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Masquerades are a cornerstone of Igbo culture, representing complex
interplays between humanity, the natural world and societal structures.
Photographed by G. I. Jones in the 1930s, these artistic expressions capture
the diversity and depth of Igbo spirituality and community life. The
masquerades, often depicting fierce animals, mythological creatures and
figures blending human and animal traits,…

“Mgbedike or Agu neche Enyi (leopard/elephant) [close-up], Nimo”.
Photo by G. I. Jones, 1930s. Colourized by Ozi Ikoro 2024.

Masquerades are a cornerstone of Igbo culture, representing complex
interplays between humanity, the natural world and societal
structures. Photographed by G. I. Jones in the 1930s, these artistic
expressions capture the diversity and depth of Igbo spirituality and
community life. The masquerades, often depicting fierce animals,
mythological creatures and figures blending human and animal traits,
embody the Igbo people’s connection to the environment and their
collective psyche.
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“Two Ngusu Ada masks”. (Ngusu Edda). Photo by G. I. Jones, 1930s.

01

The Role of Animals in
Masquerades
The representation of animals in Igbo masquerades serves as a
reminder of humanity’s symbiotic relationship with nature. These
portrayals are not merely decorative but are imbued with deeper
meanings. For instance, the fierce appearance of these masks is used
to channel primal energy during communal events, wars, or crises. By
appropriating animal traits, the masker draws on the virtues and
strengths of the depicted animal, symbolizing courage, agility or
protection. Additionally, such depictions regulate and direct this
energy towards the welfare of the community, whether through
rituals, conflict resolution or agricultural ceremonies.
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Agaba mask from Achala, 1946. Photo: William Fagg. British Museum. Coloured by Ụ́kpụ́rụ́ 2017.
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Masquerades and the
Representation of Women
Interestingly, Igbo masquerades also imitate and represent women,
often with exaggerated or idealized traits. This practice reflects a dual
purpose: it taps into the revered and sometimes mystical qualities
associated with women, such as fertility, resilience, and nurturing
power. Simultaneously, it serves to monitor and control societal
expectations of gender roles. Hidden behind a mask, men perform
these roles, both as an homage to female virtues and as a commentary
on societal dynamics. The performance embodies admiration,
curiosity, and authority, allowing male performers to explore feminine
energy while reinforcing communal values.
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Social and Spiritual Functions
Masquerades transcend mere performance art; they are deeply
integrated into the spiritual and social fabric of Igbo society. They act
as mediators between the physical and spiritual realms,
communicating with ancestors and deities. During festivals, initiations
or disputes, the presence of a masker embodies a higher authority,
lending credibility and solemnity to communal decisions.
Furthermore, the anonymity provided by masks enables performers to
critique societal norms or address taboo topics without fear of
reprisal.

Photo: Igbo Agbogho Mmuo (maiden spirit) mask. Musee des Arts d’Afrique et d’Oceanie, Paris, France / Giraudon
/ Bridgeman Images.
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Photographic Documentation by
G. I. Jones
The work of G. I. Jones in documenting Igbo masquerades in the 1930s
provides invaluable insights into these traditions. His photographs
capture not just the intricate craftsmanship of the masks but also the
energy and emotion of the performances. These visual records serve
as an important resource for understanding the rich heritage of the
Igbo people and the enduring significance of masquerades in their
cultural identity.

Agbogho mmuo, Igbo maiden spirit mask, performed by younger men. North-central Igbo area. Pitt Rivers
Museum.
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Conclusion
Igbo masquerades are a profound expression of cultural identity,
blending artistry, spirituality, and societal commentary. They bridge
the gap between the human and the divine, the natural and the
supernatural, and the individual and the community. As symbols of
balance, power, and continuity, these masquerades remain a vital part
of Igbo cultural heritage.

Masquerades from different cultural regions of the Igbo area photographed by G. I. Jones in the 1930s.
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