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British, and traditional lines of inheri-
tance were not followed. The light skins,
the elders said, were a means of mocking
these “puppet” chiefs.

The mocking ot chiets by drumming
groups could not have occurred in pre-
colonial times. According to Osei Bonsu,
the Asante borrowed the tradition of
decorated drums from the Fante about
1915. Before that time all drumming in
the Asanteregion, including recreational
performances, was controlled by the
chiefs. Under the colonial administration
the chiefs lost much of their traditional
power, and well-organized drumming
groups were allowed to develop with
drums distinct from those typically used
by royalty. Rivalry between two bands in
the same town, coupled with the danc-
ing and drinking that accompanied per-
formances, often led to public distur-
bances that brought the groups into con-
flict with the British authorities and
eventually led to regulation of perfor-
mances by requiring permits.

The two interpretations presented by
the elders of the Aduamoa and Aduman
ntan groups probably were not the origi-
nal purpose of the figures. In The Arts of
Ghang it was briefly argued that Rattray’s
patronage prompted the creation of
figurative scenes of a chief and his en-
tourage (Cole & Ross 1977: 176). Rattray
commissioned “nearly a hundred fig-
ures” representing a chief and his court
for the Wembley exhibition (1927:274).
Several carvers, including Bonsu, his fa-
ther, and senior brother, were hired for
this project. Their carvings are illustrated
by Rattray (1927: figs. 188-202), who em-
phasized that the subject matter was his

34

13. ROLLOUT DRAWING OF FIGURE 14, NOT TO SCALE.

idea: “I should like to make it clear that
all the carvings are modern. They were
made, as a group, on my suggestion, and
at my request. . .” (1927:274, italics
added). In another place he says:
. . . these artists set to work, at my
suggestion, to portray in wood a king, a
queen mother, and other officials in the
entourage of an Ashanti Court in the old
days. Beyond suggesting the subjectas a
whole, however, [ did not take any direct
part in the work, which, though modern
in one sense [subject matter], represents
the technique and workmanship of the
old school of artists” (1927:274). Rattray
further notes that his project attracted
much attention from local Asante:
“Hundreds of old men and women came
every week from all over the country to
my bungalow at Mampon to see this
group, the report of which had spread
far and wide” (1927:274).

Bonsu maintained that he was the first
to carve these figurative scenes specifi-
cally for ntan drumming groups in the
late 1920s. In 1976 Bonsu named 53 vil-
lages or towns where he had carved ntan
drums with their accompanying figura-
tive scenes between 1926 and 1940, when
he made his last drum set. Since the typi-
cal set had 7 figures in it, Bonsu would
have to have carved 371 figures for the 53
drums. He said that on the average it
took him a month to carve a full set of
figures along with the drum, and that he
generally had two or three apprentices
working with him. The artist admitted
that not all drums had associated figures,
but this nevertheless represents a con-
siderable achievement for the time span
involved.

Since his father was both a drummer
and carver, it was perhaps natural that
drums were to become an early carving
specialty of Bonsu’s. [ have examined
eleven ntan drums by him. Most cannot
be associated with their original prov-
enance. In 1976 I saw two drums still in
the possession of their original groups at
Aduman (Fig. 10) and Aduamoa. The lat-
ter drum (Figs. 6,7) was subsequently
covered with black paint and is now in a
private Los Angeles collection. The
sculptural entourage associated with this
drumis illustrated in Figure 4. Itis possi-
ble that the Aduman drum has also left
Ghana, since two of its accompanying
figures (Fig. 5), the policeman and the
prisoner, are now in a private European
collection and were recently illustrated
by Jahn (1983: figs. 48, 50). Bonsu and the
elders of Aduman and Aduamoa agreed
on dating the two drums and their fig-
ures to 1933 and 1934 respectively.

A third drum, in the UCLA Museum
of Cultural History collections (Cover),
was published in The Arts of Ghana (Cole
& Ross 1977: figs. 351, 352) and can now
be traced to the town of Abofo near Of-
finso. Three more drums are in the Met-
ropolitan Museum of Art, New York
(Fig. 12), the National Museum of Afri-
can Art, Washington, D.C. (Figs. 8, 9),
and a private Los Angeles collection
(Figs. 13, 14). The seventh drum was pub-
lished in three views by Lewis (1973: fig.
46), and another is illustrated in a stu-
dent thesis by Afranie (1974:pls. VII-IX).
The remaining three drums (one is illus-
trated in Fig. 11) were in the hands of
dealers, and their current location is un-
known.





















ROSS, notes, from page 40

1. This paper is based on interviews conducted with Osei
Bonsu from September to December 1976 and with his son
Kojo Bonsu and nephew Bediako Bonsu during the summers
of 1979 and 1980. I would like to thank Asantehene Opoku
Ware II, Eva Meyerowitz, and Malcolm McLeod for their con-
tributions to this study. Robbie Reid did the sensitive draw-
ings of the three drums.

2. All three carvings in Rattray’s figure 189 and the carving on
the left in figure 190 are by Osei Bonsu.

3. See especially Rattray 1927: figs. 189, 190; Johnson 1937: 270;
Robbins 1966: fig. 119; Fagg 1968: fig. 99; Leuzinger 1972: 133;
Lewis 1973: fig. 46; Bankes 1975: fig. 16; Fischer & Him-
melheber 1975: figs. 10, 12, 13; Ratton1975: 8, 10; Segy 1975: fig.
205; Cole & Ross 1977: figs. 10, 329 (staff on far right), 335, 337,
351,353,354, 397, pls. XIV (staff on far left), XV; Huet1978: fig.
65; McLeod 1981: 100, 171; Ross 19820 figs. 3, 4, 17, 23, 28, 29;
Jahn 1983: figs. 46, 48-55.

4. Three carvings (Fig. 17) were commissioned by Meyerowitz
in late 1939 and are now housed in the British Museum (1952
Af 24.7, 1952 Af 24.8, 1952 Af 24.9). Also in the British Mu-
seum are five carvings commissioned by Wild: a hornbill and
python umbrella finial carved at Achimota in 1939 (1947 Af
13.6); two freestanding sculptures of what seems to be images
of al Buraq, both carved in November 1935 (1935 11-4.3, 1947
Af 13.5); a sasabonsam figure (1935 12-12.1), and an akuaba
carved in August 1936 (Fig. 26, 1936 11-17.1). Sometime be-
tween 1942 and 1944 Bascom acquired male and female busts
by Bonsu, which are now in the Lowie Museum of An-
thropology, University of California, Berkeley (5-4884 and
5-4885). In 1976 I commissioned four carvings from Bonsu
that are now in UCLA’s Museum of Cultural History: a
drummer {X82-1210); a queen mother (X82-1211); a linguist-
staff finial of two men seated at a table (X82-1213); and an
akuaba (Fig. 28, X82-1209).

5. Hodinyah's study merits publication and includes valuable
information on tree-felling, tool purification, and other carv-
ing rituals, as well as data on the Asante apprenticeship sys-
tem. His thesis is based on extensive interviews with Bonsu.
6. In 1937 Bonsu's birth date was published as October 27,
1901 (Johnson 1937: 269).

7. Bonsu was not the first person hired to teach carving at
Achimota. Pippet mentions an unnamed “reliable African
wood-carverina village in the interior ” (1935: 20) who started
work at Achimota in September 1931. About two hundred
boys and some girls took the carving classes. Pippet’s paper
offers several insights on issues of acculturation in Akan
woodcarving: “As arule the boys are quite definite as to what
they wish to carve; but ! often find itnecessary to advise them
to do something else. Their imagination prompts them to im-
possible tasks—like the carving of a motor-car or bicycle. To
the boys all the world over such things appeal . . . Tencour-
age them to look for models in their own land; native objects
that they knew about and could visualize . . . when they

realized how interesting these were to carve, they gave up, to
a great extent, wanting to turn out aeroplanes etc.” (Pippet
1935: 21). Pippet also editorialized on early tourist arts in
Ghana: “. . . the undesirable objects of which shops etc. in
Accra are filled—the kind of stuff that is turned out by the
worst European taste” (1935:22).

8. The unpainted carvings in Figure 3 were made for
Meyerowitz and not for indigenous consumption. Similar
figural groups were often carved as presentation pieces for
colonial administrators, and such pieces were invariably
unpainted. The black paint on Figure 1 is also atypical of
the Asante penchant for polychrome ntan figures.

9. See Warren and Andrews (1977:13) for the vernacular of
Bonsu’s quotes.

10. As with most Akan art, the iconography of this
sculptural ensemble illustrated in Cole & Ross (1977: pl.
XV) relates to traditional proverbs or sayings. The whole
scene depicts the expression “Only a brave man goes under
a big tree,” celebrating the power of the chief. The birds on
the tree are the Akan equivalent of “Birds of a feather flock
together,” stressing group unity. At the top of the tree is a
bird swallowing the head of a snake, which illustrates the
proverb “Without the head, a snake is just a rope,”
suggesting that any problem can be solved with the proper
approach.

11. For typographic reasons ¢ has been substituted for the
open o symbol and the e for the epsilon symboi. A linguist
staff with this motif carved by Bonsu is in the state treasury
of Offinso and has been published in Ratton 1975: 8; Cole &
Ross 1977: fig. 335; and McLeod 1981: 100.

12. On most of Bonsu’s drums the hedgehog on a log
appears without the porcupines. As an isolated motif its
proverb was recited by Bonsu as: “If the hedgehog gets fat,
it is to the benetit of the rotten log it lives in” {Apésé yeé késeé
a dyé ma dufokyeé; Cole & Ross 1977:173).

13. A sword ornament from the state treasury of Juaben
also depicts this motif (cf. Cole & Ross 1977 152, fig. 317).
14, Two replicas of this motif are in the UCLA Museum of
Cultural History collections, one carved by Bonsu (X82-
1213) and the other by his eldest son, Kojo Bonsu (X82-
1212}. Both finials were carved in late 1976.

15. A hen and her chicks is explained in Kyerematen (1964:
95), the python in Cole & Ross (1977: 173), and prékésé in
Cole & Ross (1977: 166).

16. Although the museum’s records identify this carving as
an umbrella top, the configuration of its base is more typi-
cal of Bonsu’s linguist-staff finials.

17. An even earlier akuaba attributed to Bonsu is said to
have been carved for the 1924 Wembley Exposition (Bankes
1975: fig. 16). The popular belief that the full-bodied akuaba
is a 20th-century innovation was refuted by Bonsu, who
said that his father made them when Bonsu was a child.
18. Bempah's work is illustrated in Rattray 1927: fig. 196
(carvings 1, 3), 197 {carving 2), 199 (carvings 1, 3, 4). Rattray

TABLE: Bonsu Drum Motif analysis

Location/Collection/Reference

Aduamoa Aduman Abofo
Fig. 6
Motif
. Lion support X X
. Elephant support
. No support
Two breasts
Heart
. Dish + grinding spoon
. Snake + hornbill
. Crescent + star
. Crescent moon
. Cock + hen
. Cock
. Cock + egg
. Cocoa tree
. Hedgehog + rotten log
. Porcupine
. Snake + frog
. Leopard + tortoise
. Leopard X
. Crossed crocodiles
. Cameleon + box
. Man pointing at sign X X
. Name plate
. Woman + crab X X
. Basket + stick X
. British Royal Arms
. Man on horse
. Long-horned antelope
. Elephant + palm
. Elephant
. Ape, antelope, anthill
. Circle in relief
. Man with headload
. Stool with orb
. Woman + horn
35. Metal mirror frame

Cover
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MCH = Museum of Cultural History, UCLA. MMA = Metropolitan Museum of Art.

NMAA = National Museum of African Art.
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P.C. = Private Collection.

also published a photograph of Bempah (fig. 157).

19. Osei Bonsu provided critical information for The Arts of

Ghana (Cole & Ross 1977) on linguist staffs (p. 160), akuaba

(p. 103),ntan drums (pp. 170, 173, 176), and on the recon-

struction of the Golden Stool (p. 138), and considerable in-

formation on Akan proverbial lore.
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NEVADOMSKY, notes, from page 47

The reader is referred to Part 1 of this article (Nov. 1983, p.
87) for acknowledgments and additional bibliography. In
addition I wish to acknowledge the assistance of the late
Chief Isekhurhe, who provided much of the information
contained in Part 2.

1. Until very recently (1982) the post of Iyase had been va-
cant for a long time. The Esogban, second in rank among
the town chiefs, functioned as Iyase.

2. R.E. Bradbury, “Field Notes” (ser. BS 87: Interview with
Oba Akenzua II).

3. This is speculation, however. For one thing, there are no
popular terms for directions in the Bini language. Of the
four technical terms that some claim are the Bini words for
directions (okuo for north, aho for south, eken for east, and
orrie for west), only orrie, which means the “path of re-
turn” or “the road to home” may, by stretching it, be used
to indicate “west” (i.e., the sun returns home through the
western path). For another, there are no directional con-
junctive contrasts in Bini as there are in English, such as
north and south, east or west. Thus, direction does not
seem to be a strong symbolic orientation, and the Bini
probably do not see reality in the context of directional
opposites.

4. The deeper meaning is that those who get closest to the
Oba are often those who deceive him the most.

5. This is further emphasized by one of the terms by which
a dog is known: ovbi-akota, “child of the evening.”

6. Camwood is rubbed on some of the objects carried by
the Ewaise, or palace doctors, during the Oba’s festivals
(ugie). Shango priests also rub it on their bodies. More
commonly, it is used by women as body decoration.

7. Cowrie shells are a dense symbol. They offer protection
against witchcraft and are also used to appease those who
have died childless. Cowries were once used as currency
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