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“ As a system of strongly held views, religion with its concept of the
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Such was the case with Africa when confronted with new religious
forms, notably Christianity and Islam that made little or no attempt to
find out the rational of existing religious practices.

1. Dance in African Religions

Dance is undoubredly a vital means of ooBB_.._:.Em&sm with .ﬁro sacred

in African religious practices; it is an expressive form fully integrated
within the worship system. Already a favored art .mo:s among the
numerous cultures of Africa, it is not m::ﬁmm.ﬁm ﬂrmﬁ. it roEm.m preem-
inent position among methods of communicating with :.un a_Smn_. No
religious worship was considered complete in the past é:.woca at least
one dance performance by the devotees. Although this mmE holds true
roday wherever ancient African religions manage o m:?.:.n. .m:azo<a:
where the new religious forms have been effectively >.m:om:_mna ,the
survival of sacred dances in Africa has been extremely difficult. Conract
with Christianity and Islam, and the ensuing contest for supremacy
over African indigenous religions, almost wiped dance out as a means
of divine communication. Coming with nra:.oéu cultural bias mmm:.%m
accepting dance as a form of religious worship, no atcempt was ma M
by the new religions to understand why mmwna was such an importan

means of sacred expression in African societies; racher every effort was

stroy it.

Bmmn%ormmﬂm_wo_n of dance in religious worships in Africa today and
in the past, is due largely to three main factors: 1) The cultural om.:oomn
of the sacred, 2) intrinsic qualities of dance, and 3) the people’s atti-
tude towards the body. .

1.1 The Sacred as Culture Specific. The concept of Sn.wmonna arises
out of a universal human need to understand the wom:n_mﬁob and m_.._zo.
tion of the universe, and in particular the relationship of human beings
with cosmic totality. However, cultural differences emerge as nmwr
group of people concretizes its vnaonﬁaoam of mr.a universe in myt m~
which ultimately are based on their specific n:M_Hc:En:ﬁ m:.& wOEm
relationship with the land. Such myths become “creation stories” that
determine who the Creator is, who or what and how they are created,
the nature, form and the realms of the spiritual and the earthly. In deter-
mining the relationship between the Creator and the .E.nmﬂnm. .?:rw_..
differences emanate as some cultures sce a no:‘ommozamam _.n_mso:m_.zm.
between the organization of the universe and the emerging human soci-
ety, while others see no relatedness S_E.Gogoﬁ Hn. the .nonmnnc_n.zﬁw.nﬁn-
ception of the sacred, the former group is able to visualize a muluplicity
of sacred forces functioning as assistants to the Supreme Creator,
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whereas the latter cannot conceptualize such a possibility. Thus
monotheistic religions such as Judaism, Christianity and Islam limit the
sacred only to the Creator Deity, while polytheism revel in an abun-
dance of minor deities around the Creator. Fundamental differences
like these ultimately affect and determine the constituents of the sacred
and how they should be approached and revered. Thus what constitutes
the sacred in one culture may be total abhorrence in another.

Africans generally have a holistic concept of the universe. The
cosmos is a single unifying entity which embraces the human society
(i.e. both culture and nature), and the transcendental powers in a con-
tinuous cycle of interaction and regeneration.! In a cyclical motion,
the earth connects with the sky through the rains, the sun and the
rivers, all of which are generative forces nourishing the human society
enveloped within the circle. Above in the cyclical continuum, are the
transcendental powers, mediators between the Creator Deity and its
people, spiritual forces intervening, influencing and affecting the
human culture on earth. It is from this embracing rotality that the
Africans derive their concept of the sacred.

Implicic in this understanding is the belief that everything cre-
ated by the Creator Deity or Supreme Being must have some of its
sacred nature and creative force imprinted on it. This is a fundamen-
tal aspect of polytheism. Every creature of the Supreme Being
becomes a symbol of the power of creation, the life force of its being.
Consequently, the cosmic powers are seen as the Creator manifesting
itself in concrete and visible terms to the physical world below, and in
the physical world, nature and human beings become symbols of the
Supreme, some kind of “god on earth” carrying its presence with chem
wherever they are found. A perceprion such as this creates a constant
flux and an interchangeability within the su bsidiary sacred order where
nature assumes cosmic propensities and cosmic forces become per-
sonified in cultural heroes and heroines, who are deified and emerge

as anthropomorphic deities. It is a situation where the sacred perme-
ates both the religious world of the intangible, infinite spirituality and
the more concrete, easily perceptible cultural space.

1.2 The Nature of Dance. Dance is both a sign and a vehicle of
communication. It is able to express an action, an idea and, it is at the
same time the action and the idea it expresses. For example, a person
dancing can be a sigz of happiness, at the same time this sign is a vehi-
cle to communicate and express a state of mind. Since a sign derives its
meaning from its nature, and a tool assumes its significance from what
it is used for,” the use of dance in sacred rituals has both intrinsic and
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cultural imports. As a sign, dance is a multi-communication channel,
transmitting information not only through time and space but also
kinetically, visually and through other human sensorial perceptions.
This enables it to serve as an important vehicle for other means of
communication. For example, through its movement patterns, dance
kinetically conveys verbal information; music gets visually interpreted
and in particular, many African plastic art forms attain their full sig-
nificance specifically through dance motions.3 Its versatility as a multi-
channel sign system makes dance a communication power house able
to give information at many levels simultaneously.

In religious worship where devotees variously seek link with the
divine in order to give praise and thanks, ask for general or specific
blessings, appease, atone, acknowledge and celebrate the being of the
divine in their lives, there is a need for an economic and composite
communication sign. Dance with its multi-medium channel of com-
munication, seems to be the quintessential choice for such a multitude
of purpose. It is a maximization of facilities for the most effective
results, carrying a myriad of messages via many channels simultane-
ously. Such quality is of course not unique to African dances, what is
significant in the African experience and in other cultures that use
dance extensively in sacred rites, is the people’s attitude to the body—
the primary tool of the dance.

1.3 Cultural Body Attitude. As mentioned above, human beings as
one of God’s creatures have associative sacred attributes in African
cultures. Consequently, it is not considered incongruous to use the
body in the glorification of god and other divine manifestations. It is a
useful tool for both God and man. The secular and cultural dimensions
of the body only serve to establish, confirm and enhance the circular
(as opposed to the linear) relationship between the Creator, nature
and culture. Thus there is no ambiguity in the people’s concept
between the sacred and the secular body; each is distinct and yet com-
plement each other in the greater glorification of God. Neither does
any conflict occur when the same body used in secular concerns is later
used in sacred rituals. At the appropriate time, dance is either social,
secular, entertainment, or religious, sacred and pious.

The conflicting and ambiguous relationship between the morti-
fication and purification of the flesh which often beset monotheistic
religions generally is missing in polytheistic cultures that have built in
an extended understanding of the sacred. It presupposes the inclusion
of the human society as an active and legitimate participant in the con-
cept of the sacred. By initially recognizing the distinct but related con-
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cept of the Creator and its creations, it appears that a safety valve has
been created between a possible confusion of the sacred and the sec-
ular. This is why the use of the body in dance, a form more readily asso-
ciated with the secular and the mundane, finds such a prominent and
respectable place in the sacred rituals of African peoples.

2. Dance as Worship

The semiosis of a sacred dance becomes fully relevant only
within both the contextual and conceprual meaning of the sacred itself.
A close affinity evidently exists between the nature and concept of
dance and the subject(s) of sacred rites. Essentially, both are intangi-
ble and evanescent but able to reach deep down to the profundity of
human perceptions and emotions. In addition, both are made “real”
through actual experience and/or through some concrete symbolic rep-
resentations. As indicated earlier, through movement patterns, dance
gives form to ideas i culture while the sacred is a conceptual thought
made manifest as #nature on earth. There is thus, at a certain level of per-
ception, a relatedness of form which enables dance to serve as a solid
bridge, i.e., as an instrument with which to cross over to the ethereal
infinite, and also to function as a sign for the devotees’ conception of
the sacred. The anchor point of communication is that area of liminality
where the ephemeral nature of dance fuses with transcendental pow-
ers. This is the high point of worship. It is perhaps for this reason—the
ability to cross over to the beyond and establish a communication
between god and man, that some cultures regard dance as a sacred art
in itself.

The aim of worship is in effect to achieve communion with a
powerful but intangible force, essentially therefore, worship is a jour-
ney from one stage, the earthly/physical, to another, the spiritual/ ethe-
real. It is a process of making known or, at least making
comprehensible the unknown primordial existence that separates man
from God. The worship process corresponds closely to Van Genep’s
classification of “rite of passage” or “transitional rite” into three phases:
preliminal, liminal and postliminal (13). Worship then, is a journey
from the known preliminal state of earthliness to the unknown limi-
nal state of spiritual non-physicality and back to a spiritually enriched
earthliness.

In religious practices, dance serves as an effective route for the
journey bridging the liminal, and uniting the spiritual with the earthly,
It becomes a significant form of worship, and together with the other
means of sacred communication recognized within the culture, it is
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able to effectively fulfill the multi-faceted functions of religion. Dance
serves to bridge the chasm between this world and the other, between
the deity and its worshippers. It becomes the anchor point between a
high point of human creative perception and the sacred, which Turner
describes as the “unformed void or infinite space held to have existed
prior to the ordered universe” (202). It creates the liminal state, the
high point of the worship where the devotees cross the human thresh-
old to the spiritual realm; it is a2 meet point of the sacred and secular,
between the creator and the created, the desires of a people and their
desired goal. To reach this high point of worship, three stages of sacred
dances can be identified: i) Invocational, ii) Transcendental, iii)
Celebration, each corresponding respectively to the three stages of the
“transitional rite” of worship.*

2.1 Invocational Dancing. Petformed by all assembled devotees to
music and drumming, an invocational dance takes place at the pre-finm-
tnary stages of the worship. It serves to: 1) call the presence of god into
their midst, 2) get the devotees in the appropriate worshipful mood,
divest their secular aspect and get them ready to enter communion
with god, and 3) praise god for his mercies. It is very rare for an invo-
cational dance to begin the service, usually it has been preceded by
other forms of sacred actions like prayers, divination, sacrifice and/or
chanting. Coming after other acts of invocation, dance functions as a
reinforcer helping to heighten the level of perception already achieved
and to move the service upwards spiritually.

The pace of the invocational dance is usually slow and does not
involve any distinctive style, it is more of an individual personal expres-
sion of purging the self of secular earthly preoccupations, Gestures are
usually directed heavenward, to the altar or to a sacred icon in praise
and invocation of the deity. Moving together sedately, the devotees
revel in the commonality fostered by the presence of so many bodies
united in purpose and spirit. The kinetic cadence coupled with the
rhythmic unity of so many bodies, is able to generate the purification
of body and soul and sanctify the worshippers for the more delicate lim-
inal stage that lies ahead. In instances where the performance of offi-
ciating persons is emphasized even at this preliminary stage, their
performances may take on some of the attributive features of the deity
being invoked, although they will not be as pronounced as in the next
stage which will be discussed more fully below.

2.2 Transcendental Dance. This is the “dance of the heavens”. It
is used as 1) a tool of reaching the sacred, this will be called ‘progres-
sion dance’ and, ii) a “possession dance” which is a sign that commu-
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nication has been attained with the deity. The transcendental dance
can be performed by any of the devotees, but quite often, a religious
body may find it expedient to have an individual or a group of people
specially anointed to be the dance medium between the two worlds.
Such mediums are given special titles, among the Yoruba people of
Nigeria for example, they are generally referred to either as fyawo, ele-
gun or estn orisa (wife, mount or horse of the deity). They are believed
to be specially chosen by the deity itself either from birth or later in
life through frequent and often unprovokedS5 possession by the spirit
of the deity.

The progression dance is a process towards possession, it func-
tions in the same way as a tool is used to achieve a purpose. The per-
formance of the first level of the transcendental dance is a willing,
conscious action on the part of the medium. A progression dance features
and recalls specific and powerful characteristics of the deity being
invoked and it is accompanied by distinctive music used just for chat
deity. By performing the “progression dance”, the medium has surren-
dered himself or herself to be taken over by the spirit of the deity. This
stage may be speeded up by sacrifice (visual), words such as prayers or
incantations (verbal and aural), and sometimes by the use of drugs
(smell/taste). These are signs already built into the semiotic system of
the religious dogma and whose signifying powers trigger appropriate
meaning in the initiated and willing individual. The expected and
inevitable response is heightened memories of the deity—possession.

The possession dance is an indication that the chasm between
this world and the other has been bridged. It is an “altered state of con-
sciousness” where the deity now takes over the control of the body of
the medium; as the Yoruba say, orisa gun un—the deity has ‘mounted’
it (the medium). The transition to possession dance can either be very
subtle, marked only by some changes in the dance pattern or it can be
distinctly noticeable. The medium may give a shout, seize one of the
sacred icons or, fall down in a brief trance before going on to the pos-
session dance proper. Certain physical changes which are characteris-
tic of the deity may also be observed in the dancer. Whether subtle or
not, the change is always acknowledged by the other worshippers; they
may fall into a total silence or take up the shout in chanted praises, the
drums also change rhythm to suit the new dance steps. Sometimes the
state of possession is accentuated by the addition of some other sacred
paraphernalia on the medium.

During possession, the full personality of the deity including
habits, emotional dispositions and the social mores he or she symbol-
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izes are danced out and the distinctive physical features of the deity
are manifested in the danccr, These are taken as conclusive evidence
that it is indeed the spirit of the deity working through the medijum.
Like the deity, the medium becomes imbued with superhuman qual-
ities and is able to see visions or perform extraordinary feats usually
described as “magic”. Occasionally some anti-social behaviors are com-
mitted by or on behalf of the medium however, these are considered
partof the characteristics of the deity and therefore condoned. During
possession, which in some cases may last from anywhere between five
minutes to seven days, the medium is usually impervious to normal
human emotions and sensations especially pain, hunger and thirst.

Although prophesying or seeing visions are later to play a signif-
icant role in African forms of Christianity, it should be pointed out that
it was not always a common feacture of possession, especially in West
Africa. In the polytheistic religious practices of East and Southern
Africa, where it was used to solve specific social problems, prophesy-
ing was more frequent. In West Africa, however, its functions seemed
to have been replaced by the divination systems, the possession dance
was enough indication that the service had found favor with the deity
and that the worshippers were still in favor. If there was no possession
when it was considered crucial, for example during the annual cele-
bration of the deity, and in times of social crisis, or when something
unpleasant happened during the liminal stage, the service would be
suspended for further consultation with the divination system to find
out what reparations needed to be made. However, this rarely
occurred, for it was believed that consultation with the divination Sys-
tem at the invocational state of the worship would have foreseen this
and necessary reparations would have already been made.

The liminal stage, as Turner pointed out is more of a process than
a state and it entails getting out of, as well as getting into (202). The
process of bringing out the mediums from their transcendental state into
the cultural world can either be a gradual or shock therapy. The gradual
process involves a systematic elimination of the various acts or objects
used to promote the possession. The shock tactics goes abruptly to the
opposite physical and mental state of the medium, for example, cold
water may be poured on the medium to counter both the heat of the
dance and of the spiritual encounter, the vision darkened where the
emphasis had been on brilliance, or the thythm of the music changed sud-
denly. Again all these are determined by the codification system in the
religion and culture. Below is given an example of transcendental dance.,

Sango’s Transcendental Dance. The two dances that mark the limi-
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nal journey during the worship of Sango, the Yoruba deity of thunder and
lightning and of justice, are known as /znéu and gbamu, performed only
by the elegun Sango, the specially consecrated Sango’s mediums. When
the elegun starts missing his or her steps during /znéu dance, it is known
that Sango has mounted his horse, this may also be accompanied by
bulging cyes (a characteristic of Sango who once lived as a king).® As soon
as the officiating priests and priestesses notice the changes, the elegun is
led away to be costumed in the special possession attire and given the
ose Sango (double axed wand) and/or sere (rattle wand), both insignias of
the deity. Now with exceedingly bulging eyes in a rigidly transfixed
face, the medium is brought back to the space of worship to begin ghamu,
the dance of possession. The music changes to the appropriate beat.

Gbamu is a dance which recreates the very temperamental per-
sonality of Sango through an erratic use of space, a fast paced rhythm
and jerky angular body movements. The elegun recalls the cosmic
manifestation of Sango as the deity of thunder and lightning by point-
ing the dance wand to the sky and bringing it down to earth in sharp
diagonal movement.” This is a significant motion which in Yoruba cos-
mogony symbolically unites the cosmic halves—the earth and the
heavens. At the cultural level, it invokes Sango’s judicial qualities and
his ability to punish social criminals by throwing thunderbolts on them.
Paradoxically, the anti-social act of “appropriation” is committed in
the name of the elegun Sango by his or her attendants. Once accompa-
nied by the possessed one, they are free to take anything that appeals
to them in the market; in any case the people usually give the “gifts”
readily.8 The elegun Sango may remain in this state for several days
without food, surviving only on arogbe (bitter kolanut) a form of stim-
ulant. One of the supernatural acts performed during possession is to
dance carrying a pot of live embers pierced at the bottom. Palm oil,
believed by the Yoruba to have strong healing and soothing properties,
is applied to the body of the elggun to facilitate a gradual return jour-
ney from the liminal.

2.3 Celebrative Dance. This dance wraps up the service and it is
again performed by all devotees. It is a means of giving thanks and
praise for a successful completion of the worship and particularly of sur-
viving the crucial liminal stage. When possession is expected, there is
the added tension of waiting for the sign from the deity and the
weighty responsibility of receiving the deity in their midst. Usually the
dance reverts to the free individual style, although a few devotees may
perform some stylized movements. Mediums, priests and priestesses
are, however, expected to perform dances associated with the deity.
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3. The New Religions and Effects on Dance

Starting around the tenth century, with the introduction of Islam, and
of Christianity a few centuries later, Africa became “colonized” by two
monotheistic religions. It was “colonization” because both soon
brought in their wake, cultural, economic and political occupation of
the continent by the harbingers of the religions. Islam and Christianity
are monotheistic religions whose concept of the divine and (conse-
quently) forms of worship are very differently structured from the
African prototype, Their spread into Africa conflicted very strongly
with existing beliefs not so much from Africa’s polytheism, which in
any case would usually welcome more religious expressions, but from
the new ones which neither acknowledged nor tolerated the existence
of another deity, be it major or minor.

It therefore became expedient for the new religions to wage a war
of attrition against existing religions not only for survival reasons, but
more for an undisputed monopoly of their own notion of the sacred.
The Christian missionaries were perhaps the most relentless and
unsparing in this respect. There was to be no meeting ground nor were
they in the least prepared to find a balancing medium between the
indigenous and their own form of religion. Hence there were vigorous
campaigns against the various forms of indigenous worships and sys-
tematic destruction of other expressions of polytheism. New African
Christian converts were coerced into bringing their sacred objects to
be publicly destroyed in a bon-fire at the parish as part of the effort to
cause an effective break both physically and psychologically with the
past. Even in social life anything suspected to be remotely connected
with indigenous form of religion (and there were many), was very
harshly denounced and condemned as savage, barbaric, unholy and
immoral. It was necessary to create a vacuum so the new religious
expression could thrive unchallenged.

In these various acts of aggression against the indigenous reli-
gions, the primacy of dance in the dogma naturally became very threat-
ened. First, dance did not have any place in the worship form of either
Christianity or Islam, Rather, verbal expression dominated the dogma
of these religions and spreading the “Word” which had been preserved
in writing was and is still crucial to their survival. Secondly, as an inte-
gral part of the worship and a vital manifestation of the essence of the
deity in African religious practices, dance became highly suspect as
perpetuating the religion, and was singularly selected for unrelieving
and often indiscriminate attack. Although, unlike the various sacred
icons, dance cannot be physically and therefore effectively symboli-

192

Oimnofolabo Soyinka Ajays

.om:.% .mnwﬁc«oa, it was nonetheless subjected to the most sustained
Sw_a_o.:m attacks. Given its crucial role in the religion, a successful
campaign against it hit the nerve center of the religion tw ensure a
quick end.

It comes as no surprise that African dances were variously dis-
torted, misinterpreted and mercilessly ridiculed. For example, one
European, 2 Mr. Huner, in a short description that accompanies the
photograph of a masked dancer from the Calabar area in Nigeria says:

With fantastic dances he parades the streets making extraordinary
gestures and contortions, high Kicking and the like without rhyme
or reason. The whole object of this dance is to conciliate the Jujus
or Devils . .. The Niger bush native does not pray to his gods to
help him but to devil so that he may not be harmed. The Juju
dancers primarily object . . . is one of collecting alms. (427)

One immediately asks for Hunter’s source of information. Was it the
natives who told him they prayed to devils or his own presumptuous
arrogance, blissful ethnocentricism and complexities of ignorance? The
calculated attempt to denigrate the dance seems obvious. To the
European with the self imposed mission of civilizing Africa, anything
not Christian (or Islamic, a grudging concession was sometimes made
to the Muslims), must be of the devil. By what criteria had he arrived
at the conclusion that this must be a religious dance? To anybody who
had taken the pains to casually enquire (to be fair, a few Europeans did
attempt to, but their number was negligible and their motives mixed),
the performer was either a professional entertainer earning his living
within the cultural dictates of his society, or a parade phase of a com-
munity festival. But Hunter’s aim, and many others like him was not
to explore objectively, burt to erode the cultural base and deny the
humanity of a people. To do otherwise would have negated the colo-
nial presence in Africa, contradicted the oft stated reasons and exposed
the actual drive behind colonization—political and economic ambi-
tion and domination.

No :.w:mmou is nurtured in the abstact, and neither Christianity
nor Islam its inspired off-shoot,8 has escaped from the various influ-
ences of surrounding cultures. While polytheism with its rich concept
of the sacred conveniently builds in the use of dance as a legitimate and
proper form of reaching the divine, monotheism, with 2 much nar-
rower concept makes it easier to exclude dance. This is not saying that
monotheistic religions automatically reject dance, for Judaism, an older
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monotheistic religion, uses dance extensively in worship. However,
somewhere in the development of these two religions, they separated
the physical body of a person; there emerged distinct separate enti-
ties—the flesh and its spiritual essence—the soul. Invariably, the
dichotomy creates an opposition where the flesh is earthly, secular and
impure, and the soul is spiritual, sacred and pure. Since the two are in
reality one and the same mundane person, the artainment of the
desired purified state for religious purpose in necessarily dependent on
a deliberate suppression of the natural demands of the body. The body
consequently must be denied and restricted, it must not be allowed to
be unduly expressive, for this would be a triumph of the secular flesh.
The atrainment of spiritual purification depends on the mortification
of the body.

Given its direct association with the body, and as the most
expressive, physical human creativity, obviously dance has no place in
this context. Since the verbal, especially the written form, is more
exclusive, more internalized, and less physically demonstrative than
dance, it becomes a much more compatible means as an intimate com-
munication vehicle. Even though the church and the mosque exist as
central and public gathering places for devotees, emphasis is on indi-
vidual private internalization of the word as a means of purifying a per-
son, or, more appropriately the soul, rather than in a collective bodily
reception of the divine through dancing, The communal gathering
place for worshippers is more of a sanctified space where the Word of
God resides and which is guided by the officiating priest into a more
sequestered liminal space—the soul of the worshipper. Thus in vivid
contrast to the centrality of dance in African indigenous religions, there
is a heavy reliance of the Word in both Christianity and Islam and its
superimposition over the nonverbal, in particular, dance.

3.1 Dance and Christianizy. Western cultural attitude towards the
body and ultimately towards dance, further affect the Christian attitude
towards dance and particularly its acerbic reactions to sacred dance in
Africa. Davies points out that it was not so much Christianity per se that
militated against dance but “more a product of the Western culture”
(33). Central to the attitude of the Christian religion to dance are the
cultural attitudes of the West to the body; there is a fundamental cul-

tural bias and confusion about the body which strongly prejudices the
use of dance in the sacred.

Cultural effects on Christian perceptions about dance can be
found as early as during the formative years of Christianity in Rome.
The religion blossomed as the Roman empire declined not only as a
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political power but also as it fell into

always a visi

mccmwa M_..Mmm_unwnwamwmﬂuwnmﬁ M:M_ﬂhﬂ, consequently became very much
to merit severe censorship %oEm H_WM%MM MMM m%rmmﬁ m.ozd e
ars. ,H_fo Christians, anxious to establi .
G.E.m:ﬂ.w and holiness, enthusiastical
Injunctions against dancing and deno
tice of their religion.
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.
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s n_wmmﬁmm EM M%Ecoh of all social aé?l::mmmo.%::m immorality
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unced it specifically in the prac-
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provocation to uncleaniness,
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... (166).
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It was at this period, that intensive Christian evangelism spread
to Africa, bringing with it its puritan values. It was also at this time that
various communities in Europe left their shores in protest against the
general excesses and highhandedness of the ruling class to settle in the
Americas in search of a “true” and “pure” form of Christianity which
upholds high morality and socio-political justice. Unfortunately, the
guiding democratic spirit of the Puritans did not accompany the intro-
duction of Christianity to Africa, rather cultural arrogance and intoler-
ance and a high notion of racial superiority were its mates. These
artitudes were grounded in the Age of Enlightenment and Reason,
the secular elements and philosophical enquiries that also character-
ized Europe at this time. It was a period when anything that could not
be subjected to prevailing theories and be proved, was non-existent or
at best sub-human (sub-European). The Cartesian separation of the
mind from the body, and the super-imposition of the cognitive mind
over the emotional body, further reduced the significance of the body.
It became purely an emotional husk, divorced from the intellect-rea-
son and therefore of no use to human civilization. Dance, the art of the
body consequently became a purely physical activity below the new

real humanity, and following on the Darwinian theory of evolution, it
was discarded as a people ascended in civilization.

The association with the dance culture in Africa was clear. It was
taken as conclusive evidence of their illogicality and incapability of
reflexive thinking; if the Europeans were to successfully ‘civilize’ the
Africans, their penchant for dancing had to be eradicated. Christianity
which already had its own prejudice against dance was onc of the
weapons of the European “civilizing” crusade.

By mid-19th century, many African converts had received full
clerical training and were serving as missionaries in various parts of
Africa, particularly West Africa which had been very inclement to the
Europeans causing high European mortality rates. The African mis-
sionaries first hand knowledge of the theology gave them more confi-
dence in the religion, and enabled them to distinguish between the
Christianity of the Bible and European-influenced Christianity.
Ayandele’s classic work on Christian missionary activities in Nigeria
clearly demonstrates how this impacted on the direction of the religion

in Africa (see 175-280) and the emergence of what is referred to here
as “Africanised Christianity”.
First, the Africans began to notice discrepancies between bibli-
cal injunctions and the various practices of the church hierarchy and
discovered to their indignant shock that the much touted moral supe-
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riority of the white m
an was a myth. Euro
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i Hmﬂﬂw”_. omm_m_,_wwnomanromo crimes F\ the church, while Africans were
o SR M. omBmEm punishment. Another source of discon-
s Uocnno_, Hwn:._s._nm:o:.vomo% (C.M.S. 1879), where experi-
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tained the African churches amidst <m19.5 efforts by the m:.novn_.m_u
church missions to see them collapse, nmmﬂ.o:_mnz mmﬁa_” ﬁ.wn nationalis
tic sentiments moved out of the churches into full politics even up to
€. .
the GMMMMWHM of churches such as the O.roEEB and Seraphim Aw-
&8), Celestial and the African Apostolic faith nwcarnmwaﬂw Emw um.mwmm,“
lished during this time but outside the core .Sq the EEOHM.m istis i
movement. They were founded not as m@_::mun groups ﬂ:.w woﬁ
European missions but m:annnsmw:a% by Africans .S:o awn:ner
received any special theological training apart from Rma_.:m an believ:
ing the Bible. Initially they totally rejected _”r,w >m:om=_.mm., _omm_.::
Christianity, criticizing what they Homm_.n_na as n:o. pagan HnS.mHoM ol
of the splinter groups, especially their m.@.os,a.oag_u .o_u QBBmMn p a5
mances based on the stories of local .ao_cnm‘ .._..rm. bible mnEM as =
sole point of reference and Embwmﬁoa. _Hr.ﬂo _Bvczmmw nmﬁ:._.nwna
worship they took from the bible are c. praising God wit ; _.:wumH_o and
dance, ii)prophesying and iii) speaking in tongues A@Ommnwm__ﬁw: - ! ngwmm
the C&S sect was founded in 1914 aftera wocnao:.ﬁm_‘. 0 m_m , s
Akinsowon, had a vision instructing rﬂ..o: nva m:.nnzo:m cw m_.nnnw. '
church very different from those already in existence. H_.ﬁ:m ac mﬂ w
formal background in the European ozro.aox structure o Sﬂ. M
afforded them the freedom to nxvnﬂammﬂ with a_m..anoaﬂ forms owﬁm?
ship. Today, they are closest to the Ea_ma_.._o:m >m:nm.5 mﬁ_nn_n.a Mgo s
ship in dance styles, prayer forms, composition of lyrics and in
ical i ents. o
o Bcan w“ MH“HEB#Q, the Word remained the tenet of the Ha__”mpms
but these new African churches have m;._nnnm.ﬁ.c:qq _u_msn_na bot :m e
Word and the dance in Christian worship. w._c.o readings, preaching
and other verbal exhortation are _.omc_m.l% Eﬂnavwanmrﬁﬂw mcuw%
singing, lively clapping and ecstatic dancing. m.vo%ommhon. the c :ﬂﬂ ¥
the worship occurs usually after a prolonged sing-dance session o
the spirit of God is exhorted to descend amongst them. Ioéomnpa nee
the deity being exhorted here is m.gn :_:Bm.ﬁn and Supreme m ; %
not a nature or an anthropomorphic mn.a, His features are not kno a.a.“
Rather than manifesting “characteristics” of anm through m%non.v e
spirit of God (the Word) descends on the w.mo,.:_nna ﬁ:wo ums
visions or prophesies which may be rendered in tongues’. » "
Thus, as Africans became more confident of the signi ommnw.
their cultural forms, the more Christianity w..n_m_uﬂn.a to the oE.ER ) RM
environment, and dance gradually Hnomnmv__mrna itself as an MB%SSm
means of worship. The cultural innovations greatly endeared many
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Africans who had felt alienated by the rather dull, uninspiring form of
worship in European Orthodox churches but had stayed on because of
the promise (or threat) of the afterlife. In the new churches they found
religious upliftiment and devotional piety. Even the African bishops
who remained within the European missions attempted to introduce
some music that encouraged rhythmic bodily expressions but the
Europeans quickly put a stop to it.

3.2 Islam and the Representation of Human Forms in Art. Islam came
into Africa not expressly as a religious crusade or with the righteous
attempt to civilize non-believers, rather it came with the Saharan car-
avan trades through north Africa and the Arab slave-trade on the east
coast of Africa. Nonetheless, even without the Jihad or the European
vocation of “civilizing” the Africans, the effect of Islam on the African
way of life and culture is no less devastating or total. In many superfi-
cial ways, it soon adapted to the local religions and the Imams setcled
amongst the people, intermarrying wich them and eventually becom-
ing bona fide citizens of auchority.

This appearance of accommodation ultimately ensured the per-
fect assimilation of the new religion by the indigenes. Pressures to
change to the ways of the “faith” and doing away with “practices of the
unbelievers”, were exerted from within families and “indigenous
authorities” in the societies. Almost unobtrusively, Islamic practices
became deeply entrenched, often times taking the garb of local cus-
toms, thus making it difficult to really distinguish Muslim culture from
African cultures. Consequently, many indigenous creative expressions
lost their originality or even disappeared altogether. Since the Islamic
religion categorically forbids any human representation as an artistic
expression, art forms such as dance, drama and sculpture, which cap-
ture the essence of humans, suffered the most. The contemporary con-
cept of tashe performance among the Hausa people of Nigeria and its
derivative among the Yoruba will serve as a relevant illustration.

During the month of Ramadan, the Muslim fasting period, a pub-
lic procession is used to wake up Muslims, especially the women, to
prepare the pre-dawn meal that precedes the day’s fasting. Among
Hausa Muslims, it is known as zzshe (wake up). Its origin, however, pre-
dated Islam, it had existed in ancient Hausa society as a form of comic
drama satirizing social deviants and preaching culcural ethics. Islam
later appropriated the play within its context using it to the advantage
of its dogma. As has been pointed out by Odekunle, but for its moral-
istic tone and adaptability in Islam, it would have been wiped out like
other indigenous artistic expressions (2-3). Except for a few inserted
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Muslim characters such as the Imam, .:.” is still not a religious n:m“.mmm.
having kept its pre-Islamic form, function m:.a ooEM:n. but :noww s
no longer performed outside the WmBm.amm period. The attemp .%cﬁ ©
sent tashe as a legitimate Islamic practice _:o_:anm equating _u: wi the
shadow puppet plays—a cultural pastime used in mo_.:M>B %Mwmwia
as light entertainment to relieve the long wm:.dmam.: mmmm o
further points out that the most uo_u:_m.a Smrw piece is oma e QN o
kai mallam Kayi rawa “the learned Qn:o.ao:_nm to have dance . H..
This is a revealing piece about the reaction of ﬁvo @noEanom an memm 4
tant aspect of the religion. It is obviously a satire of the Islamic
amzon%%mm”w”wnﬁ_mamn concept of zashe that was adopted by the Yoruba
Muslims who call it j7 were (wake up @Eo@. Also nw_.mo:dnm Uw ﬁ“ﬂm
adults, it survives only as Bc&mm_ nx.woanmco.zm wakingup t e Mm_: E.nmu
Despite the Islamic strict ::csoc.o: against .Hn?.nmn.sﬁmam i
including dance, /7 were music has inspired social music an b
such as safara and apala. But the process ow appropriation is clea .? m
the time seshz moved out of its area of origin it wmm_ become a "y
Islamic affair, such that the social amsmnm. it inspired were, un
recently, strictly forbidden to “good” Christians.

4. The State of Religious Dances in
Contemporary Times

Dance is still a strong dynamic force in Hn:.mmo:w worships in >m:owh
After centuries of distortion, misrepresentation, m:a the various Mﬂm :
ication tactics of the colonial forces, mmﬁ.nn_ dancing has survive N MM
only in the indigenous religions where ?:r.ﬂ: mn.ﬁ#naw wc.:& MM mooW
them alive and meaningful against all odds ina different %:mmo e
ety, it has also “appropriated” and become _:.nam_.& to m € :”_ H_.mina
that initially sought its destruction. In ,wmnﬁ very importantly, mn st e
the brutal uprooting from its nurturing source 1n >m:ow EH_MW e
European slave trade and subsequent attempts to stamp it oM oo s
European slave plantations in the Americas. Hmm anom,:M_c_Mo mm 5
cance as worship transcended all obstacles and it 2:54% Momnpwan
religion alive in the Brazilian candombles, the O.:Um: m.%».u_ mm% Mm: 4
shrines in the U.S. These R:m._oc.m dances mﬂ__ prevai u% .mm omn?ﬁ
creating new styles in radically different situations and intlu
Em:<%:%mmw.::co=om of African religious am:o.om extend _unq.ona n_.:w
continent or in the African religions that E?.cwa H:w ?ﬁmnmﬁmmomawwm
ing. Its influence is strongly evident among Africans in the D
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converted to Christianity; the “Gospel” form of worship in African-
American churches with clapping, singing, “shouts”, and spiritual,
ecstatic body movements are firmly rooted in African worship forms.
Long regarded wich suspicious curiosity and even at times with out-
right hostility by the Europeans, such forms of “charismaric” worships
are becoming acceptable in many Christian churches worldwide.10
While they may not be in the exact form of African ecstaric religious
dancing, many contemporary non-denominational Christian worships
now found in many parts of the world have come to embrace more bod-
ily expressive form of service—gestures, and rhythmic swaying to the
accompaniment of lively percussion music racher than the traditional
organ music. Even churches still within the orthodox church system
have begun introducing significant changes to incorporate more
expressive body movements. In Nigeria for example, both the Catholic
and the Anglican churches became alarmed at the rate they were los-
ing members to the Celestial churches while not making significant
new converts, and so started going “charismaric” in the 1980’s. Many
religious sects are becoming “converted” to the idea that dance is a
legitimate spiritual form of worship. The affecting influence of the
religious dances of Africa cannot be denied; once denounced as hea-
thenish and barbaric, they are now validated as fully devotional and
spiritual means of communicating with God. These are the dynamics
of African sacred dances.

Notes

L For a fuller discussion of African cosmology and rituals, see Soyinka:
Myth, Literature and the African World, 7-12, 45-54,

. See Davies, Liturgical Dance, 124.

3. Thompson’s African Art in Motion demonstrates the importance of move-
ment to African plastic arts.

4. The analysis which follows is made in reference to minor deities assisting
the Supreme Deity hence, the small letrers used when referring to them
as “deities” or “gods”. The majuscule letter is used when their proper
names are mentioned. Generally, the Supreme God remains an abstract
conception of Power, as such, He or She is represented neither in nature
nor in icons,

5. The possessions are unprovoked because the person involved would not
have been performing the progression dance towards possession and need
not have been a devoree of the deity in fact,

6. Sango was once a ruler of the powerful Oyo empire of West Africa.
According to history, he was forced 1o abdicate because of his insatiable
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thirst for wars and also because one of his experiments in attracting elec-
tricity form lighting went wrong resulting in a fire that destroyed almost
half his kingdom.

7. See also Thompson, Yoruba Gods and Kings, 81.

8. Cerrain social codes are observed here so the privilege is not misused.
While the citizens including non devotees are compelled to give, it is
within their right to any unreasonable or malicious demands. Should they
refuse, it is disaster for the whofe community.

9. The Quar’an states that in one of his travels, the holy prophet
Mohammed was inspired by the monotheism of Christianity and on
returning 1o his narive land began preaching against the polytheism of his
people.

10. In 1990, the percentage of charismatic/pentecostal Christians is given as
21.4% of the world’s total Christians, source: The Lausanne Statistical
Task Force for the 1990 Pentecostal Convention in America. Although I
doubrt if the African charismatic Christians are included in this survey,
this is still a remarkable number for a movement that did not begin to get
recognition from the church hierarchy until the 1960s.
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THE ZIMBABWEAN DANCE AESTHETIC:
SENSES, CANONS, AND CHARACTERISTICS
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Introduction
The African Aesthetic

>ooo_.m5m to art historian Susan Vogel, “the aesthetic is fundamentall
Eo_.&‘ (Vogel, 1986:15). The word for beauty and good is usuall 9%
same 1n many African languages. “This word usually means well :Mmmno
beautiful, Emmasm to the senses, virtuous, useful, correct mvvﬂoﬁamﬁnq
and conforming to customs and expectations and stands wm contrast Rw
the word meaning vicious, useless, illmade, unsuitable” (Vogel
1986:15). Vogel correctly points out the symbiotic connection cognam
beauty and good that is so prevalent in African societies. This fusio
of vnmc_.uw .mun_ good does not denote a lack of distinction .vnns.no: SM
two. It is instead an indication of the perennial multiplicity of con-
cepts that occupy equal status and dominance. Vogel continues b
mﬁmn._nm that “It becomes clear, however, that a real understandin M.
African Arc and African value systems lies in the very recognition wwa
the two conceprs overlap” (Vogel, 1986:15). -
The Zimbabwean dance is typical of this recognition as it is com-
monly defined in form and content. “Good/aesthetic EXPIESSes twi
sources of African aesthetic: the aesthetic form of a work (its extern ﬂ
appearance) and its aesthetic content (the signification of moBanEsM




