
 EMBODYING THE UNSEEN:  THE  PLAY OF MASKS 
 
 
 

“The masking arts are to life what poetry is to prose:  
compressed, intensified, symbolic, and metaphorical”  

 
                                                                                            Herbert Cole 
 
 
 
 
The meaning of masks is almost as enigmatic as the nature of humanity itself. Masquerade, or 
some related means of effacement or impersonation, is almost a universal phenomena. 
Societies as different as that of China to small-scale local cultures like the Huichol of north-
west Mexico or the Australian Aboriginals continue to use elaborately painted designs on the 
face or body for such diverse purposes as to identify the characters in classical Beijing and 
Cantonese opera, to associate themselves with mythical ancestors or to express their transition 
from one stage in the  human  life cycle to another. Masks, costumes and body decoration (body 
painting, scarification and tattooing), express a desire towards becoming something that lies 
behind ordinarily perceived appearances and a stubborn refusal to be restricted by nature’s 
arbitrary  design of form and condition. The techniques of disguise, impersonation and 
transformation strive towards overcoming the expressive limitations of the human body in it's 
endeavour to articulate and often attempt to control the unseen phantoms of imagination and 
to visualise the forces which are thought to control worldly conditions.  
 
Humanity has used masks since pre-history. Scenes painted in the French caves at Trois-Freres 
and Lascaux  depicting humans wearing animal masks, have an antiquity of between 32,000-
15,000 years.  
 
In the Americas, the earliest recorded mask, resembling the head of a coyote made from the 
fossilised vertebra of a now extinct species of llama, has been dated to 12,000 - 10,000 BC. 
The find, from Tequixquiac in the Valley of Mexico is unique and it was not until about 1200 
BC that distinct styles of masks such as those made of pottery belonging to early agricultural 
communities or stone masks from the Olmec, the earliest of Mesoamerican civilisations, made 
their appearance. Masking in other parts of the Americas developed later. In the Andes, around 
the Ocucaje region in Peru, some of the earliest discovered masks have been dated to around 
500BC and were made of cloth, attached to the face on mummy bundles. With the exception 
of finds dated to 500-250BC from the Chicama region, early masks made pottery appear to 
have been much rarer at this period. In Tennessee, in North America, masks made from the 
shells of great sea snails have been found in the graves constructed by the ancient Mound-
builders, while in the far northern Arctic, at Ipiutak, burial masks have been found dating to 
around AD 350.   
 
In Africa, Egypt made extensive use of masks in curing ceremonies, religious dramas (falcon 
and ibis masks  being used to represent the gods Horus and Thoth), as well as to form part of 
the mummy case which provided the physical form for the spirit to survive death. A mask 
representing a lion demon, used perhaps to help expiate sickness dates to the 19th-18th 
centuries BC, while the tradition of making mummy masks began even earlier in the 22nd-21st 
century BC and continued until the 4th century AD. Mummy masks were usually fashioned 



from cartonnage, a material made from layers of stuccoed linen, mass produced to represent 
the ideal form of the deceased and associate them with Osiris and Re, the afterworld and sun 
gods, in an attempt to insure resurrection in the next life.  Elsewhere on the continent, rock 
paintings showing hunters wearing animal skins and heads have been discovered in the 
Drakensburg Mountains in South Africa, while in the middle of what is now the Sahara Desert, 
at Tassili-N-Ajjer and nearby sites of the Hoggar are the earliest surviving paintings outside of 
Egypt showing a masked person. Although these paintings themselves date back 4 or 5 
millennia, masquerade in Africa still probably pre-dates them by tens of thousands of years.  
 
China has experienced one of the longest periods of cultural continuity anywhere in the world 
and  masquerade, though now neither widespread or commonly known, dates back several 
thousand years. The oldest surviving mask, made of stone, is from the Yang-shao culture (3rd 
millennium BC) and was excavated in Ying-chang in Kansu. The most prevalent and best 
known masking tradition to have survived among Chinese communities is the dragon and lion 
dances that inaugurate their new year. Nevertheless among China’s many minorities other 
masked traditions continue to be observed, including elaborate exorcism dramas still performed 
in the villages around Anshun in Guizhou Province.  
 
India was also home to a rich mask culture which today survives only in pockets. Indian 
traditions of masquerade influenced the uses of masks in places as far away as Tibet and Java 
where, as Ken Teague explains, masks are still used to represent either the demons of the 
Buddhist pantheon or the characters of the great Hindu epics, the Mahabharata and the 
Ramayana.  
 
Masks are made from a large variety of materials and take on all shapes and sizes from one 
culture to another. It should never be forgotten however, that masks are only part of a much 
more elaborate activity that incorporate costumes, accessories and instruments, that are usually 
performed as part of a carefully orchestrated ceremony or play. The vestigial masks seen in 
museum collections can only impart a glib fraction of their former visual effect and 
significance. Masks exhibit irreducible differences in their meaning, uses, and in the techniques 
of their manufacture. Nevertheless, there is one context in which they continually make an 
appearance that does allow one very specific generalisation. It has been suggested that the use 
of masks often coincides with those ceremonies which celebrate or mark transition; transitions 
celebrating the change of seasons such as schellenlaufen in Tyrol or May Day in the United 
kingdom;  transitions in the stages of the human life cycle, including birth and death as are 
found in many parts of Africa and elsewhere, the transitions between health and illness or the 
transition between the socially approved ethical person and their social castigation as criminal 
or witch. As part of the ceremonies marking transition, masquerades may be used to 
impersonate characters essential to the commemoration or execution of events, but they may 
also include tricksters or clowns whose role is to provide the spectacle of a ‘world turned up-
side down’; a world unregulated by a social or ceremonial organisation which normally, 
carefully and meticulously, prescribes rights and responsibilities to different groups within a 
population or between groups  and their ancestors, deities and demons, whom help guarantee 
society’s ordered existence, longevity and well being. The opposite, embodied in the figure and 
actions of the clown or bafoon exemplified by the Hopi K    or the Huichol      , is chaos, disease, 
the dissolution of community ties, disharmony with creation and ultimately death and 
apocalypse.   
 
Such generalisation does not account, however, for all the occasions when masks may be used. 
From Roman times, startlingly naturalistic masks have been made to preserve the features of 



the dead. The wax museum is the modern version of the mausoleum where death masks have 
re-embodied our dead heroes and villains. The western use of masks in theatre, though now 
seldom seen, had its origin in the Greek religious choral dances of the 7th century BC. Their 
uses became secularised during the following two centuries when Athenian theatre reached its 
height. Theatre has played an influential role in also secularising masking traditions elsewhere 
such as in Japanese No, introduced by the Shogun Yoshimitsu as an aristocratic form of 
entertainment in 1375, and in India and Java where the context of religious dramas is changing 
as it is transmitted through new media like television and the cinema. 
 
Masks are also widely used in sports, like baseball, fencing, deep sea diving and in some Latin 
American countries in wrestling; in industry, by welders, chemical and pharmaceutical 
technicians, electronic assembly workers; by the emergency services, like the fire brigade, 
surgeons or riot police as well as by the military; aircraft pilots and troops engaged in chemical, 
biological or atomic warfare and clean-up operations. Masks are as much protective in a 
secularised society as they are in those worlds governed by malignant spirits, sorcery or closely 
defined status and judicial authority or gender inequality. 
 
It is often assumed that the use of masks symbolises something primordial, something very 
ancient and imponderable that is often seen as the very embodiment of  primitivness. But, as 
Nicky Levell’s article illustrates masks have their own history. In the United Kingdom, the use 
of masks in Celtic ceremonies was repressed during the Protestant Reformation, leading to the 
decline in their usage, or in many cases the complete disappearance of the festivities in which 
they featured. Later, new secular masquerades were introduced from Italy and France as courtly 
entertainment. Most contemporary masquerades in the United kingdom, of which their is a 
surprising number, while undeniably inspired by pagan ceremonies are re-inventions dating 
back only to the 19th century. A similar situation is described by Anthony Shelton in his 
discussion of Latin American masquerades, some of which have adopted the form and style of 
older productions but whose meaning has radically changed to adapt to new political and social 
realities. 
  
The west often associates masks with deceit. We talk about ‘masking  the truth’ and ‘the person 
behind the mask’, as if masks obscure reality, taunt and play tricks on reason or deceive 
humanity of its true condition. Michelangelo's chalk drawing, The Dream (c. 1533, now in the 
Courtauld Institute), illustrates the virtuous mind being awakened from its slumber by a cherub 
bearing the trumpet of fame. The vices are drawn as human figures, while dreams, that other 
great distraction of good and rational thought, are depicted as so many masks thrown on the 
floor beneath awakened virtue.    
 
Masks, however, not only obscure, they also reveal. By suppressing the individual personality, 
a personality based on a concept of ‘self’ that may itself differ from one society to another and 
which must clearly be defined before we can ever know what is being obscured, masks re-focus 
our gaze on some singular aspect of reality which may often either easily be overlooked or  
hidden. Some societies like those of the Arctic and North-western coast of America have such 
complex masking systems that performers can conjure-up whole universes of supernatural 
beings, ancestors and spirit helpers which represent forces, principles and historical memories 
which might otherwise remain hidden and unvisualised in the depths of a cultures imagination. 
In New Ireland masks visualise the ges and tatuana spirits which embody the essence of a 
persons former double and the life force which stays close to them after death. Among the Inuit, 
masks were used to conjure into visibility a vast cosmos of nature spirits, while in Sri-Lanka, 
discussed by Ken Teague, whole repetoirs of demonic masks give access to a malevolent world 



whose deleterious actions on our own existence must be visualised before they can be 
neutralised. Masquerades such as these raise intriguing questions about whether maskers and 
their audiences regarded the donning of the mask as a means of transforming the individual  
into another person, beast or supernatural or whether they are or were regarded as simple 
disguises. Are they magical keys to transforming the human condition, or simply theatrical 
props as they have been regarded in Europe since their use in classical Greek theatre.  
 
At first the 200 masks which are catalogued in the main body of this book may appear 
unconvincing as they reveal more about the personalities which made them than obscuring their 
celebrity status, but in as much as they re-focus our gaze away from the public to private person, 
they share a similar intrigue, ambiguity and frisson which leads us back to question their makers 
arbitration of their identity which seems to have been left suspended between the worlds of 
public spectacle and personal introspection.      
 
 
 
Anthony Shelton 
Keeper, Anthropology Research and Collections Group, The Horniman Museum, London 
and lecturer at the University of Sussex. 
 
5th August, 1996 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

JOURNEYING BETWEEN WORLDS: 
 THE MASKS OF AFRICA, OCEANIA AND THE AMERICAS 

 
 

“The truth of metaphysics is the truth of masks” 
    



                                                  Oscar Wilde 
 
 
 
Masks are regarded and used in notably different ways in Africa, Oceania and the Americas. 
While it has sometimes been suggested that African and Oceanic masquerades share much in 
common1; both are usually controlled by powerful secret societies, they are the exclusive 
prerogative of men and are used to control the position of women and, there are great 
differences in the narratives they orchestrate and in their form and the material from which they 
are made. In contrast, in Latin America, with the exception of the lowlands, masking has been 
heavily influenced by Christianity which provides the ritual calendar for masquerades as well 
as their narrative structure and their repetoir of characters. Furthermore, while in pre-Hispanic 
times, evidence suggests that donning a mask may have transformed the masker into a 
supernatural being, as in many African and Oceanic traditions, whose status and condition lay 
somewhere between man and god2, after the Spanish conquest masking bore no other 
significance than disguise and impersonation.   
 
In all three areas, masks make their intervention into the ordinary flow of life, to mark a 
dislocation or fracture in everyday events; the celebration of a saints day or commemoration of 
a deity, spirit or ancestor; a crucial time in the agricultural calendar perhaps related to the 
change of seasons, planting, harvesting or thanksgiving; the initiation of children into 
adulthood or as part of the mourning ceremonies for the dead. Masks then, connect different 
worlds and enable journeys to be made between them; the different seasons of the terrestrial 
world, the worlds of  children and adults, men and women, the worlds of health and illness, the 
worlds of the living and the dead and the worlds of mortals and divinities.  
 
 
 
1. Mask and Masquerade in Africa  
  
No other continent has so persistently been a victim of European prejudices which has branded 
it with the stigma of the  primitive, the superstitious and the pagan, as Africa3. It is regrettable 
that our notions of Africa as a continent with a thriving and widespread  masking tradition is 
also tied to our negative image of it. Masks have, at times, been seen as the verification of this 
prejudice. Nevertheless, while denying any notion of primitivism, masquerades not only 
remain widespread through large areas of sub-Saharan Africa, but in some urban areas, new 
ceremonies are being invented while elsewhere new characters representing outsiders or 
modern technological achievements are being incorporated into this easily adaptable, dynamic 
and expressive genre. The Baule (or Gouro), for example, incorporate sculptures of women at 
work on sowing machines and football players on the heads of otherwise classically styled 
masks. However, these masks are not for use in the traditional Gba Gba ceremonies performed 
at women’s funerals or during the harvest season for honoured guests, but are destined for sale 
to tourists. Indeed, the tendency for Europeans to focus and concentrate their ideas about the 
essence of Africa into masks, which for some time have appealed as souvenirs, has been a 
major source of creativity and has lead to a thriving trade in traditional, modern and hybrid 
masks which are often traded by Muslim middlemen throughout the continent. 
 
Masks are distributed along a broad stretch extending from the Sahel in the north of the 
continent, the home of some of the best known and dramatic masquerades performed by the 
Dogon, Bambara and Bobo, down through the countries along the Guinea coast, through the 



equatorial rainforests cutting across central Africa and extending to Tanzania and Mozambique 
on the Indian Ocean. Even East Africa, often considered bereft of sculpture, guards its own 
traditions and styles of masquerade. Here, masks have been reported from such societies as the 
Shilluk, in southern Sudan, (Holy 11) the Ziba and Busoga near Lake Victoria (17), the Eile 
and Gosha of Somalia (26), the Mawia Yao and better known Makonde of northern 
Mozambique (29), the Chewa if Zambia (Mack   Holy 31) and the Tiriki of Kenya. Neither are 
masks limited to the non-Islamicised cultures of Africa. Although uncommon, masking has 
been reported among Muslims in Somalia and more extensively among Islamic converts in 
West Africa (Mack 35, Bravmann 1974).  
 
Not only are masks used by numerous societies throughout Africa, but their numbers and 
stylistic classification is vastly complicated by the different types of masquerades practised 
within a given culture and the sometimes large repetoir of characters that might be depicted in 
any one masquerade. Among the Pende of Zaire and Angola mbuya masks, used to celebrate 
the return of initiated boys back to their village, may include depictions of up to 31 distinct 
characters (Mack 49), while the Kalabari Ijo, in Nigeria, include between 30-50 water spirits  
in their cycle of masked ceremonies (Mack 53).  
 
To be effective and to remain a valued and authoritative mode of communication, masked  
characters must be easily identifiable by their audience, and must depend on consensus over  
their relevance, and agreement on the mechanisms for guarding and transmitting knowledge of 
the techniques of their manufacture, as well as the circumstances and significance of their use. 
In many societies where adult  masking is found, children begin making masks and miming the 
actions of the masquerades that they see from an early age (Cole 19). Their masks are usually 
made from perishable non-prescribed materials like guards, leaves, cardboard, etc. which are 
played with in the context of the fictions of their own organisations with their accompanying 
rules and mock rituals. While this activity is part of children’s inventive play, it probably helps 
prepare them towards accepting and participating in ritual masquerades in later life. Familiarity 
with some of the main characters of masquerades is easily made, but where this is insufficient, 
even in later life (in those masquerades for example which employ large repetoirs of 
characters), recognition may be aided either by the structure of events, as for example among 
the Baule Gba Gba where their is a strict hierarchical sequence  ordering the appearance of 
masks (Evanoff 55) or as in the Pende Mbuya tradition, where each character is announced and 
its appearance is accompanied by its own specific signature tune (Mack 50).  
 
With few exceptions masks are owned and manipulated by men who regulate and reproduce 
their knowledge through their exclusive membership of one or other secret society. One of the 
most widespread institutions which use masks are the age grade societies, secret societies that 
train children for adult roles by imparting them formerly restricted knowledge, teaching good 
ethics, inculcating them a sense of responsibility and sometimes explaining hunting or 
subsistence activities necessary for survival. Many societies from Guinea, Sierra Leone and 
Liberia to the Ivory Coast have a male initiation society called Poro, while in central Africa 
the Yaka, Pende and Chokwe share variants of another male initiation society known as nkanda 
or mukanda (Cole 26). In both organisations, male authority is based on their control over 
spirits which is demonstrated publicly by their orchestration of masquerades (cf Mack 43).  The 
Chokwe believe in a supreme deity who although remote and inaccessible, has numerous 
ancestral and nature spirits, hamba, which act as intermediaries between him and humanity. 
Misfortune, disease, sterility, failure in hunting or poor harvests are all attributed to neglect of 
the powerful sculptures and masks embodying the spirits, which are kept in shrines. Masks are 
ranked hierarchically and their powers coincide with the social ranking of chiefs and the heads 



of compounds. The chief as the descendent of a founding ancestor exercises control through 
the most powerful of all masks, the Cikunga, which appears at his investiture and during 
sacrifices that might be made in times of emergency. A second type of mask, Cikunza, assisted 
by more than 14 subordinate masks, is associated with hunting and fertility and is entrusted 
with guarding initiates during the ceremony which transforms them from puberty to manhood.  
Described variously as “father of masks” and “father of initiation”, Cikunza ambles towards 
the village to abduct the boys from their compounds and escort them into the bush. There the 
powerful spirit oversees their circumcision and their education in the history and traditions of 
their village, their adult obligations, and the secrets of how masks are made and performed.  
 
The belief that masks possess power in themselves is found in many different societies 
throughout Africa and elsewhere in the world. Some ‘Night Society’ masks belonging to the  
Bangwa of Cameroon and a few of the law-making and judging masks of the Mano of Liberia 
are considered so powerful that it would be dangerous for a man to wear them Cole 21) and in 
central Africa, many masks used in circumcision ceremonies are said to be so powerfully 
charged that if touched by a non-initiate they may inflict serious illness (Mack 48). 
 
A unique example of an initiation society is Sande, a masking association found among the 
Mende and related people of Sierra Leone, which is restricted to women. As among the 
Chokwe, the Mende believe in one paramount creator deity, Ngewo who is surrounded by more 
approachable spirits, Nga-fa,  which appear in masquerades (Reid 45). Girls are removed from 
their families and taken into the bush to be instructed in their  family, sexual and domestic 
roles, economic activities and in the dances and songs related to Sande. They are collected from 
their families, and after the completion of their education are returned by  masked Sande 
officials, whom also supervise the activities in the initiation camp. The child enters the camp 
as an androgen, they are stripped and painted with white clay to symbolise their new spirit 
status until the completion of their period of education some years later, when they undergo 
clitoredectomy which transforms them into a woman whom are then re-born back into society. 
Sande societies are divided into various grades through which initiates advance; they develop 
leadership qualities among their members, some of whom may come to occupy senior political 
posts as well as act as mutual aid societies to support their members. Not until the middle grade 
can initiates commission a carver to make them a mask   embodying the spirit that has made 
itself known to her. Sande maskers, apart from regulating female initiation may also adjudicate 
in disputes involving society members and present themselves at funerals.    
 
Masks in Africa do not, in most cases have only one purpose and may serve both to provide 
serious teachings, moral guidance and as a sign of respect or exhortation  to spirits and 
ancestors, while also providing a source of humour and entertainment (Mack 35, Cole 27). 
Gelede masquerades among the Yoruba of south-western Nigeria and neighbouring Benin are 
performed to honour the mothers, aje, ambiguous supernatural beings who use their spiritual 
life force, ase, to either benefit persons and communities or to harm them. When appeased the 
mothers are calm, kind and protective ensuring fertility and health through their reowned 
knowledge of herbal medicine. When neglected though, there anger transforms them into 
vengeful witches who may take life and threaten the foundation of the community. Gelede is 
danced between March to May, in anticipation of the rains, but is also performed for funerals, 
or at times of community distress as well as at other celebrations to please the mothers. The 
dance, staged by pairs of dancers, dramatises the Yoruba’s hierarchical universe, beginning 
with the dances of small children, older children and then experienced exponents of the art. 
Masks represent a number of different groups and principles basic to Yoruba society. 
Established and valued roles within the society, like hunters, warriors, marketwomen, 



drummers and priests are represented, some masks have figurative groups making reference to 
hierarchy, others commemorate mythical events and persons, while still others may satirise 
people and events that fall short of approval (Drewal 14). At one and the same time, therefore 
gelede performances, honour supernatural forces, reinforce social organisation and act as a 
form of  popular entertainment.               
 
 
II. SPIRIT MASKS OF OCEANIA 
 
While African masks became popularised in the west in the first quarter of the 20th century by 
a small but influential group of artists, Andre Derain, Maurice de Vlaminck, Henri Matisse and 
later Braque and Picasso, all of whom had fallen under the spell of the poet Guillaume 
Apollinaire, it was the later surrealists whom extolled the virtues of the arts of the South Seas. 
While it was the angular form, the forcefulness of expression and minimal realism that had 
attracted the cubists to African art, the surrealists were drawn by the ephemeral quality, the 
highly abstract, often bizarre and imaginative shapes and the queer materials from which 
Oceanic masks and figures were made4. Such a strong opposition distinguishing the arts of 
Africa and Oceania is as noticeable today as it was at the century’s mid- point and easily enables 
us to identify the masks of one area from those of the other. 
 
With only a few exceptions Oceanic masks are found only in Melanesia (Spinden 7). They are 
widespread throughout Papua New Guinea though less common, with the exception of the 
Asmat and neighbouring Mimika people, in Irian Jaya, in the western part of the island 
(Starzecka 69). Papua itself can be divided into a number of stylistic areas; the Papuan Gulf to 
the      of the island, the Sepik River area with its numerous sub-styles, the Huon Peninsular 
including the Trobriand Islands in the northeast and the Bismarck Archipelago which includes 
New Ireland and New Britain, two of the most highly original and prolific areas of mask 
making anywhere in the world. Masking is absent from the societies that inhabit the interior 
Highlands, although, as in other parts of Melanesia such as Australia, there are elaborate 
traditions of body decoration and face painting as well as a well developed usage of wigs and 
complex headresses5. As elsewhere, masks are used in annual or short term repetitive 
ceremonies, but in addition they are also found in long term ceremonial cycles, some of which 
may take 25 years to complete. Consequently, many such masquerades had probably 
disappeared before they could ever have been seen or recorded by Europeans, while others, 
such as that of the Melkoy people described below, has only recently been documented.  
 
In the Papuan Gulf region, the Elema people produced outstanding masks made from barkcloth 
stretched over branched frames and sometimes surmounted by natural and mythical animals or 
ancestors. The masks were used in the Kovave initiation ceremonies and the hevehe ceremonial 
cycle which concerned the giant sea spirits believed to live off Orokolo Bay and took between 
10-20 years to complete. The outbreak of a major cargo cult in 1919 which caused a wave of 
mass hysteria among the Elema resulting in the destruction of much of their ceremonial objects, 
coupled with the burning of many more carvings and masks by a group of Christian converts 
in the 1930s, lead to a sudden and irreversible decline in all their arts,  which subsequent 
intervention has failed to revive (Big book, p.125). Thanks partly to catholic missionaries who 
have sought to integrate traditional arts into vernacular forms of Christianity, masquarades in 
some other parts of the island continue to flourish.  
 
Masks are closely associated with male secret societies and their control over the sorcery 
necessary to promote fertility and the growth of crops, but in some instances they also serve to 



support and express the social organisation of specific regions. Malanggan ceremonies, 
practised by the peoples of New Ireland and Tabar, which use intricately carved masks and 
sculptures, rank among some of the most complex and best documented rites found anywhere 
in Papua. In this region, the designs of particular malanggans, given the clan by its mythical 
ancestors, are owned and passed on by and within particular clans. An individual may acquire 
different ownership rights over malanggans from both his mothers and fathers clan. The 
transmission of ownership rights is announced at ceremonies where the malanggans are 
displayed. The original owner recites his prerogatives to the carving and publicly gives 
permission for another to use the designs in exchange for a small amount of shell money.  On 
Tabar Island, the form of the masks and sculptures are shared by all clans, but the circular 
designs, kowarawar, that may appear on the ears of certain masks and the designs of the human 
and probably supernatural figures on sculpture are clan owned (Wilkinson 228). Native 
attention may be focused not on the virtuosity of a sculpture or mask which acts as a kind of 
container, but the potentity of the magical power embodied in the circular clan owned designs. 
Malanggan masks and sculptures are displayed during initiation, at ceremonies marking the 
cessation of hostilities between clans and more usually, during stages in the complex cycle of 
mortuary ceremonies which are aimed at ridding the living of a dead persons soul and 
familiarising it with the afterworld. As display objects masks and sculptures are meant to 
impress members of other clans of their owners prestige and riches, while acknowledging their 
incorporation into the wider society. However, the masks are also meant to be danced. the two 
most common types, ges and tatuana masks, are believed to embody powerful spirits. Tatuana 
masks embody the life force that resides in the head of the living, but which stays near the body 
after death. Ges is a ghost-like spirit which in life is like a persons double, but which perishes 
at death. The clan dancers who wear these highly charged masks gain themselves prestige by 
demonstrating their ability to withstand the spectral power that the masks push and bear down 
against them. 
 
Masks are still used by the Tolai, Baining and Sulka peoples of the Gazelle Peninsular in the 
eastern part of New Britain. However, the much less known Melkoy people of Uvol, Cape 
Damtier in the southern part of the island also use spectacular constructions which are part 
mask, part headdress. These constructions, Rupau, may be up to 2 metres high. Made from 
brightly painted pith on a wicker frame circled with feathers, they represent a class of friendly 
spirits that are believed to live on the reefs and on Airo, a small forbidden island off the coast 
of Uvol. Women play an important role as intermediaries. The spirits, from time to time will 
tell an old woman to ask the men to make the masks in their honour, and again, when the 
preparations for the ceremony are completed, it is women who alone have the power to lure the 
spirits to the village by extolling their beauty and promising them hospitality. The spirits may 
appear 3 or 4 times a year in one or other of the three villages populated by the Melkoy, but 
roughly every 25 years, the three villages together organise a larger and more elaborate 
ceremony. The men appear with spears and axes to break through the reed wall surrounding 
the village and destroy any old homes that are due to be replaced. Having cleared a path, they 
are followed by the dancers wearing spirit masks. Newly initiated boys wear simple masks 
while those worn by older adults are more sophisticated. After the spirit dancers have all 
completed their performances and the ceremonial pig feast is over, they return to the bush, 
where the masks are burned. 
 
The themes of initiation, secret magic and ancestral veneration re-appear again in the masked 
ceremonies of the Abalem who live along the north bank of the Sepik River on the plains and 
foothills of the Prince Alexander Mountains. The Abelam are agriculturists whose chief staple 
is the yam, a type of tuber, whose cultivation is surrounded by numerous ritual observances. 



Yams are thought to share many characteristics of humans and success at their cultivation 
ensures the prestige of their growers. When the yam  grows straight and long it is thought as 
male, while irregularly shaped yams are seen as female. Similarly yams are considered, like 
humans, to have ancestors. At harvest time the longest yams are placed on public display, 
costumed in wooden or basket masks, shell valuables, bird of paradise feathers, fruit and leaves 
to resemble ancestors. The masks are smaller versions of those used by initiated male dancers 
whom embody the ancestral spirits who are responsible for the yams growth. Among the men, 
competition is intense to grow the largest yam which ranks them in prestige with other members 
of the community. Success at yam cultivation demonstrates their mastery over magic and their 
influence over ancestral spirit helpers. 
 
Outside New Guinea, masking traditions have been reported from New Caledonia, the 
Solomon Islands, Vanuatu, and the Torres Strait Islands. In the first two islands, masquerades 
were apparently always few, but have now disappeared completely leaving little or no 
information to accurately contextualise the masks that have survived in museum collections. 
In Vanuatu masks were used as part of initiation ceremonies and to commemorate mythological 
events. They may also be used today in dances celebrating an important civic or church event, 
as well as being made for tourists (Starzecka 60). The dramatic masks and headresses made 
from wood and tortoise shell from the Torres Strait Islands only survive in collections such as 
those of the British Museum, Cambridge University Museum and the Horniman Museum. 
Nevertheless, dances commemorating historical and mythological events are still performed 
that include figurative metal head-dresses, similar to one collected almost half a century ago 
by Pablo Picasso (Big book 95).      
        
 
III. DANCE DRAMAS OF THE AMERICAS  
 
It is difficult to make any generalisation about the use and significance of masks in the 
Americas. Wide geographical and cultural differences coupled with disparate historical 
contingencies intervene to leave a highly differentiated patchwork of beliefs and practices.  
 
In the period prior to heavy European colonisation, some northern native American societies 
included large repetoirs of deities, supernatural characters and heroes in masked rituals ranging 
from the Hopi in the south-west whose dances included masked ‘impersonators’ of their gods, 
Kachinas, to the Inuit in the Arctic.  
 
Among the Inuit, animals, plants, even the elements, particular  places, the sky and sea, the sun 
and moon and all manner of things we would conceive as inanimate, were believed to share the 
same spiritual nature as humans(116). Many such spirits were represented by masks whose 
unique style strove to depict not only the appearance of an animal, but, as well, its inner human 
soul (Oosten 115). Inuit masks were made of spruce and painted in various colours. Masks 
varied from those that where anthropomorphic to others which were surrounded by hoops to 
which feathers and ornaments were attached that would move with the movement of the 
dancers. Despite many regional variations occuring over the immense Arctic territory, Inuit 
groups shared a general religious framework which, in some places, prescribed the use of masks 
in shamanistic seances, while elsewhere supporting their use in ceremonial, and in exceptional 
cases, in mortuary rituals as well as them serving as a form of entertainment (121). In some 
areas of the Arctic, shamans appear to have commissioned a mask to represent exceptional 
events such as their encounter with a spirit, which was then used in dancers to honour his feat 
of endurment (124). In other areas the mask might represent a spirit that had made itself known 



to the shaman and was worn by him during ceremonies. The greater use of masks however 
seem, like those of the north-west coast, to have been in feasts concerned with expressing 
relations with other communities (124).  
 
Another impressive and prolific mask producing area was the north-west coast of Canada and 
the northern United States including Alaska, home to a large number of different peoples 
including the Tlingit, Tsimshian, Haida,  Coastal Salish and Kwakwaka’wakw. Among the 
Tlingit, like the Arctic peoples discussed above, masks formed an important part of the 
shaman’s ritual equipment. Shamans would have four or eight masks which although 
anthropomorphic in shape had  painted designs associating them with spirit helpers like the 
shark, octopus or hawk (King 128).  
 
Nevertheless, the main focus for masquerade were the competitive potlatching feasts held for 
births, marriages, funerals or to celebrate the building of a new communal house or the erection 
of a totem. These were organised by members of a single clan who sought to increase their 
status by generous gift giving, conspicuous destruction of valuables, large feasts and elaborate 
ceremonial dramas retelling their honoured traditions. Masked performances were hereditarily 
owned and the characters were taken not only from the central matrix of the society’s religion, 
but represented the mythological and natural animal crests particular to specific clans. A 
Canadian law passed in 1884 forbade the potlatch and with it came a decline in masquerade. 
However, with its repeal in 1951 and under the efforts of museums, anthropologists and 
commercial interests, the ceremonials as well as their associated material culture including  
masquerades, have experienced a dramatic resurgence. 
 
Latin America can be divided into the South American lowlands where masquerade continue 
to mirror the beliefs of local religious traditions, and the highlands, including the Andes, 
Central America and Mexico where it is intimately linked to vernacular Christianity. In the 
Highlands of Mexico and Central Americas masks are used in dance dramas performed in 
honour of the saints, the Virgin Mary or Jesus Christ. Dance dramas can be divided into three 
types; those based on allegorical plays introduced by Europeans, a second category made-up 
of dramatisations of armed struggles and a third category, often composed of animal dances 
whose origin may pre-date European conquest.  
 
Allegorical dramas are based on the auto sacramentale and morality plays introduced by the 
catholic missionaries. They include the Tres Potencias, the Eight Madmen, the Pastores, and 
the Seven Deadly Sins (Shelton 101-3). The masks for the latter usually had one of seven  
animal carved in relief covering their fronts, each of which represented one of the sins. A 
number of groups in north-west Mexico, the Cora, Yaqui and Mayo, have elaborate Easter 
ceremonies in which, in their own terms, they reenact the events leading to the crucifixion and 
resurrection of Christ. Among the Mayo of Sinaloa .......  
 
The second category related to the first in as much as the struggles they depict, at one level 
refer to the battle between good and evil, are by far the most numerous and are found 
throughout Mexico and Central America. The dance dramas including the Moors and the 
Christians, the Dance of Tenochtitlan, the           and the      all follow a similar structure in 
which good overcomes evil, Christianity triumphs over paganism  and the Spanish vanquish 
the infidel. All the characters are masked. More elaborate versions are performed as part of  
carnival. In Huejotzingo, the Shrove Tuesday celebrations include a re-enactment by almost 
the whole male population of the town of the battle fought on 5th May, 1862 when the 
Mexicans won over the French interventionary force. The different French factions, the 



Zouaves and the Zapadores, and the Mexican armies made-up of Apaches, resembling Aztec 
warriors, Serranos and Zacapoaxtlas, all wear characteristic masks (Gallop 1939), many of 
which are now being commercially made of fibreglass rather than wood as previous.  
The carnival of Oruro, a tin mining town in Bolivia, includes a number of masked dramas. In 
the best known, the Diablada, Carnival is associated with Lucifer and his hordes of devils who 
escape the mines and rampage through the town. They are finally restrained by a local 
manifestation of the Virgin Mary who banishes them back their subterranean home (Shelton). 
This masked drama is particularly interesting because of the association between the Devil and 
Pachatata and the Virgin with Pachamama, two pre-Hispanic deities whom continue to be 
remembered through their apparently Christian embodiments. 
 
The third category of masquerades are those that have preserved a strata of pre-Hispanic beliefs 
in their general structure; the Dance of the Tlocololeros found in central western Mexico and 
the ritual fight between combatants wearing leather helmets representing tigers found in the 
same area, may be remnants of  pre-Christian ceremonies marking the change between the dry 
and wet seasons (Shelton 104). In all instances, however, masked dancers are performed on 
saints days or in honour of major events commemorated in the Christian calendar. 
     
Although, as in north America, masks in the South American lowlands are used in funerary 
and mourning ceremonies as well as for initiation, they have a distinct style resulting from them 
often being made from barkcloth or feathers. The former are, as among the Caiary-Uapes, often 
conical constructions that may cover part of the body, while feather masks such as those of the 
Xingu tribes are flat and attached to the head by      . In north-west Brazil masked dances occur 
as part of funerary ceremonies. The Caiary-Uapes used a great many spectacular masks 
reminiscent of those from the Papuan Gulf to represent ghosts and animal spirits like Fly, 
Butterfly, Bird Spider, Devil Bird, Weather Ghost, Wind Spirit, Araku Fish and Black Vulture, 
whom are held responsible for the death of males. Once the funeral is over the masks are taken 
away and burnt (Spinden 6). The Lenguas and Onas employed masks in their puberty 
ceremonies. Among the Tecunas masks appear at the birth of a child and the Karaya perform 
masked dances to celebrate successful fishing and hunting expeditions (Spinden 5). South of 
the Amazon, on the Arauay River, and among the Sumo on the Mosquito Coast in Central 
America, full costume masks, made of barkcloth are used. Among the Sumo masks 
representing the Yaptis, animals who roam both the terrestrial and the underworld, appear in 
honour of the Mistress of the Underworld at male funerals. Full disguise is here thought 
essential since if the dead man’s spirit were to name a single dancer, he would be next to die 
(Spinden 6). The use of masks has been reported in outlying areas to those mentioned, but in 
many, like Tierra del Fuego, the tradition has long since disappeared. 
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1 See, for example Spinden 
2 Lopez Austin, A. Hombre-Dios 
3 This attitude even pre-dates Hegel’s influencial judgement of the continent as ‘the land of childhood, 
innocence and darkness’. 
4 Such a generalisation must also acknowledges the differing availability of objects during the opening decades 
of the century and the period proceeding the First World War. 
5 See Strathern, A                   and O’ Hanlon, M 

                                                 


