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I n the spiritual and cultural landscape of the Igbo people, the azụ
anya mmụọ or Anya mmụọ—literally translating to “eyes of the

spirits”—holds profound significance. This wooden openwork panel,
typically located in front of the obi (the central household of a
patriarch) in the north-central Igbo area, serves as a boundary
between the living world and the ancestral spirits. It is not merely a
decorative artifact but a powerful symbol of protection and spiritual
connectivity. The azụ anya mmụọ plays a pivotal role in ensuring that
the forces of evil are kept at bay while facilitating communication
between the living and the spiritual realm. This article explores the
importance of the azụ anya mmụọ, its placement in the Igbo
compound, and its symbolic relationship to ancestral worship and
rites.
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The Design and Function of Azụ
Anya Mmụọ
The azụ anya mmụọ is a wooden panel characterized by openwork
designs, typically positioned in front of the obi at the entrance of the
compound. Its design consists of holes and intricate patterns that are
not merely ornamental but functional. These panels symbolize the
presence and protective force of ancestral spirits, watching over the
home and its inhabitants. Positioned at the compound entrance, the
azụ anya mmụọ acts as a spiritual sentinel, warding off malevolent
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forces from entering the compound.

In Igbo cosmology, the panel’s holes represent the way in which
spirits, dwelling within the obi, can interact with the outside world.
Through these openings, the spirits gain access to the environment
beyond the compound, maintaining their vigilance and connection to
the physical world. The azụ anya mmụọ serves as a channel, allowing
spiritual forces to flow freely, ensuring protection and guidance for
the living members of the household.
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The Spiritual and Religious
Context of the Obi
The obi, or ancestral home, is the heart of the Igbo household. It is not
just a physical structure but the central location for spiritual rites and
rituals. The obi houses the main ancestral shrine, which is an essential
site for the performance of religious ceremonies. Inside the obi,
various religious objects such as the ofo, okpesi ancestral statues, and
Ikenga (a symbol of personal achievement and strength) are kept.
These objects, deeply embedded in the traditions of the Igbo people,
help connect the living with their ancestors. The azụ anya mmụọ sits
outside this sacred space, reinforcing the spiritual significance of the
household and its inhabitants.

Further inside the obi, more sacred items can be found, including
ngwụ agiliga (title staffs) and alo, symbols representing the power and
authority of the ancestors. The presence of these objects signifies the
veneration of ancestral spirits, particularly during ceremonies such as
title-taking or other rites of passage. Sacrifices, including horse skulls
and other animals, may also be placed near these objects as part of
the ritualistic practices. These sacrifices are often made to honor the
ancestors and request their favor, protection, and guidance.
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The Patriarchal Role in
Managing Ancestral Shrines
The obi is traditionally the home of the patriarch of the compound, the
eldest male member of the family who has inherited the right to
perform spiritual duties. This includes the management of ancestral
shrines, an exclusive right granted to patriarchs whose fathers have
passed on to the spiritual realm. Before the patriarch’s passing, the
spiritual duties are typically handled by a male descendant, usually
the eldest son, who is tasked with ensuring the continued spiritual
well-being of the family. Upon the patriarch’s death, the son inherits
the responsibilities and becomes the primary spiritual figure of the
household, overseeing rituals, offerings, and the management of
sacred objects.

The azụ anya mmụọ also plays a critical role in this transition, as it
marks the interface between the physical and spiritual realms. As the
spirits in the obi are considered the guardians and protectors of the
family, the patriarch ensures that their presence is acknowledged and
respected through rituals conducted in the compound’s sacred spaces.
The azụ anya mmụọ, as an emblem of this spiritual protection, is
central to the Igbo belief that the ancestors are always present,
watching over the family and intervening in their affairs when
necessary.
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Colonial Photography and
Documentation: Northcote
Thomas’s Contribution
The photograph of the azụ anya mmụọ and the surrounding spiritual
practices was taken by British anthropologist Northcote Thomas in the
early 1910s, as part of his colonial documentation of Igbo society.
Thomas, an officer of the British colonial administration, was tasked
with collecting anthropological data about various Nigerian ethnic
groups. His work, which included photographing cultural practices
and religious artifacts, provides a window into the everyday life of the
Igbo people during the colonial period.

While Thomas’s documentation often reflects a colonial perspective, it
remains a valuable resource for understanding pre-colonial Igbo
traditions. His photographs, including those of the azụ anya mmụọ,
offer a rare glimpse into the sacred practices that were central to Igbo
life. The photograph taken in Öka (Awka) in the 1910-11 period by
Thomas has been preserved by the MAA Cambridge, allowing modern
audiences to appreciate the richness and depth of Igbo spirituality and
its complex systems of belief.
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Conclusion: The Enduring
Legacy of Igbo Spiritual
Practices
The azụ anya mmụọ stands as a testament to the deep spiritual
connections the Igbo people maintain with their ancestors. Through
the obi, its protective panels, and the rituals surrounding them, the
Igbo people honor the spirits that have shaped their lives and continue
to influence their world. These practices, despite the challenges posed
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by colonialism and modernization, remain a core part of Igbo identity.
The azụ anya mmụọ, as both a protective symbol and a spiritual
gateway, highlights the enduring power of ancestral reverence in Igbo
culture.
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