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magine the lush landscapes of Awo-Omamma, a vibrant town in

Imo State, Nigeria, coming alive with the resonant beat of the ekwe
drum and the rhythmic dance of masquerades under the June or July
sun. This is the Owu Festival, a cherished cultural tradition that
transforms Awo-Omamma into a stage of heritage, community spirit,
and ancestral reverence. Picture the streets filled with colorful
costumes, families reuniting, and the air rich with the aroma of yam
dishes—celebrated annually in June or July, this festival is a dynamic
showcase of Igbo culture. It’s a time when Awo-Omamma shines,
drawing locals, diaspora, and cultural enthusiasts to witness a
celebration that honors the past while fostering unity in the heart of
Imo State.

01

A Tradition Rooted in Ancestral
Honour

The Owu Festival in Awo-Omamma has deep roots in Igbo tradition,
with its origins tied to the pre-colonial history of this community in
Oru East Local Government Area. Oral histories suggest it began as a
cultural dance and spiritual ritual to honour ancestors and mark the
end of the planting season, a time when the community reflects on its
agricultural success. The name “Owu” is linked to the masquerade
figures central to the festival, believed to embody the spirits of the
departed, with “Onyeisi Owu” (Owu leader) and other functionaries
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like Ugbu, Akpu/Iche, Ada Owu, and Ofu Uzor coordinating the event.
Celebrated annually in June or July, it aligns with the harvest
preparation period, a season of abundance and renewal.

Owu Masquerade display in the Isuama region.

Historically, the festival served as a communal gathering, regulated by
village customs, with specific roles for dancers known as Nwaezeowu,
Nwankpa, and Owu Oma. The Owu Ulo-Akwa, a memorial rite for a
deceased Owu head, and ceremonies like Ito Iri N’ala and Ara N'umu,
add layers of spiritual significance. While some narratives frame it as
a cult festival, it’s primarily a cultural expression, evolving over time
to reflect Awo-Omamma’s identity as a close-knit community with a
rich heritage.
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Preparing for the Cultural Dance

Preparation begins in early June. Families gather yams and prepare
traditional dishes—pounded yam, yam and pepper soup (Ji Mmiri
Awa), and palm wine—while men craft masquerades in secret. These
figures, adorned with raffia and feathers, represent ancestral spirits
and are a festival highlight. The community sets the date, often
aligning with the market days, with the ekwe emume beaten by
Umuezeali (first son of Ofekata) to commence preparations, a practice
rooted in tradition.

The days before build excitement with preliminary dances, and the
town welcomes indigenes returning from Owerri, Lagos, or abroad. By
late June or early July, Awo-Omamma is alive—streets decorated,
homes open, and hearts ready for a day of celebration that blends
ancient rites with modern joy.
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A Day of Dance, Ritual, and
Unity

The Owu Festival unfolds over a day, typically in June or July, starting
with a morning ceremony where community leaders offer prayers to
thank ancestors and God for the harvest season. The first yam is
presented, symbolizing the community’s gratitude, a moment of
communal bonding that sets the tone.
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of performers and community members parades through the town, marking the climax of the Owu Festival
celebrations.

The streets then erupt with masquerade parades, their dances a mix
of grace and power that thrill the crowd. Dancers like Nwaezeowu and
Owu Oma, adorned in vibrant costumes, perform to the beat of drums
and gongs, delighting children who chase them and adults who toss
coins in appreciation. The festival features periodic displays by Owu
Oma and Owu Agbuba, especially during the evolution of the Onyeisi
Owu, adding a rhythmic narrative to the event. Food stalls serve yam
dishes and palm wine, fostering a festive atmosphere that extends into
the evening with storytelling and feasting.
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A Festival with Purpose and
Challenges

Owu is Awo-Omamma’s cultural lifeline. The masquerades connect the
living to their ancestors, reinforcing Igbo values of gratitude and
community. It unites the 14 villages, pulling indigenes home and
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attracting tourists who marvel at its dynamic displays. The festival
also boosts local pride, with leaders encouraging cultural preservation
amidst modern influences.

Owu Masquerade dancers in traditional attire

Economically, it spurs tourism, filling local markets, though it faces
challenges. Some Christian factions question the masquerades’
spiritual elements, labeling them cultish, but Awo-Omamma’s people
see it as a cultural celebration, not idolatry. Security ensures safety,
addressing rare incidents, ensuring the festival’s growth as a regional
highlight.
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Awo-Omamma: A Town of
Culture and Progress

Awo-Omamma, on the banks of the Njaba River in Oru East LGA, is a
thriving Igbo town known for its agricultural roots and recent oil
discoveries. With 14 villages and a history of self-help initiatives—Ilike
the Awo-Omamma Comprehensive Secondary School and General
Hospital—it balances tradition with progress. The Owu Festival
amplifies this legacy, drawing visitors to its vibrant villages.

Owu Masquerade display from the Isu Njaba, Isuama region.

Tourists love the festival’s energy—music, dances, and masquerade
displays—pairing well with nearby Oguta Lake’s attractions. For
Awo-Omamma, it’s a chance to shine, a rich reminder of its roots.

Ozi lkoro - African History, Culture & Indigenous Knowledge 07



OWU FESTIVAL AWO-OMAMMA OZIKORO.COM - 08

06

A Festival That Endures

As the drums fade and the masquerades depart, Owu leaves
Awo-Omamma glowing. It’s a thanksgiving, a reunion, and a cultural
triumph all in one. In a changing world, this festival holds firm—a
testament to Igbo resilience. This June or July, the rites will resume,
the dances will flow, and Awo-Omamma will welcome all. If you're in
Imo State, follow the beat—you’ll find a celebration that’s pure magic.

Nigeriagalleria.com. (n.d.). Festivals and Carnivals in Imo State.

Vamanfo.wixsite.com. (n.d.). Festivals - Culture | amanfodynasty.
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