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AMOJO AMEN-NI YEYE: A STUDY I N ESAN M NSTRELS
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** ABAYOM O, BELLO

Aost ract

This study investigates thelife and tines of Aine (het oh (A o Anen-
Nyeye). It exanines the nusical creativity of this personage. This
research benefit s froma vast aggregate of input s fromAmj o' ssibdings
and his first son, Lucky (hetoh. V& al so harvested sone renai ni ng
nenbers of the group for their opinions on certain issues raised in
thisaticle Thesewere done basicaly through historical and anal ytica
nethods — interviews, focussed group discussions, review of audio
dips ad of rdaed literatwre. Fomthis study, one codd vividy see
thee Amjo remains an enignatic giant in Esan minstrel sy whose
creative ingenuity is yet unsurpassed.

Keywor ds: Amj o Aren-N yeye, Esan Mnstrel sy, Gare, Techni que,
Style, Esanland

I ntroduction

In taking up a task of this kind, nany thoughts flooded the
inquisitive mnds of the researchers. Sone of these thoughts formthe
initial inpetus for the study and others, the chal lenges conconitant
wth this study. Gadmly, ve find that nost history of Western nusic
books is adorned wth the contributions of Palestrina, Haindel, Bach,
Vival di, Haydn, Mzart, Beethoven, to nention afew Their scha arship
has even clinaxed into a specific conposer study. For exanpl e
Miynard (1977) examined the life and tines of Ludw g Van Beet hoven.
In Ngeria, we are a so not resting on our oars, for exanple Owjd a
(1995) exanmined the contributions of AC oker, Fela Swvande, |kdi
Harcourt Wiyte, Sam Akpaba, Ayo Bankole, Akin Eiba, L.EN
Bcwiene, Meki Neewi, Ckechukwu Ndubui si, Adam F ber esi ma and
Joshua Wzoi gwe whi | e Ml oye Bat eye studi ed O uf el a Sowande, Joshua
Wzoi gne studi ed Akin BEuba and Abayomi Bel | o studi ed Dayo Gyedun.

*Charles Q ALUEDE is of the Departnent of Theatre and Media Ats Anbrose Ali
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Acritical assessnent of the persons studied by these researchers
reveal s that they are prely art nusic practitioners. Srprisingy though,
traditiona nusica exponents have recei ved scanty schal arly attention.
But for Egogo A agi ebo of Benin done by Mke Ighile, Uwbuarie, the
A an exponent done by AbrahamUuabuarie, etc., it woul d have been
said in concrete terns that nothing has currently been done. This
study is an addition to the corpus on traditional nusicians in Ngeria
A uede (2009) opined that:

It does not take along gaze at the Ngerian
nusi cal scene to knowthat traditional nusic
vhich was a loud voice that characterized
day to day comunity life is not just under
threat but alnest overrun by forces wthin
ad ausice the mtiols teritoid froties.

It is only when these traditional netiers are studied and
docunented that traditional classical nusic of our people woul d be
known. It is inthis comnection that Danielou (19715 renarked thus,
wenthepudic cessestoparticipadeinatistic crestion, it losesinerest
init, sincethe at nologer fans apart of thepdics enatiod life
The cut of the star perforner repl aces the appreciation of the work of
art, the listeners judge according to nodish criteria and ...the
nanuf act ured product served up to them but which al ways renai ns
foreign to themfor they know nothing about the techniques of its
i nventi on.

Background to the St udy

The bane of the dearth of data on tradtiod African nusicianship
and musicians is prinarily that of under docunentation.  This under
docunentation stens perhaps fromthe fact that what begins as an
experinent whi ch was not thought of as ideal enough for docunentation
suddenly blossons into an enornous oeuvre which then becones
vorthy of proper investigation. For instance, while studyi ng Beet hoven,
Maynard (1977) observed that: great nen are understandably
ani val ent about the prospect of their post hunous bi ographi es; sone
have attenpted to dissuade potentia biographers or even to prevent
themfromobtaining data of an intinate nature, arguing that their
creative achi evenent should be evaluated wthout regard to its
bi ographi cal sources.

Gonsequent |y, ths paper wll be silet on Awjo s nuniers of
wves and children so as to press to the core issues of relevance. Hs
natrinonial life and famly would have probably led us to some
concl usi ons but chances are that they nay not particularly be rel evant



EJOTMAS: EKPOVA JOURNAL CF THEATRE AND MEDI A ARTS 99

to his nusicianship. Fomthe beginning, this study was beset wth
nitiplicity of variabes wich anest stalled its investigaive process
and sone of themwere that:

the famly nenbers needed to know why the study;

if the study will bring forth noney to them

if not, wy are the researchers engaged in an unprofitabl e
vent ure?,

besed on points ii &iii, susp cion devel oped as they felt thet
researchers vere not telling themthe truth; and

Ao prinary school, Uom was burnt in 1985 and all the
records predating the date of that inferno vere adl |ost.

These vari abl es i npi nged probably wth the story of Anj o Aen-
nyeye. A great nusical personage and an innovator of no nean st atus
whose nusical ingenuity is the subject natter of this paper. To keep
readers wthin focus, selected questions are raised It is thought thet
inprovidng the ansvers, the tendencies in this paper wll be easily
grasped. Wiere is Esan and who are they? Wio is Amj o? How did
he train? Wy Anoj 0? Wiat contributions did he nake to the evol ution
of a new nusi c?

o Q@ oo

The Esan Peopl e

The termBsan is used in reference to a landnass, its people
and | anguage spoken by them Esanland is | ocated in the Edo Central
Sratorid Dstrict of Eo Staée The present day Esan occupies five
local governnent areas: Esan South - East, Esan North - East, Esan
Gentral, BEsan West and Igueben. Athough ther arignis nat dearly
understood, it nay partly be traceable to the exodus from Benin
Kingdom Al Esan towns share conmon cul tural af finty. They practice
petrilined inheritance wth every first son being the principal interitor
of boththe father's and nother ’s legacies. Esanis essentidly aso a
gerontocratic society where there is so nuch respect for el ders and
their views (koduva, 2006).

Esan Mnstrel sy

Inthis segnent, we wll define nmnstrel sy and exanine cursorily,
mnstrel sy in Bsan. In Esan, mnstrelsy is Ural enon- thisistleat o
storytelling to the acconpani nent of traditiona nusical instrunents.
Rit sinply, amrstrd is atradling etert ainer who woul d sing and
recite poetry often to his or her omn nusical acconpani nent. In Esan
of thedd every quarter inthe village had a mnstrel. These minstrel s
e ther playedthe Agidigbo (thunb piano), the Afanl an (aseven stringed
instrunent stretched over aresonator) or Okede (the druns). These
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mnstrels were respected entert ainers wio sang about the history,
phi | osophy, pditics, rdigomadtheillsadvicesd certanindvidas
wthin the society were they perform They dotted noon lit nights
and traditional cerenonies wth their presence. F om personal
observation, this practice is anost extinct. Hwever, wile sdo
mnstrelsy declined, it was replaced by group minstrelsy - a new
novenent. A though the records of group ninstrel s are few, Umobuar e
WUgber aese and Atine (betoh (Amjo Anen- niyeye) stad aut. Inthe
ganon o Abraham Unhobuarie (2010), it was in 1922, at the age of
ten, Chief Lhobuarie Wheraese |earned to play Aan (aso cadled
Aalan), and aninstrunent he nade fanous for professiona storytelling
and entert ainnent. Thereaf te, he trasforned it to a cel érated art
whi ch has becone a rallying point anongst the people of Esan.
However, o prinary concern is the life and tines of Aine (oetoh.
According to Mnday Asuka, Anoj O was a younger contenporary of
Uhoboar e Wiberase. Exactly when he started public perfornance is
obscure but he started recording his works first on the granophone
disc in 1968 (personal conmuni cation wth Minday Asuka, Novenber
14, 2015).

Functions of Mnstrelsy in Esan

Mnstrels are prinarily cuture carriers; they are the conmunity’ s
vatch, the eyes of the people and repositories of the peopl € s nores.
Misic is a bond which binds people of all ages. Inthe opinion of Qe
1993), nany people are trained to love different styles of nusic from
birth. Each tine they hear a piece of nusic, they are reminded of
extraneous things besides nusic, their parents, honel and, even
favourite foods. Misic is the nexus whi ch binds nany hunan activities
together. Misic one way or another, becones neani ngful by entering
the reAlmof social life. Qe there, it noves anong peopl e and
communi ties, sonetines | ocally, sonetine gl obal l'y. The processes by
whi ch nusi ¢ noves fromone person to another, fromone generation
to another, fromone conmunity to another, and potential ly throughout
the vhol e worl d, are processes of nusic transnissi on (Bakan, 2012).
Misic cannot be this vita and its nakers- the nusicians or minstrels
i nconsequential. They are the conduits through which there is nusi co/
cuturd transnissi on.

Atine (betoh: Hs Famly Background and Boyhood

Aine uetoh — Anojo was born to (oetoh kpeaifo, a farner
fromldunu | yase-Uonm. Hs nother, Gwduva hetoh, a petty trader,
naster storyteller and farner hailed fromlduno-1gun, Amedokhi an-
Uom. H was nuniber four childin a famly of five. Bactly when he
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vas born is not clearly knom. But judging fromthe account of his
elder sister and that of his first son, he nay have been born around
late 1930s. This conclusionis arrived a when they said he was about
sixty years dd when he died in 1999

Hs Misi cal/ Educational upbringi ng

Intrying to do a retrospective investigation, chances are that,
researchers nay have sone challenges. This is probably the case
wththis work on Aine (betoh al so known as Anoj 0 na ‘ nhen ni yeye
no ne ‘de. This neans Awjo the gradua |y drizzling rain wich t akes
over the wde day in captivity. Rt in perfornance context, it neans
as small as the ensenble nay be, when it starts perfornances,
everyone is held hostage and envel oped in the perfornance, thus,
the desire to go elsewhere is of ten abbreviated. Aj 0’ s nusi cal
craf tsnanship did not just energe fromthe bl ues, his nother; Owduwa
(uetoh vas a naster storyteller — a skill Anoj o inproved upon
trenendously. A a tender age, he had st arted showng interest in
staytdlingas apyl in Awo Prinary Shool, Uom. Wile in prinary
three, he nade hinself a single string chordophone - ( Eghonghon
deba Eghonghon?)

It was this instrunent whi ch he used to acconpany hinsel f while
singing and telling staries. In prinary five, his nusica skill had
advanced; he on his own nade a guita. A this pant he st arted
entertaining his schoo during end of year cerenoni es and prize-giving
days. Miny years after |eaving the prinary school, he forned a group
wth which he toured nany pats of Ngxia As asticke fo finesse
he organi zed rehearsal s two tines weekly. To showthat he cared so
nuch about accuracy, during his rehearsd's, he had a nantra: “rat her
than spoil ny songs, go and destroy ny entire cropsinny fam. As a
traditional nusician of high repute, he toured round all the nooks and
crannies of Ngeria This was nade possible by the different Esan
sons’ and daughters’ associations and Esan progressive unions in
various Ngerian cities. Chief (bhafuoso of Idoa, Chief John (hiyan
of Bw — the producer of Bw battery then in Lagos, Ghief Fancis
ljevere — a one-tine director of donestic operations in Gntral Bank
of Ngeria, Lagos, Gief Ainenlen|luobe who wvas thenthe director of
[luobe @I Ltd and Chief BEkata of 1vue Uon.

1 Thisis onestringed nusical instrunent. It is nade of a stick pierced into snall
can whi ch serves as a resonator. The string is fastened to the tin and the stick
wichis bent over thetinin abowike fom
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Hs Snging styles and Misical |nstrunents

Aintig Amjo was a nan full of innovation. He introduced quasi-
hocketing using different vocal textures personally or anong the
ensenbl e nenbers.  Nketia posited that the hocket -techni que,

(I's) the technique whereby the constituent

notes of atue a rhythmor atore pettern,

or the constituent notes of supporting

gr ound- acconpani nents are played at the

exactly appropriate points in the tine by

those particular instrunents that include

themw thin their conpass, or by those

particular instrunents that provide the

required contrasts (1962 44).

As part of thesingngtechnique in Amj 0' s ensenbl e, a nel ody
is often sung by two or nore persons using different tone qualities. In
this, he brougt invariety intoe cdowr. Bsides thissingng styleis
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the art of chanting a proverb wthin a nelodic franenork. This is a
fomd redtative Inquest o novety, he fused proverbs into nel odic
lines and perforned themin nusical present @iaos. An exanpl e of
thsis Ee lore

EDEL ORE
Text in Esan English Translation
Ede lore The day is cd
Nare gho ‘kpe lanen when big aninals can be killed
Qe He lore O, the day is cod
Ede lore The day is cod
Nare gho ‘kpe lanen when big aninals can be killed
Qe He lore Oh the day is cod

Call and response
According to Agu (1999),

A large nunber of African songs are
categorized under call and response
petterrs. In this gare the sdast, wo is
the | eader of a group, intones the song and
sings a phrase referred to as the call, while
the chorus or choir responds wth another
short phrase or nusi cal sentence vhi ch di ffer
intext and nel ody fromthe call.

An examination of Amoj 0’' s songs a so revea s that this techni que
vas profusely used in his fourteen al buns. The nusical instrunents
which were in use in his ensenle were the voice, guita, bdl ad
goud ratle

Thene and its Treatnent in Sel ected Works of Amoj o

Snply put, the thene of a creative work is the centra idea which
runs through the work. It is the soul or the nexus of the entire
presentati on which connects the styl e/technique of rendition, choice
of language and the genre. In this segnent, we dare to exanine
sone of his al buns where the Omanta bi Wki story featured in great
Ot dls Orhantahb Uik literdly neans the wse and the fodish. Anmoj o
tells a story of Qimanta-the wse one and Uki- the fodish one. Uki
vas never focused and could not |ead a good life instead; he renai ned
wth his brother and wfe. In the sane village vas Qlede, an al ready
advanced [ ady who was accused of wtchcraft tendencies. She was
not communi cated wth in the coomunity. A apant inting Uk's
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brother drove hmout of the house but not wthout exploiting hi mby
using hhmto farmand harvest his produce into his barn.

Diven wthout any source of livelihood, Uki went to live wth
Qlede. In the course of their cohabitation, Qlede becane pregnant
and gave birth to two boys. These children grewrapidy to the joy of
the inmediate famly and the comunity. Qe day as Uki set out in
the norning to go to farm he sawa very beautifu bird, he caught it
and extracted tw feathers for his children to play wth. Before the
children coud t ake hold of the feathers, it had turned into noney.
Uhknown to Wki that it was his guardian angel who sent hi mgreat
wealth through “the noney nagic bird’, Wki took the noney to
Oinanta. Orhanta col | ected the noney and denanded for the bird
itself. Uki being a fod killed the bird and brought it to Ohanta
Omanta’ s notive was that since this nagic bird could change to
noney, if heest s the bird, his vomt, phlegmand faeces wll be noney.
O Oianta’ s instruction, Wki killed the bird and brought it to
Otnanta. Omanta’'s wfe prepared the bird, cut it into four pieces
ad friedit. Srprisindy, Wk’ s children cane to eat themup before
the arivd o ther ude Swotly af te, their excrenents turned to
noney. For days it was so and their condition coud not be reverted.
Havi ng st ored enough noney on his own, Oihanta suggested to UkKi
togoand kill the children because if the governnent gets to know of
this devel opnent, the children wll be killed

Relying on Owhanta' s advice, Uki took the kids into the bush
wth the strong intention of killing them H held a very sharp cutl ass
whi ch he had sharpened perfectly. As they journeyed into the forest
the kids began to vail sensing what their father was poised to do to
them As the kids were crying, their father's wailing bass voi ce was
even nore intense. A a point, their father snapped and said: “Hw
rigt adjust isit foo netokill ny om chlden the chidenl| hae
laboured for al these years? Rather than behead them Uki |eft
themin the forest and cane back hore.

Wile vandering inthe bush, it was said that a great hunter and
nedi cine nan fromthe famlia world sawthemand took themin. It
was this sane hunter who then gave themchew ng stick which cured
them of passing noney as faeces. They lived wth the hunter for
nany years | earning hunting, farmng and divination. Ater these years,
they were released to go hone. It was said that they cane hone wth
noney, wsdomand divination apparatuses. The story ended on a
note that it was out of the two brothers that one becane Gpa of Benin
ad the ather i of lka
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Prover bs

Inthe goinionof Mkitinn (1997), Aricaisrichinvaidgy o vays,
including natural resources, nmanpower and culture. Wthin the
framework of culture, there is a wde range of heritage including
rdigon, msic, dance at, achtectuwe ad ad literauwe Adinthe
reAlmof oad literaaue ve find the inmensely rich varld of stories,
fables, recitations, songs, poetry and proverbs.... They adorn and
beautify any language, the way that, as in Ngerian proverb tells,
“Cildren cotfer gory ona hone.” Thisis particuarly the case inthe
ad cdtue o Arican peoples, who have cultivated an extrenely
conpl i cat ed use of | anguage, audi o and oral conmuni cati on. Adenol a
(2010) corroborates the vi ew above when she renarked that: Arican
proverbs — whet her pithy and soneti nes i nscrutabl e words of w sdom
or sinple, everyday truisns — have over the ages, been used to varn,
toinstruct or to adnoni sh...Rroverbs enrich a | anguage: they give in
depth neaning to words. So goes the Yoruba speaking peopl e of
Ngeria A person who could intersperse speech wth apt proverbs
was regarded as soneone wth great wsdomand cul ture.

Adenol @' s viewrequires sone nodification. For exanpl e, when
she sai d that “a person who coul d i nt ersperse speech wth apt proverbs
was regarded as soneone wth great wsdomand culture” it sounded
asif thepaticeisedindt. Till datein Ngerian societies, persons wo
i ntersperse speeches wth apt proverbs are respected and seen as
not only being el ogquent but wse. Amj o’ s recordings are replete wth
uncommon yet apt proverbs which he hinged his stories on. He
devel oped the craftsnanship of enplacing proverbs in form of
recitatives in his songs and in sone other cases; he weaves the
proverbs i nto snooth nel odi es. Wi | e sone of such proverbs are bel ow
transl ated, an exanple of a proverb which is woven into a song has
al ready been discussed under quasi-hocket technique - Edel ore.

Text in Esan English Translation
1 Qiesi nhen bhe gbe gbe A good person is an ornanent
to the entire conmunity.
2 (o leon se ghoe Wioever knows sel f
no bha leon se bho w thout know ng others
Ainmn ki gboe Ancestors wil kill Am
Qo | eon se bho whoever knows ot hers
no bha | eon ‘ se ghoe wthout know ng sel f
Ainmn ki ghoe Acestars Wil kill him
3 Nesderegoonolude, For a good deed to kill the doer,

oki goo naluo nanobhalen It wll kill woever it’s done far wo
hes faled to apreciae it.
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4 Apu kpu hon ne ni You could scrape every flesh from
a resuwa the head of an el ephant
but you can't bring hone its skull
5 Alanuhenao ho, Wen eating t gaccaintidly,
aki arede osude osud e, itistakendicebydice
aki ze khian, when you approach the end
aki a ghal e ekhun ekhun you begin to gather themin,*
bul k into the nouth.
6 o bha nmie nhin Wioever has not experienced
No da awanl an and is wse
Ai yo azen no istakenfor awzard
Qo mie nhin whoever has experi enced
No bha wanl an adisstill uwse
Ai ye Czuo no istakenfa afad.

Anoj 0's ontributions to Esan Mnstrel sy

It isinportant to exanmne the creative ingenuity of this personage
who ordinarily could have been regarded as sem-literate person in
the Vestern sense. In Orhanta ad Wki , one sees clearly astoy of
a nan destined to be bl essed by God. A though they were del ayed by
hunan forces at sone points, Gd s divine plans for themwere still
actualised. In the story ve were tad that Wki’'s guardian angel vas
determned to bless him thus the nagic noney bird cane his way.
Bven when his ‘wse' brother hijacked the whol e process and the ki ds
wretobekilledtoendthe story tragcaly, just by dvire intervertion
the fool suddenly had conpassion on his kids — an unusual attribute
of foos. Wileinwhat nay nowbe called exile, they |earned hunting,
farming and divination — great and highly revered professions of their
tine. The story ends wth the kids growng to becone great people —
na of Beninand ol of Ika. This whol e story fits into an encapsul ati ng
title o ‘The finger of destiny

Inthe area of nosica creativity, Anojo chart s a very rare course
of enplacing a guitar in Esan traditional ensenbl e and by doing this;
he expanded the sonic latitude of Esan traditiond nosic. Today, his
songs are bei ng arranged, re-arranged and perforned by guitar bands
and filmproducers all over Esan and beyond. Wiile this tendency of
falling back to existing songs in creating new ones nay be
conmendabl e, the danger of disrespect for one's intellectua property
$aesa msicd cregtivity inthisregon According to Bakan (2012),
support and ownership of nusic are na or facts that influence how
nusic lives in coomunities, cultures, and societies. Sone music is
regarded as the property of afamly lineage (e.g. inlnda) o anetire
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village comunity (e.g. inBai). Qher nusicis not regarded as property
a all, raher being thougt of as an integral facet of conmurd life
that is absorbed into the broader fabric cuture. The opinion above is
infornative. Mewed fromwhat ever perspective, it is considered that
nusi ¢ naki ng i n contenporary traditional societies, including Esanl and
needs to respect owership rights.

Concl usi on

Inths paper, we exanined the boyhood of this great personage,
Aine (hetoh (aka Awjo), his nusica and educati onal upbringi ng,
Esan ninstrel sy, the nusical instrunents used in the his ensenhl e,
the thenatic treatnent in his storyline, singng styles and the use of
proverbs in crafting his songs. Fomthis traditional nusic personaity
prafiling, ve dscovered that, Anojo wvas aninitiator of a newgenre in
Esan minstrel sy. He replaced the Aalan —atraditiona Esan stringed
nusi cal instrunent wth the nodern day guit a . Though dead, he has
engendered a | egacy of the domiciliation of foreign nusica instrunents
intraditionad ensenbles. This, in turn, has helped in expanding the
sonic space of Esan nusicality. Wthou contradction, his finger of
i nnovation and contribution to Esan mnstrel sy renai ns a nusi cal spring
whi ch contenporary highlife nusicians in Esan have continuously
fetched from
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