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Figure 7. Drawing of royal portrait sculpture as iron god Gu. La Nature 2:1105 (4 Aug. 1894):145. The
original is now in the Musée de I'Homme in Paris. This illustration shows its interior armature and
other assemblage features.
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The art of assemblage

Aesthetic expression and social experience in Danhome

SUZANNE PRESTON BLIER

Strange and contradictory as it may sound, this great nation
is no nation, but a banditti, and there are few pure
Dahomeans. Those who may claim to be of the race are the
king's family and the nobles; but even these are not of pure
descent, as the harems of all are replenished with the fruits
of war.

Frederick Edwyn Forbes, Dahomey and

the Dahomans (1851:19)

Danhome (Dahomey, Fon) works of art are distinct
from many others in Africa in that they are characterized
more by the dissimilarity of form than by those features
that they have in common.! One need only look at the
diversity of art forms from this kingdom—emotionally
charged bocio power sculptures, Legba figures, surreal
human-zoomorphic king portraits, precious-metal
animal sculptures, fierce brass and iron warriors,
elegant iron asen memorial staffs, vibrantly figurated
polychrome doors, richly colored appliques, and variant
textured multimedia weaving—to grasp how distinctive
each of these art forms is and, more importantly, how
few formal or stylistic features they share. So important
are these differences that, at first glance, one is hard
pressed to define any qualities which can be said to
characterize a distinctive Danhome style. Indeed it
could be argued that the primary distinguishing feature
of the Danhomeé corpus is one of difference.

In addition to this fascination with stylistic and genre
diversity, the overall corpus of works from Danhome
also share two other key aesthetic features: 1) a
predilection for the artistic technique of assemblage

1. 1 have presented this paper in several university settings
including Harvard University, Duke University, and the University of
Pennsylvania. | wish to thank those who posed questions in response,
which encouraged me to both broaden and tighten the argument. Here
and in other contexts, | would like to thank, among others, James
Fernandez, Irene Winter, Annabel Wharton, Richard Powell, Thomas
Cummins, Kristina Van Dyke, Franceso Pellizzi, and the two
anonymous readers for Res. | am greatly indebted to a grant from the
Social Science Research Council and a Senior Fulbright fellowship to
carry out related research. The first draft of this article was written at
the Institute for Advanced Study at Princeton, which | also gratefully
acknowledge. In this text | have translated from both French and
Fongbe sources.

(decoupage) which crosses not only all media but also a
vast majority of genres?; 2) a propensity for the
appropriation of forms and imagery from the outside.
The underlying reasons for the importance of
assemblage, models based on borrowing or
appropriation, and the hyper-diversity of style in these
and other Danhome arts are of striking interest within the
context of African art, as well as art history in general.

With respect to the first of these features, it is
noteworthy that the vast majority of Danhome works are
made from combining separate elements of the same or
mixed media. Legba figures (fig. 1) are modeled of earth
but the prominent phallus is made instead of wood or
iron. The carved wooden royal doors (fig. 2) have
separately cut motifs that are secured to the surface with
nails (something highly unusual in African art). The
kingdom’s famous royal banners (fig. 3) are sewn of
multiple pieces of cloth—again a somewhat unusual
textile tradition in Africa. Precolonial Dahomey textiles,
for their part, often were created through the
interweaving of threads of different materials—raphia
and cotton most importantly (fig. 4). The royal sandals
are made from the hides of diverse animals. Royal
jewelry is crafted from separate pieces of rare metal,
chiefly silver (rather than from cire-perdue casting).
Royal animals (fig. 5), asen memorial staffs (fig. 6), and
the giant war god (fig. 7) are created by combining
separately forged or cut metal parts. Life-size
zoomorphic-human king figures (fig. 8) have separately
carved arms and powerful substances incorporated into
holes cut into the surface. Commoner bocio power
figures combine a diversity of natural and manmade
materials into and on the surface of these works.

The second distinguishing characteristic of Danhome
art, the primacy of borrowing of images and ideas from
foreign art sources, also is noteworthy. The great
majority of Danhome arts are based on traditions that lie
outside the kingdom. Divination arts, royal beaded

2. 1 employ a relatively broad definition of assemblage as
including works of both muitimedia and a single media (the latter if
made of multiple parts). Early-twentieth-century works of assemblage
in Europe, in contrast, tended to incorporate an array of found objects.
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crowns, and certain forms of religious sculpture come
from the Yoruba. Hats, tunics, jewelry, and sandals are
drawn from Yoruba, Bariba, Hausa, and European
forms.? One silk and cotton gown originally of Hausa
manufacture, for example, was presented by the king of
to the British Vice-Admiral in about 1863 (Picton and
Mack 1979:plate 197). Danhome architecture, weaving,
and sculpture also have multiple exterior sources—Ewe,
Asante, Ouemenu, Yoruba, and European, among
others.* It should be stressed that none of the Danhome

3. To a large degree | have removed the European-linked
examples from this study to a paper in progress specifically engaged
with this issue.

4. The royal scepter, too, appears to have basis in foreign sources,
in armament traditions found in groups to the north. Royal jewelry
forms, too, are foreign in origin. The round beaded mawule necklace
is said to derive from the Yoruba. According to Adjaho, “All that was at
the time of Tegbesu. He saw that at Nago [Yoruba). When he saw
those things there, he redid that here” (86:6:837).

Weavers in the capital maintained a diversity of foreign textile-
weaving traditions—both ancient and modern—associated with such
important foreign centers of weaving as Allada, Adja, and Oyo. These
textiles (vo), which bear the distinctive names of aladavo, adjavo, and
ayovo respectively, are used primarily for ritual purposes (Agbidinukun
86:5:138). Some, however, were given as gifts. Thus Norris notes that
the king gave to the ministers “the choice of Eyo cloth and a string of
coral beads” (1789:125). Musical instruments and dances also are said
to have numerous foreign roots. Dances observed in the Danhome
court by Skertchly are described by him as having Mahi and Nago
sources (1874:219-220).

Figure 1. Legba figures from Ouidah. Photo

- T _ v e e

graph: S. Blier 1984.

works is an exact duplicate or copy of specific foreign
objects: rather, emphasis is given to incorporating
foreign images or elements into new and often strikingly
innovative Danhome objects.

This concern with foreign models represents a form of
cultural assemblage analogous in key respects to the
technique of assemblage promoted through the joining
of divergent parts within a single work. Technique here
has clear-cut social and aesthetic grounding.” Interesting
in light of the above, many of the creators of Danhome
art themselves had foreign origins. There are a number
of examples in which foreign artists were encouraged (or
compelled) to take up residence in the capital of
Agbome (Abomey) following the defeat of their
homeland by the Danhomé military.® Once installed,
these artists (fig. 9) continued to create works in the
styles of their home communities, though often reframed
s0 as to incorporate new assemblage concerns. In some
cases, art objects were specifically commissioned from
areas outside the kingdom and integrated into existing
models—several of the royal asen were created in
this manner.

5. Heather Lechtman has discussed the social grounding of
technique in Andean art in provocative ways (1984),

6. Following a triage, those prisoners of war who had experience
with various artistic technologies were set up in pre-established
workshops in and around. Europeans artisans also were encouraged to
come to the court.
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Figure 2. Danhome wooden door, probably from a royal tomb.

Published in La Nature no. 1090 (21 April 1894): 326.

The importance of diversity, appropriation, and
techniques of assemblage is not unique in African
art (similar values can be seen in Asante, Bamana,
and Kongo cultures to name but a few). In the
Danhome works the sharing of features of assemblage,
appropriation, and heterogeneity is more a matter of
degree, breadth, and depth than simple presence, but it
is clearly significant. Moreover the intensity of emphasis
on these three features contrasts in striking ways with
the art traditions of other well-known West African
populations such as the Yoruba, Bini (Benin), Igbo,
Ibibio, Baule, Dogon, Senufo, and Bwa. Significantly,
some of the latter represent once-powerful states
(Yoruba and Benin, for example) while others are
more egalitarian in their organization, suggesting that
the privileging of assemblage is not simply an issue
of statecraft.

Questions of assemblage are an interesting focal
point for exploring the role this idiom plays in the
Danhome artistic tradition. This article looks at the
historic, social, religious, and environmental factors that
complement this concern. A number of important
questions emerge involving creativity, aesthetics, artistic
process, and social expression, to name but a few. For
example, are there comparable social and cultural

Figure 3. Court minister identified with the Sinwe palace
wearing characteristic attire with applique emblem denoting
office. Photograph: S. Blier 1986.

values identified with the process of uniting diverse
political constituencies into a cohesive state? In both art
and social construction is the whole seen to relate to the
sum of the parts, or as in alchemy, is a new, wholly
different form created? And how is artistic style
understood when, as with Danhome art, one may take a
foreign-made sculpture (of the Yoruba for example) and
through various additions of other elements, transform it
into a work of distinctly Danhome style.” Questions of
aesthetics also need to be addressed. If social and
aesthetic idioms reinforce or propel each other, what
happens in cases in which societies are more diverse?
Whose aesthetic dominates? How, if at all, are these
external aesthetic values reconciled in Danhomé
artistic expression? In what ways have these features of
assemblage changed over time both in the precolonial
era, and after Danhomé’s conquest by the French
in 18932

Danhome’s long history as a rapacious expansionist
state figured prominently in the promotion of these
aesthetic values. In short, the ongoing violence of the
Danhome state formation finds its visual complement in
the implied violence of fragment and reassembly

7. For a particularly good example of this see Blier (2000).

This content downloaded from 128.103.149.52 on Sun, 08 Mar 2015 18:38:04 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

190 RES 45 SPRING 2004

Figure 4. Danhome King Gbehanzin (1889-1894) with a pipe
modeled on Dutch examples and cloth suggestive of those that
incorporate both raphia and cotton fibers. From d’Albeca, La
France au Dahomey (1895) 31.

Figure 5. Royal lion. Wood with brass sheathing and pigment.
National Museum, Abomey. Photograph: S. Blier 1986.

inherent in its arts. But this is only part of the answer.
The unique setting of this state at a vital boundary or
border between several very different West African
cultural groups appears to have been important as well.
So too may have been the kingdom’s relatively late
foundation in the seventeenth century, when key visual
idioms were already prominently displayed in other
kingdoms nearby. In the end it is conceivable that
similar kinds of socio-political formations and factors
elsewhere in the world may lead to comparable aesthetic
expressions—though defined in different ways.?

Theories of assemblage

| use the term assemblage here to reference the
primacy that Danhome artists accorded fragmentation,
disjuncture, and reconfiguration in their larger art
corpus. Comparable phenomena are discussed by an
array of cultural critics, particularly with reference to the
postmodern era. Jacques Derrida, for example, has
employed the term assemblage to suggest both the
“removal of difference” and the location of inherent
disorder in the social fabric of the modern era (1982:3—
27). James Clifford’s discussion of “collage” as a form of
“culture collecting” also is relevant (1988:145-146).% So
too is Frederic Jameson’s aesthetics of the “pastiche,”
which is seen to collapse history (time) and distance in
the postcolonial context.!? Kirshenblatt-Gimblett

8. Assemblage concerns in Danhomé and the questions related to
them call our attention to several critical issues in African art
scholarship. One of the most important of these is the question of
style. René Bravmann long ago noted the many ways in which
traditional art-style boundaries are intentionally broken in Africa
through trade and situations of cultural imperialism (1973:9). Similar
boundary breaking is found in Danhomé art. However, in the
Danhome kingdom this is taken to a qualitatively and quantitatively
higher level. Whereas Bravmann presupposes a pre-existing “art
system” (into which outside works are introduced or exported from), in
the case of Danhome, the society is and was so diffuse that no single
cultural element can be said to have had a primacy in the formulation
of its arts. Thus previous analyses such as G. W. F. Hegel’s discussion
(1956) of style as an expression of collective spirit, or Meyer Schapiro’s
view (1953) that styles are a reflection of distinctive peoples, epochs,
and artists, are not valid in the Danhomeé context.

9. Allen F. Roberts compares (1992, 1996) this process in
Danhome to Lévi-Strauss’s concept (1966) of bricolage, framing it
within the larger context of recycling and resourcefulness. While
resourcefulness and need are clearly part of the assemblage picture
here, as | suggest, other larger ideational issues appear to be at play as
well.

10. This is elaborated in various contexts (Jameson 1998). Implicit
in this as well is the reality that ideas and art forms have diverse
“careers” within their life histories (Appadurai 1986, Kopytoff 1986).
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Figure 6. Memorial staff {(asen). Iron, cast brass, and hammered brass.
Private shrine in Dassa Zoume. Photograph: S. Blier 1985.

contextualizes parallel concerns in her elaboration of
the significance of the “fragment” and the “stripping”
and “repositioning” of variant forms to create a new
whole (1991:386-397).

Similar qualities of assemblage, decoupage, collage,
pastiche, fragment, stripping, and repositioning find
expression in the array of Danhome arts. The violence
and barbarism implicit in dynastic expansion and war
here seem to be referenced in this aesthetic. There is
within this idiom of assemblage a potent articulation of
the normalcy of incongruity in life. More than mere
social reflection, however, Danhomé’s complex artistic
re-presentations and recirculations appear to have
constituted both a vital form of instrumentalization and
a call to action.!" The general sense of anomie and

11. See Alfred Gell’s elaboration of this aspect of art and agency
(1998). Arnold Rubin in an early essay (1974) similarly has explored
features of “accumulation” in African art as a means through which
artists expressed essential elements of power. Patrick McNaughten
discusses the importance of “assemblage” in Bamana Komo masks
(1979). These are important explorations of related concerns. Yet the
Danhome art context is somewhat different. In contrast to the Bamana,
the concern with assemblage here crosses a whole range of genres as
opposed to a very few. And whereas Rubin sets up a dichotomy
between arts of “accumulation” and the arts of “display,” in many

disquiet suggested by this process of fragmentation and
reassemblage evokes a situation in which cultural norms
seem to be continually placed in doubt. Danhomeg, |
suggest, privileged techniques of assemblage and
borrowed idioms in part because they complement the
social construction of the state. In addition they appear
to express the complex and ever-shifting dynamic of a
precarious polity whose very being and survival were
predicated on war—the latter largely as a result of

its active participation in the devastating era of
international European slave trade.

My interest in the question of assemblage came about
through two, in many respects complementary,
concerns: one a desire to understand, on a very basic
level, the essential formal features that can be said to
distinguish Danhomeé art; and the other a long-standing
interest in the way art is sociologically framed. Early on
in my field research in the kingdom’s capital of Abomey,
as | assembled photographs of all known works from
Danhome, | was struck at once both by the dissimilarity

respects both idioms are present (often within the same work) in the

Danhomeé corpus. Moreover, while some of the accumulation arts are
forms of empowerment objects, a large number are not—among these
applique cloths, mixed-media weaving, and jewelry.
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Figure 8. Royal zoomorphic king figure published in Le Monde
Hlustré 1894,

of these arts and, in turn, the more | looked at them,
their striking and surprising shared concerns with
assemblage. My scholarly interest in assemblage, in this
sense, grew directly from the works themselves. In
seeking to determine whether this factor of assemblage
was the result of my own Western perceptions or was
also locally grounded, I began to search for the possible
roots of assemblage within Danhomeé culture, society,
and history in the course of fieldwork. Assemblage, it
soon became clear, not only had important local
grounding but also was tied closely with the specific
circumstances of Danhomeé geography, statehood, and
history.

Local contexts of state formation are of considerable
importance. While the process of unifying diverse
peoples into a larger political body was not restricted to
the Danhome kingdom and, in fact, was experienced to
some extent in all kingdoms, empires, and states, the
artistic response to this process in Danhomé was
somewhat distinct if not entirely unique, for here the
king and court clearly reveled in the foreign cultures
and traditions that were being assimilated. Even when
war was not a factor, new art traditions were continually
sought out by the Danhomeé monarchs. These rulers
seem not to have been interested in promoting an
official style or set of standard art forms, instead

choosing to exalt the different traditions with which they
came into contact.

While this stress on diversity may have created a state
that was difficult to rule (as many of the early accounts
of the state suggest), it also clearly led to art traditions
characterized as much by their variability and
uniqueness as by any one unifying element—including
techniques of assemblage. In this way, the experience of
social assemblage, which was witnessed in the course of
Danhomeé dynastic expansion, with its integration of
foreign peoples and traditions from the conquered states
into the polity, clearly found its complement in the
prevailing concern for assemblage in Danhome artistic
expression. Looking more closely at the varied artistic
traditions from this kingdom, it is clear that the use of
assemblage goes beyond the mere issue of technique,
assuming instead a wide variety of important ancillary
values, functions, and meanings framed not only by
local linguistic and cultural forms but also an array
of socio-political practices in the precolonial and
colonial era.

Artistic assemblage: Technique, meaning, and materials

The large majority of royal Danhomé sculptures
created of metal are defined by vital principles of
assemblage. In precolonial metal works, separately cut
and hammered pieces of silver, brass, or iron are joined
together to create images of various subjects. In the case
of more expensive metals such as silver or brass the
metal is applied to a wooden core (fig. 5). When iron is
used, numerous hammered parts are forged together.
Among the best known of the extant examples in iron is
the life-size figure of a warrior in the Musée de
I’'Homme (fig. 7). The actual process of assembly from
borrowed parts is evident in the work’s substructure. In
brass, an equally important work is the somewhat
smaller figure of a warrior in the former collection of
Charles Ratton.

In these various metal arts it is clear that a conscious
artistic choice was made in the selection of distinctive
assemblage techniques of cut, hammered, and joined
metal. Although the important West African bronze- and
brass-casting centers of the Yoruba and Asante stand
immediately to the east and west of the Danhome
capital, and there is a long history of contact between
these areas, artists in precolonial Danhome decided
against the use of lost-wax casting, preferring instead
works comprised of numerous separate parts. The choice
of assemblage techniques for the metal arts is all the
more striking in light of the fact that during the reign of
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Figure 9. Member of Yemaje family artist's compound, Abomey. Photograph: S. Blier 1984.
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King Kpengla (1774-1789), a family of brass-casters
from the Asante area was brought to Abomey and set up
in a compound six kilometers from the capital where
their descendants remain today. In recent history as in
the past, this family casts brass bells using the lost-wax
method, but significantly, no zoomorphic or human
figures (according to both their own family histories and
those of metal artists working in the court) (Baded;i
86:6:553; Akpakodji 86:7:17).12 Nor did these originally
Asante-area artists pass on knowledge of the casting
technique to the royal metal sculptors working in
Abomey, although they could easily have been
encouraged or compelled to do so. Thus, although the
knowledge of brass casting was close at hand, a
deliberate choice was made by the Danhome court
artists to use other techniques. Only with colonialism
was brass casting using the lost-wax method adopted as
the primary means of metal working in Abomey, and
here apparently due largely to European encouragement.
By this time, however, most of the works were created
for a new type of patron, namely tourists and colonial
officials (Blier 1988, 1989).

The tradition of royal memorial sculptures, called
asen, is also of interest in terms of assemblage
techniques. Asen sculptures (fig. 6) consist of an iron
staff surmounted by a platform, which in turn supports a
figure or series of figures identified in some way with the
deceased. The motifs surmounting the platform
historically were made from a variety of metals. Figures
incorporated into precolonial asen were of two types:
some were made of iron (separately cut and attached to
the platform support); others were carved of wood and
covered with hammered silver, brass, or occasionally
gold. Only in the twentieth century were asen figures
cast in brass (Bay 1985). Today aluminum is sometimes
used instead. For those who cannot afford either brass or
aluminum, contemporary smiths also make asen from
tin sheathing derived from canned goods. Within the
various traditions of asen, despite changes through time
in medium, subject, and style, the underlying principles

12. E. L. R. Meyerowitz also writes (1941:25-26) that a bronze
armlet from Old Oyo was in the collection of the chief of the brass-
casters at Abomey. Meyerowitz acquired it for Achimota College, in
Ghana. It had been owned by an Oyo chief killed by Guezo between
1818 and 1828. She writes, “The armlet, a spoil of war, was then
presented to the victorious King Gezo of Dahomey who was very
much taken with its design and gave it to the great grandfather of the
present chief of the brass-casters to have a copy made. . . . For various
reasons, the order was never executed and the armlet remained in the
family of the chief. . . ” The work includes images of two human
heads, crocodiles, lizards, and a displayed figure.

of assemblage have been maintained. Whether made of
iron, brass, silver, gold, aluminum, or tin, each asen
constitutes a distinctive work of assemblage.

Another example of how Danhome artists
consciously chose the technique of assemblage over
other artistic means can be seen in the tradition of
carved royal doors (fig. 2). These doors historically were
characterized by the separate carving of symbolic
elements, which were attached to a flat wooden surface.
The Danhome door, it should be noted, followed the
model of European doors in its use of lumbered wood.
What distinguishes the Danhomé doors is their
decoration, the separate carving of motifs that are
applied to the door’s surface. There is no underlying
technical reason necessitating the separate carving of
these door motifs. Indeed, it would have been far easier
(and more common) to carve a door from a solid piece
of wood as is done in other West African areas, notably
among them Yoruba, Igbo, Senufo, Baule, and Dogon.
Equally important, there is in the Abomey palace
collection a figurated Yoruba door carved from a single
piece of wood (which seems to have been acquired
originally as war booty by the late-nineteenth-century
king, Glélé). In this case too, although Danhome artists
were familiar with solid sculpted doors, they went out of
their way to express themselves through the technique of
assemblage. Here, as in the metal arts, other models
were available (and indeed were in current use in
nearby areas) yet these techniques were rejected in favor
of ones that emphasized the integration of numerous
separate parts.

Danhome thrones display still other features of
assemblage. Some were carved of multiple pieces of
wood; others were decorated with silver or brass or
included within their design skulls and other objects.’3
Like the life-size zoomorphic king figures, these thrones
(fig. 10) also demonstrate a concern for assemblage
through the foreign sources of their imagery, in this case
Asante stool forms (Adande 1976~1977:141) and
European decorative art traditions. With regard to the
latter, the throne of King Gbehanzin includes a range of
distinctively Western furniture elements, including
neoclassical palmettes and open-work carving.

The well-known tradition of Danhomeé applique cloth
(fig. 3) used as elite funeral tableaux, royal backdrops,

13. The three-footed stools of ministers and princesses are
manufactured of a single piece of wood, however. Many of the thrones
in the National Museum in Abomey are reproductions of earlier
thrones destroyed in a palace fire. While some of them are
assemblages, others are not.
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Figure 10. Throne of King Guezo. National Museum, Abomey.
Photograph: S. Blier 1986.

costume decorations, umbrellas, ceremonial roof covers,
and tents suggests the importance of this tradition.
Although similar traditions are found among other West
African coastal groups—such as the Fanti—this form of
cloth is somewhat unusual in Africa. Nowhere else is
there the same degree of emphasis on this decoupage
form in an array of art forms and contexts. To create an
applique necessarily means that one must cut (destroy)
the pattern cloth in the making of new elements to
apply to the surface. In keeping with this idea, torn
pieces from different-colored cloths (the basic materials
of applique) are incorporated into the foundations of
new shrines made for local Vodun spiritual powers.
Danhome royal regalia similarly is identified with
variant attributes of assemblage. As with many of the
above arts, royal jewelry is created from thinly
hammered sheets of silver and wire worked into delicate
compositions (fig. 11). Often these works incorporate
tiny bo containers that serve to empower them. Both the
king’s crown and the crown of Daho, the kingdom’s
ritual head, are assemblages. Whereas the former crown

is modeled on Yoruba beaded-crown exemplars, the
latter headdress is described as comprising the rare and
precious red tail feathers of grey parrots (key signifiers
of religious sanctity in the state) that have been
incorporated in a white cloth-covered base of woven
straw. The queen mother’s crown constitutes a different
form of assemblage; its shape is based on European
crown models and it is made of multiple pieces of
hammered and joined silver. These various crowns,
which are empowered through the materials of their
manufacture, constitute assemblages that are at once
precious and privileged. In these cases the fact that they
are seen to incorporate properties of bo no doubt
dovetails with their overall assemblage characteristics,
but this does not seem to be the only reason for

this aesthetic.

A somewhat similar type of assemblage is identified
with Danhome royal sandals. These works, which are
considered to be the most sacred and vital of the various
forms of royal regalia, are made by layering together the
prepared skins of powerful animals. As Agbanon
explains, the sandals “are made from the animals that
are courageous (adankanli)—the leopard, hyena, and
lion” (86:2:738). Like the crowns, these sandals are
assemblages whose power and importance rest on the
materials that are assembled within them. Interestingly,
whereas in the crowns many of these materials are
identified with prestige, wealth, and spiritual power, in
the sandals courage, danger, and physical strength are
given primacy. The sandals also represent works of
assemblage in that they—like other forms of Danhome
art—are based on foreign traditions, in this case
Hausa prototypes.

Danhome power sculptures known as bocio (fig. 12)
also present us with a particularly poignant example of
the ways in which Danhome assemblage techniques are
grounded in larger issues of meaning and expression.
These works frequently incorporate an array of
assembled materials—cords, iron, skeletal matter, locks,
pegs, beads, cloth, gourds, leaves, earth, fur and
feathers, among other things—onto a base that often
takes the form of a standing figure (see Blier 1995a).
Frequently, in making works of this type alchemical
factors come into play with two or more potentially
volatile materials—representing fire and oil, for
example—together creating an even more powerful
energy or force. Bocio manufacture also involves an
important factor of risk or danger through the process of
bringing together such different and often opposing
elements. With the variant bo and bocio art forms,
assemblage clearly is of critical importance to overall
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Figure 11. Royal arm jewelry. Silver. National Museum,
Abomey.

functioning.'* As Agbanon, the princely chief of
Sodohome village, explained vis-a-vis these works, “The
bo is the gathering together of many medicines”
(86:3:892). When asked at what point the power of
these objects becomes manifest, Sagbadju, a diviner and
maker of bocio observed: “It is when one puts together
all the things that the power comes in” (86:7:123). To
Dewui, another diviner: “It is the things that are put
inside—the different things one assembles—which give
power to the bo” (86:7:261).

The properties of assemblage important to bocio also
are found in the life-size zoomorphic king figures. The
best known of these works represent Kings Glélé
(1858-1889) and Gbehanzin (1889-1894) in the form of
a lion and shark respectively (fig. 8). Features of
assemblage are manifested in these sculptures through a
wide variety of visual means: First in the techniques of
manufacture and the separate carving and attachment of
the arms; and second in the striking juxtaposition of
human and animal features, with the head and upper
torso rendered as zoomorphic while the legs and lower
body are anthropomorphized. Third, the identity of these

14. Interestingly, it is maintained that the best makers of bo are of
foreign birth. Thus Agbanon notes that “it is those prisoners who were
captured during war who made the best bo for the king. For this
reason the king did not kill them. He would enthrone them as chiefs,
and in this way the king made use of bo” (86:2:965).

sculptures as objects of assemblage is conveyed through
the combination of African and European stylistic
forms; the latter is particularly well defined in their
contrapposto stance and heraldic features.!> Perhaps the
most important qualities of assemblage identified with
these works, however, are associated with features
which cannot be seen, in the incorporation of various
empowering materials (most significantly parts of
associated animals, here the lion and shark) into holes
pierced into the surface. As with the above bocio
figures, it is these assembled elements that provide the
works with their inner power.

As in many Danhomé sculptural traditions, the most
important palace buildings and religious structures in
the capital also are works of assemblage. Incorporated
into their walls or foundations are a variety of materials
that serve in one way or another to empower them. One
of the best examples of this type of architectural
assemblage is the small circular djeho building (fig. 13)
where the souls of the deceased kings rest. The name of
such structures, djeho—literally “house” (ho) of “pearls”
(dje)—provides us with a clue to their assembled
contents. Pearls and various other “luxury” materials
including cowries (shell money), palm oil, foreign
liquor, and the blood of animals and humans, are mixed
into the wet earth of the djeho walls. Here, as with the
royal crown, sandals, and bocio sculptures, it is the
coming together—the assemblage—of these precious
substances that gives essential power to each structure.
They transform the djeho’s rude plebeian form into an
edifice appropriate for the sheltering of kings. Form in
this case is less important than the structure’s
constitutive elements.

The multi-portal adjalala buildings (fig. 14) with their
richly colored bas-reliefs similarly incorporate a mix of
assembled materials. Accordingly, when making these
buildings, a diversity of materials are inserted into holes
that have been dug in the ground before the walls are
raised. These materials include plant matter (leaves,
seeds, bark, roots of various vegetable types), animal
and bird parts, minerals, soil (taken from different places
and directions, and molded into various shapes), cloth
fragments (of various materials, patterns, and colors),
beads, vessels, and foods (Agbanon 86:3:165). Each
object represents a particular power or force, which

15. A group of eight statues of saints was commissioned by King
Guezo in the nineteenth century. These works, which arrived from
France and were displayed in front of the palace, undoubtedly were
the source of this interest in neoclassical postures within the royal
corpus.
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Figure 12. Shrine with power figures (bocio). Abomey. Photograph: S. Blier 1986.

separately and in combination empowers the structure
and those within it. Similar groupings of matter are
placed in holes beneath local altars, shrines, and
temples. In each case they serve to sanctify the space in
which divinely sanctioned powers reside.'® It is these
assembled materials, more than any other features, that
transform these structures into residences appropriate for
individuals whose power complements that of the
deities in key respects.!”

16. This also can be said for domestic structures. Ayido notes in
this regard that “before one builds a house in a new area one cuts four
kpatin (posts which will root when placed in the earth) (86:6:105).
Then one digs four holes representing the four corners of the house
and the four cardinal directions. Into these holes one places corn flour
mixed with red oil, corn and beans. . . . When one gathers there to do
this thing...you are in the process of gathering together all the aziza
(forest spirits) to give them to eat and to ask them to bring together
their hands to hold the house together. It is all the vodun that are in
this universe that are found in the corners of the house.” One leaves
these kpatin standing for a while and then the structure itself is raised.

17. The earth used for the bas-relief sculptures on these buildings
similarly have assemblage characteristics. Adande notes in this regard
that “simple earth (terre de barre) poses certain problems when one
uses it for modeling. Used alone, without additive foreign matter, the
earth has a tendency to crack when it dries. . . . Certain artists in other
regions of Africa use termite earth. This earth, worked by termites is in
a way impermeable, and resists water. The artisans of bas-reliefs are
certainly inspired by this process. But they ameliorated it. They added
to the terre the pulp of palm nuts, finely chopped, which permits the
totality of the clump to hold together. In addition to assure maximum
impenetrability, the mixed the earth with palm oil” (1976-1977:172).

Like many of the sculptural and regalia forms
discussed previously, royal buildings also are
characterized as works of assemblage because they
integrate prominent foreign imagery and ideas. The
above described adjalala buildings derive from the
Ouemenu, a once-powerful polity situated north of
Porto Novo. The small, circular djeho buildings where
the king’s soul is said to rest have a similar source. These
architectural forms were introduced into the kingdom
after the defeat of King Yeheze of the Oueme by the
Danhome King Akaba (1685-1705) (Nondicaho
86:11:626; Adjaho 86:6:600).'® From the Yoruba came
another type of structure, the sosinsin (fig. 15), which
was built at the time of the yearly ceremonies. Modeled
on a horse barn, it was a focal point of the annual
customs’ rites (Hwetanu). According to Agbanon, “the
Yoruba climbed on it, and it was a wealth for them”
(86:2:772).

18. During the reign of Tegbesu, Kpengla’s predecessor, the
mosque was moved near to its current position in front of the portal
constructed by Tegbesu into the main palace (Nondicaho 85:11:241).
Kpengla asked his sons to learn the language and religion. According
to Nondicaho Bachalou, a descendant of Kpengla’s son Atinkpasso:

Kpengla asked all the children but no one accepted except
Atinkpasso who said “I am not the son to become King, thus |
should learn this.” And his father confided him to Malehosu [king of
local Moslems]. They brought him to their country and he learned
how to make talismen. Later he became a true Moslem (85:12:399).
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Published by Skertchly 1894.

Palace entry buildings also often have a foreign
source. One particularly poignant example is the two-
story entrance structure leading into the palace of King
Guezo (1818-1858). This building (called singbodji, “on
top of the large room”) was modeled after the two-story
European forts in the port city of Ouidah. King Guezo,
who was a close friend of the Brazilian trader Francisco
de Souza (and in fact owed his rise to power in part to
this foreigner), reinforced his alignment with de Souza
and the rich lands across the sea by building a
European-style structure as his palace entry.

Other palace architectural forms also show a concern
for foreign sources through their associated names. King
Guezo, for example, called his auxiliary palace
Coomasie (Kumasi), after the capital of the Asante
kingdom.'® Although Guezo never had the military

19. Skertchly describes the background of this palace name:

Gezo made a pseudo attack on Ashanti, which resulted in the
building of Coomassis palace. When his Majesty of Ashanti heard
of this, he immediately set out on a similar mission and called one
of his palaces Abomey. It must be understood that both these
invasions were purely imaginary the troops never crossing their
respective frontiers (1874:199-200).

Forbes also describes this event:

Guezo among other acts . . . declared Ashantee subjugated, and
built an enormous palace called Cumasee . . . in commemoration
(1966:89).

=2
¥

strength to defeat his Asante neighbors to the west,
through a form of political fiction he effectively claimed
a victory by naming his palace after the capital of his
Asante competitor in order to suggest the latter’s
symbolic if not actual defeat and disempowerment (see
also Wilks 1975). Guezo’s son, Glélé, in turn named his
palace entry Wehoniji, “portal of mirrors,” after the richly
decorated palace of Louis XIV, offering evidence here as
well of the primacy placed on foreign architectural
forms in the context of power appropriation (see also
Blier: 1990, 1991). As with Danhome sculptural
traditions, the importance of assemblage in Danhome
architecture is reinforced at once through construction
(technique) and through foreign features.?°

This palace, today known as Hunli palace, is said by Agbidinukun
(86:5:653) to have originally been built and named by Adandozan,
Guezo'’s infamous predecessor. Agbidinukun maintains that the palace
took its name not from Asante but rather from a local term meaning
“the one who will not escape.” This, however, appears to have been a
later interpretation of the term.

20. Town names, markets, buildings, and parts of the foreign
landscape were also imported. Thus when Danhomé conquered one
Mahi town, Forbes noted the king “caused the whole army, each to
carry a large stone” (1966:85). Markets were similarly brought back to
the capital following victory, by transporting to Abomey the shrines
that had empowered a local market and removing the right of that
market to exist in its former place. Le Herissé notes that the first
Danhome ruler Ganye Hesu: “Killed the king of Zakpo and brought
back the fetish of their market” (1911:283). This market was positioned
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Figure 14. Palace Ajalala building, Abomey. Photograph: S.
Blier 1986.

Linguistic and cultural features of assemblage

Local linguistic terminologies add to our
understanding of Danhomeé assemblage in vital ways.
Four words are employed in Fongbe, the Danhome
language, to convey the idea of assemblage. The first
three, kple, ha, and fo mean “to assemble,” “amass,”
“gather together,” “group,” or “unite,” and are used
somewhat interchangeably. A fourth term, agblo means

in what is today Bohicon and remains an important market center.
Perhaps the most famous market transfer, however, was the Mahi
market Hundjroto, which was brought back by Guezo and placed in
the Abomey capital where today it serves as the principal market.

Town names similarly were taken from foreign lands as a mark of
victory. Skertchly notes that during the reign of Glélé there were two
new towns, called Ishagga and Atokoh, created in the area outside the
Danhomé capital: “These villages are of very recent date, having been
built to commemorate the conquests of the towns of those names in
the early part of the present king’s reign” (1874:156). The town of
Oueme near Agbome similarly was named to commemorate Akaba’s
defeat of the Oueme king, Yahese (Slanon 86:1:40).

“agglomeration.”?! The term bli—literally to “roll up”—is
sometimes used in this context as well. The standard use
of the above words can be seen in the following
examples:

“One assembled (kple) them in the room.”

“Everyone will gather (ha) around the altar.”

“1 will unite (fo) the children.”22

“One set out an agglomeration (agblo) of materials to
make the shrine.”

“The Vodun Bliti means the reunion of all the vodun
in one (bli meaning to ‘roll up’).”

Interestingly, fo seems to share the same linguistic root
as Fo (Fon), the name of Danhomé’s dominant culture.
Danhomeé society, in this sense, is grounded in the ideas
of assemblage of both its peoples and traditions.?3

Features of assemblage and a concomitant stress on
foreign models also are seen in contexts of other forms
of language use in Danhomeé. This concern can be
observed not only in the selection of specific words to
describe key phenomena of assemblage, but also in the
unique functioning and features of the Danhome
language itself. Thus while Fongbe is the most widely
spoken language in the kingdom’s capital, a diversity of
other languages also are employed. In one case, Yimale,
the language spoken by local Moslems, itself is an
assemblage—of Hausa, Yoruba, and Fon. In other
contexts, foreign languages are spoken during religious
ceremonies. “The kings speak in Fon,” it was explained,
“but when one makes offerings to the royal asen
(memorial sculptures), they speak in Adja because the
founders of the dynasty came from Adja Tado”
(86:2:307). So too, since each of the foreign gods
introduced into the state is said to “speak” a different
foreign language, their novices must learn to
communicate in these languages in the course of
religious initiation.2* Although these novices may live

21. The Fon term blu signifies a mix or melange. This term also
was used for a special company of male soldiers who, like other
companies, were especially constituted of foreign men in the
kingdom. Created during the reign of Glélé, the blu troupes comprised
a sort of foreign legion and were associated with a special staff (recade
- MH 89-101-95) for warrior dances (Adande 1962:42-43).

22. A bo (power object) similarly incorporates this name. It is
called no fon, “gun of the mix,” because the mix of objects included
in it were believed to penetrate the body of the victim (Pazzi
1976:305).

23. The term Fon is also said to derive from the name for a tree,
known locally as fon, which is found in this area.

24. According to Adjaho (86:8:257) the court minister of religion,
Agasu (the royal leopard deity) and Guede (the god of the
autochthonous residents) speak Gun. Mawu-Lisa (the creator god),
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Figure 15. Royal Sosisin structure during annual “customs” rites. From Dalzel
1793:130.

with their families or continue their daily work in the
community, they will only verbally respond to
individuals who address them in the appropriate foreign
tongue.

Ideas and actions that stand in many respects in
opposition to assemblage, most importantly acts of
disintegration, breaking apart, and dis-assemblage, also
are important to understanding the underlying
significance of this phenomenon. Thus for example a

Sagbata (the Earth Deity), and Age (the forest deity) speak different
dialects of Yoruba. Hevioso (the lightning god) and Hu (the god of the
ocean) speak Hweda. Tohosu (the god of springs) speaks Fon.

Hevioso is identified with the southern town of Xevie, while
Sagbata is said to have its origins with the Mahi. Dan is associated
with QOuidah, and the gods Gu, Age, and Mawu-Lisa are seen to have
Adja origins. From the Mahi came several other deities, Tohosu and
Sagbata most importantly (86:2:129). Also associated with the Mahi
were several deities identified with women, one (Akwashi} who
presided over childbirth, and another, Demen, who was said to guard
the chastity of the king's wives (Skertchly 1874:154, 157). The kulito
ancestral maskers in turn had a Yoruba origin. “When one broke Ketu,
one brought the kulito here,” explained Sagbadju Atinwulise
(86:7:1096). The principal deities generally acknowledged to be local
to the area are Guede and Agbobo (Agbanon 86:2:129).

fragment of an object—a tiny piece of a pipe, calabash,
or pot—will be used to signify in divination contexts the
idea of poverty or worthlessness (Maupoil 1981:212),
values that stand in marked contrast to the social
imperatives associated with assemblage.?® So too, in
funerary contexts, the action of breaking things is
identified with death. With this in mind, during related
ceremonies, pieces of cloth and pottery are ripped or
broken into strips or fragments before being placed in
the tomb as gifts for the dead. It was explained to me in
this light that “if one wants to send pottery to the kulito
(the dead) one must break it first” (Ayido 86:6:312).
Masks representing kulito (fig. 16) similarly are
characterized by their integration of multiple pieces of
ripped cloth. Here, too, there seems to be a play on the
importance of assemblage.

The demolishment of enemy territory in the context
of war suggests another variant of assemblage/

25. It is important to note that wealth is a critical factor in
Danhome conceptions of statehood. When one is enthroned it is said
that one has “bought the country;” if one is removed forcibly from
power one is said to have been “impoverished.”
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dis-assemblage primacy in Fon culture. Accordingly one
of the characteristic features of Fon military practice is
the breaking apart or dis-assemblage (/o) of the defeated
communities and the removal of related people, gods
{temples), wealth, and art. The importance to Danhome
of this fracture/assemblage concept through war is made
clear in both oral traditions and court songs. The Fongbe
word, o, meaning break or fracture also is of interest in
contextualizing assemblage. The term /o is further
employed to mean monstrosity against nature, as for
example a son who hits his father or mother (Segurola
1963:363). In the same way that something which is
broken or fractured is identified with dishonor, things
which display opposite qualities of assemblage can be
seen to carry social value. Reinforcing this belief, when
asked why one places such a primacy on assemblage in
Fon society, particularly in the context of religion,
Sagbadju Atinwulise noted: “If you alone get up to do
something, you will be going this way and that. One
groups things in order to do things” (86:7:319). In other
words, assemblage serves as a form of social agency.

The valuation of foreignness: The social framework of
Danhomeé assemblage

In order to understand the underlying social roots of
assemblage in Danhome, it also is vital to address the
role of foreign institutions, ideas, and images within this
state. One should emphasize not only the priority
placed on foreignness with respect to variant art sources
but also vis-a-vis local citizenry and visitors to the state.
Accordingly many of the king’s wives, soldiers,
ministers, and servants were foreign. Indeed to become
king, one’s mother could not be of royal Danhome
blood—hence the mothers of some rulers were at one
time prisoners of war. Furthermore, foreign dignitaries
frequently were invited (and indeed obliged) to come to
the palace to witness key court ceremonies.?® Lamb,

26. This was especially the case with the Hwetanu “customs” to
which attendance of foreigners in the state was obligatory. Europeans
and Brazilians complained bitterly of the expense and time loss
associated with this practice. Historically some of the foreign
individuals in attendance at these rites—both Europeans and
Africans—were involved in the slave trade, an important corollary to
the Danhomeé warfare imperative. As Skertchly notes: “On arriving at
the square, | was surprised to see a considerable increase in the
number of Moslem spectators to the Custom. | was afterwards told that
a large party of Houssa, and other northern people had arrived on a
visit to the kingdom to dispose of their wares and also to buy slaves.
From repeated inquiries | ascertained that these traders succeeded in
buying 94 of the Nago captives from the king” (1874:346).

Figure 16. Kulito ancestral masker, Abomey. Photograph: S.
Blier 1985.

who visited the court of King Agadja in the eighteenth
century, noted in this regard that “He has a lot of regard
for foreign blacks, and has infinite complaisance for
certain Mallayens [Moslems] who are now at his court”
(in Pazzi 1979:247). Skertchly observed during the
annual ceremonies a century later the presence of

For some of these ceremonies, sacrificial victims were dressed in
the foreign dress. Such was the case with the Danhomé “customs”
ceremonies in which Yoruba sacrificial victims appeared in Ayo
(Yoruba) outfits (boubous) (Agbidinukun 86:5:655). Certain military
companies were also dressed in attire associated with foreigners. The
Ashanti company was one such “foreign” company described by
Skertchly (1874:133). He notes that “The flag of the Ashanti company
followed, bearing on its surface the figure of a blue warrior in the act
of felling a crimson tree. This corps was picturesquely dressed in kilts
of leopard or civet cat’s skin with a fringe of the same round the knees
and elbows. Their caps were likewise made of leopard’s skin or a
velveteen fabric dyed to imitate the real article.” That costume was
important is also indicated by the fact that during this period,
according to Skertchly (1874:48) a Cape Coast (Fanti) tailor resided in
a pretentious house known as “gothic house” in Danhome’s coastal
port of Ouidah just east of the English fort.
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various ambassadors and “strangers,” including
“ashantees, houssas, and other chiefs” (1874:227). The
Asante delegation appears to have been particularly
impressive. As Skertchly explains during these rites:

A number of “strangers” were . . . received. Amongst others
were the ambassadors of the King of Ashanti, conspicuous
by the gold plates glittering on their hair, and the massive
gold jujus depending from chains round their necks. The
headman had . . . an elaborately embossed two-handed
sword. . . . Twelve boys carried daggers swathed in white
cloths, with massive handles of gold, knelt behind the
principal chief, while a stool and shield, each garnished
with plates of the precious metal, were consigned to the
charge of a special attendant. (1874:199)?7

The important place of foreigners of various sorts in
the palace was also noted by Forbes (1966 [1851]:34).28
Among the more unique examples of “foreigners”
observed by him were:

... an ostrich, an emu, several dwarfs, hunchbacks, and
albinos, besides troops of dogs of almost every country
and variety.?’

Skertchly noted in turn a pair of peacocks and an
English sheep as well as “. . . several tame Guinea-
pigs and grey parrots . . . playing about” (1874:438).
The palace clearly was a place where diversity was
highly valued.

This interest in the incorporation of foreign
individuals, animals, and traditions in the state is also
clearly evidenced in local systems for calculating time.
In Danhome two distinct calendrical forms were (and
are) employed, one based on a four-day ritual and
market week (a pattern similar to that of the Asante
calendar), the other, a seven-day calendar (modelled
after Islamic traditions). The seven-day week according

27. The Danhome kings also sent delegates to Kumasi, the Ashanti
court. Dupuis notes that “the war of Dahomey was quickly forgotten
because a splendid delegation from Agbome arrived in Kumasi to
announce the enthronement of the new sovereign, Kpengla,
succeeding Tegbesu on his death in 1774” {in Pazzi 1979:296).

28. During this period, markets also must have had an important
air of assemblage. Adams describes the Porto Novo market, which
“. . . exhibited for sale the manufactures of Europe and India, of
various kinds such as hankerchiefs, red and blue, from Manchester;
linens, silesins from Germany, silk hankerchiefs, cutanees and taffitas
from Madras; tobacco from the Brazils . . . iron, coral, cowries, beads,
etc. There are also exhibited for sale, cloth from Eyeo and Jaboo, spun
cotton, dyed and otherwise . . . sandals, hoes, clubs curiously carved
and ornamented . . . ,” (1966 [1823]:89-90).

29. In addition to these animals, King Adandozan (1797-1818) is
said to have kept hyenas in the palace; European travelers reported
seeing the bones of elephants in front of palace portals.

to Le Hérisse was introduced during the reign of Tegbesu
(1774-1789), a period which saw increasingly strong
Islamic impact on the state (1911:355). Four of the
seven day-names, accordingly, are derived from Arabic.3?

Characteristics of assemblage are important in the
framing of Danhome ethnic identity as well. As noted by
Forbes and quoted at the outset of this article, “strange
and contradictory as it may sound, this great nation is
no nation, but a banditti, and there are few pure
Dahomeans” (1966 [1851]:19). This primacy placed on
social assemblage as a model for the state coincided
with the ongoing changes in the social fabric brought
about through war and other means. Kinship structure in
Danhome similarly is identified with key assemblage
concerns.

As with the local systems for calculating time, two
different structures of filiation have been maintained. On
the one hand, the kingdom incorporates matrilineal
features following on the model of the Akan to the
west.*! This can be seen most importantly in the
tradition of counting the children of royal women as part
of the mother’s lineage—but not the father’s. For non-
royal families, on the other hand, kinship is traced
principally through the patrilineal line. The latter
conforms with methods of kinship calculation identified
with groups to the east such as the Yoruba.

This concern for assemblage within the local kinship
structure also can be seen in terms of rules established
for royal descent. As noted above, in order to become a
king of Danhomeé one had to be the child of a local
ruler (a prior Danhomeé king) and a person (usually

30. Sunday is referred to as Vodungbe (day of the Vodun) and
Friday is known as Ahosuzangbe (day of the king)—Fongbe terms—but
Monday (Tenigbe), Tuesday (Tatagbe), Thursday (Lamisi), and Saturday
(Sibigbe) are deformations from Arabic. According to Le Herissé, “The
Moslem calendar is known mostly by cultivated Dahomeans, such as
princes, chiefs, ancient servants of the kings, etc.” (1911:355).

31. Also of interest in terms of kinship assemblage is the tradition
of adding foreign war prisoners to the families of local residents.
Through this means they were assimilated into the ako of their
masters. This was an acknowledged practice during the reign of King
Agonglo (1789-1797). Because for a long time he remained childless,
prisoners taken from Mahi came to be identified as his children (and
remain so to this day) (Agbidinukun 86:5:859). In this practice
according to Ahanhanzo Glélé (1974:160), King Agonglo, who only
later had male children, obeyed his divination sign: “All that money
can buy (here all slaves) are considered as children (of the family).”
Many of them became artists. Still today their families live in
compounds around the princely palace of Agonglo. In other families in
the kingdom the same tradition was maintained. As Agbano explained
for the Yoruba families brought back by King Glélé and placed with his
family in Sodohome: “If they give me children, it is my name that they
take. They no longer know the name of their father” (86:3:737).
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foreign) who was not of royal Danhomé blood. As
Elizabeth Glélé noted: “Two children of a Danhome
king cannot give birth to a king” (85:12:148). So too in
the words of the prominent Danhome scholar,
Ahanhanzo Glélé (1974:95): “No one could ascend to
the throne who was a Danhomean prince born to both a
princely mother and father; thus only those princes
could rule whose mother’s blood was not royal.”32 With
this in mind, most Danhomeé kings were born to women
who came to the capital from the outside, often as
prisoners of war.>?

The rule requiring the king to be born to a non-royal
or foreign woman clearly encouraged a broadening of
the political base. At the same time it assured that power
and wealth within the kingdom would not be split. The
import of this feature was explained as follows:

There is a rule here that one must never ignore. If you are
born to a man and woman from Agbome, you will never
rule over the kingdom. This is because we are afraid for the
royal riches. . . . It is to conserve the things of the kingdom
that we do this (Nestor Zinflu 86:7:877).34

Equally significant, however, was the revitalization of
the state, which this concern for assemblage in the royal
line encouraged. The stress on assemblage within the
royal line assured that with each new reign there was an
infusion of foreign cultural features into the palace.
Nondicaho explained this process more simply: “If a
woman comes from the exterior it is very good for the
country” (85:10:50). As Agbidinukun noted: “In
marriage, one not only brought together two people but
one also coupled their customs” (86:5:87). By customs,
Agbidinukun is referring here to religion, art, and
technology, among other things.

32. Glélé explains (1974:101) that the mothers of Kpengla and
Tegbesu were originally from the Adja country. King Agonglo’s mother
was a Yoruba woman from Monkpa; the mother of Guezo was a Fon
originally from Tinji; the mother of Glélé was Yoruba from Sabe-
wogudo; the mother of Gbehanzin was from Abomey-Calavi. Adjaho
notes that the Hwetanu “custom” rites begin at Djegbe because it is
near here where individuals brought back to Abomey from the Yoruba
city—state of Savé were placed after their defeat by the Danhome
troops (86:7:1694-1695). This new community (today a small quarter)
also was called Save, and is led by the Save Gan (head of Save) as the
symbolic chief of this country.

33. As Ahanhanzo Glélé points out: “Women prisoners became
wives of the king, chiefs, and simple citizens. In view of the rules of
succession to the throne, the king was obliged to chose wives among
the [autochthonous residents] and war prisoners” (1974:161).

34. This was also generally true in Europe—with wives (and
husbands) of important rulers often coming from abroad—probably for
similar reasons. 1 thank Francesco Pellizzi for pointing this out.

Major innovations have been identified with these
foreigners—especially the queen mothers. In the area of
religion, for example, it was through the queen mothers
that numerous foreign deities were introduced.
According to Le Hérisse (1911:102): “The union of the
kings with the women of other vanquished tribes . . .
augmented the number of vodun worshiped by the
Dahomeans.” While these foreign deities were important
with respect to state power, their worship in the capital
also was seen in many cases to be essential to the health
of the royal family. “It is because the women have
children that we give importance to their gods, because
it is their ancestors [who worshiped these gods] who
also guard our children” (Agbidinukun 86:5:87).3%

Features of assemblage thus were important to the
Danhome state in a range of contexts.3® Joseph Adande
offers further insight into the phenomenon, explaining
that a critical concern within the kingdom was:

. . . the enrichment of the fundamental palette of
Agbome. . . . The kings of Agbome believed in
cosmopolitanism. They held absolutely to have brought to

35. Le Herissé explains in this light that the vodun Dah was
adopted by the royal family following the marriage to King Kpengla of
a daughter of an Aghenuvi. Perhaps the most famous case, however, is
that of King Tegbesu, whose mother, Wandjele, came from Adja and at
whose insistence the deities Mawu, Lisa, Gu, and Age are said to have
been introduced into the Danhome kingdom (1911:375).

36. Thus for example the temple established by Glélé known as
gbetinsa incorporated not only Betinsa but also a range of other gods,
among these Agasu, Sagbata, Hevioso, Nesuhwe, and Lisa. According
to Agbidinukun, the reason Glélé incorporated all these vodun into the
same altar was that “if one comes here, all the vodun that are of this
earth will gather together to drink water here (86:5:321).” Certain
Danhomé gods are also in themselves composites. One such god is
Bliti, a vodun who is said to constitute a part of all the other vodun:
“This is the ensemble of all the vodun—Xevioso, Legba, Dan, Toxosu.
it is the reunion of all these powers” (Atinwulise 86:7:318-319). The
term bli, which means “to roll,” suggests the action by which these
forces are incorporated together. The range of materials used in the
construction of a shrine for Gbaadu (the vodun of diviners) is another
case in point. The diversity of materials identified with the construction
of one such altar was observed by Maupoil:

One must get many different objects belonging to the three different
realms [including] . . . two feathers of the agbe bird, the red tail of
a parakeet, a piece of bone from a hunchback, a piece of bone
from someone killed by lightning, small pox, drowning. [In
addition, one needs] a piece of the bone of an elephant, buffalo,
lion, hyena, leopard, roan antelope, as well as a leopard’s eye, part
of a hyena’s stomach, the head of a hon serpent, a green snake, a
varan, and some excrement from a hyena, crocodile and leopard.
To these were added material from the mineral realm: white chalk,
excrement [which is said to derive] from the rainbow serpent, the
earth of earth worms, sea sand, river sand, lagune sand, and 15
different varieties of pearls (1981:96-97).
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the kingdom all that seemed to be useful for them, for their
well-being, and the survival of their patrimony and their
culture. Had they observed a temple elsewhere? They had
to have it at Agbome, and the cults of vodun are the best
symbol of this opening onto the exterior world of the
Agbome sovereigns. They had to import . . . the divinities of
a multitude of pantheons—Pedah, Yoruba and other.
Agbome . . . accumulated a whole gamut of divinities
coming from elsewhere (1976-1977:60).

In this and other ways, Danhomeé religion privileged
principles of assemblage. And, as Mercier notes, “The
Fon themselves are the first to admit the composite
character of their religious ideas” (1954:212).37

Credit for the introduction of these foreign traditions
generally were said to rest with the kings, thus.
becoming an important part of their identity. As Glélé
notes, “to the magical powers and the religions
inherited from the ancestors, one added in measure with
the greatness and power of the kingdom, the new
religions which only the king had the right to introduce
in Dahomey” (1974:83). Maupoil observed similarly
that; “It was the [kings] in effect, who installed all the
vodun in their capital . . .” (1981:64). Ayido makes a
related point:

It is the king that has the vodun. The vodun left different
countries. When the king breaks the country, he takes the
[priests] . . . and [it is this priest who] will create an altar
and inform one about what his vodun eats and which drum
his vodun uses. The king will then give what is necessary,
goats, liquor, or whatever (86:6:884).

The integration of foreign deities also was seen to add
considerably to the power which the king held.
Agbidinukun makes the point clearly:

We princes, we are stronger than those who were here
before us. We even have the vodun of the sea . . . and have
built a house for its priest, Hunon (86:5:640).

The point here is not only that in battle the Danhome
kings were able to defeat their enemies and take their
gods but also that now they could use their enemies’
gods for their own benefit. As is clear in the above
example, the Danhome kings were also able to gain
control over key forces of the universe, including the
ocean (fig. 17), the latter at some distance from the
kingdom’s capital of Abomey. The foreign deities and
powers acquired through these means all were handled

37. The receptivity with which foreign religions were approached
extended also to Christianity and Islam.

with special care—a degree of care which otherwise
was only accorded the king.38

As Agbidinukun notes: “The vodun that were brought
to the capital were treated with great respect; like the
king they were carried back to Agbome in a hammock”
{86:5:640).

Interestingly, many deities which presumably are
autochthonous to the area—the gods of heavenly light
(Mawu and Lisa), the thunder god (Hevioso), and the
earth god (Sagbata), among others—today are identified
not only as being of foreign origin but also as having
been introduced into the kingdom under a specific ruler
due to a particular set of circumstances. The foreign
identities of these “inter-ethnic vodun,” as Gilli describes
them, often belie their real origins and roots within the
local area (1976:16). Mercier argues accordingly that
the foreign sources attributed by Danhomeé people to
many of their gods cannot be literally accepted
(1954:212, n. 4). “It seems unlikely” he notes in
discussing widely accepted traditions of royal history,
“that the cult of the dual high deity Mawu-Lisa was
introduced at Abomey alone by Agaja (1708-40) or
even by Tegbesu (1728-74) since Lisa was already
known at Allada in the seventeenth century” (ibid.).
Ceremonial and other evidence suggests similarly that
most of the “inter-ethnic” gods in Danhome had clear-
cut local counterparts and precedents. What is
important here is that like art, language, time
calculations, and kinship, Danhomeé religion also is

38. According to Glélé, “. . . each time that the king conquers a
country, he brings back with him to Agbome, the gods and religious
chiefs who he assures protection for. Thus it was with Sakpata, the god
of small pox that Gezo transported from the Mahi country to
Anyannyan in the neighborhood of Agbome” (1974:70). Describing
this process, Agbanon noted:

One digs up the vodun and gathers the pots, sculptures, axes,
everything and brings it here, setting it up like over there. And the
vodunsi who were at the head of certain shrines, one brought all
those persons and they came and did the ceremonies here in
Agbome (86:3:161).

The head Tohosu priest, Mivede noted (85:11:147) another tradition
in which a certain “Ahada, the son of Wegbadija [the kingdom’s
founder] went to Savalou [a Mahi community] on his travels and there
he found out how to do the Tohosu ceremonies. He located the person
who took care of the Tohosu in Savalou and brought him here.”

The inclusion of such foreign gods, particularly those of Danhomg’s
enemies, struck earlier travelers to the area as strange. Skertchly noted
in this light that in Hwawe area near Abomey is a shrine called
Leffledloh, “the patron saints of the Nagos.” He noted that this “sacred
spot . . . is a foreign importation being devoted to the protection of the
Nago [Yoruba] people who are continually at war with Dahomey. Is it
possible that there is such a thing as ironical fetishism?” (1874:157).
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firmly grounded on principles of assemblage. That the
stated foreign origins ascribed to these gods are often
fictive underscores the primacy accorded these
assemblage concerns within the state.

Warfare and assemblage: Processes of deconstruction
and reassembly

Many of the features of assemblage in Danhomé had
grounding in war. From its foundation in the seventeenth
century at the height of the international slave trade, the
state of Danhomeé was almost perpetually at war, local
conflict being fed simultaneously by conquest ideation
and the exigencies of the foreign slave trade, practices
which continued up through the end of the nineteenth
century. As noted above, a vital if secondary feature of
the Danhomé expansionist wars was the assembly of
peoples, ideas, and objects within the capital following
victory. This concern with assemblage in the context of
war is reaffirmed in the following Danhomée hammock-
carrying song, which was sung while transporting the
king to war and other activities:

My enemies [need to know that]

My war chief Gaou made a bo {power object] for me

The bo says that

1 will gather together [fo] the countries of others

To come and create my country with

1 will take the wife of another to marry

1 will take her child as my child

I will erase all their history

All that arrive here will see what is happening.
(Agbidinukun 86:7:1361-1362)3°

Two dynastic songs said to have been written by King
Glélé also reveal the importance of assemblage. In the
words of the first song:

I sent the war to Abegemen
| trapped men
1 trapped vodun.
1 trapped them all to bring to Danhome.
(86:7:1780)

Whereas the above songs stress the assemblage of
people and religious powers through war, a fourth song

39. Adjaho notes that during the Hwetanu rites one begins in the
Djegbe quarter of Abomey at the site of Vodundodeme {“vodun is
there”). As he explains: “It is near here where one placed the
inhabitants of Savé after Savé was broken. One calls this place Save. It
is a small quarter and one has enthroned someone there as Savi
Gan—he is the chief of the country” (86:7:1694-1695).

Figure 17. Devotee of Hu, God of the Ocean in Cana near
Abomey. Photograph: S. Blier 1986.

attributed to Glélé emphasizes the acquisition of wealth
in the course of such battles:

Ketu, we already captured.
We took all the riches that are in that country
We brought them to Singbodji palace
(86:2:272).

The arts of the enemy lands also were an important
concern in war. Drums and associated drum rhythms
offer a particularly good example of this. Agbanon
explained in this light that “All the drums were brought
back from the conquered lands. The zinli, cenkume, and
toba drums all came from the Mabhi. The sato drum, in
turn, was seized from the Yoruba” (86:2:471; 846).
According to Agbanon, “King Tegbesu saw the sato
drum when he was in battle against the Yoruba. Its
player was the first person that he captured. This person
cited all the places where one played this drum, and
Tegbesu captured them all. When one captures someone
one takes him with his drum” (86:2:809). Because of
this linking of drums with war, sometimes the mark of
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royalty was carved on drums of this type to recall their
royal owners. Of one sato drum with a carving of a
royal throne on it, it was noted accordingly that “As the
king took this drum and it became the drum of the king,
one designed the throne on it” (86:7:1075).

Artists, as noted above, also came to the capital
through war. The blacksmiths responsible for the well-
known iron warrior figure arrived in Abomey through
this means (Blier 1995a). So too did the royal applique
makers and tailors (fig. 9). Adande explains their history
this way:

During a war campaign on the banks of the Oueme River
in the region of Wogudo, Guezo stopped, probably to rest
in front of the house where works of tailoring were
exposed. . . . Marveled by these works of tailoring, the king
wanted to know the identity of their maker. This man,
Alagbe, came forward and the king told him he would
bring him, his family, his vodun, and his possessions to
Agbome (1976-1977:78).

Whether Alagbe’s move to Abomey was entirely
voluntary is doubtful but his presence in the kingdom’s
capital underscores the significance to the Danhomé
rulers of adding new artists and traditions to those
already in the capital.

Another important feature of Danhome social and
artistic assemblage was a desire to reempower,
reinvigorate, and refresh the capital at Abomey. In the
words of Agbanon, “If you went to war, you did not go
to kill. You went to pick up their goods, their money,
their cloths, so that you could bring all this home”
(86:2:757). Later he added, “one brought back all the
riches from the conquered land. While this made it ‘hot’
for them, here it has become ‘cool’” (86:3:418). In other
words the process of assembling foreign individuals and
goods in the state—whether through war or other
means—had the effect of assuring that the kingdom
would remain cool (characterized essentially by
qualities of health, peace, and prosperity).

Yet, war-related assemblage often also carried with it
enormous risks.? Thus the children of war prisoners
who grew up at Abomey were seen to potentially suffer
from a range of serious problems. As Agbanon explains,

40. In trying to assuage the “heat” of offerings, the prisoners of war
being sacrificed in the state pageants were carried like kings or gods
on hammocks. So too, before their deaths they were “paid” (with a
token cowrie). Ayido notes with regard to the icon of Danhome, the
image of a serpent biting its tail, that: “As we did harm to people
before, so too when we were in the process of harming our brother
and sister, we often harmed ourselves. Yet even if we take our own tail
and are in the process of eating it, nothing can come of it” (86:6:110).

The children who came later began to die and when we
went to divine we were told that they must know the house
of their fathers. Then one installed a shrine both for the
father and for Dan who had come from there to take his
children (86:3:737).

Many foreign deities thus were introduced in the
years following war through various ceremonies
intended to alleviate difficulties for foreign
descendants—with such deities being transported from
the specific foreign area. The later generations in turn
often incorporated the foreign symbols and arts from
their ancestral homes into the traditions of their new
families. One applique umbrella displayed in the
enthronement ceremonies at the palace in 1986 was
thus emblazoned with the Yoruba words oba oba and
oloron. Asked to explain the reason for these foreign
words, Yemadje Menongbe, the head of the family of
applique umbrella makers, noted (86:7:853): “This is
because we captured his father in war and brought him
here to this country and later enthroned him. In writing
these words, the Yoruba man is recalling his father.” 4!

Historical questions regarding assemblage also are of
considerable concern. Oral traditions suggest that local
interest in artistic assemblage goes back to the reign of
the first Danhomeé king, Huegbadja (1645-1680), who
is said to have appropriated from his maternal relatives
the rights to produce key forms of royal art, most
importantly the ato ceremonial platform, the royal
kpaligan gong, and the characteristic high-walls and
form of the palace compound. As noted above,

41. Kings had important identities as destroyers. The Kpaligan song
for Glélé notes that he was:

Breaker of Manko
Killer of Manko
Trapper of Agidi Gbo Gbo
Breaker of Anago Dume
Breaker of Ketu
(Agonzan Marcellin 86:5:936)

So too at war, Migan Zougla notes, “If there are dry moats, we will
close them. We will spoil everything. We will break and spoil
everything that is there” (86:5:618). Even persons within the Danhome
state were not spared if they did something to oppose the king. Adjaho
notes:

If you are a chief and have done something bad, one will come and
take all your things and suppress your field. Tokpon has a baton like
that of Migan and if he passes and throws it over the wall of the
house, we will gather all the things that are in the house. When one
has finished collecting everything one will destroy all the fences,
walls and buildings. One will break everything. The entire place
will be flat. And one brings all the things to the palace. All the
things that come to the palace are called xu. . . . In this way the
one who did something wrong, no person will ever see him again.
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Huegbadja’s son Akaba (1645-1705) in turn introduced
several new forms of architecture from abroad—the
djeho and adjalala in particular. Agaja (1708-1740), for
his part, extended the boundaries of the kingdom to the
coast, defeating both Allada and Ouidah in the process,
and bringing back new artists, art forms, and deities.*?
Oral traditions indicate, moreover, that the primary
reason for Agaja’s decision to move against the Ouidah
king was because the latter not only dared to wear a
robe of imported cloth that was much finer than that of
the Danhomeé king, but also, and more importantly,
mocked Agaja for his lack of cosmopolitan taste.

The importance of artistic assemblage continued to
be of critical concern during the reigns of later kings.
Tegbesu (1740-1774) introduced diverse foreign temples
around the capital (among these, Lisa-Mawu, Gu, and
Age); his brother Kpengla, as noted earlier, established a
family of Asante smiths six kilometers from the capital.
Agonglo (1789-1797), in turn, brought numerous Mahi
weavers and carvers to Abomey, setting them up in
compounds near his princely palace, one of them in
turn becoming the carver of the famed zoomorphic king
figures. Guezo (1818-1858) and his son Glélé
(1858-1889) both initiated important forms of
assemblage architecture and sculpture as outlined here;
they also introduced into the court a range of Yoruba-
and Mahi-derived art forms (see Blier 1990). The
kingdom’s last preconquest ruler, Gbehanzin
(1889-1894), for his part is said to have sent the son of
Gedegbe, the state diviner, abroad in order “to bring
back the symbols of a Mawu which had predicted the
destruction of his country . . .” (Maupoil 1981:160).

Importantly, following the French conquest,
Danhomé’s artistic interest in assemblage changed
considerably. Works of lost-wax casting replaced objects
of hammered silver or brass. Palace doors soon were
carved from solid pieces of wood and woven cloths
were made from threads of the same material. So too,
the long-standing Danhome interest in foreign art
sources diminished to the point where artists and
patrons increasingly turned their attention to subjects of
history. Applique artists emphasized past rulers rather

42. According to Glélé “It was to mark this preeminence of
politics on religion that King Agaja, after having authorized the
Portuguese to build a church at Widah [Ouidah], forged an asen
surmounted by a church with a cross. But he took care to attach to this
cross a chain leading to a closed calabash . . . to enclose the divine
secrets leagues by the ancestors. To the magical powers, the religions
inherited from the ancestors, had to be added, in view of the greatness
and power of the kingdom, the new religions which only the king had
the right to introduce in Dahomey” (1974:83).

than those of the present. The well-known brass tourist
arts, which show royalty or commoners in everyday
activities, also exemplify this change. Principally, it
was those arts connected in some way with popular
(non-royal) traditions such as bocio power objects that
retained vital assemblage concerns. The changing
character of art in Danhome thus can be said to

reflect the changes in royal power and the autonomy of
the state.

Historical perspectives and comparison

Why assemblage was selected as a primary visual
trope in Danhome is of considerable interest. The
significance of assemblage here, | suggest, is grounded
in part in the history of the state’s continual refashioning
of itself. In this sense Danhome art in some ways
complements traditions of the nearby Asante.
Geographic considerations may have been an important
influence. Like the Asante, the kingdom of Danhome
developed at the crossroads of strikingly dissimilar
cultural areas. For Danhome, these included the
matrilineal Akan (and Blu) to the west and the patrilineal
Yoruba and Bini to the east. To the north lie a number of
powerful Islamic states, Bariba, Hausa, and Oyo
(Yoruba) among others. Along the coast to the south was
the thriving port of Ouidah leading to trade nations of
the West—cheifly England, France, Portugal, and
Germany. By the end of the fifteenth century, the states
of Europe played an increasingly significant role in
Africa through various coastal ports. Perhaps conscious
of its crossroads setting, Danhome stressed assemblage
as a means of allying itself simultaneously with these
very disparate cultures. Interestingly, kple, one of the
Fon terms for assemblage, also features in the term
designating crossroads (ali kpleten: the meeting of roads).

Another factor, which may have been important to
the Danhome kings and populace in their high valuation
of assemblage, is found in the specific circumstances of
Danhome state formation. The kingdom was founded
relatively late, in the seventeenth century. By this time,
the important states of Yoruba, Benin, Allada, and Savi
(Ouidah) had already been established and indeed were
at a height. Although some scholars have claimed that
Danhome followed an earlier “Dauma” kingdom on the
Abomey plateau, no knowledge of such a kingdom
today exists in this area nor is there any archaeological
evidence to support the presence of such a state
(Cornevin 1919.79; Pazzi 1979). Without an important
early kingship model on the plateau, Danhome leaders
appear to have created a state wherein the diverse
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influences of neighboring states figured prominently. As
we have seen, foreign art traditions also became an
important concern of royal artistic expression.

The defeat of the Danhome king, Gbehanzin, by the
French forces in 1893-1894 brought an end to the state
as a vibrant, creative polity. In many art contexts there
was also a decrease in works of assemblage. Since
only with Guezo (1818-1858) and his predecessor
Adandozan had Danhome gained independence from
the Oyo Yoruba to whom they had paid tribute from the
time of Agaja (1708-1740), this meant that the
kingdom’s period of independence was remarkably
short. Had the state experienced a longer history as a
free polity, a more unified and cohesive art style might
have emerged as an expression of such an identity.
Danhome’s focus on assemblage, in short, may have had
a temporal dimension.

Another part of the assemblage puzzle in Danhomé
seems to have grounding in the assumed foreign origins
of the kingdom’s founder. Royal myths identify the
kingdom’s creator as coming from the ancient kingdom
of Adja Tado (today in Togo). He is said to have been the
son of a leopard and a princess from that kingdom. This
man, whose name was Agasu, himself represents an
assemblage—someone who was both human and
animal, town and forest. Although the myth of Agasu’s
origins appears largely to have been a political
construction, the priority placed on assemblage and
foreign identity within this tradition is of interest (see
also Blier 1995b). Mythic factors here too converge with
art, paralleling traditions of assemblage within the
Danhome artistic corpus as a whole, adding to the web
and interplay of relations that this kingdom had with
nearby more powerful states. At the same time, the stress
on assemblage in Danhomeé art and culture also had an
important political base. As noted above, in the
gathering together of the institutions (and models) of
one’s competitors one could simultaneously disempower
these opponents and further empower the state.
Assemblage, whether employed by the Danhome kings
to expand their authority and political base or by local
populations to challenge the status quo, in both art and
political action was accorded a special priority.

Certainly Danhome is not unique in world history in
the primacy which it places on assemblage and/or
foreign art sources. In thinking of possible related
traditions, the Achaemenid (Persian), Roman, and Aztec
civilizations come to mind. All three of these were
imperial civilizations, creating empires and new styles
through efforts that in some ways incorporated features
of assemblage. Early-twentieth-century France presents

another interesting example. As in Danhome, key
artists in this era utilized techniques of assemblage.
Conceivably African assemblages—Danhome sculptural
traditions among these—had an impact on Picasso and
his contemporaries by spurring an interest in related
techniques. At the same time, France like Danhomé was
at that time immersed in an expansionist colonial
enterprise to bring the sizable foreign areas over which
it had recently taken control into a more cohesive
whole. Assemblage perhaps here too reflected not only
a specific context of borrowing but also a social and
cultural milieu in which these foreign elements evoked a
sense of a larger shared political ethos. Interestingly,
Picasso, an artist closely identified with assemblage, was
himself a man with an important cross-roads identity;
not only was he a Spanish national living in Paris, but
also a native of the southern Andalusian region that had
long been identified as a cultural cross-roads between
Europe and Berber northern Africa.#3

While one must use caution in ascribing artistic
movements to specific social circumstances, perhaps as
art scholars we can begin to query and assess the ways
in which art forms might be examined in a more
comparative, cross-cultural and cross-historical manner.
Whereas in the past we have tended to look at art either
narrowly within the circumstances of a specific time,
place, and artistic vision, in well-defined historical
sequences; or broadly through more universalizing
lenses (psychoanalytic, gender-based, defined by class
rupture, semiotic, viewership models, gift exchange), it
may be time to consider more focused analyses of a
comparative type which move in and out of both
perspectives, allowing one to interrogate parailel
concerns and differences in provocative new ways.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Adams, Capt. John
1966 Remarks of the Country Extending from Cape Palmas
to the River Congo (1823). London: Franklin Cass and
Co. Ltd.

Adande, Codjovi Etienne

1976-1977 Les Grandes Teintures et les Bas-Reliefs du
Musée d’Agbome. Memoire de Maitrise d’Histoire.
Abomey-Calavi: Université du Benin.

43. See Blier 2003 on the possible impact of West African
traditions on Spanish Islamic architecture.

This content downloaded from 128.103.149.52 on Sun, 08 Mar 2015 18:38:04 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

Blier: The art of assemblage 209

Albéca, Alexandre d’
1895 La France au Dahomey. Paris: Librairie Hachette et
Cie.

Anon.
1894 “Une Statue Dahoméenne en Fonte,” La Nature
2:1105 (4 Aug):145 ff.

Appadurai, Arjun
1986 “Introduction: Commodities and the Politics of
Value,” in The Social Life of Things: Commodities in
Cultural Perspective, ed. A. Appadurai. New York:
Cambridge University Press.

Bay, Edna
1985 Asen—Iron Altars of the Fon People of Benin. Emory
University of Art, Atlanta Georgia.

Blier, Suzanne Preston
2003 Butabu: Adobe Architecture of West Africa.
(Photographs by James Morris). New York: Princeton
Architectural Press.
2000 “The Woman, the Snake and the Ocean: A
Masterpiece of Vodun Sculpture from Southern
Benin,” Arts and Cultures, Geneva, no. 1.

1995a African Vodun: Art, Psychology, and Power. Chicago:

University of Chicago Press.

1995b “The Path of the Leopard: Majesty and Motherhood in

Danhomé Dynastic Discourse,” Journal of African
History 36:3:391-417.

1991 “King Glélé of Danhomé: Dynasty and Destiny (Part
I)” in African Arts 24:1:44-55 and 101-103.

1990 “King Glélé of Danhome: Divination Portraits of a
Lion King and Man of Iron (Part 1),” African Arts
23:4:42-53 and 93-94.

1989 “Field Days: Melville J. Herskovits in Dahomey,”
History in Africa 16:1-22.

1988 “Melville J. Herskovits and the Arts of Ancient
Dahomey” Res: Anthropology and Aesthetics
16:124-142.

Bravmann, René
1973 Open Frontiers: The Mobility of Art in Black Africa.
Seattle: University of Washington Press.

Clifford, jJames
1988 The Predicament of Culture. Cambridge, MA.:
Harvard University Press.

Cornevin, Robert
1981 La République Populaire du Benin—des Origines
Dahoméennes a nos Jours. Paris: Editions Berger-

Levrault.

Dalzel, Archibald
1967 The History of Dahomey: an Inland Kingdom of
Africa (1793). London: Franklin Cass and Co. Ltd.

Delafosse, J. C.
1894 “Le trone de Behanzin et les portes du Palais
d’Abomé au Musée Ethnographique du Trocadero.”
La Nature 1090:226-330.

Derrida, Jacques
1982 Margins of Philosophy, trans. Alan Bates. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press.

Forbes, Frederick Edwyn
1966 Dahomey and the Dahomans (1841). 2 vol. London:
Franklin Cass & Co. Ltd.

Gell, Alfred
1998 Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory. London:
Clarendon Press.

Gilli, Bruno
1976 “Heviesso et le bon Ordre du Monde. Approache
d’une religion Africaine.” Paris (Memoire, Ehess,
Paris) (Ecole Des Hautes Etudes Des Sciences
Sociates) Manu [CEA B3009].

Glélé, Maurice Ahanhanzo
1974 Le Danxomé: du pouvoir Aja a la Nation Fon. Paris:
Nubia.

Herskovits, Melville
1938 Dahomey, An Ancient West African Kingdom. 2 vols.
Evanston: Northwestern University Press.

Jameson, Frederic
1998 The Cultural Turn: Selected Writings on the
Postmodern 1983-98. New York: Verso.

Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, Barbara
1991 “Obijects and Ethnogography,” in Exhibiting Culture:
The Poetics and Politics of Museum Display, ed. van
Karp and Steven D. Levine, pp. 386-397.
Smithsonian Institution Press, Washington, D.C.

Kopytoff, Igor
1986 “The Cultural Biography of Things: Commaoditization
as Process” in The Social Life of Things, ed. A.
Appadurai, pp. 64-91. New York: Cambridge
University Press.

Lamb, Bullfinch
1724 Letter to Mr. Tucker, Governor of the English Fort at
Whydah (dated Nov. 27). Reprinted in Smith, New
Voyage to Guinea, 171-189, and Forbes, Dahomey
and the Dahomans |: app. A:181-195.

This content downloaded from 128.103.149.52 on Sun, 08 Mar 2015 18:38:04 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

210 RES 45 SPRING 2004

Lechtman, Heather
1984 “Andean Value Systems and the Development of
Prehistoric Metallurgy,” Technology and Culture 25,
no. 1:1-36.

Le Herissé, A.
1911 L’Ancien Royaume du Dahomey: Moeurs, Religion,
Histoire. Paris: Henri Charles-Lavauzelle.

Maupoil, Bernard
1981 La géomancie a I'ancienne cote des esclaves 42.
Institut d’Ethnologie.

Mercier, Paul
1954 “The Fon of Dahomey,” in African Worlds, Studies in
the Cosmological Ideas and Social Values of African
Peoples, ed. Daryll Forde, London.

McNaughten, Patrick
1979 Secret Sculptures of Komo: Art and Power in Bamana
(Bambara) Initiation Associations. Working Papers in
the Traditional Arts. Philadelphia: Institute for the
Study of Human Issues.

Norris, Robert
1967 Memoirs of the Reign of Bossa Ahadee, King of
Dahomey (1789) . . . in Archibald Dalzel, The History
of Dahomey, pp. 106-109. (London: Frankiin Cass &
Co. Ltd.

Pazzi, Roberto

1976 L'Homme Eve, Aja, Gen. Fon et son Univers. Lome:
Mimeo.

1979 Introduction a I'histoire de I'aire culturelle Ajatado.
Ftudes et Documents de Sciences Humains,
Université du Benin. Ser. A. Etudes no. 1. Lome:
Mimeo.

Picton, John, and John Mack
1979 African Textiles: Looms, Weavings and Design.
London: British Museum Publications.

Roberts, Allen F.
1992 “Chance Encounters, Ironic Collage,” African Arts
25:2:54-63, 97-89.
1996 “The lronies of System D” in Recycled, re-seen: folk
art from the global scrap heap. Ed. Charlene Cerny
and Suzanne Seriff, pp. 82-101. New York: Abrams.

Rubin, Arnold
1974 African Accumulative Sculpture: Power and Display.
New York: Pace Editions.

Segurola, R. P. B.
1963 Dicionaire Fon-Frangais. Cotonou: Procure de
V'Archidiocese.

Skertchly, J. A.
1874 Dahomey as It Is . . . London: Chapman and Hall.

Wilks, Ivor
1975 Asante in the Nineteenth Century: The Structure and
Evolution of a Political Order. London: Cambridge
University Press.
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Agonzan, Marcellin (Zunzome), Kpaligan player
(b. @1946).

Adjaho, Humase (Abomey). Minister of palace interior
(b. @1904).

Agbanon, Ayidonubokunkunglo (Sodohome).
Descendant of Hwegbadja (b. @1936)

Agbidinukun, Kplankun (Sinwe). Glélé descendant and
royal historian (b. 1906).

Akpakodji, Alloha (Abomey). Blacksmith in Hontondji
family (b. 1900).

Ayido, Gnanwisi (Sodohome). Diviner (b. @1924).

Baded;ji, Alihogomesi (Hodja). Brass-caster (b. @1896).

Dewui, Donatien (Abomey). Diviner (b. 1948).

Glélé, Elizabeth (Abomey). Glélé descendant
(b. @1896).

Migan, Zougla (Abomey). Court “Prime minister”
(b. 1910).

Mivede, Da (Abomey). Priestly head of Zomadunu
temple (b. 1916).

Nondicaho, Basharu (Abomey). Kpengla descendant and
museum guide (b. @1941).

Sagbadju, Atinwulise (Abomey). Diviner and Glélé
descendant (b. 1957).

Slanon, Ouemeho (Oueme). Chief of Oueme village
(b. 1941).

Yemadje, Menongbe (Abomey). Head of applique
maker’s compound (b. 1895).

Zinflu, Nestor (Abomey). Head of palace tailors
(b. @1926).
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