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Studies on the iboga cults
III. Iboga and Bwiti mythology

In this third contribution to the study of the cults of the hallucinogenic plant of 
iboga of Equatorial Africa, the themes concerning the mythical origins of the plant 
and of Bwiti—the religious cult that uses iboga as a visionary agent—are presented 
and analysed. Distinction is made between the mythological themes of the traditional 
cults, in particular those of the Mitsogho of central-southern Gabon, and those of the 
cults syncretic with Christianity, as developed by the Fang ethnic group of northern 
Gabon and Equatorial Guinea. In the Fang Bwiti the mythical origins of the cult are 
described in a tale, the “story of Banzioku”, of which there are numerous versions 
handed down by different branches. A comparative study of 26 versions of the “story 
of Banzioku” is undertaken. One of the stories is previously unpublished, collected by 
the author in 2022 from a community of the Ndea Kanga branch.
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Iboga is a powerful hallucinogenic plant from Equatorial Africa, 1 used by numerous ethnic groups 
in various ritual practices cumulatively defined as “iboga cults”. The best known of these are the 
religious cults of Bwiti. The part of the plant used as the intoxicant source is the bark of the root.

After having previously described the most ancient literary testimonies regarding iboga and Bwiti 
(Samorini 2024a), and analysed some social and cultural aspects that have profoundly influenced the 
development of Bwiti (Samorini 2024b), in this third contribution I analyse the mythological themes 
that deal with iboga and Bwiti. To understand this complex mythological system it is appropriate to 
present some historical and ethnographic data.

The origins of the religious cult of Bwiti are still not clear. The various ethnic groups of Gabon 
indicate the Mitsogho and the neighbouring Apindji as those who developed an early form of Bwiti 
(called bwete among the Mitsogho). From these ethnic groups of central-southern Gabon, the Bwiti 
spread to other ethnic groups in the coastal area and the north, until it reached the Fang of northern 
Gabon towards the end of the 19th century. Unlike all the other ethnic groups, the Fang developed a 
cult in which they included Christian elements, in addition to elements of their own Byeri ancestor 
cult, giving rise to Syncretic Bwiti or Fang Bwiti. To distinguish them from the syncretic Bwiti, the 
Bwiti cults of other ethnic groups which categorically exclude Christian elements can be indicated as 

1	  Tabernanthe iboga Baill., Apocynaceae family.
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“traditional Bwiti”; even though these too were formed from syncretism with previous local cults, in 
particular the ancestor cults.

During the initiatory rite of the Byeri, which involved the preservation of the skulls of the ancestors, 
the Fang took a different visionary plant, the alan; a plant that is still used in the initiatory rite of the 
Melan, which is a modernised form of the ancient cult of the Byeri.  2 The alan is the second most 
important visionary plant source of both the Mitsogho (who call it eando) and the Fang, and for 
this reason it is found with a certain frequency in their respective mythological cycles alongside, and 
sometimes in symbolic and functional opposition to, iboga.

The Bwitist beliefs, both traditional and syncretic, are based on the “great vision” experienced during 
the initiation rite following the ingestion of a massive dose of iboga. This induces a modified state of 
consciousness of an ecstatic type interpreted, according to certain cultural codes and stereotypes, as an 
exit from the body and a journey into the afterlife during which the neophyte meets and communicates 
with various supernatural entities (conceptualised as spirits of the deceased or divine beings).

Both in traditional Bwiti, and even more so in the syncretic Bwiti, there are numerous branches, each 
grouping together various communities and which differ from each other mainly in the interpretation 
given to the great initiatory vision and, in the case of syncretic Bwiti, in the more or less profound degree 
of syncretism with Christian themes, symbols and values.

Among various ethnic groups the use of iboga has spread with more specifically therapeutic purposes, 
under the jurisdiction of initiatory societies that at first glance would seem to possess notable similarities 
with Bwiti. The main difference lies in the type of psychic experience induced by iboga: in Bwiti visionary 
states are experienced, whilst in the therapeutic cults, states of possession are experienced. These cults 
have different names depending on the ethnic group: the Eshira and the Balumbu call it Mabandji, 
the Mpongwè Abandji, the Mitsogho Ombudi, the Nkomi Elombo; the latter transmitted it to the 
Fang who called it Ombwiri. In possession cults the individual is possessed by a supernatural being—
generally belonging to the class of spirits called imbwiri—who acts and communicates through him, 
giving indications on the causes of an illness and how to cure it. Unlike the Bwiti cults, which are led by 
men, possession cults are predominantly led by women.

Coming now to the mythological aspects, two main themes can be distinguished, one concerning 
the origin of the iboga plant, and the other the origin of the Bwiti cult. In only a few cases are the themes 
of the origin of iboga and the origin of Bwiti present in a consequential manner in the same story.

The traditional mythical origins of iboga
As regards the creation of the plant, depending on the versions and ethnic groups, its mythical origins 

can be located in the supernatural world or in the earthly one.

From certain mythological elements scattered among the Mitsogho and Fang stories, it can be deduced 
that iboga was believed to be present in the divine world or in the abode of spirits before becoming 
part of the terrestrial plant world. In the Tsogho (i.e. Mitsogho) 3 mythological cycle called Motombi, 
iboga “descended to Tsutsu”, where Tsutsu—from the verb etsutsua, “to discover”—is considered the 
earthly place where iboga was discovered (Sillans 1967:135). The “descent” of the plant towards the 
earth presupposes a starting point in the celestial world.

The presence of iboga in the supernatural world leads to considering this plant as belonging to the 

2	  Alan is Alchornea floribunda Müll.Arg., family Euphorbiaceae, whose roots are used as a visionary source. For the 
cults of Byeri and Melan see Samorini 2002–2003.

3	  Many ethnic groups in Equatorial Africa are referred to by two names, which generally reflect the singular and 
plural forms, the latter being formed by a prefix: Punu, plural Bapunu; Tsogho, plural Mitsogho; Vili, pl. Bavili, etc.
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category of “foods of the gods”: the foods that divinities commonly eat and that in most cases correspond 
to plants that offer visions and facilitate human contact with superior beings (Samorini 2016).

As we will see below, from mythological tales we can intuit that, at least among the Mitsogho, the 
cult of Bwiti was also understood to be present and professed by beings of the supernatural world. 
Therefore, beyond the ways in which iboga and Bwiti originated in the terrestrial world, they both 
appear as elements of divine origin, of perennial existence, or at least existing for a certain “always”, 
according to the a-temporal dimensions of the supernatural worlds.

Regarding the vicissitudes of the plant once it reaches the earth, we must distinguish between 
the themes that describe its appearance in the earthly world and those that deal with the origin of its 
discovery by man, in some cases preceded by its discovery by certain animals.

Iboga often originates from a volitional act of creation by a divine entity, as the result of a 
transformation of parts of a being—whether the bones of a Pygmy or the ribs of Nzamé (God). 
Interesting is the theme, unique in its kind and present in Tsogho mythology, where iboga is not created 
by someone or something but rather self-creates: “the eboga that had grown without anyone having 
planted it”, “the bitter roots that give visions and that suddenly appeared without there being any need 
to plant them” (Sallée 1985:322–3).

In Tsogho mythology the two varieties of iboga, nuoke and mbasoka, were discovered by the porcupine 
(Hystrix), which is the brother of the cynocephalus: “both [porcupine and cynocephalus] have remained 
in the forest to eat them to this day”. The nuoke variety was discovered by the porcupine at a waterfall 
(id.:323). In other Tsogho tales it was the gorilla, ngia, who discovered the ñoke (nuoke) variety, while the 
mbasoka (or ngoobe) variety was discovered by the mandrill (tseghe) (Sillans 1967:55–6).

The observation of the use of iboga by some animal species is considered the reason for the discovery 
of iboga by man. Among the Mitsogho it is said that “it is in fact by seeing tseghe, the mandrill, eating 
iboga, that we too learned to eat it” (id.:136). It is possible that these mythological elements reflect real 
events. There are known cases of intoxicating plant sources that in nature are consumed by animals; 
the resulting state of intoxication gives rise to bizarre behaviours that have been observed by man 
and that may have led to the human discovery of these psychoactive sources (Samorini 2013). André 
Walker (1931) reported that in Gabon gorillas feed on the fruits, branches and roots of iboga, and that 
“the natives attribute the discovery of iboga to wild boars, who are very attracted to it. These animals 
actually dig holes at the base of the shrub to gnaw the bark of the roots. This is also done by porcupines. 
According to the Blacks, gorillas would also look for these roots” (Walker 1949:630). Gollnhofer and 
Sillans (1983:24) reported that pacoceros eat iboga, and it was these animals that made man discover 
the properties of the plant, and according to the Pygmies, elephants would also eat it. As an ethological 
scientific fact, the intake of iboga by gorillas has actually been observed in Cameroon, and also by the 
species Gorilla gorilla in the coastal regions of Gabon (Cousins and Huffman 2002).

An interesting story is apparently reported of the Punu (Bapunu) ethnic group, which sees a hunter 
catch a porcupine with the help of his dog. His wife carries the animal and cooks it. When the couple 
eats the porcupine they “felt stimulated, perceiving the life of the forest as never before, and in the 
inability to sleep”. Having understood that the cause of this lay in the porcupine they had consumed, 
the couple goes into the forest to locate the plant that the animal had eaten, and that is how the use 
of iboga began (Laval-Jeantet 2006:18–19). This story reflects a real possibility, as it is recognised that 
the meat of certain animals is impregnated with the active principles of the plants they feed on, thus 
becoming secondary sources of psychoactive drugs. 4

The theme of the porcupine that eats iboga could contain a more hidden meaning. In another 

4	  For a definition of primary and secondary sources of drugs see Samorini 2022:37–8.
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version of the story, collected by a Tsogho nganga (healer-witch doctor) of the misoko divination rite, 
emphasis is given to the fact that four “people” discovered iboga: the porcupine, the dog, the hunter 
and the woman who brought the captured porcupine to the village. When the hunter and his woman 
understood that the inebriating effect was due to the porcupine they had eaten, going into the forest the 
plant was discovered by the dog, and for this reason it is considered “the first nganga” (id.:56).

The porcupine, dog, and hunter trilogy recurs in a version of the Bwiti origin myth of the Assumege 
Ening Fang branch: 5 shortly before interacting with the spirits of the dead who will show her the iboga 
plant, the female protagonist of the story (Akengue) sees a porcupine running chased by a dog in the 
forest, and the dog is chased by a hunter. In Fang astronomy—and probably not only Fang—the three 
stars of Orion’s belt are considered as a porcupine, a dog, and a hunter (Fernandez 1972:245). So in the 
story of the porcupine that eats iboga, of non-Fang origin, perhaps Punu or Tsogho, in addition to the 
theme of a probable real event—the consumption of an animal whose meat has become psychoactive 
because it has fed on iboga—the theme of the human discovery of iboga would seem to be associated 
with symbolisms of an astral nature.

A recurring theme among Fang Bwitists is the spread of iboga seeds in the tropical forest by some 
species of birds, usually a trilogy of birds. In a sermon of the Fang Yembawé branch it is said that at the 
time of the origin of the universe “the first bird that ate iboga was the swallow (fulyebé). After this, it was 
the parrot (kôs) and the pigeon (nzum)” (Świderski 1979:194). In another sermon of the same branch 
it is specified that “it was the swallow, fulyebé, that made iboga grow. It flew on the seeds, which then 
spread everywhere. Thus, all the animals could eat these seeds and the iboga plant. After them, it was 
the Bekü (the Pygmies) who saw the Bwiti, eating iboga” (id.:226). It is possible that the reason for the 
spreading of seeds by birds belongs to some pre-Bwiti tradition that the Fang have acquired from other 
ethnic groups. Among the Apindji, who are considered together with the Mitsogo to be the promoters 
of the original Bwiti cult, a characteristic long and curved nest, typical of a species of swallow, was built 
in the Buiti temple (nganza). It was hung at the entrance of the temple near the central pole with the 
opening facing the entrance. Sometimes birds actually used it as a nest (Świderski 1965:561).

We find birds as protagonists of another story about the origin of iboga of the Fang Assumgha Enin 
branch. The story is set at the time of the Great Flood and Noah’s Ark. Noah sends out different types 
of birds one by one to look for land, but in vain. Finally the parrot sees a house and enters through the 
window. It is the house of God, who gives the parrot five iboga seeds to deliver to Noah along with the 
message that “it is this wood that will give the light to see”. But the parrot during the flight loses all 
the iboga seeds, which fall to the ground in the forest giving rise to the first plants (Bureau 1996:211–
2). These will be found in other mythical times, those of the origin of the cult of Bwiti, in which the 
protagonist is Banzioku, the first woman who tried iboga, and which we will examine later.

In addition to the three birds, other animals are considered responsible for spreading the seeds of 
iboga or for having consumed it first, thus discovering its effects. According to a sermon of a Fang 
Yembawé community, “it was the zebra squirrel (ôsen) that spread the knowledge of iboga everywhere” 
(id.:223).

The origins of iboga in the Syncretic Bwiti
Fang Bwitist mythology consists mainly of a complex theogony—in which ancient beliefs are 

blended with themes from the Old and New Testaments—and a tale about the origin of Bwiti known 
as the “story of Banzioku”. Although constant in its primary structure, this mythology is subject to 
numerous variants, testifying to the diversity among the various branches, and also to the stratifications 
of interpretations that have followed one another for more than a century, with practically each creation 

5	 The names of the Bwitist branches are often reported differently by different scholars. Thus Assumege Ening is 
transcribed by others as Assumgha Enin or Assumega-Eniñ; Ndeya Kanga is also transcribed as Ndea Kanga, etc.
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or reform of Bwitist branches. The influence of Christianity, together with the great interpretative 
elasticity of the Bwitists, has led them to elaborate on the themes related to the origin of iboga and its 
use, placing them in Christian mythological environments. Frequently, the stories about the origin of 
iboga or its human discovery are part of the long sermons recited by the officiants during the ngozé, the 
nocturnal rites of the Bwitist communities.

A tale from the Assumgha Enin branch, of which a couple of versions have been collected (Bureau 
1996:210–1; Świderski 1990a I:169) deals with the events following the killing of Abel by his brother 
Cain. Adam drove Cain away, despite Eve’s opposition. Eve then gave Cain some iboga seeds, saying: 
“Keep them, wherever you go, they must be kept; you will plant them and this [plant] will save you”. Cain 
then went into the forest, where he mated with a female gorilla and from this union the Pygmies originated. 
Cain dropped on the ground—accidentally or intentionally depending on the version—the seeds given 
to him by Eve, from which the iboga plants grew. When he ate the roots—in a version as indicated by 
Eve who appeared to him in a dream—he saw his brother Abel, who cursed him for having killed him 
and condemned him and his generation to work for life. It was Cain who founded the tradition of using 
iboga for his descendants, that is, the Pygmies. It is interesting to note how in this story the first Pygmies 
originated from the union of Cain with a gorilla, the latter named Bazeu-Bazeu, Muma or Bezoghé; names 
that are the same ones with whom the mythological cycle of the “story of Banzioku” begins, which deals 
with the origins of the cult of Bwiti. Even the place in the forest where Cain dropped the iboga seeds, 
called Kokonangonda, is the same place where Banzioku will eat the iboga as indicated to her by the spirits 
of the dead. With this terminological commonality, Bwitists wanted to give a consequential continuity to 
different mythological themes that otherwise appear separate from each other.

A series of stories deal with the theme of the origin of iboga from divine or human bones. In one of 
these, collected in Equatorial Guinea, iboga originates from a rib of Christ: while Jesus was dying on 
the cross, people mocked him by saying that he was not the son of Maguma, the supreme God. Then 
Jesus took a piece of his rib, threw it on the ground and from that bone iboga was born (Pinillos de 
Cruells 1949). In other Gabonese versions, iboga is said to originate from the rib not of Jesus but of God 
(Nzame), and again in the context of the expulsion of Adam and Eve from Paradise: God takes a rib and 
gives it to Adam, saying: “You will plant this rib and a bush will grow from it; by eating this plant you 
will be able to see me” (Bureau 1996:213).

As will be seen below, in some versions of the Banzioku story iboga was born from the fingers of a 
dead Pygmy thrown into the forest by God, who had made him fall from a tree. The theme of the birth 
of iboga from bones—be they the phalanges of a Pygmy or the ribs of Jesus or God—is influenced by 
the observation that the root of iboga is made up of a very hard internal part, commonly called “bone”, 
covered by a softer pulp, specifically the bark of the root, which is the part used as a visionary source. 
The association of the hard part of the root with bones is made explicit by what was reported by a Fang 
Bwitist from Equatorial Guinea: “the noise it makes when [the root] breaks is peculiar; its whiteness 
resembles that of a man’s bone” (id.:213).

In some versions, a functional differentiation of the iboga born from the rib is presented. This is the 
case of a story from Equatorial Guinea, where Christ took his last rib and broke it in two parts, planting 
one on the side of the head and the other on the side of the feet of his tomb. From these pieces two iboga 
plants grew: the one originating from the side of the head is the iboga of the Bwiti cult, while the one 
originating from the side of the feet is the one used in the cult of the Ombwiri (id.:213).

The cycle of Bwitist adaptations of the event of Jesus dying on the cross includes a story, also collected 
in Equatorial Guinea, where Madonna, called Dinyae, suffers terribly for the death of her son, no longer 
being able to eat or drink, but only to cry inconsolably. Jesus is moved to pity and from the cross turns 
to his father, Maguma, asking him to alleviate Dinyae’s suffering. Maguma gives Jesus the eboka, and 
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he has Dinyae find it inside a chest in his house. Dinyae eats the eboka and in this way sees her son and 
is happy and calmed, and hopes that other men can also eat eboka so that they can “live without doing 
harm” (González de Pablo 1946:79).

The Fang Bwitists have passed down a series of stories that have as their theme the White/Black racial 
opposition. In several of these, iboga is considered a gift from God made specifically to the Black race, 
generally in the primordial times of the origin of humanity. The general matrix of these stories sees the 
Black man continuing to live a sinful life, or in any case unable to get in touch with God, and for this 
reason no Black reaches Heaven. God then gives the Blacks iboga as a gift. In a story from Equatorial 
Guinea, the reason why the Black cannot reach Heaven is explained: Maguma, the Creator, created the 
White child and the Black child from his rib and offered them a book, paper, a pencil, an axe, and a 
machete. The White man chose the book, the paper and the pencil, and the Black man took the axe and 
the machete. Maguma left, but first said: “If you need to call me, prepare a fire and the smoke will serve 
as a signal”. The White man made his fire and the smoke rose without difficulty; the Black man’s smoke 
in exchange was lost as it swirled in vortices throughout the forest (Borrego 1994:191).

We also find the motif of the White/Black racial opposition in a Tsogho story: there were two 
children, one White and one Black, who were created by the divine figure Nyambi. He told the children 
to wait for them and not to go into the forest. After a couple of days of waiting, the Black child said: 
“tsogho ho”, which means “I am tired”—hence the name of the ethnic group—and entered the forest. 
The White child continued to obey Nyambi, and Nyambi gave him paper (books) as a reward. As for 
the Black child, Nyambi said: “Tsogho will eat the boa [iboga]; will be able to see me” (Deschamps 
1962:37). In another Tsogho version the supreme being, Muanga, took a leaf and wrote on it. White 
was able to read and understand what was written on the leaf, Black was not. Muanga then said to Black: 
“since you were unable to read what was on the leaf, I am sending down the ebogha tree” (Gollnhofer 
and Sillans 1997:148).

Some tales report the origins of iboga as well as of alan, the visionary plant of the cult of the Byeri 
ancestors of the Fang. The co-presence of the two plants, which we will also find in some passages of 
the Tsogho mythological cycle, reflects the historical co-presence of both these visionary sources among 
different ethnic groups of Equatorial Africa and, as far as the Fang are concerned, the co-presence and 
“fusion” of the cults of Byeri and Bwiti (Samorini 2019).

In a Bwitist mythological tale from Equatorial Guinea, Maguma created the alam (alan) plant with 
the dirt that was on his left hand, and gave it to the morenos (the Blacks) so that they could see it and 
learn the things of the Changue (world). But the alam fell into the hands of sorcerers and medicineros 
and for this reason it lost its virtues, no longer allowing one to see Jesus. Then Maguma left the alam 
to the sorcerers and medicineros and created the eboka plant for the other morenos (González de Pablo 
1946:79). This story reflects the conflictual aspect that had historically come to be created between 
the first Bwitist phase of the Fang centred on the cult of skulls and the use of the alan plant, and the 
subsequent one, when the Bwiti renewed itself by rejecting the cult of bones and increasing syncretism 
with Christianity (Samorini 2024b).

In other stories the two plants seem to be united in their visionary potential, without conflicts or 
oppositions. In one of these, again from Equatorial Guinea, after having created the Changue, Maguma 
created the first human couple, Nvié (Adam) and Mienva (Eve). To create Nvié he used a mixture of 
alam wood, massa (a fatty fruit) and earth. Mienva was formed with a rib of Nvié, eboka, massa and 
earth (González de Pablo 1946:76).

A Disumba Fang officiant from the village of N’Kembo, near Libreville, reported that “where the 
cross (of Christ’s crucifixion) was planted, in the earth reddened by Christ’s blood the plants of alan 
and iboga grew” (Świderski 1990a 1:263).
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The origins of traditional Bwiti
We know very little, if anything, about the mythology surrounding iboga and Bwiti among most 

ethnic groups that practice this cult. The most likely reason for this gap is the lack of specific ethnographic 
studies. We know of Bwitist mythological elements only among the Mitsogho, who hand down a cycle 
called Motombi, of which a complete version and some other scattered elements have come to us (Sillans 
1967; Sallée 1985). The tale has as its main protagonist a divine female figure, Dinzona, 6 who was the 
first wife of Kombe, the sun. Jealousy arose between Dinzona and Ngonde, the moon, and in the end 
Dinzona was expelled and Ngonde became Kombe’s new wife.

A theme that seems to have been overlooked by scholars concerns the fact that in the abode of 
Kombe, therefore in the world of the gods, Dinzona already practiced the cult of Bwiti, and it was she 
alone who worked on the preparation of the paraphernalia and ritual objects. It would seem that this 
was what generated Ngonde’s jealousy; a jealousy therefore not towards the male figure, Kombe, but 
towards the practice of Bwiti: “Since she [Dinzona] did all these works [of Bwiti], Ngonde for her part 
was not yet accepted and was obscured” (Sillans 1967:137d). From the text it is clear that it is Ngonde 
herself who chases Dinzona away, saying to her: “All the work [of Bwiti], you do. Consequently, you, in 
truth, will no longer do the work here, I swear to you, go away, go away” (ibid.:137f).

Expelled from the divine abode, Dinzona descends to earth and migrates into the motombi tree. 7 
With this earthly appearance, Dinzona, the “red woman”, 8 seems to carry out a mission of redemption 
for men, awakening them from their merely earthly state by making them aware of divine reality. 
Dinzona thus becomes the generative woman of humans initiated into Bwiti. Kombe decides that from 
that moment on, all Bwitist neophytes must leave from the base of the motombi tree (ibid.:137j).

The Motombi plays a fundamental role in the initiatory journey of the Bwitist neophyte. When he 
begins to perceive the effects of iboga, the povi 9 approaches him and recites the Motombi, influencing 
and directing his visions, which thus follow codified paths.

After the story of Dinzona’s transmigration into the motombi tree, the recitation continues with the 
neophyte’s ascent of the Moboghwe River, which he must undertake, and his ascension of the tree. The 
mythical river Moboghwe represents the body of an earthly female, the one who generated the human 
race. When reciting the Motombi, the officiants recommend that the neophyte who is in the visionary 
state not go down the river, but go up it, that is, the neophyte must not go towards the vagina of the 
river-woman, but go up towards her mouth and her fontanel. It is there that he will encounter the 
motombi tree. In the recitation it is specified that on the banks of the Moboghwe grow the two plants 
that give visions, eando (the alan of the Fang) and eboga. 10

Once he has reached the motombi tree, the neophyte must climb to the top, see and recognise the 
“signs” that Dinzona has left on the tree, including some species of birds such as the eagle and the 
hummingbird, and various objects such as the axe and two bracelets, one white and the other red. Finally 
he will have to go back down the tree using the threads that the didendi spider will stretch for him, and 
once he returns to the ground his initiatory journey will be considered concluded.

6	  Although Sillans in his 1967 text on Motombi clearly reports that Dinzona is a female figure, Kombe’s first wife—
in some later texts written together with Gollnhofer—Dinzona is strangely presented as an “androgen” (e.g. Gollnhofer 
and Sillans 1976:59, 65). Probably the adjective “androgen” is a forcing by these two authors to better match this divine-
mythological Tsogho figure with their own Western esoteric interpretations (see Samorini 2024b).

7	  Copaifera religiosa J. Léonard, fam. Fabaceae.

8	  The name Dinzona would come from nzina, “blood”, and this would explain the nickname “the red woman”; cf. 
Sillans 1967:136a.

9	  The povi are Bwitist officiants charged with passing on the initiatory teaching.

10	  With the plural forms mando and maboghe respectively.
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In a mythological tale collected by Sallée that contains some themes from Motombi, Mosuma, 
understood as an alternative name for Dinzona, is a newborn female baby who falls into the Mobogwe 
River, on whose banks grow the plants that give visions. In the river she hears the sound of musical 
instruments and sees them played by animals: the crab Bitato plays the harp, the porcupine Bopunda 
plays the rattle, the frog Bosua plays the sound pole. 11 Mosuma then “looked on one side of the river, 
there was a well-planted row of eboga stalks, on the other a well-planted row of eando stalks”. She uproots 
the iboga and eats pieces of its root. She then collects the musical instruments, experiences the visionary 
state induced by iboga and founds the cult of Bwiti (Sallée 1985:320–325). Also in this tale there is the 
recommendation: “Banzi! [name given to neophytes] Do not go down the Mobogwe! You will find the 
dead of the world on the other side”; the river must be ascended to meet Dinzona and find its signs in 
the motombi, including, at the foot of the tree, a yellow bracelet and a white bracelet. 12

The theme of animals playing musical instruments and practicing Bwiti is found, as we will see, also in 
Fang mythology, and in a Nkomi story collected in the Fernan-Vaz lagoon: to take revenge on the leopard 
(ndjego), the turtle (ekaga) invites him to a Bwiti; the turtle tells him that, among the various miracles, 
the participants cut off their heads, and the leopard naively lets himself be decapitated (Gaulme 1979). 13

Another Tsogho mythological theme, belonging to the misoko divinatory-therapeutic complex, 
concerns the story of a Pygmy couple who die in the forest leaving behind their only son (or daughter, 
depending on the version). The orphaned child despairs over his miserable situation, until one night 
his parents appear to him in a dream and tell him to go to their grave and uproot the bush that has 
grown over it. It is iboga, and the fact that it is specified that this plant was born from the part of the gall 
bladder of the two deceased parents seems to want to emphasise the bitterness of its roots. In the dream 
the two parents say to the child “you will have visions and with them you will consult and cure people. 
In exchange you will ask for a reward and in this way you will be able to survive without us”. Upon 
awakening, the child follows the instructions received in the dream, eats the iboga and “sees the leaves, 
the medicines and the treatments” (Bonhomme 2003:246).

This Tsogho tale finds parallels with the origin myth of the Fang Ombwiri, which has a very similar 
structure to the story of Banzioku, with the difference that in addition to the iboga, the spirit of her 
deceased husband tells the woman to eat ekasso, the herbal mixture used in the Ombwiri. The deceased 
husband gives these plants to the poor wife left alone with two children so that she can support herself 
by treating the sick, who must reward her with gifts (Świderski 1990a, 1:160).

The theme of the revelation of iboga through a dream appears in some other Bwtist tales. One of 
these, handed down by the Apindji—and which represents the only Bwitist mythological element that 
we know of this ethnic group—involves two elders named Sanza and Modumé. They were inspired by 
the same dream in which a female figure appeared to them and said: “‘Do you accept this medicine?’. 
‘What kind of medicine?’. ‘The Bwiti! Take it! Go and uproot the iboga you see and eat it! It is the iboga 
that will tell you everything!!’” (ibid. 1:120).

The origins of the Syncretic Bwiti and the “Story of Banzioku”
The story of Banzioku is a tale widespread in all Fang Bwitist communities. It concerns the origin 

of the use of iboga by a woman who was then sacrificed, and through this sacrifice the cult of Bwiti was 
established. Below I will firstly present the general scheme common to all versions of the tale, and then 

11	  This is the obaka, a percussion musical instrument consisting of a pole supported from the ground through two 
vertical short poles and that is struck with wooden sticks.

12	  Ibid.:342; according to other informants the bracelets at the foot of the tree are three, yellow, white, and black; cf. 
ibid.:383.

13	  On the “miracles” attributed to the traditional Bwiti, see Samorini 2024a. In the syncretic Bwiti the theme of 
miracles has been eliminated.



Samorini G. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 20, n. 2 (2024) 27-49 35

I will develop a comparative study, including the version I collected on the ground in December 2022.

Most versions begin with the death of a man, caused by falling from a tree while picking fruit. Almost 
always the man is a Pygmy and the whole scene is set in the forest inhabited by the Pygmies. The man’s 
corpse remains impaled between the branches of the tree, which rots, and his bones fall to the ground, 
where they are collected by an animal, most often a crab, which carries them to an underwater hole in 
the bank of a river.

The wife of the dead pygmy—who in different versions has several names, here indicated as 
Banzioku—and his brothers search in vain for him in the forest, until they become convinced that his 
disappearance is due to his accidental death. Respecting the rule of the levirate, the wife of the dead man 
marries one of the brothers of the deceased, who most often has the name of Mobay Bay.

This concludes the first part of the story, the one associated with the death of the Pygmy; a part that 
is an evident preamble to the events that follow, despite being absent in several versions of the origin 
of the Bwiti. These latter begin directly with the scene of Banzioku going fishing in the river, alone or 
accompanied by her children, or by her new husband, or together with a group of people from her 
village. Banzioku finally remains alone in the forest with the aim of continuing fishing. She notices a 
hole located on the bottom of the water near the shore, in many cases chasing a particular type of fish, 
a catfish (ñgol), which seeks refuge there. In an attempt to catch the fish, Banzioku inserts a hand into 
the hole and, to her great surprise, instead of the fish or in addition to the fish, she begins to extract 
human bones, which she places on the bank of the river. As the story continues, it is understood that 
these bones are those of her first husband who disappeared. A genet—a small four-legged animal called 
mossingui—steals the bones, but Banzioku reacts by throwing the fishing net at it. The contact of the net 
with the animal’s skin gives rise to the characteristic spots of this animal. In several versions, mossingui 
escapes capture, in others Banzioku manages to capture it, kill it and take its skin, on which she deposits 
the bones found in the hole. In any case, during the chase of the animal Banzioku reaches a cave called 
Kokonangonda, inside which she sees piled up the bones she had extracted from the hole in the river. 
There Banzioku hears one or more voices saying “Muma, muma!”—a warning phrase for the presence 
of an intruder. Banzioku is surprised not to see anyone, and the voices ask her if she wants to see them. 
When she answers affirmatively they point to a plant whose roots she must eat. It is the iboga shrub.

After eating iboga, and following the entry of an insect into her eye that causes burning, tearing or 
at least temporary blindness, her deceased husband and other long-deceased relatives and members of 
her village appear to Banzioku. During the meeting, the spirits of the dead give the woman a new name.

The spirits (miwandzi) then demand an offering from Banzioku, the okandzo. The woman offers 
them food, and from that day on she periodically goes into the forest to meet the spirits and bring 
them food and offerings. Her new husband Mobay Bay becomes curious about Banzioku’s anomalous 
behaviour, and suspects that the woman is cheating on him with someone. One day he decides to secretly 
follow her. When Banzioku arrives near the spirits’ home, they shout “Muma, muma!”, meaning the 
presence of an intruder in the sense of “uninitiated”. In addition to the spirits, Banzioku also notices the 
presence of Mobay Bay, who asks her to explain the voices he hears. The spirits, or Banzioku inspired by 
the spirits, order Mobay Bay to eat iboga. In this way he too can see his brother and the other deceased. 
They ask Mobay Bay to immediately pay the offering. After several objects proposed as okandzo, such 
as a knife or a rifle, all rejected by the spirits, the man has no choice but to offer his woman, Banzioku, 
an offering well accepted by the deceased. The sacrifice of the woman occurs by strangulation or throat-
slitting, and in many versions it is specified that Banzioku is eaten by the spirits of the dead. Her body, or 
what remains of it, is transformed into the Bwiti musical instrument par excellence, the harp (ngombi), 
and her voice becomes the sound of the harp.

Mobay Bay, after having acquired the knowledge of iboga through the sacrifice of the woman, returns 
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to the village, in many versions bringing with him the bones of the deceased, builds the first temple and 
founds the cult of Bwiti.

The following comparative analysis was based on 26 versions of the foundation myth of the Bwiti 
cult, three of which come from Equatorial Guinea and the others from Gabon, including the version I 
collected. 14

As for the Pygmy who falls from the tree he had climbed to pick fruit, a few versions report the divine 
motive for his death, which in the others appears to be accidental: Nzame (the creator God) takes pity 
on the spiritual poverty of the Blacks and decides to do something to help them. It is he who makes the 
Pygmy fall from the tree, whose corpse remains caught in the branches. The versions in which the divine 
motive is reported (20, 22) continue with the theme of Nzame who causes the iboga plant to originate 
from some fingers of the Pygmy’s corpse thrown to the ground. 15 The creation of the iboga is the main 
divine help for the Blacks, and although it is rarely associated with the story of the origins of the Buiti, 
the fullest meaning of the latter appears when this divine motive is part of it. Its frequent omission could 
be attributed to an oversight or an impoverishment of meaning during the generational transmission of 
the story.

In the different versions, the names of the three Pygmy characters in the first part of the story vary 
according to the Bwitist branch and the Fang ethnic subgroup. The Pygmy who dies falling from the 
tree is called Etum, Etoumou, Etumé Monanga, Ndondo, Nza Bika, Balebalé, Melonga, Kambi, Ndoué, 
Busenge; the wife of the dead Pygmy, who is in fact the main interpreter of the entire story, is called 
Banzioku—with the phonetic derivations Bandjoku Bandjogho, Mondjoko, Benzogho, Manchuco—, 
Muma, Endzona, Akengue, Elamba, Kaendong, Dinjona; her second husband, who is one of the 
brothers of the deceased Pygmy, has the names Mobay Bay, Bay-Bay, Bazeu-Bazeu, Tondondo.

Some versions offer a detail to understand one of the reasons for this variability in the proper names 
of people, but also of the animals involved in the story: some are the common names, others are the 
names of initiation that both people and animals acquire after eating iboga. According to Bwitist belief, 
the neophyte receives the initiatory name (nkombo) during the “great journey” with iboga, and it is given 
to him directly by the spirits of the dead or by the divine entities he has met.

In several versions the female protagonist is called Muma, that is, the same name with which Bwitists 
usually indicate an intruder, more precisely a non-initiate. A version (6) of the Ndeya na Dissanga 
branch explains and probably completes what is not made explicit in the other versions, that is, the 
fact that Muma, once she has eaten iboga, acquires the initiatory name of Mondjogho, just as Nzambé 
Kana is the initiatory name of her husband Nzambé Keneté. In one version of the Assumgha Ening 
branch (17), Benzogho would instead appear to be the original name of the woman, who receives from 
the spirits the initiatory name of Dinjona. In yet another (19) the woman, Akengue, is renamed by her 

14	  I list the versions of the “Story of Banzioku” as follows (the names following the bibliographical reference 
correspond to the Bwitist branch): (1): Świderski 1990a: 1:133–4, Assumega-Eniñ; (2) Świderski 1990a, 1:135–7, Disumba; 
(3) Świderski 1990a, 1:138, Yembawé; (4) Świderski 1990a, 1:139–141, Ndeya Kanga; (5) Świderski 1990a 1:144, Ndeya 
na Dissanga; (6) Świderski 1990a, 1:145–6, Ndeya na Dissanga; (7) Świderski 1980:527–9, Église Romane de St. Pierre de 
Jérusalem; (8) Świderski 1990b:136–7, Disumba; (9) Świderski 1980:526–7; (10) Świderski 1990a, 1:152–3, Ndeya Kanga; 
(11) Świderski 1990a, 1:156–7; (12) Świderski 1990a, 1:158–162, Ombwiri; (13) Świderski 1990a, 1:170–5, “ecumenical” 
version; (14) Świderski 1980:525–6; (15) Vilaldach de Veciana 1958:13–15, Equatorial Guinea; (16) González de Pablo 
1946:80–2, Equatorial Guinea; (17) Bureau 1996:79–80, Assumgha Ening; (18) Bureau 1971, 2:27; (19) Fernandez 
1982:321–2; (20) Mary 1999:271–3, Assumgha Ening; (21) Fernandez 1972:245–6, Assumege Ening; (22) Laval-Jeantet 
2006:19–20, Disumba; (23) Bedate 1946:207–8, Disumba, Equatorial Guinea; (24) Sallé 1985:247–8, erroneously reports 
this myth as being of Apindji origin, but it is Fang; (25) Mifune 2012 I:440–1, Fang, Dissumba Mongo Na Bata; (26) Version 
collected by the author in December 2022 at a community of the Ndea Kanga branch.

15	  In one version (20) it is specified that it is a finger of the right hand and a toe of the right foot that are scattered 
throughout the forest. In another (22) it is “the little fingers of the hand and the little toe”.
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deceased husband with the name of Disumba. 16

In most versions the protagonists of the tale are Pygmies; only in the versions of the Ndea Kanga 
branch, as we will see, do they belong to the Mitsogho ethnic group. A couple of versions collected in 
Equatorial Guinea make the protagonists belong to the “Bakui tribe”. This has been considered by some 
scholars as an indefinite ethnic group of Equatorial Guinea. 17 However, more precisely it could be a 
distorted name given to the Pygmies. The Fang call the Pygmies nkü, plural bekü (Mary 1999:290), and 
Beku is the name of one of the Binga Pygmy groups who live along the Atlantic coast. This interpretation 
is in line with the general mythical Fang attribution of the origin of the Bwiti to the Pygmies. And in 
fact, in the version of the branch Dissumba Mogo Na Bata (25), the Becui Pygmies are specifically 
mentioned as the discoverers of the ebogha.

Only one version (1) reports an interesting piece of news regarding the animals involved in the 
recovery of the bones of the deceased Pygmy: “A crab had collected his bones and buried them in the 
water. The skull served as a mboumbouti for the gorillas. At that time these were banzi and it was the 
crab that played the harp. They all lived in the Mbensa mabaya cave”. The mboumbouiti, or mboumba 
zi bouiti, is a powerful relic obtained from the skull of an individual who in life had been a skilled harp 
player (Świderski 1982:751). Mbensa mabaya is another name given to the Kokonangonda cave. These 
animals were banzi, that is, initiated into the Bwiti, even before the arrival of this cult among men. This 
recalls the animals that play musical instruments at the bottom of the Mobogwe river in the Tsogho 
mythological cycle of Motombi; analogies that raise the suspicion of a more direct involvement of the 
animal world in the original beliefs regarding the Bwiti, and of which only fragmentary testimonies 
have come down to us. A further confirmation is present in the same version (1), where the voice that 
the woman (Menzogho) hears in the cave is not that of her husband but of a gorilla, and although by 
eating iboga the woman sees her dead husband (Etun), it is the gorillas who ask for her as a sacrifice to 
the new husband. After the death of Menzogho, “chimpanzee, gorilla and crab tell the man to return to 
the village and build the house of the Buiti”.

The Bwiti origin myth frequently contains themes concerning the origin of the cult’s musical 
instruments. The most common theme deals with the origin of the harp, ngombi. Generally it is 
Banzioku’s body, when she is sacrificed, that is transformed into the harp, and her voice into the sound 
of the harp. In a version from Equatorial Guinea (15) it is specified that the strings of the harp are her 
intestines, the sound box is the skin of her belly, the pegs are her ribs, the rope used to hang it on the 
wall is the rope with which Banjoku was suffocated, the music is her lament. A variant of the Ndeya na 
Dissanga branch (6) sees Muma killed and eaten by the spirits of the dead. The rest of her body is buried 
and from there the enzesan tree grows, from which the harps are made. 18

In another version from Equatorial Guinea (16), the harp does not originate from the body of 
Machupia (Banzioku), but rather the ubaka (obaka), after the arms and legs have been cut off from her 
corpse. In a version from the Assumgha Ening branch (17), the obaka originates instead from the bones 
of Benzogho’s deceased first husband, Busenge: “the spinal column provided the shaft of the obaka, the 
femurs are the supports, and the forearms served as percussion sticks”.

Some versions (17, 20, 26) report that the intestines of the dead Pygmy caught in the branches of the 

16	  This name, which is frequently heard among all Bwitist branches of all ethnic groups that practice this cult, has the 
meaning of “origin” of Bwiti, in the sense that all kind types of Bwiti originates from the very first form of the cult that was 
developed by the Mitsogho and which was called, precisely, Disumba or Dissumba.

17	  Świderski (1965:546) considers the Bakui a tribe from Equatorial Guinea; Mary (1999:275) speaks of the “Bakui 
version of the Benzoghe myth”.

18	  Enzesan (enzésang, ésésang), Ricinodendron heudelotii subsp. africanum (Müll.Arg.) J.Léonard, fam. 
Euphorbiaceae, a large dioic tree of the secondary forest.
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tree descended down to touch the ground, giving rise to the climbing plant of the anzuma, a kind of 
vanilla 19 from whose aerial roots the strings for the harp are obtained; or rather, the strings of the harp 
were obtained before they were replaced by the nylon thread brought by the Whites. The association 
of the intestines with the strings of the harp is found in the description of a Fang initiatory vision of 
New Guinea, where the neophyte arrives at the house of Nvie and Mienva (Adam and Eve), and sees 
Mienva touching her intestines producing music “as if she herself were the ngoma harp” (Borrego Nadal 
1994:194).

Another theme concerns the sound of the mongongo (sound bow) and/or the obaka that Banzioku 
hears together with the voices in Kokonangonda (8, 17); a detail that makes us understand once again 
how in the afterlife the spirits of the dead—but also the animals, as seen in version (1)— practice the 
cult of the Bwiti.

The river to where the crab 20—but sometimes also the palm mouse or the genet—carries the bones 
of the dead Pygmy, is generally called Tambi na Puya, Tamba or Tuba. In a Ndea Kanga version (10), 
where the human environment is not Pygmy but Tsogho, the river is called Tumba a Manga, which 
means, in Tsogho, “disturbed water”. An interesting detail is reported in a couple of versions (11, 17), 
where the river “had a kind of red water, called mendzim dzogho (red water)”, or where Benzogho at a 
point of the river saw the water turn red.

In the story of Banzioku fishing is generally unsuccessful because, as specified in several versions, the 
season in which the episode occurs is the dry season, a period characterised by the scarcity of fish and 
food resources in general.

In all versions Banzioku finds herself alone in the forest, most of the time by her own decision, 
having not yet caught anything and wanting to continue fishing. For the socio-cultural matrix that gave 
rise to the story, the state of a woman alone in the forest represents a borderline situation, pertaining to 
the sphere of danger and fear, but also of magic and the sacred. This is emphasised in a version (9) where 
the people who were fishing with her and who decide to return to the village ask her: “How can a poor 
woman like you want to stay all alone in the forest?”. Solitude in the forest is the initiatory environment 
par excellence, an extreme situation present in various myths of the origin of psychoactive plants 
(Samorini 2016:18). Among these, the mythological tales of the origin of the use of the visionary cactus 
peyote among the native groups of the Great Plains of North America stand out for their surprising 
analogy with the Bwiti myths. Many versions begin with a reference to a war in progress between some 
tribes. Following a disastrous battle and a general escape, a man, often a boy, is left alone and lost in 
enemy territory, hungry, thirsty, and aware that he is about to die. In some versions (Petrullo 1934:34–
41) it is the fleeing men who abandon a sick woman with a child, and it is these who find themselves in 
a state of hunger and thirst, therefore in danger for their lives. All versions of the myth have in common 
this precarious state, of danger and a crisis of human life. A mysterious voice, which usually takes over at 
this point in the story, shows the boy, the woman or the man the peyote that grows on the surrounding 
ground, and tells them to eat it (Samorini 2016:81–87).

Returning to Banzioku’s story, from the hole in the river the woman either directly extracts the bones 
of her dead husband, or before the bones she extracts some animals; often the catfish she is hunting, 
other times a crab, a porcupine (13), or mossingui (9).

In some versions the killing of the catfish (ñgol) makes its blood flow on the woman’s pubis, thus 
giving rise to menstruation. In one version (14) Muma cleans her pubis stained with the catfish’s blood 

19	  Vanilla africana Lindl. var. laurentiana (De Wild.) R. Portères, now considered a synonym of V. ramosa Rolfe. 
Raponda-Walker and Sillans (1961:323) confirm that “its aerial roots are used to make harp strings”. The Mitsogho call it 
onduma.

20	  In version 20 the crab bears the initiatory name of Pindi.
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with a leaf of the mbèl tree, characterised by a white bark (symbol of sperm) and red internal wood 
(symbol of blood). 21 In the Fang Bwitist cosmogony it is frequently the rules of Biome (Eve), the first 
woman, that give rise to this tree. It is with its wood that the sacred harps, ngombi, are built (Świderski 
1990c:123, 154).

At this point in the story another animal of primary importance in the mythology, beliefs and rites 
of the populations of the equatorial forest enters the scene: mossingui, also called nsing. It is the genet, a 
small carnivorous mammal of the Viverrid family (Genetta servalina Puch.), which due to its appearance 
is often mistakenly considered a feline, as can be seen from its French name of chat-tigre. Its spotted skin 
is part of the paraphernalia of the nganga of different ethnic groups. In the story of Banzioku, the origin 
of the spots of the genet, which previously had completely white skin, is presented through the action 
of Banzioku who, in trying to capture the animal, throws the fishing net at it. It is with this act that the 
genet, and in particular its skin, becomes a funereal symbol, a symbol of the world of the dead, of the 
spirits of the dead. It is no coincidence that in the various versions in which this theme appears, it is the 
genet that carries the bones recovered by Banzioku towards Kokonangonda, the cave where the spirits 
of the deceased dwell, and it is by chasing this animal that Banzioku reaches the place of the deceased. 
Significant to this theme are the versions where it is reported that, once she has entered into the cave, 
the woman sees the bones arranged on the skin of the genet (19), or where it is she who obtains the skin 
from the genet that she has killed to wrap the bones of her deceased husband (15), or where the skeleton 
collected by Bandjoku asks her to be covered with a genet skin (24). In the Ombwiri version (12) it is 
specified that in the initiation rite the neophyte will eat iboga and ekasso with the skin of the genet on 
the ground in front of him: “It is this little animal that will walk with him, that will lead him towards 
me [the spirit of the dead]. It is this little animal that will bring the sick person back from me to you”. 
Mosingui therefore plays the role of a companion in the world of the dead.

Mary (1999:292) has highlighted a possible explanation for the funerary value associated with the 
blackish spots on the skin of the genet: these would evoke the transformation of the skin of human 
corpses, which in the early stages of the putrefaction process is covered with dark spots. 22 The funerary 
semantic value of the spots would seem to find confirmation in a Tsogho mythological tale, where 
several animals—including the antelope, the guinea fowl and the genet—acquired spots on their skin 
or feathers the day they touched the corpse of Mosodwé, a figure between the divine and the human, 
belonging to the Tsogho anthropogonic cycle (Świderski 1990a I:121).

Almost all versions report how the spirits of the dead expressly ask Banzioku if she wants to see 
them, and only after her affirmative response do they tell her how to do it, that is, they tell her which 
iboga plant to ingest. The constant presence of this detail is indicative of its importance, and intends 
to underline how the act of being initiated into Bwiti, at least into Fang Bwiti, is a voluntary and not 
coercive intention. In one case (25) they are not directly the spirits of the dead who indicate the iboga to 
Banzioku, but a parrot that is perched on a branch of a tree.

In addition to the iboga, in some versions the spirits of the dead indicate to Banzioku a mushroom, 
called duna or duma, in one case tollon. Its function as the original container for the scrapings of the 
iboga roots is made explicit in the stories: “This mushroom (duna) served as the first dish for eating the 
iboga” (9); the spirits instruct Banzioku to “eat the iboga on the duna mushroom” (14). In a couple of 
versions (19, 21) the iboga grows on the left side of the cave entrance, and the duna mushroom on the 
right side, and the spirits tell Banzioku to eat both. 23

21	  Pterocarpus soyauxii Taub., fam. Fabaceae, a large tree of the African tropical forest, known to Europeans as padouk. 
The Fang call it mbèl, the Mitsogho ézigo.

22	  This is the phenomenon of the appearance of hypostatic spots, which in black people tend to be black; see 
Wikipedia under the entry “Livor mortis”.

23	  This mushroom does not appear to have psychoactive properties; see Samorini 2001:81–3.
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The emphasis on the original tools associated with the intake of iboga is repeated in a couple of 
versions (6, 7), where Muma is about to use the machete to peel the iboga roots but is promptly stopped 
by the spirits of the dead, who tell her to use her thumbnail, this being “the first knife” that was used to 
shred the bark of the iboga root. One of these versions (7) is even more precise in describing the method 
of harvesting and preparing the iboga: the cut roots are deposited on the duna mushroom, and the bark 
scraped from the roots is deposited on the abomenzan leaf.

In many versions the spirits of the dead tell Banzioku to “eat the iboga”, without specifying which 
part of the plant she must ingest. Only in some versions is it specified that she must eat the root or the 
root bark of the plant (15, 20). In only one case (1) must she eat the “iboga paste found inside the tollon 
mushroom”; in another the leaves (2), and in yet another the fruit of iboga (4). 24

As for the insect that enters Banzioku’s eye immediately after she has eaten the iboga, it is the olarazen 
fly (olerenzene, olorenzene), which means “that shows the way”. 25 In the versions that deal with this 
theme, the entry of the insect into the eye causes Banzioku such irritation that she must keep her eyes 
closed for a certain time, and when she reopens them she sees the spirits of the dead or other supernatural 
entities: “a fly settles in her eye, an olorenzen fly; Mondjogho rubbed her eyes and when she opened them 
she saw her husbands” (8); “the olerenzen fly enters her eye and the sting blinds her. Then her body 
becomes light and her eyes clear” (20); “suddenly, the fly that flies in the eyes of men, Olarazen, flew 
into her eye and made her weep so that she could no longer see” (21). In the branch Assumege Ening 
Fernandez (1972:246) collected the information that the Fang believe that when this little fly enters a 
person’s eye, it is for the motive of warning him that he has taken or is about to take the wrong path.

While the reality of this fly is considered plausible, on a mythological level olarazen is related to a ritual 
act common to many Bwitist branches, and not only Fang. At a certain point in the initiation rite, drops 
of a liquid obtained from some plant and/or animal species, called ébama, ibama or dibama, are applied 
to the eyes of the neophyte. The effect of this eye drop is an immediate painful burning sensation in the 
eyes; when this sensation subsides, vision is considered clearer (Samorini 1996). Regarding the moment 
in which this eye drop is applied, ethnographic data appear to be contrasting, probably an expression of 
ritual differences among the various ethnic groups and Bwitist branches. In some cases, such as among 
some Fang branches, the instillation of ibama is performed when the neophyte has awakened from the 
comatose-like state induced by the strong dose of iboga and after having communicated his visions to the 
officiants. The neophyte is then forced to look at the sun (Raponda-Walker and Sillans 1962:204). The 
ability to stare at the sun is said to be proof that the new initiate is now able to “look the truth in the face 
without fearing its force” (Świderski 1990c:83). The purpose of the eye drops is supposed to “make the 
new initiates discover the secrets of the other world hidden from ordinary mortals” (Raponda-Walker 
and Sillans 1962:204). In the Fang Ombwiri, the application of eye drops precedes the intake of iboga 
and is believed to cause a vision: “When staring at the sun, the sick see circles, bubbles of blue colour. 
Frequently they see a circular door and, in an infinite space, they glimpse men dressed in white, with 
raffia hats and a spear in their hands” (Świderski 1972:186).

Because of the strong and instantaneous pain induced by this irritating eye drop, the Fang Bwitists 
also call it ebama ngadi, “ebama of lightning”, as is actually reported in a version (17) of the Assumgha 
Ening branch in place of the olarazen fly, where it is the spirits of the dead who put the eye drops in the 
eyes of Bazeu-Bazeu, Benzogho’s new husband, immediately after he has eaten the iboga, “to facilitate 
vision”. In a Disumba version (2) it speaks of “an insect ngadi dibama, also known as olorenzene”. 
These variants remove any doubt that the olarazen fly entering Banzioku’s eyes and irritating them is 
equivalent to the ritual act of instilling the eye drops.

24	  The seeds and leaves of the plant contain the same active ingredients as the root bark, but in lower concentrations.

25	  From alere, to show, and zen, I walk; cf. Akomo-Zoghe 2013:62, 174.
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In some versions the reason for the irritation of the eyes caused by the fly is lost, and it is as if this 
irritation was caused by the iboga, as in a story by Ndea Kanga (4), where Muma, having just eaten the 
iboga, “began to feel her body strange, contracted and heavy. Her eyes hurt, one would have said that 
someone had poured chili pepper in her eyes. Involuntarily she let out a cry of pain. She reopened her 
eyes and felt as if a freshness was entering her eyes, one would have said drops of rainwater. Once the pain 
was over, she was finally able to reopen her eyes”. Similarly, in a version from Equatorial Guinea (15), 
immediately after eating the iboga Banjoku “blinked her eyelashes and in doing so felt a great discomfort 
in her eyelids, as if needles had been stuck in them. She closed her eyes, and when she opened them again 
she saw the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit in space”. In a version collected by the Dissumba Mogo 
Na Bata branch (25) it is no longer even the iboga that irritates Ekang Mugu’s (Banzioku) eyes, but 
simply on hearing a voice from above the woman raises her eyes to the sky and “two drops fall into her 
eyes. When she opens her eyes again she finds herself in the land of the dead, Kokonango Nda Ebamba”.

In all versions of the Muma story the eye irritation event occurs immediately after the intake of 
iboga. This corresponds more closely to practices in the Mitsogho rites of misoko and Bwiti Disumba 
(Bonhomme 2003:67; Gollnhofer and Sillans 1979b:745). Mary (1983:109) reported that the 
application of eye drops upon awakening from the vision of iboga should induce in the neophyte the 
vision of lightning, most often facilitated by bringing a lit candle close to his face.

After Banzioku has eaten the iboga, she sees her dead husband before her, often also other deceased 
people from her village; sometimes she “sees the Bwiti” (6). The identification of the Bwiti with the 
spirits of the dead is made explicit in one version: “Muma’s husband was the Bwiti, or death and spirit” 
(14). In a version from Equatorial Guinea (15) it is not the deceased who appear to her but the Christian 
divine trinity, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

In some versions, and mostly in the final part of the story, after the sacrifice of Banzioku the theme 
of the transport of the bones of the deceased husband and more generally of the deceased from the 
forest to the village is reported, with the construction of the first Bwitist temple (abeñ). In some cases 
(7) it is the spirits of the dead who ask to be transported to the village and for the abeñ to be built for 
them. In a Disumba version (8) it is Mondjogho (Banzioku) who, after having seen the spirits of the 
deceased through the ingestion of iboga, suggests that they take them to the village. But the spirits give 
her an eloquent answer—“you cannot”—implying that this operation of cultural appropriation and 
foundation of the cult of Bwiti is not up to her. Banzioku’s sacrifice appears as a payment to the spirits 
of the dead, in the sense of a condition to allow their passage from the forest to the village: “This is how 
the Bwiti took Muma, as a gift (okandzo), to leave the forest and come to the village” (4). In one version, 
when Mandzogho (Banzioku) and her husband Bay-Bay have eaten the iboga and seen the deceased, 
the latter say to them: “Now you are two initiates, it is a question of transporting us from here to the 
village, to you. But one of you two must stay here. We leave only with one for the village. Staying means 
dying”. Despite the woman’s contrary opinion, her husband believes that it is she who must remain in 
the forest, and therefore die, since she is “the one who arrived first” to the spirits of the deceased. The 
story ends with the consideration: “This is how iboga came to the village” (11). The semantic overlap of 
iboga with the spirits of the dead is highlighted.

In a couple of versions, while waiting for the construction of the first temple to be completed, the 
spirits of the dead dwell in a small house near the village; a house in the shape of an elephant (11), and in 
any case a house behind the plantation, where the bones of the deceased are deposited (9). This second 
place could concern the second sacred space of the Bwiti cult, the nzimbé. It is a space strictly reserved 
for those initiated into the cult and usually located near the village. In a version of the branch Église 
Romaine de Saint Pierre de Jérusalem (7) it is reported that during the construction of the first abeñ a 
further human sacrifice takes place, essential for the erection of the akun, the central pole of the temple, 
full of symbolic values. A Pygmy named Efou wanders nearby, intrigued by hearing voices without seeing 



Samorini G. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 20, n. 2 (2024) 27-4942

people. The spirits of the dead tell him to approach the hole built to erect the akun and then they cut 
off his head, which is thrown into the bottom of the hole. Note that here it is the spirits of the dead who 
perform this sacrifice. In one version of the Assumega-Eniñ branch (1) it is instead a man, the second 
husband of Menzogho (Banzioku), who performs a human sacrifice for the foundation of the first abeñ. 
It is the spirits of the deceased who request this further sacrifice. The man offers a hen as an okandzo, but 
the spirits tell him that “real blood is needed”. The man then sacrifices one of the two twins, sons of one 
of his women. The child was called Peka, and from his head the ngombi was obtained, while from one of 
his kidneys the grass ndzin Peka grew, 26 while from the other kidney the raffia was born.

Some versions (3, 4) end with a criticism of the human sacrifice and with its replacement, by divine 
will, with a hen. Indeed, in some versions God specifically creates the hen (ku) and gives it to men so that 
they can sacrifice it in place of human beings. 27

In addition to the theme of the foundation of the cult of Bwiti, accompanied in some cases by the 
origin of iboga, the story of Banzioku includes themes regarding other mythical origins: the origin of 
other plants, including the mbel tree and the anzuma liana (from the latter the strings of the harp are 
made); the origin of Bwiti musical instruments, primarily the harp (ngombi) and the obaka; the origin of 
the rules in women; the origin of the maculation of the skin of the genet; the origin of the hen intended 
as a sacrificial animal.

The Ndea Kanga versions of the “story of Banzioku”
We know five versions of the origin of the Bwiti of the Ndea Kanga 28 branch of the Bwiti Fang, four 

of which were collected by Śviderski in the 1960s and 1970s (4, 5, 6, 10) and the one I collected in 2022 
(26). A notable difference can be observed after half a century, testifying to the continuous evolution 
and change to which the Bwiti is subject.

A couple of the versions collected by Śviderski already tried to exonerate men from human sacrifice 
by attributing the killing of the woman to the spirits of the dead. In one of these, Nzambi’s (Bandzioku) 
husband  goes to the village to look for something to offer as okandzo, and in the meantime the dead 
kill her. Her corpse transforms into the ngombi, and when the husband returns and asks where his wife 
is, the dead show him the harp (6, 10). This theme is re-proposed in the most recent version collected 
by me, where it is the Pygmies who kill Banzioku. The belonging of Banzioku and her two husbands 
to the Tsogho and non-Pygmy ethnic group is a specific element of the Ndea Kanga stories, with the 
exception of a version collected by Bureau from the Assumgha Ening branch (18), in which an ethnic 
mix is presented, where Benzoga is a Tsogho woman and her first husband Busenge is a Pygmy.

I present here in full the version of Banzioku’s story that I collected in December 2022 from the 
Ndea Kanga community of Bikelé, a village about twenty kilometres from Libreville, on the N1 road to 
Ntoum. It was recited in French by Stéphane Randy Obame, a kombo (officiant) of the community. He is 
a literate person who runs a small commercial company in the capital, and in the religious community he 
is specialised in the knowledge of the recitations, songs and mythology handed down by the Ndea Kanga:

“It all starts with the Pygmies, who live in the primitive age and are not polygamous. Tribal wars 
occur, which become clan wars. The losers become slaves, and among them the Pygmies. Each tribe has 

26	  Possibly another type of raffia—Raphia textilis Welw.—used by the Mitsogho who call it épéko and by the Apindji 
who call it péko. See Raponda-Walker and Sillans, 1961: 339.

27	  On the topic of human sacrifices in relation to the cult of Bwiti, see the discussion in Samorini 2024b, where I 
highlighted how these sacrifices are part of a mythical horizon and where I explain their genesis and the misunderstandings 
that followed.

28	  Śviderski called this branch Ndeya Kanga, but my Buitists informants belonging to this branch claim that this is a 
mistake, and that the correct name is Ndea Kanga. In fact, the name of this Fang Bwitist branch comes from the name of the 
traditional Tsogho Bwitist branch, Ndea.
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its Pygmy slaves. These approach the winners, who force them to pass on their secrets.
There is a trinity of people from the Mitsogho tribe, the two men Dituma and Mobay Bay, and 

the woman Banzioku, Dituma’s wife.
It was the time of harvesting the fruits of cultivated plants, including the atanga. 29 Dituma goes 

to look for the fruits in a place full of water wells and finds the atanga. He climbs the trees to collect 
the fruits. A branch breaks, he falls and another branch wounds him in the side. He dies and his body 
remains hanging from the tree for a year, decomposing. The intestines come out of his belly and touch 
the ground, giving rise to the anzuma plant. The ropes of the ngombi were originally made of this 
liana. The rest of the body, including the bones, falls into the water.

In the village, Banzioku and Mobay Bay wonder where Dituma is and go in search of him. They 
search for months in vain. In the meantime, they continue to cultivate. They do not yet know that he 
is dead.

In the forest, Banzioku sees some Pygmies, who are hiding. She asks them: “Why are you hiding?”. 
They answer: “If you want to see us, come and visit us in our village, bring us some gifts and we will 
tell you who we are”.

Banzioku returns to her village, prepares the gifts (food) and puts them in a sack without telling 
Mobay Bay. Then she leaves for the forest.

It was Pygmy children she had seen. They escort her to their village and deposit the gifts brought by 
Banzioku. The Pygmies wonder what she has come for. They open the gifts and eat them with gusto. 
Then they ask her what she wants.

Banzioku tells them that she lost her husband but has not found the body, and asks if they know 
anything about it. The Pygmies answer: “There is something we can show you. But your purity is 
needed. We will give you something to eat”.

Banzioku returns to his village, prepares more gifts. Mobay Bay becomes curious.
Banzioku returns to the Pygmies. They take their plants with which they wash her and make her 

make a confession.
The Pygmy leader then gives her iboga to eat. She sees her husband Dituma, who tells her how he 

died and how his intestines have changed. He shows her the place where he died.
When Banzioku wakes up, she returns to her village. She tells Mobay “I am going fishing”, takes 

the net. She goes to the place indicated by her husband and starts fishing. With the net she takes the 
skull and puts it on the ground, and little by little she finds the rest of the bones.

Banzioku returns to the Pygmies and tells them: “my husband is dead”. She also announces his 
death to Mobay Bay. He asks her how she knew. Mobay Bay is suspicious.

The next day Banzioku returns to the forest with the basket. Mobay Bay follows her furtively.
The Pygmy children notice the man’s presence and say “Muma, Muma!”. She was already with 

the Pygmies. The children accompany Mobay Bay to their village. He tells them that he grows the food 
Banzioku brings him.

Mobay Bay eats iboga. The Pygmy chief asks him for an offering. He says that he has no food 
because Banzioku stole it from him. The Pygmy chief decides to kill Banzioku.

The Pygmy children take a vine with thorns (okumi) (the one present in the mbandja Ndea, and 
which also represents the vine of which the crown of Christ is made), with it they tie Banzioku’s arms 
and feet, and strangle her with the rope. Banzioku’s body transforms into the ngombi.

This is the original story that is told by the Mitsogho.”
This version differs from the others mainly in the replacement of the spirits of the dead with living 

Pygmies from the forest.

29	  This is almost certainly Pachylobus edulis G. Don, family Burseraceae, whose fruits, lightly cooked with 
salt, are highly prized by the Gabonese populations. The name otanga is Mpongwè; the Fang call it asa. The Bakèlè 
call another tree, P. letestui Pellegr., atangha; cf. Raponda-Walker and Sillans 1961:113–4.
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Curious and anomalous is the version Ndeya na Dissanga collected by Śviderski in the village of 
Nzobermitang (5), where it is not a man but a woman who dies accidentally. It is a Pygmy couple, the 
man named Nza Bika and his sister Mozengi Suba Berila. Their father had recommended not to leave 
the village “until a great omen presented itself”. But the sister disobeyed and went fishing in the Tuba 
River. She ate the fruits of a bush that she thought were edible, but they were poisonous and died. In a 
dream she spoke to her brother giving him instructions to go up the river, uproot the iboga and collect 
the objects she had left in the forest, including the harp. When Nza Bika woke up, he did what she had 
been told in his dream, he collected the iboga, the harp and the other things his sister had, and he went 
back to the village. He ate the iboga and began to play the harp. He saw the things he had brought 
home moving and his sister came out. He continued to eat the iboga and play the harp. He kept talking 
about the iboga: “bongoma, bongoma, bongoma”. Bongoma is probably a name given to iboga. His 
behaviour aroused the curiosity of the others in the village. He gave iboga to anyone who approached 
him to eat. Almost the whole village came to him. His father’s brother asked him to show him the 
secret. He also gave him iboga to eat, and he shouted “Mozengi!”. This man also did nothing but play 
the harp, even if he was beaten or thrown to the ground. They cut his neck but he reattached it himself 
and continued playing.

This could be a version born of personal fantasy, although the names of the two Pygmies and the 
theme of the mysterious waiting for a “great omen” make us suspect the presence of elements from 
other mythological tales that have not reached us.

The bricolage of the syncretic Bwiti
The story of Banzioku is a rather elaborate tale, whose different versions are characterised by a 

significant set of variants, additions and even semantic losses. Regarding the origin of the tale, almost all 
Fang Bwitists affirm that it was transmitted to them by the Mitsogho; a statement that is hardly credible 
and which is itself part of the Fang mythical heritage. Apart from a few isolated elements, there is no 
evidence of this tale in Tsogho mythological literature, nor even in that of the Apindji. 30

It is true that various elements of the story of Banzioku can be observed scattered in the oral literature 
of different ethnic groups regarding the founding myths of other initiatory institutions or even in simple 
folk tales.

As Mary—who has developed an in-depth analytical and comparative study of the story of Banzioku 
(Mary 1999:269–319)—has pointed out, one can note a certain analogy with the myth of the origin of 
the ewu, or more precisely the origin of the arrival of the ewu among men. 31 Like the spirits of the dead in 
Banzioku’s story, the ewu originally lived in the forest and it was a woman who brought him to the village. 
In this case too, the woman had gone fishing in the river, one of the most common female activities in 
the forest, and it should therefore not be surprising if this theme opens numerous mythological tales of 
the origins and foundation of cultural institutions in which female figures are involved. In the myths 
of the origin of the ewu, the prohibition for the woman to bring it to the village is often made explicit, 
and the woman, curious, goes to the place where the ewu lives, often inside a tree, specifically to meet it. 
Unlike Banzioku’s story, the origin of the ewu is based on the violation of a prohibition. After a dialogue 
with the ewu, called in many cases “the Thing”, the woman invites it to come to the village and carries 
it hidden inside a basket, or more often inside her vagina. At the village, the ewu asks to be fed, initially 
with goats, poultry and other livestock, and then with human flesh. In this way, the ewu spread among 

30	  Sallée (1985:247–8) reported a version of the Banzioku tale which he claims is a Pindji (Apindji) myth, quoting 
Veciana Vilaldach’s 1958 text as reported by Świderski in his 1965 Bwiti Apindji article. But this is an error by Sallée, since 
neither Świderski nor Veciana report an Apindji origin myth of the Bwiti. The tale reported by Sallée is from the Fang Bwiti.

31	  The evu or ewu is considered a witch organ that takes root inside a man’s body and guides mostly evil and 
unconscious actions.
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the descendants of the woman who brought it to the village. 32

In my opinion the analogies between Banzioku’s story and the origin of the ewu do not appear to 
be as profound as Mary wanted to see, who seems to have forced the set of contrasts that in his opinion 
“like a mirror” would be reflected in the two stories. This is the case of the supposed contrast “vision/
possession”: it is not clear where the vision resides in the story of the ewu, and the visionary state induced 
by iboga and through which Banzioku sees the spirits of the dead cannot be traced back to a state of 
possession. One can speak of possession in the therapeutic cults of the Ombudi/Ombwiri, not in those 
of the Bwiti.

Several scholars have highlighted some elements of the Buitist Tsogho mythology that are found 
in the story of Banzioku, in particular the association of the figure of Dinzona with that of Banzioku. 
Mary recognised the series of transformations of the name of this female figure—a divinity among 
the Mitsogho and a pygmy woman among the Fang—which starts from Dinzona and continues with 
Edzona, Menzogho, Benzogho, Bandjoku, Manchuco, etc., and that even, according to one of the 
versions of the Fang tale of Banzioku, Dinjona (like Dinjona Owento Benga) would be the initiation 
name (nkombo) of Banzioku (Mary 1999:284). It is also not a coincidence that in a couple of versions of 
the story of Banzioku (2, 13) the female protagonist is called Endzona, a clear transliteration of the Tsogho 
name Dinzona. Again, elements of the Banzioku tale can be glimpsed in the Tsogho mythological tale 
collected by Sallée (1985:320–325), where the little girl Mosuma/Dizona collects musical instruments 
in the depths of the river, eats iboga and founds the cult of Bwiti.

The sacrifice of Banzioku is also often compared to the supposed sacrifice of Dinzona, understood 
as his descent to earth; an interpretation repeatedly proposed by Gollnhofer and Sillans, according 
to whom once upon a time, to commemorate the sacrifice of Dinzona, two girls were actually put to 
death (Gollnhofer and Sillans 1979a); an event that is not very credible and that is part of the Western  
“cannibalism/human sacrifices” mythological complex (Samorini 2024b). Mary (1999: 284) also has 
no doubts that “the exclusion of Dinzona from the village of the Afterlife, pronounced by Kombe, is 
indeed a ‘sacrifice’”. However, looking carefully at the Motombi text published by Sillans (1967:137a-
j), there are no explicit references to Dinzona’s descent to earth as a sacrificial act. It is Sillans himself 
(ibid.:137h) who observes how Dinzona “transmigrated directly into the Motombi tree without passing 
through physical death”, and without physical death it is hard to see a sacrifice. Furthermore, one cannot 
help but note that, although normally transmigration into a tree, an animal or a rock is to be considered 
as a condemnation, as far as Dinzona is concerned it is a mission of salvation voluntarily accepted by her 
(ibid.:137i). Even the way in which Dinzona arrives on earth does not suggest a sacrificial context: “Then 
Dinzona came down there on a ray of sunshine. She came down slowly, slowly, slowly”, “she comes 
down happily, happily” (ibid.:137n, 137p). There is no mention of a sacrifice even in the mythological 
cycle collected by Sallée (1985:320–325). The fact that the motombi tree has a reddish trunk does not 
even justify, when the tree is cut down, the vision of the “bleeding body of Dinzona” understood as a 
body sacrificed at the time of the transmigration of this divinity (Mary 1999:284).

I cannot agree again with Mary in his statement that Dinzona was reincarnated in the harp, a fact 
that would demonstrate—as Mary himself would like (1999: 270)—the direct derivation of the figure 
of Banzioku from that of Dinzona. Dinzona is not reincarnated in the harp, his body transmigrates into 
the motombi tree, in the sense that “the motombi is the same body as Dinzona” (Sillans 1967:141). The 
text of the Mitombi clearly states: Dinzona is the one who created all the musical instruments of the 
Bwiti, including the harp, when she was still in the heavens, before coming down to earth (ibid.:137b). 
The theme of the harp-playing crab in association with the hole in the river is present in the Tsogho 
mythological initiatory tale: “The harp vibrates in the deep hole of the river, in the hole down there, in 
the hole where the crab and the turtle are, who are searching against the current (..) the crab Bitato, a 

32	  See the versions of the origin of the ewu collected by Mallart Guimera 1981:24–29.
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great virtuoso of the harp” (Sallée 1985:321–2).

While recognising some elements of Tsogho mythology that flow into the story of Banzioku—the 
derivation of the name Banzioku from that of Dinzona; the harp-playing crab; the collection of musical 
instruments in the river by the woman; the role of certain animals in both stories—the rest of the 
similarities and derivations that have been sought remain debatable.

Świderski reported a Mitsogho story for which, unfortunately, he did not provide specific data on the 
methods of its collection—from whom, where, when, and who collected it. It seems to be understood 
that he collected it himself, although it is not clear in what context. Before dedicating himself to an in-
depth study of the Fang Bwiti, in the summer of 1963 this Polish scholar carried out a field study on 
the Bwiti of the Apindji; research that to date represents the only monographic contribution for this 
population of central Gabon that lives alongside the Mitsogho (Świderski 1965). But his writings do 
not indicate that he had come into contact with the Mitsogho. 33

The Tsogho tale published by Świderski in 1990 is quite confusing and contains unique elements, 
which are not found in other Tsogho mythological cycles, but which are found in the Fang tale of 
Banzioku. Among these elements: a Pygmy woman one day finds the skull of Mosodwé—a semi-divine 
or semi-human figure who eventually dies—puts it in her basket and takes it home, where her husband 
discovers it and takes it. It is his brother’s skull. A man named Dibenga puts his hand into a hole in a 
river, and instead of extracting a crab he takes out “a kind of red heart”, a red package which, when 
taken home, transforms into a woman. These elements so similar to certain themes of Banzioku’s tale, 
together with the presence of suspicious divine trilogies in the first part of the tale, all immersed in a 
magma of very confusing subjects and events, suggest a lack of authenticity in the tale; a tale that may 
have been collected from one of the many Mitsogho who lived in the Estuary in close contact with 
the Fang. For this reason it is not reliable and cannot be used to strengthen the derivations of the Fang 
Buitist mythology from the Tsogho one, as believed by Świderski (1990a 1:121–2).

Continuing to search elsewhere for elements of the Banzioku story, the theme of the origin of the 
plant from which the harp strings are obtained is found among the Eshira and the Masango. The Pygmy 
Butsenge falls from an atanga tree where he had climbed to gather the fruit. In the fall he dies and his 
body remains hanging upside down in the main fork of the tree. His intestines come out of the corpse and 
descend to the ground, where they give rise to the mi-nduma, which are the aerial roots of the African 
vanilla. The tale continues with the theme of the animal—in this case a flying squirrel—that picks up 
the bones of the Pygmy that have fallen to the ground (Sallée 1985:250). In another mythological tale 
of the Eshira the Pygmy (or Apindji) Butsenge is considered the first player of the harp, but also the 
builder/inventor of the sound bow (ibid.:237).

Some themes of the story of Banzioku are common to numerous mythological tales of different 
ethnic groups of equatorial Africa because they originate from common real behaviours and so it is 
futile to look for specific assonances and derivations. This is the case, as already observed, of the women 
who go fishing in the river, although it is appropriate to observe the presence of this theme in the Tsogho 
initiatory tale, since it is specified that the women fish for mitungu that go up the Mobogwe river. These 
fish, not identified as species, seem to have as their preferred home the rough waters of the waterfalls 
(ibid.:333). We have seen how the waterfall, together with the cave, is the place where the spirits of the 
dead appear to Banzioku.

The theme of the offering to be paid to the spirits, of their refusal of the various proposed offerings, 
and the request to sacrifice a woman, is found in a popular tale of the Bavili entitled “Kwaki, the guinea 
fowl and the partridge”. A man named Kwaki must pay the spirits—in the story, gnomes—for a right 

33	  The Polish scholar believed that his tale was the only document of Tsogho oral tradition available, surprisingly 
showing that he was not familiar with the mythological cycles already collected long ago by Sillans (1967) and Sallée (1985).
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of way at a forest crossroads. Offerings of sheep and slaves are refused by the gnomes, who demand 
that Kwaki give them his newly married wife. In the story, the sacrifice of the woman is avoided by the 
arrival of the guinea fowl and the partridge, which help Kwaki get rid of the gnomes (Raponda-Walker 
1967:123–6).

Continuing to search the oral traditions of the peoples of Gabon and neighbouring regions, one 
might find other elements, other recognisable mythemes in the story of Banzioku, and this time I find 
myself in agreement with Mary’s conclusion:

“Everything leads us to think that this story of Benzoghe, in its current version and in its status 
as a myth of origin of the secret of iboga and the instruments of worship, is an authentic invention 
of the Fang Bwiti, originating from the bricolage of scattered pieces from different traditions and 
their transformations. Our hypothesis is that this founding myth represents the typical product of a 
syncretic creativity” (Mary 1999:271).

No direct derivation therefore, from any specific tradition of this or that ethnic group, but a work of 
bricolage by the same Fang Bwiti, a cult that has made syncretism—between the cults of Bwiti Tsogho, 
Byeri and Christianity—its banner. Bricolage in the lévistraussian sense of the term, as the French 
scholar defined it in his La pensée sauvage, and where he pointed out how the bricoleur, in the incessant 
reconstruction that uses the same materials, “always puts something of himself into it”, something new, 
in the sense of new objects and meanings (Lévi-Strauss 1964:33–4).

The man appropriates the secret of iboga by violently taking it away from the woman. In one version 
of the Ndea Kanga (4) it is clear when the second husband, once he has also eaten the iboga, turns 
to Muma saying: “Is it right that a woman should possess such a great secret alone? When a woman 
has discovered something like this, she shares it with her husband, so that he guards it like a man”. In 
another version (7) the husband says to the voices of the dead: “My woman cannot know something 
without me knowing it too”.

The fact remains that in all versions of the myth of origin of the Fang Bwiti, Banzioku is the main 
heroine, the woman who has discovered a new reality, and who will always remain the main figure of 
the myth.
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