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Guinea Bissau. Vaca Bruto masks depicting cow 
spirits (cows are quite important totemic animals 
foro the inhabitants of the Bijagos islands) 
performing a ritual dance called kognoca on the 
Uno island in the Bijagos archipelago



Secret societies, in Africa, represent the traditional society, a kind of 
parallel authority. They reveal themselves through the masks appearance: 
every mask has its own meaning, and its appearance brings a clear message 
to the community members.

‘Masks talk. And listen to men and to their eternal thirst for life, their 
desire to live forever while they know they’re just men. Men in need to 
dominate their fears and hopes –that’s when they transform themselves in 
masked man’.

In the African traditional society the mask plays a crucial role: it 
represents the appearance of a spirit coming from the forest or the 
savanna to rule men’s actions, to scare people or entertain them, to 
impose peace or instigate war, celebrate funerals or initiation rituals.
In the whole Africa the word ‘mask’ doesn’t indicate just what’s covering 
the face of the man but it means incarnate spirit, present spirit. The mask 
wearer loose his individual identity to transform himself in something 
else. The mask wearer may die, the mask not: ‘A man may leave me (die), 
and he will be replaced. But a mask will never die. You’ll never see a 
mask’s grave. We’re above men’.



Cameroon. Ritual dances of 
the Kuo Gaing warriors’ secret 
society. Dancers wear masks 
covered with cowries, recalling 
the sculptures covered with 
glass pearls of Bamileké kings



Benin. Zamgbeto mask 
representing night spirits



Benin. Egungun masks, also called 
Revenants, representing the spirits of 

people coming back from the dead



Cameroon. Masks of the Lali secret society dances at 
the funeral of a Bamileké notable. Dancers are wearing 
sacks decorated with feathers recalling the sculptures 

covered with glass pearls depicting Notuégom, the 
founder of the Bandjoun bamileké kingdom



Burkina Faso. The spectacular whirling dances 
performed by the masks of the Bobo ethnic 
group during masks’ celebrations in Kibidwè, 
the oldest district of Bobo Dioulasso



Burkina Faso. A mask of the Bobo ethnic 
group walks in Bobo Dioulasso passing 
by the old, Sudanese style mosquee. 
Here Islamic, Christian and traditional 
religions coexist side by side



Benin. Egungun masks, also called 
Revenants, representing the spirits 
of people coming back from the dead, 

chase the inhabitants of Cové
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Benin. Egungun masks, also called 
Revenants, representing the spirits of 
people coming back from the dead



Ivory Coast. Mask of the 
ethnic group of Gueré, in 
the village of Bin-Houyé
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Benin. Egungun masks, also called Revenants, 
representing the spirits of people coming back 
from the dead, chase the inhabitants of Cové



Cameroon. Dances of the royal secret society Takumbeng 
at the chefferie bamileké of Bafut. In the past this 
dance was performed once back from a won war. Members 
of the society wear masks depicting animals’ heads, 
and a mask on stilts recalls the sculptures covered 

with pearls of old anthropomorphic thrones



Benin. Egungun masks, also called 
Revenants, representing the spirits 
of people coming back from the dead



In African’s masks world the magnificient, spectacular side is important 
but the social aspect is fundamental, defining the mask as the connection 
between men’s world and the supernatural one – a world always present in 
African society, in every action of every single person. The mask becomes 
a regulator of what’s happening in the community, something you must fear. 
For example, in the city of Bobo Dioulasso, in Burkina Faso, there are 
places where masks make dance performances and are controlled by griots 
(the musician leading the dance), while in other parts of the town the 
masks get out of human control and terrify people with whips and sticks. 
At the same time, the show off and the dance of the masks become a great, 
collective theather performance, with people chasing and challenging the 
masks to dispel their fear of the spirits world. 



Burkina Faso. Masks of the Bobo 
ethnic group during masks’ 
celebrations in Kibidwè, the 
oldest district of Bobo Dioulasso
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