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Dance must try to adjust itse lf to ever-changing socia l patterns 
and to the ever-present and fluc tua ting  needs o f the cu ltu re  w h ich  i t  
serves. A t the same tim e, it  must preserve itse lf; i t  must not d isca rd , 
forget nor degrade the deep psychological and re lig ious roots w hich  
are the very source o f its life  and v i ta l i ty .

O ften , w riting  about the trad itiona l dances means tha t one 
becomes an apologist in one or several ways: the origins o f the dances 
in particu lar create this rather uneasy atmosphere. Most o f the tra d i­
tiona l dances cannot be traced w ith  accuracy in ch rono log ica l tim e .
This is the kind o f time which historians, a rchaeologist*, socio logists 
and anthropologists are ch ie fly  interested In and it  is w e ll tha t they 
a re . It w ill  be admitted by most o f them, however, tha t this is not 
the only kind o f time there is. They w il l  adm it, for exam ple, to 
eschatology.

Eschatology means those symbdlic constructions w hich  human 
beings have produced which refer to the world  before it  was and a fte r 
i t  w il l  cease to be. Eschatological time has a beg inning 'and it  has an 
end and i t  implies a continuum between these two poin ts. Eschatological 
tim e, in a dancer's terms is line a r. An eschatologica l statement fa m ilia r  
to  most o f us is the beginning o f the Gospel o f John in the C hris tian  B ib le :

"In the beginning was the W ord, and the Word was 
w ith  G od, and the Word was G o d ."

Another kind o f time can be ca lled  "prim ord ia l t im e . "  This k ind  
o f time differs from eschatological tim e: the former deals w ith  the notion
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o f some k ind  o f a beg inn ing  or an ending and to those states p rio r to the 
beginning and a fte r the ending and the la tte r does n o t. Primordial tim e , 
properly understood, HAS no notion  o f a "b eg inn ing ”  or an "e n d in g .”
It is a k ind  o f time w h ich  can be thought o f as dom inating a ll o f life  and 
w hich can be renewed every day or every week (or w henever), e ithe r in 
the present day occurrances o f l i fe  or by the exact repetitions o f certa in  
ritua ls  and rites w hich  in a sense guarantee life ,and  w ith  w hich the world 
can be created "n ew " a t each e ve n t. A fa m ilia r statement o f prim ordial 
time is the opening statement o f nearly  a ll  ch ild ren 's  stories:

"O nce  upon a t im e .................. ”

o r, in G hana, in the evening when everyone w i l l  gather to listen to one 
o f the b e a u tifu l stories o f the elders:

"O ne  d ay , God s a id ................”

These are tim e-less statements in terms o f ch rono log ica l ordering 
and what we have c a lle d  "h is to r ica l t im e " . To liv e  in prim ord ia l time 
would mean a k ind  o f liv in g  in an e terna l to d a y . M uch , i f  not a l l ,  o f m yth, 
r itu a l and dance have th e ir  existence in this k ind  o f tim e . Their s ign ificance 
lies p recise ly in the fa c t that they D O  N O T  concern themselves w ith  the 
o rd inary tim e sense (h is to r ic a l-c h ro n o lo g ic a l) . To proceed from an a ttitude  
w hich  apologizes fo r the fa c t tha t they do not concern this k ind  o f time is 
to d is tort them , th e ir  fu n c tio n , s ign ifican ce  or any other possible connection 
they m ight have to  human l i f e .

I f  myth is to  be considered mere fa b le , a pastime w orthy o f consi­
deration on ly  by foo ls , ch ild re n  and those deprived o f the advantages o f 
" c iv i l iz a t io n "  and "e d u c a tio n ", then the posture o f the apo logist is the 
only a v a ila b le  posture. We submit tha t myth is not mere fab le ; a fa ls i­
fic a tio n  o f h is to ry . We submit that m yths, ritua ls  and dances are based 
upon a d iffe re n t k ind  o fh is to ry  because they belong to d iffe re n t time orders. 
In order to understand these phenomena iri an undistorted fashion one must 
be governed, as i t  w e re , by the rules belonging to prim ord ia l time and not 
by the rules be long ing  to  ch ro no log ica l tim e . Is i t  sensible to play tennis 
using the rules o f fo o tb a ll?
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Myths, rituals and dances are important because o f th e ir content 
and because o f the narrative o f events in them which occurred: orig ins
o f the species, the w orld , the specific socie ty, o f the rites themselves, 
how fire  came to humans, hunting, m edicine, p lanting and o f the 
in itia tions; a ll the framework o f meaning which concerns the human's 
passage from b irth  to death and what happened to him before he was 
born and what w ill  happen afte r he dies. A ll o f these things are remote; 
the events are remote, in a very d iffe ren t kind o f a w ay, i f  we w i l l  but 
stop to reflect a l i t t le .  Life as it is lived today takes its o rig in  and its 
meaning from these tales and actions; from this kind o f "h is to ry " . M y th , 
ritua l and dance are three components o f the sacred history o f a peop le .
This is true because the ir relations and the ir performance means tha t the 
people exist in tim e. Surely, this existence is a t least as im portant as 
the ir continuing existence in three dimensional space.

M yth, ritua l and dance ensure the duration and the maintenance 
o f the life  of the people in time and they provide the vehic les through 
which the individual encounters tim e . It could be said that this happens 
on three levels: the myth, story, or the "w ord" belonging to the in te lle c t ,  
the ritua l belonging to the emotions and the dance belonging to the physical 
and instinctive nature.

The mythos o f a people does not preserve its physical l ife  necessarily , 
although it  can be connected w ith  these a c tiv it ie s . The mythos preserves 
the psychological l i fe .  The truths o f myth, dance and r ity a l are not lo g ica l 
nor historical truths. The truths engendered by m yth, dance and r itu a l are 
o f the genre that must be renewed constantly. We are fa m ilia r w ith  this in 
some way or another, whether we attach it  to a k ind o f d a ily  resurrection , 
the festival o f the New Year, the various observances o f the seasons and 
harvests of some kind o f yet to be formulated ritua ls connected w ith  solar 
showers, gamma rays and cybernetics. True mythos is an a c t o f fa ith ; some­
thing which is believed and lived , like  preparing for a "tom orrow " w hich  
we assume w ill come. Rituals are encounters w ith  this k ind  o f tim e , and 
w ith the meanings that we have assigned to our lives . R itual dances are 
both repetitions and representations o f these meanings.
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Aga ins t th is background, le t us examine the legend of the origin 
and meaning o f the Abofoo dance o f the Krachi people*, as told to me by 
the "O d ie fo "  o f  the Choboae C lan .

"The o rig ins o f this dance can hardly be traced.
It is as o ld  as the people . It has always been an 
ancestra l dance. Since time immemorial, some o f 
the g reat hunters had a v is ion . In this v is ion, they 
saw the animals dance. From th is, the hunters got 
the idea o f dancing like  the animals. The dance 
is a c e le b ra tio n . We th ink o f it  as a sort o f funeral 
fo r the anim al who is about to d ie . "

Im m edia te ly  we are to ld  that we cannot trace this dance in chrono­
lo g ic a l tim e ; " i t  is as o ld  as the p e o p le ."  We are told that "since time 
im m em oria l" (p rim ord ia l tim e) "some o f the great hunters" (near super­
na tu ra l personages who had special experiences and great adventures) "had 
a v is io n "  (saw something that d id  not belong to the everyday, sensorially 
v a lid a te a b le  w o r ld ) . "In this v is io n , they saw the animals dance", and 
kn ew , accord ing  to my inform ants, that there was some kind o f connection 
between the e ffic a c y  o f the hunter, "the hunter's luck",and the special 
fo rce or power that the anim al had. From this v is ion, we are to ld , these 
g rea t personages got the idea o f danqing like  the animals. From further 
exam ina tion  o f the dance, we w i l l  know as w e ll that there is a double 
entendre im p lied  here: this dance is done both before and after the hunt.
One o f the functions i t  performs is that o f the renewal o f power, the re­
a ffirm a tio n  o f the m yth ica l orig ins o f the dance, hence the release of the 
unseen forces necessary fo r a successful hunt upon which the life  of the 
com m unity depended. A fte rw a rd , when the animal is k ille d , it  is done 
aga in  fo r the purpose o f "w ash ing" or "p u rify in g " or "releasing" the 
hunters from the e ffects or a ffects o f these powers which are, after a ll,  
inapp rop ria te  to  the o rd in a ry , everyday life  o f the men.

*  F ie ld  w ork has been done on the Krachi Abofoo. There is a so an 
A bofoo  be long ing  to  the Kwahus which may have precede e
K rach i one . The northern Ewes also do this dance.
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The Abofoo is an example o f a dance that is d e fin ite ly  connected 
w ith  the preservation o f physical life  because i t  is a hunting dance. The 
w ord, "A bo fog " means hunters. The animals invo lved in this dance a re , 
in this o rder, the leopard, lion  or panther, known as "O fu fu r i" ,  the 
b u ffa lo , known as "K yen e ", and the e lephan t, known as "K o n te ."  To 
illu s tra te  the dual form o f this dance and the stated s ign ificance  o f i t ,  
i t  must be noted that Kyene (buffa lo) d iffers from O fu fu ri (the b ig cats) 
and Konte (elephant) in that there are no special drums for Kyene a fte r 
he is k il le d  because he does not have any special power (no arcane or 
potent force akin  to "fa -tu m ") that can d ive rt the luck o f the hun ter. 
O fu fu ri and Konte have this power, therefore they have special drums 
for them a fte r they are k ille d  as w e ll as before .

The trophies taken from the animals are as fo llow s:

Konte: lower jaw , tusks, ta i l  and trunk
O fu fu ri: skin and skull
Kyene: ta i l ,  lower jaw and horns

Before the hunt, the dance is done as a ce le b ra tio n , a funeral fo r the 
animals about to be k ille d  and as a means through w hich the force is 
released that w i l l  ensure a successful hun t. It is important to keep in, 
mind here that the hunting was done on ly  w ith  knives and spears. A fte r 
the hunt, i f  an elephant is k i l le d ,  the trophies are co lle c ted  and placed 
upon the ears o f the animal in the r itu a l dance space. D rink is brought 
and a liba tion  is poured on the trophies. The drink is tfjen served and a 
ce lebra tion  made in honour o f the dead an im a l. A calabash conta in ing  
herbs and w a te r, together w ith  a tusk are placed in the centre o f the 
dance c irc le  and the hunter then washes h im self in th is . The same r itu a l 
procedure but w ith  d iffe ren t trophies obtains i f  one o f the b ig  cats has been 
k i l le d .  In the case o f an e lephant, a b race le t may be made la te r from 
part o f the tusk.

There is no special rule o f certa in  hunters being id e n tif ie d  w ith  
certa in  anim als. This is important to know i f  on ly  to co rrect a fa ir ly  
common m isconception that a hunting dance always involves some k ind  
o f "p r im itiv e " pa rtic ip a tion  mystique w ith  a pa rticu la r anim al or animals
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and th a t the hunter id e n tifie s  him self w ith  the animal to the extent that 
he e ith e r co m p le te ly  suppresses or negates his own iden tity .

, A  bo7 becomes a hunter by k i l l in g  something. There is no ceremony 
to  in it ia te  him in to  the group o f hunters prior to tha t. There w ill be a
ceremony "a fte r the fa c t" ;  im m ediately fo llow ing his deed. It is thought 
tha t i f  a boy is born to be a hunter, then he w ill  have the heart to k il l the 
a n im a l; i f  n o t, he w o n 't .  A man is in no way ostracized or penalized among 
the K rach i i f  he is not a hun ter. The whole a ffa ir belongs to his destiny 
(K o n o k ro ).

The specia l characteris tics o f the dance are as follows:

1 . A ccom panim ent: two gongs, two drums and singers of both sexes arranged 
thus:

S .D . = Suppqrting drum
M .D . = Master drum

G1 + 2 = Gongs

(M us ica l accom panim ent in the form o f w ritten  phrases o f music and trans­
la tions o f songs are being prepared).

#
2 . S pa tia l forms: the usual c irc u la r form obtains as a general space and
w ith in  th is , these va ria tions ; 1) when representing any of the animals, the 
space is used e n tire ly  fre e ly ; 2) the dancers approach to 'the drums and the 
g ree tings are done in a c lockw ise  movement, — from left to righ t. (There 
is a reason fo r th is ; this dance is not p rim arily  about "other worlds like a 
fe tish  dance is , there fore  the c lockw ise movement is appropriate. In Krachi 
d an ce , a l l  fe tish  dances are done in a counter-clockw ise movement. This 
w i l l  be e xp la in ed  more fu l ly  in connection w ith  the Sokodai and the Boame 
dances in a fo rthcom ing  p u b lic a tio n ).

The dance begins w ith  the O fu fu ri (the big cats). The reproductions 
o f the movement ch a rac te ris tic  o f the animals and the evocation of atmosp ere 
is e x c e lle n t.  The cats are portrayed by the use o f a men s clot worn i 
cape w h ich  s w irls , b illo w s , dips and flows w ith  the moves of t e ancer.

x x
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The movements that the dancer makes are fast, low to the ground, s tea lthy 
and qu ick; unmistakably those belonging to the cat fa m ily . The hand 
gestures, when the hands are not occupied in holding or m an ipu la ting  the 
c lo th , are exactly  the same as the Indian mudra sym bolizing " t ig e r " .

The buffa lo  is represented by more ponderous movements; 
occasionally the head is tossed. The arms are held shoulder h igh; in 
a rounded curve, corresponding to the b a lle t position o f f if th  position 
en avan t. These arms represent the buffa lo 's  horns.

The elephant is depicted in a most singular and interesting 
fashion, and Konte's dance includes a feature rarely seen in Ghanaian 
dance; nearly to ta l absence o f movement. The elephant is so extrem ely 
b ig and has such m ighty strength and power that the on ly way to d ep ic t 
him is by the absence o f, rather than the presence o f, movement. O n ly  
the le ft arm, representing the trunk, moves. The e lephant is dep icted  
w a lk ing , but the movements o f the dancer are very slow and very d e lib e ra te . 
Konte is also shown eating and slapping his back w ith  his tru n k .

The woman dancer does not represent any o f the anim als. Her 
function in the dance is a purely complimentary one. She is expected to  
be very much "en rapport" w ith  the man who is dep ic ting  the animals and 
she w il l  also do such u tilita r ia n  things as w ipe the sweat from his fa ce .

There is a mysterious animal in the bush w hich we were to ld  about; 
it  can k i l l  hunters and drive them aw ay. The Krachis c a ll th is anim al 

"Sasabonsam)' In a ll ways, the description thus far is the same as tha t 
described to me by the Lobis, who name this phenomenon, "T a la tu u r ."
So fa r, it has not been determined whether this animal is m ytho log ica l or 
rea l; a phenomenon or a noumenon. Further research w i l l  undoubtedly 
produce more evidence one way or another. My informants te l l  me tha t 
only one hunter, among those they know, from another place has ever 
k ille d  a^asabonsamjl. but no one o f them saw i t .



( S ) ® © ®

This work is licensed under a 
Creative Commons
Attribution -  Noncommercial - NoDerivs 4.0 License.

To view a copy of the license please see: 
http://creativecommons.Org/licenses/bv-nc-nd/4.0/

This is a download from the BLDS Digital Library on OpenDocs
http://opendocs.ids.ac.uk/opendocs/

i f^ i Institute of 
Development Studies

http://creativecommons.Org/licenses/bv-nc-nd/4.0/
http://opendocs.ids.ac.uk/opendocs/

