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Proverbs abound in cultures all 

over the world. There is no country of the 
world where we cannot find proverbs. In 
the continent of Africa, Nigeria and 
Urhobo in particular, proverbs are 
cherished and taken very seriously because 
of their aesthetic nature and their 
transformation power. One who is well 
versed and vast in proverbs in Urhoboland 
is highly revered. The Urhobo people who 
are located in the Central Senatorial Zone 
of Delta State, just like the Ibos in South 
East Region of Nigeria, see proverbs as the  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
palm oil with which yams are eaten.  
(Achebe, 1958). According to the Oxford 
Advanced Learner’s Dictionary 
(2010:933), proverb is a short well-known 
sentence or phrase that states a general 
truth about life or gives advice. Proverb is 
an aphorism, a wise saying, based upon 
people’s experiences and is a reflection of 
the social values and sensibility of the 
people. As Bacon rightly observes, the 
genius, wit and spirit of a nation are 
discovered in their proverbs. It is in line 
with this that the African scholar Kwabena 
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Nketia writing about the proverbs in 
Ghana has the following observations 
which are true of proverbs in Nigeria as 
quoted by Akporobaro: 
 

The value of the proverbs to us does 
not lie only in what it reveals of the 
thought of the past… the proverb is 
a model of compressed or forceful 
language. It is a technique of verbal 
expression which is greatly 
appreciated. (P 78-79) 

 
Niane (1980:29) also says of 

proverbs as, “men’s wisdom is contained 
in proverbs when children wield proverbs, 
it is a sign that they have profited from 
adult company”. Proverbs are given 
various names in Africa, though they serve 
more or less the same purpose throughout 
the continent. The Yoruba call it “Owe”, 
the Igbo call it “Ilu” while the Urhobo call 
it “Isẹ”. Proverbial expressions in Africa 
are generally criticisms of life, rather than 
a simplistic description or acceptance of 
the status quo. 
To Okpewho (1992:226), a proverb may 
be defined as a piece of folk wisdom 
expressed with terseness and charm. The 
terseness implies a certain economy in the 
choice of words and a sharpness of focus, 
while the charm conveys the touch of 
literary or poetic beauty in expression.     

Ojaide (2007), hold that a proverb 
is a witty knowledgeable and succinct 
statement. It gives colour to expression 
and being poetic, is intellectually 
stimulating. It is a traditional trope or 
saying that is expanded upon to convey 
meaning. 

Aesthetically, proverb fits into the syntax 
of speech as a figurative expression, a 
stylistic device with the desired semantic 
force. A speech that is well constructed 
and delivered well also is highly 
appreciated and applauded, because the 
meanings are clearly registered in the 
minds of those that received or heard 
them. The beauty and value of proverbs lie 
in their delightfulness and moral or 
philosophic force. It is the language of the 
masters. In terms of forms, a proverb is a 
figure of speech like simile, metaphor, 
hyperbole or the zeugma characterized by 
its graphic, picturesque or allusive form. 
Proverbs appeal to all aspects of our 
human nature, to the sense of humour, to 
the sense of tragic, to the dramatic, to the 
expected and unexpected, and to wisdom 
and knowledge, all of which amplify our 
experience and humanize our emotions in 
a manner proper to the logic of good 
artistic creations. 

It will be wise for us to know at 
this juncture what music is all about. 
According to Keith (1979), music is a 
document of human experience rendered 
in sound and speech. To him, man gave 
vent to his feelings of joy, fear and grief in 
bodily motions accompanied by rhythmic 
notes. His grunts, shouts, stampings, hand 
clapping, and pantomime gradually 
became both for rituals purposes and for 
pleasure. Music is used to chronicle the 
exploits and deeds of great men thus 
serving as history. The fables of men, 
failure, weakness, etc of people are also 
brought out in music. Besides 
entertainment, music corrects and educate 
just like proverbs. Therefore, globally, the 
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Urhobos inclusive use music/song in their 
religious work and games to teach, correct, 
place in order, to bring into awareness and 
to be conscious about moral values, 
political consciousness, national 
consciousness and the spiritual. That is 
why Hoffer (1985) observed that, music is 
commonly intended to affect the listener’s 
mood. 
 
Functions of Urhobo Proverbs in Music 

The function of proverb is 
universal. To create and use proverbs 
effectively is to display the mastery of wit-
the propriety of discourse. Proverbs 
strengthens tradition and contributes to the 
life continuity of the given society and the 
individual who lives in it. Proverbs teaches 
morals, wisdom and knowledge. 
Considering the huge benefits of proverbs, 
it is pertinent that they should be used to 
teach both young and old alike.                
 
The Place of Proverbs in Urhobo  

Having looked at the functions of 
proverbs and music in our societies we 
shall now turn to the place of proverbs in 
Urhobo traditional music/song. As we 
know, many African traditional musicians 
make use of proverbs in their music/song, 
and the Urhobo musician is not an 
exception. Songs that are laced with 
proverbs, not only entertain, but are 
savoured by the populace. It is no 
gainsaying that any Urhobo traditional 
musician who knows his onions will not 
fail to season and garnished his songs with 
proverbs that are endearing to the heart 
thus registering the message he wants to 
pass across clearly. Six songs will be used 

for this paper because of their relevance to 
the topic of discourse. Three songs will be 
taken from Prof. Johnson Adjan, one from 
Lucky Okwe, one from Okpan Arhibo and 
the last one from Chief Ọmọkọmọkọ 
Osokpa of blessed memory.  
 
Analysis of Proverbs in Some Selected 
Works of Some Urhobo Traditional 
Artistes/Musicians 
As mentioned just above, six songs will be 
analyzed in the body of this paper starting 
with three of Prof. Johnson Adjan. 
Soloist: A riẹn ọmọ diaa 
Owian rẹ okpako 
Kọ bẹn ohwo, iye (2x) 
A riẹn ọmọ diaa 
 
Chorus: Owian rẹ okpako  
Kọ bẹn ohwo, iye (2x) 
 
Soloist: A tota kẹvwẹ minyo rẹ 
 
Chorus: O ma wẹn, woruru, iye 
 A tota kẹvwẹ minyo rẹ  
O ma wẹn, wo ruru, o, iye 
 
Soloist: A riẹn ọmọ diaa 
 
Chorus: Owian rẹ ọkpako  
Kọ bẹn ohwo, iye 
 
Solo:  O wowẹn, wọ me reyọ 
 
Chorus: O wowẹn rẹ gbe jovwo/rovwo 
 

The proverb in this song is “A rien 
omo diaa, owian re okpako ko ben ohwo” 
which simply translates as “If you do not 
behave/live well as a child, the task of 
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being an adult will be difficult for such a 
person”. This proverb is cleverly woven 
round the other four lines to really bring 
out the rhythm and the meaning. Totally, 
the song is about a person, especially a 
child that will not start well in life, and 
when he/she turns an adult, it becomes 
difficult for such a person to meet up with 
the challenges and demands of life. This 
proverb that is artistically crafted in this 
song is an advice used to caution 
upcoming children to start well, so that 
when they become adult, they will not find 
life difficult. The artiste ended the song 
thus: O de wowen, wo me reyo, o wowee 
gbe rovwo” which simply means “If you 
like take my advice, if you do not like it, 
leave it”. The message here is very clear 
because as you prepare your bed, so you 
will lie on it. 
The proverb in the second song we are 
going to analyze runs thus “Asan re oma 
muru, etiyin, edje phiyo, ode yovwi”. 
Simply translated, it means “One should 
place him/herself in the category one 
belongs”. This song went thus: 
Asan re oma muru, 
Etiyin edje phiyo 
Ode yovwi 
Asan rẹ oma muru 
Etiyin edje phiyo 
Ode yovwẹ 
Asan re otu mi teri 
Me mre ihwo ri vwẹ igho 
Ri hwoma mu 
ọ ro vweẹ ighoo 
Kọyi gbe ozighi, egbikuu 
Asan rẹ oma epha 
Etiyin edje phiyọ 
Ode yovwẹ 

 
Solo: Vwẹ oma kpotọ, kẹ oghẹnẹ vwo 
wẹ kpenu  

The other lines were 
systematically arranged to give a very 
clear message/advice to all and sundry. 
The other lines woven around the 
aforementioned proverb, simply translate 
thus: “When I got to a gathering of people, 
I saw wealthy men well-behaved, and I 
discovered that it was the poor man that 
was boasting and causing trouble”. It is 
worthy of note, that the empty vessel 
makes the loudest noise. Adjan in this 
interesting song is advising that we should 
place ourselves where we belong, so that 
God can elevate us. In life, just as the Holy 
Bible says: God promotes the humble and 
brings the proud down. 
Lastly, from Adjan, we have this proverb: 
“Efe denden, oyi yoma”. This proverb 
simply means that “The wealth you 
acquire in a cool, calm and peaceful way is 
the best”. 
The song ran thus: 
Efe dẹndẹn oyi yoma, o (2x) 
Ohwo feri jẹ ọ rere 
Efe dẹndẹn yi yoma, o 
Otu rẹ urho eriyin me mrẹ rẹ 
Efe dẹnden oyi yoma, o 
Otu rẹ Urhobo wado, wado 
Efe dendẹn oyi yoma, o 
Ohwo feri jẹ ọ reree 
Efe dẹndẹn oyi yoma, o 
 

This proverb used in this song, is 
an advice to all and sundry, especially the 
upcoming youths of today who are ready 
to do anything in order to become rich. 
Today, the rate at which most of our 
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youths are pursuing wealth could better be 
left to the sense of imagination. Our young 
girls are ready to do anything in order to 
make money. This is not unconnected to 
the high rate of prostitution today in our 
society. The high rate of heinous crimes 
likes bribery and corruption, kidnapping, 
pipeline vandalization, ritual killings, 
assassination just to mention but a few are 
as a result of the uncontrollable craves for 
wealth by our youths. Youths that finds 
themselves in this category, do not even 
think of death. The rampart death of 
youths today is not unconnected to this 
mindset of getting rich through any means, 
and that is why one of the line in the song 
which says ”Ohwo feri, jo reree” is 
quintessential. It simply means “When you 
become rich through any means and you 
did not live to enjoy the wealth, of what 
benefit is the wealth?” 
Lucky Okwe in his album released in 2002 
titled “Oro bru ohwo phiyo ame” which is 
the lead song was quite captivating and 
educative. The Urhobo proverb in this 
song is “Oro bru ohwo phiyo ame, o je 
kporho oma” which means: “The person 
that soaked another in water will also get 
wet”. Here is the song: 
Oro bru ohwo phiyọ ame 
Je cha kpọrhọ oma  2x 
Evun rẹ akpọ na 
Ophrophro ri mi seri 
No rhi ne nu vwe riakpo 
Ophrophro yan ason, yan uvo 
Ode re ruẹ ẹbo 
Ro vwo si vwe nẹ orọnvwe 
Emọ ri mi vwieri, vwẹ orọnvwe na 
ọ nọye ji ghwe hwe ayen  
Ophrophro rha riẹẹ 

Jẹ ọghẹnẹ erọ rẹẹ – o 
Jẹ aghwanre phiẹn ọmọ 
 
 
Solo: Oro bru owho phiyọ ame 
Je cha kpọrhọ oma 
Obo re ruwe, ọ da dawẹ 
Wo vwo ruẹ oriverẹẹ 
Oro bru ohwo phiyọ ame je kpọrho ma 
 
A story, advice and message were women 
beautifully around this proverb. A woman 
invited her friend to be her mate. Her 
invited mate maneuvered and sent the first 
wife packing with the help of a charm. 
Again, she wanted to eliminate the step-
sons, but as God would have it, she could 
not succeed. The step children did not go 
for break to eat the food she poisoned, 
because somebody else gave them food 
during break period. The fact is that the 
children of the wicked woman got home 
first when they closed from school and ate 
the poisoned food which led to their death. 
The woman according to the song ran 
mad. The song is thus a warning and 
advice, that whatever a man sows he reaps. 
As we know, proverbs have meanings 
which are true to life situations. 
The proverb Okpan Arhibo used was “Mi 
yovwerhi none, a je dje omole ba”. This 
proverb means that “I am lucky today; you 
still have to make some efforts”. The song 
went thus:    
Solo: Mi yovwerhi nonẹ 
A je djẹ omolẹ 
Re ki tuwevwi                               2x 
Mi yovwerhi nonẹ 
Oke ro rhue vwẹ orho 
Me tọrọ oda mẹ 
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Me da yan kpeghwa 
Mi vwo toboyi 
Me da mrẹ ọshare ọvo 
Evun rẹ aghwa 
ọ tọrọ oda rọyen 
ọ nọye che hwe vwe 
Evu re aghwa 
Manẹ me djẹ gaa 
Manẹ je hwe vwe 
Evun rẹ aghwa 
Mi yovwerhi nonẹ 
A je dje omole ba 
Re ki tuwevwin. 
 
Today, we see many people, especially our 
youths who are not ready to make any 
efforts in life. We see them waiting for 
manna to fall from heaven. There is no 
free food in Freetown. In whatever 
situation we find ourselves, we should 
make some efforts in life to become what 
God destined us to be. Okpan here told us 
that “a man went to the farm in the 
morning and met a murderer there, and if 
not for the effort he made, he would have 
been killed. We have seen rich men today 
who came from very poor background. It 
was through their dedication and efforts 
that brought success to them. 
The last but not the least song to be treated 
here is the song of Chief Omokomoko 
Osakpa of blessed memory. It is a proven 
fact that the work of an artiste outlived an 
artiste. What matter is the relevance of the 
work, and that is why I felt that a work of 
such an artist is relevant and important in 
this discourse. 
The proverb Chief Omokomoko Osakpa 
used is “Omote je ohwo” which simply 
means “a woman is still a person”. 

Situations and happenings brought this 
proverb into existence. Many years back, 
the Urhobo parents do not give equal 
rights, privileges and treatment to the girls 
as it were given to male children. The 
notion of the parents at that time was that 
the girl will marry and not promote the 
name of the family. As a result of this, 
boys are given invariably all the chances to 
succeed and relegating the girls to the 
background, that is to marry. The male 
children were referred to “Adogbeji”, 
which means “sustenance of the lineage”. 
This was an erroneous mindset. The song 
ran thus. 
Solo:  Omotẹ johwo 
  ọmọte johwo 
  O diẹ obo re nẹ akpo 
  Yẹ akpọ epha 
 
Chorus: ọmọtẹ johwo 
  ọ diẹ obo re nẹ akpọ 
  Yẹ akpọ ephaa 
  ọmọtẹ johwo, ee 
  Odie obo rẹ nẹ akpo 
  Yẹ akpọ ephaa 
  ọmọtẹ johwo, ee. 
 
Chief Omokomoko concluded by saying 
that it is not the way we are looking at life, 
that is the way it is. He preached that girls 
should be given equal opportunities like 
their male counterparts. If we look very 
well today we can see many families who 
were raised by women. Here, Chief 
Omokomoko was very philosophical just 
like other great artistes worldwide. 
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Conclusion  
This paper has looked at the 

meaning, nature and functions of proverbs. 
Proverbs are not just made, but to teach, 
correct and strengthen our societies. The 
meaning and functions of music was 
considered. We noticed that for a 
song/music to be more relevant and 
endearing to pass its message across 
vividly, it needs proverb which is therefore 
the place of proverbs in Urhobo traditional 
music. Six songs of four artistes namely 
Prof. Johnson Adjan, Lucky Okwe, Okpan 
Arhibo and Late Chief Omokomoko 
Osokpa were used to buttress the place of 
proverbs in Urhobo traditional music. It is 
without gainsaying that a song that is laced 
and garnished with proverbs is savoured 
the most. Most of our children do not 
know proverbs today because of neglect. 
Even the elders that are supposed to be a 
repository of proverbs do not use them to 
teach our children. Our children no longer 
listen to our traditional music laced with 
proverbs that will teach, advise and guide 
them. They love listening to songs that are 
not meaningful. Our children should be 
made to listen to our traditional music that 
uses proverbs with the intention of 
transforming our societies. Furthermore, 
the teaching of our indigenous languages 
should be encouraged from the primary to 
the tertiary level. Proverbs in music, not 
only in Urhobo traditional music but in 
music all over the world should be 
encouraged. 
 
 
 
 

Reference 
 

Achebe, C. (1958) Things Fall Apart. 
London: Heinemann.  

 
Akporobaro, F.B.O (2006). Introduction to 

African Oral Literature. Lagos: 
Princeton 

 
Hoffer, C.R. (1985). “The Understanding 

of Music. Wadsworth Publishing 
Company Belmont: California  

 
Hornby, A.S. (2010) Oxford Advanced 

Learners Dictionary of Current 
English (8th Edition) Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. 

 
Keith, R.N (1979), Listening to Music. 

Britain Oxford University Pres. 
 
Niane, D.T (1978) Culture Nationalism in 

Modern African Creative 
Literature”. African Literature 
Today Vol. 1,2,3,4. 

 
Ojaide T. and Aziza R. (eds) (2007), The 

Urhobo Language (Today. Benin: 
Malthouse Press Ltd. 

 
Okpehwo, I. (1992), African Oral 

Literature U.S.A: Indiana 
University Press. 

 
Adjan, J.O. (1982) “Asan re oma muru”. 

Asan re oma muru. Benin City: 
Ekimogun Records. 

 

The Place of Proverbs in Urhobo Traditional Music - Irikefe T. Opuidi and D.O. Sanudje 
 



 

 

239 

 

 
Journal of Teacher Perspective, Volume 11 No. 1, December, 2016, ISSN: 2006 - 0173 

Adjan, J.O. (1983) “Efe Denden Yi Yoma” 
Efe Denden Yi Yoma Benin City: 
Ekimogun Records. 

 
Adjan, J.O. (1990) A Rien Omo Diaa”. 

Arien Omo Diaa. Lagos: 
Electromat Records. 

 
Okpan, A (2001) “Mi Yovwerhi None”. Mi 

Yovwerhi None. Lagos: Electromat 
Records. 

 
Okwe, L. (2003) “Oro bru ohiwo phiyo 

ame”. Oje Kporho oma. 
Okuokoko:  Music Matter 
Records. 

 
Omokomoko O. (1980) “Omote Je ohwo 

Omote Je ohwo. Lagos Electromat 
Records. 

 

 

The Place of Proverbs in Urhobo Traditional Music - Irikefe T. Opuidi and D.O. Sanudje 
 


