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INTRODUCTION

The Continent of Africa

Most Africanists, and most Africans, consider the continent of Africa and its peoples as a
whole and comprehensive entity. There are thousands of different ethnic groups living on
this extraordinarily diverse continent, many of which have been affected by the same
issues and have thus developed overlapping cultural practices.

A consideration of sub-Saharan Africa and North Africa together does not necessarily
ignore their individual traits. Rather, such a scholarly treatment simply acknowledges
geographical and historical realities. North Africa has long been part of Saharan and sub-
Saharan Africa. Commerce and conflict marked ancient Egypt’s relations with peoples to
the south for centuries. Since the seventh century, scholars, traders, and administrators
have disseminated the Arabic language and the Islamic religion across North Africa and
the Sahara and down the East African coast. Today, the Organization of African Unity
(OAU) recognizes the common concerns shared by African nations.

To non-Africans, the continent can appear impenetrable. Yet for those living on the
continent, movement across regions has always been relatively easy. Many peoples have
maintained close contact for centuries; consequently, most Africans are multilingual.
Coastal, trans-Saharan, and interior trade and travel have ensured that African peoples
share and exchange not only language but material goods, intellectual concepts, and
cultural traditions.

Earlier studies of African peoples exaggerated both their similarities and their
differences. Current scholarship does not presume a cohesive, unproblematic
“Africanaity,” but it does recognize that African cultures share significant historical and
cultural experiences. One can accept a degree of commonality while acknowledging the
existence of internal differences. Earlier scholarship made too many broad
generalizations about African cultures, but that does not mean that the existence of shared
transnational or transethnic traits should be ignored today.

Another aspect of this issue is that, periodically, one must submit specific cultures to
comparison. One can never know what is or is not unique, or even meaningful, in cultural
studies if one never compares among cultures. For example, research has confirmed that
many African peoples tell dilemma tales (stories that end with questions, not answers).
But the question remains, why are there more dilemma tales told in Africa than anywhere
else in the world?



The Study of African Folklore

For these reasons, we welcome the opportunity to present material that spans the whole
African continent and hundreds of cultures in a single volume, thereby emphasizing both
the singularities and commonalities of African folklore traditions.

The discipline of folklore has been shadowed for too many years by debates over
terminology and the scope of the field. Initially, in Europe, the term folklore referred
literally to the “lore” of the “folk,” that is, the illiterate members of a literate society; for
some, that definition still holds. Folklore studies were essential to the European
nationalist movements of the nineteenth century. Folklore scholarship, although perhaps
not specifically named as such, is present in the earliest developmental stages of
anthropology in Europe and the United States; even the earliest psychoanalytic research
of Freud and Jung relied heavily on the study of folktales and other forms of folklore.

The scope of folklore study has continued to expand in the United States. In the
nineteenth century, European-based scholarship developed the discipline, but since the
middle of the twentieth century, research based in the United States has continued to
expand the boundaries of folklore study. The editors’ concept of folklore scholarship in
Africa is broad, in keeping with current thought in the United States, and this expansive
position is reflected by African Folklore: An Encyclopedia. The relevance and impact of
contexts such the electronic media, urban settings, and contemporary life in general are
considered repeatedly in the entries.

The question of who exactly constitute the “folk” is no longer of concern to
contemporary folklorists. Although it may be simplistic to respond that “we are all folk,”
most scholars do, essentially, assume that position. Nevertheless, folklore study’s
traditionally narrow scope when applied to a European context needs some clarification
and contextualization when applied to an African setting. Most folklorists presumably
consider their position as less comprehensive than the classic anthropologists’ study of
“whole” cultures (which even they shy away from today); they focus instead on
subgroups within a cultural whole, or, as is perhaps more apt today, on groups within the
larger nation state. The traditional focus on rural peoples has given way to an
acknowledgement of the necessity of studying folklore in urban contexts as well.

Tradition generally signified an uncritical adherence to ancient cultural ways and
tended to be considered in opposition to “contemporary” or “modern” practices. Current
scholarship appreciates that all human groups are guided by traditions that may have
ancient or recent origins. Equally, tradition in contemporary Africa need no longer
depend exclusively on oral transmission but may be carried by any and all media, as
demonstrated in papers compiled from the 1998 conference on African oral literature,
held in South Africa. The conference focused on oral literature within contemporary
African contexts (Kaschula 2001).

It is generally recognized today that any accepted pattern of behavior, way of
speaking, or complex of ideas that shape action can be called a “tradition,” regardless of
the length of time it has been in existence.

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the “lore” of folklore generally
referred to folktales. What little folklore scholarship there was in Africa was largely



limited to ancient myths and animal tales. These genres are significant, but their
continued appearance in collections far exceeds their relative importance among all the
forms of folklore in African cultures. Today, most folklorists view their subject matter
along the lines of European folklife studies and anthropologists’ “expressive behavior”
studies. The spoken arts are but one among many forms of cultural expression of interest
to folklorists.

Nevertheless, even with this much broader scope, one must be continually aware of
the problem of considering African genres in European terms. There are considerable—
and intriguing—differences between the typologies of different peoples. For example, the
Isoko of the Niger Delta have no myths, but they have three different types of proverbs.
The Edo of Benin City, also in southern Nigeria, transform a factual prose narrative into a
fictional one by adding songs. The fieldworker has to be continually alert to defining
features of the many spoken arts genres, as well as to the fascinating overlaps of various
media. Among the peoples of West Africa, we often find proverbs illustrated on cloth and
carved on “linguist’s staffs.” The graphic writing of nsibidi (of southeastern Nigeria) can
be represented in gestures, costumes, cloth, and two-dimensional inscriptions. Proverbs
can be drummed or carved as well as spoken. Myths of origin and legends of migration
may not be told verbally but are acted out in masquerades. Cloth “speaks” by depicting a
proverb in its pattern, or demonstrating social status by the wearer’s style of wrapping.

The editors accept the term verbal arts as encompassing the vast range of arts based
around verbal performance. Verbal arts avoids placing the derivative form in the primary
position. Oral literature, therefore, presents a bit of a reversal (whereas literary orature
might be the most accurate representation of what folklorists refer to and study).
Nevertheless, many folklorists have grown quite accustomed to such terminology and
present cogent arguments in its favor; several such arguments are present in this volume.
Therefore, we have encouraged our contributors to use the terms they prefer. We
recommend readers refer to entries by Ruth Finnegan, Isidore Okpewho, Harold Scheub,
and Kwesi Yankah for further discussion of terminology. Readers may find entries on the
histories of folklore scholarship in France, Germany, Japan, and Portugal helpful and
informative as well, as they too address terminological debates. Several topical entries,
such as “Typology and Performance in the Study of Prose Narratives in Africa,” and
“Performance Studies and African Folklore Research” further develop these academic
issues, as do numerous entries treating oral narratives and oral traditions.

The large number of entries on various verbal art forms (such as epics, riddles,
political oratory, and children’s songs) also reminds us not only of the creativity and
diversity of human speech forms (in relation to other cultural expressions) but to the
primacy of the heard, as opposed to the seen, world. Sound, not sight, seems most
essential in many African societies. Several folklorists have attempted to reorient their
scholarship in recognition of this by referring to auditory arts (Peek 1994), orature
(Haring 1994), or auriture (Coplan 1994). These terms attempt to overcome the
limitations of our overwhelmingly visually oriented language.

In addition, we must note that silence, the absence of human speech and sound, is
emphatically “learned” behavior, as opposed to being natural. In other words, speech and
sound are so important that their absence can be felt (Peek 2000; Yankah 1998).

One reality in the scholarship of the spoken word is that we have never resolved the
dilemma of how best to represent speech on paper, how to precisely transcribe orality.



We cannot enter that debate fully here, but we do wish to observe that there have been
attempts, though few, to at least provide original African texts with their translations in
European languages.

Outdated reliance on an older definition of folklore, which equates the field with the
study of spoken arts only, ignores the range of other expressive genres, such as material
forms and ritual behavior. Most would accept Bascom’s classification of myths, legends,
and folktales as constituting prose narratives, a grouping that is then encompassed by the
term verbal art, which in turn is encapsulated by folklore (as discussed above), with
culture forming the outermost category.

The other issue related to definitions is scope of topics. As the editors of African
Folklore: An Encyclopedia, we are far more concerned with process than isolated
product. The most emphatic demonstration of that emphasis here is the large number of
entries on aspects of performance. Many folklorists have adopted a a dramatalurgical
approach to all forms of verbal arts, from formal oratory to personal narratives, from
puppet play scripts to children’s riddling sessions. Lists of proverbs severed from their
meaning, removed from a context of use, no longer suffice.

We conclude this part of our introduction with a definition of folklore that we believe
reflects the breadth and depth of current folklore scholarship: Folklore is those esoteric
traditions (oral, customary, or material) expressed in the form of artistic communication
used as operational culture by a group within the larger society (primarily to provide
group identity and homogeneity).

This definition accommodates the appropriate scope of folklore studies without
becoming universalist. The emphasis is on artistic communication (for many, the most
apt minimal definition of folklore) and on the “usefulness” of these esoteric traditions.
Thus, we must understand the emic (culture-specific) aspects first, before moving to the
etic (comparative “universal”) dimensions. Although not available to, or understood by,
the whole cultural group (thus we speak of esoteric vs. exoteric levels), these traditions
serve critical purposes of group identification for some within that group. This
introduces, intentionally, a functional dimension; but it is functional for the group itself.
This must be emphasized because much attention paid folklore is by those outside a
group seeking to use the group’s traditions for their purposes, be it academic,
governmental, or commercial. Entries that address folklore and education, government
attitudes towards dancing troupes, theater for development, and tourist arts reveal the
use—and abuse—of folklore by outsiders.

One of the major strengths of this volume is the breadth of accomplished contributors.
Nearly one-third of the scholars represented in African Folklore: An Encyclopedia are
African, and over one-half of them currently teach in Africa. Approximately one-half of
the contributors are from the United States, but a large number also hail from Europe, the
Americas, and the Middle East. In addition to geographical breadth, we have scholars of
many different disciplines and backgrounds. The contributors to African Folklore: An
Encyclopedia include both those senior scholars who defined the field and the younger
scholars who are shaping it today.



“In the beginning was the Word...”

The importance of human speech in African cultures cannot be overemphasized. This
primacy of the human voice and of the exchange of life through words is demonstrated
over and over again in Africa. Although we did not set out to focus on orality, creative
speech, verbal arts, and so on, the importance of speech was continually apparent. Just
skimming our list of entries, the reader will immediately notice how many entries address
speech and the spoken arts. African life starts with naming traditions and prayers and
continues through greetings and songs, libations and lullabies, praise names and insults,
and funeral orations and spirit possession. Informal gossip and formal oratory, individual
speech and epics of empires—the scope of artful speech is endless. One must even
consider speech about speech (metafolklore), surrogate languages (drum languages and
gestures), and the absence of speech in culturally constructed silences. Electronic media
has simply expanded the realm of performed speech and song even further.

A problem continuing to face African folklore scholars is that of how best to represent
speech on paper, that is, how to move from orality to the literary. Space does not permit a
full discussion of that issue here, but we do wish to observe that there have been attempts,
though few, to at least provide translations of original texts in European languages.
Several series of publications have tried, such as Classiques Africaines, some of the
Oxford Library of African Literature, and the ILCAA series from Japan. Unfortunately,
the harsh realities of publishing costs seem to have weighed too heavily against such
worthy efforts. Nevertheless, local writers and scholars throughout Africa publish in local
languages, and continued pressure by academics does ensure some representation of
African languages in illustrative texts, though perhaps only as appendices. We can never
have enough records in Africa’s many complex languages and dialects.

An important component of this complex of the primacy of speech and the power of
the word in Africa is the fact that most Africans are multilingual. Without getting into
debates about how (and whether) language determines thought and worldview, we simply
wish to acknowledge a relationship of some kind between speech, language, and thought;
thus, one who speaks several languages necessarily possesses, or has access to, several
viewpoints.

The African Diaspora

For centuries the significance of the African heritage of the countries and peoples of the
Americas has been ignored. Indeed, one could say that even the existence of this heritage
has been challenged. At one time many assumed that Africans in the Americas had lost
virtually all of their traditional culture during the horrors of the Middle Passage and
enslavement in the Americas. This same argument then maintained that African
American culture was only comprised of imitations of European traditions. Although one
can well understand how that might have happened, we now know that many African
traditions did survive. Fortunately, we are well beyond this perspective today, but the
breadth and depth of the debt of the Americas to Africa should be more widely



recognized. Some of our African American entries are cited under “Diaspora,” while
others are listed by genre, such as musical instruments, basketry, or religions. We find
ancient African roots in the Gullah dialect of the Georgia Sea Islands and the hinterland
villages of Suriname. There are also the modern revitalization movements of
communities such as Oyo Tunji Village in South Carolina. Even the recent “invention” of
Kwanzaa must be considered. The majority of examples are from the Americas, but
Africans elsewhere, such as the United Kingdom, are included for discussion as well.

Again, we can only provide a representative sampling in covering the vast and vital
heritage of African folklore. In this work we can only suggest the variety of arts, beliefs,
and cultural practices that continue to act as vital forms of expression for millions of
Americans (we use the term Americans in its full meaning). The African heritage is
primarily voiced and lived by African American peoples, from Brazil to Jamaica, from
Guyana to Nova Scotia, but it is not exclusively theirs. As the reader will find, there are
many aspects of the African heritage that are shared by the whole of the Americas, no
matter the ethnic origins of the practitioners in question. Many African American
traditions have important European components, such as the Catholic elements of Haitian
Vodou, but in most cases the essential parts are clearly African in origin. And many
forms of cultural expression in the Americas have now, in turn, affected African cultures:
perhaps music provides the clearest examples, such as Ghanaian reggae and Liberian rap
groups.

Black Atlantic English has been accepted by linguists as an appropriate label for the
English spoken by Africans and African descendants in the United States, England, West
Africa, and the Caribbean. This presents yet another means by which to link peoples of
Africa and the diaspora.

The variety of forms of African American folklore is striking, as is the continuing
elaboration of these African elements. As with African traditions, we are struck by the
creativity displayed in the continued adherence to aspects of the African heritage.
Carnival, for example, has become virtually a worldwide phenomenon, after developing
among Africans in the Caribbean and Brazil. It now forms the base of Europe’s largest
festival, the Notting Hill Carnival in London; it is also celebrated in Brooklyn, New
York, and Toronto, Canada, among other places. Body arts and front yards, foods and
folktales, quilts and religions, music and clothing—uvirtually every aspect of life now has
its rightly recognized African elements. Some may be recent “traditions,” such as the
popularity of Ghanaian kente cloth or Malian bogolan cloth, but more often than not we
find centuries of practice behind these customs.

It should also be noted that some elements of “American” culture that some hold close
to “our” image are, at root, African. Surely “American” music, from the banjo to hip-hop,
owes its essence to Africa. So too are we indebted to Africa for that wonderful institution,
the front porch!

It is amazing to think that it was not until the late 1960s that the African heritage of
the Americas was recognized even by the scholarly community. It is a very recent
scholarship, and its direction of development is noteworthy. All of the major early
scholars of African folklore studied in both Africa and the Americas. All recognized that
they had to turn to Africa to understand their American subjects. Melville J.Herskovits in
Haiti, William Bascom in Cuba, Daniel Crowley in Trinidad: each of these turned to
Africa in order to complement and deepen his research in the Americas. In fact, many



contemporary Africanists and African Americanists continue to “cross-over” from Africa
to the Americas, and vice versa, today.

We are fortunate to have exemplary essays from major scholars of the African
American heritage in this volume, and yet, as all would admit, there is so much more to
be said. We need to distinguish that the African heritage of the Americas is not simply an
historical matter, it is an ongoing, ever-changing phenomenon. From the seventeenth
century until today, Africa influenced, and continues to influence, the Americas, in subtle
matters such as voice inflection, and in total complexes such as Vodou and Santeria.
There are African communities in the Americas, such as Oyo Tunji, as well as those in
places such as Brazil and Surinam that have been in existence for centuries, initiated by
escaped slave kingdoms.

There are myriad instances of continuity and creativity, retentions of the old alongside
invention of the new. The African heritage of the Americas, especially in the arts, is one
of deep roots and startling freshness. It is irrepressible and undeniable.

Distribution

As editors of a volume spanning the vast topic of African folklore, we have come to
realize that, while we could not address every single African culture, we could present a
representative, and still detailed, sample of African folklore culture. African Folklore: An
Encyclopedia contains entries on urban and rural folklore, on pastoralists and farmers, on
women and men, on visual and verbal arts, and much more. Only those who have tried to
create an encyclopedia know that one can never be truly encyclopedic. Especially if one
is seeking to represent a whole continent, one seems doomed to failure. But we are
confident that we have succeeded in our effort to provide representation of the peoples of
Africa and their forms of folklore that gives an accurate and extensive sense of the
variety of forms and traditions active in Africa.

Organization of the Book

There are over three hundred entries in African Folklore: An Encyclopedia. Given the
range and scope of these entries, several tools have been employed to ensure easy
navigation of the volume, and access to essential information. These include:

* An alphabetical list of all entries.
A comprehensive index.
* The following appendixes:

« A detailed filmography of documentary films on Africa.

» The complete holdings of the Archives of Traditional Music at Indiana University.
« A list of early M.A.s and Ph.D.s in African folklore.

« A survey of African Studies Centers and Libraries in the United States and Africa.

« Eight different regional surveys on the major folklore forms of those areas, along with
comment on the study of those forms.



» Accompanying maps highlighting major ethnic groups.

* Brief surveys of African countries providing basic statistics, historical notes, references
to major ethnic groups and cultural issues, and commentary on current problems in
those countries. Population numbers are United Nations estimates for the year 2000.

* Extensive use of cross-references at the end of nearly every entry, and over seventy
blind entries.

* There are approximately one hundred black and white photos accompanying various
entries. The majority of these were taken by the contributors themselves during
periods of field research. They enrich the writing and provide visual examples of the
concepts, practices, art forms, and objects discussed.

African Folklore: An Encyclopedia contains regional surveys and thematic groupings, as
well as many individual entries on various peoples. Thus, it represents much of Africa
and gives the uninitiated a good introduction to African folklore.

Although we have a humber of survey essays (e.g., on epics, medicine, performance,
and religion), most are culture-specific entries with a focus on some aspect of folklore,
such as visual arts, healing, or cultural identity. While many forms of folklore are found
in most cultures, not all peoples elaborate the same expressive forms to the same extent;
thus, joking relationships, beadwork, or praise poetry are not found universally. There are
large subgroupings that treat women’s folklore, dynamics of performance, theater, and
musical expression. Although we cannot say something about every group, we have
included information on rural and urban peoples, forest and grasslands, hunters and
pastoralists, and farmers and fisherfolk, from the Ethiopian Highlands to the Zanzibar
coast, from the Sahara to the Niger Delta. Thus, the volume is not absolutely
comprehensive, but it is representative of African peoples. While we could not present
full surveys of all folklore forms among all major ethnic groups, most peoples are
represented somehow and can be traced through the index and cross-referencing.

Conclusion

Tragically, we cannot end without observing the horrible impact on African peoples’
lives of the seemingly unending series of droughts, dictators, and disasters, of the
staggering loss of life to AIDS, and of continuing political and military disruptions. In
many cases, one must acknowledge the very real loss of culture as well as lives. Although
there are many cases where traditions have continued to serve the people, such as Iteso
children using traditional folktales to sort out their disrupted lives, there are other cases
where ceremonies have not been performed in so long that most have forgotten them.

In the midst of chaos in Liberia, Rwanda, Ethiopia, and Angola, people persevere.
They may even develop new forms of folklore. This should not surprise us, as folklore is
comprised of creative expressions of life and meaning and is essential to purposeful
existence; thus it persists in even the most dire situations.

We invite the reader to use this volume to find answers to specific questions, as well
as to formulate new questions and then seek their answers, too. We hope that, in your use
of this volume, you are as excited by this material as we have been in bringing it together
in this volume.
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AFRICAN AMERICANS

See Diaspora

AKAN/ASHANTI

See Beadwork; Chief; Color Symbolism: The Akan of Ghana; Concert Parties;
Gender Representation in African Folklore; Jokes and Humor; Queen Mothers;
Rattray; Tricksters in African Folklore

ALGERIA

One of Africa’s largest countries, Algeria is bordered by the Mediterranean to the north,
Tunisia and Libya to the east, Niger and Mali to the south, Mauritania, Western Sahara,
and Morocco to the west. Since the late twentieth century, Algeria has suffered from
much politically motivated violence. As early as 1830, when the French first invaded,
there was fierce opposition to foreign control. Algeria remained a province of France
until the liberation movement arose in the 1950s. Independence was finally granted in
1962. Within several years, there was another revolution led by the Algerian military,
which ruled for ten years until elections in 1976. Then, Colonel Houari Boumedienne,
who had led the military government, was formally elected president. With his death in
1978, the Revolutionary Council took over once again until the 1990 elections, when the
gains made by the Islamic fundamentalist movement were nullified by the military,
which seized power in 1992. Virtual civil war has continued ever since, with thousands of
Algerians being killed. Fortunately, a majority of the population accepted the elections of
2001 and a relative peace has been maintained.

The new constitution officially recognizes those of Arab and of Berber identity, the
latter being the original inhabitants of the country. The Berber language is also officially
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recognized, although Arabic continues as the general language, and French is used in
business and government. The current population is approximately 31 million. Islam is
the major religion, with 98 percent of the population being Sunni Muslims. There are
over a dozen institutions of higher learning, and an adult literacy rate of over 62 percent.

Petroleum is Algeria’s main export. In 1991, foreign oil companies were permitted to
acquire up to 49 percent of the oil and gas reserves. Oil and gas constitute nearly one-
third of the country’s GNP. A variety of other mineral wealth is also exported including
iron, lead, phospates, and zinc as well as marble, salt, and coal. Although little of Algeria
is suitable for agriculture, it is known for its citrus fruits and wine. Industrial production
is growing but increased urbanization and agricultural decline have led to increased
migration to Europe.

Our best evidence of the ancient Saharan civilization, established as early as 6,000
BCE, is in the fabulous rock art at Tassili and other sites far into Algeria’s Saharan
territory. These rock paintings and engravings, depicting elephants, giraffes, even cattle,
prove that the Sahara was once fertile and supported an extraordinary civilization that
must have had ties to North African cities, such as Carthage and ancient Egypt. Some
scholars even speculate on links to other African civilizations to the south on the basis of
these detailed paintings.

PHILIP M.PEEK

ANCESTORS

An important part of the cosmology of West African peoples, the belief in ancestors
affirms that life continues after death, that the spirit realm is not an alien world
inaccessible to humans, and that even after death, relationships are not eternally severed
between the deceased and their living descendants. Among the major ethnic groups in
West Africa such as the Akan (in Ghana and the Ivory Coast), the Ga (in Ghana), the
Ewe (in Ghana and Togo), the Fon (in Benin), the Yoruba and Igbo (in Nigeria), those
who have attained the status of ancestors are given honorific titles such as Nananom
Nsamanfo (Akan), and Togbi Togbuiwo (Ewe). These titles literally mean
“grandparents.”

To be an ancestor, a person must be a progenitor because the cult of ancestors is
composed of one’s descendants. But there can be rare exceptions where a person who did
not have biological children, but who cared for the extended family, is accorded the
honor. Apart from having descendants, one must lead a moral life worthy of emulation
and one of community service. Traditionally it is believed that an upright life is normally
rewarded with old age. Such a person who is endowed with experience and wisdom then
becomes an elder within the community. The person must die of natural causes. Some
types of death are considered to be a curse in West African communities and negate the
prospects of becoming an ancestor (Assimeng 1989, 60). At death the proper funeral rites
must be performed for the deceased person to ensure passage into the spirit world of the
ancestors. The invocation of such a person by name in ritual signals recognition as an
ancestor by living descendants.
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Ancestors form the spiritual segment of their families and are the most intimate
spiritual link between their living descendants and the spiritual world of God, the gods,
and other spirit powers. They serve as intermediaries and mediators between their
descendants and the spirit world, promoting the welfare of their descendants. A wide
range of requests are therefore put to them by their living descendants, including requests
for children, prosperity, a good harvest, and general well-being. They mediate these
boons for their descendants from God and the gods. The ancestors are particularly seen as
transmitters of life who enable their descendants to procreate. As Dzobo (1992, 232)
points out, their concern with sexuality reflects a desire to increase the size of the family,
ensuring the continuity of the family line. The ancestors are believed to reincarnate in
their own families; thus, an emphasis on procreation benefits past, present, and future
family generations.

The ancestors also offer protection to their descendants from inimical powers. A good
illustration of this belief is manifested in a special sacrifice known as the Sane (debt)
sacrifice among the Naga of northern Ghana. In this sacrifice a person is made to replace
through divination the items supposedly used spiritually by ancestors to divert a spiritual
attack on the person. Ancestors are also concerned with healing and may reveal healing
remedies to descendants through dreams, and so forth.

The ancestral roles have an ethical basis. The ancestors are regarded as the guides and
guards of the moral conduct of their descendants. Although they reward the good with
boons, they punish or ignore belligerent and negligent descendants. They are also
believed to provide spiritual sanctions to various traditional taboos, especially sexual
taboos. Such taboos when broken destroy the moral fabric of the communities that they
helped to establish. The filial bonds with their descendants also oblige the latter to act in
a manner that does not tarnish their ancestral name.

Often the ethical role of the ancestors takes on a judicial aspect. This is implied in the
belief that they reward or punish good and bad descendants respectively. They also serve
as symbols of justice. Elders who adjudicate cases pray to the ancestors for wisdom and
discernment and invite them to witness the proceedings. Anthony Emphirim-Donkor
(1997, 125) notes, “This is to ensure that everything said and done is carried out in spirit
and in truth.” The Egungun ancestral mask cult of the Yoruba of Nigeria also judges
cases while the elders are masked as ancestors. Their decisions are regarded as those of
the ancestors.

In performing all these roles the ancestors serve as important religious foci of social
order and continuity. Among the Ewe, as Fiawoo (1967, 266) points out, “the values set
on kinship find expression in the ancestral cult.” Filial piety as expressed in the ancestors
and shared by others leads to a recognition of the social foundations of one’s life and
fosters social cohesion, solidarity, and corporate identity. Ancestral links also engender
the resolution to maintain the traditions of the ancestors for others yet to be born. This
entrusts responsibility for the future in the hands of the living. The ancestors are therefore
the key element connecting the symbiotic religious and social lives of the people.

The ancestral beliefs partially account for the way religion is intertwined with various
aspects of West African life. The links of the ancestor cult with economic and political
life gives a sense of continuity and security to living descendants. As founders of
communities, the ancestors are linked with land, a traditional symbol of identity for their
descendants. The ancestral traditions of land use also affect economic life. The legitimacy
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of political authority is also vested in the ancestors. In most West African communities
those who hold political authority do so in proxy for the ancestors. They are responsible
to the latter and regularly function in priestly roles, communicating and maintaining
communion with the ancestors on behalf of themselves and those whom they lead.

The ultimate role of the ancestors is to serve as symbols of an ideal after-life, and of
the possibility of salvation for those still living (Dovlo 1993). Most West African peoples
hold that after death one must cross a river between the world of the living and the world
of the ancestors, so as to be integrated into ancestral spiritual segments of their families.
This is the ideal after-life scenario, in which one finds peace in being reunited with the
family. It reaffirms the sense of community that forms the basis for the entire cult of the
ancestors. Those who do not cross this river become “wandering ghosts.” They remain
restless in the world of the living and are considered hostile to the living.

The roles that ancestors play generate a mixture of respect, filial love, fear, and
reliance in their descendents. The latter perform various rituals of communication,
communion, appreciation, remembrance, and consultation so as to be in harmonious
relationship with the ancestors. The rituals involve libation prayers, offerings, animal
sacrifices and festivals, as illustrated by, for example, the Adae Festival of the Akan of
Ghana.

The rituals performed for the ancestors have led to a debate as to whether they are
simply venerated, or actually worshipped. Peter Sarpong (1970) and Fashole-Luke (1980)
argue that they are only venerated and not worshiped. Others (Sawyer 1966, Pobee 1979,
66) argue that though pietistic adoration may not be strong in rituals directed at the
ancestors, many of the elements of ancestral rites are not different from those accorded to
the gods or God. Bolaji Idowu (1973, 180) has also argued that the notions of veneration
and worship are psychologically too close for a distinction to be made in the case of the
ancestors. Moreover, some ancestors are apotheosized into gods, as is particularly the
case among the Yoruba of Nigeria. Among the Mende of Sierra Leone, the Supreme
Being is regarded as the great ancestor. It is therefore difficult to rule out the fact that the
ancestors enjoy a level of worship and rituals pertaining to them that go beyond
veneration.

It seems that insistence that the ancestors are venerated and not worshipped involves a
level of apologetics that seeks to make them comparable to saints, so as to make them
acceptable in a Christian context. This, however, involves imposing a Christian and
Western template which insists that “only God deserves worship.” The position of West
African traditional religions would be that “only God deserves ultimate worship.” In that
case, the ancestors may be accurately seen as receiving veneration and a degree of
worship in traditional West African religion.
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ANGOLA (REPUBLIC OF ANGOLA)

Located on southern Africa’s west coast, Angola (including to the north the small former
Portuguese enclave of Cabinda) is a large country of approximately 13 million people
with a climate that ranges from tropical to subtropical. Angola’s capital and largest city is
Luanda, which has a population of over 2 million. Thirty-seven percent of Angola’s
ethnic population is Ovimbundu, 25 percent is Kimbundu, 13 percent is Bakongo, while
one-quarter of the population consists of other unidentified groups. There is also a small
population of mixed Portuguese and African heritage called mestico. The major
languages spoken throughout the country are Portuguese, Ovimbundu, Kimbundu, and
Kongo. Nearly half of Angola’s people (47%) still practice their traditional indigenous
religions, while 37 percent are Roman Catholic, and 15 percent are Protestant.

After centuries of Portuguese rule and years of unrest due to its Fascist government, a
national war of liberation began in 1961. Angola finally won its independence from
Portugal on November 11, 1975. Following the rapid process of decolonization, major
conflicts arose between the three major parties that were vying for postcolonial power.
The situation was further complicated by interference by countries such as apartheid-era
South Africa and the United States, who supported UNITA, and the former Soviet Union
and Cuba, who supported the MPLA during the Cold War period. Since 1975, more than
1,500,000 people have died and 2 million people have been either displaced or have fled
the country. The situation has slightly improved since the end of the Cold War in 1991,
but when UNITA lost the 1998 elections, their leader, Jonas Savimbi, continued the civil
war allegedly funding his efforts with “blood diamonds”—illegally mined and sold
diamonds. With Savimbi’s death in 2002 and the incorporation of many UNITA fighters
into the government, reconciliation and peace now seem possible.

Although the economy of Angola has greatly suffered because of the war, early
twenty-first century yearly oil revenues are 3.5 billion; nevertheless, since the end of the
civil war corruption continues and currently 2 million people face starvation. Part of the
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problem is the thousands of remaining landmines, preventing the return to normal life and
to the farming of the country’s fertile soil. (One in 415 Angolans has had a landmine
injury.) In addition to crude oil, diamonds and minerals are important exports.

Angola’s years of turmoil have prevented many cultural rites and celebrations. In
addition to the historically important Kongo peoples, the Chokwe are perhaps the best-
known group, recognized for their extraordinary verbal and visual arts.

JENNIFER JOYCE

ANIMALS IN AFRICAN FOLKLORE

Animals are frequent protagonists and subjects of African folklore. There are several
principal reasons why people are so likely to think about animals via narrative. As James
Fernandez (1995) suggests, it is difficult to know how we would understand our own
identity as human beings, were it not for “the ‘other animals’ that serve so conveniently
and appropriately as a frame for [his] own activity and reflectivity.” In other words, what
it means to be human is often understood by recognizing contrasts to, and similarities
with, animals.

When people tell stories about animals, they are usually talking about themselves, or
at least about animal/human relations. An important effect of this parallel thinking is that
through animal proverbs, tales, songs, epithets, and other narrative forms, we humans can
discuss ourselves and each other indirectly. Such an expressive device is an example of
allegory—a term derived from two Greek particles: allos, “other,” or something next to
or beside a point of reference, and gory, from the verb agoreuein, which is “to speak
publicly,” but with specific reference to the agora or marketplace. “Speaking publicly” in
a market implies bargaining, debate, and negotiation: in other words, politics. Such a
sense is carried through to the word allegory, for as is illustrated by the well-known
allegory Animal Farm by George Orwell (1945), the political messages conveyed by
seemingly innocent little stories can be very trenchant indeed. Here is the point, then:
Using animals as the heroes and subjects of folktales allows indirection because the
foibles or vices of some person or faction can be contemplated and discussed without
outright confrontation. In the small, face-to-face communities that characterize much of
Africa, avoiding conflict, while bringing attention to disharmonious behavior through
narratives, is of critical importance.

Cosmogonic Myths

The protagonists or auxiliary characters of cosmogonic myths are often animals. In some
such accounts, animal or animal-like beings trod the earth before humans did, and it was
they who established the first parameters of social life as humans would come to know it.
The Dogon people of Mali speak of primordial, proto—human beings called Nommo, who
shared attributes with mudfish and snakes—animals often considered “amorphous and
virtual” and “everything that has not yet acquired form,” as Mircea Eliade (1959, 148)
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put it. According to the famous Dogon sage Ogotemmeli (Griaule 1970), Nommo had
unarticulated serpentine members, undifferentiated gender, and other traits embodying all
that is potential and not yet formalized. One Nommo decided to defy God by stealing a
piece of the sun to bring fire to earth as the basis of human culture. The Nommo fitted out
a granary (or silo) as an ark for his descent, with all categories of plant, animal, and
human ethnicity necessary to the world that humans would come to know. As he began
his trip downward along the rainbow, God discovered the Nommo’s betrayal and
furiously hurled lightning bolts that so accelerated the ark’s trajectory that it crashed to
earth. As it did, the plants, animals, and people it bore were dispersed to their present
locations, and the snakelike arms and legs of the Nommo were broken at what would
become the shoulders, elbows, wrists, hips, knees, and ankles: body parts and appendages
necessary for the Dogon agricultural lifestyle.

Tricksters

Animals often serve as tricksters in African folklore. Hares, small antelopes, and several
other animals engage in hilarious adventures through which they grossly exceed and
often subvert expectation by outwitting beasts ostensibly far more powerful and
important than they. Paradoxically, by reversing all that is ordinary, they teach what is
ordinary to rapt audiences. Through trickster tales, children learn and adults reaffirm
social norms and proper behavior.

Most famous of all African tricksters is Anansi, the spider of Ashanti lore that has
found a place in the hearts of people far from its native Ghana (Pelton 1989). Indeed,
Anansi came to the Americas via the trans-Atlantic slave trade, and he is alive and well in
Jamaica and many other places. Spiders, including some quite big ones in semitropical
parts of Africa, inhabit interstices: their webs stretch across paths or between one
structure and another in such a way that they seem neither here nor there, and yet are both
here and there at the same time. Anansi is “Mr. In-Between” himself, able to be all things
and none, simultaneously. As such, Anansi personifies possibility, and his preposterous
misadventures are the stuff of humor with a didactic edge.

Not all spider tricksters are web-spinners. Su, the trickster of the Sara peoples of
southern Chad (Fortier 1967), is a large, red, hairy, hunting spider that is always rushing
from one place to another as it seeks its prey, never being anyplace at any given time.
One of Su’s adventures exemplifies the creative hypotheses that all African animal
tricksters achieve. A chief had a beautiful daughter who was physically able to speak, but
refused to do so; her silence meant that she could not marry, thus thwarting her father’s
wishes to create a political alliance through her wedding. The chief promised his
daughter’s hand to whomever could oblige her to talk, but handsome suitor after
handsome suitor failed. When Su offered to try, everyone laughed that such an
insignificant creature would have such grand pretensions. Su entered the daughter’s
house carrying a large bundle of straw with which he tried to thatch her roof—from the
inside, rather than the outside. Su’s defiance of gravity meant that the straw fell all over
him in a most comical way. The young woman could not contain her laughter, and when
she called Su a fool, her father was so overjoyed to hear her first word that he gave her to
Su to wed. Such a seemingly simple story underscores the essential need for
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communication, with an added message that often the least important soul has the best
ideas.

Proverbs and Praises

Animals are the subject of a great many African proverbs and praises. The Tabwa people
of Congo-Kinshasa have many sayings about lions, for instance, such as “to see a lion is
to escape from it” (Roberts 1995). The first refers to the fact that lions are supremely
gifted hunters, whose prowess and powers are such that they need hunt only an hour a
day, even during seasons when game is most dispersed and difficult to find. The other
twenty-three hours, they lay about like “honey poured out in the sun,” as one writer had it
(Anne Morrow Lindbergh, cited in George Schaller 1972, 120-2). When lions are not
hunting, they are not hungry, and their erstwhile prey often graze surprisingly close to
where a pride is relaxing. “To see a lion is to escape from it” refers to such easygoing
times, for it is when one does not see the lion, that it may be sneaking up behind some
unsuspecting victim. Political use of such a phrase is obvious: the most powerful people
may be benign most of the time, but all should beware their ruthlessness as they
clandestinely pursue their own interests.

African rural peoples, such as the Nuer of the Sudan (Evans-Pritchard 1977) may live
so interdependently with their cattle and other livestock that the relationship bears the
intimacy of psychological identification. Nuer take their own names from the colors and
patterns, horn shape and size, and other attributes of favorite cows and oxen. A Nuer
youth chants his ox-name as he dances before young women or engages in dueling with
clubs or other sports; and in the old days, he would shout the name as he hurled a spear at
an enemy or a game animal. Songs and poems are composed praising one’s cattle, and it
is never quite clear—to an outsider, at least—whether the subject of these narratives is an
0X Or a person.

Invectives

Animals are often invoked as invective, in playful insults as well as hurtful words meant
to instigate a fight. Among the Yoruba and related peoples of southeastern Bénin
Republic, for instance, young men in rival Gelede masquerade societies may taunt each
other through songs, provocative choreography, and the iconography of masks made for
the occasion. A mask seen in the town of Cové depicts a dog standing on its back legs,
trying to bite a bat hanging from a tree; a bird atop the tree tries to attack the bat from
above (Roberts 1995). The song accompanying the masked performance mocks the
members of a rival Gelede society as being like the bat, neither birds nor beasts, but a
little of both in such a precarious position that they have no particular status whatsoever.
Insults can be taken much farther than this innocent play. We all know what can
happen in the United States if someone calls an adversary a “pig,” an “old goat,” a “fox,”
or the colloquial term for “female dog.” Among Tabwa people of Congo-Kinshasa, the
quickest way to make someone furious is to call the person an animal—not any particular
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beast, just “Animal!” The message is that you, fool that you are, are not even human, and
thus hardly worth contempt.
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ARABIC FOLK LITERATURE OF
NORTH AFRICA

The language (or more precisely the linguistic layers) of North African Arabic folk
literature has not yet been paid the attention it deserves. This is due to the emphasis
generally placed on literary or anthropological aspects of the texts, the reluctance to grant
legitimacy to colloquial or colloquializing speech, and the difficulties of performing a
suitable analysis. The following considerations should thus be considered programmatic,
rather than based on extensive research.

Since the late twentieth century, a number of studies have showed that it is more
fruitful to look at linguistic productions in Arabic as taking place on a linguistic
continuum and ranging between colloquial ({'émmiyya. dirija)  darija) and literary
(Uis"B'@)y Arabic, rather than in terms of diglossia (with a high and a low variety). This
type of analysis should be applied to literary productions as well, be they learned or
popular because phenomena observed are basically the same, even if the properly literary
character brings along some additional specific characteristics.
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Variation

Contrary to what is usually assumed, Arabic folk literature (folk tales, epics, proverbs,
songs (about women, children, wedding, or work), poetry (whether religious, gnomic,
satirical, love, or elegiac), riddles and other verbal art forms are indeed composed in a
multiplicity of linguistic varieties that can be described as neither daily colloquial, nor
standard literary, Arabic. Phrased more positively, these forms are expressed as a set of
mixed varieties in which the two polar types mingle and interfere in various ways. The
basic ingredients (phonological, morphological, syntactical and lexical) are not
necessarily used as they would be in the two original varieties, and they contribute in
shaping a new, multiform variety of a third type. Sometimes this form is colloquializing,
sometimes more classicizing; but in any case it has its own distinctive linguistic
characteristics. This applies to oral as well to written folk literature, which shows that,
from this point of view also, no clear dividing line can be drawn between the spoken and
the written.

Other facts make the complex nature of this linguistic system even more complicated,
and its description and analysis more difficult. On one hand, the colloquial background
may add its mark. This holds especially true for the lexicon: “local” material may spread
over larger areas and enrich the common cumulative lexicon of folk literature. The result
can be temporary or long-lasting misunderstandings; the latter case explains certain
semantic or stylistic transformations.

Beyond local variation, literature is produced within sociologically or geographically
distinct communities (although often living in close contact): For example, Bedouin,
rural, urban or regional. This literature developed (through processes hardly studied in the
early twenty-first century) traditions and true literary lingua francas, the most strongly
established of which became transregional. It should be noted here that Jewish folk
literature is not, linguistically speaking, to be set apart from its Muslim counterpart,
notwithstanding the occurrence of specific features of North African Judeo-Arabic
dialects and, obviously, of Jewish religious or community themes. These regional
linguistic commonalities also often cross the borders of literary genres: “many rural songs
[...] are also performed in the manner and to the tune of urban songs” and “conversely,
many urban songs are also performed in the bedouin way” (Belhalfaoui 1973, 24, 25).

On the other hand, folk literature, being well established as such, constitutes a large
cumulative corpus with its own archives. The diachronic variation of the dialects as well
as the one of its genuine linguistic usage is incorporated into it, and supplies it with
successive contributions that do not stop interacting. Some texts, especially those
belonging to the most fixed genres, can thus be rather difficult to understand properly.
They are, for this very reason, invaluable to the historian of language.

Finally, one has to take into account that folk literature, as any literature, uses
language for the purpose of artistic expression; thus the language is played with, as new
linguistic constructions are developed, and submitted to new formal constraints (with
specific modifications or distortions, especially in the case of sung poetry). Such
creativity also brings about conscious meditations on the literature itself as a cohesive
illustration of a culture, and an awareness of intentional or traditionally preserved



African Americans 11

archaisms, clichés and, on the contrary, of creative innovations. In short, folk literature
uses language metalinguistically and, at the same time, lets it conform with respect to the
codes and conventions it shapes to itself (reserving some of them for specific genres).

Intrinsic variation due to the creative mixing of colloquial and standard Arabic
combines with other types of variation, due to dialectal variety (which has itself to be set
within the sociolinguistic distinction between urban, rural, and Bedouin dialects), to
diachronic depth, and to phenomena proper to the literary use of language.

Typology

In order to set up a typology of intermediate language varieties used in North African
Arabic folk literature, one should probably start with distinguishing between prose and
poetry, although the forms act upon each other. This distinction only partly coincides
with the one that can be drawn between literary genres with low-specialized transmission
(e.g., folk tales) and with high-specialized transmission (e.g., sung poetry). In this
respect, epics might be considered closer to poetry: they actually include poems, the
prose sequences being most often transitions between or comments on them. Folk tales,
which allow a greater commitment of the storyteller, are more open to the evolution of
the dialects, even if archaisms and formulas are normally scrupulously preserved. More
fixed genres, like proverbs or ritual songs (of which the language can be very mixed), are
less exposed to variation; more exactly, the variants observed in them often show
evidence of sequences having been replaced because they were no longer intelligible.
Poetry is many sided: it can be either very colloquializing, or composed in a much more
mixed and codified variety (e.g., meﬂ:r‘:in)—even in late-twentieth-century pieces (as
betrayed by words referring to modern objects or concepts, or by French borrowings), or
very classicizing works (as in many songs in praise of the Prophet). But it has to be
emphasized that no one-to-one correspondence can be established between language
variety and literary genre. One comes across religious or even didactic poems in
colloquial as well as across classicizing rural songs (Norris 1968, 92ff).

A very general classification is given for Algerian poetry of the beginning of this
century by Jean Desparmet (1907, 444), and is reiterated by Jacques Grand’Henry (1981,
652) who, extending it to “the linguistic levels in Arabic Maghrebine folk poetry,” makes
a distinction between “Andalusian and archaic urban colloquial Arabic,” “West-Algerian
Bedouin [colloquial] Arabic,” and “Neoarabic of Koranic inspiration.” If such a
classification rightly draws attention to three of the main trends which historically
contributed to shaping Maghrebine folk poetry, and if it is also to its credit to show that
linguistic levels cross the frontiers between literary genres, it can only be considered
indicative from the point of view of the linguistic typology of texts. Indicative also are
the useful remarks made by authors like Pierre Cachia (1989, 59-62) on the language of
Egyptian mawwal or by Sibylle Vocke (1990, 58-74) on the language of Moroccan
mfﬂfr’m-poetry; al-Fasi (199 1) is invalua ble but restri ct ed lexicon of this last genre.
Concerning prose folk literature, descriptive remarks made by scholars will have to be
collated, but even a quick glance at the texts reveals wide discrepancies between the
linguistic varieties they use.
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An accurate linguistic typology would have to take into account the different literary
“dialects” (and their complex interactions) and to be founded on a thorough comparative
inventory of precise linguistic features. Below are short descriptions of such features.
One will notice that they are not different, as a whole, from the features characteristic of
those intermediate varieties, usually referred to as Middle Arabic, which have been used
for centuries, all over the Arabic-speaking world, in other nonstandard types of (written)
literature.

Phonetics (consonants, vowels, syllabic structure) is largely colloquial, but allows
itself borrowings from standard Arabic, and uses interdialectal variants. The best example
is the one of the gaf (uvular stop), of which the Bedouin (in both the dialectal and
common meanings) realization gaf (postpalatal voiced stop) is widely used and is even
the rule in some lexemes. In poetry, an -i can always (and an a- sometimes) be added to a
word ending with a consonant; a final vowel can always be dropped. For the purpose of
rhyme, an -n (and sometimes other consonants like -d) can be added to a word ending
with a vowel. Aw and u/Q often alternate. Written documents—which are not rare—show
that an orthographic norm (with local variants) has been set up to transcribe
colloguialisms or colloquializing pronunciations. Largely dependent on the classical
norm, it also uses genuine notations (mostly generalizations of existing classical
orthographic peculiarities) like alif before an initial cluster of two consonants to indicate
that it has to be pronounced CC- (and not CVC-), or alif after a final vocalic waw even in
nonverbal forms.

Nominal morphology, although rather colloquial (thus CV syllables with unstressed
vowel are usually not found) is more mixed. It does not refrain from playing with vowel
length (and with consonantal gemination), and from switching—for the same root—from
a noun form to another (and sometimes new) one. Some noun forms, which are of
infrequent use in both colloquial and standard varieties, are particularly valued and
sought after, like teCCAC (verbal noun of the second derived verbal stem) or CaCCéan
(verbal noun or adjective). The range of plural forms is wide and includes some
unprecedented (analogical) ones.

Verbal morphology is basically colloquial (with e.g., n-... [u] for the first person of
the imperfective), although preverbal particles (like Moroccan ka-) are rather rare in
poetry. The active participle is readily used with its colloquial constructions and
aspectual values. The use of the verbal derived stems is more complex: proper colloquial
stems like CCAC are found, but the so-called passive stem with prefixed n- occurs more
frequently than in the colloquials (where the t- prefix stem is predominant); apophonic
(standard) passives are not excluded. As is the case with nouns, short vowels can be
lengthened, and vice-versa. Switching from some derived stems to some others,
considered of a higher expressive and/or stylistic value, can be observed. Colloquial
auxiliary verbs are of constant use; among them, originally motion or posture verbs are
very important narrative devices.

Pronouns are often colloquial: personal pronouns (whether independent or bound),
demonstrative (and, maybe to a lesser degree, interrogative) pronouns and adjectives. The

relative adjective usually appears in its (invariable) colloquial form (illi, "‘ri’"'-etc.) but the
relative pronouns seem to occur more frequently in their standard forms. Diiand dinave
special uses. Predominantly colloquial are also quantifiers and adverbs. For genuine
standard prepositions, colloquial counterparts are often substituted (like 1(V) for "#i).
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With syntax, classical nominal desinential inflexion (declension) is normally absent,
and occurs only in classicisms or pseudo-classicisms. The use of a final (often
conjunctive) element n is probably historically related to tanwin (the mark of
indefiniteness) but has a quite different function. The use of colloquial genitive particles
(med’, dyal etc.) is not rare. The pseudo-verbal presentative particle ra- is frequent. The

negation system is extremely mixed; the second element hidof the dimorphematic
colloquial negative particles is not infrequent. The concord (agreement) system is also
mixed and complex. Regarding the syntax of subordinate clauses, syndetic as well as
asyndetic constructions abound; the subjunctive particles are often colloquial. The
conjunctive particle, used in its colloquial (u, w[V]) as well as in its standard (wa) shape,
is an easily identifiable stylistic device. Word order, as can be expected, is less
constrained than in both the standard and colloquial varieties.

Finally, the lexicon is particularly rich and complex. The most usual words (referring
to the most fundamental objects and operations), for example, nouns meaning “things,”
“letter,” “man,” “poor”; verbs meaning “to take,” “to show,” “to want,” “to jump”;
adverbs meaning “much,” “quickly,” as well as particularly descriptive and expressive
words (e.g., a verb meaning “to wiggle”) are most often colloquial. But the lexical
resources of all the linguistic registers are mobilized: words and locutions can thus be
ancient or archaic (and this raises the issue of the possible survival of an old preclassical
literary tradition; see Pellat 1987, 239), classical, colloquial, borrowed from European
languages, original creations (for instance by playing with forms and stems as already
mentioned). A real technical lexicon has thus been constituted (especially in poetry),
made up of numerous words of various origins, which have undergone complex semantic
evolutions and have been finally sanctioned by tradition. These terms—sometimes
occurring in the texts next to synonyms then functioning as glosses—are often
unintelligible to the layman, who nevertheless remains receptive to their stylistic effect.
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ARCHITECTURE

Traditional African architecture is frequently described as nothing more than an
assortment of small mud huts, an evaluation meant to dismiss the topic from further
consideration. Although some Africans do indeed build their houses with clay, these
dwellings are not the simple structures that they might outwardly seem. Earthen-walled
structures can vary significantly in size, configuration, or decoration even within a single
ethnic group, a circumstance that points toward the complexity of building designs across
the African landscape. Further, even the most cursory survey of indigenous African
architecture will reveal a number of monumental buildings, including palaces, shrines,
fortresses, and mosques, that are certainly comparable to European structures built during
the same periods. The faulty characterizations that portray African architecture as
marginal and minimal demand revision. For centuries Africans have crafted buildings
that signal and embody the cultural richness of the continent. Because the building
traditions of Africa are as numerous and as different as its peoples, one should speak of
African architectures.

The basic environmental patterns within the continent provide one of the reasons for
the diversity of African architectural traditions. Building practices that were developed,
for example, to cope with the conditions of the equatorial rain forests would not be used
in the desert regions. Those peoples living in the arid grasslands of northern Ghana often
build houses topped with flat roof terraces that would certainly erode into huge lumps of
mud if constructed just 200 miles to the south where seasonal rains are prolonged and
intense. Housing types will vary as well with differing economic activities and social
customs. Nomadic cattle herders, who must constantly move their livestock onward to
new pastures, build temporary shelters with readily available materials. By contrast, long-
settled groups of farming peoples who claim ownership over particular patches of ground
construct residences that are fixed, permanent, and substantial; their houses are as rooted
as the crops they raise. Further, there is a direct connection between house form and the
pattern of family organization. An ethnic group that sanctions monogamous marital
unions will generally require only a single freestanding dwelling to shelter a couple and
their children, while societies that practice polygyny will build compound houses where a
man will live with his several wives in a cluster of small buildings gathered around a
common yard. Other determinants affecting building and design decisions might include
location (rural or urban), religion (Christianity, Islam, or traditionalist), status of the
owner (royalty, commoner, or slave), personal wealth, historical period, and the degree of
contact with foreign influences.

The following profiles provide a quick tour of traditional architecture in the major
geographical regions of Africa. They not only furnish examples of representative building
types and technologies, but also suggest some of the historical and cultural forces at work
in the construction of houses.
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Zimbabwe

On a nearly mile-high plateau in southern Zimbabwe there stand a set of impressive
granite ruins, abandoned by their Shona builders sometime in middle of the fifteenth
century. This place called Zimbabwe (venerated houses), has provided the country
previously known as Rhodesia with its new name. The entire site contains twelve sets of
house foundations along with the remains of their enclosing walls. The largest and most
intact of these is the so-called Elliptical Building, which has an outer wall 32 feet tall and
17 feet thick at its base tapering to a width of about 4 feet at the top. Forming an 800
foot-long encircling perimeter, this wall was laid up without mortar in smooth, regular
courses and topped off with decorative frieze in a chevron pattern. At regular intervals
along the top of the wall stand stone monoliths, some of them as much as 14 feet tall.
Visitors entered the enclosure of the Elliptical Building by means of a narrow pathway
formed by the outer wall and an equally impressive inner wall. Curving about halfway
around of the enclosure, the path led to a 30-foot-tall conical tower that was 18 feet in
diameter at its base, thought to have previously served as some sort of altar. Other
features suggest the presence of at least eight dwelling houses.

All the attention given to visual symbolism at Zimbabwe, when coupled with evidence
that perhaps only twenty-five people lived within the walls of the Elliptical Building,
suggests that the structure was meant primarily to serve ritual rather than residential
functions. It is believed that a small group of elites, the ancestral leaders of the Shona,
consolidated their authority over the other peoples of region some time round 1400 CE
and extracted tribute in the form of gold, ivory, iron, copper, salt, and cloth, which was
presented to them at Zimbabwe. The elements of courtly ornament and sculpture
recovered by archaeologists, when viewed within the architectural contexts of
Zimbabwe’s stone walls, suggest a high degree of luxury and confidence among this
ruling group. Clearly they understood that built form could effectively reinforce their
claims to authority and respect.

Fulani

The Fulani are widely dispersed across the West African savannah, from eastern Senegal
to northern Cameroon. Divided into three subgroups—nomads, farmers, and urban
dwellers—each is distinguished by a different set of building forms. Among the nomadic
Fulani, who live principally as cattle herders, entire families occupy temporary shelters
consisting of light frames covered with woven mats or with a thatch made of long grass.
These structures may be either dome shaped, approximately 18 feet in diameter and 8 feet
high, or oblong in plan, roughly 24 feet long and 9 feet wide. Those Fulani who
converted to Islam and then took up the routines of fixed cultivation have adopted a more
permanent form of architecture, erecting round houses with adobe walls topped by a
conical roofs. Several of these cone-on-cylinder forms are loosely grouped to form family
compounds, with men and women each living in their own separate buildings. The
earliest compound houses of urban Fulani were similar to those of farming families but
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their construction was more substantial. Encircled with high perimeter walls made with
thick adobe bricks, admission into a compound was gained through a special entry lobby.
Visitors were allowed no further into the household than this room. Over time the various
round houses in the compound, often built as two interlinked cylinders topped with flat
roofs, were replaced with square and rectangular units. These changes are indications of
the growing influence of the so-called Sudanic style of architecture, a material sign of the
expanding influence of Islamic culture in West Africa after 1300 CE. Given the well-
known commitment to Islam among the urban Fulani, it is not surprising that they would,
in due course, also adopt Islamic architectural traditions.

Tuareg

The Tuareg are a nomadic people who raise camels, which they trade throughout the
eastern Saharan desert ranging from the Niger River all the way to Algeria. Given the
necessary mobility of their lives, they live in tents. They use two types: one consists of a
large piece of cloth, roughly 15 by 20 feet, that is stretched over a set of poles; the second
is fixed frame tent employing a dome-shaped armature draped with mats or pieces of
cloth. Seeming to be nothing more than minimal, temporary shelters, these tents actually
demonstrate a sophisticated understanding of materials. Often called black tents, their
coffee-colored cloth coverings are made from goat hair. The open weave of this fiber
tightens under the sun’s rays providing both a dense shade against radiant heat. In the
coolness of the desert evening, when temperatures can drop as low as 45 degrees
Fahrenheit, the cloth usefully retains the heat generated during the day. The mats
covering the fixed frame tents can be easily adjusted to enhance the comfort of the
occupants. Rolled up along the sides of the tent during the day to promote ventilation,
they can be quickly dropped back down to provide protection from a sudden sand storm.
Although Tuareg tents have drab exteriors, inside they can be decorated with colorful
blankets displaying all manner of geometric designs. Even the much plainer palm mats
may be woven with bands of alternating color. Some Tuareg, particularly those living in
the southern portions of the Sahara, have taken up a more sedentary farming life and in
the process they have begun to build permanent houses following closely the examples
provided by their Mande- or Hausa-speaking neighbors. Such a move may ultimately
signal the end of the Tuareg tent-making tradition.

Iragw

Today the Iraqw, a farming group living in the hills of northern Tanzania, build round
mud-walled houses topped with conical thatched roofs. Providing shelter for livestock as
well as people, the human occupants sleep on a platform about 8 feet above the house
floor, while most of the ground level is used as a stable where cows and goats are penned
during the evening. Although the Iragw house is small, usually not more than 16 feet in
diameter, the space immediately in front of the door is also claimed as part of the
building and is treated as an all-purpose living room. Called an afeni, this courtyard is
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dug out about a foot lower than the threshold of the doorway. It is plastered repeatedly
with dung to make it smooth and hard.

In earlier times (but even as recently as 1976) Maasai warriors would raid the Iragw in
order to steal their cattle. The Iragw responded by retreating to highlands where they
constructed underground houses. These buildings were formed by digging rectangular
pits roughly 36 by 30 feet. They were entered by means of an excavated passage or, if the
house was dug into the slope of hill, through a door located in the downhill wall. Their
flat roofs made of woven branches plastered with clay were supported by as many as
seventy poles. In these low, windowless buildings that were not more than 6 feet tall, the
Iragw hid with their livestock, hoping that the earthen camouflage would provide
sufficient protection.

Zulu

One of the major ethnic groups of South Africa, the traditional Zulu build distinctive
dome-shaped houses covered in grass. Although other neighboring groups erect similar
domed dwellings, the Zulu indulu is thought to be more sophisticated in its construction.
First, a circle approximately 16 feet across is marked out and a foundation trench is dug
around its circumference. Next hundreds of small rods of varying lengths are planted in
the foundation and bent to form interlacing arches of increasing height. Inclining inward
as they rise, the uppermost of these arches eventually touch at the apex of the dome about
8 feet above the ground where they are lashed together. Thatch is then applied on top of
this dense framework and firmly secured in place by a net made of rope. The more
elaborate indulu are finished with decorative patterns, criss-cross designs and swags,
which are woven into the rope netting.

In past times, when the Zulu were known for their vast herds of cattle, they grouped
their houses into a large circles surrounding a livestock pen called a kraal. The houses
were in turn enclosed by a sturdy timber stockade. The Zulu homestead was then actually
a fortified camp and it served as the pattern for the “war towns” that they developed
during the nineteenth century. These towns could be as much as a half a mile in diameter
and might contain as many as fourteen hundred houses. But with the collapse of Zulu
military power, their subsequent shift to mixed farming, and the decline of the practice of
polygamous marriage, the size of the kraal homestead was diminished as well. Today a
kraal might consist of only a small goat pen and by accompanied be three domed houses.

Bamileke

The Bamileke inhabit the lush forests of western Cameroon and thus have access to large
quantities of bamboo with which to construct their houses. Opting for a square floor plan,
they begin with a stone foundation measuring about 15 feet on each side. A bamboo
frame, standing as much as 20 feet high, is then raised and lashed in place. The roof,
which is conical in shape, is truly a tour de force of carpentry. Rising at least 15 feet
above the ceiling and extending about 3 feet beyond the walls of the house, it is stiffened
by a pyramidal frame and supported by a series of posts standing around the building.
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The walls may be plastered with clay or sided with bamboo poles tied vertically to the
frame. The houses of chiefs follow the same pattern but are larger in every dimension and
may feature doorways decorated with carved wooden frames.

The rectilinear quality of Bamileke space is seen throughout the typical homestead.
All its courtyards, gardens, and fields are either square or rectangular in shape and its
various buildings—the owner’s house, those of his wives and servants, and his
granaries—are all square in plan and are placed at the corners of fenced yards. All these
structures are similar in size except for the owner’s house, which is slightly larger and
taller, a physical indication of his superior social status.

Yoruba

One of the largest ethnic groups in West Africa, millions of Yoruba are found in
southwestern Nigeria where their homeland extends from the Gulf of Guinea through the
adjacent rain forest to the southern portions of the savannah. This environmental
diversity, as might be expected, is reflected in the range of methods which the Yoruba
employ in constructing their houses. Near the coast wood-framed dwellings are covered
with palm leaves, while further inland house wickerwork walls are coated with mud
plaster. In the rain forest and savannah regions, building walls are formed by layers of
mud each about a foot thick and 2 feet high.

Despite the differences in construction technique, all Yoruba houses follow a set of
common plans. The basic house form is a free-standing rectangular building, 10 by 20
feet divided into two rooms of equal size that is covered by a gabled roof. If larger
dwellings are required, several of these units can be linked end to end thus forming a
building with up to eight rooms. Because the Yoruba, at least since the sixteenth century,
have been an urban people, they maintain a primary family residence in town and use
smaller rectangular buildings for shelter when working their farm plots, which can be
located as much as twenty miles away. The Yoruba name for an urban compound is agbo
ile (a flock of houses), a name which suggests that compounds are conceived as clusters
of smaller buildings. The Yoruba compound house is best seen as a gathering of farm
houses on an urban site. In the savannah region a traditional compound might be arranged
around a broad, open courtyard more than 70 feet across, while in the rain forest area the
compound was formed around a smaller courtyard sheltered by the extended roofs of its
surrounding building units. The edges of these roofs are joined together around the edges
of an impluvium, or shallow pool built to catch rain water. Some of the old palaces of
Yoruba chiefs were also built in the impluvial style but they might include up to thirty
courtyards; the vast scale of such a building immediately signaled the ruler’s eminence.

Batammaliba

Occupying a territory that straddles the border between northern Togo and the Republic
of Benin, the Batammaliba (also known as the Tamberma or Somba) are an agricultural
people who practice mixed farming. Their houses, often described as miniature castles,
are visually quite striking. The rooms in a Batammaliba house are located in the bases of
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towerlike units that stand about 14 feet high. Both round and oval in section, these towers
are linked by short connecting walls to form an enclosure about 30 feet in diameter. The
sleeping rooms are placed in a tower standing at the center of the enclosure; those for the
males are on the ground level and for the females, above them in a separate chamber. The
space between this tower and its encircling walls is spanned by heavy rafters and covered
by a two-foot-thick roof. Set at height of 8 feet, the roof provides both a protected shelter
for livestock and a second-floor terrace where the women tend to their domestic duties.
Two granaries, actually large clay jars with holding capacities of hundreds of bushels,
stand atop the forward towers on either side of the entry chamber. Topped with tall
conical grass roofs, their profiles do recall visually the turrets seen on European
fortresses.

Fang

Deep in the rain forests of northern Gabon, the Fang carve out clearings for their villages.
These neatly organized farming settlements consist of two long rows of houses arranged
in straight lines on either side of a broad plaza. At both ends of this grassless commons
stands an aba or council house, a structure reserved as the gathering and eating place for
men. Women and children reside in the collective buildings flanking the central plaza.
The women’s abodes, called kisin, contain both a kitchen and sleeping space. Fang men
may sleep either in a portion of his wife’s house, which is partitioned for his use or in a
separate adjoining house. Lacking windows, these houses are lit only by the front door
that opens toward the center of the village and the rear door that leads to the household
garden.

To build a house, the Fang first assemble a frame made with over one hundred
wooden poles and then cover it with prefabricated panels made of palm leaves and
bamboo strips. The Fang describe this process not as carpentry but as “weaving a house.”
As of the early twenty-first century, a new building type inspired by European influences
has begun to appear in their forest villages. Featuring concrete floors and walls and metal
roofs, they are called cold houses because they contain no cooking fires. Used only on
ritual occasions, this kind of house functions chiefly as a sign of monetary success since
the cost for its construction is ten times that of a traditional house.

Attempts to identify regional patterns for African architecture have provided mainly
deterministic descriptions aimed at linking certain building types with particular
environmental causes. Yet the ethnographic record clearly shows that Africans will react
to similar environmental conditions in different ways. In the savannah region of northern
Ghana, for example, the Dagomba who build round houses live next to the Gonja who
live in rectangular dwellings. Several of the architectural profiles given here show the
marked variation in building forms, construction techniques, and spatial organization
even within a single group. Further, over time some peoples—the Fulani would be a good
example—will change their ideas about what constitutes an acceptable building and thus
develop or borrow new plans, technical means, and modes of decoration. Because
buildings are basically a material reflection of the dynamic forces of culture and history,
they are best understood as expressions of biography rather than geography. Although
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traditional African architecture has yet to be thoroughly documented, it offers a potent
means for understanding the daily lives and concerns of African people.
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ARCHIVES OF TRADITIONAL MUSIC
(INDIANA UNIVERSITY)

The Archives of Traditional Music (ATM) fosters the educational and cultural role of
Indiana University through the preservation and dissemination of the world’s music and
oral traditions. Archives holdings document the history of ethnographic sound recording,
from wax cylinders made during museum expeditions in the 1890s to recent commercial
releases on compact disc. The ATM has particularly strong holdings of African music
and oral data. Included in ATM African materials are tapes collected by major scholars in
their respective disciplines, some of the earliest recordings ever made in Africa, as well
as some of the largest collections of African country-specific recordings in existence.
Highlights of the African materials at ATM include the BBC Somali Collection, which
consists of over 400 hours of recordings of speech and music collected by the Somali
Services of the BBC World Service. The BBC Somali Collection, together with other
Somali holdings in the ATM, represents almost certainly the largest sound collection of
Somali materials in the world. The ATM also holds the large and growing Liberia
Collections Project, which includes not only recordings but also photographs and paper
documents, including Liberian government documents that no longer can be found in
Liberia itself. (This appendix refers only to sound recordings, and does not include other
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media formats held by the ATM. Check the website www.onliberia.com for a complete
listing of Liberia Collections Project materials.) The world’s largest collection of
Egyptian Coptic music, collected by Martha Roy from 1932 to 1977, is also held at the
ATM. In addition to these and other ethnographic field collections from all parts of the
African continent, the ATM holds broadcast collections as well as hundreds of
commercial releases of African music. Although they are not included in the appendix
that follows, ATM’s commercial collections are extensive, and include many commercial
releases of field recordings. Particularly noteworthy among the commercial holdings is
the complete International Library of African Music’s Sound of Africa series, comprising
over two hundred commercial releases of field recordings made in southern Africa by
Hugh Tracey.

Many major figures in their respective academic disciplines have deposited collections
at the ATM. These include ethnomusicologists George Herzog (Liberia, 1930-1931),
Alan Merriam (Zaire, Rwanda, and Burundi, 1951-1952, 1959-1960), John Blacking
(South Africa, Uganda, and Zambia, 1957-1965), Roderic Knight (The Gambia and
Senegal, 1970) and Ruth Stone (1970-1976), linguist Charles Bird (Mali, 1968-1978),
art historians Hans Himmelheber (Ivory Coast, Liberia, and Mali, 1950-1960) and Henry
Drewal (Dahomey and Nigeria, 1970-1973), folklorists Phil Peek (Nigeria, 1970-1971)
and John Johnson (Mali and Somalia, 1966-1989), anthropologists Melville and Frances
Herskovitz (Dahomey, Ghana, and Nigeria, 1931) and Jean Rouch (Niger, 1960), and
historian David Robinson (Senegal, 1968-1969). The ATM also holds copies of the Erich
von Hornbostel Demonstration Collection from the Berlin Phonogram-Archiv, which
includes forty-three recordings made in Africa between 1900 and 1913, the Laura
Boulton Collection, including hundreds of recordings of music made on nine expeditions
to Africa between 1929 and 1969, and the Dennis Duerden Collection of music and oral
data recorded in the 1960s in Cameroon, Ghana, Guinea, South Africa, Sierra Leone, the
Gambia, Kenya, Malawi, and Nigeria. These specific references represent merely a
sampling of the rich and extensive holdings of African music and oral data at the ATM.

DANIEL B.REED

See also Appendix: Field and Broadcast Sound Recording Collections at the

Indiana University Archives of Traditional Music.

ASTRONOMY

African astronomy encompasses all the ways that Africans conceptualize celestial bodies.
Though little studied, there is a large corpus of writings in English, French, German, and
Portuguese that describes various aspects of African astronomy and spans five centuries
and the entire continent. Usually, documentary evidence of various types of African
astronomy is embedded in larger ethnographic studies or within travel accounts. Scholars
of African astronomy today scour these records for fragments of information which
nevertheless can lead to new ethnographic fieldwork.

This introduction provides an overview of the types of things one finds in African
astronomy, giving specific examples. The topics presented are celestial names, astrology
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and healing, architecture, calendars, and celestial navigation. The ethnic groups
represented are drawn from both North and sub-Saharan Africa.

Celestial Names

Because the sky and its motions are mapped and well understood, it is known exactly
what people were seeing on any night given good weather conditions, thus, in theory, any
differences that are seen in names should reflect cultural and environmental differences.

South Africa contains around a dozen different ethnic and cultural groups. In 1997,
Keith Snedegar published a work on the starlore of four South African groups: the Sotho,
the Tswana, the Xhosa, and the Zulu people. The Sotho, Tswana, Xhosa, and Zulu people
of South Africa are all part of the Niger-Congo linguistic group. Snedegar identified the
names of various celestial bodies in each of the four groups and provided an analysis of
his findings. He found that some of the local names reflected the physical appearance of
the celestial body, such as the name for Canopus, (Sotho-Twana / Xhosa / Zulu) Naka /
U-Canzibe / uCwazibe, meaning “brilliant,” and the Milky Way, Molalatladi, / Um-nyele
/ umTala, being called a hairy stripe. Canopus is the second brightest star in the night sky
and is not visible from the United States. Most of the names are significant for the local
calendar, including agricultural activities such as the time for planting, the time that
animals are observed to mate or give birth, and the weather. One clear example is the
now no longer practiced traditions of having initiations when Canopus is sighted just
before sunrise. The person who sighted the star first was given a cow by the chief.

Other celestial bodies are named for local animals, with no correlation between the
appearance of the celestial body and the mating or birthing season of the animal. The
South Africans seem to have many celestial bodies named for nondomesticated animals,
a practice which probably reflects their local environment. Further research may reveal
what role these undomesticated animals traditionally played in South African life. The
name for Sirius—the drawer up of the night—Kgogamashego / Imbal’ubusuku / inDosa,
specifically refers to the time to go home after partying all night, which implies an active
nightlife for the locals.

None of the names or activities directly refer to women although it is not clear if
women are doing the planting and hoeing when the Pleiades, known as Selemela /
Selemela / isiLimela, rose, an occurrence which marks the beginning of the planting
season. The four South African groups have celestial objects that reflect seasonal events,
but it is not clear that the sightings themselves were used to determine part of the local
calendar.

The study of celestial names can provide insight into local flora and fauna and tidbits
of cultural practice as shown here. The African voice along with myths and folklore
could provide far more parallels between cultural norms and celestial names. Thus far,
Snedegar’s work is the most comprehensive in this regard.
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Astrology and Healing

Contemporary astronomers take great care to distinguish their field from astrology; yet
historically many “astronomers” made their living as astrologers. Thus, the definition
between astrology and astronomy has not always been as rigid as it now stands. The
study of astrologers in Africa can be useful because they often kept detailed records of
the positions of the sun, moon, and planets over extended periods of time. They differ
from astronomers in that the astrologers then utilized this information for purposes of
divination and prediction.

Tunisia shares borders with Algeria and Libya. Sicily lays to the northeast, a few
hours by boat from the capital of Tunisia, Tunis. Gabes is an oasis town along the eastern
coast of Tunisia. The Tunisians are a mixture of Europeans, Berbers, Turks, Egyptians
and Africans. Tunis is near the famous port of Carthage, which was founded by the
Phoenicians (from what is now Lebanon); since then Tunisia has been conquered by
Rome and the Vandals, incorporated into the Ottoman Empire, and colonized by France.
Most Tunisians are Muslim though there are minority Christian and Jewish populations.

The following is drawn from an interview in 1999 with an occultist healer, who lived
in one of the suburbs outside of Gabes, Tunisia. As part of his healing diagnosis, the
healer requested the client’s time and date of birth, mother’s name, and a description of
the ailment. He then did a series of calculations before giving a treatment plan. When
asked to explain the calculations, he drew several diagrams and, utilizing a translator
carefully, explained that there are the twelve signs of the Zodiac and each sign is
associated with one of the elements: air, water, earth, and fire. Each sign rules the heaven
for 30 days, which he broke down into three 10-day periods. The daylight hours he
divided into twelve equal divisions of time, and the same was done for the night hours,
thus, the “hours” have to vary in length over the course of the year. Each resulting hour is
associated with a color, a symbol, a planet, and can represent one or two signs of the
Zodiac. Similarly, each planet is associated with a color, a metal, and a precious stone.
Thus, for each birth date and time he assigned a color, a symbol, a planet, a sign of the
Zodiac (or two), a metal, and a precious stone. Knowing how each of these related to
each other was important. He utilized all this information in his diagnoses and treatments,
along with the description of the ailment.

Interestingly, he traced his occultist intellectual heritage to Egypt, and the Egyptian
calendar is based on a ten-day week. The healer was conscious of the fact that astrology
is not sanctioned in Islam, however, he felt that what he did, whether right or wrong, was
between himself and God, and no one else’s business. In his community and among his
extended family, he had always been known as a strange child who was not interested in
playing with other children. His father noticed his attraction to the occult books in his
family’s library, so in an effort to dissuade him, threw them in a bonfire. However, the
healer simply wrote to occultists in Europe and other places around the world to identify
books and share techniques, eventually building his own library on occult matters. He
does not accept payment for his work as a healer, yet the community manages to support
him with gifts.
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In many Muslim societies in Africa, there are traditional healers who utilize
astrological information for diagnosis and treatment. The details of how the calculations
are done are hard to locate, although the number of such astrologer/healers seems to be
quite high. Thus far, this type of traditional healer appears to be limited to Muslim
African societies.

Architecture

The Tamberma Batammaliba of Togo are part of the Niger-Congo linguistic group. They
reside in Togo east of the town of Kante. The study of Suzanne Preston Blier, now of
Harvard University, focuses on the architecture of the Batammaliba. The Batammaliba
build two-story houses containing ten “rooms” on each level with mud walls. The name
Batammaliba, which means “those who are the real architects of the earth” (Blier 1987,
2) reflects the importance of architecture within their culture.

The ceremonial calendar of the Batammaliba is a stellar calendar. Certain stars and
constellations, which are associated with deities, rule certain times of the year. When a
star or constellation is observed to set at sunset, that deity is said to have descended to
Earth and begins walking from west to east. The deity rules until it reappears in the east
at sunset. In addition to observing the stars to determine the ceremonial calendar, the
Batammaliba observe the winter solstice. Since the stellar observations determine the true
year, the observation of the solstice is not necessary in terms of creating an accurate
calendar. However, the Sun is important as it represents the deity Kuiye, who is said to
reenter peoples’ homes at midwinter.

Kuiye, the sun god, presides over the month of December. The doors of the
Batammaliba houses are aligned to the midwinter sunset, the sunset of the winter solstice.
The house of Kuiye is thought to lie in the west, and when the sunlight enters the house at
midwinter, it symbolizes the return of Kuiye/the Sun. In addition to the door alignment, a
hole is put in the roof of the bedroom on the second floor, which allows Kuiye to enter
the bedroom when the Sun transits the zenith (directly overhead). There is a hole in the
roof in the middle of the house, which stays covered most of the time, but it is the place
that women go to give birth regardless of the time of day. They position themselves under
the hole and face the door, thus symbolically gaining the protection of Kuiye during their
labor. The bottom floor of the house often contains shrines to various deities which are
aligned to get bathed in sunlight during certain times of the year. When there is a death,
the body is positioned in the same manner as the women giving birth, under the central
hole and facing the door to receive Kuiye’s blessings. The funerals are timed to take
place in December and January, the time of Kuiye. Certain rites take place at sunrise, in
the morning, at midday, in the afternoon, and at sunset symbolically recreating the cycle
of the life of the deceased, while also incorporating ideals of regeneration and rebirth,
like the Sun’s returning each morning.

One of the most important people in the Batammaliba village is the architect, whose
main duty is to build houses. However, as Blier emphasizes, the construction of the house
is filled with ritual. The architect, therefore, is much like a priest in his own right, and is
treated accordingly by the local population, being given gifts and free meals. It is the
architect who actually sets the alignment of the door to the midwinter sunset. Though the
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architect oversees all the rituals associated with building, the aligning the house and
setting of the door are the only items of celestial importance assigned to him that are
mentioned.

There are many archaeological sites in Africa in which astronomical alignments have
been recorded. However, most studies are of unoccupied sites and therefore cultural
connections are often only hypothetical but are occasionally supported by local practice.
Blier’s study is important because it is both a study of an occupied site and a record of the
significance attributed to the alignments by present-day inhabitants.

Calendars

The determination of the calendar year was of vital importance to people all over the
world. Times for migration, planting, harvesting, and hunting needed to be accurately
determined and thus an exact calendar was needed. Since few cultures understood or
practiced the mathematics necessary to calculate the parameters of the Earth’s orbit
around the Sun, all calendars must have been based on years and sometimes generations
of observations. Thus, the determination of the calendar relied upon recognizing and
recording celestial events; however, the method of preserving the knowledge varies.

There are three types of African calendars—Iunar, solar, and stellar calendars—with
the combination calendar being the fourth. Lunar calendars are based upon observations
of the moon. One lunar cycle is 29.5 days. The Islamic and Jewish calendars are both
lunar calendars. The problem is that combinations of lunar cycles do not add up to a
calendar year. Twelve lunar cycles is equal to 354 days; while thirteen lunar cycles is
383.5 days. Two examples of African ethnic groups that rely primarily on lunar calendars
are the Ngas of Nigeria and the Mursi of Ethiopia. The Ngas have a system in which the
new year is determined by the last new moon before harvest. The last new moon is
marked by a complicated ceremony referred to as “shooting the moon” (LaPin 1984). The
ceremony has to take place the day before the new moon is sighted, and symbolizes the
high priest (Gwolong Kum) and the Ngas people capturing and killing the moon, which is
deified, for it to be reborn in the new year (the next day). Ideas of rebirth, renewal, and
cleansing by killing the past are all incorporated into the changing of the year for the
Ngas. The Mursi primarily follow a lunar calendar, but use agricultural activities and
celestial markers to determine which is the current month. As such, the month names are
not fixed and are debated until these secondary markers are seen (Turton and Ruggles
1978).

The solar calendars involve observing the position of the sun over the course of the
year. The solstices mark the northern and southern extremes of the Sun’s position.
Measuring the year from winter solstice to winter solstice is 365.24 days. This is called
the tropical year and is 20 minutes short of the calendar year. Stellar calendars involve
observing the position of stars. The ancient Egyptian calendar is a stellar calendar.
Marking the time from seeing a star, for example Aldebaran, at sunset on the horizon,
until the next time Aldebaran appears on the horizon at sunset is 365.25 days. This
measures the true year or the calendar year.

The Akan of Ghana are part of the Niger-Congo linguistic group, and dominate Ghana
north of Accra. They migrated into this region, displacing the Guan people several
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centuries ago. The Guan had a 6-day week, while the trading week from the south was 7
days. What the Akan have done is use all possible combinations of the two weekly
methods which amounts to 42 days. They combine nine of these cycles to make up their
year which add up to 378 days. Every three years they drop an entire cycle making 1092
days total. Not including a leap year, our calendar adds up to 1095 days, thus the Akan
calendar is accurate to within three days. Lunar cycles are only observed along the coast
of Ghana where marine activity is important (especially tides).

The Akan calendar has a definite history, marking the encounter between two cultures:
the Akan and the Guan. It is clear that someone, or a group of people, mathematically
calculated the best method for determining the year while maintaining their 42-day cycle,
a process which must have also involved observations of the solar cycle. This raises
questions such as, What does the calendar imply in a diplomatic sense? And, Why were
the calendars combined, instead of simply designating one the dominant calendar, as in
many other parts of Africa?

Celestial Navigation

The Kerkennah Islands lie 12 miles east of the city of Sfax in Tunisia, North Africa; there
are two islands named Gharbi and Chergui which are translated as “west” and “east,”
respectively. The islands can be reached by passenger ferries run by the Tunisian
government, there are three ferries to fill the eight roundtrips a day schedule. The cost of
the ferry trip is free for locals and about 30 cents for tourists including Tunisian tourists.
The two islands are joined by a causeway, which was originally built by the Romans.
Fourteen villages span the two islands. Three cultures of origin are acknowledged by the
islanders: Berber, Turkish/Islamic, and Greek/Roman. The Tunisian Arabic spoken
throughout the country is part of the Afro-Asiatic linguistic group. The following is taken
from four field seasons on the Kerkennah Islands, focusing on how and why the local
fishermen continue to use the stars for navigation.

The navigation techniques of the Kerkennah fisherman include bathymetric
navigation, an intimate knowledge of the flora and fauna, celestial navigation, an
understanding of the wind, weather, and current patterns, and the memaorization of routes.

Bathymetric navigation uses the features of the sea floor to determine location. The
fishermen fish throughout the Gulf of Gabes. A map of the seafloor surrounding
Kerkennah shows depths up to 85 feet in the area between the island and the mainland,
but on average a depth of about 32 feet. The seafloor drops off to the southeast but
remains shallow for some miles to the north. There are very few places deeper than 13
feet to the north of the islands for about a mile. Since the seas around Kerkennah are
shallow, the fishermen use long poles to probe features when they cannot easily see the
bottom. Many of the villages are located at the mouths of sea floor features called loueds.
These features are channels that lead from the villages to deep water. The loueds are said
to be natural features and some say that Allah put them there for the fishermen. Thus, the
sea around Kerkennah is shallow with distinctive topographical features, but also flora
and fauna congregate in particular ocean regions. The fishermen know which regions
sport certain sea grasses and where schools of fish are found and also use this knowledge
for navigation.
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The fishermen understand the wind, weather, and current patterns associated with
Kerkennah. The weather must be noted to avoid storms and high winds. Knowing the
direction and strength of the currents allows the fishermen to adjust their course to
account for drift. Both sailing boats and motorized boats are used on Kerkennah. The
sailing boats directly use the wind, but those fisherman using motorized boats use the
wind for finding direction. Thus, in terms of knowledge of the wind, current, and weather
patterns there did not appear to be an obvious distinction between the fishermen using
motorized boats and those who sailed.

The fishermen use visual markers, wind and current patterns, and their knowledge of
the sea floor for navigation, at night they also use the stars. As the sky darkens, the
fishermen first look for Ursa Major and use the leading edge of the scoop to find Polaris.
They know that five times the distance between the two leading stars is the distance to
Polaris. Once they have located Polaris, they get their bearings using Polaris as a marker
for the north. They have memorized the locations of their fish farms relative to the
position of Polaris and their village. The most common name used for Ursa Major was le
sept (the seven), which refers to the number of bright stars in Ursa Major. It was also
referred to as “la cassarel” (the saucepan). Polaris is called Smiya which is Arabic for
north. In English, these are the Big Dipper and the North Star, respectively. The
fishermen of the village of Mellita used other constellations to keep track of time. They
mentioned le fleur de balance which was identified by Cap-tain Ali, one of the current
ferry captains, as the belt of Orion. They estimate that each night le fleur de balance rose
3-5 minutes earlier each night. This figure is about correct for their latitude of 34 degrees
north where it rises 4 minutes earlier each night. The moon was said to rise 1 hour 1/7
minutes later each night. This is roughly true between third quarter and first quarter but is
not accurate for most of the month during most of the year. They use their understanding
of these times to estimate the distances they had traveled. In El-Attaya, a young
fisherman called Orion le bras de balance (Fr., bras arm), rather than le fleur de balance.

The role of celestial navigation is not one of special significance, but rather one of
many effective techniques used by the fishermen. The fishermen of Kerkennah say that
they learned how to navigate from their fathers and grandfathers. They readily
acknowledge their complex heritage when discussing the origins of villages and the
physical characteristics of their fellow islanders, however no one suggested an origin for
their navigation traditions.

The celestial navigation of Kerkennah shows links to the navigation of the ancient
Phoenician, Islamic, and Mediterranean seafarers. The Phoenicians are noted to have
based their navigation system on Ursa Major, Ursa Minor, and Polaris. The fishermen of
Kerkennah use Ursa Major and Polaris, however, other than the use of Polaris, the rest of
the constellation of Ursa Minor is not used. The accounts of Marco Polo and Nicolas de
Conti state that by the sixteenth century, the Islamic seafarers of the Mediterranean used
only Ursa Major and Polaris as the base of their celestial navigation system. This is true
for Kerkennah today since the only other constellation, le fleur de balance, is used for
timekeeping, not for finding direction.

Interestingly, the navigation system of the Kerkennah Islands is changing. The
celestial navigation component is no longer being widely taught to young navigators. The
reason for the change has nothing to do with new technology but is due to education
demands on the young navigators. The Kerkennah Islanders take great pride in the
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performance of their children in all aspects of education. Parents wish their children to
become medical doctors, lawyers, and other such professions. They do not want them to
become fishermen. However, fish is an important part of their diet and the fishing needs
to be done. Therefore, the children are taught a scaled-down version of their traditional
navigation to enable them to travel safely to nearby fishing areas and return, only. They
are not taught night navigation.

Navigation practices of Africa have received little study. However, the National
Science Foundation has recently provided funds to do a study of the navigation practices
in East Africa. Hopefully, the results of this study will lead to more scholarship on
African celestial navigation methods.
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BANJO: AFRICAN ROOTS

African musicians, forcibly brought to the New World as slaves, brought with them from
West Africa a plucked lute with a hide-covered-gourd sound chamber and several strings
including a short thumb drone string. Interaction with Scottish and Irish musicians
resulted, by the 1830s, in the invention of the five-string wooden rim banjo, which
retained the African short thumb string drone and radically influenced American music.

History

Today the banjo is heard around the world, from the Blue Ridge Mountains to the
Amazon River basin. The twentieth-century banjo tradition rests upon a much older
African heritage. West African griots (storyteller/musicians) and other nomadic
musicians brought the forerunner of the banjo from their homeland to the New World
over the course of the seventeenth century. This early instrument appears in West Africa
by 1621, and in the West Indies (Martinique) by 1678. Today, Wolof jeles from the
Savannah grasslands of Senegal, Mande jillikea of Mali, and other praise singers and
storytellers of various African regions still play plucked lutes with a short thumb drone
string and a long pole neck attached to a gourd in a knocking or beating style.

The lute was already present in West Africa by the seventh century; another version of
the instrument arrived, with Islam, in the eleventh century. Thus, well before the slave
trade was fully developed—at least by the fourteenth century—two strong traditions
flourished. For example, for the halam-like tidinet (known since at least 1824), Braknas
musicians prefer the black tuning that allows for spectacular effects rather than the white
Arabic tuning favored by educated people. The Wolof tunings, like mountain banjo
tunings, are called high tuning and low tuning, and other specialized tunings are used for
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only one or two tunes. Wolof “middle tuning” is related to the way that the tidinet was
played by their enemies for 150 years; thus the practice is a testament to cultural
exchange.

African Songs

In 1789, the African Equiano said, “We are a nation of dancers, musicians, and poets.
Thus every great event...is celebrated in public dances which are accompanied with
songs and music suited to the occasion.” The Ashanti, for example, thought it “absurd” to
worship in any way other than with chanting or singing. The dances might last for half an
hour, and some individual did special dances in the center of the group circle. Sometimes
the Ashanti celebrated a successful hunt or a special seasonal festival, such as the “Yam
Customs.”

African music is especially improvisational, conversational, and interactive. The
aesthetic is more rhythmically complex and diverse, and less melodically intricate, than
Scottish or Irish music. Music of Africa especially emphasizes singing. Nevertheless, in
1623, Captain Richard Jobson wrote in his The Golden Trade or a Discovery of the River
Gamba [Gambia] and the Golden Trade of the Aethiopiam that he observed during his
travels that the griot offered a “perfect resemblance to the Irish Rimer.” Before 1800, the
Scottish surgeon Mungo Park recited the duties of the singing men (Jillikea) encountered
in the land of the Mandingos and the Minkes. By improvising texts and tunes to earn
money, the griots create “extempore songs” to honor kings, to “divert the fatigue” of the
traveling group, or to obtain “welcome from strangers” (Southern).

Enslaved West African griots arrived in the Carribean in the seventeenth century, and
the American South in the eighteenth century. African gourd seeds had preceded the
musicians across the waters to the New World. These memory keepers, praise singers,
and healers played the creole bania in Dutch Guiana with a short thumb string tuned as a
low bass drone. Before 1701, the songsters invented the strum strump in Jamaica, and by
1744 decorated their similar calibash merrywang with carving and rib-bands. Perhaps
inspired by the English cittern or Spanish guitar, the tuning pegs and flat neck of the
strum strump easily permitted the sliding and bending of notes. Another account from
Jamaica written before the end of the eighteenth century describes slaves arriving with
African instruments actually in their hands en route to Savannah, Georgia: They “were
made to exercise, and encouraged, by the music [‘of their beloved banjar,’] to sing and
dance.” For “this purpose, such rude instruments are collected before their departure”
from Guinea.

Written records express few of the thoughts of Africans upon being forcibly removed
from their homeland, undergoing the treacherous Middle Passage, and being put to work
as slaves in the Caribbean and the American colonies. Folksongs, however express and
preserve these crucial memories. Enslaved songsters and musicianers sang
improvisational, sometimes satirical songs. Signifying songs offer clues as to what
Africans thought of being forced to submit to, and adopt the ways of, the predominant
white culture. “The Guinea Negro Song” about Virginia was also sung in North Carolina
by former slaves:
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The Engeley man he {s}teal-a me,

And give me pretty red coat-ee.

The "Melican [American] man he ta-kee me
And make me fence rail to-tee.

The Eng-lie man he ’teal me,

A lack ta lou-li-la-na,

A lack ta lou-la-lay,

And carry me to Ber-gi-my [Virginia].

By the mid-eighteenth century, an African-American cultural tradition was well
established in the colonies of Maryland and Virginia (the invention of the cotton gin had
increased the need for slaves, and thus the slave labor force). Many of the early arrivals to
the colonies were Wolof griots or other musicians. Their musical influence was felt early
on. In his “1744 Eclogues in Imitation of Virgil’s,” Reverend Cradock dramatizes the
singing and enamored courtship of Pompey for his slave companion Daphen:

I sing as well as evern Negro sung/
Nor Sambo has a Banjar better strung.

According to other eighteenth-century accounts, blacks improvised lyric songs and music
for dancing. Storytellers and musicians made and played a three- or four-string “large
gourd, or pumpion” instrument covered with a bladder or skin and “with a long neck
attached,” strung with horsehair, hemp, or catgut. The instrument had tuning pegs and
sometimes a flat fingerboard. For almost one hundred years, only African American
musicians played the banjar in a thumping style now called clawhammer.

The Banjo in North America

The banjo plays both rhythm and melody and has traditionally interacted with percussion;
in an African context, percussion would be represented by the so-called talking drums.
But after the Stono insurrection (1740) in South Carolina, the authorities made drumming
(and brass horns) illegal in the English colonies. Fortunately, the banjo, and the echoes of
African traditions and memories it carries, survived.

A banjo player in Virginia in 1838 suggests the vitality of the African American
playing tradition. Wearing a “long white cowtail, queued with red ribbon” and a hat “with
peacock feathers” and “pods of red pepper,” he played for a dance. For his “tumming,”
this honored musician was served a “huge loaf of larded persimmon bread with a gourd
of beer” even before the men clapped “Juber up and Juber down, Juber all around the
town.” This scene shows how the banjo and “patting” Juba, for example, began to replace
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drumming. This shift was brought about by the marked influence of the West African
griots.

African Americans, perhaps exclusively, played the gourd banjo in North America
from at least 1740 to about 1830. In Narrative of the Life of an American Slave (1845),
Frederick Douglass says: “The slaves selected to go to the great Farm... would make the
dense old woods, for miles around, reverberate with their wild songs, revealing at once
the highest joy and the deepest sadness.”

African American banjo players lived on the mountain frontier by 1800; they often
worked as rounders and roustabouts on the Mississippi river and its tributaries. The two
major areas of early black banjo playing, still influential today, were the region covered
by Maryland, Virginia, and North Carolina and, later, the New Orleans and Mississippi
River region. In the Deep South region, especially at Congo Square, the banjo and drum
flourished as well.

The call and response musical exchange of shanties, field hollers, group corn-shucking
songs, spirituals, and the banjo songs and dance music grew as different African peoples
met and mixed as slaves. Sea shanties, rowing song, and long shore and river roustabout
songs also influenced the old banjo tradition. Black songster and banjo traditions were
strongly influencing each other, while also gaining exposure to European and American
forms of music.

Musical Innovators

Most early African American musical innovators remain unidentified, but a few specific
names are available to us today. The banjo player Picayune Butler (d. 1864) became
famous from New Orleans to New York: In approximately 1830, the entertainer George
Nichols “first sang ‘Jim Crow’ as a clown, afterwards as a Negro. He first conceived the
idea from...a banjo player, known [along the river route] from New Orleans to Cincinnati
as Picayune Butler.” At least one banjo song—*"Picayune Butler’s Come To Town”—
suggests the excitement created by this musician’s arrival. Butler sang on the street for
money, accompanied himself “on his four stringed banjo,” and provided minstrel Nichols
with the song “Picayune Butler is Going Away.” He prefigured the traveling country
bluesman.

Butler did not take up the five-string wooden-rim banjo invented around 1842, but
over the more than thirty years of his career that is documented, he was apparently
influenced enough by European approaches to melody to add a fourth string to his banjo.
In 1857, Picayune Butler played in a New York banjo contest. According to
eyewitnesses, he would have won if he had “not been indisposed. Even though he broke
two of his four banjo strings, he still plucked through the required waltz, reel, schottische,
polka, and jig with artistry.”

African American banjo players exchanged musical ideas and created a new, distinct,
complex, and little recognized genre of banjo songs. Banjo players also contributed to the
emergence of fiddle songs in their exchanges with white Scottish and Irish fiddlers, who
had arrived in North America in the eighteenth century. Both the banjo and the African
American playing style, characterized by knocking, beating, and thumping, began to take
hold among whites by the 1830s.
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Southern musicians, who became crucial teachers and performers, often remained
close to home. But some, like Sweeney of Appomattox and his brothers, carried banjo
music to diverse musicians and the American public through fairs, circuses, and later the
enormously popular minstrel shows. No early white banjo player was more influential
than Joel Sweeney. By the early 1840s, he was credited (perhaps over enthusiastically)
with the creation of a new banjo which had five strings and an open back made,
originally, from a cheese hoop. What has confused many scholars and music historians is
that the fifth string he added was not the short thumb string which arrived from Africa
that we now call the fifth string, but the bass (fourth) string. These radical changes led
folklorists John and Alan Lomax to declare that the five-string banjo is “America’s only
original folk instrument.” This instrument created by blacks and whites together was, by
1843, widely heard across the country.

Eventually rural blacks, such as the fieldhand Jim Crow and the boatman Gumbo
Chaff, became stage types and figures for the greater white population, well known in the
urban cultural arena. Minstrelsy initially celebrated African American traditions, but
increasingly grew commercialized and began to dismiss, satirize, and caricature blacks.

William Henry “Master Juba” Lane (1825-1853) was probably the only African
American actively involved in minstrelsy before 1858. A noted banjo player and dancer,
he learned jigs and reels from “Uncle” Jim Lowe in the saloons and dance halls of New
York’s Five Points and Harlem neighborhoods. Lane is immortalized by Charles Dickens
in his Notes on America (1842). Eventually, Lane left the United States to pursue a career
in England; he performed on stage at the Vauxhall Gardens in London in 1848.

Minstrel tradition eventually resulted in the flourishing of classical parlor, orchestra,
and ragtime picking styles. Sturdy manufactured instruments began to be made for the
minstrels and resulted in the commercial production and popularization of numerous
attractive instruments during the late nineteenth century; a later result was the invention
of the tenor banjo (played in quartets and jazz bands) and the bluegrass banjo, and their
accompanying plectrum and finger picking styles.

Cross-cultural Music Exchange

Steamboat travel took off in 1850, and cultural exchange increased. Blacks (often leased
out by their Southern masters) sometimes worked side by side in the flourishing water
transport industry with Irish and German laborers. One amusing anecdote is that of an
unnamed old man who worked on the Mississippi. He said that many of the packet boat
songs, such as “Natchez Under the Hill,” were “reels an’ jigs,” not spirituals, and that
once he became a Christian he should not sing these “sinful songs,” which were “often
brought in by and caught from the Irish.” Fortunately the musicians, in keeping with
much in African American tradition, did not separate the sacred and the secular, and thus
did not “disremember” all the “devilment songs.” Many continued to play the old
lonesome “breakdowns” and “jump up” songs. On some steamboats, like the Joe Fowler,
every “evening after dinner [instrumental] music was provided by some of the
colored/*cabin boys,”” and for a few thrilling moments, one was allowed to occupy the
center of the floor and “do the cakewalk.”
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Cultural and regional exchange on the frontier and the rivers expanded even more
when blacks and whites traveled and mixed during the Civil War, particularly on board
ships. In 1876, a journalist spent many evenings with black longshoremen in Cincinnati
waterfront dance halls. He printed texts of twelve social and work songs accompanied by
the banjo and fiddle. Eventually their interaction created the string band, which initially
emerged from the pairing of the banjo and fiddle.

When banjo playing was still strongly shared by traditional black and white players,
this cross-cultural musical exchange gave rise to at least three types of banjo songs,
identified on the basis of the relationship between the instrumental and vocal melodies.
Built upon brief repeated riffing melodic or rhythmic figures, banjo songs tend to be
rhythmically complex, creating a conversational, call and response relationship between
the vocal and the instrumental melodies, which often bear little resemblance to each
other.

The banjo played a significant role in the working and social lives of African
Americans on board ships, in the fields, on the railroad, in the mines, and at home. The
African American banjo tradition charts a pathway from unaccompanied field hollers and
group work songs to the emergence of guitar-accompanied country and blues songs. The
banjo songs of longing and joy comprise an unbroken tradition that expresses a shift in
social roles, from enslaved African to American citizen.

About 1900, during the era of increasingly restrictive and racist Jim Crow laws, black
banjo players began to put down their banjos, setting their songs, comprised of
increasingly assertive commentary, to the now readily available guitar, and set about
creating the genre known as the blues. Nonetheless, the roots of the old-time banjo
tradition live in the memories and hands of a few musicians who play in a style that was
popular at the turn of the twentieth century. The instrument still echoes at the crossroads
between West African griots, African slaves in the North American colonies, traveling
country bluesmen, and the mountain and minstrel banjo players who eventually formed
old-time string bands and banjo orchestras. Their descendants in the twentieth century
created country music, bluegrass, and revival bands, as well as New Orleans marching
music, ragtime, swing, Dixieland jazz, and big band jazz. The banjo—America’s first
musical invention—has made an invaluable contribution to the American indigenous
music heritage.
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BAO

Bao, which means “board” in Swabhili, is an East African board game. This game is a
variation of Mancala, a group of board games particularly popular in Africa, but are also
played in Asia and the Americas. It is played by two players who commonly use a
wooden board with four rows of eight holes and sixty-four counters. The rules are the
most complex of all Mancala variations. They allow counters to be distributed in both
clockwise and counter-clockwise directions and the direction may change during a move.
Two enlarged or square holes in the center of the board allow counters to accumulate
during the game to facilitate multiple captures. Contrary to most Mancala variations, the
counters are not all on the board at the start of play. Forty-four of them enter the game
one by one with each turn and when all are entered they will remain on the board.
Captured counters are not taken from the board but are distributed in the rows of the
player who captured them. This arrangement also allows for multiple captures. The
captures in Bao create the highest turnover of counters between two players in a game
compared to those in any other Mancala variation or board game. Capturing is obligatory
and Bao rules dictate the outcome of a move once it has started. The possible length or
complexity of a move may require complex mental calculations. This has provided Bao
with the status of most difficult Mancala variation and made it an object of psychological
investigation.

Bao is played in East Africa and its presence follows the Swahili trade routes and the
spread of Islam in that region. Players can be found mostly in Kenya and Tanzania but
also in, for instance, Malawi, Mozambique, Madagascar, Somalia and Zambia. The oldest
boards in museum collections with the characteristic enlarged holes in the center of the
board were acquired in the 1890s. The first description of Bao was given by Flacourt in
1658 and concerned players in Madagascar. His description does not mention the two
enlarged holes in the center of the board but otherwise clearly refers to Bao as it is known
today. Detailed rules of Bao (which have taken two to fifteen pages to describe in the Bao
literature!), have not appeared in print until the second half of the twentieth century.
Today the rules found in Kenya, Tanzania and, for instance, Madagascar are practically
identical. The distribution of Bao rules and the strong similarities that still exist suggests
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that the rules of Bao have remained similar throughout the Swahili-speaking region since
their distribution occurred at least two centuries ago or as early as the 1600s. The history
of master players of Bao in Zanzibar confirms that the same Bao rules were played in
Zanzibar for more than one hundred years. It also shows that championship play has been
in place for this period of time.

Since the game was distributed in the Swahili-speaking regions of East Africa, there is
a specific Swahili vocabulary in use describing moves and rules in the game.
Championship play also created a vocabulary for strategic moves. Takata and mtaji are
common words in most regions. Takata or takasa means “to cleanse” and refers to a
move that does not make a capture. Although takata is sometimes used in other Mancala
variations in the area, mtaji appears limited to Bao. It refers to a possible capture move in
the second part of the game, the part in which all counters are on the board. The counters,
commonly seeds from the caesalpinia bonduc, are known as komwe, although kete and
soo are also used. Kitakomwe is then a strategic term which is only used in Bao and,
among other meanings, refers to the battle for the capture of the enlarged hole. The
enlarged hole is often known as kuu, meaning “big,” or nyumba meaning “house.” The
penultimate holes on the inner two rows, are known as kumbi, and kitakimbi refers to the
attacks on this particular position. This idiom for positions and move sequences in Bao is
another indication of the central role of championship play in Bao history.

Bao is played mostly by men in Bao clubs. Similar to other Mancala variations, the
scene of play may involve a crowd of players commenting on a single game and frequent
exchanges of challenges and judgments by players and spectators. Speed appears an
important element reflected in often short thinking times and the almost universal
dexterity in the execution of complex moves. Distributing a number of seeds in
consecutive holes in one throw has become a common skill among players. Children
sometimes play in Bao clubs before the arrival of the men while both women and
children may play at home in the sand, but are known to use different or simplified rules.

The islands of Pemba and Zanzibar as well as the mainland of Tanzania, particularly
the coastal cities, are best known for championship Bao. A psychological study of Bao in
Zanzibar reveals that Bao experts possess cognitive abilities that are not known for other
board games and are beyond the capabilities of other humans. The complex captures and
high turnover of seeds require intricate calculations of moves. Masters of Bao excel in
making such calculations, have strategic foresight and often specialize in characteristic
parts of the game.

At least three Bao masters have reached legendary status and became regarded as the
best players of their time. Ibrahimi Said Mkiwa (1916-2000), known as Mkiwa, was born
on mainland Tanzania, but moved to Zanzibar where he learned Bao and became a
master of the game. He toured both Zanzibar, Pemba and Dar Es Salaam to become the
most illustrious player of the 1940s and 1950s. Shaame Kondo Khamisi (1938-1984?),
known as Nahodha (“Captain”), was born in Tumbatu, off the coast of Zanzibar. He did
not start playing until he frequented Zanzibar town in his early twenties. He soon rivaled
Mkiwa in the 1960s and 1970s. He was frequently invited to tournaments on Tanzania
mainland, sometimes by President Nyerere who himself was an enthusiastic player. The
1990s showed a shift to Dar Es Salaam for excellence in Bao where Juma Ali Njowine
(1956-), known as Njowine, has gained fame. In 1995 and 1997, Abdulrahim Muhiddin
Foum (1971-) from Zanzibar, known as Abdu, became the first to play Bao blindfolded.
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This involved playing a game of Bao without assistance of a board or other aid and in
which moves are only communicated verbally with a player who does have access to a
board with counters. Only the starting point and direction of a move needed to be
communicated.

The 1994 Bao tournament in Zanzibar.
Photo © Alex de Voogt.

The intricate rules of Bao have not facilitated the introduction of Bao to Europe or the
Americas, or encouraged programming of the rules by computer scientists. Apart from
most complex and volatile, Bao also remains the most popular African Mancala variation
next to Wari.
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BASCOM, WILLIAM R. (1912-1981)

A quiet, patient man, William Bascom’s scholarship continues to grow in importance
over the years—not only his monumental work on divination, but his careful
documentation of the continuity of African traditions in the Americas. Bascom was
Melville Herskovits’s first graduate student and remained Herskovits’s colleague at
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Northwestern for many years. A generation of major Africanists studied with this
extraordinary pair of scholars at Northwestern University. Although they taught together
for many years and they coedited Continuity and Change in African Cultures (1959),
Bascom was not just a shadow of Herskovits. He became director of the Lowie (now
Hearst) Museum in 1957 and stayed at University of California, Berkeley, for the rest of
his life.

Bascom first went to study the Yoruba of Nigeria in 1938, basing his work in Ife
where, as a mark of his rapport with the people, he was given two of the extraordinary
bronze heads by the Oni of Ife. These were returned to Ife a few years later. He also
carried out field research in Ghana, and in the Americas he worked with Yoruba
descendents in Cuba (where he met his wife Berta) and with Gullah speakers on the
Georgia Sea Islands.

Although Bascom was initiated into the Yoruba Ogboni society, he honored their
pledge of secrecy and never published anything he learned of this organization. But he
did publish other basic material on the Yoruba, such as his ethnography, The Yoruba of
Southwestern Nigeria, and numerous articles. Among his most important works, one
must note his magnificent study of Yoruba divination, Ifa Divination: Communication
Between Men and God (1969) and the no less important monograph on the related system
of divination, Sixteen Cowries (1980).

In addition to his major research on Yoruba divination in Africa and the Americas, he
also produced significant publications in social anthropology, the visual arts, and culture
change. Bascom’s essays on the study of folklore are among the most important defining
statements of the discipline. A majority of these major publications appeared in the
Journal of American Folklore and include Folklore and Anthropology (1953), Four
Functions of Folklore (1954), Verbal Art (1955), The Myth-Ritual Theory (1957),
Folklore Research in Africa (1964), The Forms of Folklore: Prose Narratives (1965). In
addition to these seminal articles, he published more broadly on Africa. Of special
importance is African Dilemma Tales (1975), which surveyed this narrative form so
representative of African interest in debate and puzzlement.

After his appointment to the Lowie Museum directorship, he became more involved in
African visual arts, although he had published a small volume with Paul Gebauer in 1953
for the Milwaukee Public Museum. African Arts was a fine catalog of an 1967 exhibition
and in 1973 Bascom published African Art in Cultural Perspective: An Introduction.

It is in his final series of publications that we find his exemplary scholarship and
lasting contribution to African and African American studies. Bascom and Richard
Dorson, the then dean of American folklorists, engaged in a debate over the origins of
African American tales, with Dorson claiming these tales were derived from Europe,
Asia, and the Americas. Although many disputed these claims, it was William Bascom
who carefully documented the obvious African roots of many African American
narratives in a series of articles in Research in African Literatures (later published
posthumously as African Folktales in America). Intriguingly, Bascom and Dorson died
on the same day: September 11, 1981.

William Bascom was the epitome of the unassuming, careful scholar whose research
continues to guide us through significant publications in folklore and anthropology as
well as African and African American studies.
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BASKETRY: AFRICA

Men and women in Africa have produced a breathtaking array of basketry objects from
time immemorial. Unlike ceramics, baskets deteriorate easily, but the ancient
archaeological specimens unburied from the dry sands and tombs of Egypt, and the
paintings in these tombs, suggest that basketry in Africa, as elsewhere, is simultaneously
a very versatile and conservative art. Centuries-old techniques are still employed to
produce similarly shaped objects. Many objects have fallen into disuse, being replaced by
modern, mass-produced equivalents. Others have been invented, which sometimes draw
upon non-African traditions.

Uses

Grass, palm, wood, reed, sisal, bamboo, less often animal and synthetic fibers; a knife, an
awl, some container for soaking the fibers in water—these are common ingredients in
African basket making. Unlike the textile arts, basketry dispenses everywhere with
frames, bobbins, and shuttles. Its technological simplicity is the source of both its
limitations and possibilities. In the African continent, different kinds of interwoven
objects, from simple ropes, slings, handles, and wrappers to more complex formats not
always in the shape of containers—as the word basketry might suggest—have been put to
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a wide variety of uses over time. Dresses, rain capes, sandals, belts, hats, bracelets and
anklets, necklaces, headdresses, purses, sacks, and combs have been used to cover and
adorn the body; boxes and cases, to enclose personal possessions; hampers and baskets of
different sizes and shapes, to carry and store provisions; trays, to winnow grain, and
loosely woven objects, to sieve flour and strain liquids; bowls and plates, to serve dried
foods, and some impermeable bowls with tightly woven and often coated walls, to serve
and store beverages. There have been houses whose walls, doors, and roofs are basketry
objects, and woven mats and furniture inside them. Fences, enclosures, large granaries,
beehives, poultry carriers and coops have also been interwoven. Quivers have been used
for carrying spears, and sheaths, knives; different traps, for catching birds, rodents, and
fish; helmets and shields, for protecting the warrior in battle; canoes and ship sails, for
transportation. All manner of receptacles, including such fancy shapes as the nested
wedding baskets from Upper Volta, have functioned as trade measures. In the musical
domain, one finds rattles and less often harps, and in the ritual domain, basketry masks—
such as those of the Chewa of Malawi and the Salampasu of the Democratic Republic of
the Congo—and more often containers: the Chokwe and related peoples have divined
with a basket filled with odds and ends, and the Sango of Gabon have placed the potent
reliquary figures, bones, and so forth, of their Bwiti cult inside baskets.

Equally important, baskets have been instrumental in exploitative contexts imposed by
forces and actors outside Africa. In Angola, during the precolonial caravan trade, porters
often carried provisions and goods inside interwoven hampers. The carrying receptacles
that workers used at the Congolese mine pits in the early twentieth century, and at the
coffee plantations in colonial Angola were baskets.

Convenient as any classification of basketry items by domain and function may be, it
should not be forgotten that many baskets in Africa are multifunctional within and across
domains. A bowl that serves for storing flour may also serve for covering it. A hamper
that functions as a carrying receptacle may also function as a trade measure. A mat that is
used for sitting may also be used for wrapping the dead. Utility and ceremony are not
qualities intrinsic to different interwoven objects. A basket may simultaneously or
sequentially serve different utilitarian and ceremonial or ritual functions. Any
classification that rigidly distinguishes baskets according to their function, and opposes
ritual to utility is likely to omit, if not misunderstand, the socio-cultural diversity of
Africa.

Decoration

For decoration purposes, the African basket maker may simply choose to play with
different stitches and techniques; or incorporate dyed fibers into the work, creating
various designs; or add other materials onto the basket surface, such as beads, cowries,
metal, feathers, leather, animal hairs, cloth, and buttons. The Ibo of Nigeria, for example,
cover the entire outer surface of some of their baskets with shells. Less often, the African
basket maker allows the added material to play a structural—instead of merely
decorative—role. Some bowls from the Democratic Republic of the Congo and ifu lidded
baskets from the Aghem-Fungom area of the Cameroon Grassfields have wooden feet.
The interlaced decorations engraved on the wooden surface of the Kuba bowls’ feet are
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characteristic of Kuba matting. It is not uncommon across the continent to see basketry
motifs reproduced in other artistic mediums, such as wood, metal, and clay. The converse
is also true. Basketry designs are sometimes transposed from other mediums. The Zulu
women in South Africa draw inspiration from their beadwork.

Profusely decorated baskets are often associated with political leadership and ritual. A
case in point is the impressive pagoda-style hat ornamented with brass plates, which
some Mongo chiefs in the Democratic Republic of the Congo wore in the past. Chiefs
and other prominent figures, however, do not hold a monopoly over embellishment, or at
least, not over all types of embellishment. Many utilitarian basketry objects used by
common people are impressively decorated. Prior to their forced displacement, the
Angolan Hambukushu refugees residing in Ngamiland, northwestern Botswana, used to
ornate their everyday vase-shaped baskets with beads. The ifu basket from Cameroon,
decorated though it is with beads and cowries, is a powerful symbol of womanhood. It is
not only chiefs and kings who appreciate adornment and elaborate textures. Usefulness
and decoration are not always incompatible. In any case, art does not per force require
decoration. Is a plain, unadorned basket necessarily lacking in artistry and sophistication?
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Woman making basket. Photo © Sonia
Silva.

Two opposite views recur: some claim that the objects created prior to colonialism are
artistically superior to the ones manufactured today for local use or sale to outsiders, the
first being authentic and the second, artistically valueless. Others hold that the so-called
authentic baskets are (or were) mostly utilitarian, hardly displaying any artistry,
especially if compared with the ones being produced today for the international market,
which reveal a greater emphasis on design and technical expertise. Art, the latter claim,
can only emerge when the basket maker is set free from the heavy burden of
functionality.

Artistry, however, requires neither authenticity nor uselessness. Functional, authentic
baskets and tourist ones may or may not meet the requirements, whatever they are.
Though basketry is ubiquitous in Africa, today, as yesterday, different peoples accord
different degrees of importance to this art in their material culture, and exhibit different
degrees of excellence and creativity in the baskets they make. The same holds true,
needless to say, for the individual basket makers within each people.
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Techniques

Evidence of all main basketry techniques is found in Africa: the coil (mainly the sewn
type), the plait (mainly the twill), the twine, and the stake-and-strand, sometimes termed
wickerwork. It is possible to roughly distinguish areas where certain techniques
predominate: for example, the area of Ethiopia, Burundi, and Rwanda, and the vast
region of Southern Africa are best known for their exquisite sewed coiling. The
Ethiopians coil food-tables with lustrous colors that may change up to ten times in a
linear inch of stitches; the Hutu and Tutsi of Burundi and Rwanda are renowned for their
delicate and gracious bowls with conical lids and spiral motifs; the Zulu, for their
colorful, geometrically decorated flared baskets; and the Hambukushu and Bayei, for the
named motifs on their jars and bowls. Inspired by the local environment, mainly the
animal world, these motifs are known by highly distinctive names: “Tail of the Swallow,”
“Knees of the Tortoise,” “Urine of the Bull.”

In the Democratic Republic of the Congo, central and eastern Zambia, northern
Mozambique, and along the coast of East Africa, the twill predominates. The Congolese
Tetela, the Zambian Ambo and Ngoni, and the Mozambican Makonde produce most of
their basket ware using this technique. The ones with the most impressive and complex
patterns, some of them figurative, are found in the lower Congo and Madagascar.
Throughout the continent the presence of the open twine and stake-and-strand is
ubiquitous. Twined openwork is used in the manufacture of fishing and/or hunting traps,
and stake-and-strand is the technique employed in the making of all manner of fences,
enclosures, and walls. Weaving by means of twine and wickerwork is the most
widespread basketry technique in Africa.
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Specialization

The art of basketry in Africa is structured and perceived along gender lines. It is generally
correct to say that women coil while men weave, but cases disproving this rule exist. The
Tsonga who lived in southern Mozambique in the early twentieth century stored their
prized possessions in a coiled box, made by men, and men in the Cameroon Grassfields
once coiled small, handheld battle shields. If men may coil, women may weave. Women
in Cabinda twill exquisite mats celebrated for their proverbial designs. In Kenya they
twine the world-famous kiondo bag. The Tonga women twine the multifunctional cisuo
basket.

Where both men and women create baskets, it has been suggested that each gender
specializes in the kind of objects it needs to carry out its daily tasks: women might make
household items and men nets, for example. However, among the Ambo, Ngoni,
Makonde, and Tsonga, women’s baskets are the work of men, for only they weave. The
only instance across Africa in which one category of basketry objects is time after time
manufactured and utilized by the same gender, the male, is the traps used for fishing and
hunting. It is also true that baskets often symbolize the gender of their users, especially in
the case of women. In Aghem-Fungom a woman’s big farming basket symbolizes her
role as a cultivator and nurturer; when she dies, the basket is smashed and buried with
her.

The Tonga of southern Zambia say that their basket makers are chosen and inspired by
ancestral spirits. In most African contexts, however, the art is open to all, provided one is
of the appropriate sex. All it takes to learn is to observe an older relative or neighbor at
work, and practice a great deal. Typically, most accomplished basket makers are late
middle-age to elderly persons who rarely if ever become full-time specialists. They
devote most of their time to other economic activities, such as farming, fishing, and
hunting, and basketry is an activity they squeeze in between others, or carry out during
the less busy periods of the yearly economic cycles. As they see it, basketry yields an
additional income, providing enough money to buy paraffin, soap, oil, or sugar. When
promoters of handicrafts or other individuals either assure the purchasing of baskets or
otherwise fund the basket makers, these tend to be younger, and the time they spend
making baskets longer.

Regional and International Markets

Many baskets are produced for use in the artist’s household or on commission. Hawkers
selling the baskets that they make are also frequent, as is bulk sale at regional markets. In
Cote d’lvoire, several men sell their twined, lidded baskets at the Korhogo market. Loads
of baskets have also been directly sold to missionaries, traders, explorers, researchers,
development workers, and tourists. The Botswana motif baskets and the Kenyan sisal
bags have for decades been sold to marketing agents, who place them on the international
market. Middlepersons inform the basket makers of the tastes and expectations of their
distant clients: new, neat, and brightly decorated bowls, jars, platters, table mats, and
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bags are in high demand. Granaries and fishing baskets have no place in the Western
home, and an old, used look is only welcome in other African artistic expressions, mainly
wood carvings, which are highly valued as fine art in the West. In order to adapt to these
expectations, basket makers have successfully employed different strategies. Some have
relied entirely on traditional techniques and materials. Others have relied on old
techniques but used new materials, such as artificial dyes and synthetic fibers, from
plastic to telephone wire. Others still have adopted new techniques. In the 1960s the Bala
(Songye) men in the Democratic Republic of the Congo used a new wrapping and
assembling technique to produce raffia objects, from baskets to porte-verres, which they
sold to Europeans in the cities. To this date, the Luvale living in northwestern Zambia use
a somewhat equivalent technique to make shopping and laundry baskets, tea trays, and
nested boxes, which they sell to well-to-do locals, government staff, and missionaries.

Basketry in Africa is very much alive. Both traditional and modern models can be
seen. It is sometimes assumed that the drastic historical changes that Africa has
undergone during the last century have slowly but surely eradicated most traditional
basketry. Baskets fell into disuse one after the other. Innumerable baskets: however, were
abandoned long before. As early as the second millennium CE wooden boxes were
replaced the coiled toiletry baskets in Thebes, Egypt. In the first decade of the twentieth
century the Tsonga nhlaba basket was already a rare sight. The adoption of styles and
techniques from neighboring groups and even non-Africans precedes colonialism. The
old, indeed traditional matting technique of sewing together individual plaited strips,
recurrent along the east coast of Africa, most probably originates in the Arab world. The
finest mats are woven in Madagascar, but examples are found as far west as the
Democratic Republic of the Congo. The changes of the last century have not irremediably
devastated the making and use of all baskets. Next to plastic buckets and enamel basins,
baskets will be part of the African arts for a long time to come.
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BASKETRY, AFRICAN AMERICAN

Clearly related to African basketry, African American baskets reflect some values of
African world cultures, both continental and diasporic. For example, the coiled basketry
styles have come across the Atlantic Ocean from West Africa to the Caribbean islands to
the southeast coast of the United States. In traditional African societies, the textile and
fiber arts are used in matting for building walls, floor coverings and decorative household
items. Natural fibers are found in the environment, either harvested from the wild or
remaining to be gleaned from crop harvest. Although some of the uses differed between
the African and African American situations, the harvested and gleaned fibers are utilized
in culture-specific items such as chair bottoms, mats, hats, and carrying and storage
baskets of all types.

Varieties of basket styles which date from plantation times include: split oak or ash,
coiled grass, twilled and twined fibers, and pine straw. These styles have been derived
from the African heritage of African Americans and, in some instances, from the Native
American people to whom the Africans escaped in preemancipation times. Some of the
cultural influences among the Native, African, and European American groups have not
yet been pinpointed, so that precise attributions may be made as to the actual provenience
of each element in material and non-material culture traits.

Treatments of the various natural fibers include drying them in sun or air, and wetting
those once dried to render them pliable. The sweet grass used for the coiled baskets is a
single strand grass (Muhlenbergia filipes) which grows in the southern marshlands. It is
dried after harvesting from the wild by hanging in the sun or spreading on a flat roof. The
rushels or bulrushes (Juncus roemerianus) are dried away from direct sunlight as they
have a heavier stalk. The white oak split materials must be harvested at a certain time in
the spring when the wood is just right for the splitting and drying. It can be stored in the
earth to keep the moisture content stable until it can be processed and used. The pine
straw (Pinus pilustris) is picked up from the ground in the region from about 100 miles
inland to the coast where the longleaf pine grows with needles 8-9 inches long.

The materials are, for the most part, worked by hand. Often the basket makers wear
aprons or some other covering over their clothing for protection against the pricking of
the cut straw and other materials. Tools usually include an awl, a draw shave, a knife, and
scissors among others. The draw shave and mallet are used to split the oak, ash or other
wood, which may be woven into various shapes. The awl, originally made from animal
bone (hence called the “bone”), is now made by cutting off and smoothing down the bow!l
end of a spoon handle so that it may be thrust into the bundled sweetgrass. As the
opening is accomplished by this method, the palmetto strip, cut on the end to form a
point, is pulled through the aperture and drawn through very tightly so as to secure the
preceding round of bundled straw to the following one. The basketmakers call this
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activity “sewing” the baskets, not weaving as it would be with the wood split or other
baskets.

Origins of these baskets are in African cultures that were chiefly devoted to hunting,
gathering, and agriculture in the past. Dwellings, containers, clothing, and ceremonial
items among others were formed of natural substances that were found in the
environment. Africans in the Americas adapted to the new surroundings in reaffirming
their basketry styles, shapes, forms and uses. Nevertheless, the coiled baskets of the
southeast coastal United States have definitely been linked with the coiled basketry of the
Senegambian region in West Africa as well as other areas. The baskets from both sides of
the Atlantic have been shown to be congruent in their outlines and construction.
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BATAMMALIBA
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BEADWORK

In its simplest form, beadwork is just a string of beads, which may be organized in any
number of ways, although some beadwork can be extremely elaborate. Some of the
evidence for early beadwork is indirect, that is, from its representation on figures: for
instance, terra-cottas from Nok, (first century BCE), and from Djenne-Jeno in Mali (sixth
century); or on bronzes from Ife (early fourteenth century) and Benin City (from the
fifteenth century onwards). The beads depicted on these pieces could have been made
locally from metal, terra-cotta, wood, or even sun-dried clay. Multiple strings of beads
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are shown as worn around the neck as chokers, or in longer strands to cover the chest;
others are worn round ankles or wrists; there are also some elaborately beaded
headdresses. Sometimes, archaeological excavations reveal actual ancient beadwork in
situ, which gives a clearer sense of beadwork was actually made and worn. In southern
Africa, there were burials with imported glass beads at fifteenth-century Ingombe llede,
in the Zambezi valley; and other early burials in a cave at Klasies River Mouth, South
Africa, with numerous shell and ostrich eggshell beads that indicated the body areas
around which these were worn. At Igbo-Ukwu, in southern Nigeria, the ninth-century
burial chamber of a dignitary showed that the corpse was buried wearing long armlets of
blue beads threaded on copper wire, which survived in their original form; beads around
the skull and the lower legs indicated a beaded headdress and beaded anklets. Many other
beads were found lying in rows, which suggested that they were sewn onto a cloth in that
order. Over 63,000 beads were found on that site.

Beginning in the nineteenth century, imported beads became valued as prestige
markers, and were reserved for important people simply because of their distant, even
“exotic,” place of origin. Glass beads were brought into Africa from outside the
continent. Starting from the early first millennium, traders exported beads into western
Africa from the Near East (this is the type of bead so abundant at Igbo-Ukwu); other
traders brought beads of the Indo-Pacific type into the coastal areas of eastern Africa.
From the late fifteenth century onward, Portuguese and other Europeans exported
Venetian glass beads, which eventually superseded the glass beads of Indian origin.
Traders and explorers (both Arab and European) had to pay a fee in beads and other
goods in order to pass through the land of the king or chief concerned. This setup meant
that he had a virtual monopoly of any beads that arrived. It also meant that beads, which
were relatively scarce before the 1800s, became increasingly common, and those kings
and notables who had previously used elephant ivory, lion and leopard skins, and feathers
as regalia came to replace them with beads, whether distinctive beads, or beads in
enormous quantity. An example is the Zulu king Dingane, who, in the early nineteenth
century, reserved most of the glass beads that came into the country for himself and his
wives; a contemporary account describes Dingane and his wives as extensively covered
with fringed bead garments. In another extreme example, the king of the Kuba, in Zaire,
in the late twentieth century wears beadwork regalia weighing 185 Ibs.

Craft Specialization

There was no strict rule dictating that beads and beadwork were made or worn by men or
by women; it depended on the culture of the ethnic group concerned. In making stone
beads, men did the main part of the work, leaving the finishing touches of polishing and
threading to the women; likewise, with metal beads. In contrast, the ostrich eggshell
beads made by the San (Bushmen) were made by women. Bead working tends to be
carried out according to the complexity and the prestige value of the work involved. In
Yorubaland, Nigeria, professional male bead workers were employed to make the beaded
crowns, robes, and other regalia worn by the city kings. This skill was the virtual
monopoly of one extended family, whose members traveled about the country to carry
out their commissions. Men also made ritual beadwork such as diviner’s bags and
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necklaces, since things to do with royalty and religion were generally a male preserve. In
Cameroon, also, professional men beaded thrones, stools, calabashes, and masks.

Beadwork for more ordinary “civilian” wear was strung by women, who mostly used
imported Venetian seed beads. Beads were and are worn as ornament, and might include
a charm against illness or misfortune. Typically, this beadwork would start with a simple
string of beads round a baby’s neck or waist, which was added to as the child grew. Girl
babies graduated to a small fringe on a belt, and as she grew to marriageable age, she
would accumulate more bead ornaments. Married women would modify their beadwork
as they progressed from being a newly married bride, to one who had her first child, to
one whose son had been initiated, and so on. Beadworking was usually a social activity,
during which designs were shared and taught to the younger headers.

Symbolism

Beads played an important part in marking the stages in a woman’s life. When a girl
reached puberty, it was an occasion for celebration, as she was now of an age to marry
and bear children, her most important role. The maidens of the Iragw of Tanzania, during
their seclusion in the bush, while learning a woman’s duties, made back skirts of beaded
leather, which are among the most spectacular examples of beadwork from eastern
Africa. Among the Kalahari, girls attend a “coming out” ceremony at which they wear
numerous massive coral beads, which may have to be borrowed from members of the
extended family. Something similar still happens in Ghana, where, at the Dipo coming-
of-age ceremony, girls of the Krobo and Ga ethnic groups wear almost nothing but a
mass of beads. This is designed to enhance the girl’s charms and to improve her chances
of finding a good husband. If the family does not have enough beads, extra ones will be
rented from another family that has the beads, but not a girl of the right age. Even after a
woman has married, she may wear a string of beads round her waist; such beads are
private between her and her husband, and she may rattle these beads as a “come on”
signal. Prostitutes in parts of western Africa could use the same signal as an
advertisement, while in Zambia, a woman who wore her string of waist beads visibly
round her neck was regarded as a loose woman. In eastern Africa, men wore relatively
little beadwork, while women would wear beaded ornaments on their heads and round
their necks; their leather garments were usually embellished with beadwork. In southern
Africa, on the other hand, both men and women wore beadwork, sometimes in great
quantity. The beadwork of the Ndebele, Xhosa, and Zulu is perhaps the best known, and
the Zulu “love letters” the best known of them all.

Almost everything written about the Zulu includes a mention of Zulu love letters.
These were first written about in 1907; subsequent studies of the subject appeared in
1951, 1963 and 1994. There is quite a body of misconception about them, based perhaps
on cursory reading; and in some ways the term Zulu love tokens is preferable. Certain
colors are associated with meanings; and if the colors are assembled in a sequence, they
can then be “read off and the message conveyed. Such messages are not to be thought of
as letters written with words, and to be read in private; their context is in a nonliterate
society, where the women and girls do their beading together, and where everybody
knows how things are within the community. In this way, a girl can indicate that she
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admires a particular young man, and regrets that he has not asked to marry her; or a
woman can make a formalized declaration about her relationships or her position within
the community. One source of information, a Zulu princess Magogo Buthelezi said, “to
appreciate and understand these letters it is necessary to have a sound knowledge of the
people’s mode of living, their psychology, traditions, folklore etc.” She also said, “The
modern illiterate miss will also use her own designs and colors to mislead her parents and
rivals.” Beadwork messages of this sort were very specific to one particular area; outside
that area, they would have a different meaning, or even none at all. As literacy becomes
more widespread in KwaZulu, the use of beadwork to convey messages is dying out. It
seems that to “read” one of those pieces of beadwork, one has to take the center as the
starting point; this produces symmetry in the color arrangements, which is important in
any interpretation, and also has a pleasing aesthetic effect.

In a contemporary bead production
factory the beads are still made by
hand. Kazuri Beads Company,
Nairobi, Kenya. Photo © Hal Noss,
www.halnoss.com

Manufacture

There are two primary methods of making glass beads. They may be wound: here a small
amount of glass is wound onto a wire mandrel or rod to form the desired bead, which is
allowed to cool before being slipped off the wire. These may be recognized by minute air
bubbles, which go horizontally to the perforation. The other, commoner sorts of beads are
drawn beads; where a gather of glass is drawn out to form a long tube, which is then cut
up into the required lengths and finished off. The small seed beads are all made in this
way, as well as beads with longitudinal stripes; the layered chevron beads are a
spectacular type of drawn bead. With drawn beads, the air bubbles run vertically, parallel
to the perforation.

There are several distinct types of beads. Chevron beads, which range in size from 0.3
to 2 inches, are made of layers of white, red, and blue glass in a star-shaped mould; the
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Sorting beads for sale and export at
Kazuri Beads Company, Nairobi,
Kenya. Photo © Hal Noss,
www.halnoss.com

ends are ground so that a chevron design appears. There are usually five layers, but the
oldest have seven. Aggrey beads, first mentioned in the early sixteenth century, which
seem to have come from the Guinea Coast, were highly prized for their rarity, and have
been the subject of fierce academic argument. Indeed, almost any valuable bead has been
called an aggrey bead and are now thought to be tubular translucent dichroic beads, blue
in reflected light, but greenish-yellow when seen with the light behind them. They may
originally have been a rare blue coral, found in the Gulf of Guinea, but nobody really
knows. Red coral from the Mediterranean was imported into Benin City, Nigeria, by the
Portuguese from the late fifteenth century and made into beads reserved for the king and
his court. These became important enough to warrant a yearly festival of their own, in
which all the beads were assembled and fortified by a blood sacrifice, which re-
empowered them and augmented the strength of the royal relics and the king’s power.
There are perhaps more powder-glass beads found in Africa than anywhere else,
particularly in Ghana. There is one sort, called Bodom, which is the most highly valued
of them all, reserved for the most important people. Their origin is forgotten: they are
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“dug out of the ground.” Furthermore, folklore has it that if one of those beads were put
in a pot with a charm and some mashed plantains, another bead would appear after one
year. There are many other recipes for the propagation of these beads.

Trade

Beads are used to indicate status, for adornment, and as currency. The trade in beads
became a major industry, employing bead makers in Venice, Bohemia, Germany, and
France, to name a few centers. Shipping handlers operated from the United Kingdom and
the Netherlands. In Ghana (the former Gold Coast) alone, an average of thirty-four metric
tons of glass beads were imported annually between 1827 and 1841; the value of this
trade amounted to 15.7 percent of the total in 1846. The volume of beads that flowed into
the whole of Africa must have been staggering. Now the flow of trade goes the other
way, with fashion designers successfully using African beads and beadwork to enhance
their creations.
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BENIN (PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF
BENIN)

Located on the coast of West Africa and neighbored by Togo, Burkina Faso, Niger, and
Nigeria, Benin is a tropical country of nearly 6,220,000 people. The city of Porto-Novo is
the country’s capital and home to 330,000 people. Cotonou is the second most important
city where the university and Supreme Court are located. Ninety-nine percent of the
population is African, mostly consisting of the Fon, Adja, Yoruba, and Bariba peoples.
The remaining 1 percent of the population is of European descent. Most Beninois practice
traditional indigenous religions such as VVoodoo (70%), while 15 percent are Muslim and
15 percent are Christian.

On August 1, 1960, Benin (called Dahomey until an official name change in 1975)
gained its independence from France after sixty-eight years of colonization. After twenty-
two years of a one-party dictatorship, a multiparty democracy was restored in 1990.
Benin remains one of the least developed countries in world, a fact that can be partially
attributed to limited economic growth, which has worsened in recent years. Benin has no
significant natural resources, although the agricultural sector grows palm products,
cassava, corn, coffee, yams, cotton, cocoa, and groundnuts. The country’s small
industries produce shoes, beer, cement, palm oil, and textiles.

In 1625, the Fon people established the notorious Dahomey kingdom. It was a highly
organized bureaucratic empire that had an army that included both women and men. The
former military units gave rise to exaggerated European stories about “Amazon women.”
The kingdom also produced sophisticated arts such as Fon applique cloths, which were
made for and used by the kings. The art form is still practiced today, although it is made
primarily for tourists. The palace and its exceptional bas reliefs were restored in the
1990s.

JENNIFER JOYCE

BENIN KINGDOM

See Body Arts: Body Decoration in Africa; Queen Mothers

BERBERS

See Maghrib: Berber Peoples: Their Language and Folklore
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BIRTH AND DEATH RITUALS AMONG
THE GIKUYU

Due to social changes—principally, the predominance of Christian and Western practices
felt to be markers of “modernity,” and new economic realitiess—Gikuyu birth and death
rituals are no longer performed with the frequency of the past. Individual choice and
financial ability largely determine what rituals, or their aspects, are performed. For
instance, the actual birth of a child is no longer a communally celebrated ritual event;
such a celebration seems to have been replaced by the annual birthday party, a ritual
dominant all over Kenya. Whereas the slaughter of sheep or goats was, in the past,
connected to religious or quasi-religious occasions, now Kenyans generally stage “goat-
eating” parties to celebrate just about any milestone in a family member’s life:
circumcision, passing an exam, negotiations for a marriage proposal, a promotion at
work, or college graduation. Furthermore, most Gikuyu death rituals have been
substituted by Christian-like funeral rites.

Numbering about six million, the Gikuyu are a Bantu group whose mythical point of
origin is Mukurue wa Gathanga, in what is the contemporary Murang’a District of
Central Kenya. Four mountains that hem the land (and had a central place within the
tribe’s religious practices) roughly mark off the area the Gikuyu have traditionally
occupied: Mount Kenya, Ol-Donyo Sabuk, the Aberdare Ranges, and the Ngong Hills.
Gikuyu prayers traditionally began with an invocation to these four mountains. In terms
of contemporary administrative units, the Gikuyu live in the Nyeri, Murang’a, Thika and
Kiambu districts of Kenya’s Central province, while the Ndia and Gicugu peoples,
“cousins” of the Gikuyu, occupy the Kirinyaga district of the same province. The
Nyandarua district within the province was established as a squatter settlement scheme
after the attainment of Kenyan independence. Its population is predominantly Gikuyu,
but since they are “returnees” from all over Kenya, their brethren living within the
traditional lands regard them as a diaspora community. An even bigger diaspora lives in
the Rift Valley and Nairobi provinces, engaged in agriculture and business. The Meru,
Embu and Kamba are neighbors of the Gikuyu in the Eastern province while the Maasai
are generally found to the south and southwest in the Rift Valley province. Intermarriage
occurs regularly with neighboring nations, as well as others, but by far the most
historically conspicuous are Gikuyu-Maasai marriages (Muriuki 1974, 29; Sankan 1971,
ix-xi; 19-20).

Preparations for Birth

Spread out over a vast territory, the Gikuyu traditionally emphasized different elements
of the birth and death practices, depending on the dominant practices within their regions,
but the broad parameters of such customs are the same. Preparations for birth began
during a woman’s pregnancy, when she must eat certain foods, and avoid others, for the
welfare of both herself and the fetus. The actual birth took place in the woman’s hut
under the supervision of another woman beyond childbearing age (kiheti). The midwife’s
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age was important, since it was believed that as long as a woman was still sexually active,
she was unclean and therefore could not perform a midwife’s role. A sheep sacrifice was
offered to Ngai in order to ease a difficult birth. Great care was taken to prevent the
newborn baby from falling to the ground, for this was seen as an ominous beginning; if it
happened, a sheep sacrifice was required to cleanse the baby. The father would then be
invited to the hut’s porch from where he inquired cryptically from the attending women
as to “whom” they had “seen.” They then announced the baby’s identity based on its rank
in relation to its siblings within a fixed patrilineal naming system, but this was varied in
exceptional circumstances, such as matrilocal households. The women ululated five times
for a boy’s birth and four times for that of a girl. Once the baby had been bathed, the
afterbirth and the severed bit of the umbilical cord were wrapped with leaves from a
mithakwa tree and placed under a bush for consumption by scavengers. The afterbirth
was never buried; doing so was considered tantamount to burying a woman’s fertility.

Traditional Practices after Birth

During the four or five days after giving birth that a new mother traditionally spent in
seclusion (the exact number of days depending on the child’s sex), the dirt in the hut was
piled up in a corner; only after the seclusion was over would the mother sweep it out to
the garbage pit. During this period, her head hair, alongside every woman who had
shared a meal with her, was shaved on this day. Her head hair was shaved on days that
anyone had shared a meal with her. She did not bathe until she had been shaved.
Sweeping, shaving, and bathing were meant to take away the uncleanness associated with
the biological process of birth. The mother’s purification was finally achieved through
the slaughter of a ram.

After the clean-up on the fourth or fifth day, the baby’s father fetched food from the
fields in order to symbolically give the baby a bountiful start in life. The collective eating
of the food by the baby’s siblings was meant to welcome the new member into the
family. It was customary to call upon the spirit of Ngai (the Gikuyu deity), as well as
ancestral spirits, ngoma (the sleeping ones), during birth ceremonies.

Special circumstances could lead to variation in the ritual procedure outlined above.
These might be difficult births, the birth of twins as a firstborn (always counted in the
singular) or the death of mother, child, or both during birth. Severely handicapped babies
were suffocated to death, while firstborn twins were thrown into the bush. Purification
rituals took place immediately after the disposal of bodies. A month from the day of the
mother’s shaving, her husband had sexual intercourse twice with her to ceremonially
cleanse the baby from the contagion arising from its contact with the mother’s amniotic
fluids. The “clean” husband contracted the uncleanness and thus neutralized it, according
to traditional belief.

The Second Birth

The second birth, also known as returning the child to the womb, took place at varied
ages between two and a half to ten years, but it had to be before the actual circumcision.
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It centered upon the awareness that the child had attained an age at which it could be sent
off to live more independently of the mother, in preparation for the transition to maturity.
Generally, though, it was done when the child was considered knowledgeable enough to
warrant “expulsion” from the mother’s bed, so that the husband could pay conjugal visits
without inhibition.

Under an elder’s guidance, a ram whose fur was uniform in color was used to purify
any uncleanness (thahu) the child may have acquired from its kins(wo)men. Specifics of
this ritual vary, but it generally involved mixing soil (taken from under the ram’s
hooves), clean river water and the ram’s taatha (undigested contents of sheep’s
intestines) in the calabash used to bathe the child after its birth. The child had to be the
first to eat the meat during this ceremony. The mother’s head was then shaved by a
midwife after which she shaved her child. A boy and girl who had already gone through
the second birth ritual would fetch four leaves or branches from the mikenia and mitei
trees; these were used to splash the contents of the calabash upon first the child and then
the mother from head to toe. The mother repeated the process upon herself. This process
was done four times on both of them regardless of the child’s sex. The men present
continuously chanted “May you be rid of any defilement that may have come to you” as
the splashing was done. Seated on a stool, the mother would hold the child in her lap as a
midwife bound them together with a cord made of of the sheep’s intestines. Acting as if
to cut the cord with a razor, the midwife would declare, “I sever” upon which the mother
would reply, “sever [the ram’s cord], but not that between parent and child” (Gathigira
1986, 24; Leakey 1977 vol. 2, 554). After the fourth or fifth such chant (depending on the
child’s gender), the cord was severed as the women ululated the appropriate number of
times. A girl child then accompanied her mother to the field to collect either food or
firewood, while a boy, having received a bow and a set of arrows, accompanied his father
on a hunt. The child was thus inducted into its future adult roles. After the family
members left, the neighbors finished up the food and beer and then departed. Thereafter,
a boy slept in his father’s hut and a girl in the girls’ bedroom (kirir7) of her mother’s hut.
That night the parents marked the ceremony’s end by having ceremonial sexual
intercourse twice.

Adoption into Another Clan

Adoption into another clan was also regarded as a symbolic birth. This was done, for
instance, to a man (never a woman) who had been cast out of his clan. This type of
“birth” involved the slaughter of a ram, the swearing of an oath and the “binding” of a
newcomer to his new family by a strip of the ram’s skin. Symbolic birth also took place
when Gikuyu Karing’a (“authentic” Gikuyu) married individuals from Gikuyu clans
deemed to be “impure” (Gikuyu kia Ukabi) because of their mixed Gikuyu-Maasai blood.
The bride’s hands were bound with strips of sheepskin as a medicine man used taatha to
cleanse her of impurities arising from her mixed heritage. A similar ceremony would be
performed upon a woman marrying into a Gikuyu-Maasai clan. Finally, since the
blacksmiths’ (Aturi) clan specialized in the vital iron-working trade, Gikuyu from
“outsider” clans had first to be symbolically reborn if they wished to marry into it. A goat
was slaughtered for the cleansing ceremony, a strip of its skin would “bind” the
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newcomer to the clan and a metal wrist coil, or a ring for a male entrant, was given as a
mark of membership in the blacksmiths’ clan.

Purification Following Death

A popular Gikuyu tale holds that long ago Ngai’s messenger, Chameleon, had been sent
to relay the very simply phrased but extremely important message that man would never
die. However, Chameleon was too slow and Ngai, perhaps eager that the people should
receive quickly the good tidings, dispatched a second messenger, the bird Nyamindigi.
For unknown reasons, the bird corrupted the original message; man would die and perish
forever, like the roots of the mythical makongoe plant. (This may help to explain why
Chameleon is not a very popular Gikuyu folktale character!) A common death
superstition relates to an owl hooting near a homestead or perching anywhere within its
compound. This is taken as an omen of imminent death within that homestead. In the past
this required purification, but in contemporary times it is enough to just hurl objects at the
bird to drive it away.

The Gikuyu interred only elders and the rich, since the burial of young people was
symbolically seen as burying the nation’s future. Corpses of the poor and those that had
not attained eldership were normally abandoned in bushes and scavengers, mainly
hyenas, determined their fate. Because of his legendary greed, and for his role in
consuming corpses, Hyena in Gikuyu folktales is “rewarded” with the most contemptible
roles. Barring special circumstances, such as deaths occurring within the compound
where circumcision initiates were being hosted, entering a deceased person’s hut or
physical contact with a corpse was deemed to be contaminating and required cleansing by
a medicine man. In the case of a child who died before its second birth, the mother
carried the corpse from the homestead and the father carried a flaming torch. The torch
and the child’s possessions, such as the bathing calabash, were placed alongside the
corpse, which was set on the ground with the head facing towards the homestead. This
positioning indicated a connection with the home even in death. Other than cases of this
nature, women never handled corpses. However, if the child had gone through the second
birth, the father carried the corpse; only in regard to such a child was he allowed to
display his grief. As a sign of sorrow, a bereaved woman shaved her husband’s head and
she was in turn shaved by a similarly grieving female neighbor or, in her absence, a
woman beyond childbearing age. This process was repeated upon the child’s mother after
three days. Application of castor oil on her body and the breaking of all earthenware pots
used in cooking the oil were further marks of such a mother’s grief. A second shaving, a
bathing session in the river and the anointing of her body with newly cooked castor oil
marked the end of the woman’s grief phase. A ram was then slaughtered and a medicine
man used its taatha to cleanse the woman before she conceived again.

Near-death adults, other than male elders and elderly widows who had been co-wives,
were evacuated from the homestead and secluded in shelters in bushes near the village set
aside for this purpose (Leakey 1977, vol. 2, 938-986). The aim was to ward off the
contagion that their dying within the homestead would have wrought. Close relatives
tended them until they died but if they recovered, a ceremony to purify and welcome
them back was held. Before relatives who had been sent to the bushes could return to
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their homestead, they had their heads shaved by an old woman and were cleansed by a
medicine man. A poor person without relatives to attend to him or her in the bush was left
to die in his or her hut. Thorn bushes were used to bar the hut’s door and a hole was dug
out in the rear to enable entry for scavengers. Afterwards, either a clansman or someone
who had benefited in some way from the deceased would provide a sheep with which to
pay a volunteer, usually a stranger, to raze the hut. Such purging served to drive the
deceased’s spirit away from the homestead. An obscure practice said to have been
performed on childless spinsters and bachelors involved the former’s genitalia being
stuffed with a long maize cob while the latter’s buttocks were smeared with ash before
their corpses were abandoned in the bush. This was a symbolic way of expunging such
individuals from social records; having produced no progeny who could name their
children after them, they were seen as having led unproductive lives that were best
forgotten.

Only sons who had undergone their second birth, under supervision of respected
elders, could prepare their father’s body for interment, if he had been admitted to
eldership, or have any physical contact with it. The rest of the family was expected to
play other ceremonial roles like cooking, keeping the fires in the homestead burning, and
feeding the stock since they could not be taken to pasture until the man had been buried.
In principle, daughters were not allowed near their dead father’s body, and even in the
case of a senior widow who qualified for an elder’s interment, only unmarried daughters
could be present before the sons took out her corpse. All hair was shaved off the body
before the corpse was anointed with oil derived from a ram’s fat. Standing at its back, a
first-born son held the torso by the head while last-born sons held the lower part as they
carried the corpse to the grave. It would be placed over a goatskin in a sleeping position,
with the head pointing toward the gate of the homestead to indicate continued
connectedness to it. If the deceased was either wealthy or a respected elder, his body was
wrapped in a fresh ox-hide, instead of a sheepskin, and the ox’s meat given to the
supervising elders as payment for their services. The body was stripped of any
ornaments, which were put in the grave. A ram’s skin was used to cover the body before
the grave was filled up with soil and a tree planted on top. A medicine man then cleansed
the deceased’s sons before they could return home for their shaving. After the shaving,
another sheep was slaughtered to cleanse the homestead. Beer was brewed for the
deceased’s peers who, before drinking, poured libation to the departed spirit. These
rituals having been completed, the homestead had to be relocated; this practice required
the slaughter of another sheep to mark the relocation. On the morning of the actual shift,
the sheep’s skin was left in the sun to dry and only a poor man was allowed to take it
away later.

The most significant death ritual was the hukzra (unburying) ceremony, which was
held approximately four weeks from the day of death. Lasting eight days and nights, it
involved the slaughter of a sheep and the performance of ceremonial sexual intercourse
twice during four of those nights to cleanse the surviving spouse(s) and children from the
contagion of death. If a husband had died, widows identified male partners with whom to
perform the sex rites. Only after the successful completion of the hukira, under strict
supervision by elders from the council, could participants continue with their normal sex
lives. From the day of death to the completion of the hukiira it was taboo to let the fire go



African folklore 58

out completely within a man’s homestead, for that would not bode well for the arrival of
his spirit in the world of the ngoma (the sleeping spirits).

Modern Practices

Early Christian missionaries’ condemnation of many aspects of Gikuyu rituals and
general traditional practices as pagan led to their gradual abandonment. Other than
Christianity’s being presented as the route to “progress,” the steady colonial-era assault
of Kenyan customs generally meant that few Gikuyu could resist joining the “modernity”
bandwagon. Arguably, the Gikuyu, more than many other Kenyan peoples, have shown
greater dynamism in abandoning, or refashioning, most of their traditional ways. This
may be partly because of their relatively early contact with missionaries and traders, their
proximity to Nairobi, and their own desire to embrace a different lifestyle. Among
contemporary Gikuyu, there has been profound transformation, and sometimes outright
discontinuity, of most of the practices discussed above. For example, with regard to
births, it is logistically impossible to dispose of the afterbirth according to customary
ritual, since most births now take place in hospitals. At another level, for the Gikuyu it is
still vital that a family lineage, and therefore the future, be secured through many
(legitimate) children, traditionally seen as a man’s “wealth” alongside a multitude of
wives and a large herd of cattle. Nevertheless, economic constraints and the general
effects of “modernity” mean that polygamy (the customary vehicle for achieving such
goals) is now practiced only minimally. This, however, only changes the general Gikuyu
perception of “wealth” and does not diminish the joy with which they greet the arrival of
new children. It is common among “modernized” Gikuyu, in Nairobi and Kiambu
particularly, to throw lavish birthday parties for friends and relatives to “hold/greet the
baby” (kanyita/kigeithia mwana), as the practice is called. Such parents, depending on
their economic fortune, may set a specific day for this, and organize for the slaughter and
roasting of a goat. However, since this is costly, visitors are expected to bring cash as
well as material gifts for the baby, often turning the party into an opportunity for fund-
raising and display.

In the Central province, there are pockets of two atavistic minority groups that have
become visible particularly over the last ten or so years with a “return to the roots” call,
viz. Mungiki (“a multitude”) and Hama ya Ngai Mutuura Muoyo (Tent of the Living
God). Adherents are also found in other parts of the country following patterns of Gikuyu
settlement. However, the two quasi-religious groups are most conspicuous in Nairobi
because of their magnetic attraction of poor urban Gikuyu and other youth and the
political limelight they enjoy when they often dabble in politics. They hold severe
positions on prohibitions related to women, advocate clitoridectomy and the snuffing of
tobacco, sport dreadlocks, and sometimes don sheepskin wrappers and headgear. Beyond
this, their “roots” agenda does not include the practice of traditional birth and death
rituals and is silent on almost all other areas of Gikuyu cultural practices and, as such, the
two groups would merit full research.

With regard to deaths, a contemporary nonuniversal Gikuyu practice is to raze only
the nonpermanent houses of deceased persons. During the wake that begins the day a
death occurs, Christian hymns are sung as burial arrangements—often involving the
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raising of funds for funeral expenses and making property settlements—are made.
Whereas a tree would have been planted on an elder’s grave, the practice is to plant
flowers on all graves and to erect headstones and crosses. It is no longer possible to
abandon corpses either in bushes or huts/house, since the law calls for the “hygienic”
disposal of all deceased persons, age, sex, or social status notwithstanding. The hukzra
ceremony, or any other involving ceremonial sex, is no longer practiced. Further, due to
shrinkage in land ownership, homesteads cannot be moved at will. Sheep are often
unavailable for use in the numerous cleansing ceremonies due to harsh economic
realities. In fact, these traditional customs remain largely unknown to most contemporary
Gikuyu people.
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MBUGUA WA-MUNGAI

See also Cosmology; Songs for Ceremonies

BLACKSMITHS: DAR ZAGHAWA OF
THE SUDAN

The Zaghawa occupy the northern part of the Darfur province in western Sudan, along
the Sudanese-Chadian borders. The Zaghawa’s homeland is called Dar Zaghawa (“the
Land of Zaghawa,” Tubiana and Tubiana 1977, 1). In Dar Zaghawa, iron working,
hunting, drumming, and pottery making are entrusted to a specific endogamous social
group called the Hadaheed. Today, the Hadaheed identify themselves as Zaghawa, and
there is much interaction between the two groups.

Although in some places of eastern, northern, and western parts of the Sudan, iron
working is regarded as an ordinary job, among the Dinka and the Bari of southern Sudan,
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iron working is entrusted to a separate servile group (Whitehead 1953, 271). In Darfur
province to the west, iron working is considered an inferior occupation, especially when
the female members are involved in pottery making. In all parts of Africa blacksmiths are
either regarded in extreme terms, either with respect or with contempt (McNutt 1991, 81).

Within the Zaghawa society, the Hadaheed occupy an inferior social position. The
Hadaheed are traditionally identified as practitioners of iron working, they also practice
drumming, hunting, and pottery making. The very name Hadaheed (i.e., iron workers)
indicates the prevalence of iron working over other trades.

Among every section of the Zaghawa, there is a blacksmith chief, or “Sheikh.” The
Sheikh has to supply the ruler annually with iron tools, leather robes, water skins, and
game meat, without recompense. The Hadaheed ascribed the causes of their social
position to their present small number, and for their uncleanness, in the past (Dinar 1986,
42). The Zaghawa consider the Hadaheed to be dirty and illiterate drunkards and pagans.
The Hadaheed’s defense strategy against such accusation is based upon Islamic
principles. They claim that knowledge of iron working is a gift from God, and not a
hereditary practice. In both Chad and Dar Zaghawa, the dominant group justified the
servile status of blacksmith in relation to Islamic traditions (Palmer 1967, 74). Thus,
blacksmiths were regarded as descendants of the Jews of Arabia, and were later cursed by
Prophet Mohammed (Nachtigal 1971, 402). Thus, blacksmiths are accused of being
“different” and hence vulnerable to hostile treatment. Such an attitude became fixed in
tradition and was passed from one generation to another.

For the Hadaheed, iron working is to a great extent a ritualized trade. Iron smelting
was only carried out on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, when a ram or a goat is
sacrificed (Dinar 1986, 48). During the smelting process, the blacksmiths dress in worn-
out clothes, and sing for the whole period. This situation is comparable to other African
traditions where blacksmiths were excluded at shelters, anoint themselves, and have
certain offerings and ceremonies (Haaland 1985, 56). Such rituals extend further to the
blacksmith tools: for example, hammers, anvils, tuyueres, and even the iron furnaces
were personalized and portrayed as sexual organs (Marret 1985, 77). Such relationship
between human procreation and parturition indicates that smelting was regarded as a
symbol for generating cultural continuity (Lemelle 1992, 169).

Hunting, like iron working, is ritualized (Herbert 1993, 165). Among the Hadaheed,
hunting is not carried out on Wednesday or at the end of lunar months. In these trips,
bathing and sexual intercourse are prohibited, so as to guarantee a successful hunt.
Within the Zaghawa’s society the Hadaheed are also despised for being drummers,
pottery makers, tanners, and butchers. The contempt for these trades is mainly due to
their uncleanness, and thus exends to the person/s who perform them. Thus, the
Hadaheed are despised not simply for practicing these trades, but instead for the beliefs
held by the rest of Zaghawa society that are associated with them, which consequently
affect the social status of the Hadaheed.

One of the most obvious causes of prejudice is the fact that it creates advantages and
material benefits for the dominant group (Cruz 1970, 16). In the past, within the barter
system, the Hadaheed had to trade iron tools, game meat, and pottery vessels, all time-
consuming and laborious tasks, in return for money, cloths, and grains from the Zaghawa.
Due to their political and economic hegemony, the Zaghawa have manipulated the
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prejudice against the Hadaheed as a means of economic exploitation and political
domination.

Folklore plays a great role in denoting the social status of the blacksmith, which is a
context within which the blacksmiths became a part of the group’s history, culture, and
traditions. The interdependence between the rest of the Zaghawa and the Hadaheed
guarantees a continuous supply of artisans and specialists, and hence provides a division
of labor based upon traditional beliefs. Although more contemporary forms of iron
making and food procurement are now prevalent, the social status of the Hadaheed in Dar
Zaghawa remains unchanged.
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ALI B.ALI-DINAR

See also Metallurgy and Folklore; Northeastern Africa (“the Horn’): Overview

BLACKSMITHS: MANDE OF
WESTERN AFRICA

Blacksmiths affect a large part of the life experiences and folklore of Mande peoples,
who inhabit the great plains and wide river basins from the western edge of Burkino Faso
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to Gambia and the Atlantic Ocean. These peoples include the Bamana (Bambara),
Maninka (Malinke), Wasuluka, Dyula, Somono, Bozo, Marka, and several other ethnic
groups, such as the Soninke to the north, the Khassonke to the west, and the Kuranko and
Susu (or Soso) to the south. This entry focuses for the most part on the Bamana,
Maninka, Wasuluka, who along with the Dyula are considered by many scholars to
constitute the historical core of Mande culture.

Even in the twenty-first century, the blacksmith provides vital products and services to
the Mande. Male members of Mande blacksmith families work in wood and iron, while
female members are the potters. As such, the women possess stature and prominence,
both as object makers and sorcerers, which parallels that of their male counterparts.
Smiths’ products surround the Mande at home and abroad. They include stools, doors to
private quarters, the delightful sculptures that lock those doors, the kitchen’s stirring
sticks and butcher knives, and the courtyard’s mortars and pestles. The women in
blacksmith families make all the clayware that the Mande use. In the fields, farmers use
many types of hoes and knives, each designed for a specific type of work. In the bush,
hunters still carry the knives, light axes, and guns that smiths have made for decades, if
not centuries, and even their ammunition is provided by blacksmiths (McNaughton
1979a, 1988). Finally, other specialists such as the boat builders of Bozo and Sorko
society, use tools that smiths make for them.

In addition, the blacksmiths are also sculptors. Thus, when the Mande attend mask
festivals, tend to their altars, participate in initiation association ceremonies, or honor
deceased twins with sculpted portraits, they are reminded of the smiths, who provide the
sculptures and ritual works used in these ceremonies.

The Blacksmith at Work

This plethora of visible objects is supported by the keenly felt presence of the
blacksmiths themselves, who work day in and day out at their forges. Even the smallest
towns have three or four practicing blacksmiths. When they are not visible, the
blacksmiths are generally easily heard, as their hammers ring out in high pitched patterns
throughout the village.

Often people stop to watch the blacksmith at work, indulging in light conversation just
to pass the time or while waiting for an item. Watching reveals the marvel of expertise,
but not necessarily the inherent hard work and technical organization. An adze moves
effortlessly around a piece of wood, as chips fly and in short order a recognizable form
emerges. With expert smiths it is uncanny how quickly and precisely this happens. By
design, but as if by miracle, an implement or mask grows by reduction into the world of
tangible objects (McNaughton 1979b).

Mande smiths carve by conceiving the finished product before beginning, then
roughing it out with a large adze, and finally working it into degrees of refinement with
lighter adzes and a finishing knife. Much skill is required to make exact shapes, because
wood does not always give way to an adze predictably. Experts, however, can carve the
most subtle shapes with ease. Iron forging demands control; blacksmiths must carefully
control heat and hammer blows to direct a semiviscous metal into shapes. Repeated
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submerging in hot charcoal causes carbon to be absorbed into the metal’s surface,
tendering it a hard carbon steel, while the core remains more supple, as iron.

Thus, through the sights, sounds, and products that frame people’s lives, blacksmiths
occupy a phenomenological foreground, which helps to explain the prominent place of
the blacksmith in traditional Mande folklore.

Iron Working and the Supernatural

Working with iron is believed to demand large quantities of supernatural energy (nyama);
the earliest Mande oral lore describes blacksmiths as possessing (and using)
extraordinary levels of it. They also traditionally possessed numerous special skills that
enabled them to harness that power and play additional roles in society: from sorcerer and
herbal doctor to divination expert and initiation association leader (McNaughton 1987).
Generation after generation of smiths have played these roles effectively enough to
garner an awesome reputation for their profession—although in every generation there
have certainly been plenty of mediocre blacksmiths, whose rudimentary skills are
recognized as such by other Mande. Plus, so many smiths work in these “extra-smithing”
enterprises that the profession as a whole is seen as conflict mediators and advisor to
leaders, along with others. In fact, the smiths lead Komo (for men) and Nya Gwan (for
women), two of the most supernaturally potent spiritual associations in the Mande. And
many Mande say that smiths have at one time or another been in charge of many or all
the spiritual associations (of which there are about ten). Thus, the typical Mande
everyday life experience of smiths includes constant contact with their products, constant
use of their extra-smithing services, and constant awareness of their seemingly
supernatural powers and skills.

The prominence and importance of Mande blacksmiths extends deep into history.
Research by archaeologists Susan and Roderick Mclintosh has shown that locally made
iron played an important commercial role in early complex society before and after the
time of Christ (1983). The historian George Brooks has suggested that, especially during
the period between 700 and 1100 CE, the smiths had very likely maneuvered themselves
into positions of great importance through their iron working, their vast ken of secret and
supernaturally charged expertise and the activities of their influential spiritual
associations.

People’s living experiences and imaginations always merge and feed each other, and
in the Mande psyche they converge forcefully around blacksmiths. Lore takes many
forms, much of which is simply part of daily life realities. Smiths, for example, are said
to be so charged with the energy called nyama that it spills out into their tools and forge,
and can either be dangerous for ordinary people if they are not cautious, or beneficial if
smiths manipulate it in particular ways. Smiths can use it to cure certain illness, and
people come to them for the cure. In fact, blacksmiths are believed to possess so much of
this energy, and can become so adept at using it to do extraordinary things, that an aura of
power surrounds the profession. Thus people say smiths can develop the ability to turn
into animals, or become invisible. They can also create special relationships with
wilderness spirits, by which they gain additional extraordinary abilities. They can control
the location of rain. And some can simply look at you and understand your problems and
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your needs. Other members of society, such as sorcerers and cult priests, can learn such
things too, but smiths have a ready disposition to learn them, and many are believed to
become formidably expert at it (McNaughton 1988).

Blacksmiths in Folklore

Smiths are very prominently featured in traditions called ladaw, which are vignettes,
anecdotes, and little bits of information that give people pleasure, but are also taken
seriously as explanations for things in the world. Smiths also appear frequently in the
narrative “stories that explain things” (manaw) and praise songs that glorify heroes
(fasaw), which together compose the lengthy and well-known oral epics performed by
professional bards. Finally, smiths are frequently featured in the songs (donkili)
performed at public festivals and masquerade performances, and are characters in Mande
rural theater.

In all of these contexts, blacksmiths take on a variety of guises. They can appear as the
highly skilled and hard-working provid-ers of community material needs and as the
powerful professional manipulators of the energy (nyama) that runs the world. They can
appear as heroes who undertake grand military or supernatural activities to make the
world better, and as warmongering empire-builders who do not let scruples or people
stand in their way.

Here is a sampling of some of the blacksmith characters that appear in Mande lore.
Domajiri is said to have been the world’s first human, and while he was born of
extremely powerful, dangerous, and chaotic deities, he became one of humankind’s great
benefactors. He invented the young men’s initiation association called Ntomo, which
offers years of important social and spiritual education, and some traditions say he
invented the whole complex system of Mande spiritual associations (the jow). He also
invented the mask that Ntomo members use in their ceremonies, and from one of the
wood shavings he invented the lion (Imperato 1983; Zahan 1960).

Three generations later came N’Fajigi, whose control of the energy called nyama was
so pronounced that he introduced the men’s Komo and the women’s Nya Gwan
associations, both of which are considered by many Mande to possess the ultimate in
supernatural power (McNaughton 1979a). He also introduced one of the most powerful
of spiritual devices, the Komo headdress, and many say he introduced the Mande to the
concept of amulets and other material instruments of tremendous supernatural power.

The Sunjata Epic features two famous Mande smiths, Sumanguru Kante and Fakoli.
Sumanguru was a famous sorcerer-leader who tried to build a huge empire through
fearsome military and supernatural activity. He Killed the leaders of nine local states and
wore pants, a shirt, and a hat all made from human skin. He is said to have owned great
numbers of charged occult devices, and kept an enormous magical serpent in a secret
palace chamber. In oral tradition he is likened to a huge bird of prey that can pierce rock
with his talons while flying high in the sky (Bird and Kendall 1980; Diabate 1970;
Johnson 1986; Niane 1965).

Sumanguru’s great protagonist was Sunjata Keita, who had a blacksmith ally named
Fakoli Dunbia, nephew of Sumanguru Kante. Fakoli’s wife, also a great sorcerer, had
been stolen by Sumanguru, and to avenge the theft, Fakoli switched allegiances. He was a
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supreme military strategist, statesman, and master of public speaking, and he possessed a
strangely large head, full of the capacity for supernatural actions (Bird and Kendall 1980;
Diabate 1970; Niana 1965). Those actions help defeat Sumanguru.

The great drama in the Sunjata Epic involves horrendous supernatural duels that are
situated amid tremendous military battles. In the end Sunjata uses his sorcery to
overpower Sumanguru, who then vanishes into a mountain at Kulukoro, a Niger River
town near Mali’s capital, Bamako. The spot has a modest shrine and a priest, and some
people visit it from all over the western Sudan, in hopes of acquiring some of
Sumanguru’s ancient power (Niane 1965).

Occasionally in Mande lore, there is an ambiguous relationship between the
blacksmiths and the supernatural objects that they use. Nerikoro provides a good
example. In the oral traditions it is sometimes hard to tell if Nerikoro is a powerful
sorcerer-smith or an equally powerful Komo association headdress. The best
interpretation is probably both. Some stories describe it as the ancient Komo mask of
N’Fajigi, who introduced the occult to the Mande. Others assign it to the time of Samory
in the late 1800s, calling it the most famous Komo mask of the recent past. And
sometimes it seems to be neither mask nor person, but rather a wilderness spirit
associated with the mask and its owner. But no matter what it seems to be it always
possesses uncanny abilities, as in an interesting oral tradition where a man named Bankisi
Sediba tries to kill Nerikoro to aggrandize his own power. During the course of that story,
Nerikoro neutralizes deadly mystical poisons buried secretly in the earth, renders
harmless a group of armed men set to ambush him, and predicts the coming of the
Europeans as it destroys Bankisi.
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BOARD GAMES

See Bao; Draughts; Mancala; Wari

BODY ARTS: BODY DECORATION IN
AFRICA

Throughout human history, members of all societies have developed unique forms for
enhancing the human body through adornment. Within Africa, such aesthetic practices
vary enormously from culture to culture, as do the precious materials harnessed to this
end. The earliest observations of African forms of adornment by Europeans emphasized
their exotic and timeless nature. The same fascination with the decorated body in Africa,
especially that of women, continues to be reflected in the visual collages produced by
contemporary photographers Angela Fisher and Carol Beckwith (Fisher 1984; Beckwith
and Fisher 1990, 2000). The panoramic vistas they afford the viewer at once expand the
geographic parameters of what is perceived to be African, while providing a celebratory
look at the continent’s immense diversity. Nevertheless, they perpetuate an Africa which
is only rural, exotic, and timeless.

Regional traditions of adornment provide visual systems that may be creatively drawn
upon by individuals to express a personalized aesthetic. While such traditions reflect
important local sensibilities, they also document historical exchanges across cultures. In
Africa, physical refinement of the body with jewelry may be complemented by lavish
clothing and hairstyles. Actually, the decoration of the human body involves even more
than these obvious alterations. Some people might use nakedness, the complete absence
of adornment of the body, as a stage in an initiation ceremony. Others may completely
cover the body as in masquerades. There can be temporary decoration such as hair
decoration or cutting, or there can be permanent decorations as with scarification. Body
decoration is used throughout Africa by various cultures to mark stages of growth and
rites of passage. From birth, through initiation and marriage, to death, changes in the
appearance and decoration of the human body serve to communicate the status of the
individual. Although much body decoration is significant, it is also possible that the
decoration exists only for the enjoyment of esthetic expression.

Over the centuries and across the vast geographical expanse of the continent, different
African societies have variously measured wealth in gold, silver, brass, ivory, and
beadwork. Refined by highly talented specialists, these materials were translated into
forms of adornment in order to enhance their owner’s power and prestige. In Africa, as in
other world cultures, jewelry constitutes an important emblem of its wearer’s status and
identity.
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Goldwork and Gold as Currency

For over fifteen hundred years, West African gold has been part of the world economy.
Its trade across the Sahara by Berber nomads became part of the international financial
market, beginning in the third and fourth centuries. By the eighth century, exportation of
gold to North African and Egypt gave rise to the most important of the early West
African Iron Age states. The kingdom of ancient Ghana dominated the southern border
area of modern Mauretania and Mali until the thirteenth century. During the height of its
power in the fourteenth century, the ruler of the neighboring empire of Mali, Mansa
Musa, made a famous pilgrimage to Mecca. In doing so he brought Mali’s affluence and
sophistication to the notice of the rest of the Muslim world. Upon his arrival in Cairo he
so lavishly spent the one hundred camel-loads of gold that accompanied him that the
value of gold plummeted and did not recover for a number of years.

Beginning in the fifteenth century, European merchants began to visit various centers
along the West African coast and observed local forms of adornment firsthand. A
Portuguese expedition arriving in 1482 was met by an Akan chief whose arms, legs, and
neck were “covered with chains and trinkets of gold in many shapes, and countless bells
and large beads of gold were hanging from the hair of his beard and his head.” For the
next four hundred years the trade in gold was concentrated along what was known as the
Gold Coast until Ghana’s independence in 1957.

Although an ancient artistic tradition, most African goldwork that survives today dates
only as far back as the nineteenth century. Because it functioned as wealth, it was
continually traded and recycled. The king mandated that all ornaments be melted down
and redesigned annually on the occasion of the Yam Festival and imposed a tax on their
recasting. It is important to consider, however, that leaders along the Gold Coast
appreciated gold not only as a raw material denoting wealth, but for the symbolic
significance it took on when refined. According to Asante history, the formation of its
confederation in 1701 was ushered in with an official decree that all objects and symbols
of the past be destroyed.

Gold dust circulated as a form of general currency throughout the region until the end
of the nineteenth century. Unlike Ghana, southeastern Cote d’Ivoire had no comparable
system of chiefs or related tradition of regalia. There was no particular restriction on the
ownership of goldwork, which principally took the form of personal adornments that
could be commissioned by wealthy individuals. Worn by men and women as signs of
beauty and prestige, they were attached to the hair or suspended from a necklace on
special festive occasions. Today such works are regarded as part of a family’s legacy, and
as heirlooms, are passed from one generation to the next. In the Lagoons region, adding
to this family treasury allowed an individual to enhance his social status. This
accomplishment was recognized through a ceremonial exhibition that publicly displayed
his wealth.

Baule beads and pendants, which can be discs, rectangles, tubes, or bicones inspired
by Akan designs, are cast of impure gold mixed with a high percentage of silver or
copper. In addition to these abstract forms, a classic design is that of a human face or
head. Although most examples depict a male face with beard, moustache, elaborate
hairstyle, and facial scarification, an enormous range of interpretations of this
standardized motif exist. The mask’s meaning also varies and while in some areas it is
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regarded as a “portrait” of a friend or lover, in others it depicts ancestors or former
leaders. Beyond their aesthetic beauty, such works appear to have had the power to
alleviate conflict by contributing to the resolution of disputes and shielding the wearer
from physical attack.

Silverwork

In the kingdom of Dahomey (now present-day Benin), royal arts were cast from imported
metals such as the foreign currency obtained through trade with Brazilian, Spanish, and
American trading partners. Here human beings were the resource exchanged for silver
dollars converted into courtly adornment by West Africa’s premier silversmiths, a family
known as Hontondji. Their patrons, the kings of Dahomey, controlled a precolonial
inland state, founded in the early seventeenth century. Until the mid-nineteenth century,
the kings of Dahomey prospered through their involvement as intermediaries in the
Atlantic slave trade.

The prestige of enhancing one’s person with what is literally wealth is reflected in the
fact that armlets made of silver dollars were skillfully beaten out so that they retained the
impressions of the iron lion of England and heads of George 111 and his queen. Not only
was the material used to fashion Dahomean jewelry a foreign import, but so were a range
of the motifs emphasized including automobiles, airplanes, crucifixes, and chameleons,
among others. Others emphasize indigenous images associated with power, such as the
calabash and animal horn containers used for mystically powerful materials.

Brass

Benin is a living kingdom in the contemporary nation of Nigeria that traces its origins
back six hundred years. Since its founding in 1300, individual leaders have used lavish
adornment as a means of defining their place within a dynasty of divine kingship. Benin
emerged as a regional power through control of local trade networks. In 1485, these were
expanded to include a series of European trading partners. In the late fifteenth century,
the principal form of currency introduced by the Portuguese was a unit of brass, known as
the manilla. This wealth was melted down to fashion the works of art for which Benin is
celebrated.

Coral

At the court of Benin, worldly wealth accrued through trade was transformed into
ornaments commissioned by the king for himself and members of the court. Meticulous
attention was given to details of costume and ornament. These in turn clarified the role
and status of the figures depicted. In one such example, the identity of the central figure
of a warrior chief is indicated by the leopard-tooth necklace he wears and his high-
ranking status by a coral-bead collar, a lavishly woven wrap, and brass ornament at his
left hip.
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From the fifteenth century on, coral beads from the western Mediterranean constituted
one of the principal commodities imported to Benin through trade. So integral were they
to the aesthetic of the court, however, that oral traditions relate them to the origins of the
dynasty. The choice of coral as an emblem of leadership reflects the fact that the well-
being of the kingdom, both spiritual and economic, is attributed to the beneficence of the
sea god, Olokun. Consequently, the king alone owns all coral and stone beads and may
envelope his person with a complete beadwork costume that includes a crown, collar,
robe, ornaments, and even shoes. Although he may distribute beadwork to chiefs,
titleholders, and members of palace associations, this merely constitutes a loan to the
wearer.

lvory

Ivory was Benin’s most precious resource and the king controlled its trade to the outside
world. Because of its physical power and scale the elephant was considered an important
emblem of leadership and use of its ivory also drew upon these associations. Although
oval pectoral masks cast in brass were often distributed by the king to vassal rulers, ivory
ornaments were generally commissioned for the king himself.

In present-day Zaire, ivory was the material of choice used to create personal
adornment in various central African societies. Among the central Pende, mask forms
were replicated in miniature to be worn suspended around the neck. Although wooden
versions were carved by healing specialists as remedies prescribed by diviners, ivory
pendants were made by professional sculptors to be worn decoratively. Because bodily
contact altered the material’s aesthetically preferred whiteness, owners scrubbed ivory
daily with water and abrasive sand, which also had the effect of blurring the carved
features over time.

Luba ivory pendants likewise reflect their close association with the body and are
among the most intimate and personal of all works produced by Luba sculptors. Carved
from bone, horn, and ivory, they are suspended diagonally across the chest or attached to
the arm from cords together with other objects including amulets, beads, and horns. The
female figures represented are portraits or at least likenesses named in memory of
important individuals. Although each is unique in its detail, all share a minimalist
conception of the human form emphasizing the head and torso adorned with references to
nineteenth-century Luba female coiffures and scarifications. In homage to the memory of
certain revered ancestors, such works were anointed with oil, a practice that together with
regular handling and bodily contact has given them a smooth lustrous surface and a rich
caramel color.

Beadwork

In eastern and southern Africa, complex styles of adornment have historically made use
of the monochrome seed bead as a unit of design. Tens of thousands of these may be
strung or sewn to compose elaborate multicolored ornaments that drape the body, a
practice that blurrs the boundaries between jewelry and dress. Among the earliest known
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examples of African jewelry are beads made from ostrich eggshell. Beads manufactured
in Egypt and Iran were imported during Roman times. By the ninth century, Arab traders
had established settlements along the East African coast where glass beads, fabrics, and
porcelain from as far away as China were exchanged for African ivory, slaves, and gold.
In 1498, this Indian Ocean trade was taken over by the Portuguese who found that local
consumers had developed preferences for beads manufactured in India. Between the
sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, massive quantities of glass beads were imported from
Awustria, the Netherlands, and Czechoslovakia.

Within the Republic of South Africa, a series of culturally distinct beadwork traditions
have developed. In the land whose mineral wealth of diamonds and gold would later be
exploited by European colonizers, imported glass beads constituted a precious resource
and form of wealth. Archaeologists suggest that trade in beads and other imported goods
were an important factor leading to the development of large chiefdoms and ethnic
identities during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Regional leaders controlled
access to beads and had them woven into articles of finery as signifiers of power and
influence. Like Akan gold which was continually recast, it is difficult to find extant
examples of beadwork that predate the nineteenth century because bead works were often
restrung. Among the features that distinguishes these forms of artistry is that their makers
are female.

Beadworks from the Transvaal region, and a related tradition of mural painting, have
provided several generations of Ndebele women with an important means of visual
expression. Fashioned into a hierarchical series of adornments, Ndebele beadwork is
primarily designed to identify its wearer’s stage of life. As children, young girls wear a
small beaded band with tassels, or ligabi. At puberty, this is substituted for a stiff,
rectangular-shaped apron, the isiphephethu. On the occasion of her wedding ceremonies,
an Ndebele bride usually wears, among other items, a beaded veil and a long beaded
train. Her subsequent status as a married woman is denoted by different kinds of beaded
aprons (liphoto and ijogolo), a beaded blanket irari, and metal neck, arm, and leg rings,
idzila. The idea that beadwork serves to situate individuals within the Ndebele social
framework and demarcate their progression through life is also extended to male
members at the conclusion of their initiation into adulthood. That event marks a boy’s
passage from a feminine sphere of influence to a male one and constitutes one of the rare
instances in which Ndebele men wear beadwork.

The oldest known articles of Ndebele beadwork are composed of mainly small, white
beads with minimal linear color designs. Although the types of beaded works designed
during the twentieth century have generally remained consistent, significant stylistic
changes are reflected in the colors, patterns, and materials used over time. The
availability of a wider range of colored beads during the 1940s and 1950s led to more
complex designs and color schemes. Since the late twentieth century, Ndebele beaded
works have incorporated figurative images drawn from women’s experience of everyday
life and their environment. These motifs include lettering, telephone poles, light fittings,
airplanes, and houses.

By the end of the eighteenth century, imported beads had reached northern Natal
where the foundations of the Zulu empire were being laid under the leadership of King
Dingiswayo. Until that time the region had been organized into small chiefdoms whose
members were farmers. An emerging Zulu kingdom absorbed many of these Nguni
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chiefdoms and displaced others. The power of the Zulu kings became entrenched through
a combination of military superiority and their control of foreign goods. The increasingly
active role played by Portuguese traders settled at Delgoa Bay probably intensified both
regional conflict and the centralizing mandate of the Zulu kings to command authority
over this artery of trade. Dingiswayo decreed commerce in foreign goods to be his
personal privilege and ordered that any of his subjects engaging in their barter be put to
death. By 1819 his successor and nephew, Shaka, had established himself as the all-
powerful ruler of a single kingdom and continued to expand the Zulu Kingdom’s
influence over the next decade. Among his strategies for centralizing regional power, all
new bead varieties were brought to his capital and reserved for his own use and
distribution.

When the first British traders settled at Port Natal in 1825, they found that glass beads
had been incorporated into a cohesive Zulu culture and played an important role in many
of the rituals, customs, and ceremonies of the Zulu nation. The varieties and colors of the
beads that people were permitted to wear reflected both their social position and personal
achievements. In men’s ceremonial dress beads were combined with feathers, animal
skins, and large copper and bronze arm rings. Strings of metal beads were often the
reward for feats of valor.

The decline and fragmentation of the Zulu monarchy during the reign of King
Cetshwayo (1872-1879) may be seen reflected in a diversification of Zulu beadwork
styles. Although Cetswhayo prevailed over the British at the famous battle of
Isandhlwana, his subsequent capture was followed by the disintegration of Zulu unity.
The ensuing lack of centralized control, greater access to beads through trade, and desire
by various groups to build independent identities for themselves led to a proliferation of
new forms of beadwork.

In contrast to the official statement made by the regalia of royalty, personal forms of
Zulu adornment designed according to a codified system of pattern and color have been
described as a language able to communicate on a number of different levels. As in
Ndebele society, Zulu beadwork commented on the wearer’s age group, marital status,
economic level, and region of origin. Beyond this, however, rectangular bead panels
made by young women for their lovers publicly acknowledged their courtship. Referred
to as “love letters,” their compositions furthermore convey specific messages across color
and linear configurations. In such instances, colored beads did not act as an alphabet but
rather as ideograms. A particular bead or combination of beads, triggered a series of
associations. In some instances these referred to universally recognizable phrases used
during courting, while in others, they were of a more intimate and idiosyncratic nature,
not overtly legible to outsiders.

Since the 1920s, a sense of Zulu ethnic, cultural, and national consciousness has been
revived under traditional leadership. Each spring young women come to the capital from
all over the kingdom to perform a national dance before their monarch and his assembled
guests. The king uses this occasion of the Umhlanga or Reed dance to speak directly to
the youth of the nation and as a platform from which he can make larger political
statements. As many as four thousand girls dressed in the finest dancing costumes are
matched and complemented by the regalia of older men and women, speakers from the
royal house, and the KwaZulu government.
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In the 1820s, an influx of newcomers converged upon residents of the eastern Cape’s
Xhosa-speaking chiefdoms. These included both northern Nguni-speaking refugees from
the Zulu campaigns of expansion and British settlers. Although the more recent African
arrivals became incorporated into Xhosa society, they continued to be identified as
members of immigrant chiefdoms, such as the Thembu and Mfengu. In the nineteenth
century, Thembu and Mfengu ceremonial dress adopted wide collar necklaces composed
of beads and buttons woven into a solid fabric. When compared to Zulu beadwork, Xhosa
designs appear relatively subdued and do not reflect overt symbolic meaning. The simple
configuration of the beaded collar, however, at once distinguishes the wearer from his
neighbors and associates him with a specific ancestral place of origin.

Because of its association with African culture and identity during the rise of African
nationalism in the later half of the twentieth century, traditional dress incorporating
beadwork came to be associated with anticolonialism. On the day Nelson Mandela was
sentenced, he stunned the entire court by appearing at his trial wearing full “traditional”
dress with blankets, thick skins, and beads around his neck and arms, as well as his knees
and ankles. This powerful visual statement served to symbolically underscore the
message of his speech from the dock in which he rejected the legitimacy of the entire trial
and justice system. Although the African National Congress (ANC) released a
photograph of Mandela wearing beadwork from the eastern Cape, images of him and
other ANC leaders could not be published locally following his conviction and the
banning of the organization. It was therefore not until 1990 that this thirty-year-old
photograph was seen in South Africa.

Although some ancient traditions are changing due to increased contact with different
aesthetics and clothing traditions, many traditional body art markers of individual status
continue to be used. In fact, now new traditions can be seen, especially in the cities.
Young men in West Africa now wear earrings, a practice due as much to contemporary
European and American custom as to local customs.
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BODY ARTS: AFRICAN AMERICAN
ARTS OF THE BODY

Arts of the body are among the most prolific and accessible traditions of African
American expressive culture. Like African American speech, oral literature, dance and
music, the arts of dress and personal adornment reflect continuities of artistic ideas,
values, skills, and knowledge, rooted on the African continent, which are constantly
innovated and adapted as expressions of uniquely African American cultural identities.

Diversity of Genre

African American body arts traditions incorporate many elements or genres. These genres
include knowledge, skills, and artistry in the construction, reshaping, and embellishment
of clothing, hairstyling and barbering, and cosmetic and other arts applied to the body by
artisan specialists skilled in these traditions. African American body arts also include the
arts of self-presentation, that is, the way that individuals put together elements of dress,
and modify and embellish their bodies as statements of cultural identity.

Continuity of Traditions

African American traditions of the body are expressive of a wide range and diversity of
beliefs, skills, performances, values, and artistic communications that reflect the many-
faceted African diasporic experience and that of the African continent itself. The
expressive culture of New African diaspora communities bears both similarities and
differences to the older communities of African descendants in North America. In both
instances, there are cultural continuities in traditions rooted in the continent of Africa and
traditions practiced in the Americas.

Hairstyling

The decoration and embellishment of the hair is one of the clearest and most widespread
examples of African continuities in the body arts of the African diaspora. The textures of
African hair lend themselves to a rich variety of options for styling. These options which
include cutting, dreading (felting), braiding, coiling, twisting with thread have gone in
and out of fashion and have a wide geographical distribution. Some of these hairdressing
arts, skills, and aesthetic values have survived the Middle Passage and have passed from
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one generation to the next. The expertise and artistry of cornrow hair braiding, so called
in the United States because of the resemblance of the completed braids to rows of maize,
has been as historically familiar in African American communities of the southern United
States as it is in the Guyanas and in the islands of the Caribbean. However, cornrow
braiding is only one of many traditions of dress and personal adornment that connect
African Americans to their African cultural roots.

Other dress and adornment traditions, such as the wearing of headwraps, were
restricted for many decades, confined to children and older women in public, due to the
association, in this case, of head wrapping with forced dress codes of captivity. For
hundreds of years, braiding in the United States African American communities were
worn only by very young girls and very old women. In the 1970s, the braiding tradition in
the United States was revitalized and even augmented as an art form within the corpus of
African American hairstyling by West African women, coming from Senegal, the
Gambia, and Mali, who brought a high level of artistry, skills, and specialized knowledge
of braiding to the United States. The context of practice changed (or was augmented)
from an activity practiced almost exclusively in the home, to a major source of immigrant
African wealth and as a highly elaborated part of African American body arts. Ways of
tying and wearing decorative head scarfs are widespread among people of the African
diaspora, are commonly identified as a communication of African identity. However the
style of wrap, techniques of tying, the configuration of the silhouette, the signaling power
of the wrap and the identity or message indicated may be quite different for the Ivorian
woman at a soirée dansante in Philadelphia and the African American college student at
Spelman University in Atlanta, although each one may see the wrap as connected to her
African identity. Within one pan-African tradition, specific features may signal affiliation
to ethnic group, to a religious group, to indicate status within a group or honor a patron
divinity.

Decorative Scarring

Decorative scarring had long been abandoned in the United States only to be reclaimed in
the 1970s as part of the assertion of pride in African heritage by African American
Greek-letter fraternities on academic campuses. As in West African societies, the purpose
of the marks burned into the skin of African-American “Greek-letter” pledges were
applied to indicate status or affiliation as part of the ordeals of initiation into lifelong
brotherhoods.

Dress

Graham White and Shane White have remarked that soon after captivity, Africans were
issued clothing which conformed to European codes of appropriate dress as they applied
to servile roles. Nevertheless, the Africans working as captive labor on American
plantations were still able to wrest out of the materials and technologies available to them
a distinct and African-rooted expressive culture of dress. After the events leading up to
the American revolution in the late 1770s stopped the flow of imported clothing from
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Europe, it fell to African American women to produce much of the textiles and the
clothing for the captives. Thus, the expertise and agency of African American
seamstresses ensured the continuity of African-influenced clothing traditions within
captive communities. They applied ideas of beauty and appropriate dress that were
passed down from African-born forebears in the juxtaposition of pattern and color. They
patched old clothes in manners analogous to the decoration of quilts and remade
secondhand clothes into new items of dress. Their knowledge of natural dyeing from
barks and from the indigo plants applied to producing different colored threads allowed
them to determine the color palette from which to choose (White and White, 1998).

In subsequent years, the modification of store-bought items of dress and the persistent
vitality of tailoring, dressmaking, and millinery traditions in African American
communities continued to create a distinctive expressive culture of African American
dress through much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

The adoption of African textiles, and other visual symbols of belonging to a larger
pan-African world community along with access to African clothing from the 1970s led
to an intensification and revitalization of African influences on social dress traditions
among African Americans in the United States and in the Caribbean. At the same time,
reinterpreted African aesthetics of dress returned to the African continent via the
influence of African American dress on continental African young people reveling in the
new independence from colonialism.

Aesthetics

African influences on the choices of African American textile artists in the south and in
the Caribbean, as documented by Thompson (1969), Twining (1977), Wahlman (1983),
Frye (1980), and others, have been observed as well in the arts of dress both in
construction of clothing and in social dress. Improvisation and originality in African
American arts of the body, like quilting and jazz, have have always been central aesthetic
values. The skills of “taking trick making luck,” as the Caribbean expression goes—
creating something spectacular with very limited resources—are values born out only
partially out of the limited access to resources which historically too often characterized
the situation of African American artists of bodily adornment and dress.

African American Dress and African Identity

Since the late twentieth century, increased contact between Africa, the United States, and
the Caribbean, including the presence of people from more recent African diasporas, have
brought aesthetic ideas that have revitalized African American dress as well as renewed
access to African items of dress, skilled traditional African tailors, and hairstylists.
African immigrants have also brought their regional and ethnic traditions of dress and
values. The wearing of kente cloth is deeply significant to African American wearers and
to Africans of the Ghanaian diaspora in the United States. Although kente is valued as a
cloth of status by both groups, the traditions of Ghanaians related to the wearing of kente
as a marker of high status, and of their ethnic and national identity is perceived by many



African folklore 76

Ghanaians as qualitatively different from the African American use of kente (and its
often imitated patterns) as a generalized marker of identification with Africa, and as
empowerment and entitlement (Kreamer, 1999).

African body arts include both material culture and arts of performance. They can be
understood as part of the visual vocabularies of community and individual self-naming.
From the occupational arts of African American beauty salons to the highly solemn
traditions of dressing the dead, these arts incorporate both everyday social and ritual
dress; however, little formal folklore research has been done on these traditions.

Historically, and up to the present day, African Americans have taken advantage of the
possibilities afforded by the genre and the means available to adorn the body. African
American body arts reflect the continuity of traditions, skills, knowledge, and aesthetic
values that have been adapted and readapted, shaped and reshaped on the American
continent into several expressive traditions which are all uniquely African American, but
which have influenced and inspired contemporary body arts all over the world.

From knowledge and practice of cornrow hair braiding throughout the diaspora, to the
symbolic communications conveyed in the aesthetics and symbolism of social and ritual
dress of religious practitioners of Santeria in New York, Puerto Rico, and Cuba, African
diasporic arts of dress and body decoration reflect continuities with traditions rooted on
the African continent.

The acceptance of African body aesthetics has broadened the range of what is
considered beautiful by African Americans. This reaffirmation of values has led to a
period of renaissance of African American body arts that has taken advantage of the
wider options and resources available to both specialized artists-hair stylists, braiders,
dressmakers, and tailors and to ordinary people who excel at the arts of dress.
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BODY ARTS: HAIR SCULPTURE

All over the continent of Africa, hair art forms a vital part of body adornment for both
men and women. The human head has historically functioned as a portable three-
dimensional canvas for creatively expressing individual, as well as communal, aesthetic,
and social values. The head may be adorned in intricately designed headdresses, wigs,
jeweled crowns, or hair sculpture. Due to the variety in thickness and texture—from the
tightly curled to the wavy and natural—African hair easily lends itself to several hair-
sculpting techniques. In various African societies, hair art also developed in relation to
the type of emphasis placed on other forms of body ornamentation. Thus, where elaborate
jewelry, body painting, or cicatrices were intended to serve as the focal point, hair was
cut and shaved to frame the visage accordingly. For example, married Swahili and
Maasai women of East Africa traditionally shaved their heads completely to highlight
large earrings, while Akan queen mothers in West Africa partly shaved the hair around
the nape and forehead to distinguish their regal stature. Sometimes several techniques,
including threading, braiding, twisting, cutting, and shaving, were combined to create
unusual coiffures for special occasions.

In some African cultures, the head itself was coaxed into specially defined shapes
from its bearer’s infancy into adulthood. These shapes were not only desired for their
aesthetic effect, but often were considered to distinguish social standing, enhance a
person’s gait, and express the spiritual values that the community deemed important.
Perhaps the most outstanding example, is the Mangbetu of Central Africa who prized
cone-shaped heads as signs of increased intelligence. An infant’s cranium was molded
with tight bands of hide and tree bark, a process repeated at regular intervals until the
child reached adulthood (Sagay 1983, 25). Mangbetu women designed special hairstyles
to complement the conical shape. They braided the hair in a spiral around the scalp to the
apex, attached hair extensions, and wove these into disc-shaped crowns.

Influence of Slavery

Africa’s sustained contact with Europe during the transatlantic slave trade, and later in
the colonial era (nineteenth and twentieth centuries), affected the trajectory of African
hair art. African slaves sent to the plantations of the New World retained some
knowledge of hair sculpting techniques, which they passed on to their descendants.
Nevertheless, the new environment in the African diaspora induced significant
modifications to the practice of African hair art. Under the harsh conditions of slavery,
time-consuming designs had to be stripped down to their bare essentials. Furthermore, the
rise of eighteenth-century racial ideologies about African inferiority had the most
negative impact on cultivating mixed attitudes toward natural African hair and so-called
Negroid features. African hair was denigrated in such terms as “kinky,” “nappy,”
“woolly,” or “frizzled,” in contrast to more desirable “silky,” “straight” Caucasian hair
types. Thus, the trend in styling natural African hair with hot irons and chemical
straighteners began in the late nineteenth century.
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Political and Sociocultural Influences

Global political and sociocultural currents of the late twentieth century revived interest in
African coiffures, especially among a new generation of Africans on the continent, and in
the diaspora. The Negritude political and literary movement of the 1940s, the anticolonial
struggle of the 1950s and 1960s, as well as the rise of black consciousness among African
Americans, sought to affirm “black pride” in the cultural achievements of African people.
The popular slogans “black is beautiful,” “African personality,” or “L’Africanité” were
born in the wake of that political fervor. Also in the 1960s and 1970s, popular cultural
icons like South African singer Miriam Makeba, Jamaican reggae musician Bob Marley,
and African American political activist Angela Davis ushered in a resurgence in plaits,
dreadlocks, braids, natural afros, and African-inspired haircuts. Fashion’s drive towards
new experiences variously labeled “mysterious,” “exotic,” “primitive,” and “earthy” also
increased the currency of African hair art, textiles, fine art, and black fashion models.

Techniques and Designs

In Africa, skills and techniques of natural hairdressing are acquired mostly by informal
apprenticeships, and infrequently by formal vocational training. The former process
remains the most prevalent. The novice gleans the skills by observing an expert hair
artist, perhaps a family member. African hair art has been slow to appear on the curricula
of vocational schools on the African continent. The problem may be attributed to
lingering colonial prejudice within some African educational institutions against the
worthiness of indigenous African art. Limited facilities and resources have also hampered
the expansion of formal training opportunities in the art. The situation is slightly different
outside the continent, where institutions in some European and North American
metropolises now offer programs in African hair art on professional courses in hair care
and cosmetology. An industry is also growing in trade journal publication, marketing
programs, exhibitions, and in the manufacture of a variety of hair care products
specifically designed for natural or processed African hair.

In many African societies, the creation of hair designs is often a collaborative process
between the artist and the client, with the enthusiastic participation of onlookers. The
execution of the design; however, ultimately depends on the shape of the client’s head,
the structure of the face, and the occasion for which the design is intended. Hairstyling
sessions often last several hours, even days, for the execution of more elaborate coiffures.
New hair designs have sometimes been created to chronicle particular historical and
political events in sculptural form. For example, Walantu Walansa, a thread-sculpted
hairstyle, was created to reflect the government’s new green revolution policy in Ghana
in 1974 (Dogbe 1991, 15). In Nigeria, Eko Bridge heralded the constitution of a famous
bridge by the same name. Other designs are visual renditions of proverbs and folktale
heroes like the monkey and Ananse (spider).

Many of the ancient styles reveal the rich history of interethnic trade, such as the
trans-Saharan caravan trade, where jewelry from distant lands became prized ornaments
for embellishing various coiffures. Elsewhere, nature and man-made technological feats
have inspired magnificent styles, such as those created by Fulani women of the western
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Sahel region, that replicate the architecture of these phenomena. Southern African and
West African women wove beads, purchased from European merchants and slave traders,
into hair ornaments to match complete body ensembles. It is possible to trace the nature
of European-African contact through a careful examination of trade goods, and industrial
castoffs, that became resources for body adornment.

Traditionally, the most basic tools required, besides the artist’s skill, to create African
hair art included a comb, some grease, a razor (if needed), and the desired accessories for
decoration. For more elaborate coiffures, thread, hair extensions, dyes, and special
ornaments may be used.

The most widespread hairdressing technique is braiding. This involves weaving three
sections of hair into strands, which may be left to cascade individually down the client’s
head, or massed up into buns, knots, or other desired styles. The woven locks can further
be cropped into short bangs, rebraided, meshed, coiled, or sculpted into magnificent
three-dimensional patterns that simulate an infinite variety of shapes such as stars,
bridges, snakes, baskets, topiaries, and brimmed hats.

Twisting achieves an effect similar to the three-strand braid, except the hair is
sectioned into single or two-fold strands that are twisted into ropelike locks. Often, braid
designs feature a combination of both the woven and twisted techniques. Many
contemporary cascading braid designs, like silky twists, dreadlocks, and kinky locks have
been greatly influenced by techniques mastered by Maasai male warriors (known as
morans), whose long history of twisting delicate braids using red ochre, animal fat, and
clay is legendary (Sagay 1983, 31).

Another variation on the twisted or three-strand braid is the technique of cornrowing,
in which hair is parted into simple or intricately shaped sections (with equal attention
paid to detail in the design created by the parted lines on the scalp), and braided in a
creeping fashion along the scalp, with or without artificial hair extensions. Braid patterns
differ significantly, depending on whether an overhand, underhand, or twisting motion is
used. The loose strands at the end of each braided section are usually decorated with
beads and ornaments, or molded into a variety of coiled, threaded, or wrapped designs.

Hair threading traditionally involves wrapping wool yarn, extra-strong mercerized
cotton, metallic, or nylon thread, tightly and evenly (or unevenly for a specific effect)
around small sections of hair. The hair becomes stiff but pliable and easily coiled or
coaxed into bold geometric shapes perched atop the crown. A late-twentieth-century
variation on threading involves wrapping shiny synthetic hair, instead of thread, around
the natural hair (also called silky locks).

Beyond their use in men’s basic grooming routines, shaving and cutting play an
important role in accentuating symmetry, definition, and intricate detail in the execution
of some sculpted hair styles for both men and women. When combined with other
techniques, varying degrees of shaving (from total hair removal to fades) focus attention
on only the highlighted parts of the cranial canvas, or on jewelry.

The increasing virtual and actual traffic of people, commerce, popular music, art, and
artists across borders continues to fuel the appeal of African hair sculpture among a wider
global audience. People of all ethnic backgrounds frequently wear African-inspired
hairstyles as a fashion statement, to mimic the styles of entertainment icons, or as a form
of cultural identification.
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BOTSWANA

Botswana is a country of 1,620,000 located in the center of southern Africa. Hot and dry,
it is landlocked and bordered by South Africa, Zimbabwe, and Namibia. Most of
Botswana’s people live in the eastern part of the country, as the rest of the country is
predominantly made up of the Kalahari Desert. Gaborone, a city of 133,000 people, is the
capital.

Botswana was first colonized by the English in 1895, and formally called the British
Protectorate of Bechuanaland. It became independent in 1966 as the Republic of
Botswana. The government is parliamentary republic and, as of 1998, President Festus
Mogae serves as head of state. Historically, Botswana had strained relations with
apartheid South Africa and Rhodesia.

Most of Botswana’s population resides in the rural areas of the country. The two major
ethnic groups are the Tswana and the Kalanga. Major languages are (Se)Tswana, English,
Khoisan dialects, Kalanga, and Herero. Approximately three-quarters of the population is
Christian and 70 percent of the adult population is literate.

In 1990, the Kuru Art and Cultural Project was formed by speakers of Khoisan who
were inspired by their community’s ancient rock paintings. The group not only received
interna-tional recognition, but also encouraged and expanded Botswana’s art scene.

In the thirty years since its independence, Botswana has achieved one of the world’s
highest economic growth rates after having been among the ten poorest countries in the
world. Such remarkable prosperity is due, in part, to rapid expansion of mining of nickel,
copper, and cobalt. It is also one of the world’s leading producers of diamonds. Botswana
has fostered its tourism industry, as it is renowned for its beautiful scenery and abundant
wildlife. Chobe National Park is one of the country’s game parks and home to the world’s
largest elephant herds. This growing tourism industry, as well as a successful commercial
agriculture industry (dominated by livestock), have also aided the economic success of
the country.

JENNIFER JOYCE
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BRAZIL

See Diaspora; Religions: Afro-Brazilian Religions

BURKINA FASO

Located in western Africa, Burkina Faso is a landlocked country of approximately
12,060,000 people who are of the Mossi, Gurunsi, Senufo, Lobi, Bobo, Mande, and
Fulani ethnic groups. Burkina Faso, neighbored by Mali, Niger, Benin, Togo, Ghana, and
Cote D’lvoire, has a climate that ranges from tropical to arid. Nearly 50 percent of the
people speak Mossi, with Senufo, Fula, Bobo, Mande, Gurunsi, and Lobi being the
nation’s other most commonly spoken languages; French is the official language. Half of
the population is Muslim, 40 percent practice traditional indigenous religions, and 10
percent are Christian. Ouagadougou, the nation’s capital, is also its largest city, with
442,000 inhabitants.

In the early fourteenth century, the first Mossi kingdom was established in the area of
what is now Burkina Faso. This kingdom survived for almost six hundred years when, in
1896, the French withstood Mossi resistance and claimed the territory as the “Republic of
Upper Volta.” When French colonial rule finally ended on August 5, 1960, the nation’s
name was changed to Burkina Faso. After leading a coup in 1983, Captain Thomas
Sankara became head of state and was widely respected throughout West Africa;
however, he was assassinated during another coup in 1987.

Unfortunately, in the years since independence, the country has suffered from severe
drought, which has damaged the largely agricultural economy. In the 1990s, however, the
nation’s economy has benefited from a slight annual growth rate. Burkina Faso’s natural
resources include manganese, limestone, marble, gold, uranium, bauxite, and copper,
while agricultural production revolves around millet, sorghum, corn, rice, livestock,
peanuts, shea nuts, sugarcane, cotton, and sesame. The country’s principle industries and
sources of revenue are agricultural processing, brewing, and light industry. Tragically,
adult literacy in Burkina Faso is only 19 percent, which is the second lowest in the world.

Burkina Faso has produced many of Africa’s filmmakers. The government has
nationalized its movie theaters and strongly encourages the showing of films by African
directors. Ouagadougou is the home to the biannual Pan-African Film Festival, which has
been a strong force in the development of the African film industry for several decades.

JENNIFER JOYCE
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BURUNDI

Burundi is one of the smallest and most crowded countries in Africa, with a population of
nearly 7 million peoples living in 27,834 square miles. Bujumbura is the country’s capital
and largest city. Burundi lies just south of the equator in east central Africa. It is
neighbored by Rwanda, Tanzania, and the Democratic Republic of Congo. Its climate is
cool and pleasant, as it is a rather mountainous country. Burundi’s population is
predominantly Hutu (83%), while 15 percent is Tutsi. The remaining 2 percent is made
up of the Twa and other groups. The major languages spoken are Kirundi, French, and
Kiswahili. Over half of Burundi’s people are Christian, while 32 percent are practice
traditional indigenous religions. Approximately 1 percent are Muslim.

After many years of colonization, Burundi won its independence on July 1, 1962, and
formed its own republic state. The history of Burundi is one of a people deeply divided.
In 1993, the murder of the only democratically elected president Melchior Ndadye, killed
only a few months after taking office, sparked vast interethnic violence. In 1994, the
presidents of both Burundi and Rwanda were killed. Another period of violence followed
and more than 150,000 were killed as a result.

In addition to the country’s cycles of violence, the nation’s development has been
further hampered by population pressure and geographical isolation. Burundi
consequently remains one of the poorest countries in the world. Burundi’s natural
resources consist of nickel, uranium, cobalt, copper, platinum, coffee, tea, and cotton. Its
economy is primarily agricultural.

JENNIFER JOYCE
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C

CALL-AND-RESPONSE

See Dialogic Performances: Call-and-Response in African Narrating

CALLAWAY, BISHOP HENRY H. (1817-
1890)

Edward Tylor, the “father of anthropology,” personally supported his research and Paul
Radin once asserted that he had “laid the foundations for the scientific study of native
African religion and folklore” (1970, 1). Nevertheless, one hardly encounters the name of
this extraordinary Anglican missionary, Bishop Henry Callaway, at all any longer.

Born in Lymington, England, in 1817, Henry Callaway always wanted to be a minister
in the Church of England; but spiritual doubts led him to the Quakers. By 1844 he had
become qualified to practice medicine and he married in a Quaker ceremony the next
year. The loss of his first two children to illness surely increased his questioning of
organized religion. In 1853 he left the Quakers and rejoined the Church of England. The
following year he departed for Durban to began his missionary work.

Callaway immediately began recording Zulu customs and language with his primary
translator and informat, Umpengula (Benham 1896, 77). He soon had amassed hundreds
of pages of data and published A Kaffir’s Autobiography in 1861. Callaway’s first major
academic contribution was Nursery Tales, Traditions, and Histories of the Zulus (1868).
In his introduction, Callaway observed that these tales were a means of “discovering what
was the character of the mind of the people.”

In addition to noting the importance of the Zulu narratives themselves, Callaway also
contributed the rigor of his fieldwork, the recognition of the indigenous perspective, and
the value of original language texts. Although any collection of texts made over one
hundred years ago has intrinsic value, Callaway’s research techniques are especially
impressive. His initial motivation in learning Zulu may have been to translate Christian
prayers and psalms, but his work took him far beyond this. Callaway’s insistence on
publishing parallel Zulu and English texts provides an invaluable record for today’s
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scholars. In fact, it is still a struggle to get indigenous texts published today. He
anticipated recognition of the value of studying personal narratives.

Another noteworthy contribution by Callaway was the recognition of the importance
of good informants and his care in authenticating the recorded accounts. In his journal of
1860, he wrote, “It is very important whilst tracing out their [Zulu] traditions to be
careful not to mingle with them suggestions of our own, or thoughts which they have
already had suggested to them by others” (Benham 1896, 225). From the preface to his
collection of Zulu narratives:

A native is requested to tell a tale; and to tell it exactly as he would tell it
to a child or a friend; and what he says is faithfully written down...What
has been thus written can be read to the native who dictated it; corrections
be made; explanations be obtained; doubtful points be submitted to other
natives; and it can be subjected to any amount of analysis the writer may
think fit to make.

It is at this analytical stage that Callaway loses contemporary scholars because he sought
to establish universal associations for these tales, a goal which fit the cultural evolutionist
paradigm of the time. His few footnotes always present assumed parallels with European
and Asian “fairy tales.” Nevertheless, the rigor and consideration he advised remain as
excellent guides for fieldworkers today. In fact, his commentary never reveals the
disparaging observations characteristic of his contemporary, the missionary Henri Junod.

Callaway’s most important work, The Religious System of the Amazulu, was published
in 1870. Surely his assertion that the people had “a well-defined religious system” was a
unique position, especially for an Anglican missionary at the end of the nineteenth
century. This work was to include four sections covering traditions of creation, ancestor
worship, divination, and “medical magic,” and witchcraft. As with his folklore volume,
Callaway presents his informants’ accounts verbatim in Zulu with parallel English
translations and only occasional footnotes.

A vyear later, Callaway offered an analysis of divination in which, as a nineteenth-
century religious “man of science,” he sought to understand human spirituality in its
broadest sense. Callaway asserted that “there is a power of clairvoyance, naturally
belonging to the human mind, or, in the words of a native [Zulu] speaking on this subject,
There is something which is divination within man’” (1871-1872, 165, 168-69). This
perspective was not well received at the Royal Anthropological Institute and, despite
Edward Tylor’s support, Callaway never received funds to complete publication of the
fourth section of his Religious System of the Amazulu. He returned to South Africa and
became the Bishop of Kaffraria, but he conducted no further folklore research. Il health
forced his retirement to Devon, England, in 1887, where he died in 1890.

Clearly, Callaway struggled with his personal religious beliefs and scientific training
throughout his life, but his goals were always humanitarian. While he may not have
achieved personal peace, in the end he left a priceless record of Zulu personal narratives,
tales, and historical records in their own language.
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CAMEROON (UNITED REPUBLIC OF
CAMEROON)

Cameroon is a country on the western coast of central Africa, neighboring Nigeria, Chad,
Central African Republic, Congo, Gabon, and Equatorial Guinea. The country’s climate
ranges from tropical to semiarid. Slightly larger than California, Cameroon has a
population of around 15 million. Its capital and largest city is Yaounde. Thirty-one
percent of the country’s population is Cameroonian Highlander, 19 percent is Equatorial
Bantu, 11 percent is Kirdi, 10 percent is Fulani, and the remaining 29 percent is made up
of various smaller groups. The major indigenous languages are Fulani, Ewondo, Duala,
Bamelike, Bassa, and Bali, with English and French being the official languages of the
state. Over half of the population practice traditional indigenous religions, 33 percent are
Christian (mostly Roman Catholic), and 16 percent are Muslim.

During its long history of colonization, Cameroon was ruled by Germans (who lost
their territory after World War 1), British, and French until the nation finally won its
independence on January 1, 1960. Actually, British Southern Cameroon gained its
independence a year later and joined the former French Cameroon, while British
Northern Cameroon joined Nigeria. Unfortunately, the country has been plagued by
political turmoil since its independence. In 1992, however, the country held its first
multiparty elections after twenty-five years of a single-party rule, but there has been little
change in the government policies of President Biya. Tragically, Cameroon is ranked as
one of the most corrupt nations in the world and has a poor human rights record. Further
troubles exist in ongoing border dispute with Nigeria about their shared coastal areas.

Cameroon’s major industries and sources of revenue are timber, oil, coffee, cocoa,
cotton, bananas, peanuts, and tea. It does seem to be recovering from the economic
problems of the 1990s. Cameroon used to have a literacy rate of 76 percent, the highest in
Africa, until the World Bank forced the country to abandon its free primary education
program; the rate has now dropped to 63 percent. Nevertheless, the country is trying to
maintain its extensive educational system with seven universities, thirty-three teacher’s
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training colleges, and a dozen different institutes for specialist training. Another bright
spot is its successful national soccer team, which won the gold medal at the 2000
Olympics, and has competed in the World Cup in 1982, 1990, 1994, 1998, and 2002.
Cameroon’s Korup rain forest is soon to be a national park, as it was recently discovered
to contain more than 42,000 trees, including seventeen tree species than had never before
been described.

The ancient kingdoms of the highlands, such as the Bamileke and Bamum, have long
been recognized for their spectacular royal architecture and arts such as elaborate beaded
masks, sculptures and thrones. Coastal peoples have large canoes with carved
decorations.

JENNIFER JOYCE

CAPE VERDE (REPUBLIC OF CAPE
VERDE)

Located off the west coast of Africa, Cape Verde is a temperate archipelago of ten islands
inhabited by some 437,000 people. Praia, a city of 37,670 is the nation’s capital. Seventy-
one percent of Cape Verde’s population is Creole, 28 percent is African, and 1 percent is
European. The two major languages spoken on the islands are Portuguese and Kriolu
(Crioulo or Creole). The majority of Cape Verdeans are Catholic (80 percent), while the
remaining population practice traditional indigenous religions. Most of the islanders are
descendants of the Portuguese settlers and African slaves. The blending of these two
cultural groups formed the basis for the Cape Verdean Kriolu language.

Portugal ruled these islands for nearly five hundred years but after a fierce liberation
struggle for many years, Cape Verde gained its independence on July 5, 1975. After
fifteen years of single-party rule, Cape Verde adopted a new constitution and
reimplemented a multiparty system. Unfortunately, such changes have not solved the
country’s economic woes. Environmental erosion, drought, and an underdeveloped
economy have plagued Cape Verde since independence. Only 15 percent of the land is
suitable for cultivation and the country is consequently unable to become self-sufficient
in food production. What little agriculture there is produces corn, beans, manioc, sweet
potatoes, and bananas. Textiles have been a successful industry, while fishing has
potential to become a great source of revenue for the country.

The Cape Verdean Kriolu culture has a vibrant literary and musical tradition and Cape
Verdean bands have become relatively popular on an international level. Local drama,
poetry, and music are also broadcast on the national television service. Their spectacular
festivals and Cesaria Evora, one of their most popular singers, have become known
throughout the world.

JENNIFER JOYCE
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CARDINAL DIRECTIONS

A cardinal direction is a pivotal line or course along which persons or things move. An
object is pivotal if a related part rotates around it or if it determines an effect. A direction,
for its part, is an act of management and guidance or a line leading to a place or point.
Cardinal directions, as the meanings of the term’s constituent parts suggest, are at once
among the products and the producers of culture. Cultural forms and practices from
across Africa and the African diaspora help clarify the nature of this dialectic.

Historical Developments

In cultures around the world, cardinal directions have figured prominently in navigating
the oceans and land routes, locating objects in referential practice, and addressing
ancestors, gods, and spirits. It is widely assumed that relatively early in human history,
cardinal directions were determined through such means as the rising and setting of the
sun and moon, seaward and landward paths, the course of rivers, and the movement of
the stars. Tied to many of these movements and positions, flora also signified direction.
In regions of North America, for example, bark grows thicker and its folds run deeper on
the north and west side of numerous tree species. Also, the branches of these same trees
tend to be thicker on the south and east side while their roots grow vertically to the east of
the tree.

Over time, key directions were given material form: crosses, circles, diamonds, and an
array of intersecting lines were chiseled into rock, cut into skin, carved into wood, and
woven into a host of oral cultural forms. Early Asian and Middle Eastern societies were
highly sophisticated with regard to this inscription process. Near 2500 BCE, Babylonian
astrologers charting star movements sketched a 360-degree circle in the sky, giving 30
degrees to each of their twelve constellations. At around the same time, Chinese
inventors constructed the first magnetic compass. It was discovered that magnetite (or,
lodestone), placed on wood and floated in water, reliably pointed due south (actually, the
earth’s magnetic north and a point halfway between sunrise and sunset).

It was around 1000 CE that the Chinese compass was introduced to Europeans,
initiating a process that would have profound import for world history. In the fourteenth
century, the Portuguese map maker Pedro Reinel drew the first thirty-two point compass
rose. Originally called a wind rose, this diagram was typically inscribed on maps and
nautical charts and depicted the eight major winds, the eight half winds, and the sixteen
quarter winds. In contemporary terms, these thirty-two directions map the cardinal points
along with the primary, secondary, and “tertiary” intercardinal points. Today’s
standardized cardinal points include north (0/360 degrees), east (90 degrees), south (180
degrees), and west (270 degrees). Of significance is the fact that Reinel first drew his
compass rose on a map of West Africa. Suffice it to say here that advances in navigation
were intimately linked to the context of trade expansion and a host of colonial ambitions.



African folklore 88

Cartographic Perspectives

Cartography has been usefully described as a key facet of any “general history of
communication about space” (Harley 1987 I, 1). David Woodward and G. Malcolm
Lewis (1998) distinguish three broad foci of cartography: material cartography,
performance cartography, and cognitive cartography. It is the intersection of each of these
categories that will be the focus of much of the present essay.

Mental maps, a term widely used in much cognitive cartography, can be employed to
designate mental representations of key human spatial ideas. Consider the example of the
“cardinal direction cross” (two intersecting lines with terminal points marked N, S, E,
W). How might such a mental representation form? For centuries now, material signs
such as the cardinal direction cross have been an important part of human “surrogate
reasoning,” that is, problem solving employing “external” aids such as the calculator,
pen, compass, or diagram. Over time, the cross was constructed as a “mental surrogate”
(Barwise and Shimojima 1995) which, throughout the process of its construction,
invested place with novel meanings (performance), while being invested itself and
articulated with other meaning systems such as corporeal schemata, language, and a host
of material objects.

This dialectic between cognitive, performative, and material representations is, of
course, at work in many African cultural forms and practices. Consider the example of
the aduno kine (life of the world), a Dogon rock painting found on the Bandiagara
escarpment in Mali. In this painting, the cardinal directions cross forms the arms and
torso of the universal order while two ellipses at the head and legs signify celestial and
terrestrial placentae. Marcel Griaule (1949) demonstrates that this generative image
became the architectural basis for “village” layout, individual residences, hearth spaces,
the organization of agricultural fields, weaving designs, and even gendered sleep patterns.
Similarly, in rock paintings of a Dogon creation myth, the cardinal direction cross—this
time with a circle at its center—represents the god Amma, who, in creating the earth,
threw a ball of clay which expanded in four directions—the top being north and the
bottom being south. The same representation of the cardinal directions is also found in
the kanaga mask and sanctuary wall drawings (Griaule and Dieterien 1951).

Cardinal directions also figure prominently in the Bakongo tendwa kia nza-n’kongo
(the four moments of the sun). Here, the corner points of diamond and cross shapes
signify the sun’s travel through four stations—dawn, noon, sunset, and midnight.
Variations on the Bakongo design are also found in Kongo funerary art from the
Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) and rock paintings from Angola (Thompson
and Cornet 1981). The Tabwa people of the DRC have a variety of aids for the telling and
remembering of myths and oral histories. One example is the incisions on the skin of
initiates to the Butwa society that tell of the migration of mythic and ancestral figures. A
V-shaped line on a society member’s back intersected by a second line running up the
spine distinguish east from west and mirrors the path of the Milky Way and Orion’s Belt
(Woodward and Lewis 1998). Finally, Tabwa “villages” are generally plotted in a north-
south orientation (Roberts 1988). Each of the cultures mentioned above worked with the
skies in imagining the cardinal directions.
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Little has been said thus far about the semiotic dimension of the cardinal direction
cross. The cross is what Charles Saunders Peirce defined as a diagram. Peirce’s threefold
division of signs includes signs related to their object by convention (symbol), by
existential connection (index), or by resemblance (icon). Hypo-icons are signs based on
iconicity but that also exhibit indexical and/or symbolic features. There are three types of
hypo-icons: images, metaphors, and diagrams (for an important discussion of the primary
components of the diagram see Blackwell and Engelhardt 2001). In most definitions, the
diagram is noted for the efficiency of information processing it enables.

Language is a particularly useful place to look at the dialectic between cognitive
frameworks and performance. Consider a long-term project being carried out by the
Language and Cognition section of the Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics. The
project engages ethnographic work in some twelve cultures and spans at least ten years.
One of the major contentions of the group is the existence and importance of covariation
between categories of spatial reference and nonlinguistic conceptualizations—a
contention in dialogue with the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis (see Lucy 1992). Stephen
Levinson and his colleagues (2002), drawing from the Institute’s work with an array of
cultures, argues that there are at least three broad spatial coordinate systems used in
languages: (1) the “relative” frame in which objects are located via subject-centered
points of the corporeal field (left/ right, back/front)—example: The tomato is to the left of
the apple (subject’s view); (2) the “intrinsic” frame wherein objectcentered coordinates
focus on the object’s intrinsic facets—example: The tomato is at the apple’s side; and (3)
the “absolute” frame in which objects are referred to with regard to their position in
relation to fixed cardinal directions—example: The tomato is to the south of the apple.
Lucy (1998) and Haviland (1998) provide important refinements of these distinctions.
Working with the distinctions, it stands to reason that Bantu Kgalagadi speakers, who
operate with a mixture of relative and absolute frames (Levinson et. al. 2002), maintain a
substantively different orientation to the world than English speakers who rely on a
mixture of intrinsic and relative frames (the latter being dominant).

Bodily Center, Social Body

Necessary to any discussion of cardinal directions is the notion of a center. Many cultures
consider the center to be an invariant “cardinal place” (Hanks 1990). Also widespread is
the idea of a “moving center” (or a “bodily space” Hank 1990, 90) based on the corporeal
field. Examples of this “moving center” include the fitula or ceremonial candelabra from
Mali. The fitula is placed in the ground at the center of ceremonial performances.
Diverted from the central axis of the candelabra are four stems reaching toward the four
cardinal directions and supporting a total of twenty-eight oil cups (Prussin 2002, image
2004). Among the Fulbe of Mali there exists a woman’s hairstyle that features five sets of
beads arranged in concentric circles around a center point (the “axis of personal space”
Prussin 2002, image 1994). The Taureg tamakeit from Mauritania also illustrates the
bodily center. This central pole and primary wooden supports of the Taureg tent serves to
establish a gendered locale (Prussin 2002, image 1993A).

The cultural forms and practices of the Ga people of Ghana make frequent reference to
a center cardinal place. Dzeng kodzii enumo is the phrase used to refer to the four cardinal
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directions while dzeng teng refers to the middle of the world (Kilson 1971:74). The ritual
hair style of Ga mediums known as the kukuru consists of five braided “cones” whose
positioning reproduces Ga conceptions of the four cardinal directions and a center. The
ritual brooms of Ga priests are also fashioned after the same conceptions.

While individual bodily space is often at the core of the notion of the “moving center,”
the social body is of equal import in African cultures. In southern and northern central
Africa, concern with life, death, afterlife, and community inform many burial practices.
Some 20,000 years ago, ancestors of the San residing in what is now Botswana and in the
Kalahari Desert of Southern Africa buried their dead facing east with knees tied close to
the chest (fetal position). From around 1700 BCE, Nubian cultures in what is now Sudan
buried their dead in round graves, set in a fetal position with the head facing east. Further
south, near the site of Ancient Kerma (2400-2050 BCE), bodies were laid in narrow,
circular graves, covered with leather sheets, and contracted into the fetal position—again
with the head facing east. Charles Bonnet suggests that such an eastward-facing
positioning of the head was a “rule obeyed in all the necropolises right to the end of the
kingdom’s [Kerma] history” (1997, 90). Finally, King Piy (747-716), who was buried
with his ancestors beneath a pyramid at Kurru, provided burial accommodations for four
of his horses. The animals were entered standing and facing east. In many of the ancient
upper and lower Nile river valley cultures, the east represented the place from which
emerged newly forged creation. The passage from death to life was a process of
remolding or reformulation. Like Khoprer (“the Becoming One”) from the mythology of
the Egyptian Old Kingdom, whose representation is that of the scarab beetle pushing its
eggs encased in a ball of its own dung, the rising of the sun in the east is one of the
ultimate acts of creation. Death and loss in the social body is balanced by an anticipated
generation of novel forms.

Hybrid Cartographies

The very flexible cognitive structures and cultural practices around the world are the
result of long-standing streams of human exchanges (Gupta and Ferguson 1992). These
exchanges also cross temporal boundaries. African cultural forms and practices, for
example, have made their way off the continent and combined with non-African religious
practices to form unique hybrids. For example, Yoruba beliefs and ritual practices have
combined with biblical texts and Christian liturgy in the Celestial Church of Christ.
Founded in 1947 by the Nigerian-born Samuel Oschoffa, the church boasts some 3
million members who are scattered from the United States and Canada to Europe and
from Togo and Cote d’Ivoire to Senegal (Adogame 1998). The actual site of worship for
church members is considered to be sacred ritual space. The Holy Spirit is believed to
manifest itself in the four archangels positioned at the four cardinal directions. Church
members pray while facing the cardinal directions. The Archangel Michael, located at the
east, holds the ida, or spiritual sword and is the dominant of the four angels. Gabriel, at
the west, is the angel of blessing. Raphael, the angel of health, is located at the south,
while Uriel presides over the north and oversees gift giving and receiving.

Haitian vodou is a complex “agglomeration” involving: (1) Kongo symbolism, Fon
and Yoruba beliefs, and Yoruba alters (all these brought to the island by coastal,
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northwestern and central African slaves in the early 1500s); (2) beliefs of indigenous
South American Indians; and (3) Catholicism—originally introduced by colonizing
Spanish and French forces (Barris 2000). The notion of vodou itself is often interpreted to
name intermediary powers, unexplained natural forces, and gods. In this conception,
voodoo are associated with ancestral objects and they wield total control of the cardinal
directions on earth.

Finally, uncovered in New York City (lower Manhattan) in 1991, is a site now called
the New York City African Burial Ground. Throughout much of the eighteenth century,
the site was occupied by freed and enslaved African peoples. Thought to be buried in the
area (stacked three deep in some locations), are 10,000 to 20,000 people—most of them
laid to rest facing east (Frohne 2000). Artists Houston Conwill, Joseph DePace, and
Estella Conwill Majozo recently collaborated on an instillation entitled The New Ring
Shout. A 40-foot diagram constructed of brass and terrazzo, the work is built into the
floor of the central rotunda of the 290 Broadway Building (the “290 Building” was
erected virtually atop the burial ground). In a series of bold acts of insensitivity, planners
and laborers on the thirty-four-story building poured concrete on graves, damaged grave
sites, and destroyed collected remains. The commemorative work, The New Ring Shout,
draws heavily upon BaKongo cosmology and the yowa cross, a representation of, among
other things, the movement of the sun through its four stations (see MacGaffey 1983).

Emerging from bodily orientation and celestial movements, then represented in a host
of material forms, cardinal directions solidify into cognitive schemata. At the same time,
cardinal direction image-schemata, when put into practice via various forms of
navigation, spatial reference, and object formation, themselves reconfigure the corporeal
field, semantic relations, locales and pathways, and social relations.
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CARIBBEAN VERBAL ARTS

Between 1519 and 1867, approximately 5 million African slaves arrived in the Caribbean
and the Guyanas. European observers of Caribbean life during this period commented on
the constant chatter of the enslaved and their love for formal speech. These behaviors
stemmed from African cultural sources: the reliance on orality rather than literacy; the
grounding of community in constant acknowledgment of the presence of other humans;
and the high incidence of formality in social interaction within markedly hierarchical
societies.

Far less hierarchical social relations have since evolved in the Caribbean, primary
hierarchical principles in the Caribbean hav-ing historically been bound up with skin-
color differentials. The inclination to formality in speech has, therefore, not survived the
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social leveling produced by the demographic preponderance of dark-skinned peoples in
the region, the ongoing collapse of color and class rigidities, and the democratization
engineered by educational access and communication technology. In Caribbean
discourse, little privilege is given to considerations of age or ethnicity, while persistence
and volume assure the speaker a listenership. Residual formal speech has, in the twentieth
century, been confined to masquerade styles, such as in the Grenada and Trinidad Pierrot
Grenade, or to peasant weddings and festivals in the Anglophone territories of St.
Vincent, St. Kitts, Jamaica, Guyana, Trinidad, and Barbados. The hallmark of such
speech was the use of polysyllabic words and Latin phrases, some of them neologisms,
some contextually misapplied. Another genre of masquerade speechifying is robber talk,
grandiloquent boasts performed by the “robber” at the traditional Trinidad carnival.

Another traditional verbal skill, particularly among males, has been the composition of
rhymed couplets. Although this practice seems currently confined to popular lyrics in
Jamaican dancehall music, it was previously a verbal game at which males in barbershops
and other leisure locations competed for supremacy. In a similarly competitive vein,
parallel or opposing proverbs are traded at wakes in Guyana villages during sessions.
Proverbs have been a dominant device incorporated into the narrative and analytic
commentaries of Caribbean peoples. Proverbs derive from the Bible, and from Europe by
way of education, but the majority are African derived in sentiment, their reliance on
animal references, and their metaphoric format.

Hostile Verbal Exchanges

Hostile verbal exchanges may win an appreciative audience response because the
exchanges constitute an exhibition of appropriate proverbs. Another memorable device in
verbal abuse is the outlandish simile. The formulaic themes of these heated exchanges
include accusations of ugliness, unhygienic personal habits, and poverty. Many relate to
sexual promiscuity, deviance, ineffectiveness, and infertility. Quarreling or telling off is a
more issue-focused type of verbal aggression, for which an audience may not be an
essential element. In either of these confrontations, the “setup” or “suck-teeth” may
occur. This is an indrawn fricative through clenched teeth and slightly parted lips either
pouted or laterally lengthened. It is a provocative sign of scorn and disrespect. The body
language of confrontation involves placing the hand akimbo, thumping of the outthrust
chest, pointing of the index finger into the face of the interlocutor, raising of the dress and
exposure of the behind, and the exaggerated flinging of one hand away from the body.
The female embellishment to this last gesture may include walking away from the
interlocutor with a slow, exaggerated swing of the hips and buttocks.

Another hostile verbal device is called a drop word or throw word. This employs
indirection, but while its meaning is not shrouded as in a proverb, the addressee is not the
obvious interlocutor. The latter is merely the medium to whom the remark is addressed,
but within the earshot of the intended recipient. Then there are the direct remarks meant
to embarrass the addressee, to tease as in a joking relationship, or to flatter. Each island
has a slate of terms for these speech forms, with Trinidad being noteworthy in this regard.
There, the term picong refers to a coded remark which is said in jest, but which contains
the germ of a deprecating truth.
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Folktales

Wakes continue to be occasions for the narration of folktales in rural areas of the
Caribbean. Folktales were also traditionally recounted on moonlight nights on house
verandahs and steps. In Jamaica, Grenada, St. Lucia, and Dominica, riddle sessions may
precede the recounting of tales, and riddles can be posed in casual adult gatherings and
among schoolchildren. In the francophone-influenced Eastern Caribbean, riddles are
known as tim-tim, based on the exclamatory announcement of a riddle session: “Tim,
tim,” the riddle-giver cries, to which the listeners shout, “Bwa shess!” (Dry wood).

The tales which follow the riddle warm-up session derive from Europe, and in large
part from Africa; dilemma tales, duppy (ghost) stories, wonder-child and monster stories
form part of the repertoire, but trickster tales predominate. The trickster may be the Akan
spider Anansi, after whom the folktales are generically named, the Senegambian rabbit-
sized antelope variously called Rabbit or Hare, or the Yoruba tortoise. The trickster is
called Malice in Haiti, his dupe being Bouki, the Wolof term for hyena. Among other
dupes are Tiger, Elephant, Alligator, Dog, and Monkey. The Jamaican Big Boy character
in tales called after him is a combination of trickster, dunce, and wordmagician. Some
folktales still contain songs, sometimes cryptic, in which the audience participates, while
narrative devices include the use of onomatopoeia and ideophones, hand and facial
gestures, and opening and/or closing devices. Among closing formulae is Jamaica’s:
“Jack Mandora, me no choose none,” an apparent disclaimer on the part of the narrator
for having told the fiction, and the Eastern Caribbean’s: “The wire ben’, the story en’” or
“Crick crack, Monkey break he back.” In fact, “crick crack” is one of the main opening
formulae in the eastern Caribbean, the r/conteur throwing out the first word and the
audience replying with the second. This call-and-response device is repeated at intervals
throughout the narrative.

It is only among the declining group of Amerindians that creation narratives are to be
found, and only among Maroons, descendants of runaway slaves in Surinam and Jamaica,
that the germs of potential epic narrative can be discerned in the recall of community
founders, migration treks, and mythically stated rationalizations of their special
relationships with other groups. In Indian communities within Guyana and Trinidad,
there is a storytelling tradition centered around royal personages, public officials, and
Hindu deities. Indeed, the main dramatic production of Hindu communities there is the
staging of the Ramleela, based on the holy text, the Ramayana, in which Lord Ram
liberates the cosmos from the forces of chaos by rescuing his wife Sita from her abductor,
the demon king Ravana, with the aid of the monkey god, Hanuman. The African parallels
to this sacred lore lie in the tradition of religious narratives about Yoruba orisha or
divinities worshiped in religions such as Cuba’s regla de ocha or santeria, and Bahia’s
candomble in Brazil. The orisha religion is practiced in Trinidad, but the corpus of divine
narratives has been lost, although a large number of chants in the Yoruba language is still
in use, the meanings of which are unclear to their singers, but which, when decoded, in
large part relate to the submerged narrative corpus. These chants function to call the
deities into religious ceremonies and to accompany the dances that form an integral part
of the ceremonial. Given the social and religious restrictions historically imposed on non-
Christian religions in the Caribbean, a number of residual Yoruba secular songs, like
dirges and marriage songs, have been absorbed into this corpus of chants in both Cuba
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and Trinidad. Some chants form part of liturgical antiphonies and are unaccompanied by
the drum, which is integral to the performance of the majority of the sacred songs.

Call-and-Response Mechanisms

Traditional folk melodies are short and repetitive, with call-and-response patterning being
basic to many Caribbean song, instrumental, and performance styles. Even in
conversation, it is normal for the listener to underline the speaker’s discourse by uttering
“ok,” “yes,” or vocables to signal that the hearer is comprehending, and that the personal
interaction is taking place. Apart from the structural principle of antiphony, whether of
lead-singer and chorus, or alternating pitch sequences, another structural device is rhyme,
either of consecutive or alternating lines. In addition, even or near-even syllable quantity
appears to be one of the structural properties of blocks of lines or breath-groups in
calypso and dancehall songs.

It is still possible to detect the melodic and rhythmic legacies of Akan, Fon, Yoruba,
and Central African musical traditions in Caribbean folksongs, along with those from
France, Spain, Portugal, and England.

Although call-and-response mechanisms and choruses make for regularity, stock
melodic phrases and rhythmic patterns may also constitute formulaic structures that allow
new songs to be formed. This was the manner in which the stock of traditional folksongs
was replenished. The methodology is still revived in extempore calypso composition in
Trinidad where performers utilize a narrow range of melodies, and in the reggae and
dancehall song genres in Jamaica where various rhythmic sequences become attractive to
other singers, who exploit the effectiveness of these established rhythms in creating new
songs.

Popular Songs

Thematically, Caribbean popular song has focused on social commentary and complaint,
exaltation of the song genre itself, incitement to dance and sexual activity, boasts, and
celebration of spiritual forces. Under the influence of European and North American song
traditions, some singers also treat romantic love, but the treatment of love in the
indigenous tradition has been male centered in its predatory and misogynist inclinations.
On the other hand, the sentimental Arabic treatment of love as passed through the
Spanish tradition, together with the high demographic presence of whites in Spanish
Caribbean populations, have meant that the theme of romantic love has continued to be
vigorous in the Hispanophone Caribbean.

With the increase in quality and variety of audiovisual technologies, contemporary
Caribbean song genres enjoy strong local, regional, and in some cases, international
popularity. Song types such as Haitian kompa, St. Lucian kadance, Guadeloupean and
Martinican zouk, Jamaican reggae, and Trinidadian soca are outgrowths of traditional
song types, both sacred and secular, now blended with musical influences from
contemporary India, Africa, Europe, North and Latin America. Meanwhile, the spread of
rural electrification and easy access to radio, television and cable, the wide diffusion of
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CDs, VCRs, and DVDs, have made formidable inroads into the popularity of traditional
genres such as storytelling and proverbs. On the other hand, storytellers are reviving the
art of live narrative, creating new tales based on contemporary experiences, utilizing
older tales and themes, and performing in new settings such as libraries, fairs, and indoor
concerts. For their part, poets, dramatists, and novelists are turning to the language styles
of the speech culture to derive events, tropes, and structures for their contemporary
artistic work.
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CARNIVALS AND AFRICAN
AMERICAN CULTURES

In the late twentieth century, carnivals in the Americas are characterized by an organized
procession of costumed participants, music, a limited time span, a beginning and an end,
an organized program of activity, a set of performers, an audience, and a place and
occasion for the performance. National governments, cultural agencies, and private
industry most often are the sponsors of carnival activities and prizes. The timing of
carnival as well as the specific names of each country’s celebrations fluctuate with
national interests and religious heritage. In Trinidad and New Orleans, historically
influenced by French Catholic colonization, carnival is celebrated during the week before
Ash Wednesday. So as not to conflict with other celebrations in the New York
metropolitan area, the parade is held on Labor Day weekend in Brooklyn. In Jamaica and
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the Bahamas, as a result of British colonial calendric festivities, carnival occurs during
the Christmas-New Year holiday. In Santiago de Cuba and Loiza, Puerto Rico, carnival
corresponds with the day honoring Saint Santiago, the patron of those cities, July 26.

African Heritage

The thousands of people who participate in carnival are as varied as the celebrations
themselves. Yet at the core of most of these celebrations is a presence and aesthetic
formed by the African heritage in the Americas. This African heritage is manifested in
different ways. In addition to the obvious continuity of specific masquerading forms and
styles, there is the broad tradition of parading in large groups, comprised of musicians,
masqueraders, and singers. There are also organizational features that demonstrate
African traditions. Some participants have inherited the right to perform, such as
members of Afro-Cuban cabildos (mutual aid/religious societies). Others belong to
neighborhood associations like the black Mardi Gras Indian tribes of New Orleans. Still
others join carnival groups that are open to the public based on a payment of fees, like the
mas (masquerade) bands of Trinidad. Many of these cultural organizations are predicated
on ethnic identity and thus the public display of identity during carnival often counters
and moves toward the nationalization of culture, which most carnivals today represent.

For example, membership in the Cabildo Carabali Isuama of Santiago de Cubas
initially was determined by African nation of origin. Historically, the cabildo functioned
as a condensed monarchy, which exerted authority over the membership and the
community. In Santiago some more famous cabildo members were also freedom fighters
during the Ten Years War and the War of Independence, ending in 1898. In public
performance today, the authority of the cabildo hierarchy is comprehensible to all
members of the society. There is no hidden subtext here; cabildo royalty is authority.
Even though cabildo costumes imitate European courtly dress, rank, and authority are not
being imitated per se, but rather the Afro-Cubans have appropriated a form or style in an
attempt to dominate it. By retaining the regalia of the courtly entourage and performing
in carnival, cabildo members assert their continued presence and perhaps subversive
authority in Cuban society today, for cabildo authority may challenge government
authority. In fact, these carnival performances may provide one means for the survival of
Afro-Cuban heritage in contemporary Cuba. In a parallel carnival tradition, the courtly
entourage in Jamaican Jonkonnu may seem to be an evocation of a superficially British
style, but the underlying aesthetic and performance rules appear to be African-Jamaican,
the result of a complex interwoven history. The form is British, but the assemblage
aesthetic and the dance patterns are profoundly African derived.

Modern Elements

At the other end of the performance spectrum are new elements which are continually
incorporated into carnival performances. In Cuba, it is assumed that carnival will include
floats with dancing women, but in 1989 the crowd was quietly spellbound at 2 A.M.
when fifteen Afro-Cuban boys performed a moonwalk. Both the break dancing and the
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moonwalk were performed by males between the ages of twelve and eighteen. Through
aesthetic competition they were expressing publicly their participation in a broader world
culture of young black youth and their competency in a non-indigenous cultural
expression.

Costumes

Carnivals in the African Americas exhibit an enormous variety of traditions, yet
individual eclecticism fits into a relatively standardized norm for each national carnival
tradition. One of the best ways to understand this twentieth-century hybridity is by a
small case study of carnival costumes. In many cases there are rather strict rules
governing costume design. For instance, in the Bahamas, all costumes are made from cut
and fringed crepe paper molded with wire and pasted onto a cardboard frame. In Trinidad
band leaders and designers meet well in advance of the pre-Lenten celebration to hold
“mas launchings,” when themes and designs are presented. Each band supports a King
and Queen who compete in distinct categories. Trinidad is best known for its King and
Queen costumes which are designed larger and larger in recent years. Poles are attached
to the body to support the costume superstructure. Carnival regulations allow wheels on
the costume base, as long as the performers’ feet and torso are free enough to “dance”
across the Savannah stage during the competitions.

Trinidad Sailors are one of the many traditional characters of “Ole Time Mas” and are
predominantly Afro-Trinidadian. Within the confines of traditional Sailor masques there
is a broad area for experimentation. Costume by costume a good deal of individual
ingenuity is apparent. In 1984 Extra-Terrestrial Voyage included Stray Sailors, Flying
Saucer Sailors, and Launch Pad Columbia spaceship costumes. The 1988 Mystical and
Legendary Voyages of Old Fashioned Sailors included headdresses based on royal
regalia and costume decorations derived from military dress.

Other important Trinidad costumes related to the “Ole Time Mas” tradition include the
African-derived Moco Jumbie, or stilt dancer and the Midnight Robber with his fringed
cowboy-like pants, long-sleeved shirt, decorated cape, dark glasses, and fringed wide-
brimmed hat or fancy headdress. Another character, the Pierrot, wears a costume
decorated with cloth strips and a heart-shaped breast plate. Although the name is French,
Pierrot is based on a famous Afro-Trinidadian character, the stick fighter. Today the
Pierrot carries a staff in recognition of his former role as the competitive and sometimes
dangerous stick fighter, who is no longer allowed in carnival.

Both the cloth-strip costume and costumes based on the Amerindian model are
ubiquitous in Caribbean festivals. The Amerindian costumed character unites most
Caribbean carnivals and is portrayed by men of African descent. In Trinidad there are
two types of Amerindians: the bare-chested Red Indian who wears a loin cloth and
miscellaneous feathers, and the male or female Fancy Indian whose costume consists of
elaborate variations on a vague Plains Indian model.
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A participant in Brooklyn Carnival,
Labor Day weekend, 1990. A majority
of carnival-players are Trinidadian, or
of Trinidadian descent, and the
costumes are designed in the
Trinidadian Mas style.

Photo © Judith Bettelheim.

Parading in Haiti, in Jamaica, in the Virgin Islands, in the Dominican Republic, in
Bermuda, in the Bahamas, in St. Kitts-Nevis, and especially in Caribbean New Orleans,
the Afro-Amerindian is aggressive, proud, and defiant. After all, there is a lot of unity
between the African American and the Native American, both spiritually and politically.
A specific Indian type originating on Nevis spread to other islands along with emigrant
laborers. Playing Wild Indian, or the Wild Mas Dance, in Nevis has been popular since
the turn of the twentieth century and their prototypical Amerindian costume consists of
fringed pants, short skirtlike aprons, long-sleeved tops, and tall peacock-feathered
headdresses. The circular headdress is made from cardboard covered with tissue paper
and mirrors, and surmounted by tall, upright feathers. All band members dress this way,
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and the costumes worn by Bermuda Gombey bands and the Dominican Republic
Masquerade (or cocola) bands are identical versions of the Nevis Afro-Amerindian.

In Jamaica the Amerindian costumed character is part of a Roots-style Afro-Jonkonnu
band. The Jonkonnu street festival is characterized by an entourage of wire screen
masked and costumed male dancers, performing mimed variations on an established
repertoire of dance steps. Roots Jonkonnu includes not only the Amerindian, but the
Cowhead, Horsehead, Pitchy Patchy (the cloth-strip costume), Devil, and Warrior. Roots
bands encapsulate a “Fierce” aesthetic, rural and aggressive. Fancy Dress bands

Junkanoo Festival, Nassau, Bahamas,
1960s. All Bahamian costumes are
made from cut and sheared colored
paper. Photo reprinted courtesy of the
Bahamas Tourist Association.

demonstrate strong European influence, but in their imitation of courtly costumes they
incorporate a strong Afro-Caribbean aesthetic flavor, a true “Creolization.” Their
costumes are characterized by wildly colored prints juxtaposed with strips or checks.
Each character wears the courtly attire appropriate to her/his rank: King, Queen, Flower
Girl (Princess), and Courtier.

Cuban carnival includes some uniquely marvelous costume types. Carnival in
Santiago is regarded by Cubans as the most “Cuban” of all celebrations, after all Santiago
is on the Caribbean side of the island and has the largest Afro-Cuban population. Three
types of carnival groups, the conga, the comparsa, and the paseo, are distinguished by
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their music and costumes. The conga, led by the corneta china (a double-reed horn),
consists of a small group of musicians playing drums and metal percussion instruments.
Accompanied by neighborhood residents who may act out a narrative in period
costume—such as the 1989 performance of Columbus’s landing—the conga musicians
wear matching pants and shirts, and perhaps a special cap. In the 1989 carnival, the
Conga Los Hoyos wore gold lame baseball caps. Individual conga dancers can be dressed
according to group preference. They may perform as ninja dancers, clowns, feather men,
or cigar smoking old wise men.

Comparsas are distinguished by choreographed paired dancers and the famous
Santiago bands of caperos, men who wear elaborately decorated capes and hats. Caperos
run in an undulating line while forming intricate figure-eight patterns. Each comparsa
capero group is distinguished by a special style of cape with painted scenes outlined in
sequins. The comparsa dancers’ costumes are determined by the danced theme, be it a
Mexican “hat dance,” or a tribute to Hungarian folk culture, or a Cuban version of a
Jamaican Rastafarian dance. These are danced narratives in costume.

The newest type of Cuban carnival group is the paseo. Larger and more elaborately
choreographed than other groups, the paseo seems to have more flexibility in its
costuming and routines. Paseos boast between 300 and 1,000 male and female costumed
dancers. Some may perform tributes to the orichas (gods) of the Yoruba-derived Santeria
religion, each wearing a costume specific to the oricha’s own colors: blue and white for
Yemaya; red and white for Change; black and red for Elegua, etc. Often the paseo also
incorporates Tropicana-style nightclub routines with scantily clad sequined dancers.

There is an enormous variety in carnival costumes. The list goes on: Haitian Rara
bands with their sequined capes and baton-twirling drum majors, Santo Domingo horned
diablos (devils), Puerto Rican caballeros (horsemen) and vejigantes (large-headed
figures), and Belizian John Canoe dancers. Many carnivals in the North American cities
of Toronto, Brooklyn (New York), and San Francisco, for example, are the result of
Caribbean migrations and these celebrations are as hybrid as their populations. Yet at the
core of the carnival are reflections of the African heritage in the Americas. In San
Francisco, the largest carnival groups are costumed in homage to Brazilian or Trinidadian
groups. In Brooklyn, Trinidadian-style bands and Haitian-style Rara bands parade
together. All these carnivals are linked by a common heritage produced by European
colonialism and African-derived cultural forces. No matter how innovative new carnival
performances may be, the African heritage in the Americas continues to underscore many
traditions.
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CARTOONS

In Africa, as elsewhere, cartoons are driven primarily by the political and socioeconomic
environment. The principles that sustain their creation and enjoyment—exaggeration,
robust witticism and humor, and the simple and effective mode of graphic presentation—
are the same in Africa as they are in other parts of the world. Cartooning in Africa is a
relatively recent phenomenon. Its development was a predictable component of the print
media that missionaries set up in the second half of the nineteenthth century as part of
their proselytizing agenda.

Two examples serve to illustrate this pattern. In 1859 a weekly newspaper, Iwe Irohin,
was established in Abeokuta, southwestern Nigeria. In 1883, the Christian community in
Ghana successfully established the Presbyterian Press. As a result of educational,
economic, cultural, and political factors, media organizations in colonial Africa had a
fledgling and remarkably difficult beginning. In colonial and postcolonial Africa,
newspapers were established by various interest groups: inspired African nationalists and
political activists; expatriate entrepreneurs; and newly independent nation-states desirous
of projecting the voice and views of government. But sustaining the print media in Africa
where a low literacy rate combines with other operational difficulties remains a daunting
mission. Literacy, cultural, and economic predicaments translate to a high mortality rate
for print media in Africa. The current media efflorescence in many parts of Africa is a
phenomenon that became noticeable only in the last two decades of the twentieth century.
Although in pre-independent Africa, there were a few newspapers like Nigeria’s West
African Pilot that bravely employed cartoons to advance anticolonial views and lambaste
political lackeys, cartoons produced by African cartoonists did not become a regular
staple of the print media until the third-quarter of the twentieth century.

Range and Diversity

In the twenty-first century, a variety of comic books, some in African languages, appear
on the market, their subject matter extracted from the cultural milieu of their intended
readerships. Two examples, both of them comic books extolling African folktales,
demonstrate the versatility of African cartoonists in adapting the medium to suit their
specific objectives. Abunuwasi, a thirty-two-page comic book written in Swahili and
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published in 1996 by Gado, the Kenya-based Tanzanian artist whose real name is
Godfrey Mwampembwa, plumbs African fables and comes up with the exploits of Abu
Nuwasi, a popular, clever trickster character in Swahili folktales. Gado, an award-
winning editorial cartoonist for the Kenyan Daily Nation, is one of Africa’s most
spectacular manipulators of the medium. In terms of adaptation and mastery of
techniques, both verbal and visual, Gado, whose work has been exhibited locally and
internationally, combines elements from his African traditions with modernist
inclinations.

The other cartoonist whose work is equally remarkable is the Nigerian Dokun Abioye
who, in 1992, published the first edition of his monthly comic book, Folktales. He
ascribed his inspiration for the project to his uncle, whose knowledge of Yoruba folktales
left a strong impression on the cartoonist during his adolescent years. Written in English,
the tale is centered on the exploits of the tortoise: a wily, beguiling animal who, in spite
of the physical limitations, is often portrayed as the smartest animal in the wilderness.
The tortoise usually outwits humans. But, on occasions, his cleverness also creates its
own impediments. In Abioye’s 1992 edition, the tortoise commits a social transgression
and the Oba (ruler) sends him on an impossible task: to bring the flower of wisdom from
the other world. In the end, he outwits two villages and the ruler who had sent him on the
initial errand. The way Abioye’s animal characters were created and the ease and deftness
with which he handled the visual language radiate dazzling brilliance uncommon among
cartoonists. Unfortunately, Abioye died before his project could fully take off.

Gado and Abioye share one passion: using cartoons to instill morals in the citizenry.
Using folktales and creating enchanting characters that animate popular fables, Gado and
Abioye are able to inspire and empower their readers, while drawing attention to the
morals in each episode. For every published Gado and Abioye, dozens of other comic
books exist in Africa. Political cartoons differ from comic books in terms of subject
matter, audience, and intent. Comic books can afford to be heroic, moralistic,
inspirational, entertaining, or didactic. Political cartoons, on the other hand, are driven by
the immediacy of topic, and the frugality with which darts are shot at political actors. The
emphasis is often not on aesthetic elegance, but the message conveyed by the medium.

Political Cartooning

Political cartoonists in Africa strike a delicate balance; they are easy targets for intolerant
political leaders or overzealous security agents. In countries where the rule of law is
observed more on paper than in practice, where lifelong presidencies are not rare and
some rulers often act as if the state was their personal estate, political cartoonists run the
risk of being placed under state surveillance should they become so foolhardy as to think
that “press freedom” applies to individuals. Cartoons convey different meanings to
different audiences. To the overwhelmed editor who is concerned with steering his
establishment clear of any litigation, political cartoons are libelous until proven
otherwise. This is why self-censorship is normative in many newspaper organizations.
Unlike scripts that can be edited easily, cartoons require the cooperation of the cartoonist
should the need for editing arise. To the underprivileged and the downtrodden, political
cartoons are effective where government inadequacies are parodied and politicians
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satirized. But most aggrieved politicians, in spite of a tendency to feign altruism, harbor
residual resentment for political cartoonists, whom they would rather run out of town. To
the brash, bigoted military dictator, political cartoons, especially those that express
divergent views, are unquestionably subversive. Editorial cartoonists are quick to realize
the precariousness of their situation. They recognize that their relationship with the
government is like the proverbial chicken perched on a line: Neither the chicken nor the
line will be at ease.

Text, Context, and Sources

The context within which African cartoonists operate is a major contributory factor to the
form and substance of their cartoons. Cartoonists employ various stylistic devices to
present their gags. Some thrive on narratives while others are reticent, employing
economy of visual and textual power. Some cartoonists revel in septic humor: a mixture
of raunchy social jokes and tantalizing gender-oriented insinuations. Other cartoons
derive their power from sheer intellectual elegance, a robust play on text that challenges
the readers to look beneath the facade in unraveling the conundrum. In almost all
instances, the format of a cartoon is dictated by its message.

In one single-panel cartoon published in the May/June 1994 edition of Africaman by
the London-based Nigerian cartoonist, Bisi Ogunbadejo, five schoolgirls are presented.
One of them throws a challenge to another: “Come on then, say it—are you a virgin?” To
which the other student replies, “Not yet.” In yet another cartoon that Ogunbadejo once
did for The Guardian, a Lagos-based newspaper, a student comes home and tells his
father that he skipped school because he had an accident: he fell into the river. When his
father points out that his school uniform is not wet, the boy replies that he took them off
before he fell into the river.

Subjects vary: from spousal banters to office romance, traffic humor to epileptic
public utilities. In a single-panel cartoon published in the Herald of Zimbabwe, a man and
a woman are seen walking down the street. A sign displayed in the foreground reads: “20
months for stealing skirt to please woman.” The clearly disturbed man can be “heard”
commenting on the situation: “Now, whilst he’s in jail somebody else will steal the
woman’s heart.” Although the mode in which cartoons are presented is equally important,
cartoons stand the chance of becoming bland and trite, mere illustrations, where there is
no punch line, either visually or verbally. Indeed, the verbal domain is an important
fountain for the generation of ideas that are translated into two-dimensional images in the
hand of a competent cartoonist. African cartoonists feast on verbal puns that they pick up
on regular basis: at the bust stop, at social events, at political rallies, during casual
discussions in public vehicles, at the beach, or at the drawing table. Political cartoonists
in Africa are swamped by a cascade of ideas issuing almost interminably from political
actors. In a continent where, at least from the perspective of the political cartoonist, a
sizeable number of rulers, civilian but especially military, appear to be intellectually
challenged, political gaffes seem to tumble from the mouth of politicians by the hour.

Perhaps the best-known example in this regard is that of a general who, in the 1970s,
terrorized his country and regaled the international community with equal brutality and
buffoonery. His name: Idi Amin Dada, the larger-than-life field marshal of Uganda. Idi



African Americans 105

Amin’s reign has been immortalized through his brutality and the creative imagination of
humorists. In the thick political air that enveloped Nigeria during the infamous regimes of
military dictators, published cartoons, beer parlor jokes and bus stop snickers became an
essential commodity that and lifted the spirit of many Nigerians. From 1984, when
Generals Buhari and Idiagbon sacked the civilian administration of Shagari in Nigeria, to
1998, when General Abacha’s sudden death brought relief to Nigerians, cartoonists
developed the art of double-speak and managed to avoid imprisonment.

In considering humor and satire, particularly in the media, the cartoonist is aware of
the tremendous leverage that he or she has in regard to the subject at hand. In most
instances, the point is not about truth or objectivity. That, from the perspective of the
cartoonist, belongs to the editorial department, or to the newsroom. Just as cartoonists
have drawn from oral traditions, folk tales, gossips and rumors, they also draw from
social and political innuendoes. Through the manipulation of images, the inversion of text
and the subversion of meanings among other tricks, the cartoonists in the print media
have come to understand that in getting the message across, truth may, and often is,
sacrificed. But in this vein, they succeeded in questioning the truth. Indeed, the closest
thing to truth as far as cartoonists are concerned is perception. Cartoonists who function
within an environment where cajolement, subtle intimidation, or blatant exercise of
power are normative and recourse to civil discourse is discouraged or even prohibited, are
at liberty to employ any sleight of the hand tricks. The primary goal of cartoonists is to
communicate with their audience, to entertain them to the best of their ability, while
employing all manner of tricks that will facilitate the achievement of this objective. This
calls for restraint and freedom, creativity and responsibility. Editorial cartoonists function
in a pressure zone as a result of the constraints and limitations that their medium imposes
on them. There is the constraint of space. Regular editorial cartoonists who work in
newspaper organizations where there is commitment to daily cartoons, usually in the Op-
Ed pages, are constantly on the edge as they strive to produce pungent cartoons that
respond to ongoing developments in the political arena.

Cartoonists and Their Tricks

Nigerian cartoonists could not have wished for better supply of material during General
Abacha’s tenure as self-appointed president. In cartoon after cartoon, they poured ridicule
on Abacha, couching their venom in a variety of guises that at once flatter and scathe.
The print media in Nigeria found ways to satirize Abacha during the years that he
terrorized the nation. In the Punch newspaper, Kaycee and Ebong are two of the
cartoonists whose cartoons graphically said what many Nigerians knew but dared not say.
In “Once Upon a Time”, Kaycee shows the usurpation of power and the emasculation of
justice. Moses Ebong depicts the gluttonousness of the military in his cartoon, “The Note
We Missed”. By imposing Abacha’s portrait on the Nigerian currency, and by depicting
two sensuous ladies on the watermark, the brutality of Abacha’s regime and the
personalization of the nation’s wealth are encoded. The travesty that Abacha’s regime
signified in the history of Nigeria is fully underscored with the dialogue, framed with the
text, “I Love Viagra,” an obvious reference to the manner in which the general was said
to have died. Kaycee and Ebong are from the Punch, the newspaper that almost single-
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handedly popularized cartoons in Nigeria in the 1970s. Despite the severe limitations that
many African media houses contend with, cartooning continues to flourish on the
continent. Nigeria has perhaps the largest number of cartoonists in Africa although,
unlike in Kenya, Nigerian cartoonists do not have an association. After the epic of Lash
(Akinola Lasekan), the country’s first cartoonist who worked for the West African Pilot
from 1939 until the first military coup d’etat in 1966, a new group of cartoonists—Oke
Hortons, Ore Gab Okpao, Ayo Ajayi, Josy Ajiboye, Cliff Ogiugo, Kenny Adamson, and
dele jegede among others, emerged. Today, cartoonists are considered as a critical core of
the print media personnel. A similar situation exists on the East African coast. In Kenya
alone, there are about fifteen editorial cartoonists working for the five dailies and about
seven weeklies. The number of cartoonists in Uganda is about the same while, in
Tanzania, the number jumps to more than twenty. On the East African coast, according to
Gado, there is an association of cartoonists, called Katuni that caters to the interests of its
members through workshops, seminars and exhibits. Some of these cartoonists—Gado
(Godfrey Mwampembwa), Madd (Paul Kelemba), Fran (Fran Odoi), Stano (Stanislous
Olonde), Kingo (James Gayo) and Kham (James Kamawira)—represent the first
generation of cartoonists in a new dispensation that offers them the advantage of shaping
the future.

A rich example of the range of these cartoonists can be seen in Kenya’s Daily Nation
in which cartoonists inveigh against numerous local, national and international issues.
Most frequently visited themes concern the role of the World Bank (WB) and the
International Monetary Fund (IMF), often considered inimical to national pride and
economic development. In one poetically pungent example published in the Daily Nation
(January 3, 2000, 6), the WB and IMF, personified by a white benefactor with a gushing
moustache and what appears to be a demonic smile, dispenses the organizations’ largesse
to an African government, represented by a hand in tattered suit holding a pan. But a
second look at the cartoon, which has not a single word, reveals the pathetic poignancy of
the situation. The pan is perforated.

But it is to Gado that one returns for the creation of some of the most graphically
refreshing and visually stimulating pieces. Still on the same topic (IMF), Gado chooses to
play on words. The Kenyan nation, apparently delusional about its physical (and fiscal)
wellness, is portrayed as a machismo, an athletically buoyant “Mr. Kenya”. Of course, a
glance at this image shows a wimpy, effeminate man in a pathetic show of muscle flexing
before a bemused white man, IMF, whose responsibility it is to emphasize the havoc that
has been wreaked through an apparent communication problem: “Wow, wow! | said I’m
coming to see your fiscal progress not physical progress!!” Elsewhere, in Zimbabwe, the
presence of the IMF is also regularly invoked in cartoons. The Herald in its April 16,
1999, edition carried a cartoon by I, Mpofu which, in a few lines, portrays an embattled
the Zimbabwean president Robert Mugabe attempting to scale a hurdle that is comprised
of land distribution, new constitution, and IMF. But the right to speak truth to power is
not native to Zimbabwe, and Gado proves this in one of his sterling cartoons in the Daily
Nation (February 12, 2000). In it, a grim-looking Mugabe metamorphoses into a gas
pump: an empty one! Gado’s cartoons exemplify the visual-verbal technique that
oscillates between (re) presentation, unsparing critique and transformation. As with many
others, this cartoon is rich in symbolism. In a way that recalls the employment of social
hierarchy, Mugabe looms large as a fuel pump. But what is the essence of a gargantuan
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dispenser that contains nothing? Is Gado implying that to Zimbabwe, the stupefied man at
the pump, the credibility of Mugabe, rather than fuel, constitutes the real crisis? Is
Mugabe thus the proverbial empty barrel that makes the most noise? But you ask: does
Mugabe hear the yearnings of his subjects? Does he even care?

Effect on Population

In conclusion, cartoons offer perhaps the most solid index by which the success and
relevance of popular art in Africa may be measured. Because they have an unmatchable
capacity to transcend barriers and boundaries—racial, social, educational, political, and
aesthetic among many others—cartoons encapsulate the two radically oppositional
principles of force and innocuousness. They are at once formidable and dispensable:
provoking as they cajole; entertaining as they castigate. The cartoonist in Africa straddles
the two worlds of then and now, of the traditional and the modern, the ruler and the ruled.
As in many other departments of visual culture, the African cartoonist has imbued this
genre with a uniquely African flavor without which it will become yet another lackluster,
highbrow idiom.

DELE JEGEDE

See also Electronic Media and Oral Traditions; Oratory; Popular Culture

CENTRAL AFRICAN FOLKLORE:
OVERVIEW

The oral literature of the diverse ethnic groups established in Central Africa is well
documented. European, Gabonese, and Congolese professional anthropologists and
linguists author some of the most comprehensive studies, although numerous
missionaries and colonial officers with extensive and sympathetic experiences among
particular ethnic groups also provide first-rate accounts, at least in part, of the literary
output of Central Africa. Much of this rich literary creativity and patrimony is unknown
to the world at large, however, because of language barriers (for example, significant
works have been published in Flemish, French, and Portuguese), and the limited
availability of key sources. What follows is a guide to some of the formal types and
organizing concepts of the oral literature of the Bantu-speaking peoples of Central Africa;
specific references for further examination are offered, in the absence of major syntheses
and comparative studies.

Bantu-speaking peoples constitute the principal population of the vast Central African
region. Additionally, in northern Congo, the Central African Republic and southern
Sudan, ethnic groups like the Zande, Nzakara, Gbaya, Ngbaka, and Ngbandi belong to
non-Bantu linguistic stock, some of whose literature is well studied. The region is also
sparsely populated by various Pygmy and archaic Pygmy-related or Pygmy-influenced
groups. Their hunting and gathering activities, their mysterious forest experiences, and
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their folklore expressed in orally transmitted traditions and texts have left a lasting
imprint on Bantu institutions and ideology in Central Africa. Very little is known about
the literature of these Pygmy groups.

The widespread recurrence of certain genres and types of literature, of particular
characters acting and interacting in specific situations, the contextual settings in which
the orally transmitted texts operate, and their functions and meanings are all suggestive of
fundamental formal, functional and semantic similarities within an extraordinary
framework of individual, local, and ethnic creativity and diversity. Essential to the
establishment of these fundamentals are ethnic classifications of oral literature and,
concomitantly, their form of expression, their content and ideas, their basic purpose,
function and sociopolitical, and ritual context. Unfortunately, few complete ethnic studies
of oral texts exist in the scientific literature for comparison and classification. One such
example however, for the Nyanga, a Bantu people of the eastern Congo rain forest,
provides a useful point of reference for a general overview of different genres of literary
expression.

The Different Forms of Orally Transmitted Texts

Several major categories of orally transmitted text are explicitly recognized by the
Nyanga people. These different genres are respectively called karisi, uano, mushumo,
inondo, mubikiriro, ihamuriro, mushenjo, and rwimbo. Other stylized forms of
expression among the Nyanga are referred to as nganuriro, mwanikiro, kishambaro, and
ihano.

The karisi category of texts includes long, sung and recited epic narratives that center
on the feats of an anthropomorphic hero. The miraculously born Nyanga hero, called
Mwindo, is similar in character and action to protagonists in poetically structured epic
narratives among the Lega (Kiguma, Wabugila, Museme, Mubila, etc.), the Mongo of
west-central Congo (Lianja), the Tetela and Mbole of east-central Congo (Lofokefoke),
the Dwala (Djeki-la-Njambe) of southern Cameroon, the Fang and other populations in
Gabon and Congo. Since the late twentieth century, these fascinating, complex texts were
sung and recited on various secular occasions for a general audience although study
suggests that, among some populations at earlier times, these texts were intimately linked
with the Pygmies from Gabon and Congo and performed only on special politico-ritual
occasions. The performance of epics can be viewed as multimedia events in which
numerous other forms of artistic expression mingle with everyday gestures: it involves
dancing, singing, chanting, costuming (among the Mongo, for example, the bard wears
Lianja’s paraphernalia and acts out his deeds), playing musical instruments, mimicry,
screaming, praise giving, gift giving, and food and beverage distributions. In contrast to
tales, epics are distinguished by the large number of actors (human, animal, supernatural,
fictive creations) interacting in various situations with the central hero, the atmosphere of
grandiose and exceptional events, the rhythmic flow of the narrative, the cataloguelike
enumerations and the rich vocabulary. These epics are not just extremely important
poetic creations characterized by the wealth of their oral expression, loftiness of tone,
recurring stylistic devises (formulaic expressions, repetitions, onomatopoeia, prosodic
rules), but also serve as extraordinarily revealing and authentic insider documents on the
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cultures of these diverse populations. Epics like Mwindo and Lianja shed light on
material culture, technology, sociopolitical organization, religious belief and practice,
cosmology and value systems of the Nyanga and Mongo peoples. Although centering on
the fictive feats achieved by a heroic personage, the epics directly or indirectly contain
historical references, making overt and cryptic statements about migrations, encounters
with diverse peoples, feuds and warfare, and changing institutions and values.

In addition to the heroic epics, there also exist sophisticated accounts of large-scale
clan and ethnic migrations (classified by the Bembe as mse’eleco), of encounters between
populations, of the emergence of royal dynasties and the achievements of succeeding
generations of chiefs, as they occur among the Kuba, Luba, Lunda and Cokwe. These
texts can be identified as “historical epics,” albeit embellished by fictional events and
lacking the stylistic grandeur of the heroic recitations.

The individuals who perform these epics are not professional itinerant bards, nor do
they hold any special status, clan or caste affiliation, as they do in other regions of Africa.
They are simple farmers, hunters and/or craftsmen who learned the craft from a close
kinsman (father, grandfather, maternal uncle, or in-law) or a friend with whom they had
established a blood brotherhood pact. The reasons why they learned are not merely
conditioned by personal preferences and aptitudes. Some, like the Mongo bards, maintain
their calling was inspired in a dream. Nyanga bards also refer to some sickness that was
caused by the spirit of Karisi. These bards are well known and admired in the areas where
they live, and cared for lavishly when they perform. In some regions, such as the Lega,
female bards are acceptable. In all cases, these bards are exceptionally gifted individuals.

Among the populations where the epics flourish in Central Africa, the bards are few;
however, numerous persons who are avid listeners of the epics love to tell episodes,
fragments and abstracts about the patterned lives of heroic figures. Among the Nyanga,
for example, these heroic tales are much longer and less frequent than any other tale
types, and they are similar to their epic counterparts in both style and content. In fact,
these tales sometimes expand on heroic feats, situations, and events in which known
heroes are involved. Do these heroic tales predate the epics per se? Were some epics
developed by gifted narrators who assembled and synthesized a number of tales revolving
around a particular heroic being? The questions remain open.

The second Nyanga oral category called uano includes innumerable folktales whose
major characters are animals, anthropomorphized animals, and humans in diverse roles,
abstract characters and/or divinities, specters, monsters, and ogres. Frequently, in these
types of tales there occurs an extraordinary mix of human, animal and supernatural actors
all performing in a distinctly human setting (the village, the hunting camp, the fields) and
engaging in the most diverse human activities (gathering, hunting, fishing, cultivating,
courtship, marriage, friendship pacts, judicial procedures, rituals, and cults). In many
Bantu societies, cycles of tales revolve around particular animal characters like nteta,
kabuluku, and mboloko (terms for dwarf antelopes) among the Nyanga, Luba and Tetela:
kabundi (a mixture of squirrel and marten) of the western Luba or chameleon (kou), turtle
(nkulu) and spider (sangba ture) among different populations. Some of the central
characters in these epiclike tale cycles are trickster-heroes. The tales cover an incredible
range of topics that are social, political, religious and/or philosophical in nature, but
invariably have a strong bearing on the system of values, etiquette, savoir-faire, general
behavior, social organization, kinship, and marriage. One frequent type of tale treats the
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situation of a father or mother willing to marry their daughter only to a person able to
perform a prescribed, seemingly impossible, task. Invariably this task leads to the failure
of many suitors and culminates in the ultimate success of a weak and supposedly
insignificant actor. The folktales, commonly known to most male and female individuals
in a given society, certainly function as elements of entertainment and communal
interaction. They also provide deeper moral and philosophical lessons and often contain
many etiological, didactic, and explanatory elements. Interesting examples are the
dilemma tales found among the Mongo and other peoples. These tales expose a problem,
develop it, and end on a question that generates a debate among members of the
audience. The tales and ensuing deliberations often point to the ambiguities and
paradoxes that govern social relations. Since folktales allow for improvisation and are
told by many individuals having diverse backgrounds, personal experiences, and
narrative skills, variations in style, content, length, and detail are the norm. Frequently,
oral performance lends a special flavor to these tales, even to those that appear rather dull
and uninspired in writing. Audience participation and the narrator’s skill in mimicry,
gestural emphasis, voice and sound imitation, intonation, and singing add a dimension
that is lost in most publications.

The third Nyanga category of texts, mushumo, covers a large range of succinct
aphoristic or sententious statements that are identified in Western literature as proverbs or
maxims. This genre of universal occurrence is the least studied and the most difficult to
interpret because of its inherent conciseness, the complexity of its symbolic references
and its reflection of the deepest societal assumptions and values. In some areas, the
structure of these proverbs closely follows a stylistic and prosodic pattern so that most of
what are labeled as songs are simple proverbial statements or concatenations of these
aphorisms. Recitation of proverbs occurs in many different situational contexts like
teaching, general discussions and judicial procedures in the men’s meeting-houses, and in
prescribed or optional initiations, which are linked with life cycle or membership in
voluntary associations. Some of the finest aphorisms, demanding specialized exegesis by
preceptors and other experts and linked with high-level initiations, stand out from the
bulk of proverbs not by their wording or overt meaning. Instead, these aphorisms evoke
something of a higher intellectual order by covert references, statements and their
multivocal interpretations. Thus, the aphorisms used in the bwami initiations of the
Bembe and Lega, and the bukota and lilwa initiations of the Mitoko and Mbole, are
known as bitondo by a Kkisi, literally “words of the land,” expressing the deepest
economic, social, political, religious, moral and philosophical values of a people. Because
they concentrate a maximum of meaning in a minimum of words, proverbs are also
powerful rhetorical devices used in solving difficult family issues and judicial cases.

Closely related to proverbs are two other types of concise formulations. Among the
Nyanga, the principal examples are riddles (inondo). These stereotyped, frequently
epigrammatic, expressions occur at dances, riddling sessions, and gatherings, usually of
women and adolescents. Riddles focus on pleasure, communal interaction and
entertainment, but they are also pedagogical tools teaching the youth about the world
around them. The other form occurs in populations like the Lega, the Tetela and ethnic
groups along the Congo River, where slit-drums and other musical instruments transmit
messages to distant persons and villages. Intricate periphrastic expressions underlie this
system of sonorous communication. Called lukumbu by the Lega, these stereotyped
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formulae, which may occur in concatenations, are proverblike statements that are concise
and impossible to interpret out of context. Among the Lega, all men receive their own
drum-name when reaching social adulthood. Since the number of such periphrastic
expressions is limited, the drumnames of one’s father, even one’s grandfather, are
frequently added. For women there exists only a single standard formula that is
differentiated by the addition of the father’s or husbhand’s drum names. Animals (e.g.,
eagle, pangolin, elephant), activities (e.g., hunt) and other events of vital importance
(e.g., death) are also the subject of periphrastic name giving.

Praise prose and poetry (the musenjo category among the Nyanga) are prevalent in
societies having centralized political systems like the Shi and Hunde of eastern Congo. In
Rwanda and Burundi, these elaborate, poetic, and repetitive praises entail much
improvisation and address not just kings and chiefs but even highly prized cattle. The
kasala of the western Luba are also a form of panegyrics often of clan groups. They
feature lofty, sometimes even hyperbolic, imagery.

Divination, healing, oath-taking systems, cults, and blood-brotherhood pacts are
widespread throughout Central Africa. These institutions are crucial to the activities of
the society and feature specialized texts, sung and/or recited. The texts include
standardized, sometimes rigidly formulated, invocations and prayers (the mubikiriro
category among the Nyanga), exhortations, imprecations, incantations, and spells
(thamuriro among the Nyanga). These difficult, formulaic genres, well documented for
the Kongo, Yaka, Songye, Mongo, are often ignored in discussions of African oral
literature.

Many of the preceding texts are sung, if only in part. Nevertheless it is necessary to
distinguish a category of songs per se (the nyimbo category among the Nyanga) that
involve special, often heavily improvised, texts and are appropriately produced only on
special occasions. First, these song texts relate to the celebration of events in the life
cycle of individuals and families, like the births of children in general and those of twins
in particular. Other examples comprise lullabies, matrimonial and mortuary songs,
hypocoristic and love songs, dirges, elegies, and lamentations. The Nyanga and others
sometimes talk about “day songs” and “night songs,” referring to joyful performances of
song at these times involving young people. These are songs of few words with largely
improvised short texts that include personal reflections, remembrances, and succinct
anecdotes.

The sung texts that accompany masked dances in areas like the Pende deserve special
attention. There, a parade of masks engage in elaborate performances, which in their
totality of text, music, gesture, dance, costume, and paraphernalia, constitute a
pantomime or character drama involving fun, mockery, critique, praise, authority, awe,
and “terror religiosus.”

Among the Nyanga (who developed specialized terminology around these forms of
speech), other forms of standardized discourse exist that probably could not be classified
as literary, although the population concerned considers them distinct from ordinary
verbal communication. An example is what the Nyanga call nganuriro, literally “true
stories”: men tend to sit together in the men’s house to listen to accounts of what
happened, what was seen, experienced, or achieved after hunting or trapping, or after a
visit to a remote place. Recounting dreams also falls in this category. The style in which
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these events are narrated is generally concise, sometimes hyperbolic and unconstrained.
The mood is facetious or melodramatic. Reality and fiction are intimately intermingled.

The Performance Context

The settings, the occasions, and the composition of the audience differ from case to case
and from genre to genre. Familiar settings for oral performances of diverse type are the
family home and compound, the men’s meeting house, the smithy, the central village
plaza or dance floor, or the hunting or fishing camp. More specialized settings are the
men’s or women’s initiation houses, cult houses, the lodges where men and/or women of
a certain status gather, the sites of enthronement of chiefs and other status holders, or the
s