THE ART OF THE BAGA:
A PRELIMINARY INQUIRY

he Baga people of the Atlantic coast

of Guinea are among the least well-
studied groups of Africa, yet their art,
though little understood, is probably
among the most prominently recognized
of the African arts. In the past century,
they have produced some of the most
monumental and complex forms, with a
visual repertoire that draws upon a con-
sideration of the ancestors, of the devel-
opment and structure of the cosmos, of
the relationship of man to the zoological
and botanical world, of the arts of
physical and mental healing, of divina-
tion, and of the steps to man’s harmony
with his universe.

Nearly every catalogue of African art
begins with an object of Baga art with a
vague description, usually a reference to
the so-called Simo association as its con-
text. No monograph has ever been pub-
lished on Baga art. Most essays on the
subject deal with only a specific object
and are usually based on secondary
sources. The most important field re-
search on Baga art, though brief, was
conducted by Denise Paulme at mid-cen-
tury, and her several notices remain the

- BAGA MANDORI
N ; Boke

BAGA MONCHON

Bofta

g
(V4

BAGA SOBANE

e trens, (

BAGA KOBA ’ .

BAGA KALUM

C)’
Conakry

FREDERICK LAMP

most thorough and reliable. There are, on
the other hand, quite a few good theses
written by Guinean university students
on the art, history, and culture of these
people. Although included in many ex-
hibitions of African art, Baga objects have
never been the focus of a show anywhere
in the world.

The study of Baga art and culture is
now of urgent priority in the wake of the
deterioration of Baga ethnicity and artistic
production. The state of the traditional
culture is such that very few elements
now remain in effect, and what little can
be salvaged is now largely in the form of
impressions in the memories of elderly
men and women

In March and April, 1985, I spent six
weeks in fieldwork among the Baga, con-
centrating specifically on the subgroups
of the Kalum, on the outskirts of Cona-
kry, and the Sitemu, in the north near the
Nunez River.! My purpose was to study
the feasibility of further research and to
prepare for a major traveling exhibition
of the art of the Baga to begin in 1989.
This report is presented as a brief sketch
of the Baga artistic system in the hope
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that others (collectors, former administra-
tors, missionaries, etc.) with information
on the culture will respond with data,
perhaps stored in their mental attics, by
which an exhibition, with catalogue, may
be produced.

The Baga are part of the Temne cluster
of the Mel language group, and they
share their historical development with
the Temne people of northern Sierra
Leone. A people known as Baga have
been at their current location in some
form since at least the fourteenth century.
At some unknown era, they began their
migration probably from the interior high-
lands of the Futa Djallon with their lin-
guistic kin, the Landuma, Tyapi, and
Temne.This process seems to have cul-
minated by the early eighteenth century,
consisting of a great number of indepen-
dent waves of movement and probably
incorporating small elements of other
neighboring ethnic groups. From the
fourteenth century to the twentieth, they
have been invaded by the Nalu, Susu,
Djalonke, Maninka, and Fulbe. Their
geographical division from the Temne
began first with the Susu and Loko-
Gbandi (Mani) invasions of the sixteenth
to eighteenth centuries, when these
groups settled the coast from Conakry to
the Great Scarcies River at the border of
present-day Sierra Leone and subsumed
the Baga linguistically and culturally. The
division was finally sealed with the defeat
of the Baga-Temne by the Fulbe in the
early eighteenth century in the area just
north of the Sierra Leone border between
Mamou and Forecariah, when these
groups were forced west and south.

In the late nineteenth century, the
French began their domination of Guinea.
The 1950s saw the final conversion of the
Baga (at least nominally) to the Muslim
religion, although some inroads had been
made by the French Catholics. Finally,
with the coming of independence and
modernization, the Baga and other groups
seem to have abandoned most of their
traditional ritual and have been enjoin-
ed in the struggle to achieve modern
Guinean nationalistic and technological
stature.

The current map of Baga territory has
yet to be drawn definitively, but we can
outline the general areas of occupation,
which are continually in flux (see map).




Basically the Baga occupy the coast of
Guinea from the Kalum Peninsula north
to the Rio Compony, divided into at least
six different dialect groups. Most of this
territory, however, has been overwhelm-
ed by the Susu people and their lan-
guage, so the actual area dominated by
Baga-speaking people has been reduced
to no more than 300 square kilometers
located in the north (south of the Rio
Nunez),an area largely of mangrove
swamps, sparsely populated. This is the
location of the Baga subgroups of Sitemu
and Pukur (with Binari and Mboteni).
The Baga Mandori appear to be subsum-
ed by the Nalu in the north, and I was
unable to gain much information about
them. The southern Baga groups—the
Sobane, Koba, and Kalum—are today
Baga primarily in concept only, as little
of their ritual remains intact, only a few
elders in any village remember the lan-
guage, their area is heavily occupied by
the Susu, and there seems little left to
describe for them a Baga identity other
than their own historical sense of eth-
nicity.

I have identified the subgroup Sitemu
(meaning in Baga, ““Those who speak the
ancient language’’) as the most promising
group on which to concentrate my ex-
tended period of research next year be-
cause of their independent occupation
and cultural integrity. Five small villages
—Tolokuts, Katako, Talbunto, Kouffin,
and Maré—remain centers of Baga cul-
ture, and although Susu is spoken by
everyone, Baga is still the principal lan-
guage used in the home. It will be impor-
tant also to make field trips to the other
areas listed above to identify the origins
of werks of art not traceable to the Site-
mu, and to assess the current state of the
ritual arts comprehensively.

Other peripheral areas associated cul-
turally with the Baga must also be ex-
plored in order to gain a fuller view of
the arts of the Baga historically. The Nalu
to the north are described by the Baga as
their cultural relatives. The Landuma,
who occupy a large area inland, centered
around Bokeé, are both linguistic and cul-
tural relatives, although they seem to
have had less use for the sculptural arts.
The ““Baga Fore,”” or Baga Monchon,
linguistically are enigmatically unrelated,
but they share a cultural identity with
the Baga proper. Their language bears
some similarity to Nalu. The area south of
Conakry northeast to the town of Mamou
and south to the Sierra Leone border has
been described as a Baga-Temne area
prior to the early eighteenth century,
although nothing remains of this identi-
ty today. And all Baga groups claim to
have once occupied the Futa Djallon in
the areas of Labé and Timbo. It will be
important to build a historical picture of
the Baga occupation of these areas and
to try to place some obscure works of art

1. A-BOL T YA
(37

that are alleged to have originated there,
especially in the south.

While previous European scholarship
on the Baga covers some important tradi-
tions no longer extant, it became clear
through my interviews that something is
fundamentally amiss in the existing liter-
ature. The principal error has been lin-
guistic; it seems that none of the previous
researchers learned the Baga language,
and all information was received in either
Susu or French. Thus most of the terms
used to describe Baga art and ritual are
Susu terms, with the corresponding Susu
interpretation. To be fair, it should be
pointed out that no previous researcher
spent more than several months in Baga
fieldwork.

All Baga speak the Susu language com-
monly; most, especially in the south,
speak Susu as a first language, French
second, and hardly a word of Baga. This
situation apparently has existed through-
out most of this century. I found that
when the Baga talk in Susu or in French,
they automatically slip into an entirely
foreign system of ritual terminology
almost unconsciously, and it is only
when they are cross-examined that they
come to grips with the error of the terms.

In the Baga language, a whole new
world of terminology reveals a distinctly
Baga interpretation of the meaning of this
ritual. Indigenous terminology is essential
to an understanding of original signifi-
cance, as Marcel Griaule insisted. For this
reason, I endeavored to receive my infor-
mation from the Baga in their Baga lan-
guage, and I see my first task as the com-
pilation of a Baga grammar and dic-
tionary—which currently does not exist—
and the acquisition of a reasonable speak-
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ing facility in the language. Because I
speak Temne, which is as closely related
to the Baga dialects as Portuguese is to
Spanish, | was able to conduct some in-
quiry in terms familiar to the Baga.
The most glaring error in the existing
literature is the emphasis on what has
been described as the foundation of Baga
ritual, the sodality known as the “"Simo
society.”” The Baga categorically insist
that no such association exists, nor has
it ever existed. Simo is merely the Susu
term for anything “‘sacred,”’and is ap-
plied to all initiation ritual, masks, mas-
uerades, and shrines, little of which the
usu have themselves. This was confirm-
ed also by all my Susu informants. Most
informants knew that European writers
have persisted in perpetuating this error,
and have found it rather amusing.
Briefly, I would like to outline the tradi-
tional Baga ritual system as found among
the Sitemu, which applies to some extent
to the other subgroups, and to provide
a basic identification of artistic forms. The
basic ritual unit is the initiation society,
which follows two fundamental lines,
one masculine and one feminine in prin-
ciple, under which fall, in both cate-
gories, the men’s and women’s rites.
These masculine and feminine lines are
based upon lineage, although it is not as
simple as a Bangoura/Camara delineation
(after the two principal Baga family
names), but seemingly upon the history
of immigration and patrimonial status.
The highest spiritual being recognized

by the Baga, after the creator god, Kanu,
is the male spirit, Somtup. Alternate
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names are wu-Them (the Patriarch), a-
Mantsho-ngo-Pon? (the Great Mantsho
[“Master’’ in Manding?]), and a-Paran
(the Grandfather). The Susu name for the
same spirit is Kakilambe, and this is the
term generally given by the Baga when
speaking in Susu or French. Somtup was
represented in the past by a portable con-
struction (Fig. 2) approximately twenty
meters high consisting of a massive cage
covered with raffia surmounted by the
form of a bird head. The cage was sup-
ported underneath by approximately
twenty men. This is the spirit of the
masculine line. In certain areas of the
Baga Sitemu, Somtup is replaced by a
similar spirit by the name of Bogalans. In
either case, the initiation society is known
by the name of its patron spirit, or by the
term to-Lom (the Sacred).
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The feminine line is governed by the
spirit a-Bol, the wife of Somtup. Her al-
ternate name is u-Thembra (the Matriarch).
A-Bol was represented by another large,
portable construction (Fig.1) consisting
of a huge cage covered with raffia sur-
mounted by a reed construction osten-
sibly in the form of a Baga house (al-
though Denise Paulme, who likewise
had never seen this spirit, was told by a
French missionary that it was a giant
tortoise shell). The association devoted to
a-Bol goes either by the name of the spirit
or by the term a-Tekan, and has, likewise,
its male and female initiations and de-
votees.

Neither of these spirits has ever been
illustrated in the literature, and the Baga
insist that photography would have been
frustrated by the spirits” elusive nature.
[t is claimed that one researcher attemp-
ted to photograph Somtup, but his film
recorded nothing. I would be interested
to hear from anyone who witnessed the
dance of these spirits when they were still
extant, as they are no longer represented
in dance today.

Under Somtup and a-Bol ranks the spirit
a-Mantsho-nga-Tshol (the Mantsho of Med-
icine), known alternately by the Susu
name of Bansonyi. This is the spirit repre-
sented by the tall wooden serpent head-
dress well known to collectors of Baga
art. Although exhibition catalogues often
use the Susu term, Kakilambe, inter-
changeably for this headdress, that term
is incorrect, and applies, if one wishes to
speak Susu, only to the spirit I havg
described as Somtup. A-Mantsho-nga-Tshol
is the patron of the lower two ranks of
the initiates of to-Lom. The principal
ritual involving this spirit consists of two
(or three at Katako) masqueraders, each
representing a lineage group of the
village, identifying each with the male or
female principle.?

A-Tshol (Medicine) is the generic term
given to the spirit represented by a long,
horizontal, wooden head resembling a
bird head with a long beak, but with an
anthropomorphic face (Fig. 5). Alternate

names are Elek (in Baga Monchon), a-Nok
(distribution undetermined), Matshioli
Kuye (in Susu), Mbelekete or Ninte-Kamat-
shol (in Nalu)*. A-Tshol is not necessarily
under the control of the initiation socie-
ty, although its practitioner would natu-
rally be a member of that association. It
is rather the possession of a lineage group
or village and is controlled by the eldest
member of that group for the general pro-
tection of the group against evil forces.

A mask that has been ambiguously
identified by the name of Numbe (a var-
iant pronunciation of Nimba?) in the past,
and which is usually attributed in exhibi-
tion catalogues to the Landuma, is claim-
ed by the Baga Sitemu and called, accor-
ding to several informants, Thongkonggba
(Far-Speaker) or Tafo (Fig. 4). Although
it can be danced, it seems to function
primarily as a shrine piece, as in a case
I witnessed. Other learned Sitemu infor-
mants denied knowledge of these names,
and [ deduce that it operates under
heavy prohibitions. No photograph has
ever been published of the mask in situ,
and I was not allowed to photograph it
myself.

The famous wooden headdress known
through the world as Nimba has been
quite thoroughly misrepresented in the
literature. Let’s begin with the name,
which is properly, among all the Baga,
Damba or Damba-ko-Pon (the Great Dam-
ba). Nimba is its Susu corruption. Damba
was not under the control of an initiation
society and had nothing to do with initia-
tion, but was rather the property of the
secular village, and seems the patroness
more of the women than of the men. She
is not to be regarded as a ““goddess of
fecundity,”” as she is usually described in
the literature; she represents simply the
idea of a woman who has borne children,
and the Baga insist that she is not even
of the status of a spirit (wi-karfin).Never-
theless, her veneration was considered of
utmost importance in celebrating and
promoting both human and agricultural
fertility and growth, through the medium
of her male dancer, who is considered to
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have been a spirit while in masquerade.
Damba has not been danced in authentic
ritual since the mid-1950s, when the last
examples were exported by the French.

Damba-pa-Fet (the Young Damba) is a
masquerader among the Sitemu and Bi-
nari with a small, wooden headdress re-
presenting a female bust with full breasts
(Fig. 3), worn in the same manner as the
Great Damba. A similar headdress is
known as Yokui (in Susu) in the south,
among the Kalum, or as Komo (a Susu
name used by the Nalu, Baga Monchon,
and their neighbors, the Mikifore). All in-
formants said that this type of headdress
appears for entertainment only, but I sus-
pect that this is a recent development.
Damba-pa-Fet is described as the ““Damba
for the elders,”” whereas the Great Dam-
ba is under the control and veneration of
the young men and women.?

A-Bemp (the Bird) is a masquerader
with a wooden headdress representing
a bird (perhaps the hornbill), often in
combination with other forms such as
smaller birds, a serpent, model houses,
and even airplanes. The Susu term for
this headdress is Koni (also meaning
“Bird’’). | have not been able to deter-
mine the antiquity of this tradition (it may
be a twentieth-century introduction crea-
ted by a Baga man of Koba by the name
of Khanfory Kimson, ® but there is clearly

some antecedent) or any ritual signi-
ficance beyond its purely entertainment
value today.

Dudu (also known as i-Bo, or Lumbe
among the Koba) is a mask worn by male
initiates to disguise themselves when
they appear in the village from their
hideaway in the sacred initiation grove.
It is a wooden mask in the form of a
human face, often more or less gro-
tesque. There is some evidence that in in-
itiation masquerades it opposes a-Bemp in
dramatic acts.

There are several headdresses appar-
ently of recent invention, used mainly in
public celebration. The most intriguing of
these is a large wooden construction,
brilliantly painted, resembling a cart con-
taining a melange of figures, called the
Sabondel. Like the A-Bemp, this is said to
have been created around 1935 by Khan-
fory Kimson. The cart is provided at the
front with the head of a rabbit, alluding
to the quality of cunning.” Another simi-
lar construction is in the form of the Mus-
lim winged horse, called al-Baraka.

Tiyambo and Yombofissa are wooden
headdresses in the form of a young wom-
an with firm breasts. They seem to be
variations on the same theme, and the
Baga are often confused as to the distinc-
tion. One style bears an elaborate coif-
fure, with two high sagittal crests of hair,

one fore and one aft, enigmatically in the
form found frequently among the Fulbe.
The other is cornrowed, with horns pro-
truding from the top of the head. Al-
though these are said to have originated
in the 1940s, some similar pieces exist in
collections that clearly are of some anti-
quity.

Many other masks, drums, figures, and
utilitarian objects have been investigated,
too numerous to detail in this brief survey.
References exist to the following spirits
and masquerades, which I would like to
pursue:

Bambagbali: a crocodile missing one leg
Bimgo: a Nalu figure?
Boli: causes earthquakes;

from Baga Sobane
Doko/Daga/Dakwi: a mask from

Sobane/Koba; same as Dudu?
Gbani: a mask
Kanke: janus mask
Korogba: spirit of war
Koyilo: a mask; same as Dudu?
a-Mantsho-nga-Wut: a children’s spirit
Mbantyon: a mask/headdress
Mbare: a mask
N'tene: a mask?
Pende-Pende/Pande-Pande: variation

of the Nalu Banda?
Pore: a mask of boys’ initiation
ka-Rangka: human figures
Saba: cloth mask

incorporating a wooden serpent
Santa-Bo: in the form of a bird-canoe
Soko: stilt dancer
Sorsorne: children’s Damba-pa-Fet
Thambalen: Manding-influenced Daimba
ta-Tshbaronka: boys’ initiation mask
an-Thesa: female forest spirit
Tomalong: a mask danced at harvest
Wakarba: boys’ initiation mask
Yete: leopard spirit

Within all this seeming disarray of
form, style, and function, I hope to search
for some common denominators, dia-
chronic as well as diametric, that have
enabled the Baga, though severely frag-
mented by language and by a history of
internal and external political conflict, to
persevere with a surrrising degree of cul-
tural unity and ritual fraternity. From the
cultural distillation that informs art, one
may be able to deduce a distinct message
about Baga cosmological thought, and a
way of life that threatens to disappear
within our lifetime.

Although the readers of this magazine
will be, in general, those who have had
no experience with the Baga specifically,
it is hoped that word will reach some
who have, and might have seen things
that will never be seen again. | would be
interested, also, to hear from collectors
who may have unusual objects from the
Baga area, in order to form the most com-
prehensive picture of the Baga artistic
corpus. O

Notes, page 92
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1. More data exist concerning the documentation of individual
carving stvles among the Yoruba than any other people in
Africa; however, the systematic documentation and cross-
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attention by Mr. and Mrs. Cecil Rayv of Dallas. Its existence
suggests that the Owu master did indeed have apprentices.
Other carvings by this apprentice hand were carved in lla-
Orangun according to Olonade, junior brother of Andu
Salami of the Agbegi compound (Murray Archive neg. 61.
XIL. B4 20, photo by John Picton).

10. Examples from Omu-Aran, by Onigemo, are in the

William Fagg Archive (1940-50/47.3); and from Oke Onigbin,

in the National Museum, Lagos (68.3.85, 70.2.10, 67.14.63)

and Fagg (1968: pl. 126, 127).

11. In Oke Onigbin, for example, particularly in the style at-

tributed to Ogunkavode (Fagg 1968), males often wear an

apron. This motif is also found in the Egbado area.
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