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Abstract
In this contemporary age of feminist movement and campaign for gender equality, the role of female musicians in the preservation of Yoruba cultural heritage requires extensive visibility. For generations, these women have worked tirelessly from behind the scenes, and now it is necessary to document their input to the sustainability of cultural practices. Through participant observation and interviews, the study reveals how women use their innate creative expressions to redefine traditional gender roles and solidify their place in a male-dominated cultural setting. The study explores the role of female musicians in the palace of the Alaafin of Oyo and emphasizes that their performance is key to preserving intangible cultural heritage through repertoire continuity, mentorship, and the strengthening of palace and community musical systems. Through decades of vocal rendition and instrumental prowess, these female musicians solidify historical narratives and give meaning to palace rituals. The study concludes that gender roles in palace activities, though distinctly defined, present a unique perspective through which stakeholders can view cultural sustainability. 
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Introduction 
Historically, music has played a central role in royal courts, religious ceremonies, and communal events (Akande, 2024). It is a common sight to see drummers, praise singers, and chanters showcasing their skills through vocal and instrumental expressions in a bid to entertain and impress guests. In the southwestern part of Nigeria, where the Yoruba language is predominantly spoken, music has always been employed as a cost-effective, non-violent tool for citizen education and socialization, transmitting wisdom, proverbs, and moral values across generations (Odetade & Olusegun, 2021). For the Yorubas, music is more than an aesthetic expression; it is a living archive (Adelabu & Ayo-Obiremi, 2024) and a bridge between the physical and spiritual realms (Omojola, 2010). Yoruba cosmology believes that music accompanies every aspect of human life. It is used to herald the birth of a new baby (Akande, 2024), to celebrate milestones such as chieftaincy titles, acquisition of properties, initiation into prestigious societies (Falola, 2024), and other notable achievements. It is also used to mark transitions like funeral rites and ascension to spiritual positions. Through these notable occasions, music is employed as a tool for cultural continuity and identification.
The Yoruba cultural heritage contains elements such as music, dance, and oral history that are essential for conveying values and social norms. In royal courts, these elements serve as conduits that determine how culture is practiced, preserved, celebrated, and continued. In the heart of these cultural practices are certain musicians who are significant contributors to cultural preservation. According to Olanipekun and Ojo (2025), this set of people comprises two distinct groups of musicians: one is male-dominated, and the other is female-dominated. Both groups dutifully perform their roles as composers and performers of music at palace events. Ceremonial events attended by the Alaafin of Oyo, palace chiefs, and other distinguished royal guests are contexts where they have the opportunity to perform indigenous music repertoire. To further understand the intersection between music, gender, and culture, it is important to examine the role of female musicians in the palace of the Alaafin of Oyo. According to Oyeweso and Olutayo (2021), the palace of Alaafin of Oyo is recognized as the center of power and cultural dynamism in Yoruba land. Historically, it has served as a space where artistic expression flourishes under royal patronage. Within this palace is a thriving cultural system where female musicians have occupied a revered position for centuries (Omojola, 2010). These female musicians use their performances to celebrate royal achievements while immortalizing royal histories (Oladimeji, 2025). Their songs and chants masterfully employ instruments of diplomacy, praise, inspiration, and historical details that reinforce the authority and prestige of the Alaafin.
However, despite the prominence of music in Yoruba culture and its deep association with royal traditions, the contributions of female musicians remain largely underrepresented in scholarship. Existing studies have predominantly focused on male performers, overlooking the vital roles played by women who sustain palace traditions through chanting, singing, dancing, and instrumental performances. This gap in knowledge limits a full understanding of gender dynamics and artistic agency within Yoruba royal settings. Therefore, this study examined how female musicians in the palace of the Alaafin of Oyo preserve and promote Yoruba cultural heritage through their creative expressions. Top of FormBottom of Form
Conceptual Overview of Music and Cultural Heritage 
Cultural heritage refers to both tangible and intangible ways through which people express, define, sustain, and transmit their identity across generations. Intangible heritage is reflected in music, dance, oral traditions, rituals, and other forms of creative expression (Wang et al, 2024; UNESCO, 2015). Within African society, music occupies a significant role, performing the function of a repository for history and a tool for communication. Music is a living archive in artistic form through which the experiences, aspirations, and values of a people are preserved or renewed over time. In Yoruba culture, music represents one of the most enduring forms of expression and a source of identity (Babátúndé & Oladipo, 2018). Music serves as a bridge between the physical and metaphysical realms. It captures the essence of Yoruba cosmology, spirituality, and social organization. Through the combination of rhythm, lyrics, and oral performance, music serves as a medium for storytelling, worship, and the transmission of values. The establishment of music as a key element of intangible cultural heritage enables the continuity of indigenous knowledge systems despite modernization and globalization. 
Scholars have argued that cultural heritage is not static but dynamic (Omolewa, Eregare & Ebohon, 2025; Alexopoulos et al., 2025; UNESCO, 2015), constantly adapting to social and historical transformation. The music of the Yorubas has evolved through interaction with contemporary influences while retaining its traditional usage and elements. Therefore, the perspective of music as cultural heritage helps to preserve the practices, meanings, experiences, and relationships that make it an indispensable part of man's existence.
Music in Yoruba Society 
In traditional Yoruba communities, music is not just performed for entertainment purposes; rather, it is integrated into the rhythm of the event itself. It accompanies major events such as naming ceremonies, festivals, initiations, marriages, and funerals. Each of these events is marked by distinct musical forms, instruments, and performance styles that embody the essence of that event (Akande, 2024). During religious and ritual-based events, music is used to communicate with deities, invoke ancestral spirits, and create an atmosphere that is conducive for worship and spiritual connection (Olaleye & Adeyeye, 2020). Music is considered a sacred language that the “Divine” acknowledges and engages with. The drumming, chanting, and singing are not merely for aesthetic purposes but are considered sacred pathways for bridging the gap between the physical and spiritual dimensions. The talking drum (Dundun), for instance, holds communicative powers capable of imitating human speech (Olaleye, 2012). Through such performances, music becomes a vessel for spiritual communion and establishing ancestral connections. 
Moreover, music functions as an educational tool through songs, proverbs, and chants. Music is used to pass on lessons on morals and social values to the younger generations. Using music has several advantages. First, it captures the attention of the youths; secondly, music is used to sustain their interest, which is what is needed to get the message across. Through music, their perception of communal responsibilities and understanding of what is acceptable in society is reconfigured (Olúsojí, Oláolúwa & Odùsorò, 2023). The rhythm, tempo, genre, and rendition style all combine to achieve the intended result, which is to educate those in the audience. Traditional performances employ music as a tool for social commentary to air their opinion regarding social issues, criticize misconduct, and promote virtues like hard work, respect, and unity. The pedagogical function of music in Yoruba land promotes the idea that music is an institution for cultural continuity and civic education. Music is a living system of communication that has helped to preserve the past, interpret the present, and now help predict the future. This is because, through research, one can trace history and use the information to chart the course of what is likely to be in the future. Music plays an indispensable role in moderating and maintaining cultural equilibrium.
The Role of Music in Yoruba Royal Courts 
The Yoruba royal court is an important space where music intertwines with authority, spirituality, and ceremony. Oluwasemiloore and Ogunyemi (2025) describe the role of music in the palace as a reflection of the grandeur and historical beauty of the Yoruba kingship. The royal court is not merely a center for political governance but also a cultural hub where traditional heritage is accessible through music, dance, and oral poetry. Musicians in the Yoruba royal court are held in high esteem because of their roles as chroniclers of events, custodians of history, and mediators between the ruler and the community (Olanipekun & Ojo, 2025; Folabalogun, 2017). These court performers/musicians are hereditary professionals whose roles were passed down through generations. Through praise poetry (oriki), drumming, and chanting, they narrate the lineage of the royal family, recount heroic deeds, and preserve the memory of the kingdom's origins and achievements (Ajewole & Bello, 2024). Regardless of the event, palace musicians use their performances to affirm the authority of the ruler and reinforce loyalty within the palace.
Beyond their ceremonial duties, palace musicians also act as instruments of diplomacy when other rulers, emissaries, or colonial officers visit the palace. Historically, these musicians use the opportunity of the visit to project the power and sophistication of the Yoruba culture (Olakanmi, 2025). In this sense, music becomes a performative language of status and identity. It expresses reverence, recognition, and prestige within and beyond the palace, as visitors would have been enthralled with a pleasant impression of the palace.
Gender and Musical Practice in Yoruba Culture 
The gender structure in Yoruba music culture is reflected through the expectations and different roles assigned to both men and women. However, this distinction does not imply inferiority; rather, it reveals a gender balance in which both women and men are recognized as significant contributors to the propagation and preservation of cultural heritage. Just as Omibiyi (2013) debunks the notion that female musicians have been excluded from musical performances on the basis of their gender, Oluwadamilare (2023) emphasized that the musical involvement of women in events continues to grow. Raji and Lawal (2025) observed that women are entrusted with sensitive roles as singers and dancers for the worship of various deities like Òşun, Yemọja, and Oya. In this religious context, the performances of women's groups serve as spiritual communication and ritual mediation between humans and the divine. This is a reflection and a confirmation of the spiritual authority that women have as custodians of cultural continuity in Yorubaland. Economically, women use music as a means of empowerment and social commentary. For instance, market women singing groups and cooperative singing groups (egbe alojo orin), provide platforms for women to voice their communal concerns, show resistance, and display solidarity. According to Oluwadamilare (2023), these women's groups use satire, humour, and metaphor in their songs to create social injustice and gender inequality without direct confrontation.
Despite the significant roles female musicians have played in Yoruba culture, the account of their contributions is not as significantly publicized as that of their male counterparts. This imbalance reinforces the need to reexamine the narratives around gender and music in Yoruba culture. It also emphasizes the need to recognize women not as supporting participants but as creative agents and cultural custodians in their own right. The continued involvement of female musicians in traditional royal settings is therefore a testament to their resilience and persistence within a cultural space that is always evolving.
Female Musicians in the Palace of the Alaafin of Oyo  
The palace of the Alaafin of Oyo stands as one of the most enduring centers of Yoruba political authority. Historically, it has served not only as a seat of governance but also as a hub of artistic and intellectual activity where music, dance, and chants are used to reflect the grandeur of Yoruba culture (Ajewole & Bello, 2024). In this royal environment, female musicians occupy a revered, yet understudied position. The women contribute immensely to the preservation and transmission of cultural heritage through their songs, chants, and instrumental performances (Omibiyi, 2013). Over the years, the Alaafin's palace has maintained a structured musical hierarchy in which drummers, singers, chanters, and dancers are assigned specific roles during ceremonies, festivals, and palace functions (Akinyemi, 2001). For the female musicians, their roles complement those of their male counterparts as they compose and perform songs that celebrate the Alaafin's achievements, honour the royal lineage, and extol the virtues of courage, wisdom, and justice (Olanipekun & Ojo, 2025). Their performances mainly serve didactic purposes with lyrics infusing social values and moral conduct within the court and the broader community.
During major palace events such as coronations, female musicians employ vocal renditions and dance to heighten the emotional and spiritual atmosphere (Olanipekun & Ojo, 2025). Their dancing style, costumes, expressions, and timbre make their performance significant to the ceremony. Their songs form a part of the oral archives and royal histories of the Alaafin’s palace because they expertly articulate the cultural philosophies that define Yoruba identity. They use oriki (praise poetry) to immortalize the deeds of past kings and affirm the legacy and legitimacy of the reigning Alaafin (Afolayan, 2019). Performing this dual mode of commendation and performance situates female musicians as both artists and historians of the palace traditions. These female musicians attain recognition and influence as their contributions to traditional and contemporary Yoruba societies gain wider recognition. Their roles as female musicians in the Alaafin's palace exemplify how gender creativity contributes to the sustainability of the tradition of royal music.
Methodology
This study employed an ethnographic approach by gathering qualitative data on the experiences and the roles of female musicians in the palace of the Alaafin of Oyo. This approach made it possible to focus on the contributions of these women to the preservation of Yoruba cultural heritage. It also enabled a better understanding of the cultural practices and meanings from the perspectives of these women. The study examined how gender defines the roles of female musicians, shapes their participation, articulates their authority in the palace, and informs creative expression in a space that is traditionally dominated by men. The research design is both descriptive and interpretive because it emphasizes the social and symbolic significance of the role of female musicians in the palace. 
The study population consisted primarily of female musicians who perform within the Alaafin's palace. It also included palace officials and traditional historians who corroborated the accounts of the female musicians. A purposive sampling technique was employed to identify participants who fit the criteria above and women who have been performing in the palace for up to eight years. This was necessary to allow the researcher to get deep experiential and historical insights into palace music traditions from the interviews. 
Data collection integrated multiple ethnographic approaches such as participant observation, interviews, and archival research. Participant observation took place during palace activities such as rehearsals, ceremonies, and performances. The researcher was able to observe the women as they performed in these settings. Historical narratives came from oral interviews and from archival sources. Data analysis followed a thematic approach, informed by interpretive frameworks from ethnomusicology and feminist cultural theory. 
Findings and Discussion 
Historical context and roles of female musicians in the palace 
Findings from the fieldwork and oral narrative revealed that female musicians in the palace of the Alaafin of Oyo occupy a significant position that is both historical and cultural. Their presence is not in furtherance of the feminist movement; rather, it is rooted in hereditary lines that stretch across multiple generations. As confirmed by Omibiyi (2013) and Oluwadamilare (2023), often the position of female palace musician is passed down from mother to daughter or within specific family circles that have served the royal court for centuries. This hereditary system not only ensures the preservation of musical knowledge but also guarantees the continuity of this tradition. 
Within the Alaafin's palace, female musicians perform functions that go beyond entertainment. They function as oral historians, ritual specialists, and cultural educators whose music accompanies major royal ceremonies. Their songs, which include praise poetry (oriki) and ritual chants, are performed to invoke ancestral blessings, commemorate dying dynastic histories, and reinforce the spiritual authority of the Alaafin. 
Moreover, their continued performance at coronation, naming ceremonies, and festivals is a confirmation that the gods approve of their functions. In addition, the mastery of their craft and their deep understanding of royal decorum make these female palace musicians indispensable to royal life. Beyond this, the study found that these women embody what Alabi (2021) describes as the dynamic equilibrium between tradition and change in Yoruba music culture. The sustained performance, which is a long-established practice, incorporates creative improvisation that speaks to past and contemporary realities. Through the role of these women, tradition has evolved, it has been preserved, and it has been transformed into a hallmark of Yoruba artistic resilience. 
Musical ensembles, genres and functions
The study identified distinct performance groups and musical forms constituted by female performers within the Alaafin of Oyo’s palace. These groups are centrally involved in reinforcing the presence of royalty through musical performance, particularly during formal occasions and festivals. Their performances are largely vocal as they use praise poetry (oríkì) to extol the Alaafin, palace chiefs, and distinguished visitors, thereby situating music as a medium of affirmation and social recognition.
In addition, the study confirms the existence of three principal female court music forms. These are Akunyungba, Apinti, and Igba-titi, all of which are historically associated with female court musicians in the Oyo royal territory. The court form determines the repertoire and performance contexts of palace musicians. Each form is performed within specific ceremonial frameworks and employs both vocal renditions and instrumental accompaniment. These instruments are commonly used by the three groups: ọ̀mẹ́lẹ̀, agogo, ìlù (drums), and calabash, which together provide rhythmic, tonal, and symbolic support for the performances.
Findings from the study further indicate that in these contemporary times, palace practice permits female musicians to perform selected popular and semi-traditional genres such as Sàpálà and Wákà.  Although this is restricted to less formal palace events and celebratory occasions. This development reflects a conscious adaptation to the global change in the world, which is tending towards genre fusion and contemporary adaptation. It also allows female palace musicians to use their position to influence and shape the trajectory of music within the Oyo territory. This way, they negotiate continuity and change while maintaining the integrity of court musical traditions. 
Membership in these groups is traditionally based on early socialization and long-term participation, with performers remaining active for as long as they are physically able to do so. This means that a mother starts to train her daughter to join this elite group of female musicians from a tender age. The child is both musically and psychologically prepared for the responsibility, thereby reducing the possibility of exiting the group. Little girls with innate musical skills are groomed vocally and taught how to play musical instruments. The performances of these female musicians showcase the artistic versatility they possess and their ability to navigate both sacred and secular musical requirements. Their repertoire includes songs that tell the history of the Alaafin's palace and past kings. Their songs celebrate the virtues of the reigning king and convey messages of morality to the community. This way, the music of the female palace musician is a living archive and a repository for Yoruba history, values, and hierarchies. Although their primary performances occur within the palace, female musicians are also permitted to perform at select external events, particularly ceremonies
Cultural significance and symbolism of palace music 
Each performance by the female palace musicians comes in the form of entertainment and educative narratives that communicate virtues such as respect for elders (ìwà pẹ̀lẹ́), honesty (òtítọ́), loyalty, and reverence for the gods. Through their performance, the women are able to transmit symbolic Yoruba views, ensuring that the world has the right narrative regarding Yoruba tradition. This way, the culture and the essence of Yoruba life span across generations. Sometimes, these female musicians perform songs that contain social criticism or satire to encourage discipline in the court and to remind the king of his duties to his people. This way, their music because both performative and functional. Furthermore, through music, these women can exercise a form of soft power that allows them to voice their perspective and negotiate their rights in a nonviolent way within the palace walls. Although the female palace musicians are not always as prominent or visible as their male counterparts, they are able to situate their presence in the palace activities. Their presence in the palace demonstrates that gender hierarchies are not fixed in traditional institutions but are flexible. 
Adaptation and continuity in a contemporary world 
Findings from the study show that female palace musicians can adapt to modern realities by infusing contemporary genres like afrobeat into their performances. They infuse these contemporary genres into their repertoire, which, so far, has been well received. On global platforms, the unique musical prowess of these women is gaining the attention of scholars and researchers. The beautiful part is that they have managed to retain the cultural integrity of their practice despite globalization. This ability to adapt is a testament to the fact that a changing tradition does not necessarily mean a ruined one, but an adaptive and people-conscious tradition. 
The study, however, uncovered some concerns and challenges that threaten the continuity of their existence. Many of the senior female palace musicians are aging, with just a few young ladies remaining in the groups. This places a limitation on membership succession and threatens the continuous existence of the music groups. Concerns about declining patronage, limited formal recognition, and the lack of extensive archival documentation further endanger the preservation of their repertoire. The study calls for an urgent intervention by custodians of culture to prevent the erosion of this significant cultural legacy. 
Conclusion 
The study examined the role of female musicians as interpreters, preservers, and performers of Yoruba music culture in the palace of the Alaafin of Oyo. Their music combined entertainment and education to explain spiritual, historical, and moral values in the Yoruba culture. Through vocal and instrumental performances, they contribute to the musical life in the palace. These women act as a bridge by using music to connect ancestral memory with contemporary realities. They are a symbol of a dynamic culture instead of a static past. The study affirms that the female musicians are custodians of intangible culture whose duty is to ensure that the world's perception of Yorubaland is a vibrant one. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Equally, their participation in the activities in the palace redefines gender narratives in Yoruba tradition. In a space that is historically dominated by men, these women have been able to reshape the discussion on power and authority within indigenous institutions. From a broader perspective, this research is an indication that music in Yoruba palace culture is both for resistance and renewal. Through their songs and instrumental performance, these women do not only commemorate the Alaafin’s lineage but also awaken the collective consciousness of the Yoruba people. They are guardians of memory and evidence of a culture that is resilient.
This study has significant implications for cultural heritage preservation as it highlights the importance of recognizing female palace musicians not as regular performers but as living custodians of tradition. These women are a living embodiment of knowledge and enduring practices that have survived the reign of many Alaafins. Through a well-structured template of apprenticeship, they have provided mentorship for young girls. In addition, their performance practices have been essential to the sustained transmission of intangible cultural heritage. From a gender studies perspective, the study challenges assumptions of male dominance and exclusivity in traditional structures by demonstrating how women use music to exercise cultural authority in the palace. This study reveals indigenous pathways through which women can negotiate for visibility and legitimacy within African societies.
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