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he Igbo culture of Nigeria is rich in symbolism and traditional

artifacts that reflect its worldview, spiritual practices, and
societal structure. Among these artifacts, the Ikenga and Ofo stand
out as powerful representations of personal achievement, moral
authority, and spiritual connection. This article explores these
artifacts using historical photographs and the cultural context in
which they were created.
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Ikenga: Symbol of Strength and
Achievement

Ikenga, meaning “place of strength,” is a wooden sculpture often
associated with male achievement, personal success, and spiritual
empowerment in Igbo society. The photograph attributed to Emily A.
Wingert in the 1950s shows a detailed Ikenga sculpture measuring
54.6 cm, decorated with pigment. This particular Ikenga features two
prominent horns, a common representation of vitality and aggression.
The figure also holds a knife and a human head, signifying the
individual’s capacity for action and success in endeavors such as
warfare, farming, or trade.

Ikenga is a personal shrine, often consecrated for an individual, and
serves as a spiritual medium for seeking guidance, blessings, and
strength. The symbolism of the horns, tools, and other items often
varies, reflecting the personal achievements or aspirations of its
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owner.

Right: Ofo from Anam, present-day Anambra state, Nigeria. Made of wood and iron. Length: 52.7 cm. Left: Ofo
from Aguleri, present-day Anambra state, Nigeria. Length: 90 cm. Collected by M.D.W. Jeffreys in 1930 in Aguleri.
Photographed by Jerome L. Joss.
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Ofo: The Staff of Authority and
Justice

The Ofo staff is a vital element of Igbo ritual and leadership,
symbolizing moral authority, ancestral power, and justice. The images
of Ofo from Anam and Aguleri, both in Anambra State, Nigeria, were
photographed by Jerome L. Joss. The Anam Ofo, crafted from wood
and iron, measures 52.7 cm, while the Aguleri Ofo is notably larger, at
90 cm.

The Ofo is often owned by elders or lineage heads and serves as a
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physical and spiritual connection to the ancestors. It is used during
prayers, oaths, and legal or moral decisions, emphasizing its role in
upholding societal norms. The carvings and materials used in these
artifacts highlight the craftsmanship and the sacred importance
attached to them.
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Cultural and Historical
Significance

The Ikenga and Ofo are part of a broader Igho cosmology that values
personal achievement, spiritual connections, and communal order.
The third photograph, taken by G. I. Jones in the 1930s, depicts a
collection of Igbo artifacts, including Ikenga and Ofo from North Ika
Igbo in present-day Delta State. These objects reflect the continuity of
Igbo traditions despite colonial disruptions and the dynamic interplay
between individual and communal identities.
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Ofo, uxurhe, and other pieces, including Ikenga, from North Ika Igbo, present-day Delta State. Photograph by G. I.
Jones in the 1930s.

These artifacts are not only aesthetic masterpieces but also deeply
functional within their cultural contexts. They provide insight into the
Igbo people’s values, including the importance of hard work, spiritual
alignment, and justice.
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Conclusion

The Ikenga and Ofo are enduring symbols of Igbo culture, reflecting
the community’s spiritual and societal foundations. Through these
artifacts, we gain a deeper understanding of the Igbo worldview,
where individual achievement and communal well-being are
intricately linked. The photographs and historical documentation
serve as valuable resources for preserving and interpreting these
cultural treasures.
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