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Abstract
Dance which is an organized body movement in time and space to
a particular music, serves different functions and uses in various
ethnic  groups  in  Africa  and  Benin  kingdom  in  particular.
However,  many  audiences  view  and  enjoy  dances  from  the
entertainment  angle  alone  without  taking  pains  to  watch  and
observe some symbolic roles that  some of these dances showcase
during performance. This is the case of Ekasa, Ogie-oro and the
Iron battle  dance in Benin kingdom. The trio dances mentioned
above, are ritual dances. They do not only entertain the audience
during performance, but serves as semiotics of royal doggedness in
the kingdom. They showcase the supremacy of the Oba over his foes
during  insurgences.  This  paper  therefore  examines  the  origin,
function, costume, instrumentation, and above all, the semiotics of
royal doggedness as portrayed in the different dances. The method
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of data collection for this work include: oral interview, observation
and review of related literature. 
Finally, some recommendations were proferred for the sustenance
and  preservation  of  the  rich  cultural  heritage  inherent  in  these
dances.

Introduction 
Benin  kingdom  is  a  citadel  of  culture  and  traditional.  It  is  a

kingdom that is endowed with rich norms, values, ethics, traditions and
cultural heritages which are lucid in their music, dances, sculptures, art
and language. As part of her cultural and traditional practices, the Benin
kingdom places dance at a very high esteem. This paper is set to look at
the semiotics of royal doggedness inherent in some dances associated with
royal ceremonies in the kingdom. It is imperative to state here that, three
major dances viz:  Ekasa, Ugie-oro and the Iron Battle dance will  be x-
rayed  for  this  study.  The  term semiotic  in  the  context  of  this  work  is
symbol. 

The supremacy of the Oba 
These  three  dances:  Ekasa,  Ugie-oro  and  the  Iron  Battle  dance,

emphases are placed on the Oba as the chief custodian. He (Oba) is the
semiotics of royal doggedness as potrayed in the different dances. The Oba
is  the  centre  figure  in  the  kingdom combing vast  spiritual  power  that
result  from  his  divine  ancestry  with  enormous  political  clout  and
expertise. “The Oba is considered to be divine. It is believed that unlike
mortal  men,  he does  not eat  or  sleep.  More significantly he personally
controls the forces that affect the well-being of the entire kingdom. He is
the channel through which the powers of his ancestors continue to vitalize
and protect  the  Edo  people  and ensure  their  survival  into  the  future”
Aiheva (2017) quoting Ezra (1995). In this same vein Abbe 2014 opined
that,  “the  Oba  is  a  symbol  of  communalism,  a  political  dogma  that
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structures and unites the community in oneness of spirit. She went further
to say that ideology is manifested in typical traditional ceremonies such as
Ugie-Oro and festivals where everybody contributes to its success which
in any case is in the interest of the community”.  The Oba employed a
plethora  of  techniques  including  granting  of  chieftaincy  titles,  manors,
charms,  rituals  and  of  course  wars.  Through  these  methods,  the  Oba
protected his interest and discomfited his enemies Aiheva (2017).

The  supremacy  of  the  Oba  is  usually  reenacted  during  the
performance of the Ekasa dance, Ugie-Oro (ritual dance), and Iron battle
dance during ceremonies in the kingdom. And the essence of these dances
is to reawakening the sense of history in the mind of the people unveiling
the  power  and the  doggedness  of  the  Oba when there  is  any form of
insurrection in the kingdom.    

The  Historical  Development  of  Ekasa,  Ugie-oro  and  the  Iron  Battle
Dance

i) Ekasa Dance:
According to Aibuedefe and Abolagba (2017), quoting Egharevba

(1968) and Ediowe (2016), the Ekasa dance was invented by Idia, the queen
mother.  The  mother  of  Oba  Esigie  in  1504.  There  was  a  strong  war
between the Bini and the people of Idah. The Bini’s fought gallantly and
defeated the Idah people.  In the process the king of  Idah (Attah),  was
killed and his head was brought to Benin kingdom. And during this war,
Queen Idia, the Oba’s mother sent men from Uselu captained by her head
slave who fought very bravely, and killed the general of Idah army. After
the Binis  had gained victory over Idah people,  Idia the mother of  Oba
Esigie was not satisfied. She went on marauding the people of Idah. When
pains, brutality, and pressure was much, the women of Idah ran into the
bush”. The women were still not safe, so they thought of a possible way to
pacify and mollify the emotion and anger of Idia. The women decided to
untie their head tie and tied it beautifully to a stick. With this, they danced

Dance as a Semiotics of Royal Doggedness in Benin Tradition 301



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                    

majestically  and beautifully out  of  the bush.  When Idia  saw them, she
ordered the warriors to stop and watched the dance with keen interest. At
the end, she found the dance very interesting. When she got to Benin, she
summoned the warriors in Ogbelaka and Eguadase to perform a similar
dance. This was how the Ekasa dance that forms part of royal coronation
and funeral was invented in Benin kingdom.    

ii) Ugie-Oro
The Ugie-Oro is  a  ritual  dance.  According to  Abbe (2014)  citing

Edebiri  (2005),  the  ceremony  is  a  product  of  pre-literate  Benin  society
introduced by Oba Ewedo around 1200 AD. She went further to say that
there is no account of what necessitated the ceremony and how it was
performed during the reign of Oba Ewedo, however, history avails us of
his reign and the meaning of the ceremony that the performance may have
been  instituted  to  bring  calmness  to  the  kingdom.  This  perhaps,  was
necessitated by the various upheavals experienced by Oba Ewedo with the
Uzama chiefs (king makers) and the Ogiamien force that contended with
the  Oba  in  his  bid  to  reform  the  kingdom  and  establish  a  solid
monarchical order”. The ceremony, however, assumed a new dimension of
importance  and celebrations  around 1504AD,  during  the  reign  of  Oba
Esigie,  when he introduced the cast bird-ahianmwen-oro into the ritual
event.  History  holds  that  the  prophetic  mystical  bird  (ahianmwen  nu
tioya) prophesized doom for Oba Esigie as he went prosecuting the Idah
people.  Oba Esigie killed the bird, stating that,  “anyone who wishes to
succeed  would  not  listen  to  discouraging  voice”.  He  went  to  war  and
triumphed and as he was to celebrate the Ugie-Oro ritual ceremony he
instructed that the bird be cast in bronze by the guiled of bronze casters
(Igun Eronmwon). This was done with the intention of striking its beak
during  the  performance  to  stop  it  from  mocking  the  Oba  and  to
commemorate  the  incident  that  led  to  its  infusion  into  the  ceremony,
(Abbe 2014).       
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iii) The Iron Battle Dance (Okuo Ematon) 
The Okuo Ematon (Iron Battle Dance) was introduced into the Igue

festival by Oba Ewuare around 1440AD. It is a very significant aspect of
the  Igue  festival  which  is  celebrated  every  December.  According  to
Aihevba (2014), “Ugie_Erhoba concludes with a ritual, called iron battle
dance.  It  is  a  dramatic  reenactment  of  history.  The  drama  involves
traditional  Benin  chiefs  in  a  mock  battle  dance  showcasing  the
representatives of the Oba and his foes (Uzamanihiun). The battle begins
with the warriors brandishing their swords and shields. The two parties
engage in a fierce battle at the end of the mock battle, the Oba’s supporters
eventually triumph. He went further to say that”, this well plotted dance
drama is a historical display of the past conflict between the Oba and the
seven  Uzamas.  “The  inclusion  of  the  iron  battle  dance  in  the  ritual
emphasizes  the supremacy of  the Oba and his  ability  to vanquish any
opposition,  thus  underscoring the  need for  loyalty  and devotion of  all
subjects”.

The Semiotics of Royal Doggedness 
A vivid and diligent study of Benin history,  had shown that the

Benin  kingdom  had  hitherto  experienced  one  form  of  violence  or  the
other.  And these violence or wars were in two forms or types.  (i) intra
(between  the  Oba  and  the  Uzama  nihion  or  the  Ogiamiens)  (ii)  Inter
(between the Oba and the outside world or kingdom). More specifically,
the reign of  Oba Ewedo (1255AD),  Ewuare (1440AD),  Esigie (1504AD),
and Ovoramwen (1888) was marked by series of insurgencies. However,
the joy and glamour of it all, was that the kingdom overcame her foes due
to the dogged and supernatural powers of the various Obas. These rare,
inestimable, invaluable, immeasurable, indefinable and the overwhelming
supremacy of  the Oba over all  his  subjects  are quintessential  semiotics
(symbols) of royal doggedness in the three royal dances: Ekasa, Ugie-Oro
and the Iron Battle Dance in Benin tradition.

Dance as a Semiotics of Royal Doggedness in Benin Tradition 303



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                    

Ekasa Dance as a semiotics of Royal Doggedness 
The Ekasa  is  a  royal  dance  that  is  performed in  Benin tradition

during the coronation and funeral rites of an Oba in Benin. It’s usually
performed by men (Adults and teenagers) from Ogbelaka and Eguadase
in Benin City. The major family that does this dance is the Egbeben family.
During the performance of Ekasa dance, history is reenacted. It showcases
the overwhelming charisma and doggedness of the Binis over the Idah
people  during  the  Idah  war  in  1504.  Aibuedefe  and  Abolagba  (2017).
History had it that during the Idah war, the Binis defeated the Idah people
and killed their king (Attah). His head was brought to Benin kingdom as a
sign of respect for the Oba (Esigie). 

It was also learnt that the queen mother-Idia (the mother of Oba
Esigie) was not satisfied with the victory of the Binis, she lead a troupe
(warriors  from uselu to  maraud the  Idah people.  When they could no
longer bear the torture and torment, the women ran into the bush. As they
were  there,  they  thought  of  a  possible  means  to  pacify,  mollify  and
assuage the anger of Idia, Aibuedefe and Abolagba (2017). In the process,
they deviced a way, by removing their head-tie and tied it to a stick. With
it, they danced beautifully out of the bush. When Idia saw them, she was
moved with pity and ordered the warriors to stop. She watched the dance
with a keen interest. And when she got to Benin, she asked the youths
from Ogbelaka and Eguadase to perform a similar dance. This was what
lead to Ekasa dance today. During coronation and funeral rites of the Oba,
the  adults  and  teenagers  from  Ogbelaka  and  Eguadase  are  made  to
perform the Ekasa dance.

The dancers adorn themselves with local beads and white costume.
The adults carry the Ogie-Ekasa, while the teenagers carry the Ukpokwe
(both  are  wooden  sticks  with  magical  adornment  or  ornament).  The
dancers dance in procession to and from the Usama palace, singing witty
songs  that  are  meant  to  ridicule  all  Oba’s  foes.  Most  of  the  songs  are
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spontaneous  in  nature.  The  Ekasa  dance  is  usually  energetic  as  it
symbolizes war, and the dancers mimic the gesture of a warrior. 

Tough, the performance of Ekasa dance is seldom and unique in
Benin tradition, but whenever it’s performed, it is a reminiscence of what
transpired between the Binis and the Idah people during the Idah war,
and the power of the Binis in general and the Oba in particular as the
custodian of the tradition. 

Lastly, the Ekasa dance is gender sensitive. Women are not allowed
to perform the Ekasa dance. The involvement or the inclusion of women is
a taboo and sacrilegious to Benin culture and tradition. The orchestra is
also made of men who play either the gong (Egogo) or the drums (Ema).
The  dance  usually  maintains  two  dance  formation:  vertical  and  semi-
circular.

Plate I: A picture showing the Ekasa dance in a procession to the Usama
palace.
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Ugie-Oro Ritual Dance as a Semiotics of Royal Doggedness 
The Ugie-Oro is a royal ritual dance that is performed in the palace

with the Oba being the centre figure and the chiefs. This ritual dance is
unique because it is not just performed for fun or entertainment purposes,
but in line with the tradition. It is a dance that is performed to calm down
tension  and  bring  about  calmness  and  peaceful  atmosphere  in  the
kingdom.   

The Ugie_Oro usually lasts for seven days with some days set aside
for public performance. In line with this,  Eweka (2004) in Abbe (2014),
opined that,  “the  most  recent  Ugie-Oro  which  was  performed in  2002
lasted for seven days with five public performances led by the Oba, his
chiefs and palace functionaries who gathered to appease the gods to avert
impending danger which threatens to engulf the kingdom and infuse calm
into every difficult situations. It is, thus, an avenue for religious worship
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which  is  believed  to  provide  solution  to  practical  everyday  problems,
through the performance of some rituals”. During the performance, the
participants usually gather to accompany the Oba in a procession to the
venue of each performance where various rites are observed before the
climax of the Ugie-Oro ritual dance Abbe 2014.

The Ugie-Oro  ritual  dance  does  not  made use  of  one  particular
costumes. The dancers adorn themselves with different costumes based on
their rank and tittles in the palace. The dancers who are majorly chiefs;
Uzama-King makers, Eghaevbo n’ Ore-town chiefs and Eghaevbo n’ Ogbe-
Palace  chiefs  and  the  palace  functionaries  dance  in  a  circular  dance
formation. Abbe (2014) also has it that, each dancer strikes the beak of the
bronze cast of the prophetic bird as they dance and pay homage to the
Oba with  raised fists  at  the  completion of  each circle,  while  the  Oba’s
dance  climaxes  the  dance  sections.  Most  of  the  song  sung  are  also
spontaneous and hilarious in nature. They are sung to ridicule those who
fail to pay total allegiance to the Oba.     

Lastly, the Ugie-Oro dance is also gender sensitive. The dancers are
all men. Women cannot be palace chiefs or functionaries. Therefore, the
margine is explicitly defined and streamlined. 

Plate  II:  A  picture  showing  the  Oba,  Chiefs  and Palace  Functionary
during the Ogie-Oro Ceremony 
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The Iron Battle Dance as a Semiotics of Royal Doggedness 
The Iron  battle  dance  is  another  royal  dance  that  tis  performed

during the Igue-Erhoba ceremony which is part of the Igue-festival. The
Iron  battle  dance  usually  marks  the  end  of  the  Ugie-Eroba  ceremony
which is an integral part of the Igue-festival. It is ritual dance performance
between the Uzama nihion and the Oba’s warrior. This mock dance which
is dramatic in nature, mimics the effrontery and gallantness  of the Oba to
fright and overcome the Uzama nihion (seven Uzama chiefs) who in the
past served as a thorn in the Oba’s flesh, and also the supremacy of the
Oba  over  them.  Owing  to  this,  Aihevba  (2017),  opined  that,  “the
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performance is  in honour of  the ancestors of  the Oba emphasizing the
deity and supremacy of the Oba and the effort, struggle and contention it
took to establish the status of the Oba”. He went further to say that, the
Iron  battle  performance  is  a  dramatic  attempt  to  recapture  history.  It
serves to remind the kingdom of the divinity, invincibility, greatness and
conquest  of  the  Oba  thus  ensuring  harmony  and  maintaining  the
hierarchical  structure  of  the  kingdom  and  to  discourage  any  form  of
disobedience revolt and insurrection”.      

Thought  he  Iron  battle  dance  is  a  showcase  of  what  transpired
many decades ago, but any one at the scene of performance, will really
know that  the dance itself,  is  “war” as  both the representatives  of  the
Oba’s warriors and the Usama nihion (seven Usama chiefs) are in a very
fierce mood. Their appearance is horror, dolorous and frightful.   

The dance is solely performed by men. This is owing to the fact that
in Benin kingdom, it is forbidden for women to go to war. The costume for
the  dance  is  usually  in  two  designs.  The  Oba’s  warrior  tie  the  white
wrapper and put on ceremonial beads (Ivie) on their neck and wrist, while
the Usama nihion wear red regalia and a feather on their cap indicating
danger and blood. The two groups usually carry war armours of different
shapes and types indicating war and crisis. 

Lastly, the songs are spontaneous and full of witty lyrics sung to
ridicule the Oba’s foes. At the end of the battle dance, the Uzama nihion
(seven  Uzama  chiefs  surrender  to  the  Oba’s  warriors  showing  the
supremacy of the Oba. This is what I term royal doggedness which the
dance portrays. 

Plate III: A picture showing the Iron Battle Dance Performance 
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Recommendations 
History  they  say  is  the  study of  past  events.  However,  knowing

what happened in the past can help one to amend his present and future
events. Therefore, the performance of the Ekasa, Ugie-Oro and Iron battle
dance  in  Benin  kingdom  is  a  reenactment  of  what  happened  many
centuries ago.

Owing to this therefore, it is quite imperative to recommend that
since most or majority of people living now, were not opportuned to see or
experience these things or events as at that time,  efforts should be made
to  record  these  arts  which  showcase  them  and  document  them  for
posterity. Also, the various media houses in Benin should as a matter of
fact, air programmes that will help in th3 reenactment of history which is
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imbued in some of these arts. The Ekasa, Ogie-oro and Iron battle dance
which are seldomly performed in Benin kingdom should not be left out.

Conclusion 
The three dances; Ekasa, Ugie-Oro ritual dance and the Iron battle

dance in Benin kingdom are really semiotics of royal doggedness. These
dances showcase the power and supremacy of the Oba over his subjects
and his ability to overcome intra and inter-tribal wars.   

The dances are unique in Benin kingdom. They are unique in the
sense that they cannot be performed arbitrarily. They are royal dances that
cannot be performed outside the royal domain and at a specified time and
event. Infact, they are restricted to the palace.

The three dances are also gender sensitive. Women are not allowed
to partake in the performance. And recruitment of dancers are also royally
defined as not everyone in Benin kingdom is qualified to perform these
dances. The performance is energetic and magistic as they are royal dances
that portray the rich cultural heritages of the Benin kingdom. The dances
are  interjected  with  war  and  the  success  that  come  after.  They  are
semiotics of royal doggedness. 
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