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Studies on the Iboga Cults

The hallucinogenic plant Tabernanthe iboga is used as a source of visions by various ethnic 
groups of western equatorial Africa in the context of a complex system of religious, therapeutic 
and divinatory practices that can collectively be defined as ‘iboga cults’. The most renowned 
are the religious cults known as Bwiti. The author presents a series of studies on the iboga 
cults, based on field investigations in Gabon undertaken in the period 1991–2022. In this 
first article, the first written documents attesting to the traditional use of iboga are presented 
and discussed. At the current state of research, the oldest reference to the existence of Bwiti is 
dated to 1861, while the oldest reference to iboga is dated to 1862. 1862 is also the first date of 
the arrival of this plant in Europe. Inconsistencies in the translation of ancient texts from the 
original English to the French are highlighted, which have generally escaped French-speaking 
scholars and which also concern the first quotations of Bwiti.
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Introduction
A plant with powerful psychoactive properties is widespread in western equatorial Africa. This is 

the shrub Tabernanthe iboga Baill., belonging to the Apocynaceae family. The peel of the root is used 
as a source of visions by various ethnic groups of Gabon and neighboring countries in the context of a 
complex system of religious, therapeutic and divinatory practices. The most renowned and widespread 
are the religious cults known as Bwiti. 1 In the ethnographic literature iboga is generally and often 
univocally associated with Bwiti, but the complexity of the human relationship with this plant is so 
differentiated, that the author prefers to use the more general and plural concept of ‘iboga cults’.

The series of writings on the iboga cults that will be presented in the Antrocom Journal of Anthropology 
are the result of thirty years of studies by the author, including a series of field investigations in Gabon 
undertaken in the period 1991–2022.

Almost all ethnic groups that use iboga point to the Pygmies as the original holders of the knowledge 
of its psychoactive properties; knowledge that would have been transmitted to the other ethnic groups 
in an indeterminate period and following a path that, apart from small variations, appears the same: 
from the Pygmies to the Apindji and the Mitsogho of central-southern Gabon, and from these to 
the other groups’ neighbors, until reaching the Fang to the north, towards the beginning of the 20th 

1	  In French Bouiti, in English Bwiti, in Italian and Spanish Buiti.

I. The ancient documents
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century. Apindji and Mitsogho are considered the populations who promoted an initial elaboration of 
Bwiti, which later spread among other ethnic groups, where each added elaborations suited to their own 
culture, until arriving at the Fang people’s impressive syncretic re-elaboration with Christianity, of the 
cults of Bwiti.

The Bwiti cults are initiatory cults, that is, they involve an initiation rite through which new followers 
must pass to become part of the Bwitist community, and are part of the typology of the mystery cults, that 
is, the followers must keep the secret of what happens during the initiation rite. In the past, speaking to a 
layman about the Bwitist initiatory secret would have cost the transgressor his life. During the initiatory 
rite the neophyte must ingest an enormous quantity of iboga root peel, which physically predisposes 
him to a long-lasting state of unconsciousness, during which he experiences a vision, interpreted as 
a ‘journey to the afterlife’ where he contacts supernatural entities such as the spirits of the dead, or 
divine beings. In addition to the initiatory rite, which is experienced by each adept only once in their 
life, Bwitist communities practice periodic public rites, in which even non-initiates can participate, and 
which consist of night vigils during which the participants take a small quantity of iboga, and dance and 
sing to the sound of musical instruments typical of the cult, such as the harp (ngombi), the sound bow 
(mongongo), the rattle (soke) and different types of percussion instruments.

The non-syncretic Bwiti cults, namely those practiced by all ethnic groups with the exception of 
the Fang, have exclusively male participation, while the syncretic ones have mixed participation. It was 
this openness to the female world, together with the syncretic elaboration with Christendom, that 
characterized and in a certain sense ‘revolutionized’ the Bwiti of the Fang.

All Bwiti cults use an esoteric ‘language’, called pope by the Bwitists Fang, whose words belong mainly 
to the language of the Mitsogho, proving the probable origin of the cult among this ethnic group. 2

Among both the Mitsogho and the Fang the original Bwiti was in close relationship with the cults 
of the ancestors. These cults, widely spread among the ethnic groups of equatorial Africa, were based 
on the preservation of bone relics of ancestors such as clan leaders and village founders. The relics were 
placed inside containers on which statues were frequently erected. One of the most studied ancestor 
cults is that of the Fang. It is called Byeri and also involves, like the Bwiti, a secret initiation rite where 
another psychoactive plant, alan, is used as a visionary source. 3

The Pahouin — as the Fang were called in the 19th century — was the last population to arrive, in 
the current territory of Gabon and in the surrounding areas of the western equatorial forest, following 
a long migration. When they reached Gabon, they encountered the traditional Bwiti of the Mitsogho, 
missionary Christendom, and joining these together with their Byeri cult they developed a new cult 
in which they amalgamated mythological, theological, ritual and liturgical elements of these three 
religious traditions, giving life to the Bwiti Fang, otherwise known as Syncretic Bwiti. Although the 
Byeri cult was strongly opposed during the French colonial period, it managed to survive clandestinely 
and, to the detriment of those who claimed in the second half of the 20th century that this cult was 
extinct, it managed to be handed down, modifying and evolving until become a modern Fang initiatory 
institution. The visionary agent alan continues to be employed and a strict secrecy is still maintained 
towards the uninitiated (Samorini 2002–2003; 2019b).

2	  Only recently has a first study of this ‘liturgical language’ been undertaken according to the canons of the modern 
discipline of linguistics. Marie-France Mifune (2012 I:406–7) recorded the audio and transcribed about a hundred words of 
the pope employed in the rites of the Bwiti Fang current called Disumba Mongo Na Bata, and subjected this documentation 
to the analysis of the linguist and lexicographer Paul-Achille Mavoungou of the Omar Bongo University of Libreville. 
The result was that these words belong to the B30 linguistic group and specifically to the tsogo language (the idiom of the 
Mitsogho), with however modifications in their intonation.

3	  Alchornea floribunda Müll.Arg., Euphorbiaceae family.
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The main ritual place of the Bwitist communities is a temple mostly called mbandja, consisting of a 
hut generally located at the end of one of the sides of the village. It is supported by one or more variously 
inlaid and painted poles, to which specific symbolic values are attributed.

At low doses, iboga has mainly stimulating properties, and is therefore used as an adjunct to physical 
efforts, to facilitate night waking and as an aphrodisiac. These profane uses are widespread in the same 
social environments in which iboga, in stronger doses, is used for religious, therapeutic and divinatory 
purposes. Alongside its use for purely religious purposes — a characteristic but not unique use of the 
Bwiti cults — uses of iboga with more specifically therapeutic purposes have spread among various 
ethnic groups, falling within the competence of initiatory societies which at first glance would appear to 
possess notable similarities with Bwiti. The main difference lies in the type of psychic experience induced 
by iboga: while in Bwiti visionary states are experienced, in the therapeutic cults states of possession 
are experienced. This therapeutic type of cult bears different names depending on the ethnic group: 
the Eshira and Balumbu call it Mabandji, the Mpongwè Abandji, the Mitsogho Ombudi, the Nkomi 
Elombo; the latter transmitted it to the Fang who called it Ombwiri.

Although the territory corresponding to the current state of Gabon is the region with the most 
widespread use of iboga, Bwiti, Ombwiri and other cults and ritual practices that use this plant are also 
widespread among ethnic groups in Cameroon, Guinea Equatorial, Central African Republic, Congo, 
Democratic Republic of Congo and Angola. There are references to the presence of Bwiti in Nigeria 
during the last decade, especially on the border with Cameroon (Havelka 2023).

Unlike other visionary plants such as the San Pedro cactus of the Andes, or the peyote cactus and 
the mushrooms of Mexico, for which there is written documentation dating back several centuries, 
and archaeological documentation which attests to human use dating back several millennia (Samorini 
2019a), in the case of iboga we currently do not have any proven archaeological data, and the written 
documentation is no older than about a century and a half. Whether this is due to existing data not yet 
identified, or to an ancient history with iboga that has left no trace, or to recent origins of the human 
relationship with iboga, is an issue that will be discussed in a future article in this series. The current 
article presents an account of the oldest written documents that refer to the uses of iboga, belonging to 
the period 1861–1938.

Du Chaillu and the first references to Bwiti
At the current state of research, the first Western documents that testify to the existence of the Bwiti 

cult are those of Paul Belloni Du Chaillu (1831–1903). This explorer, of French origin and American 
adoption, undertook a couple of journeys in the Gabonese hinterland during the years 1856–1859 and 
1863–1865. He is known for being the first Westerner to have seen live gorillas, for having described 
several species of animals new to science, and for having described new mountains, rivers and hinterland 
territories. But the image and merits of this explorer have been tarnished by a series of demerits which, 
despite recent questionable attempts at rehabilitation (Hombert and Perrois 2007), cannot be omitted 
nor denied; not so much for the purpose of keeping alive a controversy that dates back to 1861—the 
year of publication of Du Chaillu’s first book—but because they are important for a correct evaluation 
of the data offered by this explorer, and also from the perspective of the historical study of Bwiti, which 
is the theme of these pages.

Du Chaillu had a somewhat boastful character, he did not disdain fabulations and the descriptive 
techniques of suspense, and whenever he could he colored his stories in such a way that it is not easy 
to distinguish what he really lived and saw from the corollaries of his fantasy. The saddest pages of his 
writings are those that deal with the cannibalism of the Fang, where Du Chaillu indulged in painting 
invented horrifying scenes for the sole purpose of arousing wonder in his readers; pages which are to be 
considered as the ‘original sin’ which was followed by a long trail of even more gruesome fantasies of 
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Westerners and especially of missionaries, who shaped the infamous myth of the cannibal Fang, to the 
point of convincing the same Fang of its reality nowadays (Samorini 2024).

In several passages of the reports of his explorations Du Chaillu reported the term ‘Mbuiti’, meaning 
mainly the name given by the natives to statues that were preserved in the ‘mbuiti houses’ present in the 
villages of some of the ethnic groups he visited. Du Chaillu’s word Mbuiti has been recognized almost 
unanimously by modern scholars as an equivalent of the term Bwiti, and therefore as a reference to this cult.

It is worth noting that the 1863 French version of his first book differs from the 1861 English original, 
a fact generally not taken into consideration by scholars. Some chapters have been eliminated and the 
remaining ones rearranged, and in several places there is no correspondence in the translation of the 
text. These differences are the result of a revision by Du Chaillu himself, 4 and one of these differences 
concerns the term mbuiti. The 1868 French version of his second book also differs in many parts from 
the original 1867 English version; this seems to be due again to personal modifications on the part of 
the author. In the following exposition the original English versions will be used, except in cases where 
consultation of the French versions will be specified.

In the 1861 book, the first passage where the word mbuiti 5 is mentioned concerns the description 
of Du Chaillu’s meeting with the population who lived around Lake Anengué; 6 a population at that 
time called Camma or Commi by the Europeans, recognized as that of the Nkomi, belonging to the 
Myene linguistic group: ‘In Damagondai’s town I was so fortunate as to become possessed of one of 
their idols or mbuitis’. The explorer specified that these idols were owned by all village heads and family 
heads, and were worshiped at the family level. In reality Du Chaillu tried in vain to purchase one from 
king Damangondai, who proposed that he purchase one of his slaves as an alternative. To these, who 
were absent at that moment because they were busy working on the plantations, the king would later 
say that he had seen their mbuiti moving away towards the forest, and he agreed to sell it to Du Chaillu, 
who reported a drawing of it in his book (Du Chaillu 1861a:238–9). In the French edition Du Chaillu 
replaced the name mbuiti given to the idols he saw among the Camma with that of mbuiri, and the statue 
of the slaves he managed to purchase he called ‘idol’ and no longer mbuiti (Du Chaillu 1863:266–8).

The term mbuiri also appears several times in the explorer’s writings, according to which it was the 
name given to spirits among various ethnic groups. On some occasions the natives, who had never seen a 
White, believed that Du Chaillu was an mbuiri, a spirit (Du Chaillu 1861a:255, 265–6). 7 But it is worth 
noting to observe that, in a book written ten years later, the explorer reported that the Commas told him 
‘You are a mbuiti’, specifying that it meant ‘spirit’ (Du Chaillu 1875:61) and not a mbuiri; a detail that 
highlights confusion or, the explorer’s belief that these two terms were equivalent. In other passages of 
his second book the mbuiri is considered the spirit of a river or a waterfall (Du Chaillu 1867:103, 106).

An interesting use of the term mbuiri concerns events that Du Chaillu observed among the Otando 
(probably a subgroup of the Eshira), of which a man named Máyolo was the leader. He had fallen ill and 
was treated by a ‘woman doctor’. Mayolo recovered. A few evenings later Du Chaillu heard screams and 
realized that they were coming from the woman doctor, who in this passage he called ‘mbuiri woman’: 

4	  As reported by the explorer in an article published in 1862: ‘In the French edition that I prepare, I will avoid the 
confusions that escaped me in the rush of the first editorial, confusions that gave rise to a controversy that I was not looking 
for’ (Du Chaillu 1862:146).

5	  Merlet (1991:276) erroneously reports that Du Chaillu’s first reference to the mbuiti occurs in the second book 
concerning his second voyage.

6	  Lake located between Port Gentil and Lambaréné and near the large Ogooué river.

7	  Many ethnic groups in equatorial Africa believe in the existence of particular types of ‘spirits’ or ‘geniuses’ that 
inhabit the skies, rivers, rocks, caves and forests. These spirits are named variously depending on the ethnic group. The 
Nkomi call them imbwiri (sing. ombwiri), the Eshira, Mitsogho and Apindji migisi or mighesi, the Bapunu and Masangu 
bagisi (Raponda-Walker and Sillans 1962:23).
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‘it was the mbuiri woman, who had been suddenly seized with the spirit of divination—the mbuiri 
having entered into her. She raved on for some time, the theme of her discourse being the eviva or 
plague’ (Du Chaillu 1867:190). 8

A further reference to the mbuiri is present in the description of contact with the Apono (Punu or 
Bapunu). Du Chaillu wished to obtain one of the Apono idols and requested it from chief Nchiengain, 
who took him out of the village where a ‘mbuiri house’ was located. The chief had his wife enter the 
house to take the idol, which depicted a woman. But the explorer thought it so bad that he rejected it 
(Du Chaillu 1867:239). In this case the mbuiri, a spirit, seems to be depicted with a statue, an ‘idol’; 
this contradicts what Du Chaillu reported elsewhere, where he wrote that the Mbuiri spirit was not 
represented with statues: ‘All the tribes I have visited have faith in the power and existence of two great 
spirits, generally called Obambou or Ocoucou, and the other, Mbuiri (...) They are not represented by 
idols, but in many villages have houses built for their occupation when tired of wandering, and food 
is offered to them’ (Du Chaillu 1861b:308). The level of confusion and difficulty on the part of the 
explorer in understanding what meanings and cults he attributed to the different statues he had the 
opportunity to see is highlighted by this example.

According to Bonhomme (2003:13; 2007:49) the term mbuiri of Du Chaillu corresponds to the 
myene word more correctly spelled as mbwiri, and he believes that the statues that the explorer saw 
among the Camma-Nkomi did not concern the Bwiti but the Ombwiri, ritual practice with therapeutic 
purposes. However, it must be considered that the Nkomi call what is elsewhere called Ombwiri with 
the term Elombo (Sallée 1985:145). Gaulme highlighted how in the region visited by Du Chaillu the 
terms Mbuiti and Mbuiri are two local variants of the same nominal root (Gaulme 1979:67); but he 
also believes that the explorer made no reference to the Bwiti among the Nkomi (id.:60).

In their learned and competent grammatical and historical disquisitions, Gaulme, Bonhomme, 
Merlet and more generally French-speaking scholars based their works on the French version of Du 
Chaillu’s first book, and do not seem to have noticed that in the original English version he used the term 
mbuiti to name the Camma statues, and that it is this passage from the explorer that in fact constitutes 
the very first mention of this term in Western literature.

The fact that in 1861 Du Chaillu called the Camma statues as mbuiti, and that in the French edition 
of two years later he called them mbuiri, would seem to highlight his uncertainty in the use of these 
terms which, regardless of how he spelled them, he certainly heard from the natives; an uncertainty 
which for us inevitably extends to the other cases in which the explorer used the term mbuiti, without 
therefore being able to certainly attribute them specifically to the cult of Bwiti. As will be seen, even in 
Du Chaillu’s second book the term mbuiti will be eliminated on a couple of occasions in the French 
edition, this time without replacing it with the term mbuiri.

Continuing to examine references to the term mbuiti in his first book, Du Chaillu mentioned it again 
when he reached the territory of the Bakalai (Bakélé). On 29 April 1858 the explorer entered a village 
of this ethnic group called Npopo, which he found deserted because the inhabitants had gone into the 
forest, and he was amazed at the fact that it had remained unattended at the mercy of possible thieves. 
But in the center of the village ‘looking down on everything, stood the mbuiti, or god of Npopo, a 
copper-eyed divinity, who, I was informed, safely guarded everything’. The statue was made of a roughly 
worked piece of ebony two feet high [approx. 60 cm], ‘with a man’s face, the nose and eyes of copper, 
and the body covered with grass’ (Du Chaillu 1861a:279).

A month later, still among the Bakalai, Du Chaillu again saw an idol ‘of the clan’, which was guarded 
by Mbango, the head of the village, and near which the inhabitants gathered periodically to invoke him. 
In this case the large wooden statue depicted a woman ‘with cloven feet like those of a deer. Her eyes 

8	  The eviva was smallpox, which had spread in those periods among the populations of Gabon.
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were of copper; one cheek was painted red, and the other yellow. About her neck hung a necklace of 
tiger’s teeth. She is said to haves great power, and tho people believe that on certain occasions she nods 
her head. She is said to talk frequently’ (id.:293). A few lines later, reporting that the idol was brought to 
the center of the street and that all the people gathered around it, the explorer specified that the idol was 
a Mbuiti (id.:294). That this statue concerned the cult of Bwiti seems to be attested, in addition to the 
attribution of the name Mbuiti, by her face painted half of one color and half of another; an aesthetic 
element used, as we will see, not only in the Bwiti statuary but also in the make-up of the participants 
in the Bwitist rites.

Moving now to the observation of Du Chaillu’s second book, which describes his second journey 
in the years 1863–1865, it is appropriate first of all to consider the presence in numerous passages of a 
new term, that of alumbi, associated with what seems to be the ancestor worship. In the ‘houses of the 
alumbi’, or ‘fetish houses’, some containers were kept which contained bones of ancestors sprinkled 
with chalk or ochre. According to what the explorer reported, the owner of the alumbi used to rub a 
little of that chalk or scraping of the relics on his skin every time he was about to fish, hunt, or undertake 
a commercial expedition, with the aim of protecting himself from dangers and to gain good fortune. 
While acknowledging that no one was permitted to enter these small huts except the owner, Du Chaillu 
reported that he managed to convince a Commi chief to let him into his house. He also related the 
fact that the natives are wont to secretly put in the food offered to a stranger, including a White, some 
of that chalk or scraping of bones of their ancestors, a fear due to which Du Chaillu refused the food 
served to him by the same Commi leader: ‘the idea is that, by consuming the scrapings of the skull, the 
blood of their ancestors enters into your body, and thus, becoming of one blood, you are naturally led 
to love them, and grant them what they wish’ (Du Chaillu 1867:200–1). Based on what we know of the 
rigorous family privacy of the ancestor cults, what Du Chaillu describes are hardly credible events, and 
it is reasonable to suspect that he indulged in one of his fantasies with the aim of arousing wonder in his 
readers. However, what is important to highlight here is the confirmation of the cult of the ancestors, 
whose paraphernalia—statues, containers of the bones of the ancestors, hut-temples—the explorer had 
certainly seen among different ethnic groups, without always being able to distinguish them precisely 
from the paraphernalia associated with other cults such as the Bwiti.

In the second book, Du Chaillu spoke more extensively about Mbuiti. On December 7, 1864 he was 
near a village of the Eviva, which he called Aviia. The village was called Luba and the village head Apaka:

‘I asked Apaka to show me the village mbuiti, or idol, which, it appears, was of the female sex, but he 
told me that she still remained in the place the people inhabited before they came to this village. To my 
question why she was not brought with them when they removed, he replied that it was a serious matter 
to disturb and carry the mbuiti, for it displeased her, and very often those who carried her and the people 
of the village died one after the other (…) I had often noticed, in passing abandoned villages, the mbuiti 
house standing, apparently kept in a good state of preservation, but did not before known the reason. 
When they resolve to remove the idol, the people accompany it singing songs, and dancing and singing 
are kept up for days afterwards. Apaka told me that his mbuiti was a very good one; for when she told 
them it was a good time to go and fish or hunt, they were sure to succeed in getting plenty of food’ (Du 
Chaillu 1867:101–2).

On 11 June 1865 Du Chaillu reached a large Isogho (Mitsogho) village called Igoumbié, and observed 
that there were ‘many of the curious alumbi houses scattered about’. In the French edition of 1875 
the term alumbi was eliminated (‘There are here and there huts consecrated to idols’). About halfway 
along the main road a mbuiti house was erected, with inside a ‘monstrous wooden image’, which the 
inhabitants held in great veneration. That night the explorer could not sleep because of the great noise 
made by the villagers, for ‘they sang their mbuiti songs until daylight, marching from one end of the 
village to the other’ (Du Chaillu 1867:264–5). These two references to the mbuiti were also eliminated 
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in the French edition of the book: the ‘large house of the idol or mbuiti’ of the English edition (p. 264) 
became ‘among other houses [dedicated to idols]’ (1875a:218–9), and the ‘mbuiti songs’ in the English 
edition (p. 265) have become ‘sacred songs’ in the French one (p. 220). The reason for these deletions 
is not clear, almost certainly the work of the author during the preparation of the French edition, and 
the suspicion once again arises of his uncertainty in the use of the terms alumbi and mbuiti, perhaps 
realizing that he had used them in too general a way.

On June 22, passing through the Ishogo village called Diamba, the explorer observed that in almost 
all the Ishogo and Ashango (Masango) villages he had visited there was a large tree, a species of Ficus, 
standing in the center of the main road, ‘near the mbuiti or idol-house’ (Du Chaillu 1867:294).

Finally we arrive at the date of 29 June 1865, when Du Chaillu had the opportunity to participate in 
a Mbuiti ceremony in an Ashango village. In this case we can be fairly certain that it is the description of 
a real Bwitist ceremony, the first one we know of, and which is reported here in full:

‘This evening I went to see the village idol, or mbuiti (the patron saint as it may be called), and 
to witness a great ceremony in the mbuiti-house. As with the Aviia and other tribes, the idol was a 
monstrous and indecent representation of a female figure in wood; I had remarked that the further 
I travelled towards the interior, the coarser these wooden idols were, and the more roughly they were 
sculptured. This idol was kept at the end of a long, narrow, and low hut, forty or fifty feet long and 
ten feet broad, and was painted in red, white, and black colours. When I entered the hut, it was full 
of Ashango people, ranged in order on each side, with lighted torches stuck in the ground before them. 
Amongst them were conspicuous two mbuiti men, or, as they might be called, priests, dressed in cloth of 
vegetable fibre, with their skins painted grotesquely in various colours, one side of the face red, the other 
white, and in the middle of the breast a broad yellow stripe; the circuit of the eyes was also daubed with 
paint; these colours are made by boiling various kinds of wood, and mixing the decoction with clay. The 
rest of the Ashangos were also streaked and daubed with various colours, and by the light of their torches 
they looked like a troop of devils assembled in the lower regions to celebrate some diabolical rite; around 
their legs were bound white leaves from the heart of the palm-tree; some whore feathers, others had leaves 
twisted in the shape of horns behind their ears, and all had a bundle of palm-leaves in their hands.

Soon after I entered, the rites began. All the men squatted down on their haunches, and set up a 
deafening kind of wild song. There was an orchestra of instrumental performers near the idol, consisting 
of three drummers with two drumsticks each, one harper, and a performer on the sounding stick, which 
latter did not touch the ground, but rested on two other sticks, so that the noise was made the more 
resonant. 9 The two mbuiti men, in the meantime, were dancing in a fantastical manner in the middle 
of the temple, putting their bodies into all sort of strange contortions. Every time the mbuiti men opened 
their mouths to speak, a dead silence ensued. As the ceremony continued, the crowd rose and surrounded 
the dancing men, redoubling at the same time the volume of their songs, and, after this went on for some 
time, returning to their former positions. This was repeated several times. It seemed to me to be a kind of 
village feast. The mbuiti men, I ought to mention, had been sent for from a distance to officiate on the 
occasion, and the whole affair was similar to a rude sort of theatrical representation. The mbuiti men, 
like the witchcraft doctors, are important persons among these inland tribes; some have more reputation 
than others, but in general those who live furthest off are most esteemed. At length, wearied out with the 
noise, and being unable to see any meaning or any change in the performances, I returned on my hut at 
half-past ten’ (Du Chaillu 1867:313–4). 10

The presence of only men, the different colors on the two sides of the face, the musical instruments (drums, 
harp, obaka), are all elements that lead us to believe with a degree of certainty that it was a Bwitist ritual.

9	  This is the obaka, a percussion musical instrument used in the Bwiti cults of different ethnic groups.

10	  The description of this ceremony was repeated in another book by Du Chaillu published a few years later (Du 
Chaillu 1871:244–6).
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Following the notoriety acquired with the first two books, Du Chaillu wrote other texts regarding 
his African adventures, where he indulged in narrative fantasies that make it difficult to evaluate the 
credibility of the events recounted, including information relating to the Mbuiti. This is the case of a 
book entitled Lost in the jungle published in 1869 in America and the following year in England, written 
expressly for children. In one passage the author described how he had gotten lost in the forest together 
with his group of companions, and how he had arrived in a deserted village, probably of the Bakélé 
ethnic group. Having entered a house that he called ouandja—meaning the mbanja, the name given to 
the social house and to Bwitist temples—he observed in a dark corner of the room an ‘enormous image 
of an idol’. Du Chaillu’s group decided to spend the night in the forest near the village. In the morning 
they heard voices, people were returning to the village. Du Chaillu and his escort approached stealthily 
and hid themselves as they could see what was happening; which suggests a rather unlikely occurrence, 
to be able to hide in daylight without being seen. They saw groups of people carrying into the village 
a couple of men wounded by numerous arrows, who they placed on the ground in front of the idol 
which in the meantime had been taken from the ouandja and placed in the street. There were also some 
women present. In daylight Du Chaillu could see the statue better, and described it in greater detail, 
insisting pedantically on its ugliness. A man came to the idol, addressed him as Mbuiti, and asked him 
to heal the two wounded men (Du Chaillu 1869:44–5). This event had not been described in his first 
book, in the pages in which he spoke of the meeting with the Bakalai, and the presence of the women 
would in any case rule out the possibility that it could be a Bwitist rite.

In another book published the following year, 1870, Du Chaillu described the presence of Mbuiti 
idols among the Apingi, although he had not mentioned them in his first two books. One scene took 
place the night before a hunting trip and involved a ceremony to bring good luck in the hunt. The large 
idol was taken out of his house and the people of the village gathered around it holding torches in their 
hands. At the sound of the drums, those present began to sing and offer prayers to the idol, promising 
to bring him a large quantity of game, if they were fortunate enough to kill a lot of it. It should be noted 
that in this case Du Chaillu did not name the idol with the term mbuiti, but did so a few pages later, 
describing another scene where, having entered the ouandja in another Apingi village, shortly afterwards 
the villagers entered the hut singing songs and carrying a statue of the Mbuiti (Du Chaillu 1870:48).

Ultimately, Du Chaillu reported on the mbuiti among the Nkomi and Bakélé in his first book, and 
among the Baviya, Mitsogo and Masangu in his second book. In the fourth book he mentioned the 
Mbuiti among the Apingi, but I strongly suspect that it was his imagination, to the point of having to 
exclude this ethnic group from the list.

According to Bonhomme (2003:13), Du Chaillu would have noted the existence of the Bwete 
(Mbuiti) among the Mitsogo, the Baviya, the Masangu, the Bakele and perhaps the Bapunu. He 
excluded the Nkomi because, as mentioned, he had probably not noticed the omission of the term 
mbuiti in the French edition, which was present in the original English one. Regarding the Bapunu, 
whom the explorer calls Apono, the reasons that make Bonhomme suspect their possible inclusion 
among the ethnic groups in which Du Chaillu would have witnessed elements associated with the Bwiti 
are unclear. In the second book where the explorer dealt with this population there was no reference 
to the mbuiti in either the English and French versions. It cannot be the dances and songs that the 
inhabitants of the Apono village of Mouendi performed every night accompanied by large drinks of 
palm wine (Du Chaillu 1867:239) that are an indication of Bwitist practices, and the ‘mbuiri idol’ that 
Du Chaillu requested of the Apono Nchiengain chief could not concern the Bwiti, since the chief had 
a woman, his wife, enter the mbuiri’s house to take him.

We have seen how Du Chaillu used the terms mbuiti, mbuiri, alumbi, in an arbitrary generalized 
manner, to the point of eliminating or replacing these terms in various passages in subsequent French 
translations; a fact that denotes his uncertainty regarding the attribution of these words to the various 
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statues, temples and ritual practices. These are words that obviously he had not invented and that he had 
heard from the natives. He had certainly already heard the term mbuiti during his first journey, perhaps 
among the Nkomi or among the Bakélé. Therefore, the date of publication of his first book, 1861, 
can be set as that of the first reference to the Bwiti cult, regardless of the uncertainty of the ethnicity 
to which it should be attributed. The attribution of the Masangu ceremony in which the explorer was 
able to participate in 1865, and described in his second book published in 1867 to the Bwiti cult, can be 
considered certain.

Settlers and botanists discovering iboga
Du Chaillu did not make the slightest mention of iboga, and most likely the natives were careful not 

to tell him about it. But in the same years in which he was engaged in his explorations, iboga was already 
known to Westerners who lived in close contact with the native Africans, and this for the reason that this 
plant was not only used in secret ritualistic rituals, but was also used for other more profane purposes.

At the current stage of my research, the first reference to iboga in Western literature dates back to 
1862, the year in which the London International Exhibition of Industry and Art (the International 
Exhibition) was held between May and November. On that occasion the French sent to the exhibition 
a long series of products from their colonies, including the African ones, and drew up a list published in 
April of that year in the Revue Maritime et Coloniale. In the ‘Medicinal Materials’ section of Equatorial 
Africa they included iboga roots, with the observation that ‘The Gabonese combat sleep successfully by 
chewing these roots’ (Redacteurs 1862:664).

In the same year, 1862, a second reference to iboga appeared in Le Courier du Bas-Rhin, a newspaper 
from the Strasbourg region. In the August 22 issue a piece of news appeared regarding the donation 
made to the Natural History Museum of Strasbourg by a certain Mr Wenger of a Gabonese dress which 
was worn by women in particular dance contexts:

‘Mr. Wenger, of Strasbourg, representative of a trading house in Gabon, donates to our Museum of 
Natural History a curious and above all primitive ornament with which the black women of that country 
dress when they indulge in the pleasure of dancing. This ornament consists of a light skirt made of long 
vegetal straps, loose and very thin, some red, the other yellow; of a wig that fits around the head and of 
which a braid falls backwards in the form of a tail; finally, a pair of bracelets made, like the wig, of the 
same herbs as the slip. Dressed in this way, the black women of Gabon dance with frenzy; they love the noise 
that the rustling of all these dry herbs produces, and they get excited by continually chewing a particular 
wood, called iboga by the inhabitants of the Congo and of which we also owe a sample to Mr. Wenger’. 11

In addition to the suit, Wenger also brought an iboga sample. Together with the sample exhibited at 
the International Exhibition in London (again, in the same year of 1862), this would appear to be the 
first presence of this plant in Europe.

The use of iboga in the context of women’s dances was observed around the middle of the last century 
on the island of Corisco, one of the small islands of Equatorial Guinea located off the Atlantic coast. 
The taking of iboga occurred in the context of the dance called ivanga (Alvarez 1951:219–220). This 
dance is not only practiced in Corisco, but is a well-known traditional ‘profane’ dance practiced in several 
coastal areas of equatorial Africa. Although considered a profane and entertaining dance, the ivanga is 
loaded with meanings associated with the world of spirits; the frenetic tremor that the dancer continually 
imposes on her body expresses communion/ fusion with the spirits (Fons 2014:209). Mr. Wenger’s 1862 
paper may be the earliest evidence of iboga’s use in a broader context of women’s ritual dancing.

1862 was also the year of the first exploration of Gabon’s largest river, the Ogooué, by two military 
officers of the French navy, Marie-Théohile Griffon du Bellay and Paul Serval. The success of the 

11	  Le Courier du Bas-Rhin (Niederrheinicher Kurier), August 22, 1862, p. 3.
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exploration was partial, due to the difficulties in traveling the river, and the hostility of the natives 
(Griffon du Bellay 1863), but it gave Griffon the opportunity to undertake important botanical and 
ethnographic observations. Griffon du Bellay (1829–1908) was a military doctor and for several years 
carried out his profession on hospital ships along the shores of Gabon. He was also interested in the 
habits and customs of the populations he met during his Gabonese stay, in particular the uses of plants, 
to the point that his study can be considered mainly ethnobotanical in nature. He undertook the first 
important Gabonese floristic collection, consisting of around 450 species, and among these was iboga, 
which he presented as a powerful aphrodisiac and stimulant:

‘Sensual like the Orientals, the Gabonese claim, like them, to possess remedies against physical 
weaknesses. The best-known aphrodisiac is the root of iboga (taberna-ventricosa, Apocynaceae family). 
It’s at least a general stimulant that could replace coffee; the natives use it during long excursions in 
dugout canoes, to combat sleep and revive their ardor’ (Griffon du Bellay 1865:299).

The taxonomic identification given to iboga by Griffon du Bellay—taberna ventricosa—is enigmatic. 
It is a non-existent taxon, it is not even a synonym nor a nomen nudum, and in botanical and ethnographic 
literature it is only present in this passage from the French doctor. We do not know whether Griffon du 
Bellay confused it with the central and southern African species Tabernaemontana ventricosa Hochst. 
ex A.DC., a taxon already existing at the time he wrote; a confusion that is actually unlikely, since this 
species concerns a shrub 10–15 meters high and which is not even present in Gabon. Regarding the 
genus Taberna, long considered a synonym of the genus Tabernaemontana, it was created only in 1878 
by John Miers in his taxonomic study on the Apocynaceae of South America, without having taken 
inspiration from Griffon du Bellay’s ‘taberna’. 12 The suspicion arises that the French doctor on his own 
initiative named iboga as ‘taberna ventricosa’ proposing it as a botanical name, at a time when this plant 
had not yet been classified. Iboga was classified as Tabernanthe iboga only in 1887–1889 by the French 
botanist Henri Ernst Baillon, who gave credit to Griffon du Bellay for having reported it to the scientific 
world, adding the information that the latter had collected samples at Cape Lopez , ‘where it has the 
name of iboga, and is the aboua of the Pahouhin and the obouété of Gabon’ (Baillon 1887–1889). 13

The plant samples collected by Griffon du Bellay were included in the Permanent Exhibition of the 
Colonies at the Palace of Industry in Paris, curated in those years by the military officer Charles Eugène 
Aubry-Lecomte. Regarding iboga, he added the following information, almost certainly provided to 
him by Griffon du Bellay: ‘it is toxic only in high doses and in the fresh state. Taken in small quantities it 
is an aphrodisiac and stimulant of the nervous system; warriors and hunters make great use of it to keep 
themselves awake on night lookouts; as with m’boundou, 14 the active principle resides in the root, which 
is chewed like coca’ (Aubry-Lecomte 1864:264).

In 1895 the iboga was included as Tabernanthe iboga Baillon in the voluminous work Icones 
Plantarum founded by William Jackson Hooker (4th series, Plate 2337), alongside a drawing, perhaps 
the first ever in Western literature (fig. 1a), and with the words on the accompanying card: ‘It was sent to 
Kew by Dr. Hugo Mueller in 1883, under the native Congo name “Bocca root”, used and highly prized 
in the lower Congo as a febrifuge’ (Oliver 1895).

From these botanical communications we learn of names given to iboga which do not reappear in 
subsequent ethnographic literature: obouété, aboua, bocca. The term ‘bocca’ appears to have been given 
to iboga in the lower Congo River area, and was used by the Austrian botanist Otto Stapf to define 
the species Tabernanthe Bocca Stapf in 1904, which he believed to be different from T. iboga (Stapf 

12	  Data taken from the Kew Botanical Gardens portal (<powo.science.kew.org>).

13	  At that time the term Gabon only indicated the area of the Estuary and Libreville.

14	  The m’boundou or mboundou is a poison obtained from the vine Strychnos icaja Baill., fam. Loganaceae, widely 
used in equatorial Africa in ordeals.
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1904:122–3), but which was later considered its synonym. The fact that the term bocca is cited only by 
Mueller is perplexing, and the suspicion arises that he made an error in the collection of ethnographic 
data or in the phonetic transcription of a vernacular name given to iboga.

These first references to iboga highlight its use solely as a stimulant.

The documents of  the missionaries
An important source of documentation concerning the iboga cults are the writings of Western 

missionaries, albeit with the limit of the demagogic and denigrating filter with which they were written. 
The first missionaries to arrive in the Gabon area were American evangelical missionaries in 1842; they 
were followed two years later by Catholic missionaries of the Congregation of the Holy Spirit, known 
as Spiritans (Deschampes 1963). 15 References to Bwiti and iboga begin to appear in the 1880s, and 
are present mainly in writings of the missionary magazines Archives générales des Pères du Saint-Esprit, 
Missions Catholiques and Journal des Missions Évengeliques.

A first document is dated to 1885 and concerns a manuscript by the Spiritan Joseph-Henri Neu, who 
resided in Gabon from May 1879 to the end of 1885 and returned to France in 1886. In this document 
Neu, after having described the use of the alan plant (Alchornea floribunda) and the mboundou poison 
used in ordeals, mentioned the use of aboga in the Gabonese Estuary area:

‘The Aboga. Most Europeans have heard of this plant used in fetish ceremonies. The natives use the 
aboga root, grated and infused, as a powerful filter that allows to discover hidden things and predict the 
future (..) He who drinks it falls into a long and deep sleep, during which he is obsessed by continuous 
dreams, which upon awakening he takes for reality. 16

The name aboga to indicate iboga only appears in this passage of Western literature. Neu made no 
mention of the Bwiti cult and does not appear to offer any indication of the ethnic group that used the 
aboga in the Estuary area. One can only deduce a use of this plant for divinatory purposes.

In 1887 a reference to the presence of the Bwiti among the Nkomi appeared, as was observed by the 
missionaries of the Saint-Anne Mission of Fernan-Vaz and transcribed in a 1896 book by the French 
canon Eugène Le Garrec: ‘The house of the Bwiti shows you its open pinion and the sculptures of the 
column that supports the roof; it is the temple of a terrible divinity’. 17 A few pages later Le Garrec reported 
the description of an initiatory rite that Gaulme doubts could refer to Bwiti, reaching a conclusion 
that was perhaps a bit hasty: ‘Le Garrec’s text therefore does not seem to us constitute irrefutable proof 
of the existence of a modern-type Bwiti among the Nkomi at the end of the last century, although 
the formula “house of the Bouiti” is disturbing’ (Gaulme 1979:65). Aside from the ambiguity of the 
concept of ‘a modern-type Bwiti’, it is worth remembering that Gaulme was one of the French-speaking 
scholars who based his work on the French versions of Du Chaillu’s texts, and who therefore did not 
notice the reference to the mbuiti among the Commi (Nkomi) reported in the original 1861 English 
edition of this explorer. 18

15	  The biographical information of the Spiritans who will be cited below was taken from the website spiritains.
forums.free.fr.

16	  Gollnhofer and Sillans (1983: 13) date this document to 1880, but in the footnote citation they indicate the date 
1885, which is more plausible by looking at Neu’s period of residence in Gabon. The two French scholars cite as a reference 
a manuscript by Neu entitled ‘Le Gabon’ present in the Archives générales des Pères du Saint-Esprit with the archive code 
148-B-I. More precisely, it is the manuscript: Joseph-Henri Neu, 1880, ‘Travail sur le Gabon’, Archives générales des Pères du 
Saint-Esprit, 148. The first section on the history of Gabon is cited as A; the second on the history of the missions in Gabon 
as B. I have not been able to consult this manuscript and I provide here the data reported by Gollnhofer and Sillans.

17	  I have not been able to consult this book by Le Garrec and I use the data provided by Gaulme (1979:64).

18	  Proof of this is his statement that ‘Du Chaillu ignores the Bwiti in his description of the Nkomi’, citing the 1863 
French edition as a reference (Gaulme 1979:63).
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In a work by the Spiritan Jean Delcourt probably dated to 1930, a reference appeared for the year 1888 
to the use of the liboka (iboga) in the area of the then Kingdom of Loango, in a territory probably falling 
within the current coastal area of Congo. In this text another Spiritan, Emmanuel Giron, described a 
divinatory practice, the ‘Liboka dance’, which had the aim of identifying the person responsible for a 
witchcraft that had made a local chief ill. The dance took its name from the plant ‘whose rind and roots 
have an exciting power. Actors and spectators of the scene that was being prepared will chew pieces of it 
all night long’. The Liboka was presided over by a sorcerer (nganga), who danced ‘a disorderly, panting, 
frenetic dance, which lasted all night’; in the morning the nganga proceeded with the divinatory action 
(Delcourt 1930 I:190). The Liboka divinatory dance is still practiced in the Congo mostly as a folk 
dance, but iboga appears to no longer be taken (Hagenbucher-Sacripanti 1973:179).

In 1894 an account of a trip to the Eshira by a French Spiritan, Joachin Buléon (1862–1900), 
appeared. He went to Gabon in 1885, where he initially directed an indigenous seminary in Libreville. 
In 1893 he went for a short time to the Eshira land. In 1895 he returned to the Eshira with other Spiritans 
to found the mission Sainte-Croix des Eshira. Buléon learned the Eshira language and wrote a catechism 
in this language and an Eshira-French vocabulary.

During the description of his first trip in 1893 Buléon mentioned the Bwiti. Visiting a cave that had 
the appearance of having been dug by man and looking in vain for inscriptions, he made the observation 
that the Blacks rarely made inscriptions as they had no notion of writing, and added that ‘the only 
drawings I have come across are made on the musical instruments and on the main column of their 
Bwiti houses, which we will talk about’ (Buléon 1894:611). A little further on he described his arrival 
in the Eshira village of Ndyambyéla and the cordial welcome of his chief Agnéva with copious and 
welcome offerings of palm wine: ‘During the night, the noise of the tam-tam did not cease; down there, 
at the edge of the village, a Bwiti ceremony was celebrated; but, with the help of fatigue, we did not take 
long to fall asleep deeply’ (id.:612).

This would appear to be the first evidence of the existence of Bwiti among the Eshira. Buléon continued 
the story when he woke up the following morning, when he saw Ngonda—the guide who accompanied 
him on the journey and who probably belonged to the Nkomi ethnic group—in front of his tent ‘dancing 
with his mouth wide open up to his ears’. An interesting dialogue followed between the two:

“Poor Ngonda! Do you look well tired this morning?”
“Ha ha! It”s hard, life, Father, ah!” And he danced again, at the risk of making me follow his 

example, because he wiggled his arms and legs, which was painful to see.
“Yes Father, this tortures a man, these Bwiti ceremonies”.
“Ah! So you were there too! And Bwiti made you dance?”.
“Silence, Father,” and he cast a fearful glance around. Everyone was still asleep; but an excess of 

prudence does no harm and Ngonda whispered in my ears: “One day, at your place, with the door closed, 
we will talk about this if you want, but here, sss! I care too much about my skin!” (Buléon 1894:612).

Ngonda’s fear was probably due to the fact that the Eshira would not have appreciated seeing him 
speak about Bwiti, a cult considered secret, to a missionary.

In 1895 a long account by the French Spiritan Léon Lejeune (1860–1905) appeared. He went to 
Gabon in 1885, held the position of Superior at the mission of Lambaréné where he interacted with 
people of different ethnic groups, in particular Galoa, Enenga, Akélé and Pahouin. In 1900 he continued 
his missionary activity in Niger.

While he was describing the ‘fetishes’ of the Pahouin, dealing with the biéri—the cult of the 
ancestors—he made the following observation: ‘They are offered bananas, a little cassava, but never fish 
or meat, as the Ivilis do to their bwitis’ (Lejeune 1895:225). This seems to be the first mention of the 
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existence of Bwiti among the Ivili.

During a disquisition on the singular forms given to the names of the ‘deities’ by the Pahouin 
(Nzamé), Ivili (Nzambé), Galoa (Mouanza)—a disquisition aimed at forcibly demonstrating the 
monotheism of these populations (Samorini 2024)—Le Jeune focused on the term Anyambyé of 
the Mpongoué (Mpongwé), observing that it was a plural form, and from this he deduced that ‘the 
Mpongoués are therefore polytheists’. This was followed by a dialogue/interrogation that the Spiritan 
held with Mpongwé ‘sorcerers’, where what appears to be the first reference to the presence of the Bwiti 
among the Mpongwé appears:

‘“This Bwiti, this statue, is Anyambyé, or Mouanga, or Nzamé?”.
The answer is invariable: “No!”
“What is it then?”
“It’s Bwiti”.
“What is Bwiti?”.
“It’s Bwiti”.
Always Bwiti and nothing more.
“Is this Bwiti strong?”.
“Yes, it’s very strong”.
“What’s inside?”.
“A genius called Onyambé”.
“And what is Onyambé?”.
“An evil spirit that sends us diseases, famine and kills us”.
Onyambé, in other words, is the devil. And also of all idols’ (Lejeune 1895:247–8).

Beyond the inevitable missionary identification of the figure of Onyambé with the devil, in the 
Mpongwé-French dictionary drawn up by Raponda-Walker, the term oṉambe is attributed to the ‘spirit 
of a dead person, a disembodied soul’ (Raponda-Walker 1961:452), thus confirming the association of 
Bwiti with the cult of ancestors.

Continuing to follow the chronological order, we come to the problematic writings of Alexandre Le 
Roy (1854–1938). This French Spiritan held high positions among the Catholic prelate, including that 
of Superior General of the Congregation of the Sacred Spirit, and that of Apostolic Vicar of Gabon. 
He was part of the group of missionaries who gave life to that ‘Catholic ethnology’ which had been 
designed by the Austrian priest Wilhelm Schmidt to counter scientific ethnography, and which had the 
aim of demonstrating an original monotheism induced by a direct divine revelation and intrinsic to all 
human populations, and that primitive cultures were equipped with monogamous family structures; in 
practice, that the origin of human cultural values was based on Christian values, which were therefore 
universal values. The Pygmy populations, understood in those times as vestiges of the primordial 
human race, were the populations that best lent themselves to the ethnological demonstration of the 
original monotheism. In his writings on the Pygmies, Le Roy forcibly constructed an image of them as 
a monotheistic population (Samorini 2024).

Le Roy’s description of the use of iboga among the Pygmies appears confusing and arouses 
suspicions of fantasy. In a first step he reported that in Gabon it was generally believed that it was the 
Negrilles (Pygmies) who had revealed the knowledge of iboga to other populations, and reproduced 
a drawing of the plant, the second in chronological order to appear in Western literature (fig. 1b) (Le 
Roy 1897:221; 1905:188). A little further on he described the initiatory rite which a-Koa pygmy boys 
of 15–16 years of age would undergo to enter the society of adult men; in reality he described what 
appears to be a Bwitist Mitsogho initiatory rite, imaginatively adapted to the pygmy world. A leaf hut 
was built, where the men and the neophyte boy gathered and ate iboga for three days. Then the whole 
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group left the hut and went ‘far, far into the forest’, where the neophyte was left alone with his eyes 
blindfolded. After wandering through the forest for five days, he returned to camp with his hands tied 
behind his back. It would have been a spirit who had tied the neophyte’s hands. Then followed actions 
that strictly follow the Mitsogho initiatory cliché (as reported by Raponda-Walker 1910): the neophyte 
was asked what he had seen during the visionary state, ‘and if the description he gives of the spirit that 
bound him is correct, if the slogans are right, if he is worthy, in a word, everyone exclaims with him: 
“Hayé!”, and he is admitted’. Afterwards the leader gave the new initiate the mbumbu zi Bwiti (the Bwiti 
package), ‘composed of a pulverized human skull’ (Le Roy 1897:237–8; 1905:195–6). In this passage 
the inconsistency of Le Roy’s description is revealed, with the presence of the term Bwiti and, above all, 
of a bone relic. Świderski (1990 I:199) had already observed this contradiction, as it was not possible to 
reconcile the presence of a relic with the recognized absence among the Pygmies of a cult of the relics 
of the ancestors, and he believed that Le Roy’s description actually concerned an initiatory ritual of the 
Mitsogho or Apindji. Le Roy had not even realized he was contradicting himself, having stated a few 
pages earlier that ‘the Negrilli seem indifferent to what worries their neighbors: I mean the shadows of 
the ancestors’ (Le Roy 1897:221; 1905:188).

A new and unique element in the ethnographic literature on iboga cults would concern the 
abandonment of the neophyte in the deep forest and his return to the village with his hands tied behind 
his back. It is very probable that this initiatory element is entirely the fruit of Le Roy’s imagination, as it 
is hardly credible that a boy—whether Pygmy or Mitsogho—possessed by the visions of iboga would be 
left to wander alone for five days in the forest; he would hardly make it out alive.

In some manuscripts preserved in the Spiritan archives, Le Roy reported his journey to the Mitsogho 
undertaken in 1893. He described the tsogo temples, the small statues and noted the presence of some 
objects such as ‘animal heads, monkey paws’. He also reported a drawing of the interior of a temple with 
the caption ‘Bwiti in his house’, where the image of a statuette with a rifle and a spear next to it and a seated 
man with the features of a horned devil was reproduced. 19 The presence of the horns on the head—an 
iconographic element absent in this population—betrays the level of imagination of this Spiritan.

More credible are the writings of André Raponda-Walker (1871–1968), known for being the first 
native Gabonese to become a Catholic priest and for his in-depth ethnographic and linguistic studies on 
the populations of Gabon. He reported having observed the presence of Bwiti already starting from his 
first stay in Sindara, in the Lower Ngoounié, which began in 1899, and found it widespread among the 
Mitsogo, Apindji, Bawili, Ivéa, Masango, Eshira, Bavarama, Balumbu, Ngowè , Bavungu, Bakèlè and, 
to a lesser extent, among the Omyènè-speaking coastal groups, such as the Mpongwè, Galoa, Nkomi, 
Orungu, where the Bwiti was still the prerogative of the slaves who came from Ngouniè and Alto-
Ogowè (Raponda-Walker and Sillans 1962:190–1).

In 1899 the Spiritan Lejeune again spoke of Bwiti, which he transcribed as Boniti. 20 He reported that 
in Lambaréné an elderly native named Londo had asked him to come and collect a Bwiti idol, which he 
intended to get rid of:

‘The idol was one foot eight inches [about half a meter] high, the two feet were inserted into two gorilla 
heads, and the abdomen was filled with bones, skulls of small monkeys, insect legs and ashes of dead 
people, etc. The fire soon got the better of this horrible idol, as well as numerous others that were brought 
by neighbors to fuel the fire’ (Lejeune 1899:56).

In 1903, Mr. Guien, agent of the Colonial Society of the Upper Congo, in Ayémé wrote a letter giving 
information on iboga for pharmaceutical purposes for the Commercial Geographical Society of Paris. 
Guien reported the native use of Ibogha in initiatory contexts and with prophetic-divinatory purposes. 

19	  Le Roy, ‘Sur l’Ogowé’ and ‘En passant. Croquis de route’, Archives CSSP 5B1.12, as reported by Poirier 2000.

20	  The term Boniti is also reported by Le Scau 1908: 334
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Shortly after taking a large quantity, ‘all the nerves of the neophyte become tense in an extraordinary 
manner. An epileptic madness strikes him, during which, unconscious, he says words which, collected 
by the initiates, have a prophetic meaning and prove that the fetish has entered him’. This is further 
evidence of the use of iboga outside the Gabonese territories; a use that probably did not concern the 
actual cults of Bwiti, but which had magical-divinatory purposes. It is interesting to note the mention 
of a possible state of possession, also foreign to Bwiti’s religious cults, which base their beliefs on more 
properly visionary states. Guien added that in smaller quantities iboga was used successfully in the 
treatment of sleeping sickness, known as nona (De Villers 1903).

In 1904, evidence of the presence of Bwiti appeared among the Nkomi of Lake Alombié. It was 
reported by the French evangelical missionary Ernst Haug (1871–1915), who lived in Gabon from 
1895 to 1915. He went to great lengths in describing the success of a conversion to Christianity by a 
group of Bwitists from the village of Igenja. The person who presided over the Bwiti ceremonies, named 
Mombo and renamed in Christian terms as Nkôlô, decided to give the missionary the Bwiti idol that he 
himself had carved, since ‘conversion requires the abandonment of this cult in all districts’. According to 
what Haug reported, Mombo had long hesitated to communicate his doubts and reasons for converting 
to Christianity to the other members of the Bwitist community, and when he communicated it ‘for 
three days his friends and his teachers had tried to dissuade him, showing that without him, Mombo, 
the bwiti would no longer be in honor. Mombo replied that the honor of the bwiti was now indifferent 
to him; and all agreed to abolish the [Bwiti’s] house, the idol and the cult’ (Haug 1904:437).

Haug reported that since 1897 he had seen the Bwiti house of Lake Alombié, offering the following 
information:

‘The bwiti is the only proper idol in the country. He is worshiped by brotherhoods made up mostly of 
slaves, who gather in the house where the idol is installed, and chew an exciting and hallucinating root 
called ibôga, eat, dance and prophesy to heal themselves from all illnesses and gain life and luck. Since 
1897 I had noticed this bwiti house of Lake Alombié, of which I had admired the skillfully carved 
central pole’ (Haug 1904:436).

In the years 1908 - 1909 the first extensive description of Bwiti appeared by another French Spiritan, 
Jean-Louis Le Scau (1877 - 1953). He carried out his profession in the first decade of the 20th century 
at the Missions of Sette-Cama and various locations in the Congo. During the First World War he 
returned to France and was subsequently sent to the islands of Guadeloupe and Martinique. He appears 
to have had a short temper and frequently entered into disagreements with the local authorities. At 
Sette-Cama he repeatedly desecrated the reliquaries and sacred places of the natives, a fact he boasted of 
in his writings.

Beyond the rigid missionary evaluation of native cults, Le Scau managed to gain an intimate 
knowledge of them, and his descriptions are full of useful data from an ethnographic point of view. The 
main ethnic groups with which he came into contact in the area between Sette Cama and Loango were 
the Balumbu, Vili, Punu, Eshira, Mitsogho.

Regarding the Vili, who were scattered in the region between Mayumba and Loango, he observed 
how a colony of theirs had been established further south about 80 years earlier, in Gamba and Yengui, 
just above the Nianga river, and added the consideration that ‘these wanderings explain how the Bwiti 
cult spread among the Vili of Gamba and Yengui, unknown to their compatriots of Loango, but highly 
honored among the Tsogo and Yaka’ (Le Scau 1908:318).

In describing a divinatory rite which had the aim of identifying the presumed person responsible for 
a death—a ‘soul eater’ or moulosi—without specifying which ethnic group he was referring to (moulosi 
was a term used in the Sette Cama region), Le Scau reported how the deceased’s family called a nganga-
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diboha—where nganga is the generic name for ‘healer’ and diboha is a name given to iboga. He carried 
out the divination practice with the aid of a mirror and presumably also iboga, and after numerous 
attempts he finally saw the culprit, the moulosi, appear in the mirror and denounced him publicly. In 
case the accused denied guilt, he had to go through the ordeal of the mboundou poison (id.:332).

Le Scau then went on to describe the Bwiti cult among the Loumbou (Balumbu). The Bwitist 
temple, which was located at the end of the two parallel rows of houses in the village, was windowless 
and open on the front side, with the roof no higher than one metre from the ground. At the bottom of 
the temple there was a hidden hole ‘from which, in case of danger, one can save oneself and the fetish’. 
Le Scau was the first Westerner to notice this detail of the structure of the Bwitist temple, generally 
kept secret. The ‘fetish’ present at the bottom of the temple consisted of ‘a piece of wood, roughly 
carved, which resembles a human figure. The eyes, formed by two fragments of glass, shine. The neck 
is covered by a mass of herbs, in the middle of which a mirror appears. The spirit of Bwiti resides there’ 
(id.:333). Le Scau understood that an important element of the ‘Bwiti secret’ was hidden inside the tuft 
of grass that was at the foot of the statue, on top of a genet skin, 21 where some bells and an ox horn were 
arranged next to it (more likely an antelope horn). One night he furtively removed it and saw ‘a death’s 
head whose open mouth holds a mirror. In the skull you could see a knife streaked with white and red, a 
snake’s head, a parrot’s feather’ (id.:334). Between the fetish and the pole supporting the roof there was 
a fire that was never supposed to go out, and on all sides of the temple there were snake skins or snake 
designs painted on bark (Le Scau 1908–1909).

Le Scau was the first Westerner to notice the existence of a second important place of worship in 
Bwiti, the nzimbé:

‘Next to the Bwiti chapel you can see a well-maintained path surrounded by pineapples. It leads to the 
Nzimba. The Nzimba is a sacred place in the forest where initiates gather. They carry out their secret 
ceremonies there and decide the punishment to be inflicted on the traitor comrades. Snake figurines 
can be seen from all sides! The earth is kneaded in a way that represents snakes; images of snakes are 
carved into the bark of the trees, the small branches have been intertwined in the shape of snakes! Woe 
to the profane who dare to venture into Nzimba! Their lives are at stake. The author of these lines has 
penetrated numerous Nzimba; but, if he had been seen by Bwiti’s devotees, even as White, he would not 
have been safe from poisoning’ (Le Scau 1908:333–4).

In another writing the Spiritan added that on the sides and especially at the entrance of the Nzimba 
‘there are hard sticks cut at the tips, planted in the ground, slightly hanging. If you are not careful, they 
will wound you, and the wound will easily be fatal because of the poison with which they have been 
rubbed’ (Le Scau 1908–1909).

In the Bwitist temple of the village the men performed ‘wild’ dances under the guidance of an officiant 
(ganga) from whose belt hung a genet skin: ‘With their figures smeared in red, they sing mysterious 
words to the sound of the tam-tam at an initially slow pace, then accelerated’ (id.). Le Scau then moved 
on to describe the initiatory rite:

‘The idol is placed on the ground on a tiger skin [actually a genet]. The aspirant sits at the side and 
receives from the witch doctor a decoction of the bark of a shrub called Diboha. 22 He soon falls into a 
deep sleep which lasts for several days. During this time he is like dead drunk! When someone shakes 

21	  The genet, called mossingui or nsing, is a small carnivorous mammal of the Viverrid family (Genetta servalina), 
which due to its appearance is often mistakenly considered a feline, as can be seen from the French name chat-tiger. Its 
spotted skin is part of the paraphernalia of the healers-sorcerers (nganga) of various ethnic groups in equatorial Africa.

22	  In Le Scau’s writing of 1908–1909, republished in Trilles’ book of 1912a, there is a note, probably added by Trilles, 
in which diboha, iboga, is erroneously identified with the Strychnos Icaja plant, with which the poison mboundou used in the 
ordeals is made.
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him, he opens his eyes like a fool, but without realizing anything. Sometimes the sleep caused by Diboha 
decoction is so deep that the aspirant never wakes up again (..) But usually the sleeper wakes up. Then 
the sorcerer takes the Bwiti and, accompanied by the initiates, proceeds in procession in the Nzimba, 
shouting incomprehensible words unknown to the profane. The aspirant, having arrived at Nzimba, 
looks at the mirror placed in the dead man’s mouth. The sorcerer asks him what he saw. If the answer 
conforms to traditional rites, it is allowed. Otherwise, he concludes that Bwiti rejected him; the test must 
be done again’ (Le Scau 1908:334).

Le Scau investigated in vain the nature of the initiatory vision, and even the ex-Bwitists who converted 
to Christendom were reticent in providing information about it, ‘everyone is afraid to speak. If they 
revealed anything, it would be certain death for them!’ (Le Scau 1908–1909).

The Spiritan ended the description by dealing with the ‘wonders’ performed by Bwiti. These are 
events considered to be of a magical nature—most often obtained through prestige tricks—which are 
part of the oral tradition of Bwitist cults, in particular the traditional ones (they are no longer handed 
down in syncretic Fang cults): people hovering in the air, objects that are seen placed in impossible 
places, for example on the tops of tall trees, banana trees that grow in a single night, etc. Le Scau was 
again the first Westerner to describe them, demonstrating the depth of knowledge he had acquired 
about the Bwiti. One of these is interesting as it highlights a Bwitist belief of an eschatological nature. 
It concerns a vine called dindimba, which appears mysteriously tied from end to end on the tops of 
trees more than 30 meters high, and which seems impossible to have been placed by a man, as the upper 
branches of these trees are too weak to bear the weight. Le Scau added the news that the souls of the 
deceased must walk on this vine to go to the other world. The souls of those who had been initiated into 
Bwiti manage to walk on it and pass over it without inconvenience, while those of the non-initiated fall 
into the gnimbi, a dark and cold place. He also added that the dinbimba protects the village against ‘soul 
eaters’, since ‘Bwiti prevents them from passing’ (Le Scau 1908:335).

In 1910 an important contribution by Raponda-Walker appeared. He believed that the Bwiti cult 
was of Pygmy (Akoa) origin, although he noted that most of the Bwiti songs were in the tsogho language. 
He listed the Gabonese ethnic groups among which Bwiti was widespread: Akoa (Pygmies), Apindji, 
Ashango, Ishogo, Ivili, Ivéa, Eshira, Ngové, Balombo, Bayanga, Vavongo, Ndjavi, Apounou, Avandji, 
Adouma, Fang. It was also present among groups of Pongoué, Oroungou, Nkomi, Adjoumba, Galoa 
and Enenga slaves (Raponda-Walker 1910). The Gabonese priest focused on the fact that each bwiti 
statue had its own name, and listed some of them:

‘Ping’s is about a metre tall, it’s called Mosemaq (the screamer). The three of Dondo are called 
Mwanga (the creator), Makonde (the one who teaches) and Ndjondo-mokadi-à-mambo (the one who 
reveals hidden things). In Biogo, there is Mameno (the one who knows everything), Musosi (the whistler 
or singer), Ndjola (the father of the family) and Gadjame (the mother of the universe). The bwiti of 
Etamba bears the name of Minanga (the star) and that of Mogunu is called Modanga (the light). Like 
the bwiti, the mbandja also have a specific name, at least among the Ishogo [Mitsogho]’. 23

Then he described the initiatory rite of the Bwiti mitsogho. Young men were generally initiated at 
the age of 10–12, and almost all men in the village were initiated because they wanted to know ‘how 
things are in the world’. 24 The amount of scraped iboga root that the neophyte had to ingest was very 
large, ‘a whole basket of iboga, corresponding to five plates. Eating iboga is synonymous with being 
initiated into Buiti’. Raponda-Walker reported the content of a vision experienced by the neophyte, as 
it had been told to him by some initiates:

23	  Id. Also reported in Walker 1927.

24	  An expression frequently used among Bwitist communities, and not only among the Mitsogo; I personally heard 
it frequently even among Fang Bwitists.
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‘The bandji [the neophyte] sees a ghost coming before him who takes him by the hand and leads him 
through a thousand detours into an immense village composed of a single house which has only one 
opening or door. The ghost-guide introduces the initiate into a large room where he sees a long series of 
thin and gaunt dead pass before his eyes (..) The head of this city of the dead (..) asks the bandji: “What 
are you coming for? to do here?” “I come to see Bwiti”. “You come and see Bwiti. Well, Bwiti is me.” 
Immediately afterwards the vision disappears and the initiate gradually resumes the use of his senses’ 
(Raponda-Walker 1910).

This description corresponds with one of the most common stereotypical visions in traditional Bwiti 
cults. Common elements are: the meeting with a spirit guide who accompanies the novice (his ‘spirit’) 
into the other world, and who is often the spirit of a deceased close relative of the novice; the arrival in 
the large village where the spirits of the dead reside; the interaction with a divine entity who asks the 
novice the reason for his visit; the divine manifestation (for a more extensive description see Gollnhofer 
and Sillans 1976:60–63).

Upon awakening, the elders accompany the neophyte in the ndjimba (nzimbé), and ask him what 
he saw during the vision. If they find what he has seen satisfactory, they applaud in unison and the 
neophyte is admitted into the congregation; otherwise he will have to repeat the initiation.

Raponda-Walker appears to be the first Western author to have reported the practice of applying the 
ibama eye-drop. At a certain moment in the initiation rite, drops of a liquid obtained from certain plant 
and/or animal species are applied to the neophyte’s eyes. The effect of this eye-drop is an immediate 
painful burning sensation in the eyes; when this attenuates, vision is considered clearer (Samorini 1996).

Finally, the Gabonese priest reported that when he arrived in Moyamba he found the inhabitants 
who had been dancing the Bwiti for five nights, and who would dance for another three nights. Each 
night the participants ate iboga, smoked liamba (cannabis), and drank itoutou (palm wine).

In the same year 1910, the Belgian botanist Émile Auguste Joseph De Wildeman reported that iboga 
was used by certain native groups of the then French Congo (Congo) and the then Belgian Congo 
(Democratic Republic of the Congo) (De Wildeman 1910) .

In 1913 the French Spiritan Léon Girod (1871–1910), who worked in the mission stationed among 
the Eshira, reported an event which in his opinion was a clear testimony to the decline of Bwiti among 
this population. In the year of 1913, anomalous meteorological phenomena had appeared, including a 
dry season of unusual duration, fogs that enveloped the entire Eshira territory, and a brick-red sun that 
had never been observed before. The witch-doctors attributed the cause of these atmospheric anomalies 
to the abandonment of traditional cults, including Bwiti, and tried to organize a meeting among the 
population, strongly opposed by the missionary. He resorted to threats and in the end the attempted 
meeting failed, to the great joy of the priest, who wrote: ‘This lost meeting, composed mainly of old 
people, ridiculed by a large number of village people, proves that fetishism is evident reduction. It is up 
to the missionaries to take advantage of the moment’ (Girod 1913:401).

In 1914 the French evangelical missionary Léopold Soubeyran (1879–1949), who professed 
preached in the area of Lake Avanga, located in the eastern territories of Lambaréné, reported a man 
named Mburu belonging to the Nkomi ethnic group, who wanted to give him the bwiti idol of his 
temple. Mburu did not dare touch it and the missionary personally went to the temple to take the idol. 
Pointing out that each idol had a name, he reported that the one taken was called Puma. The people 
of the village protested when they saw their protective idol taken away, even though it was a voluntary 
surrender on the part of its owner. Shortly afterwards Mburu died and there were rumors that this death 
was caused by the delivery of the idol to the missionary (Soubeyran 1914a). Soubeyran also reported 
that, in the same area of Lake Avanga, a Pahouin had complained to him that young people ‘didn’t listen 
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to him anymore, that they took fetishes from the Galoas, the mfwiti [bwiti], etc.’ (Soubeyran 1914b).

In 1923 an ethnographic writing dedicated to the Issogho (Mitsogho) appeared, where the 
populations who practiced the Mbuiti cults at that time were listed:

‘The “a Mbouti (Bwiti)” populations are a family of people that starts from Mayumba, on the coast, 
and extends up to the edges of the Ogooué. It includes the Baloumbo, Bayaka, Apindji, Appono, Njavi, 
Issogho, Ashango, Powi, Cimba, Ivili and Evéha. Mbouiti is also practiced among the Asouma of 
Ogooué. The Njavi [Banzebi], who were the promoters of the Mbouiti, have nowadays abandoned it’ 
(Barberet 1923:274).

In describing the Mbuiti among the Issogho the author made no reference to the use of iboga, 
reporting only that ‘in the great Mbouitis people drink a lot of palm wine’. The news that it was the 
Njavi or Banzebi—an ethnic group close to the Mitsogho—who created the Bwiti cult is reported only 
in this passage.

A further ethnographic description of the Mitsogho appeared the following year, 1924. In the pages 
dealing with Bwiti it was reported that this was represented by a wooden or terra cotta statuette, of 
human shape, painted half red and half white. During the initiation the neophyte (who was called 
‘patient’) also had his body painted half red and half white, and wore parrot feathers in his hair. After 
eating iboga ‘the patient sees Bwiti appearing to him as a small human form, the color of fire, dancing 
and grimacing’ (Daney 1924:278–282).

In 1936 the evangelical missionary Vernaud reported another case of voluntary surrender of a bwiti 
object. While complaining that few people had turned up for Sunday mass, a young twenty-year-old 
approached the priest and gave him a red cap, one of those that the Bwiti officiants use as an insignia of 
their hierarchical rank (Vernauld 1936:116).

In both Catholic (Spiritan) and Protestant annals and archives there are numerous references to 
‘voluntary’ deliveries of objects belonging to the Bwiti and also the Byeri cult. However, as Bernault 
pointed out, noting among other things that several of these anecdotes were apocryphal, it is likely that 
several were invented with the aim of showing the success of evangelization at the Parisian audiences, 
and thus obtaining funds for the Missions. It must be considered that in 1923 a colonial decree defined 
the elaboration of ‘fetishes’ with bones of ancestors as an act of anthropophagy (Bernault 2019:85, 101).

Alongside the successes of the work of evangelization, whether real, exaggerated or invented, in 
missionary literature one finds complaints about the waves of resurgence of pagan cults, including the 
Bwiti. The evangelical missionary André Perrier complained about it in 1935, writing from Lambaréné 
and reporting how the Pahouin had adopted the Bwiti of the Galoa and were being initiated into it, 
adding with bitterness the observation that several of these were old students of the evangelical schools, 
relatively educated, they spoke French, knew how to read and write, and worked for the Whites. The 
editors of the evangelical magazine added in a note the consideration that this resurgence of paganism 
was being observed everywhere in the world, both in the evangelical missionary context and in that of 
other Christian beliefs (Éditeurs 1935:361–2). Even the evangelical Bourelly (1935:107) had reported 
that ‘fetishes still exist, numerous, in Gabon, and also in the regions evangelized for more than 50 
years. Perhaps they are less apparent, more hidden, more discreet’. In 1938 the Spiritan Le Chevalier 
complained about it, observing how in the Mayumba area, on the southern coast of Gabon, despite 50 
years of evangelization, Bwitist temples were present in almost all the villages, adding a consideration in 
controversy with the colonial government:

‘It is within these pagan brotherhoods [Bwiti] that the opposition to everything that civilization 
demands of these poor populations resides. And you see the inconsistency: on the one hand our colonial 
policy tells our people to obey, to conform to laws, decrees, customs that are completely new to them, all 
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imported, and on the other, when a local custom is in contradiction with the Gospel and the Decalogue, 
soon there will be those who will protect it under the name of indigenous custom, those who will believe 
in the duty to attend some of these nocturnal dances where resistance to the Western ideal is exalted. (..) 
And to think that such stupidities are real obstacles here, as evil as a hot pot of Franco-Freemasons in 
your provinces!’ (Le Chevalier 1938:137–8).

The reference to Franco-Freemasonry is not accidental and reflects the conflict of those decades 
between the church and the French government, including the colonial one, of presumed or real Franco-
Masonic inspiration (Samorini 2024).

Fig. 1 – The first drawings of the iboga plant: (left) from Hooker’s Icones Plantarum, 1895, 4th series, Pl. 2337; (right) from Le 
Roy 1897, p. 221
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