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ANTELOPES AND ANVILS
TAMBERMA WORKS OF IRON

SUZANNE PRESTON BLIER

Western Tamberma traditions of forged iron are in many
respects unique in African smithing technology.! The
primary products of these Togolese smiths are decorative arts,
jewelry in particular. Their jewelry is characterized by a hard-
edged vitality and strength that is varied through distinctive
patterns of knotted, twisted, and branched details.2 That
jewelry traditions have dominated western Tamberma smith-
ing practice is frequently stated in their oral traditions. The
smith Bounanka of Kouatié explained, “Our ancestors forged
jewelry for children to wear, but no one made hoes.” In the
village of Koufitoukou, the situation was the same: “Fané
(N’po), the village founder, was a blacksmith. He forged
bracelets and necklaces, but he did not forge hoes.” An elder,
Odita, of Kounadokou (Nadoba), noted similarly that “our an-
cestors forged jewelry; the people of Nanta (Natitingou, in the
eastern Tamberma region) forged hoes.”

1. A CHILD WEARS MULTIPLE IRON PENDANTS THAT SYMBOLIZE HIS ANCESTRAL AN-
TELOPE SPONSOR: A BRANCHED BRACELET, AHUNTER'S THUMB GUARD, AND A TWISTED
COPPER AND IRON PYTHON BRACELET. KOUFITOUKOU, JULY 1977.

58

These statements are supported by Paul Mercier’s findings
among the Tamberma (Somba) of neighboring Benin Republic.
Mercier observed that western Tamberma smithing was much
less strongly developed than that of communities living farther
east (1968:246). Indeed, he writes that it was at the markets of
the eastern Tamberma (Somba) that western Tamberma farm-
ers purchased essential hoes and other tools of iron. Jacques
Bernolles observed the same phenomenon in his research in
this region (1966:316). He suggests that because the Tamberma
(Tanbarba) had no knowledge of blacksmithing, local farmers
were required to purchase hoes and other farming implements
either outside the area or from “strangers” living in Natitingou
or Boukombe.

The question of why art predominates in western Tamberma
smithing practice emerges as a pivotal one, not only for under-
standing the larger role of blacksmithing in this area, but also
as a means of exploring the diverse functions that decorative
arts fulfill in these communities. The underlying reasons for
the dominance of art, it is suggested here, is found in the sym-
bolism and functions of the Tamberma iron arts themselves.
Evidence provided by these works indicates that a variety of
factors drawn from hunting traditions, medical practices, ideas
of human regeneration, views of political governance, and his-
torical circumstance are at play. These factors each find expres-
sion in the distinctive form of the jewelry. The unique history
and role of Tamberma iron smithing are revealed through their
design, function, and symbolism.

Tamberma smithing is purported to have originated with the
antelopes (tawonté). The term tawonté, as employed in this
area, has several different meanings. It literally means
“duiker,” the tiny antelope believed to be the most “power-
ful”3 member of the antelope family. The word also refers to an-
telopes in general, and by extension it may also include all the
wild game (including boars, monkeys, turtles, and large fish)
taken in the course of hunting and river trapping activities. In
this essay, tawonté will be used in its most general sense as “an-
telope,” with other game implied as well.

Tamberma mythology provides us with an important clue as
to the vital link between antelopes, jewelry, and iron. Accord-
ing to one tradition, God (Kouiyé), “the sun,” modeled hu-
mans out of clay, but when he came to the antelopes, he forged
(kama) them out of iron ore (timamouti, “liver [innards] of iron,”
or likounkali, “feces [refuse] of the Earth”)—the same material
he had used originally to make the Earth. Antelopes owned
the first forges, and iron was seen as their exclusive gift and
prerogative. It is said that antelopes are able to light the forges

TOP: 2. HOUSE WITH CURVED LINES ON ITS FACADE, INDICATING THE PRESENCE OF A
MINIATURE FORGE WITHIN. KOUFITOUKOU, APRIL 1977. BOTTOM LEFT: 3. A CHILD'S NEW
JEWELRY IS DEDICATED ON THE HOUSE PORTAL MOUND, WHICH IS IDENTIFIED WITH THE
SOLAR DEITY, KOUIYE. THIS CEREMONY 1S CALLED KALU SINE, “TO WEAR JEWELRY."
KOUATIE, JULY 1977.BOTTOM RIGHT: 4. NEWLY CONSTRUCTED WILD GAME SHRINE WITHA
PENDANT IN THE FORM OF AN ANIMAL'S MOUTH. KOUFITOUKOU, JANUARY 1978.
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with their feet. Indeed, when they walk on stony ledges,
sparks are seen to fly upwards as if emanating from their
hoofs. Through this means, these animals are also thought to
start the brush fires that occur in the autumn, which clear the
fields and forests so that they can move around with greater
ease.

Although a variety of antelope is said to construct and oper-
ate forges in the wild, according to N'dah Boukari of Koualan-
kou, itis particularly the red (iron-colored) antelope, the beau-
tiful, graceful kob antelope (fawowanfa), that serves as a smith
for the forest dwellers.* “If a man is clairvoyant,” explained
Batchomou Bounanka, a smith from Kouatié, “when he is in
the forest, he can see the forges of these antelopes.” Such an-
telopes use their forges to make their own jewelry, weapons,
and protective medicines. They are hard to kill for this reason;
it is thought that their forge-medicines aid them in “swallow-
ing” the arrows. When killed in the hunt, they are believed to
have expressly invited their deaths; having grown tired of the
difficult forest life, they now wish to live in the relative comfort
of human homes. When such animals are gutted and cleaned,
undigested iron ore is said to be found in their stomachs.>

As aresult of the yearly hunt, a number of forge-owning an-
telopes have been brought from the woods into the villages
and houses of the Tamberma. These antelopes, or rather their
liyouani, “vital spirits,” take up residence in the houses of their
“finders,” the hunters. In time they often request that forges
be constructed so that they can continue the work they had
done in the wild. Some let their wishes be known through
dreams. As N’dah Boukari explained, “The antelope comes to
you while you are sleeping, saying it wants to forge. In your
dreams you will see a fire, and when you go the diviner, he
will tell you that it is the antelope who wants a forge.”

More frequently, however, requests for forges are made by
the antelopes through a misfortune, or “heat” (koutoua),
brought to a member of the hunter’s family. Burns are the
most common form of such forge-related misfortunes, but
other types of problems are also used by the antelopes to sig-
nal their desires to smith again. As part of the remedy, a di-
viner will indicate that special treatment should be sought
from a blacksmith.¢ If the treatment is effective (that is, if the
problems dissipate), the family will then purchase forging
rights from this smith, and the now healed patient (or another
member of the family) will learn the skill. Once a short period
of apprenticeship has been completed, a forge is built at the
new smith’s home, enabling him and his antelope sponsor to
labor there together.

In addition to bringing knowledge of the forge, such an-
telopes also take an active part in sponsoring and protecting
new children in the homes where they reside. Most children
have at least one antelope sponsor who was brought into the
family by an ancestor, a fact symbolized by the iron jewelry
they wear (Fig. 1). Accordingly, Tamberma iron jewelry often
incorporates references to the features, marks, and gifts of
these antelopes. Knots are seen to be references to health, and
twisted (rippling) designs are said to recall distinctive facial
stripes and back lines of certain game. Branch-like extensions
represent the antelope’s legs (Fig. 1). Tooth-like protrusions
are identified with the animal’s mouth (Fig. 4). Other jewelry
shapes refer to the various divine powers and problems that
these antelopes are thought to bring to the community. Since
similar bracelet, pendant, and necklace forms also decorate the
earthen shrines built to shelter the spirits of these animals in
their human homes, such jewelry makes visible the special
bond between each antelope and the children it sponsors.
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The importance of these forge-bearing antelopes in Tam-
berma iron art traditions is further reflected in the symbolism
and ceremonies of smithing. The working of the forge, for
example, is said to cool off the now house-dwelling antelopes
in periods of hot weather. As one smith explained, “She will
want you to light the forge so that she can cool down. The fire
leaves her and goes into the forge.” Offerings to the forge are
also explained in the context of the antelope patrons. “The
forge requires offerings. These replace the game which the an-
telopes trapped when they were living in the forests.” Interest-
ingly, one of the most important forge offerings is the hornbill, a
forest bird whose role and nesting habits are seen to parallel
those of the domestic chicken, the principal offering of the
Tamberma. Hornbills, for this reason, are frequently dedicated
to the forge. Another bird, called limatinali (“bird of the forge”),
identified by its red-banded neck, is also associated with the
forge and is used as an offering as well.

Since water has the ability to quench the forge’s great heat,
anything identified with it is kept away. It is said that the crab
is particularly detested by the forge and its sponsoring an-
telope, and anyone who enters the smithy after having eaten
this food is believed to risk burns from flying sparks or iron.
Songs performed at the funerals of smiths also make clear the
forge’s preference for land animals over fish and other water
dwellers. This example was recorded at a smith'’s funeral in Li-
teni: “The blacksmith forges, / His subordinates cultivate. /
Sawouta, the blacksmith, / His forge eats cheese, / Not the
sauce of fish.”

The tie between the antelope and the forge finds further
support in the use of the building that houses the forge as a
religious sanctuary identified with its antelope sponsor. In this
circular forge chamber (Figs. 5, 6), a mound-shaped earthen
shrine is built to shelter the spirit of the forge-bearing an-
telope. Branches from the animal’s favorite trees (those near
where it used to rest), are “planted” close by. The various parts
of the forge are compared to the antelope’s body: the pelt is
said to be represented by the incised designs on the interior
division wall; its lungs and breath are represented in the clay
pot-like forms (liwanmouni, “breath of the forge”) that convey
air from the central air passage pipe to the bellows; its nose is
the hole (limawanni, “nose of the forge”) where the forge is lit;
the penis is identified with the central air passage pipe (limatié,
“penis of the forge”); the testicles are the air-filled, animal-skin
bellows (timaloti, “sacks of the forge”); the tail is defined by the
two bellows’ termini, their handles.

As we have seen, antelopes form an essential part of the
ceremonies and symbolism of the forge. The fact that the
smiths also forge the iron arrowheads and protective thumb
guards (litchobi)” used by hunters to fell these creatures adds
another dimension to this symbolism. Each arrowhead bears a
unique design of spurs, hooks, and notches that serves to dif-
ferentiate the successful hunter from any other who may have
missed the mark. The iron thumb guard protects the hunter’s
hand as he is shooting. These rings are frequently worn as
jewelry by antelope-sponsored children in the community
(Fig. 1), and they have ceremonial functions as well. They are
placed by the hunter on the shrine of his sponsoring ancestor
before he goes off to the hunt, thus assuring the latter’s exper-
tise and guidance in this task. Others wear thumb guards as
protection against inadvertently accepting poisoned or impure
foods. These are rubbed with special roots and herbs, then
heated in the forge to give them power. It is said that rings
treated in this way will heat the poison or impurities and make
them boil, thus warning the wearer not to consume the food.
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It is important to emphasize that since their introduction,
Tamberma blacksmithing traditions appear to have been
primarily associated with the hunt. The role of local smiths in
agricultural practice, is, in contrast, very limited. Although the
Tamberma are strong agriculturalists, they traditionally used
hoes made out of wood, shell, and bark.® Similar wooden hoes
used by other agriculturalists from this area are on exhibit in
the Musée National in Lome (Togo). The linking of early Tam-
berma iron technology with the hunt, rather than with agricul-
ture, may be of some importance to the history of West African
smithing practice. Certainly this tie is central to understanding
the Tamberma iron arts and their symbolism today. For these
people, the blacksmith’s role in the manufacture of vital hunt-
ing equipment reinforces the essential bond between hunting
and the forge. Without the hunt (and its wealth of game), there
would be no forges; without the forge (and its ready supply of
iron arrowheads and thumb guards) the hunt would be less
successful. Since forged arrowheads and thumb guards help
to bring these antelopes into the community, it follows that
local smiths would also emphasize those objects—jewelry—that
commemorate the antelopes and the gifts they have brought.
The antelopes, as the original smiths of the Earth, are in this
way appropriately identified as both the prindpal source and
subject of Tamberma works of iron.

Other factors that should be considered in the question of
why decorative arts predominate in smithing traditions of the
western Tamberma are found in the close relationship between
medicine and metallurgy in their smithing technology. As has
been suggested, each smith is believed to be selected for his
trade through a serious illness brought on by the forge. Learn-
ing to forge is a final step of the cure. The smiths, in turn, treat
a number of illnesses said to be caused by and cured through
the intervention of the forge and its antelope sponsor.

Each new smith, therefore, not only masters the techniques
of the forge, but also learns the different symptoms and cures s
of the particular illnesses associated with it. The pots of herbs
and roots used for these treatments are housed within the
forge chamber. These same herbs and roots are said to have
been employed by the sponsoring antelope in its previous life i
as smith and healer in the forest.® Because successful medical
practice can add to their income and stature, the smiths take

5. THE INTERIOR OF A FORGE IN KOUFITOUKOU

WINDOW

their training seriously. Before purchasing the rights to a new
forge, the medical knowledge of the smith in charge of the older
forge is carefully considered. “The reason we went there,” one
young smith explained, “is because the smith of that forge
knew all the roots and herbs which one uses for medications.”

BELLOWS

HANDLES
(“TAIL OF

THE FORGE”)

TIMALOTI

(“SACKS OF

Jewelry has a central place in the blacksmith’s medical prac-
THE FORGE”)

tice. In the village of Kouatié, for example, the specialty of one
smith was the treatment of stomach cramps and diarrhea. In
his container of medicinal herbs and roots, he kept a forged
iron bracelet. For a patient afflicted with this ailment, the
smith measured an appropriate quantity of the medicines and
placed these, along with the bracelet, in a vessel of boiling wa-
ter. To this preparation he added millet flour and cooked the
whole into a thick, rich cereal. The bracelet was then removed,

LIWANMOUNI
(“BREATH OF
ANTELOPE THE FORGE")
SHRINE
ANTELOPE

LIMATIE (“PENIS OF SHRINE

THE FORGE") EARTHEN WALL

SIDE LIMAWANNI
cleaned, and returned to its container, and the cereal was SUPPORT (“NOSE OF
given to the patient to drink. Following this treatment, the pa- FOR FIRE THE FORGE")
tient was asked to purchase a replica of the bracelet to wear FORGE EIRE
around the wrist or as a pendant to mark the successful treat- MEDICINE
ment. POT

Certain medical treatments are thus directly associated with CHARCOAL
the forge. Jewelry, the principal product of the smith, is a sym- iTNOV';‘E
bol of the vital link between the two, reminding of the smith’s 6. GROUND PLAN OF THE FORGE IN FIGURE 5
original calling (through a forge-related illness). It also sym- ’ ’
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bolizes the specialized healing knowledge that the smith has
acquired in the course of his apprenticeship and practice. In
light of the close relationship between jewelry and medicine, it
is not surprising that several jewelry designs are identified
with particular antelope-caused ailments and illnesses that are
treated by the smith. One of the most frequently seen forms,
the double-spiral motif, is worn by children who are suffering
from diarrhea.??

It is possible, then,to surmise that the dissemination of iron
technology among the Tamberma was helped by the
specialized medicinal knowledge of its smiths. Numerous ac-
counts of persons purchasing forges as part of their own cures
for serious ailments bear this out. Among the Yoruba, a paral-
lel example of medicine-smithing ties can be seen in the tradi-
tion of iron Osanyin staffs (See Thompson 1975:54). Another
tradition that links iron and medicine was noted by Nancy
Neaher (1976:77) among the Awka smiths in the Igbo area. The
origin of Igbo smithing, she suggests, is accounted for in the
legend of a certain hunter/doctor/smith named Nne-buzo.
Soon after his arrival in the region, he is said to have healed
the daughter of an important local landlord. In compensation
for his knowledge of healing, Nne-buzo was provided with
land, the rights to forge, and the hand of the daughter. In the
Igbo area, medicine and the dissemination of iron technology
thus appear to be tied.! For the Tamberma, this also seems to
be the case, and it is jewelry that symbolizes the critical bond
between these two traditions.

Another dimension of Tamberma iron smithing and its close
identification with jewelry lies in the association of iron with
creation and human regeneration. The Tamberma words for
iron smith (oumata) and smithing (kama) have direct paral-
lels in those for creator (oumata) and creating (kama), the
distinction between them being one of tone. Ma, the common
element in these words, means “to create, to build, to fab-
ricate, to forge,” both in an artistic sense and in the sense of
procreation. In the same way that the ancestors are believed to
create new children out of the ancestral earth of the family
tomb, the blacksmith, oumata, creates new objects from iron
(timati), a material that also originates in the Earth.'2

The word for forge, koumakou, has its parallel in the name of
the ancestors’ village in the sky, Koumalikou, “village of forg-
ing,” where the deceased elders are said to go before their re-
turn to Earth to form new children. “It is there where one goes
to create (ma) another,” explained the Lissani earth priest,
N’tcha Lalié. In part because of this association of iron with
creativity and renewal, iron jewelry frequently serves as a
metaphor for ideas of human fertility and birth. “Our human
bracelet has been broken,” stated in the lyrics of one Tam-
berma mortuary song, refers to the lack of any new children in
the family and to the possibility that the family line itself (the
chain of human reproduction) will be ended. The circular form
of Tamberma jewelry (the word for jewelry, taneta, means “cir-
cle”), and the frequent identification of circular shapes with
themes of protective encirclement (Blier 1981a:116-17), also
reinforce the symbolic link between jewelry and human re-
generation.

The association of jewelry with birth finds further expression
in the form and symbolism of children’s naming ceremonies.
The fact that such ceremonies are called Kalu Siné, “to wear
jewelry,” underscores the link between birth (naming) and
jewelry in Tamberma communities. Kalu Siné ceremonies,
which are intended in part to introduce the child to his or her
sponsoring ancestors, also serve to show to the child the vari-
ous iron jewelry forms that he or she will wear to mark the
special bond with these ancestors. The jewelry presented at
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this time (Fig. 3) is similar to jewelry that the sponsoring an-
cestors had worn in their own lives. The distinctive designs on
them are identified with the wild game who had helped to pro-
tect and guide these ancestors, and who, it is believed, will con-
tinue to serve their descendants in the same way. The identifi-
cation of jewelry with the chain of human life is undoubtedly
one of the reasons why these forms are such a significant part
of Tamberma smithing traditions. Such jewelry is a vital symbol
of the on-going strength and continuity of the family.

Also central to this issue of regeneration and iron is the close
association between the Python (Fawafa), the patron deity of
the men’s initiation association (Lifoni), and the forge. “Make
an offering for me, and I will forge (ma, i.e., create) new men,”
sings the Python, in one village tradition. Iron jewelry iden-
tified with Fawafa is worn by priests of Lifoni. This jewelry has
a distinctive spiral shape resembling a coiled python. Bracelets
having this design are worn on the priests’ upper left arms.
They are similar to spiraled iron python forms placed atop
python-engraved canes owned by elderly Lifoni priests.

Another forged bracelet, similar except that it is made with
twisted strands of iron and copper, serves as the most sacred
object of several Lifoni initiation ceremonies. As one initiation
priest explained: “What (the priest) holds hidden during
ceremonies is the Python bracelet. This bracelet is kept in the
house of the family who brought the Python. It was the
Python herself who said, ‘If you bring me to your village, you
must forge a bracelet for me.”” The twisted iron and copper
strands are seen to resemble the red and black striped pattern-
ing on this serpent’s body. The material and form of such Li-
foni jewelry underscore the distinctively close relationship be-
tween the regenerative power that the Python gives to her in-
itiates and the creative vitality associated with forged iron.
Such procreative strength is essential in assuring the con-
tinuity and well-being of the community. These bracelet forms
(which are also occasionally worn as pendants by children; see
Fig. 1) reinforce the conceptual tie between iron and human
regeneration.

In addition to their roles in hunting, medicine, children’s
ceremonies, and men’s initiation, the smiths and their arts
also play a significant part in traditional village governance. In
several western Tamberma village histories, the village found-
ers, or first residents, are identified as blacksmiths. According
to an account from the village of Koufitoukou, the first ances-
tor and village founder, N’po (“first son”), was its first
blacksmith. His first son, N'po, also became a blacksmith. The
current village earth priest, the descendant of these men, is a
practicing blacksmith as well, and the only one for that com-
munity in the late seventies. In the nearby village of Lissani,
the first ancestor was also identified as a smith, and his iron
hammer (fakouatifa, from kouati, “ringing sound”) is carefully
guarded by his successor (again an earth priest) as evidence of
his family’s role in village leadership.

Blacksmithing is the western Tamberma area is thus closely
identified with village leadership and political control. ** This is
supported by a situation that arose in Lissani in which one of
its sections decided to split off as a distinct village entity. Just
prior to this decision, its founding family purchased the rights
(equipment and knowledge) of blacksmithing. The reason for
this, as with other forge purchases, was said to have basis in
the founding family’s forge-associated antelope and its related
misfortunes. The implication of this purchase, however, was
clear. In order for the new village to be politically and econom-
ically viable, it had to have its own smithy.

The blacksmith’s central place in village political control is
also reflected by the fact that at death, his body (today a carved
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surrogate is used instead) is removed from the house through
a special hole cut in a front wall to the right of the entrance
door. This wall is called the “male wall” because of its associa-
tion with male strength and supernatural power. An iron
bracelet is placed against it to serve as a pattern for the hole.
Only blacksmiths, the village earth priest, and the priests of
Lifoni are honored in this way. The men responsible for the
maintenance of the blacksmithing arts in the village are thus
given recognition through ceremonies utilizing the principal
product of the forge, a piece of jewelry. The mortuary pas-
sageways cut around the bracelets are said to not only honor
these men but also indicate that the power they possess is so
great that it would be unwise to carry them through the portal
used by ordinary persons. By removing them (i.e., their
carved surrogates) through the special opening, it is assumed
that their power will remain preserved in the structure of the
house itself. In this way, the souls of such men will continue to
offer leadership, both to the family and to the community.
More than any other symbol of the smith’s essential role and
power in village leadership, it is jewelry again that is seen to be
of primary importance.

Still another significant factor in the question of jewelry pre-
valence in western Tamberma iron technology is the distinc-
tive tradition of iron forging—with its particular tools,
techniques, and models—that is found in this area. The pre-
dominant school of blacksmithing utilizes an anvil made of
stone. One smith explained: “We cannot forge hoes because we
do not have the right anvil for this. To make hoes, you need an
iron anvil. The hoe is too hard, and stone ones will not work.”
Although it is indeed possible to fabricate hoes with stone an-
vils, 4 this statement reflects the Tamberma view that different
schools and tools of smithing are responsible for different
forged products in this area. While the western Tamberma
principally produce the decorative jewelry arts discussed here,
schools of smithing elsewhere are seen to emphasize different
types of forged products.

Of considerable interest in this light is the fact that a dis-
tinctly foreign school of smithing has made its way into the
western Tamberma area in recent history. This tradition is as-
sociated with the knowledge for making hoes. A smith work-
ing within this newer tradition is found today in Kouatié. Ac-
cording to one of the histories of this village, a stranger arrived
in the community one day bringing with him the newer
techniques and forging models. This stranger, Kwakou Omata
(“third son, the blacksmith”), showed the village ancestors
how to make hoes:!* “There were blacksmiths before this time,
but they could not make hoes; we cultivated with bark or
wood. This smith forged differently than my ancestor, and we
left that which my ancestor had forged, and took the model of
the one who came.” Kwakou Omata, the account tells us, had
come to the village from the underworld.

His stated origins are interesting, especially in view of
another account cited by Mercier (1968:232) in which the first
Tamberma blacksmith is thought to have descended from the
sky carrying with him the tools of his trade. Local historians/
bards frequently identify both the underworld and the sky as
the origin points of strangers whose identities are not known
or cannot be proven because their original homes are so far
away. !¢ Persons from these two realms are also said to have
extraordinary power, often derived from supernatural sources.
Stranger-smiths in Kouatié and other villages clearly are cred-
ited with important changes in local smithing technology. It
appears, therefore, that the emphasis on jewelry in Tamberma
forging practice may in part be based on circumstances of his-

tory. If a different tradition had been introduced in the region
early, the fabrication of hoes might also have been stressed.

Another factor pointing to the role of historical circumstance
in the contemporary smithing practice of the region is a local
tradition of building miniature nonfunctional forges. Today
these outnumber the actual working forges by more than two
to one.'” The miniature forges, like the full-scale ones, are in-
tended to serve as shrines for forge-bearing antelopes. They
are ritually lit each year and receive offerings similar to those
of a working forge. The miniatures are constructed in the
house either beside the shrine of the sponsoring antelope or
under the spot where the smith’s funerary hole will eventually
be cut. Often a pattern of raised earthen lines is modeled on
the outside of this wall (Fig. 2) making visible the location of
the forge within. White millet flour offerings, added to this ex-
terior area during house ceremonies, accentuate these lines.

Miniatures of this type represent a family’s smithing poten-
tial. They also fulfill important ceremonial functions in families
where there is a religious need for a forge but where a lack of
community need or family resources prevents construction of a
full-scale version.'® The number of actual working forges in a
village can then be limited to only those that the local economy
can support. In this way, the tradition of forge miniatures al-
lows for considerable flexibility with respect to not only the
size of the local population, but also fluctuations in smithing
demand and iron availability.°

In the late seventies, and apparently earlier, iron was rela-
tively difficult to come by in the western Tamberma area. Gen-
erally it was the purchaser who was responsible for bringing
the necessary iron to the smith.2° Broken hoes were used most
frequently for this purpose.?! Because items of jewelry re-
quired small amounts of iron for manufacture, they could be
forged even when the metal was difficult to acquire. In turn,
the preciousness of iron clearly increased the jewelry’s already
considerable ceremonial and symbolic value. Jewelry in this
way also serves to represent the diverse historical cir-
cumstances that have had an influence on Tamberma smithing.

The iron bracelets thus clearly reflect a variety of symbolic
contexts, ritual roles, and patronage sources. As we have seen,
the underlying reasons for the prominence of art in Tamberma
smithing practice have basis in a multiplicity of factors—
economic, medicinal, linguistic, mythological, political, histor-
ical, as well as material. The dominant role of the antelopes in
Tamberma smithing symbolism suggests that this technology
has been particularly closely associated with the hunt, proba-
bly since its introduction. Blacksmithing, in its identity with
the hunt, reinforces the importance of this activity even among
a group that is strongly agricultural.

The medicinal symbolism of forged objects reflects the con-
siderable role of medical knowledge both in the smith’s sub-
sidiary identity as healer and in the wider dissemination of this
technology among the Tamberma. Linguistic associations link-
ing iron jewelry with ideas of creation and human renewal
point to the sacrosanct association of iron and the jewelry
forms into which it is forged. The smith’s elevated political
role in the community, symbolized again through the form of
iron jewelry, reinforces the vital place of this technology in
community independence and identity. Added to these factors
are those of historical and material circumstances, for both the
school of smithing that predominates in this area and the addi-
tional factor of iron scarcity appear to have played a part in the
prevalence of jewelry in the works of western Tamberma
smiths. a

Notes, page 91
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BLIER, notes, from page 63

I am grateful for a Fulbright-Hays Research Grant, which
provided the necessary funding for this study. I also wish
to thank Ivor Wilks, Merrick Posnansky, and Candice
Goucher for their reading of and numerous comments on
the text. Research for this study was carried out among the
western Tamberma (the Betyabe, as Paul Mercier [1968]
calls them). The data incorporated into this analysis were
drawn from interviews with smiths, observations of forg-
ing, discussions with priests and village historians, and the
recording of ceremonies in which blacksmithing arts were
an important concern. While it would be impossible to
thank everyone who assisted me in the field, a special debt
is owed to the smiths Tintonkou of Koufitoukou and
Bounanka of Kouatié. In addition, | am very grateful to the
following for their insights and comments on this subject:
N’tcha Lalié and N’tcha Banfoata of Lissani; Tchakwan
Tchamou, Ibénékwakou Falifa, Yapita Wanna, and Yapita
Mani of Koufitoukou; Kondé of Kouatié; Bassili and N'dah
Boukari of Koualankou, and Olita of Kounadokou.

1. The Tamberma (Batammariba) are a Voltaic people who
reside in northeastern Togo and the nearby Republic of Be-
nin. Western Tamberma smiths are neither members of a
special caste nor a stranger ethnicity, as is often the case
with other West African smiths (McNaughton 1979:66,
Neaher 1976:70-71). They are full members of the commun-
ity, as are those they marry. Although Frobenius docu-
mented a special group of smiths in the southwestern Tam-
berma border village of Koutagou (1913:336), western Tam-
berma villages where I conducted research had no such
separate grouping.

2. It should be noted that although jewelry is clearly the
principal product of the western Tamberma smiths, they
also forge a number of smaller utilitarian objects such as
knife blades, smoking tongs, and arrowheads. In addition,
Tamberma smiths hand-work, but do not cast, copper; this
metal appears to be restricted to initiation jewelry. Iron
jewelry forms that are stylisticaly similar to the Tamberma
works are also found among the Lobi (Meyer 1981:165) and
Frafra (Candice Goucher, personal communication, Feb. 8,
1983).

3. "Powerful” is meant here in the sense of having
extraordinary sight or clairvoyance.

4. In some families, the roan antelope was also identified
with the forge.

5. Iron ore, pieces of iron, or stones having a similar color
are kept by the master of the hunt and will eventually be

placed in shrines dedicated to these game animals.

6. Paul Mercier observed a similar phenomenon in the
eastern Tamberma area (1968:322, n. 35). He explained that
forges constitute an act of propitiation for an antelope
killed in the hunt who, chasing the hunter, rendered him
sick or mad. For the western Tamberma it should be em-
phasized that the economic return of the hunt is very
small. Its importance lies primarily in the status it can bring
to the successful hunter and the “gifts” or rights the hun-
ters of certain game receive in turn. Forges, furthermore,
are not the only gifts brought by the antelopes. Some an-
telopes are said to own rights to fertility shrines (Litakon),
others own “medicine pots” (Litalou), which they use for
curing various ills; still other antelopes are said to be mem-
bers of an association identified with death and war
(Fayenfe).

7. These thumb guards were said to have been made tradi-
tionally of leather.

8. Iron farming tools, it is important to add, had to be pur-
chased from the outside at considerable cost. The prices
published by Mercier indicate this clearly (1968:325): 10
large hoes = 1 large sheep, 5 small hoes = 1 lamb, 1 axe
blade = 400 cowries, 1 knife = 50-100 cowries, 1 iron loop
(40 cm. in diameter) = 40,000 cowries. These prices are
roughly equivalent to those in effect in the late 1970s in the
western Tamberma area. During this period, Kabye smiths
traveled into the region once a year (in late January) bring-
ing with them hoe and axe blades and related forged tools.
These were exchanged for animals, one large hoe blade
being worth two mature chickens or a guinea hen. In the
local economy, such an outlay was considerable.

9. Interestingly, the curative roots and herbs used in con-
junction with the forge have characteristics that are seen to
oppose rain and moisture. One such herb turns its leaves
over when rain is about to fall. Its name, bounabatia, means
“Rain has arrived, close the granary.” Another herb,
boubeneba, grows in the middle of streams, and thus is said to
be able to withstand the potentially destructive force of wa-
ter. Other roots used include bouk and bouyorisimp
The use of these herbs parallels the aversion to water as-
sociated with the forge.

10. Lagercrantz notes that this spiral form is also associated
with diarrhea in twentieth-century Upper Egypt traditions
(1950:135). He also points out the importance of this form in
Near Eastern jewelry.

11. The critical link between blacksmithing and medicine
has also been noted by Williams (1974:89) and McNaughton
1979:69).

12. At the funerals of elderly men, an iron axe and hoe
blade are rhythmically beaten together in a ceremony that
takes place both in the deceased’s house and at his portal.
These tools are identified as the instruments used to make
the tomb; thus they symbolize death. The fact that they are
made of iron serves, at the same time, to reinforce the idea
of rebirth and regeneration in this family.

13. In this light, the buyer of the village's first forge may be
eventually identified as a village founder; it is he who is
their first blacksmth. The purchaser of the rights to men’s
initiation for this village is similarly identified as the village
founder.

14. The use of stone forging tools in the Tamberma area
was also noted by Albert Maurice in his investigations in
the region (1958:69, fig. 2). Candice Goucher has pointed
out that Kabye and Bassar smiths as well forged hoes with
stone anvils (personal communication, Feb. 8, 1983).

15. These hoes are generally small (10-13 cms. in diameter)
and are considered to be much less strong and effective
than the large, heavy ones brought into the area by nearby
Kabye smiths. It is impossible to date the arrival of this
newer smithing tradition. The rights to the Kouatié hoe-
making smithy were said to have been purchased from a
smith living near Boukombé around thirty years ago. Pre-
sumably this smith, in turn, had acquired it from another
hoe-making smith living in the region. Interestingly, in the
Kouatié account describing the arrival of a smith from the
underworld, it is said elsewhere in the narrative that he
was accompanied by a person who showed the Tamberma
how to build two-story architecture. The arrival of these
foreigners most likely occurred after Tamberma migration
into the Atacora in the seventeenth century. It was at this
time that they appear to have begun constructing two-story

architecture. Perhaps after their arrival, some Tamberma
smiths also began to switch from the manufacture of
jewelry to the production of hoes.

16. This may, for this reason, also be a mechanism for so-
cial assimilation (Ivor Wilks, personal communication, Feb.
17, 1983).

17. This figure is based on findings in the villages of
Koufitoukou and Lissani.

18. Payment is in the form of produce (a set quantity of
goats, chickens, and millet beer). Once the forge has been
established, a final paymient is made of a cow. This cow is
dedicated (offered) in the portal of the forge itself.

19. This “democratization” of smithing practice through
both the use of forge miniatures and the practice of acquir-
ing forging rights in the hunt conforms to Tamberma politi-
cal ideals of decentralized power.

20. In some cases the person who commissions the work is
also expected to work the bellows; more often he pays a
younger son or nephew of the smith to do this for him.

21. The traditional sources of iron in the western Tam-
berma region appear to have been very limited. Mercier
suggests that iron in the eastern Tamberma area came both
from the Waba market and from “European villages” (i.e.,
large towns with expansive markets with European goods)
(1968:246).
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NEVADOMSKY, notes, from page 57

The reader is referred to Part 1 (Nov. 1983, p. 87) and Part 2
(Feb. 1984, p. 90) of this series for acknowledgments and
additional bibliography.

1. For technical reasons, it is not possible to employ the
open o symbol that occurs in this word. African Arts has
substituted 6, the nearest equivalent in standard type.

2. Segment of an interview with the Ohenukoni of Ev-
biekoi, January 1981.

3. The Bini are not a riverine people. They have played lit-
tle part in the exploration of the delta rivers and have de-
pended largely on the Urhobo, ljaw, and Itsekiri for their
fish. Indeed, the Bini tend to avoid close proximity to riv-
ers. This may help to explain why, symbolically, rivers are
regarded as almost insurmountable obstacles that only the
most powerful individuals can overcome.

4. One may wish to compare photographs of Oba Akenzua
II at his coronation in 1933 with those taken of Oba
Erediauwa. Some minor differences in regalia may be
noted, such as the use of both the udahae, the crown of
coral beads worn across the forehead by the Edaiken and
some senior chiefs, and the ede ada by Oba Erediauwa.

5. The ada is ceremonially borne before the Oba as a sym-
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