
WEST AFRICAN MASQUERADES

West African masquerades have a rich history 
and are popular across different countries, 
regions, and cultures. The masquerades vary 
according to communities, tribes, and purposes. 
Masquerades are believed to embody deities 
and straddle both the human and the ancestral 
spirit worlds, acting as a bridge between the 
living and the dead. Some masquerades are 
sacred and appear only at night.

Masquerade events may be intended for 
enjoyment, celebration, or as religious rites. 
Cultural and entertainment-driven masquerades 
bring communities together to promote 
local tourism and foster the economy. These 
gatherings may include dramas or skits, music, 
and dance.

There is a plethora of masquerade festivals 
in Nigeria. Masquerade costumes and 
performances vary across tribes. Masks and 
costumes worn at these festivals are the purpose 
of the event and are symbolic of the tribe’s 
cultural roots. The masks may represent 
ancestors, spirits, deities, or cultural tribes, 
and they may be made from different materials, 
including carved wood, fibers, or bamboo.

Masquerade festivals continue to have a wide 
reach in West Africa, creating a harbor for 
culture, tradition, and kinship.

—A. O.
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