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ISINYAGO and MIDIMU
Masked Dancers of Tanzania and Mozambique

T his article sets out to discuss masks and masked 
dancers, to explore their meaning and significance 

to the people who use them. The area of my research 
covers the present administrative region of M twara in 
southeast Tanzania, from the Lukuledi river in the north 
to the Ruvuma river on the Mozambique border in the 
south, the Tunduru district, and includes the adjacent part 
of Mozambique. The discussion applies to many tribes 
occupying this zone but my experience is drawn from the 
Makua and Yao, and both the Tanzanian and Mozambi
can Makonde. The Mozambican Makonde were referred  
to as Mavia, Mawia, Maviha, etc. in old literature found 
in Tanzania. The old names were used by Tanzanians 
against the wishes of the Mozambican Makonde them
selves. They call themselves Makonde and all known Por
tuguese records refer to them thus. The Tanzanian 
Makonde live mainly in the districts of Newala and 
M twara and parts of Lindi.

Historically all the tribes in this zone originate in the 
south and central western part of Mozambique, Malawi, 
Zambia and Zimbabwe. Their movement into the present 
area of settlement was in a series of waves extending 
probably from w ell over 300 years ago to the present. In 
some cases a group pushed another or overtook it. The 
movement still continues, though to an insignificant 
degree.

This zone has a rainfall averaging between 30 and 40 
inches per year, falling between November and May. 
On the Makonde Plateau, and along the Indian Ocean 
coast, the natural vegetation is tropical and subtropical 
forest. The rest of the zone is wooded grassland charac
terized by granitic rock outcrop hills on a gently rolling 
plain. The inhabitants are primarily agricultural grain 
cultivators, growing maize, millet, legumes, cashewnuts, 
and a variety of seasonal crops. Some of them raise a few  
goats and sheep, and fowl are not uncommon. In remote 
areas of the Ruvuma basin, fishing and hunting still form  
an important part of the people’s occupation.

In such an environment, the year is markedly divided 
into two equal seasons — wet and dry. During the wet sea
son people are busy in the fields and can spare very little 
or no time at all for non-agricultural activities. But the
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dry season (June to October), offers them ample time for 
extra activities: rituals and ceremonies, dances and feasts, 
and various works of art and crafts. It is only during this 
season that one may see masks and masked dancers per
forming.

I define a mask as any covering or disguise worn with 
the intention of transforming the wearer, making him a 
spirit of whatever being he is representing or symbolizing, 
rather than just a face cover or disguise used in ordinary . 
modern dances or drama, or a curio. There are two major 
groups of masks in the area in question. The face covers 
which are common in central and W est Africa and other 
parts of the world, should be called by their proper name; 
midimu (plural) and ridimu (singular). The second type 
are the body covers which seem to be exclusive to this 
part of Africa. These are called Isinyago (M akua) and 
Inyago (Yao).

Isinyago, the masked dancers and the dance, are com
mon among the Yao and Makua. No trace of such masks 
has been found among the Makonde so far. Isinyago 
means something near to “mysterious animals” spirits of 
animals, beasts caught from the bush. The dance takes 
place on a dark night between quarter and half moon. 
The idea is to conceal from the women and the uniniti
ated boys and girls the details of the structure of the 
animal, but at the same time to let them see and recognize 
the general form of the beast. Isinyago are animals made 
of elaborate bamboo work thatched with grass and cov
ered with rags. Inside this structure hide human dancers 
who give the beast the power to dance. Small beasts 
whose size cannot allow a man to go into them are oper
ated like puppets.

Most of the beasts depicted are known animals: the 
elephant, the pig, the monkey, etc. But there are two 
which do not directly represent any known animal. These 
are Kipalamoto or Chipalamoto (M akua) and Nteepana 
(Yao). Chipalamoto crudely means “fire carrier!’ In real
ity he is a brave young man on whose body are cleverly 
tied numerous glowing bark strings. In the dark these 
form a mass of fire. The dance consists of moving about 
and round and round the dancing ring, causing the fire to
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g lo w  b rig h tly . Chipalamoto does n ot d an ce  fo r  a lon g  
tim e; th e  reason  is obvious. This is th e  m ost d an g erou s o f 
a ll th e  Isinyago b u t it is also th e  m ost th rillin g  an d  ex cit
ing, an d  th e  p e rfo rm e r is a lw a ys  g ree ted  w ith  ap p lau se  
b y  th e  aud ience. P erh ap s Chipalamoto is a m an-beast.

Nteepana is su p posed  to  b e  a m ysterious ta ll c rea tu re , 
p ro b a b ly  a k in d  o f e v il sp irit. It is m ad e o f a series o f m an y  
b am b oo  coils e x p e rtly  jo in ed  to g eth er, one on to p  o f th e  
o th er, in  such  a w a y  th a t th e y  can b e m ade to  exp an d  and  
con tract. T h e  o u tsid e  is co ve red  w ith  rags. T h e  d an cer  
takes his p la ce  in sid e  th e  m on ster to  m a n ip u la te  th e  coils  
rh y th m ic a lly , cau sin g  them  to  s tre tch  h igh  an d  co n trac t 
lo w  and  to  sw in g  from  side to  side as desired . T h e w h o le  
stru c tu re  looks like  a h u g e  c a te rp illa r  th a t is stru g g lin g  
to  c lim b  in to  th e  a ir on a w in d y  day .

T he in flu en ce  o f m o d ern iza tion  has a ttra c te d  th e  
m akers o f Isinyago to  in c lu d e  in  th e ir  show s b icyc les, 
m otorcars, ae rop lan es, etc. as w e ll as co lon ia l agents like  
th e  d is tric t com m issioner and  th e  tax  clerk . B ut even  these  
are  a ll in v a r ia b ly  c lassified  as beasts, th a t is Isinyago!

T h e p rep ara tio n s  fo r  Isinyago b eg in  som e d ays b e fo re  
th e  ac tu a l d a y  o f p erfo rm an ce . T h e an im als a re  m ad e in  
th e  bush  p re fe ra b ly  in  an a rea  w h e re  th e re  is p le n ty  of 
b am b oo  and  grass.

W h e n  th e  m akers a re  sa tis fied  w ith  th e ir  w ork , th e y  
p re p a re  a sq u are  n ear th e  v illa g e  o r h om estead  w h e re  th e  
p e rfo rm a n ce  w ill take  p lace. T his sq u are  is jo in ed  to  the  
a c tu a l v illa g e  sq u are  b y  a c lean  stu m p -free  “ro a d !’ This  
is im p o rtan t. D an cin g  d u rin g  a d ark  n ig h t and  d ressed  in

th e ir  m asks, th e  d ancers can n ot see th e ir  w a y . T h e ir path  
m ust b e  c le a r to  avo id  ca lam ities.

W h e n  n ig h t fa lls  Isinyago a re  m o ved  onto  th is tem po
ra ry  sq u are  an d  from  th e re  th e y  go one  a t a tim e  to  the 
d an c in g  sq u are  to  p erfo rm . A fte r  th e  d an ce  a ll th e  anim als 
re tu rn  to  udamlnce, th e ir o rig in a l h id in g  p la ce  in  th e  bush. 
T h ey  can  b e  used  ag a in  in th e  fe w  d ays  th a t fo llo w , de
p en d in g  on h o w  stro n g ly  th e y  w e re  b u ilt; th en  th e y  are 
d estro yed , n o rm a lly  b y  fire , to  p re v e n t in q u is itiv e  w om en  
an d  u n in itia ted  ch ild ren  fro m  tra c in g  th e  h id eo u t and  
d isco verin g  th e  tru th .

E ach  b east is sponsored  b y  an  in d iv id u a l w h o  is the  
p rin c ip a l a rtis t in  its design  an d  d ire c to r o f its construc
tion. A n  in d iv id u a l can  sponsor as m a n y  beasts  as he 
chooses, d ep en d in g  on th e  tim e  and  assistan ce h e  has in 
m aking  them . T hese beasts a re  n o rm a lly  m o re  th a n  life  
size  in  s tru c tu re ; th e y  d em an d  co n sid erab le  tim e  and  
la b o u r to  accom plish .

B e fo re  Isinyago com es in to  th e  d an c in g  rin g  to  perform , 
th e  sponsor, i f  h e  is n o t h im se lf in sid e  th e  b east, w il l  in
tro d u ce  his an im al v e ry  e la b o ra te ly . I f h e  is in sid e  the 
beast, som ebod y else w ill do it on  his b eh a lf. S ilen ce  is 
ca lled  fo r  b y  re p e a te d ly  sh ou tin g ; Machete! Machete! 
Machete! Maclxeteeeee! ( Machete seem s to  b e  a corru p ted  
fo rm  o f Veechete? [Yao] m ean in g : D o I sp e a k ?) . The  
au d ien ce  resp on d s: Eeeeee! an d  settles  b ack  to  listen. 
A fte r  a w e ll c a lcu la ted  pause, th e  an n o u n ce r continues, 
pau sin g  system atica lly  fo r  th e  au d ien ce  to  re g is te r w ith : 
Eeeeee! T his is w h a t h e  says:
Chinyamaacho, kutalika kachityosile!

T h e b east th a t cam e fro m  fa r  a w a y !
C hityosile Kumagumuchila!

I t  cam e fro m  M ag u m uch ila !
Ni chijeesileee, Namaunyajo galava!

A n d  it has w a lk e d  a lon g  w a y , th en  it crossed  N am auya! 
Chituumbi chi Che Sokolecho ndaa!

( A n d ) up  Soko le ’s h ill!
N’nakalalamo seleleleee!

(T h e n ) d escen d ed  in to  N akalala !
Katuumlnko ndaa!

( A n d ) up  th e  sm all h ill!
Namiungojo galava!

( A n d ) d o w n  across th e  N am iungo!
Kwa Akambwiliko ndaa!

(A n d )  w e n t u p  to  K a m b w ili’s h om estead ! 
Chinyamaacho cliaacheni?

W h o se  b east is it?
Che Marko Meza!

M r. M arko  M eza! ( shout th e  sp o n so rs).
T h e an n o u n cer has exp la in ed  p o e tic a lly  h o w  th e  beast 

w as o b ta in ed . H e te lls  o f h o w  th e  b east has tra v e lle d  up 
h ills  an d  d o w n  va lle ys  to  m ake th e  process o f g etting  it 
sound v e ry  d iffic u lt. H e m entions as th e  a c tu a l source of 
th e  b east a co m p lica ted  p la ce  like  M ag u m uch ila , which  
is b e liev e d  b y  th e  p eo p le  o f th is p a rticu la r a re a  to be a 
hom e o f sp irits. T his enhances th e  fa c t th a t th e  b east is 
a re a l sp irit. H e d e lib e ra te ly  m entions th e  sponsor’s 
h om estead  and  his nam e to  e le v a te  h im  b e fo re  th e  audi
ence—he is a d u lt enough to  b e ab le  even  to  m an age spirit 
beasts s ing le-handed . Young m en ta k e  th is o pp o rtu n ity  
to  im press th e  girls an d  w in  th e ir love.

O nce th e  nam e o f th e  b east’s sponsor is announced, 
th e re  is g en era l ap p lau se  from  th e  aud ience, a w elcom ing
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tum ult, w o m en  an d  g irls u lu la te ; th e  p a rticu la r song fo r  
,* that b east b eg in s and  th e  d rum m ers catch  up. T h e beast, 
f  intoxicated w ith  th e  rh y th m  o f its song, en ters th e  ring  
I dancing. T h e  songs m ention  th e ir re sp ec tivev an im als and  

say h ow  g ood  o r b ad  th ey  are  to  society. T h e  g ig an tic  
nteepana is accu sed  o f being  a m en-eater; th e  tax -co llec to r  
is asked n o t to  reg iste r the you n g  m en as ta xp a yers  b e 
cause th e y  a re  still in  school; th e  d is tric t com m issioner is 
asked to  ex p la in  w h y  he is fon d  o f eggs y e f  he does not 
keep his o w n  fo w ls; th e  p ig  is n oted  fo r  s tea lin g  cassava  
from th e  p eo p le ’s fie lds, etc.

*. T he rh y th m  is con tro lled  b y  f iv e  d rum m ers, one ra tt le  
p layer and  tw o  pairs o f p rin c ip a l singers. T h e sponsors o f 
the beasts and  the aud ien ce  jo in  in  in  th e  ch orus an d  the  

‘ handclap to  ad d  to  th e  rh yth m . T h e lsimjago m oves from  
one p art o f th e  dancing  c irc le  to  an o th er, ro u n d  and  ro u n d  
the m iddle, fo rw ard s  and  b ackw ard s. T h e au d ien ce  is 

t  charged w ith  th e  resp on sib ility  to  shout at it w h e n e v e r  it 
comes n e a r them . Im m ed ia te ly  th e  Isinyago hears th e  
shouts from  th e  audience, it re trea ts . A p p a re n tly , th is is 
because th e  d an cer o r d ancers can n ot see h o w  n e a r th e y  
are to th e  au d ien ce  and  if  le ft  u n w a rn ed , can  v e ry  easily  
walk into th e  au d ien ce  re ve a lin g  th e  re a l Isinyago! T he  
audience’s noise also p reven ts  it from  h ea rin g  th e  grass 

i noise from  the d ancing  beast.
W ith  th e  second g rou p  o f m asks, midimu, fo u r  typ es  

can be d istingu ished  on th e  basis o f scu lp tu re  o f th e  fa ce  
■ covers and  th e  costum e. T h ere  is th e  fa c ia l ty p e  co verin g  

just the fa c e  o r p a rt  o f it; th e  h e lm et ty p e  co ve rin g  th e

e n tire  h ead ; an d  tw o  (n o w  ra re )  ty p es : th e  b ed -d o lls  and  
th e  fem ale  m ask. T his c lassification  is o f cou rse  a rb itra ry . 
T h e b ed -d o lls , fa c ia l, and  fem a le  m asks a re  used  am ong  
a ll th ese  tr ib es  except th e  M ozam b ican  M ak on d e  w h o  
ex c lu sive ly  use th e  h e lm et typ e.

T h e b ed -d o lls  a re  ab o u t a m ete r an d  a h a lf in  h eigh t. 
T h ey  a re  a n ak ed  p a ir  o f fig u ra l scu lp tu res  rep resen tin g  
m an an d  w ife . T h e tw o  fig u res  a re  fixed  on a b ed  w h ich  
is c o ve re d  w ith  c lo th . U n d er th e  b ed  lies a m an  w h o  m a n i
p u la tes  them  in  tim e  to  th e  rh y th m . T h e c lim ax o f th e ir  
p e rfo rm a n ce  is to  d em o n stra te  th e  act o f coitus. T h e ir  
p ro p er n am e is midimu cho vankorini (M a k u a ) , b ed  
masks.

T h e  fem a le  m ask com bines th e  fa c ia l c o v e r w ith  a b u st 
an d  ab d o m in a l co verin g  th a t d ep ic ts  a yo u n g  p reg n an t  
w om an. T his ndimu  is ca lled  Amwalindembo, you n g  
p reg n an t w om an. H er d an ce  is g e n e ra lly  s lu gg ish  an d  she  
is accom p an ied  b y  a  m a le  m asked  d an cer. H er p e r fo r
m an ce dem onstrates  th e  agonies o f p re g n a n c y  a n d  she d is
p la ys  th e  b e lly  p rom in en tly .

T h e M ozam b ican  M akonde, ca lled  ndimu  o r  lipiku, a re  
p erh ap s th e  m ost p a rticu la r o r c o n se rv a tiv e  as to  costum e  
an d  fo rm  o f dance. T he h e lm et m ask is w o rn  a t an  angle, 
s lan tin g  b ack w ard s  to  a llo w  a ir  c ircu la tio n  th ro u g h  th e  
n eck  en d  o f th e  m ask, th e  m outh, eyes an d  o f cou rse  th e  
nostrils. T h e  d an ce r p erfo rm s fo r  a lm ost h a lf  a d a y  and  
p recau tio n s ag a in st su ffo catio n  a re  im p o rtan t. H e w ea rs  
a tig h tly  fittin g  costum e o f long trou sers  an d  lon g  s leeved  
sh irt. O v e r th is h e  w ea rs  a n e t-lik e  tu n ic  m a d e  fro m  
strings, an d  sm all be lls  o v e r th e  tun ic. H is h e lm et m ask
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has c lo th  stitched  to its b ottom  w h ic h  is le f t  to  fa l l  lo o se ly  
o v e r  th e  shoulders.

A m ong  th e  T an zan ian  M ak on d e fa c ia l m asks a re  com 
m on. T h ey  can  b e  d iv id e d  in to  tw o  ca teg o ries : th e  s tilt 
an d  non-stilt. T h e  s tilt m asked  d an cers, midimu tya muha, 
h a ve  b ecom e m o re  th a n  a M ak on d e  tr ib a l id e n tity  in  E ast 
A fric a . T h ey  sh are  som e ch ara c teristics  w ith  th e ir  cou n 
te rp a rts , th e  M ozam b ican  M akonde, in  costum e an d  d an ce  
fo rm . T h e fa c ia l co ver, w h ich  is n o rm a lly  sm a lle r th an  
th e  face, is w o rn  on th e  fo reh ead . T h e c lo th  to  w h ich  it  is 
a ttach ed  covers  th e  re s t o f  th e  w e a re r ’s h ead  an d  neck. 
T h e w e a re r  b reath es  an d  looks fre e ly  th ro u g h  th e  c lo th . 
H e dresses in  a sh irt o r  a sh irt-like  c lo th  w ith  his arm s  
n o rm a lly  co ve red  w ith  rags, an d  a lo in  c lo th  w h ich  is 
c ru d e ly  tu rn ed  in to  a trou sers-lik e  th in g  ex ten d in g  b e lo w  
th e  stilt-leg  joints.

T he n on -stilt midimu am ong th e  T an zan ian  M akon d e  
sh ow  no tra c e  o f u n ifo rm ity  in  costum e. T his m a y  b e  b e 
cau se  th ey  a re  a ll rep resen ta tio n a l an d  each  costum e d e 
p icts  a p a rticu la r p erson  o r an im al. T h ere  is, fo r  exam ple, 
th e  Lingoti, w h ich  ap p ears  to  d ep ic t an  o ld  m an. H e  
w e a r  rags in  th e  fo rm  o f a ro b e  onto  w h ic h  h an g  sm all 
b ells  an d  ra ttle s  m ad e from  m ango cores an d  sn ail shells.

His fa c ia l co ve r has g re y  a ll o v e r i t —th e  h ead , b eard , and  
m oustache. He n o rm a lly  ca rries  a w a lk in g  stick  and  a 
to b acco  an im al-sk in  p ouch  ty p ic a l o f o ld  fo lks. Nkaadya 
personifies a g lu tton ou s m an. T h e fa c e  c o v e r  is w ith o u t a 
chin  to  g ive  h im  freed o m  to  ea t d u rin g  p e rfo rm an ce . T he  
re s t o f th e  b o d y  does n o t h a v e  a n y  p a r tic u la r  fo rm  of 
dress.

A  ty p ica l n on -stilt n’dimu from  th e  M ak u a  o r Y ao trib e  
w ea rs  his fa c e  c o ve r s tra ig h t on  th e  face. I t is m a d e  to  
m easu re  an d  th e re fo re  covers th e  re s t o f  th e  h e a d  as fa r  
d ow n  as th e  neck. M ost o f th e  b ack  p a rt  o f  th e  h ead  is 
c o ve re d  b y  a re e d  h a t d eco ra ted  w ith  la rg e  fe a th ers . T he  
b o d y  can  b e  c o ve re d  b y  a sh irt o r s im ila r c lo th  c o v e r as 
fa r  as th e  hands. O n his legs a re  e ith e r ra ttle s  ca lled  
maseve ( M akua and  Y ao ) o r sm all b e lls . T ra d it io n a lly  th e  
d a n ce r w as su p posed  to  b e  c o m p le te ly  sea led  o ff  b y  his 
costum e to  a vo id  p u b lic  recog n itio n  o f h is person .

F u rth e r, th ese  midimu can  c a rry  som eth in g  in  th e ir  
h an d s—a fly -w h isk , a spear, c lub , a b o w  an d  arro w s, an  
axe, etc. T hese m a y  a c t as ex ten d ed  arm s to  accen tu a te  
th e  e ffect o f th e  m ovem en ts in  th e  d an ce ; th e y  m a y  b e  
v isu a l aids used  fo r  d ire c t d ra m a tiza tio n , o r ju st sym bols  
to  en han ce  th e  p e rso n a lity  re p re se n ted  b y  th e  d an cer.

Isinyago, th e  b e d -d o ll m asks, th e  fe m a le  m asked  dan cer, 
Lingoti, an d  Nkaadya a re  ty p ic a l cases o f re p resen ta tio n a l 
dances w h e re  th e  dance, m usic, costum e, an d  scu lp tu re  
are  a ll d ire c tly  o r o th erw ise  d esig n ed  to  p o r tra y  th e  re 
sp ec tive  ch ara c ters  p e rson ified . T h e  fe m a le  an d  b ed -d o ll 
m asked  d an cers m a y  also  b e  c lass ified  as sp ecia lized  
actors. T h e ir p e rfo rm an ces sh ow  c e rta in  aspects o f  com 
m u n ity  life  b u t do  n o t n ecessa rily  re p re se n t a n y  one  p a r ti
c u la r person . T h e T an zan ian  M ak on d e  s tilt m asked  
d a n ce r an d  th e  com m on M ak u a  an d  Y ao  m asked  d an cer  
are  p rim a rily  acto rs sp ec ia liz in g  in  d em o n stra tin g  a v a 
r ie ty  o f aspects o f com m u n ity  life . T h e ir  show s u su a lly  
d ra m a tize  life  in  a su b sisten ce  eco n om y: th e  h azard s of 
h o n ey  co llection , hu n ting , c le a rin g  a n e w  fa rm , th e  cu n 
ningness o f d octo rin g , co u rtin g  a girl, w itc h c ra ft  and  
co w ard ice , th e  im p u d en ce  o f th e  u n fa ith fu l w ife  an d  hus
b an d , etc. T h e  d a n ce r does n o t n eed  to  ch an g e costum e, 
h e o n ly  adds th e  n ecessa ry  v isu a l aids. E ach  d em o n stra 
tio n  is a scene in  th e  e n tire  d ra m a ; it ca rries  its o w n  song  
an d  rh yth m .

T h e  M ozam b ican  M ak on d e m asked  d an ce r is a typ ica l 
case o f h igh  class d ra m a tiza tio n , th o u g h  m ovem en ts in  the 
d ances o f d iffe re n t songs h a rd ly  v a ry . In  fa c t th e re  is a 
tem p ta tio n  to  m ake a sw eep in g  o b se rva tio n  th a t mapiku, 
th e  lipiku dance, is u n v a rie d  th ro u g h o u t and  is th ere fo re  
a p e rfo rm a n ce  o f a p a rtic u la r  im ag e dance. T his tendency  
to w a rd s  sam eness in  th e  d an ce  is fo u n d  in  a ll p e rfo r
m ances, a t a ll tim es an d  in a ll sections o f th e  trib e . This 
m akes th e  lipiku u n iq u e  am ong th e  midimu. T h e u n ifo rm 
ity  o f th e  m ovem en t, costum e, m usic an d  sim ila r aspects 
o f th e  d an ce  is in  a w a y  con servatism  b u t it  g ives it  some 
sort o f e th n ic  id en tity . N evertheless, c lose o b serva tion  oi 
th e  d an ce  m o vem en t and  th e  m usic revea ls  th a t th e re  art 
varia tio n s  in  b o th  m o vem en t an d  rh yth m . T h e  whol< 
d an ce  is so h ig h ly  sop h istica ted  in  its o w n  term s an d  th< 
d ra m a tiza tio n  is so ab strac t th a t it takes an  in itia te  to  b< 
ab le  to  fo llo w  and  ap p rec ia te  it. T h ere  is an  assertioi 
am ong som e w rite rs  on  M akonde scu lp tu re , e sp ec ia lly  th< 
m asks, th a t som e o f th e  m asks a re  carica tu res  o f C au ca
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! soid an d  M on g o lo id  peoples. T rad ition  has it th a t th e  
i scu lp tu ra l p a rt  o f  th e  M ozam bican  M akonde m ask w as
\ d estro yed  e v e ry  th re e  yea rs  fo r  fe a r  th a t c racks an d  gen-
I eral w e a r  a n d  te a r  w o u ld  expose th e  w o o d  o rig in  to  th e  

public. T h e  w o o d  o u t o f w h ich  masks w e re  c a rv e d  w as  
ve ry  lig h t a n d  so ft—assum ing th e  p resen t ty p e  o f w o o d  
was used  in  th e  past. Such w o o d  cou ld  not, u n d er trad i-  

1 tional co n d ition s, keep fo r cen turies. T h ere  is th e re fo re  
no w a y  to  co m p are  th e  p re  and  post E u ro -A sia tic  con tact 
w orks, in  o rd e r  to  estab lish  b eyo n d  d o u b t th a t w h a t is 

i called  c a ric a tu re  to d a y  is not in  fa c t p a rt  o f th e  o rig in a l 
style, a n a tu ra l artistic  develop m en t. A n y w a y , art, like  
the c u ltu re  o f w h ich  it is a p art, changes w ith  th e  m ode  
of life  an d  social values, an d  th e  com ing o f fo re ig n ers  
certa in ly  h ad  in fluence on M akon d e art. W h a t  is sug
gested is th a t th is in flu en ce  w as scu lp tu ra l, i.e., it  a ffe c te d  

, only th e  fa c e  cover. E ven  i f  th is is tru e , th e  scu lp tu ra l 
part a lon e  does not m ake a m ask (in  th e  tru e  sense o f 
the w o rd )  C aucaso id  o r M ongolo id . It needs som eth ing  
m ore th an  th a t — th e  in co rp o ra tion  o f th e  costum e, th e  
music, th e  d an ce  and  th e  fu n ction . To th e  b est o f  m y  
know ledge th ese  o th er p arts o f th e  m ask h a ve  rem ain ed  
M akonde an d  fo r th a t m a tte r N egroid !

T here is one a rea  o f s tu d y  w h ich  cou ld  th ro w  som e lig h t  
on the e th n o-h isto ry  o f th e  a rea  i f  p u rsu ed . T his is th e  
linguistic asp ect o f th e  songs o f th ese  dances. W h e re a s  th e  

. dancers o f b oth  isimjago an d  midimu a re  fro m  a ll trib es, 
and organ ization  o f sponsoring  groups is on  a  tr ib a l basis,

1 the fo rm er ten d  to  b e  p re d o m in a n tly  Y ao  an d  th e  la tte r

h a v e  a stron g  M akonde in flu en ce . A ll th e  isinyago songs 
a re  in  Y ao  an d  a ll th e  midimii songs a re  in  M ak on d e i r 
re sp e c tiv e  o f w h o  organ izes them . I h a v e  n o t stu d ied  th e  
songs an d  fo r th a t reason  I am  re lu c ta n t to  su ggest th a t  
th ese  lin g u istic  in flu en ces in d ica te  o rig in  o f th e  m asks 
an d  th e ir  dances in th e  tvm  tribes.

M asked  d an cin g  is a co nm unal concern . S e v e ra l h om e
steads and  w h o le  v illa g es  b an d  to g e th e r to  sponsor one  or 
even  sev e ra l m asks. E ach m asked  d a n c e r is f la n k e d  b y  
th e  sponsors w h o  sing and  d ru m  fo r  him . U su a lly  th e re  
a re  f iv e  d ru m m ers each  con tro llin g  a d ru m  an d  tw o  p airs  
o f singers. T h e  rest o f th e  c ro w d  in c lu d in g  w o m en  and  
u n in itia ted  b oys and  girls fro m  th e  g ro u p ’s v illa g es  fo rm  
th e  chorus. T h ey  also  to p  up  th e  rh y th m  b y  c lap p in g  th e ir  
hands.

In  a ll cases tra d itio n  em p h asized  th e  sec recy  o f th e  
m asked  d an cer. In fa c t it is rec o rd ed  th a t lo n g  lo n g  ago  
w o m en  and  u n in itia ted  box's an d  g irls w e re  n ot a llo w e d  
in to  th e  in n e r c irc le  d u rin g  p erfo rm an ce . T his w as to keep  
th em  from  com ing n ear th e  d an ce r lest th e y  d e tec t th e  
h u m an  inside. W h e n  th e  d ays  fo r  p e rfo rm an ces  a p 
p ro ach ed , th e  d an ce r w o u ld  te ll his re la tiv es  th a t h e  w as  
going on a lon g  jo u rn e y  an d  h e  w o u ld  n o t b e  b ack  u n til 
a fte r  th e  in itia tion  rites w e re  th ro u g h . H e w o u ld  g ive  
rea so n ab le  excuses su p p o rted  b y  th e  e ld ers  o f society. 
T h en  h e  w o u ld  stay  a t th e  b o ys ’ in itia tio n  cam p  fo r tra in 
ing  o r ju s t to  keep  h im se lf a w a y  fro m  society. H e w o u ld  
re tu rn  hom e sev e ra l d ays a fte r  th e  p e rfo rm an ces  w e re  
o ver. T his s tren g th en ed  th e  b e lie f  th a t m asked  d an cers
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w erq  re a l sp irits. T h e sponsors w o u ld  ta lk  o f going to  a 
distaint an cesto r’s g ra ve  to  catch  th e  sp irit. T oday, h o w 
ev e r , m asked  d an cin g  has b een  com m erc ia lized  in  ce rta in  
q u a rte rs  and  has becom e p a rt  o f re g u la r en te rta in m en t  
d u e  to  changes in  th e  p eo p le ’s w a y  o f life .

H av in g  exam ined  the m asks an d  m asked  d an cers in  
d e ta il, it is im p era tive  to  look  a t th e ir  m ean in g  an d  s ig n ifi
c a n ce  in  th e  context o f th e  societies o f th e  a rea  u n d er re 
v ie w , in o rd e r to  a rriv e  at som e conclusions.

Midimu dances ta k e  p lace  d u rin g  th e  rites  o f b oys and  
girls com ing out from  th e ir re sp e c tive  in itia tio n  cam ps. 
T h e in itiations take  p lace  d u rin g  a d ry  season w h en  th e re  
has b een  a good crop, enough  ch ild ren  o f th e  rig h t ag e  to  
b e in itia ted , and freed om  from  ep idem ics an d  calam ities  
in  th e  eh iefdom . T h e b o ys ’ in itia tio n  in clu des c ircu m ci
sion and  a seclusion p eriod  d u rin g  w h ich  th e y  s ta y  in  a 
cam p, Nmera (M a k u a ) , fo r  from  sev e ra l m onths to  som e  
years. T he girls a re  also  seclu d ed  and  s ta v  in  a cam p, 
Chiputu (M a k u a ) , fo r u p  to  six m onths. T h e ir  in itia tio n  
in vo lves  th e  m a n ip u la tio n  o f p arts  o f th e  la b ia  m in o ra  to  
d ra w  them  out. In  b oth  cases it w as th e  fo rm a l p reco n d i
tion  fo r th e ir adm ission  in to  soc ie ty  as adu lts. B oys and  
girls w o u ld  com e o u t o f in itia tio n  cam ps on th e  sam e d ay . 
F o r th ree  con secu tive  d ays th e re  w o u ld  b e  joy , fea stin g  
an d  dancing. T h e d om in an t d an ce  is Midimu, th e  S p ir it  
d an ce  o f th e  m asked  dancers.

D an cin g  begins la te  in  th e  m o rn in g  a t th e  c en tra l 
d an cin g  sq u are  a t th e  c h ie f’s p lace . T his is w h e re  th e  n e w  
m em bers o f soc ie ty  assem b le  a fte r  le a v in g  th e ir  re sp e c tive  
cam ps. T h ey  a rc  d ressed  in  n e w  c lo th es an d  en jo y  th e  
g rea test a tten tion . W h e n  th e  c h ie f o r th e  c lan  le a d e r  
resp on sib le  fo r  th e  in itia tion s com p letes th e  n ecessary  
tra d itio n a l ac tiv ities  w ith  th e  in itia tes, h e  hands th em  back  
to  th e ir p aren ts  an d  a llow s each  p a re n t to  ta k e  th e  c h il
d ren  hom e. A t  th is stag e  th e  midimu sponsors d isperse  
in to  th e ir  re sp e c tive  groups to  fo llo w  th e  n e w  m em bers  
o f society. T h ey  m ake system atic  rou n d s to  e v e ry  hom e  
w h e re  th e re  is an  in itia te  an d  d an ce  th e re  fo r  som e tim e  
b e fo re  m o vin g  to  an o th er. B y  even in g  th e y  re tire  to  th e ir  
hom es. D u rin g  th e  tw o  d ays  th a t fo llo w  e ith e r th e y  re 
p e a t p erfo rm an ces a t th e  sam e hom es o r go to  n e w  p laces. 
T h e m em bers o f th e  fa m ily  th a t has in itia te d  a b o y  o r g irl 
give  g ifts  to  th e  d an cers ; fo o d stu ffs , fo w ls  and  in  certa in  
cases m oney. T hese a rtic les  a re  sh ared  am ong th e  m em 
b ers o f th e  team . A fte r  th e  p resc rib ed  th ree  d ays o f ritu a l 
and ce leb ra tio n s midimu d isap p ea r o n ly  to re a p p e a r d u r
ing  an o th e r in itia tio n  season w h ich  co u ld  b e  in  th re e  o r  
m o re  yea rs  tim e.

It is o bviou s th a t midimu a re  e ssen tia lly  p ieces o f a rt: 
p a rt and  p a rce l o f th e  in itia tio n  ritu a ls  o f tran sitio n  fo r  
b oys an d  g irls; a to o l fo r th e  d em o n stra tio n  o f th e  social 
im p o rta n ce  w h ich  soc ie ty  a ttach es to th e  changes o f status  
am ong its m em bers; th e  ju stifica tio n  o f th e  rig o rou s a c tiv 
ities th e y  u n d erw en t in  cam p; a social g e t-to g eth er to  re 
jo ice  w ith  th e  in itia tin g  p aren ts ; a  th e a tr ica l en te rta in 
m ent and  a fo rm  o f soc ia l o rgan ization .

T h ey  a re  p ieces o f a r t  in  th a t th e  bam boo an d  grass 
stru ctu res  fo rm in g  th e  beasts in  isimjago, th e  c a rv ed  doll, 
th e  fa ce  or abdom en  cover, th e  dan ce , th e  m usic an d  the  
costum e, a re  b u t rep ro d u ctio n s  o f artis ts ’ p ercep tio n s o f 
th e  costum es, va lu es, ideas and  b e lie fs  o f th e ir society. 
S cu lp tu re , ch oreo g rap h y, costum e design , m usic com po
sition , etc. a re  a ll form s o f c re a tiv ity . T h ey  a re  art. W h a t  
is m ore th e  a tm osp h ere  in  w h ich  midimu a p p e a r—dan cin g

to  th e  accom p an im en t o f singing, d ru m m in g  an d  hand  
c lap p in g  sp iced  b y  u lu la tio n , is ty p ic a l tra d itio n a l th eatre

Midimu in  th e ir s tric t tra d itio n a l con tex t p e rfo rm  onlj 
a t th ese  occasions. T h e sm ooth w o rk in g  o f a n y  socia 
system  d epen d s on each  m em ber o f soc ie ty  k n o w in g  anc 
accep tin g  his re sp e c tive  ro le  an d  p osition  in  it. T h e  forn  
in  w h ich  midimu ap p e a r is m ystica l. B u t a t th e  sam< 
tim e  th e y  re v e a l th a t in itia te d  m en  h a ve  p o w e r to  contro  
th ese  m ysteries. Midimu in  this case  a re  v isu a l a id s t< 
teach  soc ie ty  th e  p ro p e r p la ce  o f m en  an d  w o m en , th  
u n in itia ted  an d  th e  in itia ted . A d u lt  m en  h a v e  fe llow sh i]  
w ith  m ysterio u s beings, sp irits ; w o m en  an d  th e  uniniti 
a ted  d o  not. I t  g ives cou rag e  to th e  n e w  m a le  in itia te  
an d  causes girls, w o m en  an d  th e  u n in itia ted  to  re a liz e  ho\ 
m u ch  th e y  do n o t know , h o w  m u ch  th e y  la ck  p o w e r, ho\ 
m uch m en  surpass them  — it helps th em  to  a ccep t thei 
position  in  society. F o r th a t reason , midimu con trib u t  
to w a rd s  ch ara c ter b u ild ing , consciousness o f p ositio n  an 
th e  du ties an d  resp on sib ilities  such  p ositions c a rry . The  
are  a m eans o f teach in g  good  c itizen sh ip  an d  in te n s ify  th  
bonds o f socia l o rgan ization .

M ost o f tra d itio n a l teach in g  is n ot accom p an ied  b y  err 
p iric a l reason in g  to  su p p o rt it o r ju s tify  its c la im s in  sc 
c ie ty . N o rm ally  it is w ra p p e d  in  tab o o s o r ju stified  b 
som e a u th o rity  s im p ly  say in g  such  th in gs h a v e  b een  i 
p ra c tice  fo r generations. No ju stificatio n  can  b e  offeree 
fo r exam ple, fo r  b oys to  b e  c ircu m cised  a p a rt  fro m  il 
b ein g  a p ra c tic e  o f gen eration s. B u t it seem s to  m e th a t th 
b rin g in g  in  o f midimu on  th e  last th re e  d ays  o f in itiatio  
is a k ind  o f in v ita tio n  to  th e  va rio u s  sp irits  to  w itn ess  th  
im p o rtan t occasion. It is th is fe llo w sh ip  w ith  th e  spiri 
th a t ten d s to  b e a r open  w itn ess  to  th e  s ig n ifican ce  i 
th e  in stitu tio n  o f in itia tion . Its accep tan ce  b y  th e  spiri 
creates  an  atm o sp h ere  o f genu ineness, cem ents its secrec 
an d  e leva tes  its im p o rtan ce  an d  essen tia lity .

A n d  midimu b rin g  ou t th e  re lig io u s  p a rt  o f  th e  ritu: 
in  th e  in stitu tio n  o f in itia tion , th e  fe llo w sh ip  w ith  ere; 
tu res  o f th e  o th er w o rld , th e  a fte r  d e a th  w o rld . T h e  init 
ates a re  m ad e a w a re  th a t th e  d e a d  ancestors, too, care  f( 
th e ir  g en era l d eve lo p m en t, th a t th e y  a re  co n cern ed  ovi 
th e ir  a ffa irs . T his is w h y  th e y  com e a ll th e  w a y  fro m  tl 
d ead  to  re jo ice  on th e  occasion  o f th e  in itia te s ’ re tu rn  fro: 
th e  cam p  w h e re  th e y  su ccessfu lly  u n d erw e n t tra in in g  th  
w ill en ab le  them  to  f i t  in to  soc ie ty . T h e  sp irits  a re  m 
v e ry  fa r  fro m  th e  earth , th e y  can  com e an d  sh are  w o rld  
ac tiv ities  w ith  th e  quick , th e y  are  w ith in  reach . Indee  
th e re  is a p e rp e tu a l so lid a rity  b e tw e e n  th e  q u ick  and  tl 
dead.

T h at midimu is a lso  a fo rm  o f en te rta in m en t is ev id er  
It is th e  assem bling  o f p eo p le  to  jo in  in  a jo y fu l th eatric  
p erfo rm an ce . In  fa c t it is a ty p ic a l open  a ir  trad ition  
th e a tre  in  w h ich  th e  p e rfo rm ers  k eep  th e  au d ien ce  e 
gag ed  in  th e  ac tu a l c rea tio n  o f en te rta in m en t fo r  all.

Midimu con stitu te  a social a c tiv ity  th a t calls  fo r £ 
m em bers o f th e  fa m ily  and  n eighbours to  p a rtic ip a te  ai 
con trib u te . T h ey  g ive  g ifts  to  d ancers an d  ta k e  p art  
th e  cerem onies to  assure  th e  success o f this hom ecom ii 
cerem o n y  o f th e  n e w  in itia tes. Midimu fo rg e  a socia l gat 
e rin g  to  h e lp  one fa m ily  to succeed  in  one o f th e  essenti 
d u ties to  soc ie ty : to  ad m it th e  n ew  g en era tio n  in to  m er 
b ersh ip  o f ad u ltho o d , th at th e y  m ay p e rp e tu a te  th e  soci 
norm s and  va lu es  w h ich  a re  p a rt and  p a rce l o f th e ir s 
ciety , h an d ed  d ow n  th e  gen eration s in this m a n n er fro  
tim e  im m em orial.
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