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Abstract 

This paper examines the educational importance of the Igbo masquerade, focusing on Owu, of 

the South-Eastern Igbo. Our perspective combines social science and art appreciation, leaving 

the religious dimension largely aside. In view of the masquerade’s educational importance, we 

examine the aesthetics, socio-cultural and environmental-economic implications of the 

masquerade. We underscore lessons taught by the masquerade’s myth of origin and its 

performances, their multi-dimensional, kinesthetic and gendered presentations, costumes, 

materials, objects, paraphernalia, tangible and ephemeral components. The Owu-Okoroshi 

masquerade is based in a secret society, its history, hierarchy, titles, social functions, and 

initiation rites; masquerades are complex and involve timed festivals, multiple events and 

components. Contemporary performances are significant artistic expressions concerning the 

culture, its history, individual members and communities, social transformation and global 

issues. The masquerade entertains and simultaneously educates participants on various levels; 

it provides participants and audiences with an awareness and deep knowledge of Igbo culture 

and its history, and has an important impact on personal and collective identity, social 

coherence, peace and security.  
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Introduction: Perspectives 

There are many different ways of looking at the arts: from the perspective of an art historian, a 

collector, a critic, a connoisseur, a social scientist, spiritual motivation and more. The author of 

this paper is an anthropologist focusing on education. She presents her findings from the 

combined perspectives of social science and art appreciation, purposely leaving the religious 

dimension largely aside.  

The masquerade is the most prolific art form of the Igbo people. This paper focuses on 

Owu described as a major masking tradition of the South-Eastern Igbo by art historians (Cole 

and Aniakor, 1984, map B). Yet, Owu is much more. Its educational value is extremely 

important. According to Chief Azogu, an Oguta elder and scholar, “Owu is an institution on 

which most of Oguta'scustom is hinged. It can be described as the cornerstone of the town's 

tradition, a law-making body and a law enforcement agency” (Azogu, 1998, p. 85). Owu 
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masquerade is a highly complex cultural institution; it is based on a hierarchically organized 

secret society that educates and initiates young men into adulthood; it preserves and teaches  

cultural knowledge, norms and history; it educates on cultural ideals, aesthetics and ethics, 

gender, and the local environment; it prepares major local economic activities; it displays the 

norms and the anti-thesis of Igbo civilization, exposes, satirizes and criticizes misfits, punishes 

offenders, reveals current issues, teaches and entertains the public. 

 

The Religious-Spiritual side 

The religious dimension is controversial. We are largely leaving it aside here, yet without 

completely ignoring it. Masquerades are spiritually motivated and as such important agents of 

social control (Kalu, 1993). Owu, for example, has been described as a “water spirit” (Cole and 

Aniakor, 1984). Yet, due to their spiritual qualities, masquerade performances and the 

associated titles are denigrated today by religious fanatics since the onslaught of colonialism 

and missionaries. Such attacks are problematic; they deprive people of important “corner 

stones” of their culture (Azogu, 1998), of markers of their history and identity (Acholonu, 

2012), and of an avatar of community conscience and village police (Onyeneke, 1987); this 

leaves especially the youth in a “moral desert” (Osuagwu, 2012) and opens society to amorality 

and crime (Oriji, 2007). Attacks on classic African Art and masquerades by fanatic Christians 

recall contemporary assaults by Muslim fanatics on antiquities and World Cultural Heritage 

sites. Religious fanaticism is irrational, ignorant and destructive. Yet, it continues well into the 

21st century, even though the Catholic Church, for example, promotes tolerance since Vatican II, 

and even Cardinal Arinze has spoken out publicly in 2012 against the Christian attitude of 

“superiority” (Arinze, 2014, p. 17).  

 

The Owu Events 

The Owu masquerade of the Oguta area is linked to two complementary festivals, Agugu and 

Omerife. The major masquerades are performed during the New Year festival, Agugu, while 

Omerife is the area’s New Yam festival and largely involves feasting. Both festivals are 

comprised of complementary male and female participation and events (Jell-Bahlsen, 1994, 

2016). The festivals are timed. They take place at specific times of the year and in a specific 

sequence among the Oru-Igbo towns. According to their custom, the senior town of Orsu-

Obodo is the first to perform Agugu, with Oguta next, and other Oru-Igbo towns following and 

performing one after the other. 

The commencement of Agugu at Orsu-Obodo is timed in accordance with environmental 

observations of the water levels of Oguta Lake and on the alluvial plains of the River Niger, in 

addition to the observance of the lunar cycle. Internally, the festival observes the 4-day 

calendar of the Igbo market week and lasts a full month; it is highly complex and contains 

multiple complementary events, beginning with the ancestors and increasingly dedicated to 

Owu; there are male and female, day- and night-time, public- , secret-, semi-secret- and very 

secret/ forbidden performances. The most secret events are performed by the town’s oldest 

women in the nude, late at night, when nobody—whether male or female, initiated or not—is 

allowed to leave their homes on pain of death. 

Agugu is a New Year festival. Young men are initiated into adulthood at this time. The 

festival also prepares the community for bush clearing, the new agricultural year and female 
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fishing activities. The festival and its timing define important environmental and economic 

markers (Jell-Bahlsen, 1994). Agugu features multiple title holders, ranks of membership, 

initiates, masks, performance, events and audiences. 

 

The Aesthetics 

The masquerade is performed in public by masked individuals and groups. Their performances 

are multi-dimensional, dramatic and kinesthetic. They feature distinctly different types of 

music, choreographies, costumes and drama. 

According to an Igbo proverb, “You do not stand in one place to watch a masquerade.” 

Ada-akwu ofu ebe enene mmuo. This might be taken literally, but also contains a metaphor 

signaling the masquerade’s multiple dimensions; it comprises tangible and durable, intangible 

and ephemeral, as well as male and female components.  

 

Music and Dance 

The music of the Agugu and Omerife festivals features three different types of drumming: 

drumming for the ancestors and transitional music are followed by the very distinctive 

rhythms and songs of Owu. No other than Owu music may be played during Agugu, and no 

funerals could be performed during Agugu. 

 The orchestra contains three different types of drums: High-pitched drums or clappers, 

medium-tone talking drums of Iroko wood, and the low base iron gong. 

 The drumming for Owu is associated with very distinctive and difficult dance steps 

emphasizing balance, stamina and strong legs. 

 The distinct choreographies of the various performances feature order versus chaos.  

 Owu vocals correspond to differences in gender: 

The secret society’s male bard presents praise songs of the ancestors, culture heroes, 

the town’s history and the Owu myth during the society’s public and semi-secret performances. 

In his praise songs, the bard evokes the “tame bird that Owu brought,” symbolizing the 

customary order of Oru-Igbo civilization. 

The town’s oldest women chant a special song and dance for Owu during and after their 

pivotal and extremely secret night rituals. They evoke male-female cooperation in their song 

featuring raw and cooked food, a metaphor for gender dualism and balance. The song is 

performed exclusively during Agugu (Jell-Bahlsen, 2009, 2016). 

 

Titles and Performance 

There is a hierarchy of titles, initiation and masks within the Owu secret society. Various types 

of costumes, paraphernalia and masks correspond to differences in title, rank and message. 

Title holders also differ in rank, duties and privileges. 

 The Osere or Omodi at Orsu-Obodo is the Owu secret society’s leader. He holds the 

society’s Ofo and as an additional wand of office, a rattling iron staff. His eyes are marked with 

white chalk. His drumming summons the society members to their secret lodge, the Echina 

House, and announces the festival’s commencement. He leads the society members into the 

village square, presides over the public performances and is the first to dance. 



IMT  INTERNATIONAL  JOURNAL  OF  THE  ARTS  AND  SCIENCES, VOL. 1 NO. 1 
 

76 
 

 The society’s bard, the Okwa, holds a special fan. He escorts the Osere and other senior 

title holders with his songs. His chanting praises the culture heroes and cultural ideals, 

preserves memory and recounts history. 

 The Ada Owu is a female title corresponding to the Osere. While several Ada Owu title 

holders prominently performed at Izombe in 2009, Orsu-Obodo’s last Ada Owu had died prior 

to this author’s first visit in 1978. By 2009, there was still no Ada Owu at Orsu-Obodo, due to 

“poverty and Church”. 

 The Eze Nwanyi is the town’s most senior woman. She performs an extremely secret 

night ritual. This female component expresses gender dualism and complementarity, a core 

element of the Agugu festival at Orsu-Obodo up until 2009 and perhaps beyond. 

 The Isato, a group of eight men ranks next to the Osere. Their dances follow his dancing. 

The paraphernalia of the first three of the eight men match their titles, e.g. big canoe, 

Ugboukwu; little canoe, Ugbonta; and “paddle”, Amara, symbolizing the female qualities of 

grace and kindness (Echeruo, 2001). Their titles correspond to the ancestral myths and its 

characters.  

 The society’s members next in line are the Amadi and the senior Okoroshi.  The Amadi 

are title holders in the society’s two segments. Their leaders are the guardians of special 

paraphernalia, such as the large Iroko (war) drums. They parade through town before the 

festival’s culmination in masquerades and dances. 

 The Okoroshi are next in rank. These fully initiated middle-rank and junior members of 

the society can be summoned to act as enforcers, as police, or as warriors. Their performances 

may be satirical and menacing, yet, also beautiful and appeasing; they communicate in a secret 

language and utter mysterious cries in public. 

 The most senior Okoroshi dances with the Ogu, the symbol of the underlying order of 

custom (Osuagu, 2012, Ejizu, 2014).  

 Novice Okoroshi displays their first public performance in the village square, after their 

prior semi-secret night appearance in the village square under the full moon, and only after 

weeks of practice, a series of secret initiation events and a semi-secret night-time performance. 

Their faces are covered by white lace cloth, as this is their first public performance in front of 

women. 

 Women cheer and reward good dancers with gifts. 

 

The Masks, their Costumes and Characters 

The three most senior Owu masks are named in correspondence to the underlying Owu myth. 

They are: Echarakecha (Father makes noise), Igbonnamuo (Beauty of the Igbo), and Akarucha 

(After gossiping you still desire it). The three highest ranking masks dance in public in the 

village square; they perform in broad daylight for four consecutive days. Their dances are 

highly choreographed. A fourth mask appears erratically and charges violently through town 

after the four day performances of the senior masks. 

 Echarakecha and his entourage storm into the village square where the public is 

gathered. His face is covered by a carved wooden mask with man-like features and a 

mysterious smile. He wears a carved red cap with eagle feathers, is dressed in a flowing yellow 

and brown costume, holds a bronze wand of office and carries a heavy bag of rattling metal 

objects on his back—representing history and the achievements of civilization. The mask is 
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owned by the Umunna Umudei of Ojeru, the mythical woman’s father. He dances back and forth 

in front of the society’s senior title holder the Osere/ Omodi. 

 Igbonnamuo appears mysteriously. His head is completely covered by white lace and 

cloth, decorated with red coral beads and topped by a lavish crown of eagle feathers. His 

costumes are of soft fabric, white in front and blue in the back; his wavy movements and the 

flowing jingles of his music remind one of water. This mask is owned by Igbogankwo, the 

Umunna of the mythical diviner, Otugwa. He also dances towards the Osere and back, and 

carries a heavy bag of rattling objects on his back as well.  

 Akarucha is the most senior mask. The mask is covered in white lace over red cloths 

from head to below the waist, making for a conical appearance complete by a round red hat 

with a broad rim and pointed top. A small carved face sits on its tip; it is decorated with 

feathers that appear like sun rays. The contours of Akarucha’s heavy rucksack of rattling metal 

objects bulge under the white cloth covering the body.  This mask belongs to Umuonyeura, the 

Umunna of Ojeru’s mythical husband, Onyeura. Akarucha’s dance is highly choreographed 

moving towards the Osere, slowly forward and back. 

 On the fifth day, a fourth mask, Nwo-no-no dramatically challenges this display of Oru-

Igbo civilization and its social ideals. Nwo-no-no is wearing a flat, carved wooden mask on top 

of its head, facing the sky; it is wearing a body suit of raffia and carries a raffia bag, is wild and 

believed to “hate feathers”. It represents chaos (Osuagwu, 2002). It acts dramatically; it races 

through town with its entourage, chasing the youth and being chased in a ritualistic all-out war 

involving the throwing of clubs and defying the rules of decency and order. Even back in 1978, 

young women would go wild during this event, wear trousers like men, and partake in the wild 

chases. This mask must not be photographed; it is said to have attacked a NTA film crew at Esi-

Orsu in the early 1970s, and destroyed their camera. Women with small children are warned to 

stay off in secure places. When accidents happen; injuries and destruction of property go 

unpunished. 

The classic Owu masquerade and play at Orsu-Obodo re-enacts sacred myth and evokes 

the order of Oru-Igbo civilization; Nwo-no-no represents the opposite, chaos. 

 

The Myth of Origin 

The Owu-Okoroshi masquerade and festival is based on a myth. Myth informs of and also 

enforces cultural norms and ideas (Barthes, 1972). According to the Owu myth, a woman 

named Ojeru was fishing and wading in the water, when she found the ofo. She told her 

husband, Onyeura about her discovery. The couple consulted a diviner, Otugwa, who told them 

that they had found wealth (children) and instructed them to commence a masquerade. The 

woman’s father wanted to claim the wealth brought by his daughter, Ojeru. However, the 

community decided that on account of the bride/child- wealth paid by Onjeura, the wealth his 

wife had brought belonged to his side, not to her father’s side. 

 

Social Dimensions 

The Owu myth defines the basic organizing principle of Igbo society. It lays down the 

foundations of patrilineal kinship and gives people clear instructions on where the children 

belong. This arrangement provides the basis for social connections, blood relations, property 

titles, rights and duties. It defines and protects the place and identity of every child/ person in  
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society, no matter what happened to his/her parents. The arrangements are clear enough to 

avoid the fight over guardianship so frequent and harmful in the contemporary industrial 

world. 

Gender is another important dimension of this myth. It was a woman, Ojeru, who 

originally found the Ofo. The Ofo is the most important symbol of paternal authority and used 

to uphold social norms and integration (Ejizu, 1986 & 2000). Ascribing the source of this 

important instrument to a mythical woman underscores the importance of gender balance and 

duality in Igbo society, especially with regard to its male and female components. 

The Owu myth constructs a map for behavioral norms and legitimizes the enforcement 

of the order of custom. A de-construction of the masquerade, its underlying myth, its 

symbolism and base of authority would de-construct the codes of conduct, social cohesion, 

peace, and the society’s whole eschatology (Achebe, 1984). The Igbo masquerade cemented 

social bonds and “held us together” (Achebe, 1960). 

 

Environmental-Economic dimensions 

The Owu masquerade and its festivals have important economic dimensions. The Owu events 

are timed in accordance with environmental observations. This serves to inform the 

community about the seasons and defines the time for work and the time for play. Among the 

Oru-Igbo, the festival commences when the waters of Ogbuide Lake and the adjoining rivers, 

creeks and swamps of the Niger’s alluvial plains recede after the annual flood. Clearing of the 

bush begins immediately after the conclusion of the Agugu festival to prepare for planting. At 

this time, the land is moist enough to promote germination, but dry enough to hold the 

seedlings. Planting should begin right after clearing of the bush.  

Women customarily fish with baskets in the warm and shallow water along the shores 

of Oguta Lake and in the adjoining creeks. Custom and traditional religious beliefs prohibit 

these activities during the time of the flood—October through December. The women may 

resume fishing only after the Agugu festival is complete and certain rites have been performed 

late in January-February. By this time, young fishes have matured enough to replenish the fish 

population. The custom of regulating fishing activities curbs over-fishing and protects and 

sustains the aquatic environment.  

There is an additional health impact from the customary rules that allow wading into 

the water only after the completion of Agugu, in January/February, well after the flood has 

receded: at this time certain water plants are largely gone. Also, gone with those plants are the 

water snails that carry the disease, Bilharzia or Schistosomiasis. 

 

Changing Times 

Orsu-Obodo is believed to be the place of origin of Owu. Past festivals and masquerade 

observed there by this author, 1979-1994, displayed both Igbo civilization and chaos. However, 

lately, not all of the masks representing civilization always appear. Again, this is said to be due 

to “poverty and Church”. In 2009, the Agugu festival focused only on two events: (i) the part 

where young initiates and Okoroshi dance in public and collect money from women and 

onlookers, and (ii) the wild part, where all-out chaos and fighting dominates the town during 
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the four-day Nwo-no-no events. Nwo-no-no chaos always appears whether or not the Owu 

masks representing the order of custom appear in any given year. 

Okoroshi performances witnessed at Izombe in 2009 take on current life. The masks 

appeared in groups and individually. They presented a huge variety of themes, characters, 

events and issues. They satirized (Ohale, 2003), exposed oil wells, oil tankers and mysterious 

diseases, greed, pollution, corruption, the might of police and helicopters; they featured 

phantasy creatures, transvestites, and a white baby, wise elders, a fat professor, a semi-nude 

madman, and much more. Some Okoroshi also menaced and extorted money from the 

thoroughfare. Others entertained, greeted and pleased the Chiefs and crowds of onlookers.  

 

The Educational Impact 

An in-depth study of the Owu-Okoroshi masquerade complex holds invaluable lessons. The 

dichotomy of Owu and Nwo-no-no educates onlookers and participants alike on the contrast 

between the beauty and virtues of civilization versus the dangers of chaos. The orderly 

performances of senior masks and dancers teach remembrance of the underlying myth and 

with it the values of Oru-Igbo culture and its civilization. The masquerade informs the culture 

bearers of the need for gender dualism, of their place in space and time, their history and 

identity. It teaches initiates and non-initiates behavioral norms, satirizes and punishes misfits, 

and draws attention to wider issues. The Okoroshi entertain and educate; they display social 

norms and aesthetics; they expose, menace and punish deviation; they display aesthetic ideas 

and promote cultural ethics and ideals; they traditionally enforce order and promote social 

coherence (Kalu, 1993, and Onyeneke, 1987).  

 

Conclusion 

Masquerades are a prolific and complex art form of the Igbo people. The Owu masquerade, for 

example, displays many functions and dimensions. In the past, the masquerade was a major 

educational platform for the community and provided its citizen with a deep knowledge of 

their culture and its history, a firm grounding and identity. Masked members of the secret 

society could act as enforcers of custom; they defended their society and its custom. The 

destruction of this art form robs people of a major cultural marker and an important 

cornerstone of social coherence (Azogu, 1998). Conversely, a revitalization of the art of 

masquerade could repatriate tangible and intangible cultural artifacts, teach cultural norms 

and history, give confidence, prevent aberrations and contribute to re-empowering the youth. 
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