












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































CHAPTER XXVI

Secret Societies

The bankimba form a secret society that originated fairly recently in the coastal area. 
At the time of my arrival in the Congo, it had not spread further inland than Kibunzi. 
Later it gradually disappeared as no new branches were established.

In coastal Mayombe a double image is found which is called Ditafa Malwangu, Mbumba 
Kele or Ntafu a Nkimba. The two figures are called Matundu (the chief) and Malanda 
(his heutenant). This image is often termed a nkisi, which it is not in the ordinary sense of 
the word. Sometimes it is called a nkisi as a denotation of pride. The chief is called Mabaaku 
as an expert teacher of the Kinkimba language.

When a sufficient number of adolescent boys are found in the villages lying within the 
orbit of the society, they express their desire to be initiated (zungwa, be swung) to their 
village chief and to the paramount chief. Grown men too, may be accepted for initiation, 
but hardly married men, as intercourse with women is forbidden to nkimba novices. 
The adult men only join in the latter part of the ceremonies. First of all, the novices cut 
down trees to prepare an enclosure called vwala or nkooze or, in kinkimba, nsofo. When 
it is completed, the initiation of the novices begins.

The initiation is set for a nkenge day, after a tax consisting of gin and palm-wine has 
been paid to the chiefs. The participants divide themselves into two groups and the high 
nganga sings, as he receives them:

“Give me, give me mungwala (a novice)
E, give me, give me, woe is me,” etc.

One group sings:

“The dog lacks relatives, 
He lacks a mvila name.”

The second group answers:

“Eh, receive, receive mungwala 
The dog lacks relatives.
He lacks a mvila name.”
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The first group sings again:

“I return
I return mungwala
The dog lacks relatives” etc.

When the song is finished, the novices are stripped naked. One by one they are fetched 
by the high nganga, who holds them with his little finger, and places them against a 
ndungu drum, where he draws chalk lines round their arms, as the congregation sings:

“The ring of Malwangu
It is broken
It cannot be opened.
Mbwange (sacred nkimba) is there.
Maama, Matundu is chief”, etc.

When all the novices have been adorned with chalk rings, everybody sings:
“They have drawn circles on him with the chalk 
Mbondo is chief, he is like the nganga.
Take the nkisi and you take the enclosure”, etc.

Then a chalk line is drawn round their navel, with the following song:

“Eh maama, from kolo (the navel) has 
this Mbumba come, from kolo.
Let us not leave there.
By kolo-o-o, by kolo-o-o ...”, etc.

This song concluded, the novices are led round the yard. Each of them is held by two 
high banganga. Adult novices have an escort of four high banganga. They sing:

“Early tomorrow he will receive a name
Kwe-e Ndyondyo.
Eh, the child has left
E, Kunda he will be called.
Kwe-e Kunda, the child has left.”

The initiates tell the novices, when everyone has been covered with chalk-marks: “Relax 
your bodies, you will not really die. It is just pretence.” The ngongi bells ring and the ndungu, 
tangala, ngoma, dukulu and nkaako drums are beaten vigorously, accompanying the song 
which announces the killing of the novices:

“Ndyondyo, Ndyondyo
The child has disappeared.
E, he has gone, he has gone”, etc.
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Meanwhile, they swing the novices violently to and fro, this way and that, holding 
them by arms and feet or under the shoulders. The nkimba closes his eyes and feigns death. 
The banganga stamp on his face to show that he is dead. When he has become completely 
limp, they sling him over their shoulders and carry him off with a slow tread, as if he were 
dead. The women exclaim: “Truly, he is dead. See how limply his arms hang down”, 
and burst into violent weeping. They place him on the ground with the following song:

“Oh, he is truly dead, 
he is truly dead.
He is my brother.
We cannot see you.
Oh, he is truly dead.”

When they have finished rolling the novices over the ground, they lift them and carry 
them solemnly to the crossroads outside the village. When the novices after this initiation 
return to the enclosure, a number of songs are sung, indicating that the real hardships 
begin tomorrow. The novices are not aware of their real meaning and regard them as just 
songs.

“Maama nganga,
Early tomorrow over yonder 
We go, to be cruelly tormented.
Mpwamvi (brother), e maama nganga.”

“Maama nganga 
Matundu is chief 
Yonder in the nkoozo (enclosure) is mpwamvi.”

All the drums and bells that will be required during the ceremonies, are carried into the 
enclosure. After each song, the banganga break kindling and build a fire. One of them has 
gone far away to steal a banana, and is called in a song:

“E balwangu, lwangu-e
Bring the banana, we shall eat food, 
The pig maama e-e-e
E, balwangu, Iwangu e-e.”

They keep up this song until he returns. The chiefs and other dignitaries stay on to drink 
palm-wine. A nzundu hammer must be kept on the premises, the place being called “where 
the nzundu is”. They sing several songs, among them:

“E maama nganga e-e
Whoever has been thoroughly taught, 
Who has been taught, E maama nganga, 
May he come and explain to the bankimba, 
E, maama nganga”, etc.
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The singing concluded, those who are to resurrect the novices are given a piece of chalk 
and “write” on the ground. This “writing” is called “the hole of Malwangu” and neither 
the uninitiated nor the women may set eyes upon it. When one hole has been drawn, a 
novice is placed beside it, while a nganga sings:

“The ring of Malwangu
It is broken
It cannot be opened.
Mbwangu is there”, etc.

Then chalk-marks are drawn around his navel, to the following song:

“E maama, from the navel has
This Mbumba come, from the navel.
Let us not leave there”, etc.

When the song is finished, the novice is laid down by the hole. At first, he lies on his back, 
while a song is being sung announcing his resurrection. Meanwhile, innumerable songs are 
sung for the crowd that has gathered to see the novices rise from the dead. Those who are 
to resurrect them, lead the songs, to show off their cleverness:

“E maama, explain (actually “stretch out”) 
The mboma ndongo snake.
E, explain.
Tell us, have you learnt well, tell us 
Have you been taught to explain 
Mboma ndongo”, etc.

The one to resurrect the novice lets a kele sculpture roll from his legs over his body onto 
his face, where he shakes it. He repeats this twice. Then he turns the novice over and lets 
the kele sculpture roll thrice, as before, from the legs over the back onto the neck of the 
novice, and shakes it. “Ngono Bwamvi nleefe (Matundu).” The novice rises at once and 
another takes his place by a new hole, with a new name. One by one, the procedure is 
repeated with all the novices. At length, the high nganga is ready to roast the bananas. 
If there are five nkimba novices, they are given five “fingers” from a bunch. They mash 
the bananas together with chalk and then the nkimba novices all line up, while the high 
nganga addresses them: “As you have heard that the bankimba eat pork, you cannot con­
sume a piece of lusila (a slice of pork), as this is chalk. Eat it.” They are given only chalk 
to eat. Those who don’t finish their portion are beaten. After that, they roast the pig of 
Lwangu, represented by nkadi-nkadi leaves, over the fire. The novices are told to close 
their eyes. When they hear the roasting leaves crackle “nazoo-wa-ya”, they say: “It is the 
fat crackling”.

Their meal of chalk finished, the novices have their bodies and shaven heads rubbed all 
over with chalk. Then the initiators say: “You asked for nkimba. Now you shall have both
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boar and sow.” They hold up the nsyensye symbolizing the boar and flog the novices with 
it. The sow is the chalk they previously consumed. After this a song is sung:

“E-e, that I saw
E-e, that I saw
What I am taught, Mbwangwa
Stranger, e maama.”

The song over, Baku whips every one of them on the bottom with the whisk. They 
wonder aghast; “Why should we be treated thus?”, but the bakimba do not answer until 
they come to the vwala, where they again chastise the novices, telling them: “We have all 
been treated in this manner and the song explains what you shall experience. This we tell 
you, strangers.”

To prevent any nkimba form revealing what happens, they are made to swear an oath, 
holding the double image, never to reveal any part of the ceremonies.

In an old village square, the bankimba’s head is shaven and their body and head smeared 
with chalk. Thereupon they return to their village, all of them covered with chalk. The 
high nganga carries the nkoole drum, beating on it so the village may know that the ban- 
kimba have arrived. The whole village turns out to look at the bankimba and to learn 
their new names. When the bankimba arrive at the crossroads on their way to the village, 
they sing a song in the kinkimba language and crouch low on the ground. They may not 
turn their breast to the sky. They keep up their song until they reach the courtyard where 
the drum is. They may not let their gaze wander, as they sing in unison:

“Ceve, ceveru ve, ceve, e ceve
Ceve kuru ceve, ceve kuru ceve”, etc.

On their arrival in the courtyard, the bankimba form a line and sing one song after the other. 
After that, the high nganga reveals their new names in a song. Every nkimba in turn hears 
his name and answers immediately: “Kweze (yes) zyororo”. They are given their names in 
the following song:

“Reveal his name
Who is he?
Nlefe, make him obedient.1

When the bankimba have been told their names, they return to the vwala. A number 
of high banganga head the procession, after them march the bankimba, in their turn followed 
by the maidens, with the other high banganga concluding the procession. They sing:

“They have gone, gone to sleep on the ground, 
Matundu has gone to sleep on the ground.”

1 The song is repeated for every nkimba, with a different name each time. Instead of Nlefe, the name may be 
Malwara, NEYARUMVA (=Ncyama), Dafa, Neifu (=NSIKU), Rudebwa (=LUTEETE), etc.
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The song is repeated, introducing the new names in turn into the text. When they have 
reached the vwala, they rest and after a while food is brought to them. This food may not 
be seasoned with salt, salt representing father Malwangu (the nkisi itself). A song instructs 
the bankimba to use ashes instead. Then yuuma is put before them and mixed with ashes, 
The bankimba are told: “Eat now”. They decline, but another song tells them that they 
must eat and have but to comply:

“E-e, this I have experienced, 
E-e, this I have experienced”, etc.

If anyone remains obstinate, he is flogged until he gives in and eats.
The bankimba must observe several prohibitions during their stay in the vwala. They 

may not eat fish, manioc leaves, washed manioc, mayimba or tiba bananas or pepper. 
They must drink in solitude in the woods. They may not touch a woman, nor an uninitiated. 
They may not dress in cloth, nor be abroad in daylight, nor show themselves to the un­
initiated, who must pay 2 or 3 hens if they happen to meet a nkimba. The following song 
always accompanies the enumeration of the prohibitions:

“E, pay attention, pay attention to, maama
Follow conscientiously
His prohibition rules, taata 
Malwangu-e-e-e
His prohibition rules”, etc.

This song is repeated frequently, as a reminder of the rules.
Once the bankimba have entered the vwala, they are not allowed to return home until 

their hair has grown out and they have mastered the language and the dances. A nkimba who 
ventures to speak his usual language, either within the vwala or during a visit to the village, 
is chastised.

The high nganga sleeps in the vwala with the bankimba, as it is feared that they may be 
attacked by nsimvi spirits (bankuyu) and thrown on the top of a palm-tree. It is only when 
there is a large group of bankimba, that they are allowed to sleep by themselves.

As soon as the bankimba are within the enclosure, the women who are to prepare their 
food in the lukanga place are selected. These cooks are called Mabengi, Myezi, Mbengi- 
mbengi, NDAMBI-NDAMBI and Madeede. They prepare all food in the lukanga, as 
they are not allowed to do it inside a house. All meals are eaten to the accompaniment of 
songs and ignorance of the appropriate song means forfeiture of the food. When a woman 
has prepared a portion of food (sansikisa), she beats on a mbudikidi drum. The bankimba 
ask: "Namwa?" (who?). The woman answers: “I”. “Wabu ngweni zyangane?” (whence 
have you come?). “It is I who have come with sansikisa. If Nsiku is there, let him come and 
fetch his food.” The bankimba urge Nsiku: “Ngebo kimpwa Nsiku. Navatemvi ku lukanga, 
dafila wazuluku mabwefo.” (Brother Nsiku, go and fetch your food in the lukanga). As 
he comes to fetch his food, he calls out: “Damvuka ngebo. Ngono i vadafila mazuku mab-
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wefo” (Begone, I am coming to fetch my food), whereupon the woman hides herself 
until he has emptied the pot.

A nkimba eats with a strip of calabash cut like a spoon, or with a leaf folded in a similar 
shape, or with his fingers.

Occasionally, the cooks also come to the lukanga to dance, sometimes continuing until 
midnight or even all through the night.

In addition to the songs and dances, the bankimba learn to weave pineapple cloth, sew 
nkutu bags, tap palm-wine, fish, hunt, catch rats and build solid houses. The houses are not 
furnished with a front wall and have no door. They also plait some sort of mansanda cloth 
from pineapple, to gird their loins, sometimes adorning it in front with short twines.

The insignia of the bankimba are formed by their makonki pipes, nkooko drums, wooden 
bivudu-vudi trumpets, nsiba pipes and nkwanana pipes, with which they give warning of 
their approach, so that the uninitiated will hide as they pass. Any outsider who meets a 
nkimba must pay a fine.

Once inside the enclosure, the bankimba are continuously chastised and tormented. 
Their tears flow freely, but they beat the drtuns and make music, so that their pain and 
sorrow might easily be mistaken for happiness. They have to render their songs crouched 
down on the ground, otherwise they will be flogged on the back.

As soon as they are inside the vwala, they must begin to learn the nkimba language and 
certain songs in the form of questions (kumwa). They must answer the questions in chorus. 
Matunda is the chief and Kinkels his lieutenant.

Whenever a nkimba visits the village or meets outsiders elsewhere, he may only speak 
in nkimba. If he talks Kongo, or answers questions in that language, he is reported and 
flogged.

A few of the interrogative songs, which are first learnt in Kongo, are reproduced below.

Question: E kungulu (dya ntu) 
(in Kongo) e diviidi tuya

Kamba, Simbi kisiidi bo twe

Answer: E, kungulu dimfiidi tuya
E taata Malwangu 
Unsiidi bwabwe
E, kungulu diviidi tuya.

Question: Ndumvere uviiri ugyovi 
(in Nkimba) Somvura sivi kisyepi dwabu

Answer: Ndumvere umpiiri ugyori
Tafa ma Wamvu unzempi dwabu

Question: E, Maama ngang-e — his foot 
He does not set on the ground. 
Edi nzwenzwe (interjection imitating sound of trumpet) 
E, maame ngang-e

Eh, the shaven (head) 
has been ravaged by fire 
Say, has Simbi done that, do you think?

My bald head that was singed 
E, father Malwangu 
Has done that to me 
E, the shaven head has been ravaged by fire.

The head is singed
Name the one who did that.

My bald head has been singed 
Father Malwangu has done that to me.
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Answer: E maama nganga, the pigeon
Ndingi does not set foot on the ground.
Edi nzwenzwe
E maame ngang-e.

Question: Something has bitten me on the ankle (Achilles tendon)
Brothers -e, Woe is me -e?

Answer: I have been bitten on the ankle
Brothers, woe is me.
A scorpion in the woodpile.
Haven’t you seen it?
Brothers, e, woe is me.

This last question may be repeated any number of times, with each answer naming 
something different that stings. After that, it may be varied by replacing “ankle” with 
another word.

Question: Ngungu (spider producing loud noise) with his rattle
Has gone to spin, his web.
He has gone to climb down.
Look maama, ngungu with his rattle.

Answer: Maama, ngungu with his rattle
He has come to spin a web.
Maama, the bubi spider climbs down.
Maama, I saw your ngungu coming 
With his rattle, spinning his web.

There are innumerable such songs intended for the instruction of the bankimba. They 
explain how the kele sculpture came to be made up of two parts, how the nsasi rattle sounds, 
what the plaits, the eyes, the ears and the dress of the kele sculpture are like. Other songs 
refer to certain customs and prohibitions, such as those forbidding any nkimba to touch 
his sister’s breasts, or to shake father Malwangu by the shoulders.

When the bankimba have been in the enclosure for several months, sometimes even for 
as long as a year, they are allowed to go out to the lukanga. There they make their 
mazyanda skirts, that hang down from the shoulders and cover the entire body, leaving 
only the feet free. These skirts are made from palm branches stripped of their leaves, filled 
out with leafy palmtwigs, with the leaves pointing downwards. Their head is covered by 
a mask (nzyozyo), with two holes for the eyes and adorned with multicoloured figures.

Again a sumptuous feast is held, with drinking, singing and dancing. The bakimba and 
their chiefs, carrying their insignia and streamers, head the procession to the place where the 
feast will be held. The women get themselves ready at a little distance.

The singing and dancing commences. The bankimba join in two by two, like the cooks 
or other young women. Afterwards, palm-wine is drunk while they render songs. If a 
nkimba forgets a song, his palm-wine is poured over his head. After this, the festive meal 
begins.
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When the bankimba have mastered their secret language, the time has come for them to 
be tried by the nsimvi spirits (bankuyu). First the high nganga comes and throws stones on 
the roof. If they yell and shriek, they are acquainted with the nsimvi spirits. If the kungu 
owl cries, the bankimba must likewise scream in chorus. The youngest bankimba sleep in 
the middle for protection, because the story is told that one of the youngest once upon a 
time was captured and seated on top of a wild palm. If they go to the woods, their chiefs 
must hold them by the hand. A nsimvi spirit may seek refuge in a tree, when it is pursued.

Misa leaves, for instance those of the nsafu and lumbangu-mbangu, are useful in getting 
to know these spirits. If they refuse to leave the bankimba in peace, the leaves are burnt 
at night. If they persist, the chief may go round in the village and in the vwala, calling 
a warning to any ndoki that may be among the bankimba, to desist from transforming 
himself into a nkuyu spirit.

Before their departure from the vwala, the bankimba are required to cut a very tall 
nkwanza pole. They dig a hole for it and raise it by means of long ropes. Some of them 
climb in trees to pull at the ropes, as the pole is heavy and unwieldy. The new initiates, 
for whose sake the vwala was built, must hold the lower end of the pole and guide it into 
the hole. When the pole is raised and secured with ropes, their cries of wolo-wolo-wolo 
rent the air. They fire salvos and caper around, because now their ordeals in the vwala are 
over and they can look forward to a lavish feast and dancing. But first, an auspicious day is 
chosen to bury makuta hair medicine at the foot of the nkwanza pole. To this end, the 
bankimba cut their nails and shave off every last hair on their head, in their armpits and on 
the pubes. This ceremony is followed by a great feast, where the palm-wine flows and the 
bankimba are free to do whatever they want.

When they are ready to break up from the vwala, it is the custom of the bankimba to 
run riot in the villages. Before that, however, they furnish the houses they have built, after 
which they get a store of palm-wine to drink in the woods, where they must cut down a 
tree to carve a mbondo figure from. When the mbondo sculpture is ready, every family 
with a nkimba must buy beautiful cloth as a celebration gift. Chiefs and other dignitaries 
come from near and far to take part in this celebration for the bankimba, who are plied 
with food and drink. The dancers too get their share.

Finally, a day is selected to burn the enclosure and its houses. The night before, no one 
in the village is allowed to sleep. The local people and the bankimba dance till dawn and 
sing the laments of the Muserongo until the first cock crows. The bankimba are elated and 
free to do whatever they feel like. The uninitiated hide in their houses. The elder initiates 
join their younger fellows and together they go from house to house, singing songs reviling 
the inhabitants and throwing their every defect at them in the most vicious terms. They 
empty their bowels in front of the houses. They may steal and try to seize the women. 
Their revellings continue through the night. One of them may start the following song:

“E, maama mbondo
He has died
Shall I ever meet him in the vwala.”
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All bankimba join in and at the end of the song they 
shout in chorus: “Say, is it we? Yes, it is we. But whence 
have you come?” In that way they bewail the mbondo 
sculpture all through the night, weeping and shouting 
incessantly.

Meanwhile, others have gone to the woods where 
they pull up a banana, roots and all. Its leaves are 
tied together, because it is the banana planted by father 
Malwangu, which was planted and shot up, growing 
a spreading bunch of ripened fruit. The women are 
allowed to come and look at it, signifying the end of 
the vwala.

Early next morning, the full assembly of bankimba 
and banganga gathers on the shore, where a fire is built. 
The bankimba line up beside the water. After the high 
nganga has stirred the water, everyone must take a 
drink from it. The high nganga orders: “Zyana, zyana” 
(urinate) and everyone urinates simultaneously. Before 
that, however, Matundu, Malanda, Makwala, Baku 
and Ncyama must pass their water where they stand apart 
from the rest. These new initiates are then taken out 
into the middle of the stream. Matundu is taken by the 
scruff of his neck and dipped (baptized — botika) under 
the water three times (brrr kwezi-e), after which the 
procedure is repeated with each of the others in turn. 
After this ceremony, salvos are fired and the village 
rejoices, knowing that everyone has urinated muddy 
water and thereby has been found innocent of theft, 
adultery or other offences. No married man has slept 
with his wife. If anyone is found guilty, no salvos are 
fired. Finally, the bankimba start washing the chalk off 
their body, scrubbing far into the day until they are 
scrupulously clean.

Seeing the shiningly clean bankimba enter the water 
again, the people believe them to have been licked by 
the Malwangu snake. This snake never bites anyone. 
It eats palmkernels and sucks the juice out of sugar-cane.

Fig. 42. Nkisi, Sundi in Lolo 
(Laman 1256).

The bathing ceremony over, they return to the village by a different road cleared for 
them. They march to the beat of the ndungu drum that sounds ngi-ngi-ngi, ba-ba-ba.
At the crossroads near the village, they halt and drape themselves with their beautiful cloth 
and adorn themselves with rings round their legs, caps on their head, bead necklaces, and
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tasseled cords around their wrists. Decked out in all their finery, they proceed to the court­
yard of the chief, where they are seated on the nkwala mats spread for them. The whole 
village is silent as they pass. The malembe, as the bankimba, are now called, approach 
slowly with bowed heads. No lembe (nkimba) may look upwards or aside until the proces­
sion has reached the courtyard of the chief. They may not sit down of their own accord, 
but must wait until they are placed on their mats. Presently, they are ordered into the house 
to eat any food that they despise. The food is given to them on a stick. After this, everyone 
may start eating. The chief presents his guests with the gifts he has selected for them and 
bids them farewell.

The malembe are also led to the market-place, where they join two by two in a dance 
with the women who prepared their food, the latter likewise in pairs. The dance over, they 
are returned to their homes in the village. They act like small children, don’t recognize 
their mothers and sisters and understand nothing, so that they must be taught everything 
anew. They may without shame take off their loin-cloths in front of the women, or wish 
to sleep with their sister or mother and say the most incredible things. Their behaviour is 
intended to make the people realize that they have truly been resurrected from the dead.

The next morning, the high banganga divide the rewards, which the bankimba received 
in the vwala for accusing women of crimes. At that the vwala is over.

One of the dancing-songs of the bankimba is worded as follows:

“E, you who cook for the zimbwangi (brothers) 
Take away the jiggers.
E, my friend (neighbour), e-e, take away
The jiggers, my friend, e.e”, etc.

Another song runs like this:

“E, Nkuzumba (paramount chief) has lost weight 
by watching the ceremony.
Bankimba-e-e,
By watching the festival they held.
E, he did no work at all, 
Just watched the festival, 
Bankimba-e-e.
E, dance, don’t fall behind.”

The following song is sung by women reviling each other:

“E, sagging breasts, e Nlwangu 
Whither shall you go.
A short neck, e Nlwangu

Whither shall you go.
Scawny legs, e Nlwangu”, etc.
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The one leading the song introduces one physical defect after the ohter into the text. The 
bankimba dance in pairs in a circle formed by the women.

The main purpose of the nkimba initiation is to teach the novices the language, which is 
a useful means of deceiving the uninitiated in trade and legal proceedings. When they 
arrive in a strange village and set up their kele sculpture, everyone in the neighbourhood 
must produce whatever palm-wine or food they have.

On the other hand, the bankimba also learn to build sohd houses, weave beautiful 
cloth and make other handsome objects, in addition to which they are taught obedience.
Nkimba : Kongo : English :
Malabula Nlangu Water
Ntombe Malavu Palm-wine
Dinkafala Nsunga Tobacco
Ncyaminika Mankondo Banana
Nkubazi Nsusu Fowl
Mefe Nkombo Goat
Mazuluku Madia Food
Katubu, katubwa Nkutu Food-bag
Lemvele? Mweni? Do you see?
Nkemvele Awa No
Dafidi? Baki di? Received?
Malemva Sambwadi Seven
Pidipi-pidi Nungu Pepper
Unzyanika Umpaana Give me
Dyafla kwabuso Wenda kuuna Go there
Zefa ndimvi Yambula Cease
Wabu ngweni i va temfele? Kwa keele? Where has he gone?
Kwa busa i vatemfele Koko keele There he has gone
Namwa bwamvi? Nani ndyewo? Who is that?
Ngono mwa Mono kwami It is I
Wabu ngweni zyangane? Kwe utuukidi? Where do you come from?
Ku ngwala ndyafidi Ku vata ntuukidi I come from the village
Bazyanikini mazuluku kwa buso? Bakuvaana madia koko? Did he give you food there?
Nkemvele kwamvi Nkatu, naana yo No, not at all
Nkumwa i zyangane kwabu ko Nkanu wa koko They are trying a law-suit there
Bwambasa Twala Bring
Zyanika Vaana Give
Nabutumwa Ngudi a nganga Nabaku Paramount nganga Nabaku
Kimpwa Mpangi Brother
Madyumba Nzo zau Their house
Ngebo Ngeye You (sing.)
Zidikidi? Wilu? Do you hear?
Kweze Inga yes
Kwa namwa? Kwa nani? To whom?
Wabu ngweni uvadyamva? Kwe una kwenda? Where are you going?
Namwa? E nani? For whom?
Damvuka Katuka Begone

255



Lemva Tala To look on
Zuluka Dia To eat
Diomvele, temvele? Teela? Say?
Nkemvele kwamvi Ve kwandi No
Nsafaru Mbeele Knife
Mbwamvu Muntu Human being
Lemvu mwa Nkento Woman
Matefa Madia Food
Unzyana Umpana Give me.

NDEMBO is both the name of an ordinary nkisi, that of a nkisi of the ruling power and of a 
nkisi of a former secret society south of the Congo.

The initiation rites of this society symbolized the death and resurrection of the novice, 
who was to be taught everything anew in his new life. They did not adopt a special language, 
although they used an occasional expression that was a distortion of a Kongo word. They 
built a special enclosure, called vela, but this is done for many other minkisi.

According to Bently (Pioneering on the Congo I, p. 285), the society had both male 
and female members. They went around naked, “as they had no sense of shame”, which 
led to an immoral and shameless way of life. The number of novices varied from twenty 
to as much as several hundred. Their days were spent in singing and dancing and ecstatic 
orgies.

It seems likely that other minkisi, like Mbinda, for instance, used to be the centre of 
similar societies with special ceremonies, which have gradually slipped into simpler forms, 
as exemphfied by the small enclosure erected for the nkisi and the small number of people 
involved in its manufacture.
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CHAPTER XVII

Good and Evil

The natives have a very real notion of what is good and evil, right, wrong, false, shameful 
and so on. But in judging these matters they consider first of all their own kanda and nzo. 
Outsiders are regarded as strangers and enemies; against them they may behave and act 
as seems best for their own kanda. Thus to deceive, cheat, steal and the like, when the victim 
is outside the kanda, is even considered laudable, if the culprit is not found out. Feelings 
of regret, sorrow and shame regarding acts against outsiders are manifested if one is found 
out and has to suffer for them.

In the kanda there are often those who want to steal and do what is wrong. But they 
are often punished very severely. Some humble themselves and beg for mercy with wailing 
and cries. But others do not bother to do so, but pay the fines exacted, and then everything 
is all right again.

To infringe nkisi’s laws, kandu-prohibitions and other regulations is serious, as the con­
sequences may be sickness and even death. In connection with such offences a strong feeling 
of sin with pangs of conscience and consciousness of guilt is often felt. The culprit may 
thus, through suggestion, become sick and suffer deeply.

To show pity, generosity etc. is much appreciated within the kanda. Such persons are 
praised, given a good burial and posthumous renown. Such ways of acting towards strangers 
who are traders and come to their friends are also much appreciated. Strangers outside 
the kanda are not shown much pity and love unless some special benefit accrues therefrom.

That religion plays a big rôle in the public and private life of the people appears from 
the ancester cult, the nkisi cult and the natives’ belief in man’s dependence on evil spirits 
and bandoki. This implies that in all the circumstances of life people must carefully meet 
the demands imposed upon them by their ancestors, must obey the behests of the bakisi 
given when they have called upon them in sickness or other need, and protect themselves 
with all caution against the evil powers surrounding them, both dead and living.

The real motive, however, for the Sundi’s religious behaviour seems to be entirely 
egoistic, and what is mainly taken into account is what may be useful to each personally 
and to his kanda.
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Fig. 43. Nkisi Musansi, Sundi in Ludima (Laman 1081).
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