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Today : the Bwiti cult in Gabon and in Cameroon (Buti)
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Pierre Sallée (1933-1987)



3 Bwiti-temples in Ambam

Miwaliatsengue 2

Miwaliatsengue 1

Kokonangondo

Yebe Abesolo Julien

Obam Yebe Joseph



Genealogy of harp makers in Ambam

1953-2019



The third generation : Meli Obam Yebe Anicet 
*1996



Some harps made by Anicet 



Ambam
Temple Miwaliatsengue 2



Hair and veil



Hands



Soundbox



Chamberlain, maker of the harp
drawn in Rivière 1999

Akamənam ‘defend the village’ 
or 
Bəwu ‘the deceased’

Rivière, Hervé. 1999. 
"L‘instrumentarium musical des Ntumu." 
Journal des Africanistes 69 (2): 121-145.



Funerary function of the harp

• Sallée, Pierre. 1985. "L'arc et la 
harpe. Contribution à l'histoire de 
la musique du Gabon " Thèse de 3e 
cycle, Université de Paris X-
Nanterre, p. 60. 
• Bureau, René. 1996. Bokayé! Essai 

sur le Bwiti fang du Gabon. Paris: 
L’Harmattan.

• Sylvie Le Bomin
• Jean-Emile Mbot
• (personal communication)

• its music accompanied the last 
sighs of a dying man

• the playing of the harp attracted 
the ancestors to come and take 
one of their own



Paris, musée du quai Branly

Yaoundé,
Musée ethnographique des peuples de la forêt

MO.1997.5.1
Falgayrettes & Laburthe-Tolra, 
Catalogue Musée Dapper, Paris, p. 42

Berlin, Ethnologisches Museum, III C 36845

Paris, musée du quai Branly, 71.1935.61.279

Tervuren, Afrikamuseum , MO.1964.58.50

MO.1964.58.150
MO.1964.58.151Tervuren, Afrikamuseum

male hairstyle named àsík

Museum collections



Tessmann 1913, p. II-330

Falgayrettes & Laburthe-Tolra, 
Catalogue Musée Dapper, Paris, p. 46+40

Paris, musée du quai Branly,

71.1941.13.10

71.1942.1.7

Byeri sculptures

Grebert 1940, p. 24

Tessmann 1913, p. II-118



Günther Tessmann

"Bowharp, ngomo F., ngüe'me Nt. (cf. Figs. 130 and 131). The trough-shaped resonating body made of the wood 
of Alchornea caloneura Pax (ndamaba) is covered with a table made of the bark of Ficus vogeliana Miq. (lo, 
etito), which is pierced by two sound holes. The upper extension of the sound body, sometimes carved in the 
form of an animal or human head, has an arched string carrier made of the wood of the Uapaca guineensis
Muell. Arg. (asa'm).” (p. 328)

1913, Die Pangwe: völkerkundliche Monographie eines westafrikanischen
Negerstammes. Ergebnisse der Lübecker Pangwe-Expedition 1907-1909 und
früherer Forschungen 1904-1907, Berlin, Wasmut.



Animal-shaped sculptures

Berlin, Ethnologisches Museum, III C 20582
Cameroon, Ntumu, Collection Zenker, 
aquisition 1906

Archives CNRS-Musée de l’Homme,
CNRSMH_E_1959_002_004_003_11, 
Gabon, Ntumu, Photo Herbert Pepper, 1959

Aranzadi de, 2009, p. 183



Tessmann 1913
Erich Moritz von Hornbostel, « Musik », pp. 320-357.



Wax cylinder T35
Lament by Ndong-Nsi

Refrain: Son of my mother, I'm dying. I am distraught. Who will still say sweet words to me

Soloist: I sing on my harp, poor me, for you are now going to rest at the foot of the Kevazingo*.

Choir: Refrain

Soloist: I wander along the courtyard, as we mourn the nephew of the village Mbang

Choir: Refrain

Soloist: I sing on my harp, poor me, for we are crying Mama, the one who gave birth to me

Choir: Refrain

Soloist: I go, I come, I wander, because we are mourning the nephew of the village Mbang.

Choir: Dear brother, I am dying. I am distraught. Who will still say sweet words to me?

Soloist: I sing on my harp, poor me. We mourn Andeme Ndong, my mother.

Choir: Refrain

* Guibourtia tessmanni. Ndong-Nsi had collected the wood sample sent to Berlin by Tessmann. Being an unidentified tree at 
that time, it was named after Tessmann.

§ Announcement :
§ « Negroe harp with choir »

Dr. Régis Ollomo Ella



Abandonment of the ancient harp



History of 
migrations and 
borrowings :

The first arrival 
of the harp 
among the 
Ntumu

Bopda 2001:469 
(after Pierre Alexandre)



Particularity of the Ntumu
• Swiderski, 1970, La harpe sacrée dans les 

cultes syncrétiques au Gabon

• « While there is no doubt that the Fang 
brought a harp in the nineteenth century, this 
contribution seems to have been made only 
by the Western branch of their migration 
(Ntumu and perhaps Okak). » (Sallée, 1985, 
L’arc et la harpe, p. 61)

• Last documentation of the practice of the 
ancient instrument : between 1910 and 1930



History of migrations 
and borrowings :

The second arrival of the 
harp among the Ntumu
(Gabon and Equatorial 
Guinea)
• The Bwiti

Ollomo Ella (2020)

1890 (Mifune 2012)

1920-25 (Balandier 1950)



History of migrations 
and borrowings :

The second arrival of the 
harp among the Ntumu
(Cameroon)

1890 (Mifune 2012)

1920-25 (Balandier 1950)
1950ies

Tomb of Yebe Abesolo Julien (photo S. Fürniss 2018)

1970ies



The Byeri-cult for the ancestors

a “familiarist religion of allegiance to the protection of the fathers, esa” (Mifune 2012:77)

“Ancestor worship in Ebengon (Esseng Clan), South 
Cameroon. The skulls of the ancestors are danced 
around a remedy in the form of a bouquet of several 
plants” (Tessmann 1913:II-125)

(Tessmann 1913:II-118)



Internal and external syncretism

• The shift towards Christian symbolism 
occurred much later. For a surprising 
length of time Bwiti resisted the 
authority of Christian evangelisation. 
After World War II, however, an 
increasing number of Christian elements 
found their way into most branches of 
the cult, so that at the present time 
there is a Christian dimension to most 
cult symbolism. (Fernandez, 1961, 
‘Christian Acculturation’, 244).

From the ‘cult of the bone’ to the ‘cult of the harp’
(Mary, 1999, Le défi du syncrétisme, p. 152)

Nyingone Mebeghe AND the Virgin Mary



Personification and worship



Sculpture Fixation Soundboard, -holes Base

laced

nailed

2 diagonal  holes

nailed

3 holes:
2 in the upper part on each side of the 
stringholder
1 in the lower part  in the middle of the 
stringholdes

Male
Animal
geometric

female

cut base

Refined base



The Ntumu harp through the time



Enacting cultural memory

• Fürniss, Susanne, 2021 (in press), "Innovation 
crushing cultural memory: harps in South 
Cameroon", in Helen Lawlor & Sandra Joyce 
(eds), Harp Studies II – World harp traditions, 
Dublin, Four Courts Press.


