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Photo: Igbo weaver and vertical loom. Photo: J Stocker, early 20th century. British Museum.
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T he Igbo people of southeastern Nigeria have a long and rich
history of textile production that predates the rise of centralized

states such as the Benin and Igala kingdoms. For years, colonial-era
scholars and administrators erroneously attributed much of Igbo
cultural advancements to external influences, overlooking the
ingenuity and self-sufficiency of the Igbo weaving tradition. However,
archaeological discoveries, such as the famous Igbo Ukwu excavation,
and the exploration of oral traditions have debunked these
assumptions, proving that the Igbo weaving industry is an ancient,
indigenous craft.

Paul Craddock of the British Museum Research Labora- tory has pointed out that the silver in metals used at Igbo
Ukwu would almost certainly have been recovered by Euro- pean and Arab smiths of the period, while the
unusually low iron content suggests the copper was made by a very primitive technology. It is thus unlikely that
the metals used at Igbo Ukwu were prepared north of the Sahara.
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01

The Igbo Ukwu Excavation and
Historical Insights
The Igbo Ukwu archaeological findings in the 20th century provided
tangible evidence of a sophisticated Igbo society that thrived
independently. The discovery of detailed bronze artifacts and woven
textiles suggests that the Igbo people had developed advanced artistic
and craft techniques long before external influences were thought to
have arrived. A. E. Afigbo and C. S. Okeke (1985) argue that Igbo
textile production has deep roots in indigenous knowledge systems,
challenging the colonial narrative that attributes Igbo cultural
sophistication solely to interactions with neighboring states.
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Igbo-Ukwu textile fragments associated with a copper chain featuring distinct weave patterns & selvages: (a)
close-weave & (b) open-weave bast textiles—courtesy of P. J. Smith & Thurstan Shaw. Igbo-Ukwu textiles remain
the oldest known example discovered in Nigeria to date.

02

Igbo Weaving Techniques and
Styles
Traditional Igbo weaving is characterized by the use of vertical looms,
which produce intricate patterns and durable fabrics. Common
materials include locally sourced cotton and raffia, dyed with natural
pigments such as indigo. The designs often incorporate symbolic
motifs representing fertility, wealth, and social status. Women
predominantly engage in weaving, passing down techniques through
generations, while men are responsible for selling and trading the
finished products.

Ozi Ikòrò  ·  African History, Culture & Indigenous Knowledge 05



UNRAVELING THE THREADS OF IGBO WEAVING TRADITION OZIKORO.COM  ·  06

03

Cultural Significance of Weaving
in Igbo Society
Beyond its economic value, weaving holds profound cultural
significance in Igbo society. Handwoven fabrics are used in
ceremonies such as weddings, coronations, and funerals, symbolizing
heritage and identity. Textiles such as Akwete cloth, renowned for its
fine craftsmanship, are highly prized and have gained international
recognition for their beauty and complexity.

04

The Impact of Colonialism and
Modern Challenges
The colonial era disrupted traditional Igbo industries, introducing
mass-produced fabrics that led to a decline in local textile production.
However, recent efforts by cultural organizations and fashion
designers have revived interest in traditional Igbo weaving, merging
heritage with contemporary fashion trends.

The Igbo weaving tradition stands as a testament to the creativity and
resilience of the Igbo people. Despite colonial-era misconceptions, the
enduring legacy of Igbo textile artistry continues to thrive, offering
valuable insights into the region’s cultural heritage.
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