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Studies on the iboga cults
IV. The ethnobotanical complex

In this contribution on the cults of the hallucinogenic plant iboga of equatorial 
Africa, a definition of ‘ethnobotanical complex’ associated with the ritual use of a 
visionary plant is first given. The main intoxicant sources that revolve around the 
cults of iboga, specifically the religious cult of Bwiti, are then presented. In addition to 
presenting the ethnobotanical data of iboga, particular attention is given to another 
visionary plant, alan, intimately associated with the cults of the ancestors. Other 
intoxicant sources include kola nuts, cannabis, tobacco, the barks that are added 
to palm wine, and the complex of dikasi/ekasso that remains enigmatic. In addition 
to the ethnobotanical data, the functions, meanings and ritual interactions of these 
intoxicant sources with the primary visionary plant, iboga, are described, when 
known.
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The ‘ethnobotanical complexes’
The traditional use of an intoxicant source among a given ethnic group generally involves a set of 

other plants, several of which also have intoxicant effects. It is as if all the intoxicant sources known to 
that given ethnic group were aggregated around the main source—which is usually the most powerful, 
or the most accessible, or the most recently acquired. We can speak of an ‘ethnobotanical complex’, 
an expression of the history of the ethnic group’s relationship with the intoxicant sources, those that 
have been gradually discovered or acquired, including those replaced by new sources, or relegated to 
certain social or contextual spheres. The intoxicant sources that an ethnic group gradually acquires are 
inserted into the system of religious, mythological and social values, and influence more or less directly 
the cultic and ritual system of the main intoxicant source.

Ethnographic data highlight the reality of the ethnobotanical complexes of peyote, San Pedro, 
datura, ayahuasca, jurema, pulque, iboga, etc.

In the Andean mesada rites centred on the intake of the San Pedro cactus (Trichocereus spp.), other 
intoxicant sources are sometimes added to the cactus decoction for certain purposes. 1 The alcoholic 
beverage of pulque is the product of the fermentation of the sap of some species of Agave and is considered 
the traditional ‘wine’ of the Mexican populations, used since pre-Columbian times. The Aztecs used 

1	  Including species of Brugmansia and Datura (Solanaceae), Valeriana adscendens Turcz. (Valerianaceae) (De Feo 
2003), Dendrophorbium elatum (Kunth.) Pruski (Asteraceae) (Schultes and Hofmann 1983:302).
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to add a series of plant ingredients to pulque for different purposes: to prolong the preservation time 
of the beverage; to increase the intoxicant effect by increasing its alcoholic concentration (reinforcing 
additives); to modify the intoxicant effect by adding active ingredients other than alcohol (modulating 
additives); to flavour the drink (organoleptic additives) (Samorini 2021:105).

One of the most articulated ethnobotanical complexes is that of the Amazonian drink of ayahuasca, 
which has as its basic formula the coupling of two vegetal ingredients, both indispensable for triggering 
the visionary effects. To this ‘mother drink’ the native groups add other ingredients, mostly vegetal, in a 
number of somewhere around a hundred. 2 The reasons for these additions are diversified and for many 
ingredients are still unclear, but can nevertheless be taken as an example: different plants produce the 
same active principles of ayahuasca, and are therefore added to enhance its effects (reinforcing additives); 
if they contain different active principles, they are added to modify the visionary effects (modulating 
additives), for example to vary the chromatic spectrum of the visions or to change the emotional levels 
or extra-sensorial perceptions; or to induce specific visionary or thought contents.

A plant widely associated with rites that employ visionary sources is tobacco (Nicotiana spp.). In the 
Americas it is considered the shamanic plant par excellence, an indispensable tool in healing practices, 
such as the technique of sucking the ailments from the patient’s body and eliminating them through 
tobacco smoke (chupada); a technique that in the Amazon is often performed under the influence of 
ayahuasca (Wilbert 1987:37–40).

The ethnobotanical complex that revolves around the use of an intoxicant source does not only 
include other psychoactive sources, but involves various plants used for a complex set of purposes. Some 
plants are used for the purpose of purifying the body before taking the intoxicant source, and among 
these are the emetics. A species of Huperzia (Lycopodiaceae) is given as an emetic before taking San 
Pedro (De Feo 1992). Among the ancient Taino of the Antilles, an emetic was administered before 
inhaling the hallucinogenic powder of cohoba (seeds of Anadenanthera sp.) (Deive 1978). Among the 
Tübatulabal of the Sierra Nevada of California, before taking datura, the neophyte had to drink an 
emetic beverage on the three preceding mornings (Voegelin 1938:59). The use of emetics has also been 
recorded in the context of the iboga cults. For example, in Equatorial Guinea before the Bwiti initiatory 
rite (Vilaldach de Veciana 1958:39), before the initiatory rite of the Ombwiri among the Fang of Gabon 
(Świderski 1981:408), and in that of the divinatory rite of the misoko among the Mitsogho also of 
Gabon (Bonhomme 2003:232).

Other sources, mostly vegetal, are administered in the final phase of the visionary experience to 
interrupt or reduce its effects. In the Andean cult of San Pedro, to dampen the psychoactive effects of 
the cactus, and also as an antidote, the curandero use the arranque, also called corte (from the Spanish 
cortar, ‘to cut’), a preparation based on perfumes, flowers and various plants (De Feo 2003). In the case of 
iboga, I have personally observed in a Ndea Kanga community of the Bwiti Fang the frequent practice of 
ingesting a paste made of palm oil and papaya the morning after a night ceremony (ngozé), with the aim 
of reducing the effects of iboga still present, in order to be able to face the working day. Sillans (1967:58) 
reported the cooked taro leaves ingested by the Mitsogho to interrupt any lingering effects of iboga.

There are also plants with symbolic, apotropaic, mythological values, and/or belonging to the group of 
plants that we define, or often confusingly relegate, to the group of ‘magical plants’. These are plants that 
frequently play a cardinal role in ritual practices: as an axis mundi that establishes the order of the ritual 
space, as an initiatory tree that the novice must climb and descend physically or during his extracorporeal 
journey, as a mythological and real source for the construction of cult paraphernalia, etc. The functions of 
these plants are too many to be able to present even a brief systematisation of them here. These plants also 
belong to the ethnobotanical complexes of cults based on the taking of the intoxicant sources.

2	  Pinkley 1969; McKenna et al. 1986; Bianchi and Samorini 1993.
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It is important to keep in mind that a cult or ritual cycle based on the use of a visionary source 
is generally not born ex novo, but is based on previous cults and rites, and for this reason it is almost 
always to be considered the result of a syncretic elaboration. This is the case of the cult of the peyote 
cactus among the native populations of northern Mexico and the southern part of the United States. 
Archaeological data have highlighted in the same geographical area the presence of a previous cult based 
on the visionary source of the ‘mescal bean’; 3 a cult that originated several millennia before the use of 
peyote, whose ritual system was at least partly influenced by that of mescal (Howard 1957; Samorini 
2017). Among the Fang of equatorial Africa, the religious cult of Bwiti, centred on the visions induced 
by iboga, is the result of a complex syncretism that includes, in addition to Christian elements, ritual 
components of Byeri, an ancestor cult in which another visionary source, alan, was and still is used (for 
this plant, see below).

One of the immediate consequences of acquiring a new intoxicant source is to combine it with those 
already known. In practice, the idea of experimenting with the simultaneous intake of two or more 
intoxicant sources comes naturally, regardless of whether such combinations are subsequently adopted. 
It is plausible to hypothesise that this combinatorial practice is intrinsic to human behaviours associated 
with the use of intoxicant sources and that it is very ancient.

Again, in the case of the two cults of mescalbean and peyote—where the latter seems to have 
gradually replaced the former, now extinct—there are known cases of ‘transitional’ ceremonies among 
the Tonkawa and the Oto of the Great Plains in which both visionary sources were taken (Howard 
1957). In southern Africa, the hallucinogenic bulb of leshoma 4 has been used for several millennia by 
various ethnic groups. The Basotho healers of Lesotho have acquired knowledge of the hallucinogenic 
mushroom Psilocybe maluti, which they currently combine with leshoma, and administer the potion to 
their patients to obtain visions useful for the diagnosis of their ailments (Merwe et al. 2024). Among the 
Fang, iboga and alan are sometimes taken together, as will be described later.

One of the most widespread combinatorial practices involves the maceration of an intoxicant plant in 
an alcoholic beverage. This combination solves a practical need, namely the method of taking the active 
ingredients of a psychoactive plant source. The active ingredients—whether alkaloids, terpenes, etc.—
present in a root, a leaf, seeds, a flower, are generally soluble either only in water, or only in alcohol, or in both 
water and alcohol. For this reason, alcoholic beverages, which contain both water and alcohol, are ideal for 
performing the function of a mother liquid in which to dissolve and therefore make the active ingredients 
of plants easily administrable. I cite as an exemplary case the nepenthes, a substance with sedative properties, 
which Helen furtively dissolves in the wine she offers during a banquet in Menelaus’s palace, with the 
aim of soothing the pain of the guests (grieving because they suspect Ulysses’ death). This is a famous 
passage from Homer’s Odyssey (IV, 227–232) which, although it concerns mythological or mythologized 
events in the history of the ancient Greeks, reports a practice of combining intoxicant sources that was very 
common in those times and has very ancient origins, which probably reach the periods of the origins of 
the production of alcoholic beverages. 5 The combination of an intoxicant plant source with an alcoholic 
liquid—usually practiced through maceration of the plant in the liquid for a certain period of time—has 
a double result: in addition to facilitating the availability and therefore the possibility of taking the active 
ingredients of the plant, it modifies (modulates) the intoxicant effect of alcohol. For the area of equatorial 
Africa, the practice of macerating certain intoxicant barks in palm wine will be described below.

Coming now to the cults of iboga, this powerful hallucinogenic plant is not the only psychoactive 
plant of equatorial Africa, and other plants with intoxicant effects are used in the same rites in which 

3	  Sophora secundiflora (Ortega) DC., Fabaceae family, today considered a synonym of Dermatophyllum secundiflorum 
(Ortega) Gandhi & Reveal.

4	  Boophone disticha (L.f.) Herb., Amaryllidaceae family; cfr. Pasquali 2021.

5	  Archaeological data date the origin of grape wine and cereal beers back several millennia (Samorini 2019b).
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it is taken. Below I present the data we have regarding the ethnobotanical complex of iboga, limiting 
the observation to the psychoactive sources; a complex of which our knowledge in many cases remains 
scarce or obsolete, if not negligible.

Iboga
Named in botanical taxonomy as Tabernanthe iboga Baill., it belongs to the large family of 

Apocynaceae. Its most common appearance is that of a shrub 1–2 metres tall, but a small tree form is 
also known that can exceed 5 metres in height (fig. 1). The leaves have a short petiole, they are opposite, 
elliptical-ovate in shape, and average size is 10 x 3 cm. The flowers are very small, appearing in groups of 
5–12, with colours ranging from yellowish-white to pinkish-white, with the edge of the corolla turned 
up. The fruit, a few cm in size, is a fleshy and milky berry, yellow-orange in colour when ripe, and its 
shape can vary considerably, from elliptical with a smooth surface to globose with a warty surface (fig. 
2). The seeds are brown in colour and have a deeply wrinkled surface. Over the years, the root thickens 
to form bulbous masses 2–10 cm in diameter; it is made up of a very hard internal part, often called 
‘bone’ by the natives, 6 and a pulpy rind, which is the main part used as a psychoactive source (fig. 3).

The natives of Gabon distinguish between the shrubby and the arboreal variety, which respectively 
correspond to smooth elliptical fruits or rounded warty ones, giving them different names: for example 
the Mitsogho call them respectively mbasoka (also called ‘village iboga’) and nyôkè (‘forest iboga’). 7 
Personally I have always seen the rounded warty fruits associated with the arboreal forms of iboga, 
and both the shrubby and arboreal forms are grown in the villages around the Bwitist temples, more 
frequently, however, the shrubby form, at least in the Gabonese Estuary area. In the course of my 
fieldwork some Bwitist Fang people reported their belief that ‘the leaves of the iboga with round fruits 
are somewhat different from those of the iboga with oblong fruits. The first ones have more marked 
veins’, and they consider the iboga with round fruits to have stronger visionary effects, which manifest 
themselves more quickly than the plants with oblong fruits.

As we will see shortly, at the beginning of the 20th century, iboga was mistakenly identified by several 
authors with a species of Strychnos, specifically S. icaja Baill. 8

The genus Tabernanthe was first described in 1889 by the French botanist Henri Baillon, including 
a single species, T. iboga, based on specimens brought to Paris by Marie-Théophile Griffon du 
Bellay. He named the genus Tabernanthe because of its relationships and similarities with the genus 
Tabernaemontana (Baillon 1887–1889). In 1889, the German botanists Johannes Braun and Karl 
Moritz Schumann also described the iboga plant based on specimens collected during a mission in 
Cameroon. They named the genus Iboga (Jiboga), with the sole representative being Iboga vateriana 
(Braun 1889:172). In fact, it was the same species described by Baillon, and although their description 
was more complete than that given by Baillon, including a Latin description, their publication was 
accidentally late, and they had to recognise Baillon’s priority in the taxonomic denomination of this 
plant (Vonk and Leeuwenberg 1989).

In 1904, the Austrian botanist Otto Stapf recognised five species belonging to the genus 
Tabernanthe: T. Bocca, T. subsessilis, T. Manii, T. iboga, T. tenuiflora (Stapf 1904:122–5). Based on the 
monographic study on the genus by Vonk and Leeuwenberg (1989), these taxa are now all considered 
synonyms of T. iboga. Only one other species is recognised in the genus Tabernanthe, T. elliptica (Stapf) 
Leeuwenberg, which is widespread in Congo, Zaire and Angola, and does not appear to be present in 

6	  The name ‘bone’ for the internal part of the root is explained by the Fang because in their myths iboga originated 
from a rib of Jesus or Nzame (God), or from the fingers of a Pygmy (Samorini 2024c).

7	  Raponda-Walker and Sillans 1961:90; Gollnhofer and Sillans 1976:45, n. 3.

8	  For example Le Scau 1908–1909, in Trilles 1912; Anonimo 1923:6; Fernández 1927:11.
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Gabon. It is not known whether it has psychoactive properties similar to those of iboga, nor whether 
and how it is used by the natives.

In the wild, T. iboga is widespread in Cameroon, Central African Republic, Equatorial Guinea, 
Gabon, Congo, Democratic Republic of Congo and Angola. It is widely cultivated around places where 
cults are practised that use it as an intoxicant source.

As I highlighted in the study of ancient documents, the first reference to iboga in Western literature 
dates back to 1862, and the first drawings of the plant are dated 1895 and 1897 (Samorini 2024a).

In 1923, an unidentified ‘false iboga’ was mentioned, a sample of which was kept at the Colonial 
Museum in Marseille, which was said to have been used by African natives in place of true iboga when it 
was in short supply (Jumelle 1923:26). In the 1930s, many of the samples labelled as ‘iboga’ that reached 
Europe did not show the pharmacological and chemical properties typical of true iboga, and Raymond-
Hamet (1940) recognised that these false samples corresponded to at least two other Apocynaceae: 
Pterotaberna inconspicua Stapf var. macrantha Raymond-Hamet (synonym of Tabernaemontana 
inconspicua Stapf), and Rauwolfia monbasiana Stapf. (possibly Rauvolfia mombasiana Stapf). Raponda-
Walker and Sillans (1961:89) reported that ‘false iboga’ was a swamp shrub similar in appearance to true 
iboga, with dark green leaves, greyish on the underside, a pointed, milky lemon-like fruit, and a slightly 
sugary root, unlike the decidedly bitter taste of true iboga root. It was used in Gabon as a stimulant. 
Interesting is the vernacular name of the Mpongwe language given to this ‘false iboga’, iboga gn’anto 
or ibog’ignanto, meaning ‘women’s iboga’ or ‘female iboga’. It is unclear whether this was intended to 
mean a plant reserved for women—a finding that is not supported by the ethnographic literature on the 
uses of iboga—or whether ‘female iboga’ was intended to indicate a ‘gender’ distinction in iboga plants. 
Regarding the latter possibility, I collected from the Fang Bwitists of the Gabonese Estuary area their 
distinction between the true iboga plants of a ‘male iboga’ and a ‘female iboga’, where some informants 
evaluated this distinction on the basis of the type of fruit—’male’ for plants with elliptical fruits, and 
‘female’ for those with rounded fruits—while other informants considered ‘male’ plants with a single 
main root and ‘female’ those with a forked main root.

From the point of view of the active principles, iboga produces a large group of indole alkaloids, 
the most important of which is ibogaine (Gaignault and Delourme-Houdé 1977). They are present in 
all parts of the plant, but the highest concentration is in the root bark, which is purposefully chosen 
as the part used as visionary source. 9 It is a common belief among the natives—also found in my field 
research—that for the root bark to be effective in its visionary power, one must wait until the plant has 
reached the age of several years, from three to seven years, depending on the informants. The older the 
plant, the more powerful its roots.

Apart from its psychoactive effects, iboga is rarely used for medicinal purposes in the traditional world. 
Occasional uses of the root bark are known for genitourinary infections, various types of asthenia, and 
coughs. An eye drop made by boiling the root bark is applied for conjunctivitis (Neuwinger 2000:510). 
The leaves are applied to the gums in cases of toothache, and the latex, which is produced in all the aerial 
parts of the plant, is used against lice (Staner and Boutique 1937:159). In Cameroon, it is used for the 
treatment of fever, stomach ache, liver disorders, and diarrhoea (Tonye et al. 2000:16–17).

The effects of iboga vary depending on the dosage: at low dosages (usually 1–2 g of dried root bark) 
they are mainly stimulating; starting from 3–4 g, effects of a more hallucinatory nature occur, until 
reaching the profoundly visionary effects of the tens and hundreds of grams used in the context of 
the initiatory rites. Iboga is one of the visionary sources with the longest duration of effects—12–24 

9	  For example, in an analysis carried out on samples of T. pubescens (synonym of T. iboga) collected in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo, the dry weight concentrations of total alkaloids were as follows: 0.8% in the fruits, 0.8% in the leaves, 
2.1% in the trunk bark, 5.6% in the root bark (Mulamba et al. 1981).
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hours—and this is the case even at low dosages. It has an anaesthetic effect, which can be perceived in 
the palate even at low dosages and which gradually involves the whole body during the intake of the high 
initiatory dosages.

The most common way of taking iboga is by ingesting the root bark, reduced to small fragments 
or powder, either fresh or dried. Henri Neu reported in 1885 for the Estuary area the use of an iboga 
infusion, in addition to ingesting the grated root (rep. in Gollnhofer and Sillans 1983:13). An agent of 
the Colonial Society of Upper Congo also reported the use of an infusion of iboga root bark (De Villers 
1903). Other authors have reported a ‘fermented maceration of iboga’ (Binet et al. 1972:206). More 
recently, De Ruyter (2015:98) reported a decoction of the root bark being drunk in the initiatory rites of 
the female possession cults of the Ombudi of the Mitsogho and the Mimbwiri of the Myene. Bonhomme 
(2003:63) reported the ingestion of a root decoction, in addition to the ingestion of root bark, during the 
initiatory rite of misoko among the Mitsogho, who believe that fresh bark has more powerful effects. The 
Frenchman Tatayo reported for the Bwitist rite of disumba the ingestion of fresh finger-length strips, 
rolled into balls, which are held in the mouth and then swallowed (Laval-Jeantet 2005:63).

When the grated rind of the iboga root is ingested as is, it is often first exposed to the sun to ‘nourish’ 
it with its energy (id.). I also observed this technique in a Bwitist Fang community of the Ndea Kanga 
branch in the Libreville area: plates of powdered iboga root are exposed to the sun for several hours in 
the afternoon before the night rites (ngozé). In the initiation rites of the traditional Bwiti of various 
ethnic groups, the practice of stuffing bananas with iboga is reported, which the neophytes must eat 
in bites. These bananas are of the green type, difficult to ingest (Laval-Jeantet 2005:83). From my 1993 
field notes, some Fang informants from the Libreville area told me that the iboga leaves are used in 
infusion as a stimulant, similar to coffee.

Since iboga is used by a large number of ethnic groups in equatorial Africa, it is not surprising that 
this plant is called by an equally large number of names. Below I list the popular names given to iboga 
that I have found in the literature. As for those reported in the early writings of the 19th century and 
the first decades of the 20th century, they have not been repeated in more modern literature. Enigmatic 
among these is the ‘root of Bocca’ (racine de Bocca), found in the Congolese area, which was used to 
designate a taxon, Tabernanthe Bocca Stapf, later considered a synonym of T. iboga. It is also worth 
considering the possibility of a misunderstanding in phonetic transliteration by Western authors for 
some of the names. In the list I have added the term bòa which, although I have not encountered it in 
the literature, I have heard in Gabon from people of different ethnic groups, always accompanied by 
the feminine gender (‘la bòa’). It could be a simple phonetic abbreviation, or a name from which the 
variants boga, diboga, éboga, etc. originate.

ancient names:
	‒ obouété (Estuary area, Gabon) [Baillon 1887–1889]
	‒ aboua (Pahouhin, Gabon) [Baillon 1887–1889]
	‒ aboga (Estuary, Gabon) [Neu 1885]
	‒ diboha (Sette Cama area, Gabon) [Le Scau 1908:334]
	‒ gibuga (Upper Ngounye area) [Coignard 1926]
	‒ racine de Bocca (Congo) [Oliver 1895]

Gabon:
	‒ bòa (Gabon) [from my field notes, 1991–2022]
	‒ boga (Apindji) [RS 10 1961:91]
	‒ diboga (Béséki, Balumbu, Ngowé) [RS 1961:91]
	‒ dibua (Masango) [Idyata-Mayombo 1994]

10	  RS stands for Raponda-Walker and Sillans.
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	‒ dibuga (Eshira, Bavarama, Masango) [RS 1961:91]
	‒ dibugi (Bavungu) [RS 1961:91]
	‒ dibuyi (Bapunu) [RS 1961:91]
	‒ difuma (Eshira) [Neuwinger 1996:208]
	‒ dinyokè (variety with rounded warty fruits, Apindji) [RS 1961:90]
	‒ éboga (Fang, Bavové) [RS 1961:91]
	‒ ébogè, eboghe (Mitsogo) [RS 1961:91]
	‒ gifuma (variety with smooth elliptical fruits, Eshira) [RS 1961:90]
	‒ iboga (Mpongwè, Galoa, Nkomi, Orungu, Benga) [RS 1961:91]
	‒ kuta mbasoka (variety with smooth elliptical fruits, Apindji) [RS 1961:90]
	‒ léboga (Bakèlè) [RS 1961:91]
	‒ léboka (Loango area) [RS 1961:91]
	‒ lébuga (Banzabi) [RS 1961:91]
	‒ liboka (Bavili, Yombe) [Sallé 1985:100]
	‒ libuga (Bavili, Mindumu) [RS 1961:91]
	‒ maboghe (plural of eboghe, Mitsogho) 11 [Sillans 1967:28]
	‒ magoga (plural of diboga, Mitsogho) [Laval-Jeantet 2006:14]
	‒ mbasoka (variety with smooth elliptical fruits, Mitsogho) [RS 1961:90]
	‒ minkolongo (Fang) [Neuwinger 1996:208]
	‒ moabi (variety with smooth elliptical fruits, Bavungu) [RS 1961:90]
	‒ mungondu (variety with rounded warty fruits, Bavungu, Eshira) [RS 1961:90]
	‒ ngobe (Mitsogho) [Gollnhofer and Sillans 1979b:746; Bonhomme 2003:61]
	‒ ngoobe (variety with smooth elliptical fruits, Mitsogho) [Sillans 1967:56]
	‒ nyôkè (variety with rounded warty fruits, Mitsogho) [RS 1961:90]
	‒ obuka (Mindumu) [RS 1961:91]
	‒ oabé (variety with rounded warty fruits, Apindji) [RS 1961:90]
	‒ sese (Fang) [Neuwinger 1996:208]

other regions:
	‒ bondo (Pygmies, Central African Republic) [Tonye et al. 2000:6]
	‒ botola (Democratic Republic of the Congo) [Neuwinger 1996:209]
	‒ bugensongo (Ngala, Democratic Republic of the Congo) [Neuwinger 1996:209]
	‒ ebóka (Yaundé, Cameroon) [Abega 1987:202]
	‒ elahu (Mongo, Democratic Republic of the Congo) [Neuwinger 1996:209]
	‒ evoga (judicial act 1939, Equatorial Guinea) [Sánchez Azañedo 2016:376]
	‒ gbana (Gbaya, Central African Republic, Cameroon) [Sandberg 1965:11]
	‒ ibóka (Yaundé, Cameroon) [Abega 1987:205]
	‒ inado a ebengabanga (Tshiluba, Democratic Republic of the Congo) [Neuwinger 1996:209]
	‒ inaolo a ikakusa (Turumbu, Democratic Republic of the Congo) [Neuwinger 1996:209]
	‒ ikuke (Mongo, Democratic Republic of the Congo) [Neuwinger 1996:209]
	‒ inkomi (Mongo, Democratic Republic of the Congo) [Neuwinger 1996:209]
	‒ isangola (Democratic Republic of the Congo) [Neuwinger 1996:209]
	‒ liboka (Vili, Congo) [Sallée 1985:100]
	‒ lofondja (Democratic Republic of the Congo) [Neuwinger 1996:209]
	‒ lopundja (Coquithatville area, Democratic Republic of the Congo) [Neuwinger 1996:209]
	‒ mbenge (Sango, Central African Republic) [Tonye et al. 2000:6]
	‒ meboa (Bakwele, Congo) [Neuwinger 1996:208]
	‒ mbondo (Aka, Bagundu, Central African Republic) [Neuwinger 1996:209; Tonye et al. 2000:6]

11	  Among the Mitsogho the iboga plant (eboghe) is almost always used in its plural form, maboghe, since there are two 
varieties of this plant, nyôkè and mbasoka (Gollhnofer and Sillans 1976:68, n. 62).
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	‒ mebóa (Bakwele, Congo) [Sandberg 1965:10–11]
	‒ pandu (Mongo, Democratic Republic of the Congo) [Neuwinger 1996:209]

Alan (Alchornea floribunda)
This plant is closely associated with the cults of iboga, as well as having played a leading role in 

the human relationship with intoxicant sources in equatorial Africa. It is one of the most important 
psychoactive plants of Central Africa, known to Western scholars for almost a century. However, the 
total lack of modern ethnographic, ethnobotanical and pharmacological studies is surprising; a lack 
that can be taken as an example of the general disinterest in African intoxicant sources, especially when 
compared to the great interest aroused by American sources such as peyote and ayahuasca. Some 
scholars of the 20th century (e.g. La Barre 1970; Schultes 1966) had posed the problem of the reasons for 
the apparent quantitative discrepancy between traditional knowledge of the psychoactive flora of the 
New World and that of the Old World, proposing explanations that are in fact unfounded. As I have 
argued elsewhere (Samorini 2025), the problem must be reformulated by focusing on the discrepancy of 
interest on the part of Western scholars in the psychoactive flora of the New and Old Worlds. The case 
of Alchornea floribunda is exemplary in this respect.

In the literature concerning iboga cults, A. floribunda is normally and often univocally associated 
with Byeri, the cult of the ancestors of the Fang. In reality, this plant is and above all was implicated in a 
more extensive system of ritual practices of different ethnic groups, of which only a few scattered pieces 
have come down to us. Botanists were the first Western scholars to notice this plant, which was classified 
in 1864 by the Swiss botanist Johannes Müller Argoviensis. He based his work on a specimen preserved 
in the Hooker herbarium in Kew that was collected in 1801 on the island of Fernando Poo (now Bioko, 
belonging to Equatorial Guinea) (Müller 1864:435).

A. floribunda Müll.-Arg. belongs to the Euphorbiaceae family, it generally has the appearance 
of a shrub that can frequently take on the appearance of a tree 7–8 metres tall. Its leaves, with a 
very short petiole and lanceolate shape, are gathered in tufts at the tops of the branches (fig. 4).

The part of the plant used as an intoxicant is the bark of the root, which is taken orally. Only 
Raponda-Walker and Sillans (1962:149) mention the practice—together with oral intake—of 
fumigations that were practiced in a special container during the initiation to the Byeri ancestor 
cult, also named Melan. We do not know whether these inhalations could have had implications 
of a psychopharmacological nature.

It is appropriate to present the congener Alchornea hirtella Benth., being involved in the complex of 
psychoactive Alchornea. It has the appearance of a shrub with hairy branches, the leaves are elliptical, a 
little rounded at the base (Paris and Goutarel 1958:16). It is not clear how much the natives distinguish 
it from the congener A. floribunda, attributing it only sometimes different names, and in any case they 
use it with the same intoxicant purposes (De Wildeman 1926:474–6).

The first reference that I have so far identified regarding the use of alan in the cult of the ancestors of 
the Fang is dated 1901. An administrator of the French African colonies, Victor Largeau, spoke of it in 
his Encyclopédie Pahouine under the entry ‘initiation’ in the context of the Biéri:

‘At a certain time, all the young adults and circumcised people who ask to undergo the test gather 
together. They are made to sit in a circle and the ngan’gan [doctor or sorcerer] distributes the alañ to 
them. The alañ (in Mpongwé élandi) is a shrub the height of a man, very common in the forests; it 
is the bark of the root that is used; it is scraped and distributed to the young people, who must eat it 
from time to time from the morning until about two or three in the afternoon. It gradually produces 
in them a kind of ecstatic state accompanied by a kind of intense cerebral over-stimulation that lasts 
from three to five days. In this state they believe they see the souls of their ancestors, their relatives or 
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their deceased friends, who come to converse with them, to remind them of the past and to announce the 
future’ (Largeau 1901:391).

Although no botanical identification of alan is reported, this very early writing clearly indicates its 
visionary effect and the purpose of its use in contacting the spirits of the dead and as a divinatory agent.

A dozen years later, the Spiritan missionary Henri Trilles briefly spoke again about the alan, reporting 
that ‘the word mélan designates the initiation feasts to which warriors are subjected, and where the 
narcotic bark of the alan, a kind of strychnos, is eaten’. The erroneous identification of alan as a kind 
of Strychnos was later repeated by other authors. Trilles added the interesting information that ‘sterile 
women also undergo this test intended to show what in their bodies can cause sterility and how to remedy 
it’ (Trilles 1912:239, n. 1). This shows that alan was used by the Fang outside the strict context of the male 
initiatory rite of ancestor worship; a female use that seems to be reported only in this passage by Trilles.

The following year, the German ethnographer Günther Tessmann discussed ală,n in his work on the 
Pangwe (Fang), which in fact represents the first monographic ethnographic study on this population. 
He stated that to be initiated into the cult of the ancestors, the novices ‘must eat the bark of the root 
of Alchornea hirtella Benth. and look at the sun for as long as possible. Stunned, subsequently losing 
consciousness, they are taken to the sacred place where the presentations of the first day begin’ (Tessman 
1913, II:116, 120). Tessmann is the only author of the early 20th century to recognise alan as a plant of 
the genus Alchornea, and he seems to recognise its visionary effect. This could be a botanical confusion 
between the two species floribunda and hirtella, but it must be taken into account that A. hirtella 
produces the same active principles as the former, although in lower concentrations (see below).

In 1913, the German missionary and linguist Hermann Nekes reported a description of the initiatory 
rite of the Melan ancestor cult among the Yaunde subgroup of the Beti of Cameroon. The Beti are 
closely related to the Fang and Bulu and call A. floribunda engela. Nekes reported its use in initiation, 
although he did not offer a botanical identification: ‘In front of the men’s house, they sit on banana 
stalks or on a tree trunk. They are forced to chew the bitter and narcotic bark of the eṅgela, a thin tree, 
while gazing into the sun until they pass out’ (Nekes 1913:216).

About ten years later, Louis Martrou, who served as apostolic vicar in Gabon from 1914 to 1925 and 
author of a Lexique fãn-français, identified the alãn as Strychnos icaja Baill. (Martrou 1923:29), a plant 
of the Loganaceae family known to produce the alkaloid strychnine and used in Equatorial Africa as 
an ordeal poison (Chevalier 1947). He was followed in this identification by Trézenem (1936:74). The 
identification of the alan with the source of the ordeal poison is enigmatic and may have been due to 
misdirection by the same Fang who considered the Byeri a secret cult. However, both Tessmann (1913, 
II:116, 120) and Raponda-Walker (1961:192) correctly identified it as a species of Alchornea.

Another erroneous identification of the alan plant that has been followed up in more recent times is 
that with Hylodendron gabunense Taub., a large tree of the Fabaceae family. For example, Jacques Binet 
et al. (1972:38–9) reported this identification. The Polish scholar Świderski made a strange confusion: 
in one of his articles (1981:394–5) he first reported the identification of alan with A. floribunda, 
reproducing a drawing of it without indicating the source and stating that the height of this shrub can 
be only 160 cm, when in reality it is a tree several metres high; in the same article shortly afterwards he 
reported its identification with H. gabunense. 12

As we have seen, the first reference to the use of alan in the context of the initiatory rite of the Fang 
ancestor cult dates back to 1901. The question arises since when this Bantu population has used this 
plant for visionary purposes, and it is appropriate in this regard to mention the history of its migration. 13 

12	  Świderski reiterated the identification of alan with H. gabunense in his 1990a book (I:177).

13	  The history of the Fang will be presented in more detail in the next article in this series.
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The Fang were the last Bantu ethnic group to arrive in Gabon and the surrounding areas of the western 
equatorial forest. They arrived there in the 19th century following a migration that began from a northern 
territory whose location has been the subject of much discussion. It can be taken for granted that they 
professed an ancestor cult even before their migration, as consistently reported by them themselves, and 
that they had brought with them the reliquaries associated with this cult. Having entered the equatorial 
forest, the migratory front divided into groups that gradually occupied different geographical areas 
(northern Gabon, Equatorial Guinea, Cameroon). The scattering of clan families led to the division of 
the bone potential of the reliquaries.

The question of the origin of the inclusion of alan in the Byeri cult focuses on the question of 
whether the Fang were already familiar with this plant before migrating to the equatorial forest, or 
whether they adopted it into their ancestor cult following contact with forest-dwelling populations. 
This problem is hampered by the fact that we do not have ethnographic data on the Fang before their 
migration. We know that A. floribunda is present in the regions north of the tropical forest, reaching 
as far as the forested regions of Nigeria and Cameroon. The most recent studies on the place of origin 
of the Fang lean towards a migratory cascade triggered in the 18th century by the pressure of warlike 
populations from the Sahel area, probably the Muslim Fulani. In a domino effect, several ethnic groups 
had to flee further and further south, until they involved the Pahouin (Fang), who were forced to enter 
the tropical forest (Cadet 2009:278–9). With such a migration pattern, one can see the Fang’s departure 
area was located closer than previously supposed and, for what concerns us here, was an area where the 
alan plant was present.

For a more adequate assessment of the above issues, the Fang’s knowledge of alan must be placed in 
the broader ethnographic complex associated with this plant. As explained below, the use of this plant 
as an intoxicant is widespread in several other geographical regions and among other ethnic groups, 
although the identification with the same species used by the Fang has not always been recognised, 
especially in the first half of the 20th century.

As regards Gabon, Raponda-Walker and Sillans (1961:160) reported that the Eshira and other Bwiti-
cult groups sometimes mix A. floribunda with iboga. Elsewhere they reported that these ethnic groups 
during the Bwiti initiatory rite make the novices ingest a decoction of the bitter bark of alan after the 
ingestion of iboga (Raponda-Walker and Sillans 1962:202–3). According to these authors, the purpose 
of the absorption of this ‘bitter drink’ would be, in addition to being a ‘prelude to the Light that the 
recipients are about to receive’, 14 a means of making future initiates see the Spirit of the ancestors’. This 
consideration would imply the use of alan—which is actually the Fang name given to this plant—in the 
context of the cult of the ancestors among other non-Fang ethnic groups. This seems to be confusing 
information, not attested in other ethnographic reports, and which nevertheless highlights the problem 
of knowledge and use of this plant among other ethnic groups in Gabon, where the problem lies in our 
lack of data on the subject. One thing seems certain: A. floribunda is and was known to other Gabonese 
ethnic groups, as can be deduced from the numerous popular names attributed to this plant, listed below.

An interesting fact concerns the presence of the éando (A. floribunda) alongside the eboga within the 
Motombi, a mythological cycle handed down by the Mitsogho which concerns the origins of the cult of 
the Bwete and which describes the path that each neophyte must follow during his initiatory vision. It 
is worth remembering that the Bwete of the Mitsogho is very probably the very first form of cult of the 
Bwiti, which later spread to other ethnic groups, finally reaching the Fang. 15 A theme of the Motombi 
concerns the Moboghwe river on whose banks grow ‘the two plants that give visions’, on one side eboga 

14	  A consideration resulting from an extrapolation of Western esoteric origin, typical of Sillans’ works (see Samorini 
2024b).

15	  For the genesis of Bwiti, refer to the next article in this series.
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plants and on the other éando plants. 16 According to Gollnhofer and Sillans (1965:148), éando is actually 
occasionally taken in addition to the iboga in the Bwitist initiatory rite of the Mitsogho.

A very interesting fact, although it remained isolated, concerns the fact that among the Bakélé and 
other ethnic groups, always in Gabon, the bark of A. floribunda was used during the initiatory rite of 
the female Ndjembé society: ‘the absorption of this plant sometimes causes a kind of madness in the 
girls, which pushes them to escape into the forest, from which they return after several days of absence’ 
(Sero 1944, rep. in Raymond-Hamet 1952:433). The lack of confirmation of this fact is due to the 
inaccessibility in this secret female society, still very popular among various Gabonese ethnic groups.

As for other countries where A. floribunda is present, the Belgian botanist Émile Auguste De 
Wildeman (1866–1947), then director of the Botanical Garden of Brussels, reported its use as an 
intoxicant along the Congo River in a geographical area corresponding to the present Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, following what was reported to him by M.F. Seret, a forestry controller at that 
time director of the Botanical Garden of Eala:

‘According to M.F. Seret, this semi-woody plant, which can reach 2–3 meters in height, has the 
indigenous names: Nandu (Mngbettu-Medje) and Liandu (Asande and Abarembo). These two 
populations apparently consume a great deal of this plant. The roots, dried in the sun, scraped and 
reduced to powder and mixed with salt, are said to increase resistance. After ingesting this mixture they 
acquire great strength and can sustain the dance longer. The Medje of Nala also use the fresh root after 
having freed it from its bark, they macerate it in water and drink the latter like wine’ (De Wildeman 
1907–1908:280).

Some years later, the same De Wildeman (1920) published an article entirely dedicated to the use of A. 
floribunda as an intoxicant, which in the Congo and other areas is mostly known by the name of niando. 
He presented this plant as a substitute for Indian hemp. This improper association with hemp—a plant 
whose use had been banned by the administration of the then Belgian Congo, now the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo—was dictated by prohibitionist intentions, following the indications of the 
deputy prosecutor M. Begerem. Despite the exaggeratedly alarmist and denigrating tone towards the 
effects of niando, De Wildeman reported several cases of valuable information about its popular use:

The Mabudu, the Mangbetu and all the populations distributed along the Uele River in northern 
Congo are great consumers of niando. The plant is consumed in different ways: the bark of the root 
is removed, dried and reduced to powder, and this is mixed mainly with salt or peanuts. The main 
purpose of its use is as an aphrodisiac and this use is particularly sought after by Mangbetu women. The 
average dosage for an intoxicant effect is 150 grams of dry root bark powder. Another way of taking it 
consists of drinking palm or banana wine in which the bark of the niando root has been macerated for 
a period of several hours, sometimes three days. Its use as a liquid drink is particularly recommended 
during public celebrations with special songs and dances; celebrations known among the Mabudu as 
nangwendu. It has been reported that it was given to warriors in this same liquid form before engaging 
in war activities. Another way of taking it is by chewing the fresh root peels and swallowing the juice 
thus extracted. In the Likimi area (in the northern region of the current Democratic Republic of Congo) 
it is called liboia, while in the nearby Giri area it is called ilando. In some Congolese regions this plant 
is used as a ‘hunting fetish’ (De Wildeman 1920); unfortunately nothing more is said about this 
interesting cynegetic function. 17

De Wildeman concludes his dissertation by expressing surprise that the use of this plant is not reported 
in other African colonies, thus showing that he does not know its identification with the alan of the Fang.

16	  Sillans 1967 and Sallée 1985. For an extended presentation of Motombi see Samorini 2024c.

17	  For the use of intoxicating sources for cynegetic (hunting) purposes see the next article in this series.
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Alchornea hirtella, although less used than A. floribunda, would equally be considered by the 
populations of the former Zaire as a stimulant and aphrodisiac (Paris and Goutarel 1958). This same 
use had already been recorded by Staner and Boutique (1937:95) for the area of the then Belgian Congo.

Laburthe-Tolra (1985:37) reported the use of melan (plural of alan) by girls who are initiated into 
the cult of ancestors among the Beti of Cameroon: ‘it is the sun that the adepts drugged with melăn 
stare at in order to fall into a mystical coma that will allow them to reach their ancestors’. Unlike the 
Byeri/Melan of the Fang, which has been and continues to be a strictly male cult, among the Beti the 
cult of ancestors is of mixed participation (Thebochet 1970:140–1).

From what has been said, one can infer a use of A. floribunda for intoxicant purposes of wide 
geographical diffusion and articulated in its purposes of use, and this justifies the hypothesis of a 
considerable antiquity of the human relationship with this plant source.

Regarding the biochemistry of Alchornea, in 1952 Raymond-Hamet reported the presence of 
alkaloids in A. floribunda. In 1958 Paris and Goutarel performed a series of analyses on the three main 
African species of Alchornea, identifying indole alkaloids, the main one being yohimbine. 18 In 1963, 
indole alkaloids were identified again in samples of A. cordifolia from Equatorial Guinea, including 
yohimbine (Ferreira et al. 1963). The identification of yohimbine later appeared to be incorrect. 
Ryamond-Hamet and Goutarel (1965) verified the absence of yohimbine in Alchornea. In 1972 new 
biochemical investigations led to the identification of what appear to be the true alkaloids of Alchornea, 
which are pyrimidine and imidazole derivatives. 19

From a pharmacological point of view, old studies had highlighted how the extract of the roots of A. 
floribunda is an active sympatholytic agent, considerably increasing the sensitivity of the nervous system 
towards adrenaline (Raymond-Hamet 1952; Khuong-Huu et al. 1972).

As already complained, the total lack of modern studies on alan is surprising. Suffice it to say that to 
date there is no report on its effects on the human mind. We do not know the dosage and how long its 
effect lasts, and it remains uncertain which psychoactive compounds are responsible for its effect. Even 
more disconcerting is the total lack of information on its contemporary use outside of Fang groups. The 
latter are known to continue to practice a modernised form of their ancestor cult, now called Malan, in 
whose initiation rite alan continues to be used as a visionary source (Samorini 2019a).

Below I present a non-exhaustive list of the popular names by which A. floribunda is indicated in 
equatorial Africa.

	‒ alan (pl. melan, Fang, Gabon and Equatorial Guinea) [RS 20 1961:160]
	‒ bolongo (Bangala, Democratic Republic of the Congo) [De Wildeman 1926:474–6]
	‒ bongo-bongo (Kiombe, Democratic Republic of the Congo) [De Wildeman 1926:474–6]
	‒ boyange (Gala, Democratic Republic of the Congo) [De Wildeman 1926:474–6]
	‒ dilandu (Eshira, Gabon) [RS 1961:160]
	‒ éando (Mitsogho, Gabon) [RS 1961:160]
	‒ élandi (Mpongwé, Gabon) [Largeau 1901:391]
	‒ engela (Beti, Cameroon) [Nekes 1913:216]
	‒ ilandé (Mpongwè, Galoa, Nkomi and Orungu, Gabon) [RS 1961:160]

18	  Total alkaloid concentrations were found as follows: A. floribunda, root 0.60–1.11%, root bark 0.65%, small roots 
0.56%, seeds 0.19%; A. cordifolia, root 0.05%, root bark 0.03–0.26%; A. hirtella, root bark 0.06–0.74%, small roots 0.32% 
(Paris and Goutarel 1958).

19	  These are: alchorneine (higher in the rinds of A. floribunda), isoalchorneine (lower in the rinds, higher in the 
leaves) and alchorneinone (in the leaves). Alchorneine has also been found in A. hirtella (Khuong-Huu et al. 1970; 1972). In 
the same year the chemical structure of alchorneine was elucidated (Cesario and Guilhem 1972).

20	  RS stands for Raponda-Walker and Sillans.
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	‒ ilando (Giri region, Democratic Republic of the Congo) [De Wildeman 1920]
	‒ ilandu (Democratic Republic of the Congo) [De Wildeman 1934:92]
	‒ kolobo (Mobali, Democratic Republic of the Congo) [De Wildeman 1926:474–6]
	‒ korobo (Kibali, Democratic Republic of the Congo) [De Wildeman 1926:474–6]
	‒ korobu (Democratic Republic of the Congo) [De Wildeman 1934:92]
	‒ kumbe-kume-pemba (Democratic Republic of the Congo) [De Wildeman 1926:474–6]
	‒ lando (Apindji, Gabon) (RS 1961:160]
	‒ liando (Azande, Mayogo, Abarambo, Democratic Republic of the Congo) [De Wildeman 

1935:37]
	‒ liandu (Azande, Abarembo, Mayombo, Congo) [De Wildeman 1907–1908:280; 1920]
	‒ liboia (Likimi region, Democratic Republic of the Congo) [De Wildeman 1920]
	‒ likoko (Milumbi, Democratic Republic of the Congo) [De Wildeman 1926:474–6]
	‒ mandoba (or andoba?) (Fang, Gabon) [Samorini 2002–2003:49]
	‒ me (Dudusana, Democratic Republic of the Congo) [De Wildeman 1935:37]
	‒ mulôlôngu (Eshira, Gabon) [RS 1961:160]
	‒ nandu (Mngbettu-Medje, Democratic Republic of the Congo) [De Wildeman 1907–1908:280]
	‒ niando (various ethnic groups of the Congo River) [De Wildeman 1920]
	‒ yando (various ethnic groups of the Congo River) [De Wildeman 1920]

Plants added to palm wine
The people of Gabon and surrounding nations produce various alcoholic ferments: palm wine, raffia 

wine, sugar cane wine, pineapple wine and banana wine. Two techniques are used for palm wine. Some 
people, such as the Bapunu, Bandjabi, Eshira-Tandu, bleed the palm at the inflorescence, collecting the 
sap that flows into a gourd or bottle suspended in the air. Other ethnic groups, including the Bavili, 
Ivea, Eshira-Kamba, Bakèlè, sacrifice the tree by cutting it down, then make a wide and deep cut in 
the terminal shoot, provided in its lower part with a small channel through which the sap flows into 
a container placed on the ground. I have personally observed this procedure among the Fang of the 
Gabonese Estuary (fig. 5).

Several plants are often introduced into the sap thus collected, and are also used in the preparation 
of other types of alcoholic ferments. Some of these are macerated to facilitate fermentation, as in the 
case of the addition of pieces of tubers of Dioscorea species; others to strengthen the intoxicant effects 
(Walker 1935). For the latter, called bois amers (‘bitter woods’) in French, their intoxicant properties 
play an important role in the copious drinking of palm wine during Bwitist rituals and other cults in 
which iboga is consumed. Below I outline the main plants added to palm wine.

Garcinia klaineana Pierre, family Guttiferae. 21 It is a small tree with yellow resinous juice, opposite, 
oval, elongated leaves, white flowers, fruits containing bitter-tasting seeds. Known in Gabon with the 
French generic name of bois amer, byale and onyè among the Fang and owalè among several other ethnic 
groups, it is the bark most used as an additive to palm wine and also one of the most bitter (fig. 6). According 
to the natives themselves, the purpose is to strengthen its intoxicant effects and the barks of the congeners 
G. manii Oliv. and G. ngounyensis Pellegr. are sometimes used as a substitute. The seeds of G. kalineana 
are chewed as a substitute for kola nuts (Walker 1935; Raponda-Walker and Sillans 1961:197–9).

Pentaclethra macrophylla Benth., family Fabaceae. A tree 12–25 m tall, its very bitter bark is used as 
an additive to palm wine (Walker 1935). In the Sindara area of north-central Gabon, this bark, called 
owala, was macerated in palm wine given to neophytes during initiation into the Mouéri brotherhood 
(Daney 1924:274). The seeds and bark are used in many regions of Africa as fish poison. In Gabon, 

21	  From a taxonomic point of view, the Garcinia listed here are problematic species since, although cited in literature 
even today, they are not recognised in modern botanical portals (for example in that of Kew Gardens), not even as synonyms.
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women drink a decoction of the bark as a galactagogue, and in the southern regions young warriors drank 
the decoction as a stimulant before going into battle. In the south of the Central African Republic and 
in the north of the Congo, the bark of the branches is taken as an aphrodisiac (Neuwinger 1996:651–4).

Schumanniophyton magnificum var. klaineanum (Perre ex A.Chev.) N.Hallé, family Rubiaceae. 
Small tree, its bark is considered an intoxicant and a powerful aphrodisiac, called nyéko in Gabon; it is 
used as an additive to palm wine. Chewed in small quantities, it hinders sleep, hence the name ‘sleep 
deprivation’ that most Gabonese ethnic groups give it (Walker 1935).

Irvingia gabonensis (Aubry-Lecomte ex O’Rorke) Baill., family Irvingiaceae. Large tree, considered 
a wild mango. Its bark is less bitter than the previous ones (Walker 1935). It is not clear whether its 
addition to palm wine is intended to strengthen its intoxicant effects.

Morinda morindoides (Baker) Milne-Redh., family Rubiaceae, has as a synonym M. confusa 
Hutch. It is a woody liana. The Bapunu of Gabon soak the leaves of this plant in palm wine to make it 
intoxicant when the bark of Garcinia klaineana is missing (Raponda-Walker and Sillans 1961:365–6). 
It is interesting to note that in some regions of Oceania the young buds of the congener M. citrifolia L. 
are chewed together with betel 22 for their stimulant effects (Altschul and Lipp 1982).

Chasmanthera dependens Hochst., family Menispermaceae, with synonym C. welwitschii Troupin. It 
is a small liana whose root is left to macerate in palm wine to strengthen its intoxicant effects (Raponda-
Walker and Sillans 1961:289).

Turraea vogelii Hook.f., family Meliaceae. The Banzabi (Nzabi) of Gabon macerate the leaves of 
this shrub in palm wine to make it more intoxicant (id.). The bark of the related species T. floribunda 
Hochst. is used by medicine men in South Africa to induce a trance state for divinatory purposes 
(Newinger 1996:618).

Corynanthe pachyceras K. Schum., family Rubiaceae. Sought after by Ngbaka palm wine drinkers 
of Lobaye (Central African Republic) because its bark is used to give the sap of Elaeis guineensis Jacq. 
(family Araceae) a much appreciated bitter taste. Its action is considered stimulating and slightly 
aphrodisiac (Thomas 1960:85).

Kola nuts
African kola nuts are one of the great sources of caffeine used by man, alongside coffee of 

Arab origin (Coffea spp.), tea of Asian origin (Thea spp.), Ilex spp. (mate, guayusa, black drink), 
Paullinia (guarana) and cocoa (Theobroma) of American origin.

The use of kola nuts is widespread in a large area that goes from sub-Saharan Africa to equatorial 
Africa, and we still know too little about its ancient history. According to current studies, the first 
reference to kola nuts dates back to 1591, in a writing by the Portuguese Odoardo Lopez drafted by the 
Venetian traveler Filippo Pigafetta. 23 The use of its nuts in the then Kingdom of Congo is described: 
‘They keep them in their mouths, and chew them, and eat them, to quench thirst, and make water tasty: 
and they preserve the stomach, and prepare it: and above all they are useful for liver disease’ (Book II, 
chap. I). In another writing from 1671, the characteristic organoleptic property of kola nuts is reported, 
which makes them taste first bitter and then sweet on the palate, especially if you drink water while you 

22	  The intoxicating source called ‘betel’ is widespread in three continents. It is taken by chewing and is made up of a 
mixture of three ingredients: the ‘nut’ of Areca catechu L., the leaf of Piper betle L. and lime.

23	  This is the Relatione del Reame del Congo et delle circonvicine contrade. Tratta dalli Scritti & ragionamenti di 
Odoardo Lopez Portoghese per Filippo Pigafetta. Printed in Rome by Bartolomeo Grassi. In Pigafetta’s presentation there is 
the date of August 7, 1591. Odoardo Lopez Portoghese (Duarte Lopez)—says Pigafetta in the presentation—had stayed in 
the Kingdom of Congo for 12 years. Lopez gave Pigafetta the report written in Portuguese. Filippo Pigafetta (1533–1604) 
was a Venetian traveller, belonging to the same Vicenza family as Antonio Pigafetta, Magellan’s travelling companion.
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are chewing them. 24

Kola nuts are produced by large trees of the genus Cola of the family Malvaceae that can reach a 
height of 10–20 m. The two most important species are Cola nitida (Vent.) Schott & Endl. and C. 
acuminata (P.Beauv.) Schott. & Endl. The former is recognised by the French terms noix de cola (‘kola 
nut’), cola vrai (‘true cola’); the latter by the French names cola du Gabon, cola mâle (‘male cola’). The 
trees that produce kola nuts are called in French by the term colatier. 25

The seeds, improperly called ‘nuts’, can be white or red (fig. 7)—an infra-species characteristic—
and the natives are accustomed to apply the same names indiscriminately to the different species of 
colatiers. They distinguish only between red seeds and white seeds. They are chewed fresh and produce 
a stimulating effect. 26

In addition to kola nuts, the seeds of Garcinia kola Heckel, family Clusiaceae, are popularly known 
as ‘bitter kola’. The different parts of this tree are traditionally used as medicinal sources and in several 
cases the seeds are used as a stimulant and aphrodisiac (Neuwinger 2000:232–3). 27 As we have seen, the 
bark of some other species of Garcinia is macerated in palm wine to enhance its intoxicant effects.

Throughout Central Africa, kola nuts play prominent roles in a variety of social and relational 
events, such as gestures of reconciliation, hospitality, strengthening of friendship bonds, and proposals 
of marriage (Hauenstein 1974). Georges Balandier has offered a description of the human relationship 
with kola nuts:

‘If I had to describe the most pleasant state for the Sudanese, I would choose without risk of error 
this stimulation that kola creates in feelings and ideas. It helps on long marches; it accompanies, with 
this slow rumination, which marks the individual’s withdrawal into himself, difficult or important 
meditations; it makes heat flow in human relationships. It is impossible to consider the consumption 
of kola as a sort of solitary pleasure; it does not grant its full effects except in a certain field of social 
relationships’ (Balandier 1957:81).

For the Gabonese area Du Chaillu reported the use of kola nuts in the 19th century: 

‘The natives never think of taking much food with them on a journey during the season when the 
Koola nuts are ripe, under the trees (..) It is very nutritious and wholesome; about 30 nuts are sufficient 
for a single meal. The wild boar feeds on these during the nut season, and becomes extremely fat on the 
nutritious diet’ (Du Chaillu 1867:151).

An interesting ethnographic piece of information was reported by Alexandre Le Roy (1897:223) in 
his text on the African ‘Negrillos’ (Pygmies). When the season of fruit ripening arrives, a procession is 

24	  Viaggio del P. Dionigi de’ Carli da Piacenza, e del P. Michel Angelo de’ Guatini da Reggio Capuccini, Predicatori, 
e Missionari Apostolici nel Regno del Congo. In Reggio, for Prospero Vedrotti, 1671, p. 103.

25	  The most in-depth study on the genus Cola remains the monograph by Chevalier and Perrot of 1911. Although 
the two species mentioned above are the most appreciated and most widespread in commerce—and also those with the 
highest caffeine content—the nuts of several other species of Cola are used as stimulants, to the point that one can speak 
of a ‘cola complex’ to which is associated a taxonomic system that is not always clear, between accepted taxa and synonyms 
(Raponda-Walker and Sillans 1961:407–410).

26	  From the point of view of the stimulant active ingredients, they contain the purine alkaloids caffeine and 
theobromine. For example, seeds of C. acuminata and C. nitida from Nigerian trees showed a caffeine content in 
concentrations of 4.7% and 2.4% of the dry weight, respectively (Okoli et al. 2012). Seeds of C. acuminata, C. nitida and 
C. anomala K. Schum. from Cameroon trees showed respectively (percentages in fresh weight) 1.11% caffeine + 0.04% 
theobromine, 1.38% caffeine + 0.05% theobromine and 0.70% caffeine + 0.06% theobromine (Niemenak et al. 2008).

27	  Data on the presence of caffeine in its seeds continue to be contradictory: while seeds collected in Cameroon have 
not shown the presence of either caffeine or theobromine (Niemenak et al. 2008), seeds collected in Nigeria have shown the 
presence of caffeine (Olatunji et al. 2017), in one case with concentrations of 0.6% (Okoli et al. 2012).
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organised in the forest towards the nkula (kola) trees. The first nuts are collected directly from the tree 
by climbing up its trunk, and the collectors descend to the ground by crawling up the trunk upside 
down. Le Roy has reported a drawing of this ritual act (fig. 8). Although Le Roy is often unreliable 
because of the numerous distortions and confusions present in his ethnographic data, 28 this detail of the 
descent from a tree upside down finds an analogy in a Bwitist ritual act recorded by James Fernandez at 
the Assumege Ening Fang branch. During one of the ngozé dances, a song is sung in which the words 
refer to the rotation of the fetus in the mother’s womb during gestation, and at the same time one of the 
dancers climbs onto the central pole of the temple, turns around and descends to the ground passing 
through the legs of another individual (Fernandez 1982:452).

In some African regions, a mythological theme is widespread that makes the Adam’s apple—the 
characteristic laryngeal prominence of men—originate from a kola nut. In one of these stories, the 
Creator descends one day to earth chewing a kola nut. It should be noted that the kola here takes on the 
value of food of the gods. At a certain point he puts the nut down somewhere and when he goes back up 
to heaven he forgets about it. A man picks up and puts in his mouth the nut left by the Creator, but the 
Creator, remembering the nut, descends back to earth and grabs the man’s throat to prevent him from 
swallowing his nut, and in this way the Adam’s apple was formed (Lewin 1981, 3:327). A Bwitist Fang tale 
of the Assumege Ening branch of Gabon—therefore in the context of Bwiti syncretic with Christianity—
deals with the events of the Earthly Paradise: the serpent (Nlona) throws a kola nut from the top of a 
tree at Adam, hitting him in the neck, thus giving rise to the Adam’s apple (Fernandez 1982:333). Mary 
(1999:225) collected the same myth from another community of the same Assumgha Ening branch.

Kola nuts are not only consumed by humans but also by some animals, especially primates, and 
this is confirmed by ethological data. Gorillas have been observed consuming nuts from the species C. 
gabonensis Mast., C. nitida, C. pachycarpa K. Schum. and C. rostrata K. Schum (Cousins and Huffman 
2002). Monkeys eat C. nitida nuts and are so greedy that they literally devastate the trees in the forest. 
Antelopes have also been observed eating C. nitida nuts (Raponda-Walker and Sillans 1961:408–9). 
Since kola nuts contain low amounts of protein, their consumption by these animals would be attributed 
to the search for stimulant effects (Cousins and Huffman 2002). These behaviours have been observed 
by several ethnic groups. In Gabon, gorillas seem to prefer the nuts of Cola pachycarpa K. Schum, and 
for this reason the natives have given this plant the name of ‘gorilla kola’. In the Ivory Coast, a folk 
tale has been collected which tells of the origin of the chimpanzee custom of eating kola nuts without 
touching them with their hands (Himmelheber and Himmelheber 1958:241). In a mythological tale of 
the Pygmies, a deity (Kmvum) creates men from kola nuts: he blows on each nut and then throws it into 
the water. Floating on the water, these nuts reach the land and transform into men, male and female, 
and that is how the earth was populated (Trilles 1932:287–8).

In a story told by the Eša of Nigeria, the first two kola trees are said to have originated from the act 
of ‘storytelling’ by two deities—Ototamagmo, the Lord of the world, and Ototanelimi, the Lord of the 
sky. Each deity ‘tells stories’ to the ground and covers the spot on the ground that received the stories 
with a gourd shell. Shortly thereafter, two kola trees grow from the two spots on the ground (Northcote 
1920). The motif of ‘storytelling’ may allude to the talkativeness and verbose behaviour that frequently 
occurs as a result of ingesting large amounts of kola nuts.

Kola nuts are another stimulant used during the Bwitist ngozé. I have personally observed a 
preference for use among young males, who exchange pieces of nuts during the dances. I have also 
observed the chewing of a piece of kola nut immediately after taking iboga, with the purpose, according 
to informants, of reducing or ‘hiding’ its bitter taste.

28	  For example, he attributes to the Pygmies ethnographic elements that are in reality those of the Bantu, see Samorini 
2024b.
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Hemp
The geographical origin of hemp has long been a subject of discussion among scholars. The most 

recent studies seem to confirm its Asian origin, both in its non-psychoactive fibre hemp variety (var. 
sativa) and in its intoxicant variety (var. indica) (Dal Martello et al. 2024).

As for Africa, for the northern Mediterranean regions there is a tendency to believe that the 
psychoactive variety arrived there through the mediation of the Egyptian Arab populations during the 
12th or 13th centuries (Bellakhdar 2017). For the regions south of the Sahara the presence of psychoactive 
hemp is attested by some archaeological data. In the early 1970s, the discovery of two pipes containing 
traces of cannabinoids in the Lalibela cave, located in Ethiopia near Lake Tana, caused a sensation. 
Radiocarbon dating provided the date of 1280–1400 CE (Van der Merwe 1975). What most surprised 
scholars, generating considerable scepticism, concerned the method of ingestion of hemp, through the 
respiratory tract, since the practice of smoking was generally believed to be of American origin and 
to have spread to the Old World after the adventure of Christopher Columbus, therefore not before 
the 16th century. However, analyses carried out with more modern techniques on the same pipes have 
confirmed the dates of 1300–1360 and 1380–1470 CE respectively (Van der Merwe, 2005). The pre-
Columbian practice of smoking has also been documented with the discovery of some pipes at the site 
of Sebanzi Hill, in Zambia, with a dating of 1020–1428 CE (id.).

As for the routes of introduction of hemp in sub-Saharan Africa, the most plausible would seem to 
be that it was imported into the regions of the eastern coast by Arab merchants during the 13th century, 
who had previously received it from interactions with the Indian subcontinent. The Bantu populations 
subsequently spread it southwards and inwards until reaching the areas of the western tropical forest. 
From a terminological point of view, three geographical complexes have been observed: an eastern area 
where the most widespread term is bangi (a word that betrays Indian influence); a southern area where 
the most widespread term is dagga; and a western area where the terms are mainly diamba and liamba 
(Du Toit 1974).

The use of psychoactive hemp in the Western world has been reported since at least the 19th century. 
The French explorer Jean-Baptiste Douville, who visited Angola and the Congo Basin in 1828–1830, 
reported the smoking of hemp in the Bailundo area of Angola, where the plant was called pangué 
(Douville 1832, II:113). In the mid-19th century, the British explorer Richard Francis Burton reported 
that the cultivation and use of hemp was widespread among several ethnic groups in western equatorial 
Africa, the plant being known as lyámbá and in the more southern regions as dyámbá. It was particularly 
popular among the Nkommi (Nkomi), who sold it along the riverbanks in bundles tied with banana 
leaves. The plant was smoked with pipes, one of which was a water pipe (Burton 1876, I:87–8).

For the Gabonese territories we have the testimony left to us by Du Chaillu. During his first voyage 
(1856–1859) he observed the use of liamba among the Eshira and the Apindji, who cultivated it and 
smoked its leaves in clay pipes. According to him, liamba had not yet reached the coastal populations, 
but he had seen a slave on the coast who had some seeds that he intended to sow in the place where he 
would be sold (Du Chaillu 1861:419–420). In his second voyage, undertaken in the years 1863–1865, 
Du Chaillu (1867:326, 335) again observed cultivation of liamba among the Ashango. 29 At the same 
time as Du Chaillu, Griffon du Bellay (1863:72) reported the name ‘Congo tobacco’ given to hemp in 
the area of the Estuary and the Ogooué River.

Diyamba was smoked during the rites of the therapeutic institution of the Lemba, which was 
widespread in the southern part of the present Congo and which was practiced until the first decades of 
the 20th century (Janzen 1983).

29	  For a description of Du Chaillu’s travels see Samorini 2024a.
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Several groups of Pygmies also use hemp. Paul Schebesta mentioned it in 1933 when dealing with 
the Bambuti of the Congo. More recently, the use of hemp among the Efe, Mbuti and Aka groups of 
the Congo River basin has been studied (Roulette and Hewlett 2018).

The most common name for hemp among the Gabonese ethnic groups is lyamba, while the Fang 
call it yam or yame, the Mitsogho dyamba (Raponda-Walker and Sillans 1961:116).

Although the use of hemp has long been prohibited in Gabon and neighbouring countries, this plant 
is quite frequently used as a secondary intoxicant source in the iboga cults. I have personally observed its 
use, in the form of cigarettes to be smoked, by some Fang Bwitist branches that I will not name out of 
respect for their privacy, as this action is considered illegal at the state level. The use of hemp in the Fang 
Bwiti seems to be the object of an ideological conflict between the ‘puritan’ branches, who categorically 
exclude its use, and those who not only use it but consider it as a fourth sacrament, the other three being 
iboga, alan, and the Catholic host. 30 According to what I have gathered from conversations with several 
Fang Bwitists, only some are habitual smokers of hemp, while the others smoke it exclusively in ritual 
contexts. In 1993, at a community of one of the Fang branches, I collected the following consideration 
from a Bwitist: ‘There are three ebongos [intoxicating sources]: iboga, for the road to death; alcohol for 
the spirits; cannabis to make the mind rise’. During the Bwitist rites, I observed some elderly women 
taking hemp, who preferred to smoke it with small clay pipes, mixing it with tobacco.

Tobacco
Tobacco, particularly the species Nicotiana rustica L., known to be of American origin, was 

introduced into sub-Saharan Africa by the Portuguese in the second half of the 16th century (Comes 
1897). In the 17th century, the Dutchman Olfter Dapper (1686:486) reported the presence of tobacco 
cultivation on the islands of Fernando Poo (now Bioko, Equatorial Guinea) and Principe (now part of 
the island state of São Tomé and Príncipe), both islands located in the Gulf of Guinea.

Tabagism, as we know it among Western populations, is not very widespread among the Fang and 
other Gabonese ethnic groups, at least according to my personal observations in the field.

In a Ndea Kanga community of Bwiti Fang I observed during the ngozé packets of cigarettes presented 
among the offerings together with soft and alcoholic drinks, kola nuts, sweets, etc. During the moments 
of rest of the night rites, cigarettes are distributed among the participants, who accept them voluntarily. 
As in the case of hemp, most Bwiti Fang are non-smokers and smoke cigarettes only in ritual contexts. 
Świderski (1990b:111) reported a sermon of the Ndeya (Ndea) Kanga in which it was stated that ‘God 
took the hair of the genitals of the man and made it tobacco, mekuba, and the hair of the genitals of the 
woman and made the tobacco of the Nkè’. 31 In other communities, tobacco is included in the ngozé with 
greater rituality. Świderski (1978:869) observed gestures of blessing the tobacco where it was shaken on 
the ground and then raised in the air with the hands, still shaking it, while a specific song was intoned. 32

Binet et al. (1972:212) reported a rite held in the ngozé of a community of the Ndea branch of the 
Bwiti Fang, in which a complex ceremonial passing of lit cigarettes from one participant to another is 
practiced, which are then spent without having been smoked. After repeating this operation several 
times, the officiants, the musicians and a representative of the women can finally smoke a cigarette. 
Binet specified that sometimes instead of tobacco, hemp is smoked (ibid.:242).

30	  Most Fang Bwitist branches recognise these three sacraments, which are represented by three circles made of liana 
or metal (ekar) that are suspended from the ceiling of the bandja (temple).

31	  By Nkè it seems that we should mean a geographical area perhaps in Cameroon. In Cameroon there is an initiatory 
society called Nkè.

32	  ‘The smoke hid God, it became the firmament; the smoke hid God, it became the skin [of man]’ (Świderski 
1978:869).



Samorini G. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 21 n. 1 (Summer 2025) 75-101 93

Sata-mwanda
Some species of Mostuea, now belonging to the Gelsemiaceae family and formerly to the Loganiaceae 

family, are used as psychoactive sources with mainly stimulant properties. They are known in Europe by 
the vernacular Nkomi name of sata-mwanda. 33

The main species is Mostuea hirsuta (T.Anderson ex Benth. & Hook.f.) Baill., with synonym M. 
gabonica Baill., a highly branched shrub, half a metre to three metres tall. It is widespread in sub-
Saharan and equatorial Africa. The root is considered a powerful aphrodisiac and stimulant, used by 
the Gabonese to ward off sleep (Raponda-Walker and Sillans 1961:268). The followers of the Bwiti cult 
sometimes chew the roots of this plant together with those of iboga during night dances (Raponda-
Walker and Sillans 1962:209). Another species is M. batesii Baker, previously known under the synonym 
M. stimulans A. Chev. (Paris and Moyse-Mignon 1946). The active ingredients appear to be indole 
alkaloids, including sempervirine, gelsemicine and mostueine (Neuwinger 1996:565–7).

Dikasi and ekasso
In both traditional and syncretic iboga cults, novices are given foods called dikasi and ekasso (or 

their phonetic variants), the possible psychopharmacological implications of which remain enigmatic. 
In other words, it is not clear whether they have psychoactive properties. Dikasi are mostly used in 
traditional cults, while ekasso is used in syncretic Bwiti and Ombwiri, and it is likely that they concern the 
same type of foods, as the phonetic similarity would lead one to suspect, although this is not explicitly 
recognised in the literature. The main problem consists in the multiplicity and contradictory nature 
of the definitions attributed to these foods by different scholars: a contradiction most likely due to the 
diversity of opinions of the informants. Furthermore, the vegetal ingredients that constitute dikasi and 
ekasso, although in most cases identified from a botanical point of view, remain unknown from the 
point of view of their pharmacological properties.

According to Raponda-Walker and Sillans (1962:53–4, 203), dikasi, otherwise known as ekasi or 
lekasi, would be a ritual meal that among the Eshira and other ethnic groups would be given to the 
novices of the Bwitist initiatory rite to eat immediately after having ingested iboga, therefore before the 
onset of its visionary effects (and not immediately after awakening from the visionary state, as pointed 
out by the same authors). It would be made up of some types of vegetables. 34

The Frenchman Bwitist Tatayo reported that, according to the testimonies he collected from the 
Baka Pygmies of Gabon, before taking iboga in quantity and to facilitate its ingestion they take a dikasi, 
made up of a mixture that women prepare based on honey and young iboga shoots (Laval-Jeantet 
2005:85, 118).

In the context of the practices of the Bwete (Bwiti) of the Mitsogho of Gabon, ekasi or dikasi is a 
mixture containing honey, kola nuts and tangimina leaves, 35 which is administered to the young initiates 
before receiving teachings of the complex ritual cycle. Ekasi would have the property of promoting the 
memorisation of what is taught to them (Bonhomme 2006:1945). According to the same Bonhomme 
(2003:269), the important ingredient in dikasi would be tangimina. Gollnhofer and Sillans (1965:148) 
also reported the use of dikasi in the initiatory rites of the Bweté of the Mitsogho.

33	  For the taxonomy of the genus Mostuea see Leeuwenberg 1961.

34	  Among which ondógó (Justicia insularis T. Anderson, Acanthaceae), odyambo (Senecio gabonensis [sic, gabonicus] 
Oliv. & Hiern in Oliv., now synonym of Solanecio angulatus (Vahl) C.Jeffrey, Compositae), eyanagwera (Pentas dewevrei De 
Wild. & T. Durand, now synonym of Otomeria volubilis (K. Schum.) Verdc., Rubiaceae), file (Gynura cernua (L.f.) Benth., 
now synonym of Crassocephalum rubens var. rubens, Asteraceae), Cissus producta Afzel (Vitaceae). This last plant would be 
added for organoleptic reasons.

35	  Unidentified plant of the Commelinaceae family, whose leaf on the lower part resembles a tongue.
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As for ekasso, its first mention dates back to 1946, in a short article on ‘Bueti’ in a magazine of the 
then Spanish Guinea (now Equatorial Guinea). The author reported that there were two classes of Bueti:

‘Those who come from the legend of echogo, that is, from Sumba, and those who take their origin from 
the legend of bañok (Gabonese), who are the nyobe. Those of nyobe must pay with a [human] victim to 
take iboga. Those of Sumba do not, and they mix ekaso, a special herb, with iboga’ (Bedate 1946).

In the term echogo one can recognise the Mitsogho ethnicity, who practice what is considered 
the original form of Bwiti, the Disumba. Ekaso is therefore associated here with the Bwitist Tsogho 
(Mitsogho) rites. 36

More recently Binet et al. (1972:218) reported that among the Fang Bwitists ekasso is given as a 
mixture of iboga and alan. In his study of the syncretic Bwiti of the Fang, Świderski has given different 
definitions of the term ekasso. In describing the initiatory rites of the Bwitist branch of Erendzi-Saint—
which has absorbed many elements of the therapeutic possession rite Ombwiri—he describes ekasso as 
a mixture of some plants, among which iboga is included together with some other plants.  37 He adds 
that ekasso is reduced to powder and that ‘it is forbidden to chew it with the teeth. It must be mixed with 
saliva and swallowed’, associating this behaviour with the Catholic custom imposed on the faithful not 
to chew the host. He adds that ‘nowadays, in the ‘progressive’, syncretic sects, one rather limits oneself 
to iboga alone, as in Bwiti’ (Świderski 1972:167). Elsewhere (Świderski 1977:123) the Polish scholar has 
included ekasso in the list of hallucinogenic plants, together with iboga and melan. In a further writing 
(Świderski 1981:394-–5) he defines ekasso as ‘a mixture of different vegetables which have the purpose 
of sweetening the activity of medicinal plants and especially those of iboga’; in this latter case therefore 
ekasso would be used for organoleptic reasons.

According to Mary, who studied the rites of the Assumgh Ening branch of the Bwiti Fang, ekaso 
‘designates all the drinks, all the foods or all the preparations swallowed by the initiate with the aim of 
facilitating his learning in the ritual. There is the ekaso of the beti, of the kambo, of the yombo and of 
the yembé. 38 Each one involves a composition and ingredients that are specific to each function’ (Mary 
1983:252). This refers to the use of ekasi or dikasi among the Mitsogho in the context of the ritual cycle 
of the Bwete that I reported above and whose function is to facilitate the memorisation of the teachings 
imparted by the officiants. This similarity of mnemonic function strengthens the hypothesis that the 
dikasi/lekasi and the ekasso are equivalent.

Mary also later reported that ‘Ebogha [iboga] can be mixed, according to the habits of each initiation 
master, with all kinds of leaves or herbs whose wise dosage ensures the modulation of the effects of the 
drug (reduction of resistance or control of vomiting), but this type of mixing, called ekasso, is a practice 
widespread especially among the healers of the Ombwiri and despised by the purists of the Bwiti’ 
(Mary 1999:429).

Ekasso is generally associated with the Fang cult of the Ombwiri, the cult of possession with 
therapeutic purposes that uses iboga as the main visionary agent and that has developed in a ‘parallel’ 
manner with the Bwiti. Unfortunately we do not yet have monographic studies on this cult. 39

36	  Alvarez (1951:235) also recognises two Bwitist branches in Equatorial Guinea: Nyobe, widespread in the interior 
and practiced by the Paume, and Disumba, practiced by the coastal populations.

37	  Dèmenze (Pentas dewewrei), obogbenzèn (Desmodium salicifolium (Poir.) DC, now synonymous with Pleurolobus 
salicifolius (Poir.) H. Ohashi & K. Ohashi, Fabaceae) and ôbôghbé (indeterminate). The first two species are used by natives 
as medicinal plants (Świderski 1972:167).

38	  They are the names given to certain individuals who hold specific functions in the hierarchy of the Bwitist 
community.

39	  The only monographic study was done by Świderski and was supposed to be volume 10 of his work La religion 
Bouiti. Unfortunately, the Polish scholar died before completing his edition.



Samorini G. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 21 n. 1 (Summer 2025) 75-101 95

In the description of a Ombwiri initiate named Jean-Paul Obiang Ondo, during his initiation, 
after taking an emetic the day before, he was given ekasso, which was what induced the vision. In his 
commentary Świderski (1981:410–2) indicates iboga as the inducer of that vision, implicitly stating that 
this plant is one of the ingredients of ekasso.

For Mary (1999:415), without however naming ekasso, the herbs that are added to iboga in the cult 
of the Fang Ombwiri ‘aim above all to increase vomiting’; elsewhere the same author, always referring to 
Ombwiri, reported during the initiatory rite the addition to iboga of plants that would have the purpose 
of promoting tremors and jolts of the body during the state of unconsciousness to better represent the 
presence in the body of the possessing spirit (Mary 1983:299).

Ekasso is present in a version of the myth of origin of Ombwiri collected by Świderski in the village 
of Akok (Gabonese region of N’toum). This myth is structurally similar to the ‘story of Bandziouku’ 
that is told by the Fang Bwitists and which deals with the origin of Bwiti (Samorini 2024c), with the 
difference that, while in the Bwitist versions the spirits of the dead tell the woman (Bandziouku) to eat 
iboga, in the Ombwirist version they tell her to eat iboga and ekasso (Świderski 1972:135–9). 40

From my field notes, a noteworthy mention concerns what an Ombwiri initiate told me, namely that 
ekasso ‘goes to the head’ and interacts with iboga making it stronger. Furthermore, the kombo (officiants) 
of the Bwitist Fang Ndea Kanga branch have repeatedly indicated to me a plant as ‘the ekasso of Ombwiri’ 
(fig. 9), considering it a plant qui donne visions (‘that gives visions’). It is Costus lucanusianus J. Braun & 
K.Schum. (Costaceae family).

As can be seen, opinions on what ekasso and dikasi are remain contrasting, especially from the point 
of view of their psychoactive effects, and all that remains is to wait for targeted field studies.

40	  For other references to the alan in Mitsogho and Fang mythologies see Samorini 2024c.
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Images

Fig. 1 – Iboga plant (Tabernanthe iboga).

Fig. 2 – Iboga fruits: elliptical shape (left) and rounded 
shape (right).

Fig. 3 – Iboga roots; on the right, the pulverised root 
bark kept in the sun before being placed in the pyx 
in a community of the Bwitist Fang Ndea Kanga 
branch, Gabon.

Fig. 4 – Alan shrub (Alchornea floribunda); on the right, detail of the leaves.
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Fig. 7 – Red and white Cola ‘nuts’ (seeds).

Fig. 8 – Design of the ritual collection of kola nuts among the 
Pygmies as reported by Le Roy (1897:223).

Fig. 9 – Costus lucanusianus, indicated by my Fang Bwitist 
informants of Gabon as the ekasso of the Ombwiri cult.

Fig. 6 – Owalé bark (Garcinia klaineana), one of the additives 
of palm wine that is intended to strengthen its intoxicant effects.

Fig. 5 – Technique for collecting the sap of a felled palm 
tree for the production of palm wine. Estuary Area, Gabon.


