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Introduction The New Yam Festival, known locally as Iri ji, Iwa ji or Ike ji,
holds significant cultural and spiritual importance among the Igbo people. It
is a festival dedicated to giving thanks and honouring Njoku/Ifejioku, the
yam deity, and Ala, the earth deity, both of whom play crucial roles in
agricultural success. The yam...
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Introduction

he New Yam Festival, known locally as Iri ji, Iwa ji or Ike ji, holds

significant cultural and spiritual importance among the Igbo
people. It is a festival dedicated to giving thanks and honouring
Njoku/Ifejioku, the yam deity, and Ala, the earth deity, both of whom
play crucial roles in agricultural success. The yam (Dioscorea spp.) is
considered the “king of crops” in Igbo culture and symbolizes wealth,
prosperity, and sustenance.
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An Igbo man tying yams onto a large frame made of stakes inside an oba ji, yam barn. He is sitting on a carved
stool made for titled men. Photo by ] Stocker, 1930s. British Museum.
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The Yam Barn and its
Significance

The yam barn (oba ji) is a central feature in the life of an Igbo farmer.
Constructed from stakes and ropes, it serves as a storage place for
yams after harvest. The barn also has spiritual significance, as it is
closely associated with Njoku, the deity who “owns yams.” sculptures
and small shrines dedicated to Njoku are often placed within or near
the yam barn, symbolizing the deity’s presence and guardianship over
the harvest. Sacrifices and offerings made in these spaces are
believed to ensure protection and bountiful harvests in the next

planting season.
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Ceremonial Activities

The festival’s ceremonies begin with the offering of food and libations
to household shrines dedicated to Njoku and Ala. These rituals are
conducted to express gratitude for a successful harvest and to seek
blessings for the upcoming planting season. The rituals also involve
prayers for protection, fertility, and prosperity. The first yam of the
season is symbolically presented to the deities before it is consumed,
signifying the beginning of the new harvest season.

Author with the biggest Yam “Mbana Ji” (winner) at the Iri Ji festival of Eze Imo, 2023.
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Naming Practices and Cultural
Significance

Names reflecting the cultural reverence for yams are common among
the Igbo. For example:

1. Njoku/Nwanjoku: Male names given to children dedicated to the
yam deity.

2. Mmaji: A female name meaning “the beauty of yams.”

3. Nwaji: A name given to children born during or after a bountiful
harvest, meaning “child of yams.”

These names are often chosen through divination and reflect the
family’s gratitude and connection to Njoku. The act of dedicating
children to the deity underscores the deep spiritual connection
between the Igbho people and agriculture.
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Symbolism of the New Yam
Festival

Beyond its religious aspects, the New Yam Festival is a communal
event that fosters unity and strengthens social bonds. It is marked by
feasting, dances, masquerade performances, and other cultural
displays. The festival not only celebrates the harvest but also serves as
a reaffirmation of the community’s commitment to cultural values and
traditions.
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The Role of Yam in Igbo Society

Yam cultivation and harvest are central to the Igho economy and
social structure. A man’s wealth in pre-colonial times and status are
often measured by the size of his yam barn. This emphasis on yam
cultivation is also reflected in traditional proverbs and folklore, which
highlight the crop’s importance in Igbo cosmology and daily life.
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Conclusion

The New Yam Festival is more than just a celebration of agriculture; it
is a renowned cultural and spiritual event that emphasizes the Igbo
people’s reverence for the forces of nature and their dedication to
preserving their heritage. Through rituals, naming practices, and
communal celebrations, the festival continues to play a vital role in the
cultural identity of the Igbo.
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