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Abstract 
In the past, cowries' shells played very important roles in the ornamentation of 
traditional costume in most of the ethnic groups in Nigeria. But it has been 
observed that with the introduction of western education in our societies, 
the art of costume ornamentation using cowries' shells is fast disappearing. 
Our youths have very little knowledge about it. During occasions like 
cultural festivals and special ceremonies where youths are expected to 
display their cultural differences in order to differentiate themselves from 
other culture is not there. Factors, which equally contributed to the gradual 
but definite decline of our cultural activities is the colonization of Nigeria by 
Britain long before independence. This paper therefore, focuses on the 
cultural, social, political and religious significance of cowries' shells in 
traditional costumes of ancient Nigeria and how it was at a point in time, 
declined. The factors responsible for the decline were mentioned. Thus, an 
African adage says, "there can never be smoke without fire". Possible 
solutions to resuscitate this declined cultural heritage were also proffered. 

Introduction 
The traditional costumes serve as a mirror through which the individual's and the society's 

identify are reflected to the environment. It aids the promotion and preservation of our cultural 
heritage. Hence, cultural as well as social riches of the society are expressed through traditional 
costumes. It is important to note that costumes cannot be complete, without ornament. Thus, the art of 
ornamentation does not only add beauty to traditional costume but H plays the key role towards 
reflection of cultural identity of any society. For instance, the way in which Yoruba beating drum is 
ornamented or decorated would always describe where such a beating drums comes from. Likewise, 
you can always distinguish one traditional costume from another through the means of ornamentation. 
The art of cowries' shells ornamentation of traditional costume is without exception in this case. 

The use of cowries' shells ornamentation on traditional costume has been practiced for ages by 
different ethnic groups in Nigeria. It has also been discovered that the art of cowries shell 
ornamentation is not only based on aesthetic values but it is also characterized by cultural, religious 
economic, social and economic values at a point in time in so many ethnic groups. 

However, it has been observed by Amadi (1981), that the art of costume ornamentation using 
cowries is fast disappearing. For instance, our youths have very little knowledge about it. During 
occasion like cultural festivals and special ceremonies where youths from diverse ethnic groups are 
expected to display their cultural differences to differentiate them from other cultures is not there. 
Worst of it all, is the fact that they are seen in their western dresses which do not conform to the 
occasion. This in fact is the major concern, which should be looked into. The paper therefore, tries to 
assess the factors responsible for the decline in the ornamentation of traditional costume using 
cowries' shells. It also briefly looks at the cultural significance of cowries' shells that embrace the 
economics, social, political and religious setting of ancient Nigeria. 

Cowries Shells Defined 
Abort (3829), defined cowries as any of a family of marine Snails distributed throughout the world in shallow 

tropical waters. Most cowries are found on near coral reefs in the Indian and Southern Pacific Ocean. The 
cowries-egg shaped shell is highly glossy. Its under side has a slit-like opening bounded by a minute tooth-like ridges. 
A soft, freshly mantle, extending over the entire outside of the shell products the snail's colour and sheen. Most 
marine mollusks are able to shut themselves off completely from their watery world when they find themselves in 
danger by closing their aperture. In the young one, the shell is like that of the aperture being simple and the spire acute 
and prominent, in the adult, the outer l ip  is very hard and the shell is enrolled so that the spire is nearly hidden. They 
have thick humped shells with flattened bottoms, 

Cowries, because of their bright colours, rich variety of shapes and design, and abundance along the 
seashore, have probably from the earliest time attracted the attention of man. He used them for ornaments, coins and 
dined on the mollusk that formed them. The shell itself is the exoskeleton (external skeleton) of the soft animal that 
secrets it to serve as protection as well as support for its various organs. Reigonld (1991) and Robinson (1969). The 



name Cowry is believed by many people to have been derived from Hindu word "Kauri". Kauri is a tall coniferous 
tree of the New Zealand, which furnished valuable timber and resin called Kauri-gum. Many different spellings have 
been formulated from this word and some include the following cowrie, cowdi, cowry, kaur, kaure, cowdie and kouri. 

Species of Cowries 
There are more than 2000 species of cowries worldwide. Among the numerous types, which have already been 

discovered, a few would be mentioned, as all cannot be listed for the purpose of this paper. Some of them are: 
a) Cypraea moneta (money cowries). 
b) Cypraea cirvus (deer cowries). 
c) Cypraea annulus (ring cowries). 
d) Cypraea aurantia (golden cowries). 
e) Cypraea Zonata chemitz. 
f) Cypraea lurida. 
g) Cameo cowries' shells. 

The monetaria moneta or otherwise the Cypraea moneta is the money cowries. It is about 2.5 centimeters long 
and yellowish in colour. It has served as currency in Africa and elsewhere. The golden cowries or aurantia is 10 
centimeters and is worn by royalty in pacific Islands. It has functioned as a symbol of rank in the Fuyi and Tonga 
Islands. The cameo shells as used in making rings and cameo brooches. The other species have generally been used 
as ornaments and charms against evil and sterility among others (Bloomhili, 1962). 

The Roles of Cowries in the Ornamentation of Traditional Costumes 
As mentioned earlier that cowries shell ornamentation played vital roles not only on aesthetic but also cultural 

that affects the social, economical, religious and political lives of people in Nigeria. 
Aesthetically - According to Segy (1977), the cowries ornamented costumes were worn by initiated girls and women 
when dancing prior to the initiatory ceremony. Some of the costumes were kept hung up in their mother's house as 
ornaments. While Massam (1968), reports that, cowrie shells have always been fashionable as decorations for 
women's garments. Goldschimdt (1976) revealed that, they were used for embellishing the fringes of remarkable 
emblems among the people of Kaiama in Niger State. 

At a point in time Biebiyuk (1973), reported that, (he aesthetics of cowries ornamentation denotes achievement 
in some societies. For instance, there are some useable items on which cowries' shells were fastened for adornment. 
They include belts, straps, apron; fiddles, diadems, hats, mat among others. He contended that most of these objects 
were manipulated, owned and transmitted by all individuals who had achieved a certain grade and a certain level in 
society. 

Religious Festivals - Festivals are annual gathering at which the whole community meets to honour and give thanks to 
God, the divinities and ancestors were done in a form of dance and songs. There are special costumes used when staging 
the dance and those costumes are adorned with cowrie shells because it is generally believed that they posses special 
powers. For instance, Bori ritual dance is a kind of festival whose purpose is to cleanse communal guilt or pacify 
feuding parties and it is specifically devoted to some gods, which are called spirits. Negri (1976) furnished us with 
information about the Bori ritual costumes of the Fuhini and Ifausa people of northern Nigeria. Their costumes are 
particularly worn when worshiping Barahaza (a particular spirit) and the costumes are all white hand-woven cloth, with 
numerous strings of cowrie shells and mixed beads, bracelets and armlets. 

Politically - It is through the insignia of office that the high-ranking personalities and traditional titleholders are 
distinguished from the lower classes. They are identified and recognized by either their scepters of regalia. Beibuyuek 
(1973), for example, informed us that the insignia of specific rank in some cultures cover a wide variety of objects. Hat, 
bark belts, and hide apron for men while diadem, chest straps and armbands studded with cowries are for women. 
Costumes such as crowns worn during ceremonies and rituals also served political functions. They were used to display 
royalty by the high dignitaries in the societies. Some crowns decorated with cowries' shells are offered as gifts by the 
subordinates. The political leaders who were wealthier appeared in more decorated traditional costumes than those of 
lower ranks. 

Economically - The cowries' shells were used in business transaction, in settling bride price, as commodity for sale as 
well as a symbol of wealth. Jeffrey (1938) reported that, as currency, cowries were used in every part of Nigeria before 
the introduction of coins. The Yoruba, Benin, Igbo, Fulani, Birom, Hausa and many other tribes used in transactions. 



Socially — Art is not only inseparable from cultural rights and ceremonies, it is an indispensable necessity employed 
by indigenous cultural organizations whose roles are either political, entertainment, social or a combination of all or 
some of these cowries shells were used as charms, in the course of initiation, to ensure fertility during funeral (on 
mourning apparels(s) use in settling bride price and in festivals, Hollies (1973); Augusta (1967); Goody (1962) and 
Quarcoopme (1987). 

Educationally - One of the greatest cultural events ever staged in Nigeria - the Second World Black and African 
Festival of Arts and Culture (FESTAC' 77), has as educative as it was entertaining. Art as we are aware is a non-verbal 
means of communication. The traditional costumes with cowries used during the festival could explain vividly shall 
culture is all about, than what is documented. It served as first hand information to the spectators. Some of the events 
were shown on television screens while others on photographical and documented. A lot of people gained knowledge 
from them. 

Factors Responsible for the Decline 
The factors responsible for the gradual but definite decline of our cultural activities like in the case that art of 

cowries shells ornamentation in Nigeria could be observed in the following ways: 

Foreign Influence 
(i) Religion - Just like Islam, Christianity has also long been an influence on Nigeria art. Ibrahim (1986) and Akodu 

(1985), slated that, sporadic attempt made by European Missionaries in the 15th century to date, abounds in 
various historical records. It is a general belief that Christian Missionaries in general, even up to the present day, 
have been ignorant of indigenous Nigeria religion. In an attempt to undermine these religious and social activities, 
the missionaries have attached the arts, which give impression of spiritual ideas in the belief that they were objects of 
worship. 

Christianity acting as social force has de-emphasized the significance of the Nigerian traditional arts. Many 
coverts to the new religion had been fully indoctrinated against the arts, which they believed were designated as 
fetishism. This led to the disappearance of cowries' shells in the ornamentation of traditional costumes. 

A school of thought maintained that with the rapid change in religion from traditional to foreign,, the 
traditional arts have not only become outmoded but will die a natural death with time. Another school of thought 
however, apparently aware of the threats posed to the very existence of traditional art is hopeful that the faith of our 
ancestors will stand with the test of time. 

(ii) Western Education - One major influence on the work of art in Nigeria at the present situation is the western 
education. Akodu (Ibid) further, emphasized that, since the colonial period, artistically talented people have been 
attracted into the European educational system and they have cultivated their gifts along European lines. 
Contemporary Nigerian artists have been trained with western art orientation and many of them see the traditional 
arts practices of their own society from outside rather than inside (Quarcoopome, 1987). They no longer 
accept the religious beliefs, which gave meaning to the art of their ancestors. They tend to see the external forms 
of the traditional art and crafts but may not be any closer to understanding the inner meaning than were the 
European artists who saw our art simply as new interpretations of natural forms. Western education has 
greatly influenced the life and thought of the average Nigerian in consequence of the exposure to foreign 
cultures. The resultant effect is that taste for foreign culture even in the mode dressing. 

(in) Colonization - Colonization of Nigeria by Britain from the early time to independence has greatly contributed 
to the disappearance of our traditional costumes and cultural activities. The advent of western civilization with 
its consequent educational and industrial opportunities had led to the mass exodus of people to urban centres in 
search of the Golden Fleece. This affected the participation of people at annual festivals where cowries play a 
significant role. Quarcoopome (Ibid) however, expressed that, if the tenacity of festivals to survive in highly 
industrialized and scientifically complex societies as in advanced countries like Europe and America is 
anything to go by, then the traditional festivals is bound to survive through limited attendance. 

Possible Solutions 
1) Some of the costumes used for ritual and initiation purposes may be adapted by fashion designers 

and be transformed into new trends of fashion since religion and western education have greatly 
affected the initial purposes for which they were designed. The cowries may be used alongside 
with macrame, tatting, sprang, etc. in fashion design. 

2) In order to maintain their continuity, festivals such as FESTAC 77, should be encouraged and 
supported by ECOWAS member countries and the Black World in general. The festival should 
reflect the traditional costumes with the ornamented cowries among other things. Inter-state 



cultural competitions should also be organized at least once in every two or three years prior to 
final festivals. 

3) The traditional costumes are still available with many elderly people in so many ethnic groups in 
Nigeria. These costumes would be abandoned and later be destroyed as a result of poor  
preservation at the death of the owners.  Special appeal find should be launched for the 
procurement of these valuable cultural costumes, which may die with time. 

4) Deep-sea dredging should be executed in the Pacific Ocean to explore the availabilities of the 
cowries since they are reported to be available in warm waters. 

5) One tertiary institution should be established in each of the east, west and north of the country for 
the purpose of production and maintenance of the existing traditional costumes of those areas. 
Non-governmental organizations should assist in the setting up of the physical structures while 
the manpower requirement should come from the affected areas. The institutions to be established 
should encourage their students to collect and execute some memorable projects with the cowries 
to maintain their continuity in our societies. 

6) National arts council should liaise with the information department of each state government for 
the collection and proper preservation of the costumes in the museum against future loss or  
damage. 

Conclusion 
If the above mentioned points are adhered to, this would in no small way help in reviving the art of 

cowries' shells ornamentation in not only Nigerian traditional costumes but Africa as a whole. This issue 
may likely be continental. 
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