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I n the rugged landscapes of Enugu Ezike, a historic town in
present-day Enugu State, Nigeria, coming alive with the mystical

beat of drums and the eerie dance of masquerades under the
September sky. This is the Omabe Festival, a centuries-old cultural
spectacle that transforms Enugu Ezike into a vibrant stage of
tradition, spirituality, and community pride. Picture hundreds of
masquerades—some adorned with feathers, others with fire—parading
through the streets, drawing awe from locals and visitors alike.
Celebrated every five years, with its most recent revival in 2022 after
a 25-year hiatus, this festival is a profound expression of Igbo
heritage, blending ancient rituals with a modern resurgence. It’s a
time when Enugu Ezike’s soul shines, inviting all to witness the
mystical power and unity of its people.
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A Tradition Steeped in Ancient
Origins
The Omabe Festival traces its roots to the early 13th century, a
tradition believed to have migrated from Igala (in present-day Kogi
State) to the Nsukka region, including Enugu Ezike in Igboeze North
Local Government Area. Oral histories suggest that the Omabe
masquerade, seen as an ancestral spirit emerging from an “anti hole”
beneath the earth, arrived first in Ogbozalla quarters of Opi, making it
a sacred custodian of this cultural practice. For centuries, it has been
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a revered event among the Imufu and other Enugu Ezike communities,
serving as a purification rite to purge evil from the land—both human
and spiritual.

Youths and Young men of Enugu Ezike chanting and parading at the Omabe Festival. Photo Credit: Nairaland
Forum

Originally a male-only ritual, the festival was a taboo space for
women, with masquerades believed to possess mystical powers. Its
purpose extended beyond entertainment, acting as a spiritual
intermediary between the living and their creator, interceding for
success in human endeavors. The arrival of Christianity in the 18th
century, however, sparked tensions, leading to a 25-year break as
Christian and traditional beliefs clashed. The 2022 revival, resolved
through dialogue among traditionalists, marks a renewed embrace of
this heritage, adapting it to contemporary values while honoring its
ancient essence.
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Preparing for the Mystical
Display
Preparation for Omabe begins months before its five-year cycle, often
in September. In villages like Imufu, men craft over 600
masquerades—ranging from the small Eshiwe to the towering
Mgbedike—using raffia, feathers, animal skins, and painted wooden
masks. These creations are made in secret, with only the chief priest,
Atama Omabe, overseeing the process, as the masquerades are
believed to house ancestral spirits. The community sets aside a
“house” for each masquerade, where it resides for a year before
retreating for two, adding to its mystique.

Akatakpa Omabe Masquerades on display at Omabe Enugu Ezike.

The day before the festival builds anticipation with initial dances, and
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the town welcomes returning indigenes from across Nigeria and
abroad. By the chosen day—often a market day like Afor Imufu—the
streets are alive with excitement, cleared of distractions like funerals,
as the community focuses on this sacred event.

03

A Festival of Spectacle and
Spirituality
The Omabe Festival unfolds over several days, peaking with a grand
display of masquerades. It starts early, around 5 a.m., as the smaller
masquerades—Eshiwe, Obele Monwu, and Oshagenyi—emerge, their
dances signaling the community’s purification. The atmosphere shifts
as the larger, more powerful figures like Mgbedike, Ajulaka, and
Agbeji take over, adorned with colorful Akwete cloth, beads, and
whiskers of lions and tigers. These masquerades parade through Afor
Imufu Market, entertaining over 5,000 spectators with their
acrobatics and fire displays, a testament to their mystical aura.

The Mgbedike, a standout with its imposing presence, leads groups
with sambas, drums, and gongs, stealing the show before paying
homage to the eldest man, the Onyishi, at his palace the next day. The
festival’s rules emphasize peace—no crimes like rape are tolerated,
with masquerades chasing off offenders—reflecting its role as a moral
guardian. It ends with the masquerades retreating, leaving a sense of
renewal and reverence.
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A Celebration with Depth and
Debate
Omabe is Enugu Ezike’s cultural heartbeat. Its masquerades, seen as
spiritual intermediaries, purge evil and protect the land, a belief that
has endured despite Christian influence. It unites the community,
pulling indigenes home and attracting tourists who marvel at its
unique displays. The 2022 revival, after 25 years, highlights a
resurgence of cultural pride, with leaders like Chief Fabian Ogbu Nwa
Eze emphasizing its protective legacy.

Traditional dancers performing alongside masquerades, adding to the vibrancy of the Omabe Festival. Photo
Credit: Nairaland Forum.

Economically, it boosts tourism, filling markets and hotels, though it
faces challenges. Some Christians label it fetish, sparking tension, but
locals argue it’s a cultural celebration, not religion. Security ensures
safety, addressing rare incidents, while the festival’s five-year cycle
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adds to its allure and anticipation.
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Enugu Ezike: A Town of
Tradition and Resilience
Enugu Ezike, part of Igboeze North LGA, is a hilly town near the
Enugu-Nsukka border, known for its farming and cultural depth. With
36 autonomous communities, including Imufu, it’s a stronghold of
Nsukka Igbo traditions, resisting colonial and modern erosion. The
Omabe Festival amplifies this legacy, drawing visitors to its vibrant
streets.

Omabe Masquerades on display at the Omabe Festival. Photo Credit: Nairaland Forum

Tourists love the festival’s mystique—music, dances, and masquerade
displays—pairing well with nearby Nsukka’s attractions. For Enugu
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Ezike, it’s a chance to shine, a timeless reminder of its roots.
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A Festival That Endures
As the masquerades fade and the drums quiet, Omabe leaves Enugu
Ezike glowing. It’s a purification rite, a reunion, and a cultural
triumph all in one. In a changing world, this festival holds firm—a
testament to Igbo resilience. Next in 2027, the spirits will return, the
dances will flow, and Enugu Ezike will welcome all. If you’re in Enugu
State, follow the mystique—you’ll find a celebration that’s pure magic.
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