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WORSHIP OF ANCESTORS NZE, OFO AND IKENGA (ONICA OLONA).
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he family shrine is a cornerstone of Igbo spirituality, reflecting
the community’s connection to their ancestors, deities, and

symbols of authority. In the early 1910s, Northcote Thomas, an
anthropologist, photographed a family shrine in Onicha Olona, located
in present-day Delta State. The shrine prominently featured key
elements of Igbo religious and cultural life: the Ikenga, Ofo, and
representations of ancestors.

The Ikenga is a revered symbol of personal achievement, strength,
and male authority, often depicted as a carved figure with horns. It
embodies the individual’s chi (personal god), strength, and success.
Every Igbo man traditionally keeps an Ikenga, which is regularly
venerated to ensure continued blessings in personal endeavors.

27

whose prohibitions do not concern the child in whom he is
snpposed to be reincarnated.

Axcestor Worstip.—The cult of ancestors plays as con-
siderable a part in the life of the Ibo of the Asaba district as
it does in the case of other tribes of Southern Nigeria. Very
commonly the main ceremonies are associated, as at Asaba,
with the celebration of the Feast of New Yams. After the
death of a man, as soon as his son takes a certain title, he
puts the image of his father among the mwg, though it may
also be placed elsewhere in the house. They also have a
spot where they worship their mother.

At Ogwashi, a son makes a mud image of his father in
a corner of the house, and the eldest child offers for his
brothers and sisters. This 1mage is put in the ggwa, while
that of the mother is put inside the house. In some cases
the object known as qfo (Pl V) is taken to represent the
father, cowries are tied round them and the gfp is put on
small heap of mud, either in the house or in the ggwa.

In addition to the worship of the immediate ancestors of
a man, there is as usual the worship of the ancestors of the
¢bo or idumu. Small houses, the sites of which are commonly
seen in the main streets of such towns as Qkpanam, serve for
this purpose. 1In addition, in some, if not all towns, there is
a cult of umunadi, by which appears to be meant all deceased
people of a certain ebo.

Uruei—Vaguely associated with ancestor worship is also
an image known as uruéi, which is kept both by men and
women. In the case of women, uruéi appears to be associa-
ted with the husband, at any rate at Isele Asaba, and is put
by the widow in the house of any brother of her late
husband.  Where, however, uruéi is used by a man, it is
said to represent all dead women, and he buries it in order
that they may not trouble him, He will then be sure to get
a wife. A third statement as to uruc¢i was made to me at
Obgmpa, where the belief seems to be that they represent
the dead wives of a man. During his lifetime the husband
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The Ofo represents justice, truth, and the ancestral authority of a
family or community. It is a sacred staff or stick that connects the
living with the spirits of the ancestors, symbolizing morality and
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governance. In the family shrine, the Ofo serves as a reminder of the
sacred trust passed down through generations.

Ancestor veneration is central to Igbo spirituality. The shrine contains
symbolic representations of deceased family members, honouring
their role as spiritual intermediaries. These ancestors are believed to
watch over the family, guiding and protecting their descendants in
exchange for regular offerings and respect.

The head of the family, typically the eldest male, serves as the primary
priest of the Igbo family. Known as the Okpala or “Okpala Ukwu” as
the car may be, this figure acts as a custodian of the shrine,
performing rituals, making offerings, and maintaining spiritual
harmony within the family. The Okpala ensures that the ancestors’
spirits are appeased and that the household remains aligned with
divine principles.

This familial priesthood underscores the intimate relationship between
the Igbo people and their spirituality, where religion, morality, and
kinship are inseparably intertwined.

Thomas, N. (1910s). An Igbo family shrine with Tkenga, Ofo, and
representation of ancestors, Onicha Olona, today’s Delta State.
Photograph.

Ikenga and Ofo in Igbo Culture. (n.d.). In Nigerian Heritage Journal.

Okpala’s Role in Igbo Religion. (n.d.). In African Traditional Religion:
The Igbo Perspective.
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