (Ethnic politics in Njgeris. Enugo, Nigeria: Fourth Dimension
publishers, 1978).
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Members of the Eyo Emg lodge invited the lodges ,of other ethnjg areas,
among the Efik, Efut, Okonyong, Qua, and Umon, to join us in the
formation of Calabar Mgbé in 2007. Until then, there was an altogether
unacoeptable situation in Calabar. The various &thnlc areas were at daggers

Separated by the slave trade 37 1

attitude in andient times was the activity of Efik traders; who took £kpé
wherever .they went, and they were able to.plant £kpé in sundry places,
and there was for that reason,-some kind of fiow- in the culture, What we
are doing now goes beyond the amblence created by trade.. By bringing

Ekpd from sundry places together, we reveal ourselves to each other, learn
from each other, and we. find that what comes out In. term$ of
entertainment value, at least, is quite enchanting,

drawn against-each other, and there was a real danger that the place might
descend into episodic and miasmic violence, such as wé have In the Niger
Delta.

Ekpe was the culture of cholce because it Is practiced, in each of these
principalities or ethnic' areas): whitie Zkpé Istentfal 'to the fraditional
governance; - £kpé is the law, so to speak. Outside. of. the'modem state
system, Ekpe is.the only social form that has authority and can-organize. So
we chose Ekpe and went to work with it.

To prepare for the staged encounter with Cuban Abakud in Paris, Calabar
Mgbe selected an all-star group of performers. The members included chiefs
and abanékpé (first-level initiates) who could drum, dance,.sing, 4nd perform
Nsibidi, the esoteric form of £kpé communication using gestures, percussion,
and visual symbols. -Bassey continues:

If Ekpé was the traditional government in.the Calabar region, it is now S8
certainly not the official one. The contemporary power of g@é is in the N8
cultural realm, where it is central to local identity. Calabar Mgbe was formed
to represent the region culturally, as Jyamba B.E. Bassey continues to explain; 4%

The pracess of selecting the participants was very interesting. Everybody In
Calabar Mgbeé is technically eompetent ‘in £kpe matters, everybody -is. a
chanter, the young people are ali drummers; you -have people practicing
Nsibldi from the point of view-of where they come from, even whille certaln

The real attraction for the particpating lodges was an opportunity to share
in the organization of the International £kpé Festival-which we had Initiated
in 2002 at the Eyo Ema lodge. We were ready. to share.it, in order to
enlarge it, make it truly interational, and place it at the disposai of the
work of unity, The Intemational £kpé festival is now-organized by the
aggregate of Ekpélodges of the Efik, Efut, Okonyong, Qua, and Umon.

The festival becdme international tn 2004 with the participation of Cuban
Abakud. Before that, we had-the partitipation of Caméroon £kp2 members,
but there was' never @ formalized participation from Cameroon; instead,
members of the £xpé sodety who were autbchthondis to Camercon, and
who happened to be around, participated. .

Ekpé has several provenances; there are many kinds of Influences upon the
Efik £xpé, from Balondo, Ekol {Ejagham), Igbo, Qua, ete. We have these in'
the incantations, In the chants, even In the masquertades, ta the extent that
even royal British tradition Is Incorporated into £kpe. So reaching out in the
format of Calabar Mgbeé affords us an opportunity of making direct contact
with the sources of some of these influences that have made our £kpé very
eclectic.

Ekpé Is called by different names In different places. By and large, It
translates as- leopard or lion. What puts all these leopard sodieties together
Is the centrality of the deity called Mboko. That Is our Mother. Like the
Great Mother Goddesses of other cMllizations — Anat in Canaan, Inana in
Sumeria, Ishtar in Babylon, Aphrodite In Greece, Isis In Eqypt — in £kpé
communities, Mboko is our Mother,

Hcpe, to the extent that it expresses the soverelgnty of a community, is for
that reason rather isolate, and doesnt lend Itself to corporation with Fkpé
from other places. The only thing that made a difference to that kind of

Nsibidi forms are general, So it-was quite Interesting to put all these things
together, to draw from all the participating ethinic groups with their
differences, and then to wield them into a team that could perform
together. :

Participants reflecting upon the Paris encounters
In Decemberof 2007 at the Muséé Quai Branly in Paris, there were five staged
performances, one of them recorded professionally. With only two days of
rehearsal, no script, and no previous communication among the two groups,
the events were exploratory and spontaneous. Among the Cubans, Angel
Guerréro, a title-holder from the Iti4 Mukand4 Ef6 lodge, reflects:

The encounter In Parls was very well organized and important. Aside from
the Informal encaunter in- 2001 with the Efik National Assodation I
Brooklyn, this was the first time that officially, members of -both Cuban
Abakud and Nigertan Fkpé participated together in an activity of such
magnitude in a place as Impartant as the Musée Qual Branly of Parls. This
was the first ime in nearly 200 years that Cuban Abakud and the
representatives of their African ancestors had the possibility of sharing the
same stage; this event had global repercussions as the first stage in @ long
path to follow in the process of reunification of both cultures.

Our Abakud music Is a consequence of that music played in Calabar, of
course it has suffered thythmic transformations, but the encounter in Paris
demonstrated that we could play together, and more importantly it proved
that the legacy left by the first arrivals from Calabar who created and
developed Cuban Abakud, was genuine and authentic.
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Guerrerg’s assessment demonstrates several complemeritary agendas in
the process of communication with Calabar:-td confirm the Calabar sburces
for Abakua traditions, to articulate the desire for increased contact, and to
express the grandeur of Ekpé and Abakud for the contempofary Cuban
leadership.

Anothet Cuban peiformer, Pedro Martinez, an abdnékize (first-level :]“f: .

initiate) of the Ekueritonké lodge in Havana, reflects upon his learning
process and conclusions while in Paris:

The experience In Paris with the Calabar Mgbé was quite maving, -sirce
there were so many similar things, aitd so many similaf energles to those-of
.the Abakud ceremonies in Cuba, -Also, we ‘had many very positive
interactions before the concerts, I went several times to the Calabar Mgbe
dressing-room. to observe their drums, how they were constructed; the
conversations with them; and their reactions to-our- comportment towards
them, was very beautiful. I had meny moments with the lyamba of
Okoyong, and-we: had a good splritual connection. We communicated
through signs, energles, he through £kpé symbols, and 1 through Abakud
symbals. And I had & very good oonnectlun with-others In Calabar Mgbé.

It was an. hisborical meeting, because we Game from there, and from. there
came the Abakud rellgion that we profess in Cuba, that we have always
tried to maintain by foliowing the roots left by our ancestors many years
ago. I fee! very content to be part of this wonderful pmject.

n;“if 4’7§ Y

By saying “we came from. there,” Pedro slgnals how powerfully the

Carabalf migrants affected the social 1dentxty of many Cuban communities

into the. present. The multi-layered jhterests of the Cubans in the Calabar §
group, from their social protocol, to their material culture, to the energy they !

emanated while performing indicate how meaningful this encounter was.
Pedro continues:

During these concerts' there were many powerful moments when my hair
stood on end, because--apartfrom the fact that were trying to represent
what we do in Cuba, and they what they do in Calabar — for a.concert it
was quite close to ceremony, and we shared many beautiful moments of
unity at the finale 9f each concert when we joined them to play together.

It was a unique experience, being the flrst time I had the oppbftunlty to
play with an African group like this, interacting with them on stage, playing
- thelr Instruments; it was good, truly a very emotlonal experience.

Regarding thelr manner of playing and dancing, we share many things In
common. Cuba Is a place where people are always trying to update by
using new Ideas, adapting to the conditions of the ime. In Calabar, I think
that things were better conserved as they were in the past. For example in
£ Cuba the dances are more virtuosic, using more stylistic movements, more
exaggerated, with a wide repertory of movements that a soloist uses. Also,
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in the Abakud we have Influences from-many other African-cultures that
arrived to Cuba. The African freme {body mask], accordirfg to what I saw,
dances more with movements like those of a cabildo [nation-group], fike a
procession or .2 march on Three King’s Day, -quite distinct from that-of a
soloist as such.

Pedro observed the overall feeling. of communion and joy in the group
experience, while explalning differences in terms of adaptation to different
social contexts. His idea that the Calabar Ekpé perform liké‘a ‘nation-group’ of
the Cuban colonial period ‘suggests that he Sees the Ekpe performance as
representing a past from which the Abakué his tratisformed. In what follows,
be uses several Abaukd terms that are derived from Efik; the lingua-franca of
the Calabar region:

Regarding their masquerade costume, it's not far from ours at all! It has

the same ‘nkanika’ [bell]; its ‘ita muson’ [hat disc} is a little bigger, but it

seems to represent the same idea, the same message. About the music, 1

repeat that in Cuba there Is a very large rhythmic repertory, but It was very

easy to intertwine-our two rhythmic traditions. Although thelr ‘erikunde’

[rattes] use a rhythmic pattern that we could not easlly-follow, the drums

are indeed very similar, Jn terms of thelr sound; a5 well as construction.

One distinction in the'music Is that the ‘blankomeko’ [drum ensembie] In

Cuba has a larger solo. drum, while the Expé solo drum was small. But in

general I-saw mych similarity, @5 well as a very good connection between

the Nigerlans and us. F-think that it was easier for us to learh thelr songs,

than for them to leam-ours. Also that it was harder for them to Ihcorporate

themselves to our, playing, because of the camplesdty of our chythms, of our

language, and also because.the manner In which we-chant Abakud is much

more melodic and varied, while thelr melodies-were repetitjve.” Eveh so, it's

not too far from our tradition.

Wherea.s aﬂ ﬂ:re Cubans in Paris were professional musicians, the Calabar

troupe, with two exceptions, were not professional performers. This factor
affected the performances, and was observed by Pedro:

I think that for Calabar Mgbé it was surprising to have left thelr land to
participate in the Paris encounter. 1 think that they would have
demonstrated many more details of thelr cuiture, like the gestures [Nsib/di)
that speak through signs, but they were not very relaxed onstage. We
Cubans are rellgious but at the same time we are artists, and we have one
way of practising the rellglon away from the stage, and another way
onstage. I think the next time they will feel much rmore comfortable and be
freer. For eXample Bassey Jr., the son of the Iyamba of Ekoretonko, Is a
persan with professional experience onstage; he helped out a lot, and there
was a good connection with him too.

I think that for us the encounter was even more moving, because the
Abakud didnt come from Cuba, it came from Calabar. For us the impact
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was stronger, b
o tn ger, but since we are-artists, we know how.

them, th ]  the
elr Instruments, how they moved on the stage, how they sang, and

A fascinating - , )
role; the Cubans wierp :"pt of Pedro’s testimon

years), yet the opportunity tq travel was

Ekpo, the Obang-Iyamba othOyong,on fhirough signs. Chief Ekpényong E.

bem
(]
way

how they mix with us
made me hi

English e very happy! Some of them do’ not*
hag wléhv?hgem :wm speak English wefl, that was the 2rr?lydgiﬁin;1tlt';e\zg

’ eft Africa ar Nigeria -for years, but yet they were Sgﬁ
th e, P v ¢ ; . vV . i ..
I derrn ?kw\;]oﬂwé and our owh here, is that we us;eéy r:%;t[geiffgq\ce from
they could :1 ?qwel’ but they use cloth for thelr m "9 for the
drufhs that tgeygertﬁarifﬁ% where they live. From'the drums, If.yous sée the
here - Africa, Lywas ot CIVeS, You. will-kfiow that they ‘are fro
thelr dancing, s!nz?:;a mntn?x}f* ut?:se fhifigs: Even how'w'wm?
happy about t. Even up to the sime. rhythm of their drumiing 1-was

. relatives elsewhere, If. mast
> Ll:you listen to
will hear .our language. For Instance ot
though they dont pronm]

songs of the Cubans; you
when they pronounce ‘Mboko' ‘[,:n
nce. it as we do, you will know that it

Another ’

of Mams cerr:;rglgz oifz Calabar'Mgbé, Chief Hayford Solomon Edet is a Jead

e Ted mp monies | thQua-AE_Jagham communities of Calabar Municipali v

dorivs 25 'theg‘sﬁbékp?’ Paris performances. Since the term Abakudplik;ly :

Edet hae a1 Abak i?l ((:lor_ Qua-Ejagham) community of Calabar Chie}f"

o aimmg the Cuban Abakud as part ‘of his own
Every Qua Efagham comm
counterpart in the Cameroo
to here. We know that the

1

unity we have here {in Calabar] has a
(r:\s,ba because people migrated from there
uban Abakud are Qua people, they are

] y is his awareness-of the histori
aying. Communication with West African. Bkas
n a dream for many Abakud leaders (as I gmﬁ?ox%ﬁﬁ%?gﬁ
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Abakpa: people. They are our. own kith and Kin, our brethren who
travelled out from us. Everything that hovers in Abakud, you.can see
the replica here. Particularty the Nsibicfsigns, which we have here.

I-recognized a ot our own traditions in what the Cubans -did. In
Calabar, in the Idagha [tile-taking] time, ‘[n the early hours of the
morning the yourig people will go out with the masquerade and
inform the people in the community that something wilt -happen.
Chrigtmas time, they also play, they perform with the masquerades,
particularly there will be one drum used to talk to the masquerade
when playing. The Cubans did this on stage in Paris. My jmpressiop
Is that we are valting to receive them in Calabar any day, because
we know that they are our brothers and sistefs, and thiat they came
from us. ‘ ’

The Ekpé and Abakud musical structures are similar, both in the rhythms
expressed, and in the approach to performance. Both begin with a vocal
statemént that introduces the performers, demonstrates their status, then
greets the celestial bodies, the present members, and finally enters into the
content of the song. Chief Edet comments aipon this:

I noticed that the Cuban singing pattém Is simifar, when they start
singing, there Is a prelude, you dont just start singing straight in
Mgb2. It's not permitted. You first do the chorusing, you sing'a
prelude before you start singing the actual song. Wheh the
masquerade recognizes you and greets you tiere, at tite end we
ralse our shoulders in appredation, they did that too! And our
masquerades carry @ stiff to show thelr status, the Cuban masks
also used ‘staffs. And they still mialntain their Ebongo masquerade
with a stralght head, erect. Their culture is very sirhilar. They have a
different approach to the use of the bell, but it's still a bell. T say
Thank God for the Cubans, thank God they-have maintained the
culture they have brought fromi here, Its good!™” C

We also noticed that when we merged and danced together at .t'he
show finale In Paris, thelr beats merged with ours, and they played
very simllar rhythms. During the finale of the last Parls show, we
really felt the unity, it was a hallmark event. We were touched, and
sharing that unity and fellowship again, there was so much affection
and love, we felt that these are our people, and that there Is-a need

to reunite.

I am interested in continuing to perform with the Cubans in
festivals, because we need to propagate Mgbé, we want people t0
reafize that Mgb is a pillar in thé world, that it has crossed the
ocean, It Is everywhere, and we want people to realize too that it
can unite people very much, and we want to hold that unity and
keep it for generations to. come. Many of our people were taken to
far away, and they still can come back and we can continue, 0 that
nobody feels badly about what happened in the past.
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We are looking,farward to that reunion with the Cubans.one day, we
have beeri praying for it. Others were ‘sellihg our people, but the
Quas”did not Tun slave markets.”Our people could be sent on an
emand and captured, they were captured on thelr famms, or
captured whille fishing at sea. Biit we thank God that the Quas and
Ejaghams did not engage in- the slave trade. But we know that we
lost quite a large.chunk of our people. Those who did that, they
know: who they: are, but we-aré looking forward to uniting with. cur

Gubzan fanlly, that is the truth.about 1.,

Chief Edet brings up the issue that the enéqunters with Cuban Abakud will
lead to reflections about Calabar history and the involvement of local leaders
in the slave trade. Edet is quick to disassociate Qua ancestors from the
mercantile aspect of Ekpé’s trans-Atlantic sojourn, an historical problem that
is not fully settled. .

From an Efut community in Creek Town, Etim Ika is initiated into all the
masquerade clubs of the Efik Kingdom. He is highly trained in the inner-
workipgs.of Expé:

Ever sirice we gat; to'Parls; we joined ttie Cuban Abakud, and they
received us very well first, with drinks, then.with gifts, as it should
be. We give tl)anks to the Cuban brothers, whose ancestors were
taken away from us by the slave trade. In Parls we went to perform
ouT, OWD) el:l'qql:!on;a;d %fé' and the C;ban; also came with their awn

) pré.; elr Qwn tradition. The.way. they, played It was very nicé, we
loved -tt,;and we danced together with them, and they danced
together with us because they flke the way we. play our Ekpé. We
shared the same hotel, the same dinjng table,.we mixed up, and.we
enjoyed everything together, and we were very hdppy. By the grace
of God, we will shgre together again, Enshalla..  ~ ’

No matter that thelr masquerade was not like ours, the way they
play, sing, and chant, convinced us that they really know something
about , because thelr chanting showed us that they were from
this part of the country. They chanted in’ thelr own language, for
example: “Ebonko Enyenisony”, meaning “Ebenko from Efikland” in
_ Efik, 50 these things made us understand that. they are not novices
i what they aré doing, ho matter that they don't chant as we do,
but they gave g the impression that they are from here, because
they chanted: °Efut Ibonda Enyenisong,” a place here in Calabar.
Maybe some of them are from Efut Thonda. And the rest of them
" might have joined together to keep up this £kpé in the way that

13 Regarding Chief Edet’s comment, historian David Northrup (2009 pers. com.) responded: “I think the
Qua gentlernan could be correct, if, by selling slaves, he means selling them directly to Europeans. As you
know, the Efik were quite successful in monopolizing that pert of the business along the Crass River
Estuary. If he wishes to assert that the Qua had no subordinate role in the slave trade, I fear the weight of
evidence stands against him.”
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they feel that it is good to maintain the culture of the Cross River
region, where they come from,

The way they dahce, no matter that they do not dance as we dance,
but we recognize what they do as part of our own. Their drums-are
the same ‘that we have in Calabar, no matter that the rhythmic
patterns are not the same, but when they play we dance together
with them very well.

Many Calabar Mgb# members ¢mphiasized theirhappiness in sharing their
culture onstage with Cuban counterparts, Some: comments about- the
distinctions in music and body mask performance, while too general for-use in
comparative analysis, demonstrate that all the participants are engaged in a
process-of critical dialogue, and comprehend .ts relevance for contemporary
identity. L '

Inameti Orok Edet is a professional musician who, played with the Calabar
Cultural Centre ensemble for eight years. During the Paris encounter he
played the lead ‘talking’ drum, and seems to have enjoyed the challenge to his
talents provided by the Cubans: -

1 felt very comfortable in Paris with the Cubans, who received us as
friénds and brothers. I appreciate them, for their drumming, and for
thelr singing. They sang two types of music that I liked and I tried
to memorize. Even till now I'm singing them here for myself. If
someope asked me what the song means, 1 could not tell them, but
I liké It very much, Even If I dont know the meaning, thelr singing is
very fine. Thelr drumming s different from ours, so I trled to leamn
from them, and even today I try to imitate the way they were
drumming. If I had two months with them, I could learn it welk.

1 felt very good in Parts, the experience was very challenging; I had
to work hard to meet up with the Cubans. They -were dmallenglng
me, so how I am- training my own vofce to improve. The man with
dread-locks [Pedrita], he make me vex, that's why 1 drum very hard
these days, to do my best. I like challenges, because they make me
grow, and I want to leam more. By the time we left Parls, we made
friends with the Cubans.

I have worked professionally at the Calabar Cultural Centre for
several years, and I can play 26 out of the 36 Nigerian cultural
dances. 1 have had many good teachers, and I have surpassed
them. I am very confident of myself, but in Parls, the Cubans made
me sweat.

But when it came to the masquerades, the Cubans could not
surpass us, we xed’ them out. Nigeria has so many masquerade
styles, and our &kpéis very colourful.
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The sheer pleasure ip meeting worthy competitors in an aesthetic battle’
was part of Inameti’s experience. Even the:iast comment about how the
Calabar masquerades were more beautiful than those of Cuba is playful, in
that ‘they may have won over e in drumming, but we alsp.won in masking.’

Ekpo Ekeng is the Chairman of the Youth Leaders of the Efik Kingdom. He
joined the Calabar Mgbé team in Paris, to sing, play the nkong ‘gong’, and
dance: .

Being In Paris with Calabar Mgbé was a wonderful experience; it was the
first Yme 1 traveled abroad. The pedple of Paris were so caring, they were
happy for tHé tradition of Fkpé, and £kpé was exposed to the' interriational .
world there;- =~

We did not know how 'ta differentiate between the Clibans and Nigerians,
because we interacted from the beginning to the'end . . . In fact they-felt
like coming back to Nigerla. Some of them felt like they were Nigerlans who
were robbed ‘of thelr own home, S¢ they were supposed to go along with
us. In fact we exchanged some gifts, and we promised to féet agaln, We
are éxpecting to redelve them in Nigeta bécause we know they are gurs: -
brothers. )

Some Cubans-perceived the Nigerians as playing-an ancient form of Ekpé;
at the same time, some Ekpé perceived the Cubans as representing their past
by evoking places it Galabar through chanting and performance style. Ekpo
Ekeng continues:

At the carly stage of our Program In PAriS, we shw that Jt was an ancient
Ekpé that they werg playing, but as interaction wént oh day by day, we
understqod them very well, And what they were playing, we picked it up
and understopd, it was the samé Fkpd tist Wé were playing, the rhythms
the saqunds, the signs of Ekpé, everythlhg“was the same; so we really
understood and know that they were from Calabar, they were from. Efik,
Efut, Qua, and Umith; because whatéver they. did in their £kpé was a
reflection of our £xpé. Even though-we modemize it.in an English way, If
you look at It very well; you Will'see that It’s the same thing. The costumes
they used, though some of them were small [i.e., did not' have the large
raffla chest plece the £kpé mask has], but they were the same
masquerades of our modem £kpé. So we find it accommodating, and we
really believe that they are our brothers.

Responses of leaders in Calabar
Apart from the potential to use Ekpé and Abakud¢ performance for
comparative analysis bearing upon historical relationships, the existence of a
trans-Atlantic relationship is inspiring many Calabar leaders to think
practically about their traditions in a global context. Since state and federal
politicians in Nigeria have presented a festival-based tourism as an important
project, £kpé leaders are presenting the celebratory aspects of their traditions
" as ideal for festivals. The former Governor of Cross River State, Donald Duke,
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organized annual carnival celebrations during his tenure, an idea that has
been followed in various parts of the country. Bassey Ekpo Bassey, the
organizer of the International Ekpé Festival, and the Iyamha of Efe Ekpé Eyo
Ema, presented the idea of ‘the 'E’kp?-Abakud continuum to a Nigerian
tourism bureau, emphasizing the interests in Americans’of African descent in
participating: ’

The aspect of £xpé that concerns. me is the.culture. Because as a people
we need self-ldentity. Black people in-thé Americas ‘and Europe understand
this much more than-we do. Bdcause people tend to lodk at them as. not
having-gny form of identity except that from the bush. So when they see a
cuttyral form like -£kpd, they tend to cling to It, because & is self-identity for
them;. 845 also proof that they did not come from the bush. Because Fkpe
is a-adty high cultural form; it is*religious, It embodies traditionat
philosophy, there -are colourful celebratory-aspects. So for them, Ekpé Is
proof that they-had thelr own civilization. ’

The first form of writing In sub-Saharan Africa.ls Nsid] which came from
Ekpéd, and survives in our ukara cloth and our inner temples. We have our
own ¢Milization, and as you study civilizatiens in anclent Egypt, China,
Mesoputamia, Greece, etc.,, we also have our own civilization, which Is
embodied In Fkpé So If you throw that away under the onslaught of
Christianity, what is left? What is It that points to the fact that you have
roots comparable to those of other peoples: white people, yellow people,
and so forth. Because they look at Black people in the Americas, who
answer to English names, practice the Christian religlon, and wear
Eurdpean c(qth&s.

So the.Cyubans, who for.over 200 years have clyrg onto this £kpé cuturd? -
form, practiced It and deepened it, thelr hearts will bleed, If. they come back
herg and-sée that Christianity has wiped - £kpé out from the base, Tri“fact, -
" peaple could then look at what.they are presenting i Cuba'as a fake; as
something-with no origins! As a people, there.ls no.greater embbdiment of
our cultire thap £kpd, which was and Is a highly developed cultural form. "

Bassey exemplifies how Ekpé leaders are inserting the new awareness
about Abakud. into a contemporary dialogue about tourism, in the hopes of
sustaining international festivals centred upon Ekpé.:s

In Uyo, Akwa Ibom State, Iberedem Fred Eno Essien built upon the
momentum of the Ekpé-Abakud encounters by organizing-a group called Efe
Nkomo Ibom (shrine of the great drum) in his own community. He identified
the impact of Cuban Abakud in local efforts to celebrate cultural history and
achieve peace:

4 Etubom Bassey (2005).

I3 Several other groups have responded with tourism projects that incorporate the Ekpé-Abakué theme,
particularly from Akwa lbom State.
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I have been on a crusade fo
r the revival of our culture: -As a-
;:nsultanz,uirggve(aéway; been in _f_avour of indigenous culture, w:k;ogorﬁ;m
intemresmatl re and uplifted, projected to- a. stage that it would attract
il c(:ma Intetest, and bring In the benefits that are expected o‘?
e r.réupﬁutive tourism busineds. In Nigeria much of what we see thsz
daye -Akw:rlef)so r?1|'t3wn from external influences, and in this part of the
woria 2 and Cross River States and into the Cameroons — one
y tYutstaﬁmn o‘n,rg Jndlgenoqs cultural wealth that we .have is-the Ekpe
msoaeﬂstla;n ut. o me, interest in- Skpé has waned pérhaps due to stron
s hg ous fnfiuence and deep political manoceuvres of state and‘sg
uch has. .;(),gened,-they have cast aspersions upon the dignity "'quaflty
b!fﬁdfy’ o haégvé_ : that -a lot. of people have literally ‘gore tg churd;
unequi’ & ot hée doubted the validity .of holding:on to that’ which Is
seﬂousvocalsocietal gblThls has not done well for us, because today, we have
E‘qué : problems - we know that this would not have bee
principles still held sway today. nsof

Such 1
Such ggb:;a:ssay a; rape, robbe_ry, murders, and general vandailsm
commine Thegey' éyouthf.; who are ot properly in control because of low
mord! values. 2 are very worrying, and government today makes a lot
o betl:a lses’_a lot 'of money without getting expected resuits, and [ know
governmeuse ﬁf the Christian religion, because of the malnoeuvres of
oo me;;ta the elders who have an answer to these problems stand
aside, mt;r:": vvz:rl::th to lnten;ere, and things grow worse everyday. £kpé
) nstru ; is comfortable for use by the elders in co :
;\ogfé! r;r:bb;?:'n:o S‘c‘:l %r;e has always thought, ‘can there ever be a vr()a?&ggt
they could do t: put s:cmleptsvlvg;d ' en;;%ikzed ko Gohng whet we know
: i on ?' It has been a very dif
question to- answer, and very -fittle h i el
_ _ , ! as been done -about It; s '
s S
r Such events superficially ‘enacted.
g(y;] gggwd tg;e t?\eeefn g:g%o’fg;e; manifested visible in thz gfandiosenf:fnaet;)a;
o the oo i ANCIosE, TUne
the psyche and dignity of our péopl:e,ssage o a. Id“gmvery _degressmg w©

We want to use the clear example from Cuba
S of the success of

:or:l:;al pl:rc;d( bullding equipment, that could be used to put tt‘ﬁ’négzslﬁ
encompasslnpewvs;traeé' give full attention to worrisome lssues from an all-
vt ?reat egy of nation-bullding at the rudimentary stage. When
You want mechas?ciety, you use moral Issues; once the youth know that
s T r;hsms of control in place, well established by our
e v t:nat whate capacity to oqntrol them Is estabfished. Cuba has
oroblerms, Gaba we belleved In is allve and applicable today to solve
el of . ats)e:hown us that we are not wrong about what we
el e e rebearers. Cuba has shown us that besides the Christlan
betweeﬁ f:‘kpéang gr::plementary alternative, because there Is no conflict
oen o . stlanity. So these are twd Instruments that could be

gether, with clear definition of areas of control. In fact the Native
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Administration through the hierarchy of-chlefdom, -would be glven a clear
responsiblity ‘and therefore: be seen as partners with_ goyetrnment in
controlfinig s‘odely.,fora.balanoed.development. ,

Therefgre our dréam- df working together for the _emancipation of our
people through the use of indigenous cultural poficies will come to bear,
now that we know that we are not afone, We are ever S0 -happy: and
grateful to the Cuban Abakud for bringing us back b0 our senses. Qearly
the message Is: ‘Hey, you had It, we have i, it worked for ts; we dont see
why it wont work for yqu.’ So we're golng 4o embrace this resurgence, we
are looking forward .to a-revival of our * culturat ssysgéms: through the
leadership.and moral principles of £kpé.-And we think that the development
of an international platform linking three large groyps: Cuban Abakué,
Calabar Mgba (of Cross River State), and Efé Nkomg Tbom (of Akwa Ibom
State) will generate that fevel of structure that we need to do things here,

We are ready to build. an Afro-Cuban Frieqdship Forum, with a center in
' e W ‘ i where Ekpé lodges wil be
restructured to reflect the fact that we have satellite shrines in other areas
of the world. I think that this cénter could be a rallying point for all peoples
of the world of Ibibld extraction and £ipe lindage who want to come

together.

We say In £kpé: b3 tkpaha, Afo ukpaha.” God will not die/ you-will not
die’. £xpé s immortal,

How the myxiad projects envisipned by Ekpe leadeys progress remains to
be seen: the importarit thing is that the trans-Atlantic dialogué is eréating a
renaissarice, as Fred Essien putit, by opening-up. possibilities for-edpcational,
artistic, and economic production.

Ekpeé leaders reassess the role of women in their practice

One of those pogsibilities has been a reassessment of the role of women in
Ekpé practice. Beinga society for males, in some cgmn;ﬁnities women of royal
lineages do become 'members but without access to the inner workings of the

society. Since women have become very prominent in the many Christian
denominations in southern Nigeria, Fkpé leaders aré recognizirg that for
survival in the present requires their reassessment of the role of women in
Ekpé. Chief Imona opines:

If 1 had my way, we should modify Mgbe to bring in women, because they

are the people sustaining the Churches today. Women have been made
Bishops, and because of that people are going to church. But here, we are
keeping Mgbd secrets away from women; and they are the mothers, they
are the first teachers of the child, and the first tedcher calling the child to
say, ook, my friend, that Mgbe you are going to Is not good’, and the child

will foliow the mother’s advice.
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I can remember even my wife when I was chanting in Mgbé, we say:
‘Mbanma nsin owd, nsini ndl to’, (meaning: I have reached the peak of
Mgbé, I have Initiated people, and also my owh children into Mgbé), and
my wife would say: ‘go to orphanage, @nd look for the children you wiil
carry and give’, because they believe that when you say: ‘Mbanma nsin
owd', you_ are offering a child as a sacrifice to £kpd With this situation, if
we-have a way of bringing in women into Mgbe, you will see that nothing
will happen te Mgba In the near future.

Public Response from the Calabar Diaspora
Unexpected enthusiasm for the Ekpé-Abakud encounters has béen expressed
by Cross River and Cuban people who have seen the performances, or who
observed videos of them on the internet. Video footage posted on YouTube
from the encounters in 2001, 2004, and 2007 has been receiving commentary
in- Efik, English; Abakué and Spanish, from viewers around the world. For
example, some of the Paris footage received this message from an Efik woman
in England: : : :

s s beaufl culturs on dispey 1 Part
‘Ndito Efikt Sese £kpé nyin ko ke Paris, ye ake Cubal’
Efitk chilidren! Laok at our £koé In Paris,.and thg Guhan one!

‘Mmbng lkemekendi sebe ndito ekal Yak ima odu ye kpukpru eblet nyini
tiede.’

Water cant separate brothers! Let love dwell with us, wh'eneve_r we are.

:$ love my Bfik culture; and-it's wonderful to see that slavery, distance, and
time can't change a wonderful people and culture! ‘Abasl.Sesong-o!” God
thank-y.oul“ B : . X

S#Ontaneous ¢nthisiasm by enthusiasts demonstrates that these initiation
societies dre markers for the identity of the general population.

Asymmetrical access to information
The Cuban paiticipants in the encounters with Nigerian Ekpé have so far been
those living in the USA and in Europe. While we attempted to include Abakud
leaders living in ‘Cuba; the difficulties of raising funding t:or §uch events in
Nigeria, compounded with the difficulties of getting exit visas for some
Cubans, has lintited the pool of participants, The process has been further
handijcapped by the severe restrictions in communications, becayse those on
the islanrd have Jimited if no access to the internet and email. Not surprisingly,

18 Vicky Ot, who liv;s in London and Nigeria, wrote this messige in Szptember.2008. She responded to my
request by supplying translations of the Eﬂk phrases, (Otu 2008, pers. <om.). See also
<www.youtube.com/watchtv=iludYdZXxEs&deature=related>
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the lacuna in communications has resulted in some confusion among some
Abakué in Cuba who hear only rumbours. Responding to this problem, Angel
Guerrero, who lives in the USA but is well known to most Abakud in Cuba,
speaks about the effects of the unequal dissemination of information:

Every historical processes has had followers and detractors, in this spedfic
case I believe that ignorance -and misinformation have played a °
fundamental role, because many in Cuba have fiot had direct access to
news about this process and perhaps have viewed it with -suspition; it Is
also possible that some with bad inténtions have corispired to confuse some
ekobjos [brothers], but none of these disputes along the way can impede a
process as beautiful, healthy, and noble as this, that brings two related
communities together. This s an irreversible progess for the henefit of we
Cuban Abakud and the members of the £kpéd society bf Nigerla.

Eboéthlo Abasf bomé (thanks to the Supremne Being):

; . Cubans respond with.a CD Project
% Both Nigerians and Cubans are responding with creative projetts that
. document and .disseminate informatien about this process. After the 2004
& event in Calgbar; Etubom Bassey Ekpo Bassey and others made a
$ documentary video program about the Pestival while highlighting the Cuban
% participation. The Cuban participants in the Paris event wha live in New York
& City are extending the conversation by recording a series of musical
5 compositions with messages in the 4bakué language, in one case vsing the
g% melody from a song performed by:Ekpé in Paris. Like other performances in
B Caribbean popular culture, this projéct has multiple intentions: on the éone
g hand the ritual phrases are directed to a large conimpnity of Ekp2 and Abakud
g members, on the othet the ja2s and funk-inspired arringements make the
it work accessible to a global community of Cub#n musit lovers:?
& This trans-Atlantic dialogue begari'with 4 chant.— in 2001 with “Okobie
¢ Enyenison” —has been sustained by the subsequent exchange of chants
§. between both groups, and is now being extended through the creation of new
. chants based upon inherited materials. This process is consistent with the use
. of song'in many West African coptexts to récord history.:8 ©
B When I.asked ‘Romén’ Diaz to probe his ‘éxperiences in Calabar-and in
. Paris, he.told:me: “This conversation is a little difficult for me, because the
B acts speak for themselves . . ‘smaybe I could creaté a poem where I could give
iy you an explanation . . .” In'fact, Roman'’s poetic response to the contemporary
[: Lkpe, and to the corpus of Abakud sacred texts, are an integral part of this CD
- project. ..y e
e i alPedro Martinez described this project and his vision for the future of this
% dialog:

; «
¥ 17 Cf Miller (2000) for a discussion of the multiple intentions of Caribbean performance. “’
18 Herskovits (1967 vol. 2: 321).
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In‘response to our meeting with the Calabar Mgbe, we are recording a'CD
of innovative Abakud music; and incorporating one of their melodies Into
our music. C )

Thanks to this encounter and others that will come, I think that our two
cuttures will consolidate, will unite. I'think that in Africa, £pé will-become
more united. Even-within Cuba-ltself, the Abakud will becorrie much more
untted, because now- there Is ‘a lot of competition between lodges,
regarding questions of knowledge or jealousy. I think that the prb;ess of
creating products, a baok, a CD, with information about Al.yakyé-'apd its
links with- Galabar, will go @ long way toward uniting Cuba with' Africa, as
well as help to further unite the different lodges irf Cuba.

There are many people I’ Cuba who don't know that £kpé is practiced In
Africa today, CnY gle:(? that the sources of our Abakud came from Calabar.
Many young men don? know how it 'was born or from where, so‘thisis a
very good teaching. This'knowledge gives us a lot of confidence, and I a
process. This kind of Information cannot be channeled very qulckly In CU!:{a.
I can't say that tomortow If tie Iyamba of Efik Obutohg frorhCalabar visits
Cyba that he would be:aliowed inside:the *butéme’ [Abakud temple]; this Is
A.process that will:not take months, nor & year, but I think it-can and wil
: ocgur. . The pracess ls:one.of ingesting -all- this :Information, so that the
-, Cubans.¢an Interigrizs, understand,and-accipt all these changes.

This type of process has already commenced with another trans-Atlantic
Diaspora in Cuba, that of the Yoruba Ifé divination system, & process that was
activated when the Qoni of Ife. made an official visit to Cqba ini :98:7;9 Tl_le

ahead for the Abgku( is admittedly more difficult, since hl.s:tonc.a\lly in
Cuba, the Yoruba systex has.begn slereotyp_ed-,as ‘mare .cmhzed, while the
Abakié have been stereqtyped as ¢riminals in many periods, partly because
their high degrée of organization and solidarity has been” peérceived as
threatening by political leaders. This local preblem parﬂy'eagpiams why Cuban
Abakud have welcomed contact with Nigerian ceunterparts who offer

istorical legitimacy for their institution. . ' _

hlStAngel-Gtirrcrocya&ﬂs that the current CD project, like the event in Paris,
could not have been possible without the long history of Abgk_ud. artistic apd
ritual production in Cuba, particularly the history of recordings by the p}ost
stellar rumba.groups of the island, as wel} as the most recent CD Ibiono = an
Abakud word meaning music with swing — performed by several Abakud
ritual chanters:

The CD of -Abskuf music that we are now creating with prde and
professionalism is 2 ‘consequence of the encounter i Parls that we -all
benefited from, the Cubans and Nigerians alike, since it allowed us to
further consolidate our relations, and learn that many of the words and

19 Cf, Abimbola & Miller (1997: 110-111).
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chants used, in our contemporary rites in Cuba are understood by our
Nigerian brathers and vice versus, due to their common sources.

Ibiono {recorded In 2001] was an Important part .of this process of
rapprochement with our African counterparts. This CD, belng the first
recorded in Cuba exclusively with -Abakud music and with a durston of
more than 50 minutes, together with the.contributions made by rumba-
groups like Los -mufiequitos de Matanzas, by AfroCuba of Matanzas, :and. by
Yoruba Andabo, among others, opened the path fn this process of cultural
communication between communities separated by the miserable-condition
of slavery impased by. the European. colonizers,?® As clearly expressed by
our Nigeran brothers in Paris, by listening to the /biono CD they leamed.
that their culture, far from disappearing with those enslaved, had been well
rooted In'Cuba through the Abakus sodiety. C ‘

- o Conclusions r
B One of séveral trans-Atlantic African Diasporas, the Ekpé-Abakué continuum
. ith sources-in the .Cross River region of Nigeria and' Cameroon Has onl
B recently .received scliolarly attention. Unlike the Yoruba-Nago ‘Diaspora
P between West Africa and Brazil, there is so.far o ¢vidlence of a historically
# continuous dialogue between Ekpé and Abakué communities2 Instesd,
representatives of each group met for the first time in New York City in a
performance context, a process ignited by the Nigerian interpretation of a
Cuban chant that was recorded by professiopal musicians. It is instructive that
in.the 1950s, Cuban scholar Fernando Ortiz had correctly interpreted the
same Cuban chaht as identifying the Calabat community- of -Obutong,
anticipating the same interpretation by Nigerian £kpé in 2000, leading to the
é-Abakué encounters described heress ‘This “essay ‘dociments and
 analyzes the reflections of -Nigerian and- ‘Cuben ];IamCxpants in ‘the
incrementally dramatic series of encounters in the USA, Nigeria; and France,
k emphasizing the desire of all to build bridges across the Atlantic. ‘Thi¢ essay
necessarily corrects the record in response to the mistaken view by recent
scholars who argue that the process of dialogue within the E@é-Abakué
continuum is “politically dubious.”s To. the contrary, this -process.is an

g

3 Cf. Guerrero (2008) for his reflections upon the process of creating /bhna and its importance in the
historiography of Cuban popalar music. v

2t For an overview of this historical dialogue, see Matory (2005). v . e

§. 22 Ortiz (1955: 254) wrote that the Cuban pronunciation of: *E£fs” Busgr or Efiquebusgh . . . in ‘the pure

;. language of the efik should be pronounced Hfik Obugyn. . . . Cbutyn wasin Efuk the name of a grest

-~ region of Calabar . .. and also of its ancient capital, today called Old Town by the English.”

B . - ¢l nombre de £fy Butyn o Efiquebutyn. Asu se pronuncia y escribe ep Cuba; perq en pura lepgua de los

S8 cfik debiera decirse Efik Obulyn, o sea de los Obutyn de Lfk. . .. Obutyn era en efik el nombre de una

RS, gren regiyn del Calabar, que comprendua la cuarta parte del paus, y tambifin el de su antigua quidad

§  capital, hoy llamada por los ingleses Old Town” [Ortiz 1955; 254).

k. 2* Routon (2003: 371). “More recent scholarly efforts . . , ‘take if for grantéd that initiates have 4 patently

BE?  obvious interest in re-connecting with thelr putative transaflantic rqots. These efforts suggest that the

B .- Abakué’s presuined nostalgla and destre to re-unite with their ‘African’ coynty should be
supported by scholars who can authenticate these transatlantic identifications, These kinds of joint
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historical imperativetaccording to Abakué leaders, whose communities have
been under siege throughout Cuban history as “obstacles tothe progress of the
nation,” ar as “criminal elements”. What foreign scholars think about this
problem is of little concern to the Ekpé and Abakud participants, who ha
historically . rejected. the yiews expressed in the -literature =@baut their
institutions as inaccurate and hostile. Instead, the: example of Ortiz-
demonstrates that scholarship about trans-Atlantic corimunities- will attain
descriptive accuracy only when shared with the leadership of the groups being
studied. Both Ortiz and his colleague Lydia Cabrerahad earlier envisioned the:
use of their documentation of Abakud for-future comparisons with the
African sources. In this essay, culture bearers who organized themselves for
the series of performance$ with their trans-Atlantic counterparts reflect upo
the process and its. meanings. In the édftermath of a series of performances in:
Paris, Ekpe and Abakud members are engaged in a series of creative activities,
including the reorientation of their instifutions to grapple with contemporary:
social problems, dnd-the exploration of their cultural history through cultﬁp_
festivals.and-commercial recordings. Thanks to the unprecedented openness:
from. both .Ekpé and Abakud in discussing usually hidden facets of thei
traditions, scholars ef the African Diaspora have rare opportunities to assess
their historical relationship. :
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