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ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY 

Hello, this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey. And the voice of our contributors 
today come from the sacred groves of the Ivory Coast in 
'Arts and Africa'. 

MASQUERADE ACTUALITY Bird Call . 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Not a real bird, but not quite a human either. It ' s the voice of 
one of the many masks that were called to perform together by none 
less that the Head of State of the Ivory Coast, President Houphet-Boigny . 
The new capital, Yamassoukro, way inland from Abidjan, was the 
scene of a week - long festival for decorative, dancing masks from 
all over the country; a festival specially mounted by the 
Mini s try of TourisM. 

MASQUERADE ACTUALITY Rattles and drumming. 

ALEX TETTEH - LARTEY 

And amongst the visitors was the BBC's West Africa Correspondent, 
Elizabeth Blunt who's sent us thes e recordings of the festivities -
masks dancing on stilts, for example. 

MASQUERADE COMMENTARY - Elizabeth Blunt describes one of the masks. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

And for l isteners who know nothing of the delights and terrors of 
the mask - a word that incorporates the whole costume, the wearer 
(always a man I believe) and the spi r it he repr esents as well as 
the mask of the head and face - For such people the I vorien Director 
of Tourism explains the function of the mask. Pierre Poolou isn't 
only Director, he's also the Hi gh Comm i ssion er for the Festival. 



2 . 

PIERRE POOLOU 

People in villages when they have any problem and they want to talk 
to God, they talk to the mask because the mask is between God and 
the people. The mask is also the traditional People ' s Chief because 
he is supposed to know everything about tradition because he never 
dies - he burns but he never dies and through the years he gets more 
and more wisdom. When we have any. problem to solve in the villages 
we address the mask when the problem is very important . When man 
does not succeed in finding a solution the mask has a very big 
social function in our traditional society. 

ELIZABETH BLUNT 

Is the mask there in the village all the time or does it only come 
occasionally? 

PIERRE POOLOU 

They are there with us even if physically we don't see them, but any 
time we need theM to come we can call them to come . If they are 
not in the village they are supposed to be in the forest. That is 
why if sometimes you visit some villages, mainly in the West part 
of Cote d ' Ivoire you see what they call 'Foret Sacre ' . 

ELIZABETH BLUNT 

Sacred forests, sacred groves? 

PIERRE POOLOU 

Yes, sacred forests and you find those sacred forests in all the 
villages where you have the masks. 

ELIZABETH BLUNT 

And is that where the masks live when you don't see them? 

PIERRE POOLOU 

Yes, they are supposed to live there. 

MASQUERADE COMMENTARY Elizabeth Blunt describes some of the masks 
and the music accompanying theM. 
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ELIZABETH BLUNT 

I met one really unquiet spirit - a brown, hooded, cat-like figure 
from the Senafu country in the far north, wi th a slender rod in 
its hand. It was at the place where the masks were getting ready 
fo r their public appearance and it was all by itself, fi dgeting 
nervously in a flowerbed. " It wasn't a good spirit" he said and 
"it could be very difficult", he was there to keep an eye on it. 
The mask shifted restlessly and moved away followed by its minder 
and carefully avoided by everyone else in the compound . 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

That chilling encounter of Elizabeth 's was with a mask from the north 
of the Ivory Coast. This music acc ompanies another mask from the 
north - from the Burkina and Mali border. 

MASQUERADE ACTUALITY - Northern music. 

MASQUERADE COMMENTARY - Elizabeth Blunt describes the arrival of more 
masks. Accompanied by music and drumming. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

And for anyone who missed what Elizabeth Blunt was saying against 
such powerful rhythms, she was describing the mask as "dressed all 
over in a kind of yellow fishnet with a yellow grass skirt. 
It had a green face, a crescent moon up above its head and two horns 
like a ram ... 

MASQUERADE ACTUALITY - More music and drumming. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

This special occasion laid on for tourists is far from the tradi tional 
village atmosphere of respect and awe that goes with the fun. 
But in a modest sized town like Yamassoukro Pierre Poolou thinks 
there are enough trees for the mask-spirits to feel at home. 

PIERRE POOLOU 

For that festival we did manage to find a place to be a 'sacred forest' 
- yes, no probleM, 

ELIZABETH BLUNT 

Have all the masks come? Because I know there are masks for dancing, 
singing and festive occasions like this one but there are also masks 
which are summoned for disputes, for funerals, for legal problems, 
who come out of the forest when there are very serious reasons for 
them to do so. Are those sorts of masks coming to Yamassoukro as well? 
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PIERRE POOLOU 

There are some, not a lot, but some. I think you will see about ten 
of them here . This festival is a real feast just for dancing and 
vacation. We did call masks to dance and we did choose dancing masks. 

ELIZABETH BLUNT 

And perhaps the other masks wouldn't be so willing to come? 

PIERRE POOLOU 

Yes, yes I think that they would like to come but we told them to stay 
in their villages because there is no problem to solve here -
we don't need the masks to solve problems, you know, we want masks 
to dance. 

MASQUERADE ACTUALITY - Singing and drumming. 

ELIZABETH BLUNT 

My one attempt to interview a mask ended very strangely indeed. 
It was a beggar mask and after touching the BBC for 500 francs -
about (1 - it told me that because it was a beggar it could speak 
French and it was quite willing to talk into my microphone, which it 
then proceeded to do in a deep, hoarse voice. Half way through I 
glanced down and found that my microphone had worked loose and it 
wasn't recording, so I pushed it back in and carried on. But when I 
got home that evening there was nothing on the tape. The music and 
the other interviews were all there but the voice of the mask itself 
remained where it belonged in the world of the imagination . 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

An ancient mystery making the Mask Festival at Yamassoukro in Ivory 
Coast memorable for Elizabeth Blunt. (Though I'm confident that nothing 
is going to happen to this programme on its way to you) . 

Among the Ivorien masks that haven't been described yet - the 
"Old Men of the Woods" with their streamers of fresh green leaves; 
the female masks from the centre of the country; and the 'soldier' and 
'pol icemen' masks that angrily chased the crowds and had to be held 
back by their human companions, we have time to hear about one more 
while I say goodbye. This is Alex Tetteh- Lartey hoping to meet you 
for more ''Arts and Africa" next week . .. while back at Yamassoukro 

MASQUERADE COMMENTARY - Elizabeth describes another mask, drumming 
and singing. 


