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Okorosha The Scary and Deadly Masquerade
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I n Imo State, Nigeria, A town suddenly erupting with the sound of
drums, the rustle of raffia costumes, and the excited shouts of a

crowd gathered under the December sun. This is Mbieri, a proud Igbo
community in Mbaitoli Local Government Area, and every year during
the holiday season, it comes alive with the Okorosha Festival—a wild,
thrilling celebration of culture and heritage. Picture towering
masquerades leaping through the streets, their masks painted with
fierce grins, as families line up to watch, laugh, and cheer. Held
annually around late December, this festival is a burst of Igbo energy,
blending ancient rituals with a playful, sometimes scary, display that
keeps Mbieri buzzing.
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A Tradition Rooted in the Past
The Okorosha Festival is a gem of Mbieri’s history, a town named
after the Mbaeri clan—one of the original Igbo groups that shaped
southeastern Nigeria. “Okorosha” doesn’t have a single, clear
meaning—it’s a name tied to the masquerade itself, a figure that’s
both feared and loved. Some say it’s linked to “Oko,” meaning
strength or mystery in Igbo, hinting at the power these masquerades
hold. For centuries, it’s been a way to mark the end of the year, chase
off bad spirits, and bring the community together after the harvest.

In Mbieri, a town split into seven autonomous communities like
Amaike, Awo, and Obazu, the festival ties back to pre-colonial days
when masquerades were more than entertainment, they were
guardians of tradition. Today, it’s a highlight of the December
holidays, alongside other local events like the Mmanwu festival. It’s a
time when Mbieri’s villages—19 in all, from Achi to Umuonyeali, show
off their best dancers and wildest costumes, proving their pride in a
heritage that’s as rich as the hydrocarbons under their soil.

Ozi Ikòrò  ·  African History, Culture & Indigenous Knowledge 03



THE OKOROSHA FESTIVAL OF MBIERI OZIKORO.COM  ·  04

Okoroshi Ojo masker, “God’s power,” Ike Chi, Ejemekuru, 1982. Photograph by Herbert Cole.
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Preparing for the Big Day
The buildup to Okorosha starts early. Around November, young men
across Mbieri’s villages head into secret spots, groves or
backyards—to craft the masquerades. They gather raffia, feathers, and
scraps of bright cloth, stitching them into costumes that tower over
the crowd. The masks, carved from wood, get a fresh coat of
paint—red, black, white—each one a snarling face that’s meant to
thrill and spook. Elders might sprinkle a little palm wine or say a quiet
prayer to bless the work, keeping the spirits happy.

Families get busy too. Women sweep the compounds and cook up
feasts—pounded yam, vegetable stew, maybe some roasted fish from
nearby streams. Kids run around, wide-eyed, whispering about the
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“scary” Okorosha they’ll see. The dancers—usually strong, young
men—practice their moves, perfecting the leaps and spins that make
the festival a heart-pounding show. By late December, often around
Boxing Day or New Year’s Eve, Mbieri’s ready—dressed in their best,
waiting for the masquerades to burst out.
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A Day of Dance and Drama
When the festival day hits, Mbieri turns into a stage. It starts with the
drums—deep and fast—mixed with the sharp clang of ogene gongs.
Then, out comes Okorosha—a towering figure, sometimes 10 feet tall,
draped in raffia and mystery. The masquerade dances hard, feet
stomping, body twisting, chasing kids who squeal and scatter. The
crowd loves it—laughing, clapping, tossing coins or small gifts as a
thank-you for the fun.

Each village brings its own Okorosha, and there’s a friendly
rivalry—who’s got the wildest moves, the scariest mask? Some wear
bells that jingle with every step; others carry sticks to playfully
“threaten” onlookers. It’s not all chaos—there’s beauty too. The dance
tells stories of strength and survival, echoing Mbieri’s past as a clan
that conquered challenges. Women join in with songs, men cheer, and
even the oldest folks tap their feet, caught up in the excitement.

Food flows freely—plates of yam and stew, cups of palm wine passed
around. The festival might spill into the night, with bonfires lighting
up village squares and stories swapping under the stars. It’s a day
when Mbieri feels alive, every corner humming with pride and play.
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More Than Just a Show
The Okorosha Festival is a cultural heartbeat. Those masquerades?
They’re not just for thrills—they’re links to the ancestors, chasing
away evil and blessing the new year. In the old days, they might’ve
settled disputes or guarded the town’s morals. Now, they’re a symbol
of Mbieri’s spirit—fierce, free, and full of life. Even with Christianity
strong here, the festival fits right in—a celebration everyone can
claim.

It’s a unifier too. Mbieri’s big—19 villages, over 300,000 people—and
Okorosha brings them together. Families reunite, the diaspora rolls in
from Owerri or Lagos, and visitors get a front-row seat to Igbo
tradition. It’s a boost for the town too—vendors sell snacks, tourists
snap photos, and Mbieri gets to shine beyond its borders.
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Mbieri: A Town of Roots and
Riches
Mbieri sits in Mbaitoli, about 8 kilometers north of Owerri, Imo’s
capital. It’s the biggest of Mbaitoli’s nine original towns, a place rich
in oil and gas, with a history of standing tall. Surrounded by neighbors
like Uratta and Orodo, it’s a mix of rural charm and growing hustle.
The Okorosha Festival adds to its pull, pair it with the nearby Emume
Azu fish feast in Obazu, and you’ve got a cultural hotspot that’s hard
to beat.

Visitors love the energy, the music, the food, the wild dance of
Okorosha. It’s a glimpse into Igbo life that’s raw and real, a chance to
see a town that’s proud of its past and ready for its future.
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A Festival That Never Fades
When the last drumbeat dies down and the masquerades slip away,
the Okorosha Festival leaves Mbieri glowing. It’s a thrill ride, a history
lesson, and a family reunion all at once. In a world that’s always
changing, this festival holds strong, a piece of Igbo magic that lights
up December. Next year, the drums will roll again, Okorosha will
dance, and Mbieri will remind everyone why its traditions are worth
celebrating. If you’re near Imo State, don’t miss it—it’s a wild,
wonderful blast you’ll carry with you long after.
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