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Lega vory figure, kalimbagoma,
Democratic Republic of the Congo

‘The Footprints of Fool’ ... A kalimbagoma of Surrealist
Morphology

By Daniel Biebuyck

This smail vory belongs to the category of kalimbangoma
initiation sacra (masengo). It embodies one of the exclusive
symbols of status achieved by a man initiated as musage wa
kindi and/or in some communities by a woman with seniority
status within the highest female bunyamwa grade (kanyamwa
ka idulu).

Most of the kalimbangoma have no individual names.
Nevertheless for their owners they have a bearing on the

the social and moral codes, expressed in aphorisms and/or
dramatic actions associated with these objects. The surreal
morphology of the piece refers to basic ideas dramatically
enacted in bwami rituals. In some rites the participating men
and women enter the initiation house backward; those women
carrying initiation baskets and the initiand are guided by a

man or woman facing them. The general idea expressed in this
movement is as follows. A person enters the initiation house for
2 rite that leads to achieving a certain grade but his/her mind

is already fixed on more advanced rituals. Looking at the guide
the initiand wonders whether there are no problems ahead (are
there enough valuables for payments and gifts; is there danger
of infringing on taboos; are there any forces that might obstruct
smooth passage). Something analogous is expressed in an
often repeated statement in the Lega Mubila epic. Whenever
the hero and his comitatus are at the crossroads and take one
of the trails leading to suspect encounters with enemies, the
bard sings: “The footprints of Fool, those of Parrot (symbol of
treachery) point in the direction we are going” the hero is going
n a particular direction but behind him are powerful forces that
may obstruct his travels, he thinks about his village and kinsfolk
he left behind, but dangers (leopards, sorcerers, warriors) are
present everywhere. The foot goes forward but the mind stays
behind.
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Lega copal resin 'mask’, Democratic
Republic of the Congo
By Daniel Biebuyck

The exact use and meaning of this extremely rare mask have
not been identified in the bwami context. This masquette is
probably the status symbol of the guardian of a basket linked
with the kasisi ritual. He is an initiate of the lutumbo wa
yananio grade in bwami. For the other kasisi guardians, this
token certifies his hereditary claim to ancesiral guardianship of
kasisi on behalf of a large community of yananio initiates.

The kasisi basket in the custody of rare yananio initiates,
contains a number of unusual objects. They include: elementary
molded or carved human and animal figurines in termite

nest clay and in outgrowths of dead trees; resinous moldings
adorned with porcupine quills; large aged elephant molars:

and, in some groups, a hooded costume in beaten bark. The
most important items of the kasisi rite are large rock crystals
(kalumbilumbi) and/or large pieces of molded, translucent
resin (ibwagabwaga; ?subfossil resin) kept separately in the
guardian’s shoulderbag. All these objects are shown to the
initiand 1n a forest shack during a nocturnal session in which

no dance, music, Songs, words occur, in an atmosphere of
doom created by the interplay between darkness and the light
of burning resin torches. The mumbling (manungunungu)

of the initiates represents tonal patterns of aphorisms that
express the social and moral codes of bami initiates and, more
importantly, refer to remote historical events (e.g., the large
rock crystals gathered by their ancestors when they passed the
Ruwenzori mountain on the limits of Congo and Uganda; the
resin torches recalling the ancestors’ arrival in the rain forest).it
is noteworthy that these objects are called mitume (old things).

| witnessed kasisi rifes in eight different ritual communities
and never saw a copal mask, but | noted a nkola giant snail
shell in resin. Like many other guardians of yananio- and kindi-
related baskets, the kasisi guardian cannot hold the regular
wooden lukwakongo masquette, but has other status-related
objects. Hidden in his personal shoulderbag are some small
resinous objects possibly including a resin masquette, proofs
of his inherited guardianship. These personal tokens are not
to be seen during the rites themselves, but are shown in great
secrecy to other kasisi holders before the rites begin.
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“Masqgue” en résine de copal, Lega,
Républigque Démocratique du Congo

haut.9cm 34 n
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Masquette en ivoire, Lega, République
Démocratique du Congo
Lega lukungu ivory maskette, Democratic
Republic of the Congo

haut. 15cm ; 6in

PROVENANCE

Collecté in situ par |'administrateur territorial Raymond
Hombert, entre 1924 et 1930

Collection Tom Hombert, Bruxelles

Collection Alexis Bonew. Bruxelles, acquis vers 1970

Parmi les nombreuses masquettes créées par les Lega dans
le contexte de I'association hiérarchique du Bwam, celles

en ivoire et en os d'éléphant (cf. n® 33), beaucoup plus rares
etinconnues de certaines communautés, sont |a propriété
des initiés du grade supréme lutumbo Iwa kindi, dont elles
symbolisent le prestigieux statut. Lorsque I'un d'eux décéde.
sa masquette est transmise a un nouvel initié kindi, aprés
avoir été exposée sur sa tombe. Conservées dans le sac en
bandouliére des initiés, elles sont utilisées dans de rares
occasions, entourant parfois sur une claie un grand masque
muminia (cf. n® 7). Dans ce cas seulement, elles représentent
les cranes des guerriers morts au combat au cours des
batailles historiques menées lors des migrations, a Atondo et
Ikonge.

Par Daniel Biebuyck
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