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Hallucinogenic plants, This section on the cults of the ballucinogenic iboga plant of western equatorial Africa
Tabernanthe iboga, Bwitl, describes the traditional Bwiti religions cult, that is, the one not syncretic with Christianity.
Equatorial Africa, Gabon, The traditional Bwiti is widespread among at least twenty ethnic groups in Gabon, and the
Equatorial Guinea, most studied is the Bwete of the Mitsogho. The little we know about the Bwiti practiced by the

Mitsogho, Apindji, Nkomi Apindji, Eshira, Nkomsi, Masango, and Balumbu is then described. We still know nothing
about the Bwiti of other ethnic groups. The scant information regarding the spread of Bwiti in
Equatorial Guinea is also discussed.

This section on the cults of the visionary iboga plant of western equatorial Africa presents the
religious cult of Bwiti, widespread among numerous ethnic groups in Gabon. I have defined this cult
as “traditional” to distinguish it from the Bwiti of the Fang, which is a syncretic form with Christianity.
As already noted, the traditional Bwiti is also the product of syncretism with previous cults, particularly
ancestor cults. Indeed, it is difficult to consider a cult entirely ex zovo, that is, not the result of syncretism
with rites, cults, and beliefs that preceded it in its development (Samorini 2025b).

The traditional Bwiti is widespread among at least twenty ethnic groups in Gabon, although
the exact number of ethnic groups that have adopted it—those who adopted it and subsequently
abandoned it, and those who still practice it—remains uncertain. For this reason, the following list
of ethnic groups should be considered approximate: Akélé (Bakélé), Apindji (Gapinzi), Baduma,
Balumbu, Banzebi, Bapunu (Punu), Bavili (Vili), Baviya, Bavungu, Bawandji, Eshira (Gisira), Galwa
(Galoa), Masangu, Mitsogho, Mpongwe, Ngubi, Nkomi, Okandé¢, Orungu. The Adyumba (Adjumba)
and Enenga appear to practice Ombwiri,' and there is no information on whether they also practice
Bwiti. Some ethnic groups from the coastal and island areas of Equatorial Guinea should be added,
where information is even more sparse: Kombe, Bujeba, Balenge, Njavi, Bubi, although it is unclear
whether these practice traditional Bwiti or the syncretic Bwiti they may have received from the Fang.

The traditional Bwiti about whom we have the most information is the Bwete of the Mitsogho, the

1 As reported by Binet ez al. 1972.
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people of south-central Gabon who most likely promoted the initial development of this cult (Samorini
2025b). For this reason, a significant portion of this article will be dedicated to the Bwete.

Regarding the Bwiti of other ethnic groups, it is surprising how little or nothing we know about it,
and a careful observation seems to reveal an even more disconcerting reason: many of the ethnic groups
mentioned above lack specific ethnographic studies. In practice, no one has ever conducted extensive
research on these ethnic groups, and no monographic studies appear to exist. Since their social structure,
customs, and religious beliefs have not been studied, it is inevitable that we know nothing about their
Bwiti and any other practices involving iboga. This demonstrates how much ethnographic research
remains to be done in Western Equatorial Africa.

History of the Mitsogho

The Mitsogho are also known as Isogho or Tsogho. Their language is Getsogho (or Tsogho), a
language belonging to the Membe language group. They currently live in a southern-central territory
of Gabon, primarily in the area between the Ngounié¢ and Ikoy rivers. This is a mountainous region
with altitudes between 500 and 800 meters and covered by primary forest 60-70 meters high. The
surrounding ethnic groups are the Bakélé, Apindji, and Masangu.

Tsogho society is made up of exogamous and matrilineal clans. There is no political authority such
as a chief of the entire ethnic group or clan, and the only structured and controlled social unit is the
individual village, which is led by a “judge” (ghevovi). At the level of the individual family unit, the
authority and education of the children rests with the maternal uncle, while the rest of the social control
is entrusted to the numerous male and female initiatory societies.

In ancient times, the Mitsogho inhabited territories different from the current one. Where they came
from remains uncertain. In 1924, Raponda-Walker reported that their ancestors probably lived not far
from the sea, alongside the Mpongwé, therefore in the Gabonese Estuary (Raponda-Walker 1993:38-9).
However, in a later work, he reported that they descended along the Ivindo River, where some villages
still bear their names, and therefore came from the east (Raponda-Walker 1996:176). In any case,
according to their ethnohistory, that is, the history they themselves hand down, the Mitsogho had to
migrate several times due to conflicts with neighbouring peoples, in particular the warlike Bakélé, who
carried out constant raids to capture women and men to sell in the slave trade. But the time came when,
tired of having to flee and migrate ever further south, the Mitsogho decided to face the Bakélé in battle.
It was the warriors of the Kamba clan who faced them near Mount Motendé in a memorable battle, in
which they emerged victorious. From that day on, the Bakélé never dared attack the Mitsogho again.
Before the battle, the Tsogho warriors had engaged in a war dance, the epoboué (Raponda-Walker 1910).

During the colonial period, several Gabonese ethnic groups rebelled against the widespread
occupation of their lands by European concession companies, and for about ten years, from 1903 to
1913, their forests were a difficult battlefield for French military garrisons. Among the most ardent rebels
were Mitsogho and Bapunu groups. Unfortunately, the data on these revolts presented in historical
studies and in military and missionary documents are somewhat contradictory, and the dates often differ.
Among the Mitsogho, the revolt appears to have begun toward the end of 1903, when a leader variously
known as Bombe, Bombi, Mbombé Mondjo, or Mbombi, killed two managers of a small concession
company, the Société (or Compagnie) de la Haute Ngounié, who had behaved cruelly towards the local
population. This act of rebellion was the spark that ignited the revolt throughout the Ngounié Valley,
involving clans of the Apindji and Masango. Later, the Bapunu rebelled in the southern territories. The
French responded to the revolts by building military stations in these territories (Bernault 2019:42).

The most famous French victims of the Tsogho revolt were Sergeant Sampic and a man named
Ourson. The latter was an agent of the Société du Haut-Ogooué concessionaire, disliked by the local
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populations because he often personally executed those who transgressed his rules. In December 1903
or 1904, the Mitsogho attacked the trading company’s outpost located in Kembélé, killing Ourson. In
the years that followed, colonial and missionary accounts of this double murder were enriched with
details that were likely fictional, since no White person witnessed it. Rumours circulated of horrific
torture inflicted on Sampic and Ourson, with only their heads ever being found, while their bodies were
eaten by the rebels.” In reality, their heads were never found, as the Mitsogho jealously preserved their
skulls to use in their magical rites. Catholic missionaries added that Ourson’s skull was used to drink his
blood mixed with palm wine (Editorial Staft 1905); an event of warrior anthropophagy already more
probable, since there are reports that the Mitsogho employed a war fetish called mbounda or bounda,
obtained by boiling women’s menstrual fluid and pieces of European flesh in a pot. The warriors
drank the resulting broth to become invincible (Barberet 1923). It was this same preparation that the
warriors drank during the epoboue war dance before clashing with the Bakélé. During the mbounda war
ceremonies, the skulls of Sampié and Ourson were displayed, kept in the village of Kembélé but passed
around a bit everywhere (7d.).

The most striking war event concerns the rebels’ assault on the military post in Mouila. It appears
that on that occasion Bombe led six hundred warriors. The assault was unsuccessful (Metegue N’Nah
1981:86).

A popular mythology has developed around Bombe, making it difficult to distinguish historical facts
from fictional ones, and some of these rumours involve Bwiti. Various sources report that Bombe was
captured in the summer of 1908 and died a few days later in Mouila prison under circumstances that
were never clarified (Bernault 2019:42). But other sources, perhaps more reliable, report that Bombe
was captured in 1913. A document from the Archives d’ Outre-Mer concerns Bombi’s interrogation on
March 21, 1913, and another document from the same archives concerns Bombi’s capture on March 5,
1913 (Gray 2005:236-7).

A letter from a French military officer dated January 1908 reports that the Mitsogho were tired of
revolting and intended to ask for forgiveness and make peace with the French. In this letter, the officer
reported that the leader of the revolt, Bombi, was a “witch doctor” (fetichenr), and added that he too
“expressed the desire to cease his hostility” (reprinted in Poirier 2000:111); This latter report is unlikely
to be credible as it contradicts the renowned indomitable character of this Tsogho chief. In a recent
field investigation conducted by Florence Bernault, her Tsogho informants told a different version of
Bombe’s end: he was not captured by the French but was betrayed by his Bapunu wife, Simbu, whom
he had married to seal a military alliance with the Bapunu rebel leader, Nyonda Makita, whose daughter
was Simbu. It was Simbu who allegedly handed Bombe over to the French (Bernault 2019:50).

During Bombe’s interrogation after his capture, a witness reported that before engaging the French
in battle, he gave his warriors bounda to drink, which was prepared by a specialist from Lambaréné. The
distribution of bounda served to make the warriors invulnerable to French rifle bullets and also served a
cohesive function in the social context of the rebellion (Gray 2005:237).

The Spiritan Jean-Louis Le Scau offered a unique interpretation of Bombi’s story, adopting a
denigrating and accusatory tone, consistent with his defence of colonial and missionary values. What is
surprising is the involvement of Bwiti. According to the Spiritan, Bombi was the driving force behind
the spread of this cult: “Bombi claimed to be Bwiti’s envoy to free the Blacks from the yoke of the
Whites and assured that anyone initiated into Bwiti would become invulnerable”. Bombi allegedly
forced the Punu chiefs to participate in the revolt under the threat of being “scalped”, and the chief of

2 Bernault 2019:144-5. According to Bernault’s exposition, the two murdered commercial agents of the Société de
la Haute Ngounié appear to be different people from the two Whites, Sampic and Ourson, killed at the outpost of a different
concessionary company, that of the Société du Haut-Ogooué. Gray (2005:236) reports the killing of several employees of the
Compagnie de la Haute Ngounié.
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Mouyombi and Mourindi, refusing to revolt against the French, “saw the skin torn from his head”. In
other villages, Bombi was reportedly welcomed as a liberator, and Le Scau speaks of mass initiations into
Bwiti. Furthermore, during Bwiti rituals, people became violent and ferocious, and “would even kill
their mothers to please their fetish” (Le Scau 1908:334). Le Scau thus promoted the idea of a subversive
role for the Bwiti cult. While acknowledging the possibility that Bwiti played a role in strengthening
ethnic and therefore political identity, Le Scau’s claims appear forced and the product of his imagination.
The threat of “scalping” people is unlikely to be credible, as this practice is unknown among African
ethnic groups, and it is highly likely that the Spiritan drew on the practices of North American natives
to invent this nonsense. It is also unlikely that Bombi forced the Bapunu to participate in the revolt, and
no credible documents have been found regarding the peaceful alliance between Mitsogho and Bapunu
reported by several sources (Metegue N’Nah 1981:105 n. 2).

It’s understandable how the Mitsogho revolt was subsequently mythologized, and it’s surprising
that the Bwiti has been implicated in it even in recent times. Laval-Jeantet collected the words of a
Tsogho informant, who describes the Ndea a-Kange, considered the “Bwiti of lamentations”, as a third
type of Bwiti, alongside the disumba and the misoko®: it was a warrior Bwiti, reserved for the Kange, the
“endurants”, the Mitsogho who revolted in 1904 with their leader Bombé. Among this type of Bwiti,
one learned inviolability to (rifle) bullets, the art of dislocation, invisibility, etc. (Laval-Jeantet 2006:15).
There may be some truth to this. One must also take into account the missionaries’ interests in involving
the Bwiti in anti-colonial revolts, so as to have them persecuted in violent military reprisals.

Cosmography of the Mitsogho

The Mitsogho pass down a cosmogonic and anthropogonic myth called Bokudu, which is transmitted
only by specific individuals in the society who hold the traditions, the evov7 (“judges”). Shortly before
dying, the evovz pass the Bokudu on to future evovr. Significant differences, even strongly contradictory,
exist among the versions collected from various informants.

Tsogho cosmography sees a superior being called Muanga, for whom other titles are reported,
such as Koko-Akanza (“Grandfather of the Universe”), Ghevangadanga (“He who organises without
stopping”), and Nzambe Apongo (“Nzambe the Wind”)* (Gollnhofer and Sillans 1997:81). It is
appropriate to maintain a doubt as to whether Muanga should be considered a Supreme Being, and
whether the other names reported here should be considered merely his appellations. This is due to the
general tendency of missionaries to see monotheisms where they originally did not exist; a distortion
that gradually influenced the beliefs of the same populations, until they adopted these Western-style
monotheistic ideas (Samorini 2024b).

Through “his breath on Mother Night”, Muanga generated three celestial beings, understood as
cosmic ancestors: Dinzona,® Kombe (the Sun), and Ngonde (the Moon). Kombe and Ngonde generated
the Minanga, the stars. The stars are seen as the eyes of the spirits of the deceased. Ngadi, the lightning,
also belongs to the group of cosmic ancestors (Gollnhofer and Sillans 1997:81). All these celestial beings
live in the “village of Kombe”, which is also the village of the dead, that is, the place where the ethereal
part of humanity goes after death.

At the origin of the world, there was a primordial state of the universe, called Momumbate, created
by Muanga, where heaven and earth were joined together. In the small crack that separated heaven and
earth, all animals and humans were created. Muanga created man by first carving out his shape from

3 For the misoko and its “Bwitization” see Samorini 2025c.
4 For this term see Samorini 2025d.

5 The figure of Dinzona was presented in the section dedicated to the mythology of the iboga cults (Samorini
2024c).
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earth, and then blowing wind (gpunga) into it.

Ngadi, the lightning, struck the Momumbeate, thus separating the sky from the earth. In a different
version, the separation of the sky from the earth created a liquid, a kind of “blood-water”, from which
Muanga created humans, both Black and White. The humans found themselves in the “upper part”, that
is, in the sky, in the village of Kombe. Their eyes were still closed, and at a certain point they awoke. But
living conditions in the sky were difficult for humans, as it was “too hot, too cold, too wet”. The humans
turned to Muanga, and he made a hole in the sky, lowered a chain from which the first man, a pygmy
named Motsoi, descended, so that he could visit the earth and return to report to the other humans.
Muanga forbade the pygmy to descend back to earth without his consent. But while Muanga slept,
Motsoi descended to earth using the chain, followed by the other humans. Muanga became enraged by
this disobedience, and as a result, the humans were forced to return to the village of Kombe, meaning
they must die (Gollnhofer and Sillans 1997:128-9). It is unclear whether the death was caused by the
act of disobedience, and therefore desired by Muanga as punishment for the humans, or whether it was
caused by their premature descent to earth. In this case, it would be understood that Muanga’s order to
await his consent to descend to earth was a functional wait, to maintain the humans’ state of immortality.

In other versions of the Bokudu, the humans descended from the sky in a canoe to the sea. The canoe
is an important symbol in the Bwiti cults, and not only in the Tsogho one. It is a symbol of the female
sex and is widely depicted in the sculptures and paintings that adorn temples, which in Tsogho are called
ébanza (plural mabanza). In the versions that depict the descent of men by canoe, it is reported that
when they reached the sea they did not yet know death and were asexual. It was by leaving the sea and
touching land and perceiving the light of the sun that men became mortal and sexed.® In this version,
therefore, the origin of death is not caused by an act of disobedience or punishment but is considered an
intrinsic consequence of the arrival of men on earth.

The Mitsogho distinguish three human races: Pygmies, Blacks, and Whites. They believe that both
Whites and Blacks possess “secrets”, understood as knowledge. The secrets of the Whites reside in
“paper”, that is, in books, while those of the Blacks reside in iboga (¢bid.:148).

The primordial ancestors of the Mitsogho are Nzambe Kana (or Nzambe Kane, male) and Disumba
or Dissumba (female). The position of Nzambe Kana, also simply called Nzambe, has been considered
ambiguous: “Often equated with Muanga, the Supreme Being, Nzambe does not appear to be part
of the initial Mitsogho religious structure. He would constitute the imprint of another culture”
(¢bid.:81). Indeed, the human figure of Nzambe, more generally known as Nzame, has been profoundly
distorted by Western interpretation, to the point of becoming a monotheistic God. This name was
spread by Protestant missionaries among numerous ethnic groups, not only in Gabon but throughout
the western coast of Africa. Originally, Nzambe, far from being a divine entity, occupied the role of a
human civilising hero.”

The Mitsogho believe that a human person consists of a silhouette or shadow (ghedinadina), alife force
(endjanga) residing in the heart, and a spirit (ghedidz). When a man dies, his silhouette disappears, the life
force exits through the nose, and the ghedidi spirit emerges from the fontanel (Gollnhofer and Sillans
1973:548). Leaving their bodies, the ghedids spirits travel to the village of the dead, where they take the
name mighonzi. In the memory of living men, these mighonzi become the ancestors, who take the name
mombe at the level of family worship and bwit7 at the level of tribal worship. “After death one becomes a
Bwiti”, the Mitsogho say, and from this it follows that the Bwiti are considered tribalised ancestors.

The Mitsogho believe in the reincarnation of the ghedidz, who, however, do not always reincarnate

6 For these data, which represent a partial summary of the Bokudu, see Gollnhoger and Sillans 1997:107-130.
7 Gollnhofer and Sillans 1997:130; see also Samorini 2024b.
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as new men. If the deceased man was not an initiate into the Bwete or other initiatory societies during
his lifetime, his ghedid spirit does not travel to the village of the dead and join the mighonzi community,
but transmigrates through the water and joins the community of genies called mighesi. The mighonz:
reincarnate as new men only if the deceased men did not engage in bad behaviour during their lifetime,
in which case they reincarnate as an animal, or temporarily transmigrate into a tree, or, if the misconduct
was particularly severe, permanently transmigrate into a stone (Gollnhofer and Sillans 1997:82). These
post-mortem events highlight beliefs of an eschatological nature, where being initiated or not into the
Bwete or other initiatory societies effectively dictates the destiny of the spiritual part of men, and above
all the possibility or otherwise of reincarnating as other men.

In addition to the Bokudu, the Mitsogho also pass down another tale called Motombi, which is closely
associated with the Bwitist initiatory rite. It is recited by an officiant to the neophyte while he is in a
profound visionary state induced by iboga, and during rites performed on the banks of a river. Dinzona,
the third divine figure created by Muanga alongside the sun and the moon (Kombe and Ngonde), plays
a primary role in this tale. For reasons I have explained elsewhere (Samorini 2024c), Dinzona descends
to earth and transmigrates into the motombi tree, one of the most striking and tallest trees in the primary
equatorial forest.® The tale continues with the description of the journey the neophyte must make once
he has eaten iboga: he must travel up a river, the Moboghwe, which represents the body of a woman,
until he encounters the motombi tree. You have to climb it until you reach the top, recognise the signs of
Dinzona’s presence on the various branches, and finally you have to descend back to the foot of the tree.

Tsogho initiatory societies

Among the Mitsogho, there are various initiatory societies and corporations. Every adult is a member
of one or more of these societies. The most important male societies are the Bwete, the Ya Mwei, the
Nganga societies, and the Evovi order. The female societies are the Nyembe and the Ombudi. It is
interesting to note that these initiatory societies are collectively called maghanga, meaning “medicines”,
a euphemism for initiatory secrets.”

The Ya Mwei society is responsible for ensuring public order, enforcing social rules and issuing
punishments for violations. Ya Mwei, which literally means “Mother Mwei”, is a water genie. In myth,
he was discovered by women in the river, and many of them were swallowed by the genie. But when
the dry season arrived, Ya Mwei died. A man learned to imitate his voice, and it is always a man who
imitates the genie in ritual contexts. During the initiation rite, the neophyte must undergo painful
physical tests. He is led blindfolded to a stream home to very aggressive crabs. Hidden among the foliage
is a man impersonating Ya Mwei who speaks with a characteristic hoarse voice. He inflicts wounds on
the neophyte’s wrist and elbow, which will become the scars that mark his membership in the initiatory
society (Gollnhofer and Sillans 1997:88-90). Interestingly, Sallée reports that the man impersonating Ya
Mwei is able to produce a hoarse voice, which almost sounds like a hiss, through momentary irritation of
the throat obtained by ingesting a decoction of the leaves of the plant Ancistrocarpus densispinosus Oliv.,
of the Malvaceae family. Ya Mwei’s voice is interpreted by a specialist, the mudunga, who questions the
spirit and transmits its answers (Sallée 1985:176-182). The social control role of Ya Mwei society is
also based on psychological control of individuals. Indicative in this regard is the rite of tsdmbo, where
members of the Ya Mwei absolve and bless people who have revealed and publicly acknowledged their
errors (Gollnhofer and Sillans 1973:561).

An initiatory order that can be considered a corollary of the Ya Mwei is the Kono, whose members
must first be initiated into the Ya Mwei and who are, in effect, the material executors of the Ya Mwei’s

8 Copaifera religiosa J. Léonard, fam. Fabaceae.

9 Gollnhofer and Sillans 1997:153. Maghanga-medicines are not to be confused with common medicines, the latter
called mbogha.
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orders. Members of the Kono were once those who carried out death sentences and ritual autopsies of
corpses (Gollnhofer and Sillans 1997:90-2).

The nganga complex is divided into nganga, nganga-a-myobe, and nganga-a-misoko. The simple
nganga are healers who treat purely medical problems. The other two types of nganga intervene in
cases of witchcraft or in any case where occult forces of a magical nature are suspected of inducing the
individual’s state of illness. They operate through ritual systems of a magical-divinatory nature, as well
as preventive nature. The nganga-a-myobe operate within the temple (¢banza), while the nganga-a-
misoko operate in their patients’ homes. With the exception of the simple #ganga, the other two types
use iboga both in the initiatory context and during their healing sessions, and it is thanks to its visionary
effect that they can see the causes of their patients’ afflictions (#67d.:93-5). In recent decades, these types
of nganga have extended their functions to other initiatory societies. In particular, the nganga-a-misoko
seem to have undergone a “Bwitization” of their divinatory rites (Samorini 2025c).

The Mitsogho practiced ancestor worship (momba) based on the production of statues called
gheonga, beneath which the skulls of the ancestors who founded the villages were preserved. The gheonga
influenced the villagers’ dreams by transmitting omens, which were interpreted by specialists called koke.
In more recent times, family worship has been reduced to a few brief ceremonies, while at the tribal level
it has been adopted by the Bwete, who have given rise to a ritual cycle called Bwete-a-mombe (“Buiti of the
ancestors”). It is practiced in certain circumstances, such as the beginning of agricultural work (767d.:99).

The order of the evov? is an initiatory corporation of judges who exercise their authority at the village
level. The right to become evovr is generally inherited. Symbolically, they represent the first judge in
the Tsogho cosmography, Kombe, the sun. Each time they must speak in public, they ritually prepare
themselves by eating honey, salt, and kola nut," substances that confer the ability of eloquence. They are
the custodians of certain traditional knowledge, such as the cosmogonic cycle of Bokudu.

Among female initiatory societies, Nyembe, in addition to being practiced among the Mitsogho, is
widespread among numerous ethnic groups in Gabon under the names Njembe, Nyemba, and Nzembe.
Almost all women are initiated into Nyembe, and from a social perspective this association plays a role
of control similar to that of the Ya Mwei. Nyembe ritual practices are partly secret and partly public.
Little is known about the secret ones; they are mainly held in remote forest areas, and we have only brief
accounts from men who, more or less accidentally, stumbled upon one of these female gatherings. Scenes
of complete nudity among the participants have been described, but the reported orgiastic function of
this nudity may be the result of distorted interpretations dictated by male imagination and moralism.
More interesting are some other elements observed by unwary travellers in the forest, such as the presence
of a branch of mbundu (Strychnos icaja, the main source of ordeal poison) in the centre of the ritual
clearing, and the perhaps sacrificial use of a particular fish from stagnant freshwater that produces strong
electric shocks (Malopterurus electricus) (Raponda-Walker and Sillans 1962:246-250). Nyembe adepts
also practice divinatory rites, generally inside a house where men are not allowed to enter: they dance and
sing all night to the sound of drums, while the divination specialist ingests intoxicating leaves of unknown
nature, the effects of which facilitate her faculty of clairvoyance (Gollnhofer and Sillans 1973:553).

The Bwete of the Mitsogho

As explained in the Bwiti’s historical analysis (Samorini 2025b), most ethnic groups who practice it
attribute the creation of this cult to the Mitsogho, which they call it Bwete.

Over the course of a century, several scholars have studied the Bwete Tsogho. In the early decades of
the 20th century, Raponda-Walker was the first to address it,'" leaving behind documentation that was

10  For the use of kola nuts, which have stimulant properties, see Samorini 2025b.

11 Raponda-Walker 1910; Walker Raponda 1924; Walker 1927.
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quite detailed for the time, despite the limitations of his Catholic vision.

In the 1970s and 1980s it was the turn of Gollnhofer and Sillans, who deserve special mention.
Otto Gollnhofer (1934-1994), of Hungarian origins, trained as an ethnographer first in Vienna and
later in Paris, where he studied under Germaine Dieterlen and where in 1965 he became a researcher
at the CNRS.?? From the late 1960s onwards, he carried out numerous research missions in Gabon,
particularly among the Mitsogho, where he was able to collect the mythological cycle of the Bokudu
from various sources. His discovery and written account of the Bokudu—which became the subject
of his master’s thesis at the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes in Paris (Gollnhofer 1971)—is probably
Gollnhofer’s most important achievement. Roger Sillans (1921-?) is a French botanist, but due to the
extensive ethnographic work he developed first with Raponda-Walker and later with Gollnhofer, it
would be more appropriate to consider him primarily as an ethnobotanist. Of notable importance was
the discovery and transcription of the Motombi Tsogho mythological cycle, which became the subject
of his university thesis (Sillans 1967). With Raponda-Walker he co-authored two books of primary
importance in the study of the Gabonese populations, Les plantes utiles du Gabon (1961) and Rites et
croyances des peuples du Gabon (1962). From the mid-1960s onwards, he co-authored a long series of
writings with Gollnhofer, almost all dedicated to the study of the Mitsogho.

While the merits of Gollnhofer and Sillans are undoubted, one cannot help but highlight a weakness in
their research on the Mitsogho, which consists in having excessively employed sociological, psychological,
psychiatric, and esoteric evaluative criteria in the interpretation of ethnographic data. Specifically, these
two authors did not bother to make the necessary distinction between the ethnographic material and
their Western-based interpretations, to the point of confusing them and passing oft mere interpretative
extrapolations as ethnographic material. Bonhomme (2003:14) also lamented this, stating that “one can
only regret the strangeness of the vocabulary and style of anthropological analysis of these authors; in
particular, the metaphysical, almost Plotinian, vocabulary of Sillans in his thesis is very confusing”. Indicative
is the esoteric interpretation that Gollnhofer and Sillans indulged in their 1965 article on Tsogho Bwitist
mysticism, where they even included the thought of Edouard Schuré in his book The Great Initiates, of a
well-known esoteric nature, among other things erroneously considering the Bwitist visionary experience
obtained through iboga as a form of “hypnosis”. Also perplexing is the assessment of the intake of iboga
as “an inferior form of mysticism” and “a lower degree of gnosis” (Gollnhofer and Sillans, 1965:161-2)."

Because of these constant strains of interpretation, only a portion of the material produced by these
two French researchers can be used as pure ethnographic documentation regarding the Mitsogho
population.

An important contribution to the study of Tsogho rites and mythology was made by the French
ethnomusicologist and ethnographer Pierre Sallée (1933-1987). Focused on the study of traditional
Gabonese music and instruments, his stay among the Mitsogho also allowed him to report significant
ethnographic and mythological data, including those on the Bwete (Sallée 1985).

We then come to the more modern studies of Julien Bonhomme, who can be considered the most
important scholar still active in the traditional cults of the Bwiti, particularly those of the Mitsogho. He
was the first scholar to carry out in-depth field research on misoko rites, filling an important ethnographic
gap with respect to this divinatory practice (Bonhomme 2003; described in Samorini 2025¢).

Without giving credence to some authors’ claims of a Pygmy origin for the Bwiti (as discussed in
Samorini 2025b), as mentioned, the Mitsogho are generally considered to have established the first form
of Bwiti worship, which later spread to other ethnic groups.

12 Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique; cfr. Sillans 1995.

13 For further critical aspects of Sillans’ esotericism see Samorini 2024b.
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The Bwete Tsogho appears to have originated from a syncretic elaboration of the ancient ancestor
cult, the Mombe, the acquisition of knowledge of iboga, and possible cultural influences from other
populationsacquired during the troubled migrations of the Mitsogho (Bineter /. 1972:203). Bonhomme
believes that the Bwete was formed “through a progressive phenomenon of ritual proliferation around
ancestor worship” (Bonhomme 2003:340).

The hypotheses advanced by some authors regarding an ancient Western influence in the formation
of Tsogho Bwete appear somewhat fanciful. Gollnhofer and Sillans (1965:167) have hypothesised the
inclusion of “extra-African” elements in its esoteric contents. Sallée (1985:10, 23) hypothesised that
Tsogho Buiti was “the fruit of a meeting of African and European civilisations, more precisely Latin”,
due to the “strangely Iberian” character of the music of the harp, a basic instrument of Bwitist cults; an
influence that could have taken place through the mediation of coastal ethnic groups before the colonial
era; in practice with the first contacts with the Whites, specifically with the Portuguese, which occurred
during the 15th century. He also went so far as to hypothesise a migration of the Mitsogho from the
ancient kingdom of Congo, at that time already influenced by contact with the Portuguese; however,
their migration from the south is not recognised, but from the north-east or north-west.

In the Bwete of the Mitsogho, different branches known as mandemba (sing. endemba) can be
distinguished. The earliest, chronologically speaking, is the Disumba, “the mother of all mandemba”.
The term disumba or dissumba is frequently cited in the Bwitist cults of all Gabonese ethnic groups.
Among the Fang, there is a current called Disumba, the first to have formed within the Fang Bwiti, and
the phrase “disumba c’est l'origine” (“disumba is the origin”) is common. In the 1970s, Gollnhofer and
Sillans observed that among the Mitsogho, several mandemba had disappeared, leaving only three or
four, the most important of which was the Ndea, which had practically replaced the Disumba. For this
reason, according to them, it is no longer possible to study the original form of the Tsogho Bwiti.* This
contradicts what was recently reported by Laval-Jeantet (2005:59-60), according to whom the Disumba
“is still the most widespread among the Apindji and the Mitsogho”. Bonhomme (2003:16) observed
during his research in the years 2000-2002 that the disumba is “in a state of stability or regression, while
the misoko is more active with constant innovations”, and that “contrary to the disumba, initiation into
the misoko is not obligatory, but optional and circumstantial” (Bonhomme 2008). The same author
reiterated the obligatory nature of the disumba even more recently (Bonhomme et al. 2012:396).
Anyone who belongs to one of the mandemba can participate in the rites of the other mandemba.

In the Tsogho Bwete, three initiatory ranks are distinguished: the banz7, who are the simple initiates;
the nima or 7iima, the officiants; and the nima na kombo (or 7iima-na-kombwe), the highest leaders of
the hierarchical system. Another figure is the povz, the temple master, holder of knowledge, a position
held by one of the officiants of any rank.

Bwitist rites are divided into two main phases: the initiation rite, which is usually performed only
once in a lifetime by individuals wishing to join the community, and collective ceremonies, which are
performed periodically by the Bwitist community. In addition to ordinary ceremonies, which take
place almost all year round, ceremonies are held during times of mourning, at the beginning of the dry
season, when a new temple is inaugurated, and for the consecration of a new bell. During collective
ceremonies, mostly held at night and in public, participants take iboga in moderate doses, achieving a
primarily stimulating and only partially visionary eftect, allowing them to vigorously engage in the long,
wild dances and play musical instruments. During the initiation rite, the neophyte is administered a
much larger amount of iboga, inducing a profound and prolonged visionary state. Another important
moment is the “exit of the banzi”, a rite concluding the initiatory cycle that occurs a few months after
the initiation at the foot of a motombi tree.

14  Sillans 1967: 30; Gollnhofer and Sillans 1997:86-7.
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There are two spaces dedicated to rites: the temple, ebanza, which is usually located on one of the
rear sides of the Tsogho village, which generally consists of two parallel rows of huts; and the nzimbe or
nzimbe, a small fenced clearing located outside the village and strictly reserved for initiates only. Some
informants have reported the existence of two nzimbes: that of the banzi, located far from the cemetery,
and the nzimbe of the dead, which is near the cemetery (Sillans 1967:46).

Musical instruments play a significant role in Bwiti rituals, and not only the Tsogho ones. The two
main ones are the ngombi, an eight-stringed harp, and the mangongo or mongongo, the sound bow, which
is played by vibrating a string stretched by a wooden bow with a stick, adjusting the pitch of the vibration
using the oral cavity as a sound box. A particular percussion instrument is the baka or obaka, consisting
of a wooden pole suspended from the ground by two supports and struck with sticks. Other instruments
include drums, a rattle called soke, bells, and the antelope horn. The latter, called ghembomba, is played
primarily to summon the mighonzi spirits at the beginning of the night vigils. The harp represents a
woman’s body, the sound bow represents the connection between the land and the “village of Kombe”,
and the rattle symbolises the foetal state. The baka represents Nzambe’s spine, the two supports his
kneecaps and the percussion sticks correspond to the bones of his arms (Sillans 1967:2, 49).

The first description of the Bwete cult of the Mitsogho was given by the Catholic priest Raponda-
Walker in 1910. Speaking about the temples, he noted the presence of a niche in the back wall containing
“one, two, three, or four wooden figurines painted in red and black, sometimes representing men but
more often women. These are the famous Bwiti, ancestors of humanity, protectors of the villages. These
statues rest on the skulls of their ancestors” (Raponda-Walker 1910). He also reported that these statues,
like the temples, each had its own name, and that in some cases the idol was carved into the lower part of
the main column supporting the temple. He continued with a description of the initiation rite. Young
men were generally initiated at the age of 10 - 12, and almost all the men in the village were initiated
because they wanted to know “how things in the world work”." The quantity of scraped iboga root
that the neophyte had to ingest was very large, “a whole basket of iboga, equivalent to five plates. Eating
iboga is synonymous with being initiated into the Bwiti”. Raponda-Walker reported the content of a
vision experienced by the neophyte as it was told to him by some initiates (reported in Samorini 2024a).
Upon awakening, the elders accompany the neophyte into the ndjimba (nzimbe) and ask him what
he saw during the vision. If they consider what he saw satisfactory, they applaud in unison and the
neophyte is admitted into the congregation; otherwise, he must repeat the initiation. The questioning
of the neophyte and the verification of the “goodness” of his vision are based on the belief of a certain
degree of stereotypy, that is, that everyone must experience the same vision.

Raponda-Walker appears to be the first Western author to have reported the initiatory practice of

applying the zbama eye drops, “which burn like pepper and are forced to look the sun in the face”.'¢

In the early 1920s, another description of the Bwete appeared, the first reported by an ethnographer
and nota cleric: Pierre Daney, a member of the International Institute of Anthropology and government
chief of the Sindara subdivision of Gabon. He attended several public Bwiti dances accompanied by
another government official, M. Leroux (Daney 1924; Leroux 1925), without specifying which Bwiti
branch they belonged to—dzsumba, ndea, or some other type.

Describing the structure of the mbandja, Daney reported that it was supported by three poles, the
central one with a hole. He noted three openings at the back of the temple; the central one was occupied
by the “tabernacle” in which the statue of the Bwiti was placed. Another opening led to the place where
the dead were exposed, arranged in a seated position. The exposition lasted a couple of days, after which

15 An expression frequently used among the various Bwitist groups, and not only among the Mitsogho; I have
personally heard it frequently among the Bwitists Fang as well.

16 For the description of the 7bama eye drops see Samorini 2024c.
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the deceased was passed into the temple through the opening and was then buried.

Describing the initiatory rite, Daney reported that the neophyte, whose body was painted half red
and half white and who had eaten iboga, would be greeted by the Bwiti in the form of a small, fire-
coloured human form that danced and made grimaces. The neophyte was then brought before the
temple’s central pole and, looking through the hole in the pole, had to guess what had been hidden at
the back of the temple—usually some Bwiti paraphernalia, such as an antelope horn, bells, a genet skin,
etc. If he guessed correctly, he was admitted into the initiatory society. He was then taught the secret
language used in the cult.”

Daney then presented a description of the public Bwiti rituals, which he and Leroux had observed
with their own eyes. The description is quite detailed, the first of its kind, including careful observation
of the participants’ clothing, steps, and dancing styles. These rites began late at night, sometimes at
midnight. Some men emerged from the forest singing, and others emerged from their homes to join
them, and torches were lit everywhere. After circling the village, the group entered the temple following
a precise marching step. Two fires were lit inside the temple, and a third in front of it. The dancing
continued throughout the night, punctuated by the sound of drums and harps. The dancers were
dressed with strips of palm leaves tied around their legs, arms, and foreheads. All participants had taken
a dose of iboga and drank copious quantities of palm wine. At a certain point, a man entered the scene,
holding a long, lit torch in each hand, leaping and ricocheting as the sparks from the torches flew in all
directions. He then disappeared into the forest, leaving a luminous trail behind him. In a further phase
of the ritual, the scene became quieter, and the sound of the harp alone, accompanied by the harpist’s
singing, took over. Further dancing followed until daylight (Daney 1924:278-282).

Leroux added a significant detail: towards the end of the night ceremony, the tabernacle at the back of
the temple became the scene of the Bwiti’s apparitions. From the opening and amidst the smoke (probably
from the okoume resin), the wooden statuette emerged, and one of the officiants, “possessed by the spirit”,
prophesied in a hoarse voice the oracles of the god (in reality Bwiti) (Leroux 1925:320). This would
therefore suggest the existence of an oracular practice within the Bwiti cult, which would presuppose a
state of possession even more than a visionary state. In the same years, a reference to this practice, again
among the Mitsogho, had been described by another Western observer, J. Barberet: a man hid behind the
temple and “the Mbouiti spoke through his mouth”. This man appears to have held a specific role within
the Bwitist community, since upon his death his skull was added to the relics of his predecessors.'®

An interesting element in Daney’s observations concerns the totemic role of the parrot among
the Mitsogho and its symbolic value in Bwete rites. In a mythological tale, a Tsogho woman one day
encountered a man-tiger in the middle of the forest, who was cannibalistic and intended to devour her.
The man-tiger asked her if she was alone, and she let out a cry for help. All the parrots in a nearby tree
responded by imitating the cry in unison, so much so that they frightened the man, who fled. From
that day on, an alliance was sealed between the parrot and the Mitsogho, who hold this bird in great
veneration. During the Bwete initiation rite, the neophyte wears parrot feathers in his hair. One of the
songs sung during Bwitist dances begins with the following text: “One day all the parrots were gathered
on the plain, and the stilt walker, having climbed the Bwiti tree (iboga), told the story of the tribe”
(Daney 1924:280). It is interesting to note how in the Fang Bwiti mythology, the parrot plays the role of
the spreader of iboga, scattering its seeds throughout the forest (Samorini 2024c). Even among the Fang
Bwitists themselves, a parrot feather is placed on the forehead of the neophyte during the initiation rite
and is considered a symbol of speech. One of the taboos that the new Bwiti initiate must respect—at

17 For the Bwiti secret languages, see Samorini 2025b.

18  Barberet 1923: 274. It is worth noting that Barberet makes no mention of iboga and only reports that “in the large
Mbuiti a lot of palm wine is drunk”.
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least among the Ndea Kanga branch—is not to eat parrot meat for the rest of his life."”

These first ethnographic descriptions of the Mitsogho Bwete—those of Raponda-Walker, Daney,
and Leroux—confirm what Du Chaillu reported way back in 1865, namely, the existence, in addition
to specific houses dedicated to the cult, of Bwiti statues named by the explorer mbuiti (Samorini 2024a).

Subsequent ethnographic observations have shed further light on the Tsogho Bwete. Regarding the
temple (ebanza), it is understood as the representation of a man, whose parts—arms, legs, head, heart,
etc.—arerepresented by thevariousspacesand elements thatconstitute the ebanza. Thisanthropomorphic
conception of the temple is reflected in all other ethnic groups who have adopted the cults of the Bwiti.
The two columns supporting the base of the front roof, shorter than the central pole, are generally carved
with representations of the two ancestral ancestors, Nzambe Kane and Disumba. However, other motifs
such as dugout canoes, snakes, knots, braided ropes, etc. may also be carved (Sillans 1967:44) In more
recent times, there has been a growing tendency to omit carving the central pole, simply placing a crudely
carved or European-imported statuette at its base (Gollnhofer and Sillans 1997:76).

The individuals who appear during the nighttime ceremonies in the midst of the dances and then
disappear into the forest represent the mighonzz, the spirits of the deceased. They wear white masks and
perform wild dances by torchlight.

A common feature of the Bwiti cults of all ethnic groups, including the therapeutic possession cults
of Ombudi and Ombwiri, is the use of two colours: white, obtained from kaolin, and red, obtained
from padouk wood. Initiates paint their faces with white kaolin, called pomba among the Mitsogho,
creating a striking aesthetic contrast with their black skin. Red (zsizg0 among the Mitsogho) is used to
paint parts of their faces.

Until at least the 1990s, almost all Tsogho men were initiated into Bwete, preferably at 9-12 years of
age. Contrary to what Bonhomme (2008) reports, according to Gollnhofer and Sillans (1997:84), initiation
into Bwete has never been mandatory, but is sought after as a means of social acceptance and integration.

The amount of iboga consumed during the initiation is enormous when compared to the amount
consumed during the nightly ceremonies, and also compared to the average “psychedelic” dosage in
Western use. Sillans speaks of several dishes of root bark (Sillans 1967:57). Raponda-Walker observed
the use of two or three specially joined baskets (Raponda-Walker and Sillans 1962:202-3). It takes the
neophyte several hours to consume this amount of iboga (Samorini 2025a).

The neophyte’s body gradually becomes anaesthetised and cold, and his pulse slows noticeably. He
vomits repeatedly during the iboga ingestion phase: vomiting is considered necessary and, if it were not
to occur, could seriously endanger the neophyte’s life. In Bwete Disumba, the neophyte must vomit
until he expels a whitish substance believed to be a drop of breast milk he sucked while breastfeeding
as a newborn: “he is then no longer the child of his biological mother and can be reborn as the son of
the mythical woman Disumba” (Bonhomme 2003:64). He tends to curl up, and this is the moment
when the povs approaches the neophyte and, shaking the soke, recites the Morombi. During the initiatory
vision, the neophyte contacts the beings present in the village of Kombe—Kombe, Ngonde, Dinzona,
or even Muanga, or the primordial Tsogho ancestors Nzambe and Disumba. All these astral entities
form what initiates call the “roots of the Bwete” (Gollnhofer and Sillans 1976:59).

The neophyte receives a new name, called kombo, directly from the divine entities he has contacted,
which will become his initiation name. During the interrogation held after awakening, one of the
questions asked of the neophyte is what name he was called during his astral journey. Bonhomme
reported that in reality, every initiate carries at least two kombos, a public one that can also be known to

19  From my field notes.
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the layman, and a secret one known only to the Bwete community officiants (Bonhomme 2006:1947).

In a ritual performed immediately after awakening from astral travel, the neophyte must immerse
himself in a river and pass through an oval wooden archway, facing the current. This ritual, which has
sexual overtones as the oval arch symbolises a vagina, represents the rebirth of the “newborn” and is
present in the Bwitist initiatory rites of other ethnic groups, including the Fang, who call this ritual
“baptism” and for whom the oval arch symbolises the vagina of the ancestor of the Black race.”

The formation of the different branches (mandemba) of the Bwete is driven by the disparity in the
content of the visions experienced during the initiatory astral journey and the different interpretations
at that time. “Not everyone has the same dream”, say the Bwitist, explaining the existence of different
mandemba (Sillans 1967:32). While it is believed that all novices must experience the same vision, it
happens that different visions arise and/or are given different interpretations, and this causes the cult to
branch out into different branches.

The rite of the “exit of the banz:”, which follows a few months after the initiation rite and effectively
concludes the entire initiatory cycle, is performed in the forest around a motombi tree. At its foot, a
narrow tunnel is dug through which the banzi must pass to mime the act of descending from the tree,
which symbolically represents the exit from Dinzona’s vagina, as reported in the Motombi mythological
cycle (Samorini 2024c). Among the various ritual acts performed around the motombi is that of dragging
a prophylactic object called #gonga around the tree. It consists of a small bell fixed to the tip of an antelope
horn, and the horn is filled with a large mixture of magical substances, including a piece of the skull of
a clan ancestor and a piece of the white mycelium of the k#na mushroom, which is intended to prevent
the novice’s premature death, as this mushroom is a symbol of longevity because it lives a long time.*

The knowledge of the Bwiti cult, which includes the meanings of the secret language, the countless
ritual objects and practices, symbolism, theology, and philosophical principles, is not acquired at the
moment of initiation. This represents only the beginning of a long journey of teachings during which
the officiants gradually transmit their knowledge to the banzi. Learning Bwete is considered a long-term
cognitive process, and a frequently uttered saying among Bwitist is that “Bwete never ends, except on
the day of death”. Teachings take place in the zzzmbe, the area reserved for initiates located just outside
the village. At each session, the banzi are first given ekasi (or dikasi), a mixture of honey, kola nut, and
the leaves of a plant whose botanical origin has not yet been determined. This plant, called tangimina,
which in Tsogho means “to remember”, has the undersides of its leaves that resemble a human tongue.
All these ingredients are believed to facilitate memory.*

Another interesting saying from the Tsogho Bwete Disumba communities goes: “The basket (heart)
of the new initiate is full of iboga; that of the elder is full of mo-gondzi (initiatory vision)” (Sallée
1985:234); also said in the form “The banz:’s bag cannot lack iboga; that of the nima-na-kombwe
cannot lack moghonz:” (Sillans 1967:25). This saying suggests the Bwete belief in an evolution of the
visionary effect of iboga and its interpretations.

Finally, one must not forget the use of the other “initiatory drug”, as reported by Sallée (1985:314),
namely eando (Alchornea floribunda), the second most important visionary source of western equatorial
Africa (extensively described in Samorini 2025a), which was and perhaps still is taken together with
iboga during the Bwete initiatory rite. Sillans (1967:163, 165) also reported that in initiatory recitations
it was often spoken of having eaten eando and eboghe (iboga) together (“a bite of eando, a mouthful of
eboghe”). Moreover, eando is present alongside iboga in the Motombi mythological cycle, where both

20  From my field notes.
21  Gollnhofer and Sillans 1978. For the kx#na mushroom see Samorini 2024c.
22 Bonhomme 2006:1945, 1947; for dikas: see also Samorini 2025a
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plants grow on each side of the Mobogwe, the mythical river that the novice must ascend to reach the
motombi tree (Samorini 2024c).

Apindji

The Apindji, also known as Pindji or Gapinzi, belong to the Membe language group and are closely
related to the neighbouring Mitsogho. In recent centuries they have undergone numerous migrations.
Probably coming from the east, following the Ivindo River, they reached the ocean in the estuary area, but
later migrated inland again. More recently, they were pushed south by pressure from the Bakélé and Fang.
Finally, they settled mainly along the Ngounié River, adopting a more sedentary lifestyle. This led to a
social restructuring and the establishment of royal figures. The first of these “kings”, called Mokwango,
died before the arrival of the Whites. The arrival of the Whites and the colonial period brought further
changes, with the weakening of central royal power and the transfer of power to local Bwiti leaders, who
took charge of disciplinary, religious, educational, and cultural control. Among the Apindji, in addition

to the Bwiti, there are other initiatory societies that have a primarily educational and socially controlling
role, such as the Mwiri (Mwéli) and, among women, the Nyembé (Swiderski 1975).

The only study of the Apindji’s Bwiti was conducted in the 1960s by Swiderski, before this scholar
of Polish origins devoted himself in depth to the study of the syncretic Bwiti of the Fang. He believed
that the Apindji first created the Bwiti, which they later transmitted to the neighbouring Mitsogho.
The greater mobility of the latter would have promoted the spread of their Bwiti to other ethnic groups,
including the Fang, and this strengthened the idea of the Tsogho origin of this cult.

The Apindji themselves claim the paternity of Bwiti, and although no myth of iboga’s origin or its
discovery has been handed down, they do report a story of the cult’s origins, which is actually a bit too
hasty to attest to the founding of such a complex and innovative cult: it was two elders named Sanza
and Modumé who received the instruction in a dream to eat iboga, understood as a medicine: “Sanza
actually saw a Fairy® who came at night to say to him: ‘Do you accept this medicine?” “What kind of
medicine?” he replied. “The Bwiti! Take it! Go and tear off the iboga you see and eat it! It is the iboga that
will tell you everything!””. The Apindji indicate a specific place where Sanza’s dream occurred, near a
pond in the forest around the large village of Migabé, which is considered the cradle of their culture. The
importance attributed to Sanza and Modumé is evidenced by the fact that the novice swears by these
two mythical figures to maintain the secrecy of the cult (Swiderski 1990, 1:120). Upon closer inspection,
the concept of iboga as a medicine does not fit with the origins of the Bwiti religious cult, and another
version appears more credible. According to the story, an elder from the village of Migabé had a dream
before dying in which his ancestors revealed to him the secret of knowledge of the afterlife through the
consumption of iboga. In order for this knowledge to be passed on to others, the elder had to found a
secret society (Swiderski 1965:546). The impression arises that the paternity of Bwiti attributed to the
Apindji was supported by Swiderski solely on the basis of what was reported by Apindji informants, not
free from rivalries and ethnic parochialism (Samorini 2025b).

Swiderski has also proposed a date ante quem for the formation of Bwiti among the Apindji, 1840,
based on perhaps somewhat uncertain considerations, such as the certainty that the cult could not have
been created when the Apindji settled along the Ngounié, but rather during the federal reign of Kinga,
Dibiti, and Mbomba, and the observation that the Fang of the Estuary had already encountered Bwiti
around 1890 (Swiderski 1990, 1:226).

The Apindjihave alwaysharshly criticised theintroduction of Christian elementsinto the Fang’s Bwiti,
considering the latter to be madmen, and continue to assert that “baptism and iboga are incompatible”.
Christian missionaries considered them “irreducible” from the point of view of evangelisation. In 1899,
the Spiritans opened the Saint Martin Mission among the Apindji, but opposition to their work was so

23 “Fairy” is an element of Western folklore here improperly used by Swiderski.
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intense, especially in the 1930s and 1950s, that the Mission was forced to close in 1956. The opposition
was passive: when the missionaries came to the villages to give catechism lessons, the children were
hidden in the forest, and several villages located near the Mission were abandoned by their inhabitants
(Swiderski 1990, 1:229-230).

Too little is known about the religious beliefs of the Apindji, their ancient ancestor worship, a cult
we know to be closely associated with the origins of the Bwiti. Swiderski reports that ancestor relics were
jealously guarded by the eldest son, who honoured them with offerings, and that the Bwiti reserved one
of the most important places for ancestor worship. The innermost part of the Bwitist temple, toward
the back wall, was considered the abode of the ancestors (Swiderski 1965:557, 563).

The Bwitist temple among the Apindji is called zganza and is also used as a social space for men.
It is always located on one side of the village. It is characterised by a palm-leaf roof and a rather low
front eave, so low that one must bow to enter. Another important element for its symbolism, as well
as a structural element, is the central pole that supports the roof. Animal parts such as crocodile jaws,
porcupine tails, panther teeth, etc. are hung from the roof and walls.

The nganza is owned by a clan family, that is, a large group of individuals, generally corresponding to
the inhabitants of one or more nearby villages. The right to build a temple is mediated by the hierarchical
superstructure and is granted during a specific Bwitist ceremony. The head of the clan family must pay
for the acquisition of the right to own a temple with a certain number of livestock, food, and other
material goods.

Regarding the second Bwitist ritual space, the nzimbe, among other ethnic groupsitisa circumscribed
space generally located near the village and strictly reserved for Bwiti initiates. Among the Apindji,
in addition to being a place reserved for initiates, the nzimbe refers to a grouping of Bwiti initiates
from different villages who follow their own “mystique”. They appear to represent sects or branches.*
The nzimbe are independent of one another and appear to be the expression of a given generation of
Bwitists. At a certain point, especially with the arrival of a new generation of initiates, the zzzmbe may
feel obsolete and the need for change arises. In this case, a “nzimbe launch” is organised within a Bwiti
Disumba ceremony, where the changes are made and the name change of the new nzimbe.

The Bwitist hierarchy has six ranks (¢4zga). The lowest rank is made up of novices (dindadio), while
the highest rank is made up of Elders (ditatz). A chief of the Elders, momba or mombe (“grandfather”),
serves as guardian of traditions and supreme advisor on the theology and liturgy of the cult. Another
chief, misambo, serves as supreme judge and effectively commands the community. He also decides on
punishment for those who break the rules and can decree death for those guilty of divulging the secrets

of the cult. The misambo holds office for life.

Initiation into Bwiti (mdvémbo) involves the consumption of a certain amount of iboga, which
among the Apindji, especially in initiatory contexts, is also called “vampire”. The initiation rite is called
“Bwiti to obtain the vampire”. The neophyte cannot touch the iboga with his hands and must place
it directly into his mouth by bending toward the ground where the container containing the iboga is
placed. He consumes it for a whole day and in the evening undergoes a ritual bath (mz0s50s0) in a river,
after which he continues to consume iboga. The total amount of iboga root bark consumed during the
initiation is enough to fill two full 20-cm-diameter baskets. While the neophyte is in a visionary state,
the rest of the community engages in a long series of dances to the sound of the mongongo, bells, and a
horn. There is no mention of the use of the harp (zgombz), a fundamental musical instrument in the
Bwiti cults of other ethnic groups. The “vision of the Bwiti” ends with a long sleep for the neophyte.
The initiatory cycle lasts several more months, during which the neophyte must respect certain dietary

24 The terms “currents” or “branches” are perhaps more appropriate, following the suggestion of Javier Gonzdles
Diez 2012:44.

89



920

Samorini G. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 21 n. 2 (Winter 2025) 75-97

taboos and undergo a series of tests and precepts that will ultimately shape his future behaviour within
society.

In addition to the secret initiation rite, more open nocturnal ceremonies are periodically practiced,
including Bwiti dissumba (also called Bwiti masseva), Bwiti a mwéngué, and Bwiti a missoko. Disumba
is a joyful and highly ostentatious rite performed on festive occasions, such as the return of a relative
after a long absence or during public holidays.

Buiti a mwengué is performed in funerary contexts, generally some time after the deceased’s burial.
The skeleton is exhumed, the skull painted with red kaolin and carried in procession through the village.
At the end of the nocturnal ceremony, the skull is handed over to the person who, by hereditary right,
must preserve it as a relic.”

Eshira

The Eshira, otherwise known as Shira or Gisira, are a matrilineal ethnic group belonging to the
Merye language family. They are mostly settled in southwestern Gabon between Fougamou and Mandji.
Previously, they resided further north, perhaps in the area of Lake Onangué, and like the Mitsogho they
had to wage war against the bellicose Akélé. The Eshira also used the mbounda drink in warfare; but
while the Mitsogho believe it to have been a magical protection drink containing the human flesh of a
White man and a woman’s menstrual fluid, the Eshira believe it to have been a liquid in which plant
peels had been soaked (Deschamps 1962:22), thus possibly having stimulant properties.

The first evidence of the presence of Bwiti among the Eshira dates back to 1894 and was reported by
the French spiritan Joachin Buléon.*

We have only one description of Shira Bwitist ceremonies, dating back to the early 1960s. When a night
dance is held in a village, the organiser sends messengers with iboga roots to neighbouring villages to inform
the other initiates. After receiving the iboga, they chew it throughout the day. Toward evening, they set
out, each carrying a stool. They bathe in a river, then paint their bodies with red padouk powder and white
pemba clay. As they approach the village where the ceremony will be held, they blow a horn to announce
their arrival. The participants gather in a corner of the village and eat bananas grilled by the women. Then,
adorning themselves with raffia robes, they enter the mbandja. Lined up in rows of five, they sing and
dance to the sound of the harp, an iron bell, and the obaka (baké). From time to time, one of the initiates
steps out of the line and dances, leaping and twirling. During these dances, participants see supernatural
sights, such as the apparition of a White Man or a pot boiling without fire. At the end of the dance, an
initiate turns to the Bwiti, questions him, and transmits the answer to the participants (Raponda-Walker
and Sillans 1962:222-3). It would therefore appear that there is a ritual activity of an oracular nature.

In 1993, a field study among the Eshira confirmed the use of iboga among this population, although
the data were somewhat confusing. Iboga appears to be used for psychodiagnostic purposes: the patient
is initiated into a secret society to discover, under the influence of iboga, the cause of their illness.
These secret societies have a leader who initiates the patients based on his or her experience. The same
informants also reported the existence of Bwiti among them (Mouguiama 1994).

Nkomi

The Nkomi are an ethnic group of Myene linguistic lineage. Known in past centuries as Cama or
Comma,” their main residence has been for long time the Fernan-Vaz Lagoon, often and still today
called Nkomi Lagoon, a coastal area of Gabon located south of Port Gentil and the mouth of the great

25  Regarding the bwiti a missoko see Samorini 2025d.
26 Buléon 1894:611-2; see Samorini 2024a.

27 The first references to the Comma or Cama population appear in the 17th century. See Merlet 1991:85.
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Ogooué River.

The Nkomi of Fernan-Vaz are closely related to the other two Myene groups: the Orungu of the Port-
Gentil area and the Galwa of the Lambaréné area. While the latter two ethnic groups were subjected to
Protestant evangelisation, the Nkomi were subjected to Catholicism. Nkomi society was once structured
around a centralised political organisation, headed by a king named Rengondo.

Today, few Nkomi remain in the Fernan Vaz lagoon, due to their migration to the metropolitan
centres of Port Gentil and Libreville to meet the labor needs of the modern port and forestry industries.

The first reference to the possible presence of Bwiti among the Nkomi is found in a passage from
Du Chaillu’s first book, dated 1861, where the explorer mentions an “idol of the mbuiti” present in the
village of the Camma king Damagondai. As noted elsewhere (Samorini 2024a), in the subsequent French
edition of his text, Du Chaillu (1863:238-9) replaced the word mbuiti with mbuiri in this passage,
thus indicating a hesitation that prevents us from definitively attributing that idol to the Camma as
belonging to the Bwiti cult.

More certain is the reference to Bwiti dated 1887 and transcribed in an 1896 book by Eugene Le
Garrec, where a “Bouiti house” featuring a sculpted central column is mentioned among the Nkomi of
Fernan-Vaz (rep. in Gaulme 1979:65). The Bwiti cult of the Nkomi was later described by the evangelical
missionary Ernst Haug, who had observed the presence of temples near Lake Alombié since 1897. It
is interesting to note that at that time the Nkomi Bwiti communities were mainly made up of slaves.”
Raponda-Walker also reported that at the beginning of the 20th century, Bwiti was practiced among
the coastal Myene-speaking ethnic groups—Nkomi, Mpongwe, Galwa, Orungu—essentially by slaves
who came from the inland regions of the Ngouni¢ and Alto-Ogooué rivers, or by Myene who had been
initiated into this cult by the inland ethnic groups and with whom they had commercial intermediary
relationships with the Europeans on the coast (Raponda-Walker and Sillans 1962:190-1). It is evident,
however, that Bwiti spread among the coastal Myene ethnic groups in a more limited manner than its
widespread diffusion among the inland Membe and Merye-speaking ethnic groups.

The Nkomi are renowned among other Gabonese ethnic groups for having created the Elombo, a
possession cult led primarily by women that uses iboga and which may have been the original form from
which the Mitsogho’s Ombudi and the Fang’s Ombwiri later developed. The reason for the limited
diffusion of Bwiti among the Nkomi may lie in its difficult competition with Elombo. Both cults have
the mbandja as their main ritual site, and this is not considered exclusively the Bwiti temple, as it is
among other inland ethnic groups.

The Nkomi distinguish different types of Bwiti. They call the one received from the Mitsogho
disumba, while they call ndea a derivation of disumba considered “perverse”, although also of Tsogho
origin, understood as Bwiti “of sorcerers”, of “soul eaters”. According to the Nkomi, to enter the zdea
one must first be initiated into disumba, and moving from the status of simple initiate (bandjz) to that
of superior officiant (ZZma) means moving from disumba to ndea, therefore practicing witchcraft
and “eating souls” (Gaulme 1979). This view of the two main branches of the Tsogho Bwiti does not
reflect that of the latter population and is a specifically Nkomi interpretation, if not a personal view of
Gaulme’s informants. The Bwiti widespread in the southern territories of Gabon, south of Sette Cama,

is called ndjobi by the Nkomi.

In the Nkomi Bwiti, the two main musical instruments are the zgomb: harp and the obaka, considered
as persons—the first female and the second male—who, when played together, engage in a dialogue. But
to understand this dialogue, one must be under the influence of iboga (7d.).

28  Haug 1904:436-7; see Samorini 2024a.
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Masango

The Masango, also known as Ashango, are an ethnic group of Merye language origin living in the
mountainous areas of southern Gabon, particularly between the villages of Mimongo and Mbigou.
They are closely related to the Eshira, with whom they share a common linguistic understanding.

They are one of the populations most affected by the slave trade, considered one of the “great slave
reserves” from which the Apindji, Mitsogho, and other ethnic groups who traded with the Whites came
to obtain supplies (Raponda-Walker 1993[1924]:49).

The first reference to the existence of the Bwiti cult among the Ashango dates back to 1865, when
Du Chaillu (1867:313—4) had the opportunity to participate in a nocturnal Mbuiti ceremony in one
of their villages. The description of this ceremony is the first ever in Western literature (reported in full
in Samorini 2024a). Du Chaillu reported the existence of a female anthropomorphic statue/idol of
the Mbuiti placed at the back of the temple; the temple was filled with men holding lit torches, among
whom were two officiants with their faces painted half red and half white. The participants sat on the
ground and sang to the sound of the harp, the obaka, and three drums. All the men periodically stood
up and sang around the two officiants.

Another description of the nocturnal Bwiti ceremony among the Masango was reported almost
a century later by Roger Sillans. The ceremony begins with the sound of a horn. From the forest,
participants enter one side of the village in a slow procession, singing a melody, initially softly and
gradually louder, until they reach the mbandja. Two drummers or obaka players set the rhythm for the
songs. It’s interesting to note how the line of initiates is preceded by two young girls dressed like them,
who lead the entrance march into the temple. This march is marked by a specific step: “With their
torsos leaning forward, they raise their right leg and let it fall heavily to the ground, their arms stiffened
alongside their bodies, their heads hanging over their left shoulder”. Having entered the mbandja, the
men sit along the walls, continue singing, place their hands on their knees, and slowly sway their heads
from top to bottom. At the back of the temple there is still an idol representing the Bwiti, as Du Chaillu
had observed a century earlier. The lyrics of the songs celebrate the power of the Bwiti. One of them
surprisingly mentions mushrooms:

“Mushrooms have grown on the back of the thunder (or lightning). Ob! Ob! Ob! Aé! Aé! Ae! My
mother, O my motber! Digodje is intelligent! Eb! Eb! Eb! Ob! Ob! Ob! My mother, Ob my mother!
Dibondji is intelligent! Mushrooms bave grown on the back of the thunder! Ob people of my tribe! Aé!
Aé! Aé! It is Botudu himself who made this wonder!” (Raponda-Walker and Sillans 1962:217-8).

Digodje, Dibondji, and Botudu are various respectful names for the Bwiti. The association of
mushrooms with lightning and thunder, particularly the belief that mushrooms grow where lightning
strikes, is widespread throughout Eurasia (Wasson ez 4/. 1986:83-94), the Americas (Samorini 2023),
and Africa (Samorini 2001:84-5).

The participants rise abruptly, exit the temple, and dance in a circle from left to right around a fire,
after which they re-enter the mbandja. They repeat this several times in succession. During their dance,
they gesticulate as if possessed. At a certain point, an oval-shaped image of the Bwiti appears outside the
temple, dressed in banana leaves, over two meters tall, with its eyes replaced by two lit torches and a long
red tongue. It flails frantically in all directions until it vanishes. The men then return to the temple and
resume their singing and dancing. A masked man then appears, holding a lit torch in his hand. He runs
and jumps among the spectators, holding the torch to their noses, then kneels before the statue of Bwiti.
The dancers rush toward him to strike him, but he gets up, leaves the temple, then re-enters, and the
same scene is repeated several times. It appears to be a purification rite that concludes with the master
of ceremonies rubbing his hands over the fire and closing the left hand of each man, finally leaping onto
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the temple roof. Further dance scenes follow, involving two to four men, which appear to mime or
symbolically represent actions with specific meanings. The whole thing ends with the arrival of daylight
(Raponda-Walker and Sillans 1962:215-222).

More recently, in the 1990s, the presence of specialist healing seers, called nganga misoku, was
observed among the Masango. These are the same type of healers who gave rise to misoko among the
Mitsogho (Samorini 2025¢). Among the Masango, once the illness is determined not to be of natural
origin but to be caused by some act of witchcraft, the patient goes to the nganga misoku so that they
can identify the cause of the illness, although it is not specified with which techniques, and especially
whether he uses iboga. Once the origin of the illness is discovered, the patient goes to the supreme
nganga, the “great healer”, who, with his mystical and medicinal skills, fights the witch who caused the
illness. This nganga frequently initiates the patient into dzbua (iboga), so that he himself can see the
cause of his illness (Idyata-Mayombo 1994).

Balumbu

The Balumbu, also known as Loumbou or Lumbu, are a Merye-speaking ethnic group living in the
coastal area of southern Gabon. They apparently migrated from the Congo some time ago.

Regarding the cult of the Bwiti, we have a testimony dating back to the early 20th century by the
Spiritan Le Scau, already partially presented elsewhere (Samorini 2024a):

“When you arrive in a Loumbon village, you see at the end of the courtyard a dark house more
beautiful than the others; open in front, it is decorated with young palm branches like garlands. It is a
Bouiti temple. The fetish is on a small altar in the bouse, in semi-darkness. Outside you see nothing but
a piece of wood, roughly carved, resembling a human figure. The eyes, formed from two fragments of
glass, shine. The neck is covered with a mass of grasses, in the middle of which appears a mirror. Inside
resides the Bouiti spirit, the great fetish of Setté-Cama! Bouiti is powerful. He gives wealth and pleasure
to his devotees, but woe to his enemies! His vengeance is terrible!” (Le Scau 1908:333).

Deschamps (1962:32) confirmed the presence of the Bwiti among the Balumbu.

The Bwiti in Equatorial Guinea

Equatorial Guinea is a small African nation located at the equator. It has a roughly rectangular shape,
with one side bordered by the sea, two other sides bordering Gabon, and the northern side bordering
Cameroon. In addition to the mainland, Equatorial Guinea has a cluster of islands scattered across the
Gulf of Guinea, the largest of which is Bioko, formerly known as Fernando P, the traditional home of
the Bubi ethnic group and home to the nation’s capital, Malabo.

Equatorial Guinea was colonised first by the Portuguese and then by Spain, and gained independence
in 1968. Like many other African nations, it has had a turbulent post-colonial history, which included
the decade of the brutal Macias dictatorship and the subsequent dictatorship of Teodoro Obiang, which
lasted over 40 years, with fraudulent elections similar to those that kept the Bongo family in power in
Gabon for over 50 years.

Equatorial Guinea’s colonial and post-colonial history has been characterised by the influence of
the inquisitorial Catholic religious power, with repression against native religions more harsh and long-
lasting than that of other neighbouring countries. In particular, Bwiti, which began to spread in this
neighbouring nation of Gabon in the mid-1920s, suffered systematic repression and defamation, with
its outlawing even in post-colonial times.”

The first reference to Bwiti in Equatorial Guinean writings dates back to 1923, by a missionary

29  For a history of Bwiti persecution in this country see Samorini 2025c.
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writing in the Christian magazine Guinea Espafiola. Aside from the erroneous identification of iboga
with the plant Strychnos Tkaja, an error still widespread in missionary literature at the time and which
actually concerns one of the sources from which the ordalic poison mboundon was obtained (Samorini
2025a), there is no evidence to suggest the cult’s presence in this nation at that time (Anonymous,
1923). Its presence was first noted in 1927: “Bueti is spreading among some villages on the coast of
Elobey”. The name Elobey was given to a pair of islets located opposite the mouth of the Rio Muni
(Ferndndez 1927a:10).

The first Bwitists reportedly arrived from Gabon secking refuge from the persecution then underway
in that country, “since on the French side they were persecuted as suspected criminals who needed to
be exterminated”. The Bwiti then spread among the populations of the interior of Equatorial Guinea,
towards Evinay6ng, in the central-southern part of the country, “with the same program of ferocity that
characterised those who came from Gabon”. Once they ingested the roots of “strychnos”, the cult’s
participants “lose all shame, go mad in pursuit of the most casual obscenities with the greatest freshness
imaginable, to the point, says a witness who one night contemplated such a horrendous bacchanal, that
anyone who saw it would have believed them to be demons rising from the abyss, rather than civilised
creatures” (Ferndndez 1927b). In 1946 the historical evolution of Bwiti in Equatorial Guinea was
described as follows:

“The Mbueti were introduced into our colony recently. Mbd Nchuchuma was the first to initiate
himself, taking the name Neongo. He was of the Yemban ayong [clan] and from the village of Boncho.
A black Gabonese named Al Ebanyabanga accompanied bim on bis initial wanderings. In their
initial activities, they were dependent on the Libreville group. At first, development was very slow; its
expansion followed a south-to-north direction along the coast. It stabilised for a time in two or three

nuclei along the demarcations from Kogo to Rio Benito”>

Another author, who referred to Bwiti as Mhueti or Mhiti, gave a slightly different account of the
names of the first two Bwitists who arrived in Equatorial Guinea: they were two individuals of the
same Yeveng ethnic group, Ndongo (Mha Nchuchuma) and Ebouga Ebouga (AlS). The first Guinean
initiates were Masua (Pablo Nicose) of the Esambeng clan, Alfonso Bitomo of the Yebeng clan, and
Igoaga Egoaga. Aninitial nucleus of the cult’s outreach formed in the Muni River estuary, later spreading
along the coast and more sporadically to the eastern interior (Pinillos de Cruells 1949).!

According to Borrego Nadal (1994:171), Mbueti (Bwiti) initially spread among the Guinean Fang
and was therefore a Bwiti syncretic with Christianity. It was this type of Bwiti that subsequently spread
to other Guinean ethnic groups. However, the enigmatic presence of the myobe (nyobe) branch in
Guinea in early times, in the 1940s, has already been raised; a traditional cult that used iboga and which
could hardly have related to the syncretic Bwiti of the Fang (Samorini 2025c¢).

Inaseemingly somewhatconfusing manner, in the 1940s some in Equatorial Guinea madeadistinction
between Mbuiti or Mbueti and Bwiti. The latter, widespread on the coast and also called Mabongo, may
have arisen from a split from Mbueti. Another distinction appears to exist in Guinean Bwiti: Nyobe,
widespread in the interior of the country and practiced primarily by the Paume, and Disumba, which is
believed to be practiced by coastal populations.*> Disumba and nyobe (actually myobe) are terms from the
Getsogho language; the former designates the earliest form of Bwiti, while the attribution of myobe to a
Bwiti branch or to a healing practice from the zganga world remains uncertain (7bzd.).

30  Presentation signed by a certain L.T.I. of the writing by Gonzilez de Pablo 1946:71.

31  Thave been unable to find any information regarding the groups named here Yemban, Yeveng, Esambeng, Yeben;
these are probably the names of Fang clans or subgroups.

32 Alvarez Ramén 1951:231, 235-7. The distinction between Bwiti disumba and Bwiti nyobe was also followed by
Bedate 1946.
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In the 1950s, Antonio Vilaldach de Veciana conducted a study of the Mbuiti in the coastal area
of Equatorial Guinea, drawing on Bwitist informants from the Kombe, Bujeba, and Balenge ethnic
groups. The cult’s spread was initially promoted by the Njavi, who later abandoned it.

An individual wishing to be initiated into the cult must be introduced to the community by an
initiate (bandji). A rite is then prepared in which the Bwiti is asked directly whether he or she will accept
the new aspirant. He or she chooses an initiation sponsor who instructs the new aspirant in the cult.

For initiation, the neophyte must first take an emetic to purify the body, then is kept in a secluded
place on a complete fast. The following morning, he or she is given a roasted banana cut in half and
stuffed with iboga peel, and another in the afternoon. The next day, he or she is ready for the actual
initiation. After a ritual bath in the river, the neophyte is made to sit on the ground in the temple
(mbanja) on a genet skin (mosingz)* in front of a lit candle. The sponsor pricks the neophyte’s tongue,
ears, and chest three times with a needle, near the heart. The meaning of this rite is thought to be a
symbolic killing of the neophyte, on whose head a parrot feather is placed. Then, to the sound of the
harp, the godfather prickes an iboga ball and again the neophyte’s tongue three times. The neophyte
ingests a first iboga ball measuring 1cm’; he must eat fifteen in total (Vilaldach de Veciana 1958: 38-41).

Little is known about the current status of Bwiti in Equatorial Guinea. Borrego Nadal (1994:171)
reported that it was still illegal in this country in the early 1990s.

In 2024, the Italian Alessio Quatrini, a well-traveled traveler of equatorial Africa, was able to attend a
Bwiti ritual near Kogo, a village in Equatorial Guinea located near the southern border with Gabon: “In
the darkness of the forest, under a shed, altar and candles are being prepared, they are applying makeup,
and then their invocations begin, slowly at first, then they dance, and little by little, as the hallucinogen
increases, the dances and the rhythms become more and more intense”.>* The ritual was not conducted
in secrecy, a fact that leads one to deduce that Bwiti is no longer considered illegal in this country, or
that it now enjoys a certain level of tolerance. Quatrini was unable to provide information on the ethnic
group to which the participants belonged. From the photographs he was able to take and which he
kindly shared with me, one can only deduce that it is a syncretic Bwiti of the Fang type.

33  For the symbolic and ritual value of the genet see Samorini 2024c.

34  Alessio Quatrini, personal communication, September 2025.
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