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he word Mmanwu comes from two Igbo words: mma (meaning

“belle-belle” or beauty) and nwu (meaning “die”). So, it means
“belle-belle which is dead, or “spirit that has beauty.” It is like the
ancestors who come back wearing black masks, and they act as
middlemen between living people and the spirit world. They protect
tradition, punish bad behavior, and make sure everybody follows
community law. They are not ordinary humans; it is a spirit that hides
inside colorful costumes.

Not everyone knows precisely how masquerades started in Igbo, but
old people say that it was the farmers who started it. Once they are
done with hard farm work during planting season, men use
masquerade to joke as a form of relaxation. August to October is the
main time they do it, before harvest season. But now, every
community chooses its own time due to modern life and changes. Only
men can join the Mmanwu cult; women disagree because they all said
women cannot keep a secret. To join, men do go for initiation, which is
very hard, to test if one is a real man.

Mmanwu is of two kinds: Visible Masquerades: They appear during
the day in beautiful colors. They dance, sing, mock bad people, and
make everybody laugh. Some of them have wise taomes just showing
off belle-belle. Invisible Masquerades. They come out at night with a
scary voice and a mask. They are of three types, which are inside:
AchikwuOcha (White): They go about the village, singing. AchikwuQjii
(Black) punishes criminals. Agummuo: This type roars like a leopard in
order to make people afraid. Ogbagu: They dance in the middle of the
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night, making noise with instruments. Listening to the sound they
make can make one leave the road!

Mmanwu is close to God and ancestors. They bring prayers, help in
settling conflicts, and even swear people in oath. If you steal or
commit adultery, Mmanwu would expose you publicly, no matter who
the person is. Ancestors are “invisible police, anyone who does a bad
thing would be sanctioned by them. The midnight masquerades guard
the village, catch thieves, and also burn down the houses of bad
people. Once Mmanwu speaks, the case closes!

Mmanwu Masqurade’s performance during the Okpensi festival at Unubi

Mmanwu ensures everyone behaves well. They collect fines from
people who do not go for their communal work, guard the community
land, and shame evil women who prepare food late. In meetings,
Mmanwu makes everyone who speaks quiet. Even small children who
pluck a pear from the tree get in trouble if Mmanwu catches them.

In festivals like New Year or Christmas, Mmanwu has a unique style!

They dance, chase people, and make jokes. In a burial, they make
mourners forget their sorrow. Some masquerade competitions do
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happen, like the Ikeji festival in Imo State, where they unite rams to
win prizes. It is like football matches in the olden days; it brings
villages together.

Rites of Passage If you join the Mmanwu cult, you are now becoming a
man. It is only a strong man who can carry a big masquerade like
[jele. After initiation, you can join the elders in their meetings. If you
do not join, you will be treated as a small child.

Modern Evolution and Symbolism Since the white people arrived,
Mmanwu has become something of a show. They wear shiny clothes
for Christmas and dance for tourists. But still, some people believe
that there is a spirit inside. Mask designs can vary. Some are
beautiful, and some are scary, like snakes or crocodiles. Some
Mmanwu act like “European” (Mgbeke) to mock the white people’s
style.

Mmanwu is the heart of Igbo culture. It combines play, spirit, and law.
Even as time changes, the power of the ancestors is still inside the
mask. Whether they are performing at festivals or chasing bad people
at night, Mmanwu reminds us that the dead and living work together.
“Nobody can fight his/her Chi and win!”

Eze, K. E. (2023). The untold story of Mmanwu in Igbo land: A
Christian perspective. Journal of African Religious Studies, 12 (2),
45-58.
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