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FEATURE
IMAGE An Igbo boy and his doll (and waist

beads). “A small boy with his doll.
Son of the court clerk of Eza Court.
The string of beads around his waist
is unusual from males and is
probably worn for ‘medicinal’ or
‘magical’ reasons.” G. I. Jones,
1930s.
Article image · caption retained from the published Ozikoro article
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B ody art and childhood traditions in Nigeria’s Igbo society are
windows into its rich cultural heritage, particularly during the

early 20th century. The photographs captured by renowned
documentarians like G.I. Jones and Emily Godfrey serve as invaluable
records of how identity, spirituality, and aesthetics intertwine. By
examining these historical images, we explore the deeper meanings
behind these practices and their roles in community life.
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Body Art as Identity: A Boy with
Chalk Patterns, Umuahia, 1925
One of the most striking depictions is a young boy adorned with chalk
patterns across his body, photographed in Umuahia in 1925 by Emily
Godfrey. The intricate patterns, possibly applied using carved stamps,
were symbols of aesthetic expression, cultural identity, and
spirituality. Chalk (commonly called nzu among the Igbo) holds ritual
significance, often associated with purity, peace, and ancestral
blessings.
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A boy with chalk patterns on his body, Umuahia, Eastern Nigeria, ca. 1925. Shot by Emily Godfrey. USC Digital
Library. In the Umuahia area, there were also carved stamps used to place patterns on the body, the body art is
loosely symbolic and mostly for aesthetic purposes.

In this context, the body art likely transcends mere decoration. It may
have been applied for specific cultural ceremonies, rites of passage, or
as a symbol of inclusion within a spiritual or social group. The practice
reflects a community deeply connected to its spiritual and artistic
traditions, where the body serves as a canvas for storytelling and
cultural pride.
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Maternal Connection: A Woman
and Baby with Cultural
Decorations, Ogoja Province,
Abakaliiki Area, 1968
A photograph from March 21, 1968, shows a mother and her baby
adorned with facial markings, possibly in a town in the Ogoja area.
Captured during the Nigerian Civil War, the image embodies
resilience and continuity amidst turmoil. These body decorations likely
signify familial ties, protection, or identity within the larger
community. For the Igbo, facial and body markings often communicate
status, lineage, or spiritual protection, particularly during moments of
societal upheaval.

‪A woman and baby from a captured Biafran town [Ogoja Province?]
Likely the Abakaliki area, with cultural body decorations. 21 March,
1968. ΑΡ.‬ This image highlights how cultural practices persist even in
challenging circumstances, serving as both a personal and collective
assertion of identity.
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Play and Protection: A Young
Igbo Boy with a Doll, 1930s
G.I. Jones’ photograph of a young Igbo boy holding a doll, with beads
around his waist, offers an intriguing insight into the interplay of
childhood, spirituality, and cultural norms. While dolls are commonly
viewed as toys, in many African cultures, they also hold ritualistic or
symbolic importance. The beads on the boy’s waist, often unusual for
males, suggest a possible medicinal or spiritual purpose. This
highlights the interconnectedness of childhood and spiritual life,
where even play objects carry significant cultural weight.
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The doll itself might represent an ancestral figure or spiritual entity,
serving as a medium of connection between the boy and his lineage.
This image challenges Western assumptions about gender roles and
play in African societies, showing how deeply rooted cultural
meanings inform everyday life.
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The Role of Photography in
Preserving Igbo Heritage
The works of G.I. Jones, Emily Godfrey, and other ethnographers play
an essential role in preserving Igbo cultural practices, especially as
these traditions face the pressures of modernization and globalization.
By documenting such moments, they provide a visual archive that
ensures these practices remain accessible for future generations to
study, appreciate, and revive.
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A nurse and girl at Amachara Hospital, Umuahia, Nigeria, ca. 1938. Photo: USC Digital Library.
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Conclusion
These photographs offer a glimpse into a world where art, identity,
and spirituality are deeply interwoven. From the chalk patterns of
Umuahia to the maternal markings in Ogoja and the symbolic beads of
a young boy, these cultural practices remind us of the resilience and
creativity of the Igbo people. As we engage with these images, we are
reminded of the importance of preserving such cultural heritage for
generations to come.
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