The African e-Journals Project has digitized full text of articles of eleven social science
and humanities journals. This item is from the digital archive maintained by Michigan
State University Library. Find more at:

http://digital.lib.msu.edu/projects/africanjournals/

Available through a partnership with

1l T

Soa W Michigan State University

LIBRARIES

Scroll down to read the article.


http://digital.lib.msu.edu/projects/africanjournals/
http://digital.lib.msu.edu/projects/africanjournals
http://digital.lib.msu.edu/projects/africanjournals
http://www.lib.msu.edu
http://www.msu.edu

70

AXIM KUNDUM: A PRELIMIN/RY SURVEY

J.Ke AGOVI®

Introduction

Every yoar beiween September and October, the pgople of Nzema
celebrate their Kundum Festivale It ic estimated that a total of
about 154,000 people1 from Dutéh Sékondi to Half-Assini, a distance
of about 300 kilometreé, take part in this festival.

ot only are all these people (which include the Ahanta, the
Evaluehand the Jumorc) united by the Kundum festivaii'bﬁt, with
very minor dislectical differences, they are alsc united by a common
1anguége ?'NzemaQ The Ahanta npread from Sekondi to Agona with their
traditional capital in Busuae. 'The“Evalua_which mainly'fefers te the
Nsein—dxim traditional area stretch beyond the Ankobra to include
Esiama and Atuabo. Beyin, the traditional capital of Western Nzema

or the Jumoro, completes the picture.

Among the Hzema spenkers of the West, the festival is known
as ‘Abisa'zo But from Atuabo to Dixcove in the thanta dictrict,
the festival is called 'Kundum'. Although throughout my enquiries no
one was able to tell me exactly what ”Kundumﬁ means in the Nzema
language, one reliable informant told me {and this was later confirmed
by one of the YKundum Xlders) that the word Kundum was rhythmically

xEditor, Publications Officer and Assistant Secretary
Institute of African Studies, Legon.

1. ‘%2?0 Population Census of Ghana, Special Report "D!
Census Office, Accra, 1971 ).

2+ Howadays the word 'Kundum' has spread to Western Nzema,
and is used to refer fo the festival as a whole. The
word 'abisa' however, is being used in the context of
the festival to refer to the creative artists =
musicians, singers, drummers and dancers = who motivate
the festival.
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2
derivéd or inspired by the sound of the Edomgbole,” the most

important drum in the Kundum ensemble.

In this article, we shall focus attention primarily on how
Kundum is celebrated in the Nsein-Axim' traditional area; and
as far as possible, we shall alsc attempt to trice the brigin
of the Axim Kundum, underline its socizl and historical importance
and finallf:describe its significance as a mﬁjor culturai event
among the Nzema of that arsa. In the course of our analysis we
shall endeavour, where appropriate and applicable, to make'comparisons,

contrasts and provide evidence to substantiats the roints we make

Most of the material for this paper was collected at first hand
when I went én a research trip to Agim during the celebration of the
Kundum festival in September 19731 In August 1971, T spent a week
in Axim to verify the information I had alrcady collscted. ©n both
occasions, the fimanhene of Nsein and Lower Axim and various elders
associated with the celebration of Kundum in that area were inter—
viewed on tape. Various people and informants also voluntieered
information which was recorded; and photographs were taken and

important rituals, ceremonies and events were observed.

AXIM KUNDUM FESTIVAL

Anyone travelling from Takcradi towards Axim will not fail
to be impressed by the luxuriant growth of trees and dense forest
which seems to guard the tarred road all the way to Axim. 41l at

once, ¢ne is in the area with the highest annuel fainfall in Ghana.ﬂ

3+ There are four drums in the Kundum Znsemble: Kuukuu, Apasoo,
Adenhenle and Edoggbolee Each is distinguished by the sound it
contributes to each performances '

fe The average annual rainfall in the ixim area ranges between

80-85 inches. The heaviest Monsoon rains are experienced between
May=July.



Located belween Latitude a° - 50 above the Equaﬁor and
Longitude 2% ~ 3% West of the Meridian, the Axim-Neein traditional
area hos a Jwouriant rain forest which containg not only timber,
but Alsc ocold and diasmonde The area ic nnted for the sroduction
of coconut, rice, cossava, plaintain and cocoyams iy the middle
of August the heavy monscon rains lsave off, giving way tor a
relatively dry spell, which marks the beginning of the main
harvesting and fishing scascne It is at this time that the
Kundum Festival is celebrated.

As we shall see

, the very special timing of the fesgtivzal is

Lar

significoant in itselfs For, the immediate occasion for the festival
secoure when there is plenty to eat from the sea, farms and rivers of
the area. But although there is this cutward material bounty there
seems to be a spiritual void in the societye The attempt to close
this seeming ‘spiritual veid! may therefore be seen as the primary
notif of the Heein=fxim Xundum. As we shall see, through = system of
organised dramatic symbols, events, ceremonies and rituals (which make
up the sum~total of the festival), the Nsein—dxim so&iety attempts to
dramatize the reconcilliation of spirit and matter in the celebratien

of their Kundum.

Origin

In the courze of cur research, it hocame clear that there was
common sgreement about the origin of the hundum Festival. Among
the Nzema speakers of the West, the festival is beldieved to have
originated frow Ahanta Abeade, a2 village on the Tarkwa~Takoradi
read. According to trodition, it is in this village that the
Jegendary palm tree agsoclated with the origin of the Kundum
featival is suprosed to exist. The primary legend has it that
in the olden days this nalm treo used to ripen once in a year.

With time this pericd became a synbolic calendar in the lives of
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the people. Iﬁ ofhér’wOrds the‘ripening of #he palm tree became
the 51gna1 for the f\stlval to hegln. Phis explanation is so
w1delj accepted that the Bvalue and tMe Ahanta themselves ackmow~
1edge the historical and &iltural 51gn1f1cance"of.thls village of
&hoade- ' '

Jowever, ... in both fAxim and Wseln Kun¢um Blders and various
1nformants werw_at palns to underllne the fact that “the YLndum or
Abisa was brought 1nto these areas by a- Bartlcular famlly or ﬁbusuh,
and. that thls Abusua did not (and Etlll docs nct) bulonb to the -
ruling chlbftalncy Abusua 1n these areaso5 ThUn 1£ lS believed that
it was the Nvav11e clan who 1ntroducod thu secrots of the Kundum to
destern Nzema, and that thelr ‘totem = the Palm tree and.the Parrot =
boars eloquent tesﬁlmony ‘to their ‘control and: custodiarnship .4f the
égétzval- In Axlm we found out that "a bredfch of that family . Ais:
rcalledzthe HAJO@I famliy-- ACCordlng 46 cur whin Afformant, Madam

Kobln&ba bE Lower Town, ﬂxlm' it §as” hér-prelit, preat,. grandfather

called’ Akoto Nyanzu who brought Kundum to that area. 4 hunter by
profession, Akoto Nyanzu went to hunt onec avening and was not seen
again till three months later. le returned with Kundum. He asked
his family to make drumse The drums were made and the Kundum was
first celebrated for threc monthse It proved difficult to spend
this length of time, so it was rcduced to one month. Later on,
_.the one month was further broken, down into two ﬁhases: phase one
lasted three~ﬁbeks when artists, drummers,_performers and old men
versed in the art of Kundum isclated themselv%s to learn new songs,
new dance forms, body movements and generally plan the artistic
course of the festival. The second phase of one weck sees the

actual celebration of the fostivals

For .obove acceunt two impressiens ssem to-stand out: . the first:

is the very interesting discovery that the Kundum festival was.

‘5« The major ruling families in the whole of MNzema from Nsein
to Beyin traditional area, belong to the AHWEA or DOG CLAN. In
Nsein, the Omanhene! s crown is inseribed with the symbol of a dog
with fire in its mouth.
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originated by a family which is completely unrelated to the
families which rule or occupy the stools in these areas. In
the words of a member of the Majori family in Lower Axim, it
is his family ''which is rcsponsible for the actual celebration
of the Kundum festival with tho help of the Omanhene'.

(Emphasis mine)» Infact, throughout the celebration of the
festival, it was noticed that all the four drums used for the
festivol were always deposited, at the end of each day's

activities, in the household of the Mojori family.

This situation reveals aspects of the complex balance of
poweb ﬁithin_the political system of the arca. Given the tradi-
tional power structure of Amanhene, subchisfs, Court eldérs, clans,
interest groups (nsafo Companies, Stool Custodians, ‘iomen's guilds
etcs ), it was very interesting to find that one family or clan =
the Majori — emeipe as the custodians or 'arbitraters! of the
course of the festivalj and further, as a result of their historical
c¢laims in relation to the festival, gain considerable political
authority during the festivale By exercising supervisory ﬁoworé _
over the main instruments of the festival, i.ee drums (of which they
are belicved to be originators); the Majori family seems to direct
the festival in the sense of seeing to it that the festival is cele~
brated in accordance with established histoerical protocols It con
be said however that zlthough thesce considerations mre acknowledged
and the Majori family in prrticular is tenacicus of its prestige and
Tower depiving from ite principal role in the festival, it was very
difficult not to realize that the festival has been transformed

into a completely public affair invelving the whole community.

The second impression is that the Kundum festival is a well-
planned activity. It was ohvious that a lot of skill and intelli-
gence had gone into the planning of the festivale I was groatly

impressed by the way in which people acted out their roles without
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introduction prompting or stage=fright. No where was there

a hitchs DBverything was smocth and orderly. Drummers, dancers,
singers and performers were there when oxpected and lived out

their roles to eyeryonu's expectation- Clearly, there was an
orgenizins mind behind such n complex cultural activity. We

found out that such a mind ex1stcd in a wroun of people known as
Kundum Elders who were responsible for thp plannlnp of the festivale
Although in principle these ¢lders are responsible to ths Omanhenc
they are in fact independent of Court since they are mainly artists
whose primary objective is to sec to the artistic direction of theo
festivole They therefore owe their ultlmntg allegiance to the

" festival hende their name ~ "Hundum Dlders' .

4 hetter insipght into how well the Kundum is a planned
activity will have to begin with the "preparation stage' of the
festivalse As indicated earlier, although the actual celebration of
the festival takes only one week, thc total time spent on the recali~
zation of the festival covers one calcnder month from mid ~upust to
the end of October, in cach ycar. During the period betwecen August
and October, each Kundum centre in Nzema and Ahanta land is at liberty
to select one month convenient to the commnity so as to prepare and
celebrate the festivals The sclection of the appropriate time is
done by ﬁhc.Omahhenc in consultation with Kundum Elders mnd the

family which {s recognized o5 the Custodians of the fcstiﬁal.

6« This situation of course further complicates the political
relationships st the festival. The interesting thing here is
that, the mrinciple of diveorsity of roles in unison obtains.
Pelitical entities and various Kundum performance-pgroups sceem to
know their limite during the foestival, mnd so skilfully is this
done that one is not immcdiately aware or even conscious of the
highly volatile nature of socizl relationships whlch infact obtain
at the festivals
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Three weeks of the selected month is usuaily set aside as
the preparation period.- Kundum Elders, artists and people with
acquired knowledge of the festi%él go to live in isclations
This period of isolation from the community is appropriately known
as "Eyele nu" or "Cold weather". Outside the community, in a place
where no one other than those involved would know of their activities,
they learn the relevanf repertoire of songs and various dance move=
ments which add beauty and artistic dimension - $0.the festival.
In addition, new songs arc composed, new dance movements which add
beauty and artistic dimension to the festivales In addition, new
songs are composed, new dance forms initiated, old drums are repaired
or replaced and costumes for variocus occasions are discussed in detail.
Almost | simultaneously, drumming and blowing of horns as well as any™
thing which generally invelves the use of musical instruments is
banned. It is believed that if this ban is violated before the
Kundum is oufdoored, the legéndary "Afskye" {(who is believed to
symbolize disese in thé-gﬁciéty) will comc prematurely to plague

the society with disease.

OQutdooring
The first Sunday of the fourth week (of the appointed period of

one month) is the occasion for the outdooring of the Kundume In Axim,
as we witnessed, it was a dramatic occasion. The time was about 3.30p.m.
There is darkness everywhere, but the brilliant moon in the sky clearly-

reveals a beautiful stretch of sandy shore in Lower Town Axim.

7. It is on the last day of the festival that according to
belief, "Afakye" is actually expected. At midnight of this last
day, the festival is literally "hooted ocut" or "Afakye is hooted outh”
symbolizing the spiritual emancipation of the society from disease and
bad cmen, at least for the ensuing years



The waters of the sea had receded, giving rise to a beach‘llne
which shone in the moonllght. A large group. of women, men and
chlldren gatn » on the beach. Lverybody is carrylng a’ huge
bundle of flame, Made ‘of coconut flbres- Meanwhlle, the four drums
are poised on the heads of four stsilwart mene. Suddenly the
Edomgbole drum sounds. 'Threefsmalrér-bnes jﬁ1n.-.Men s voices' ire
joined together. . The ‘whole mass of people carrylng huge
torches, move as one man towards the towns Their song is 51mple and
to the point: 'they sing of ‘the erigin of ‘the Axim Kundum:

It happens today
Gyanewa ;
Aot oko’ Nyarizu Brding: your
- flamed to celpbrate Kundums v
‘Gragpally; -the. procession. moves: in. majesty aléng’ a,welltdefined
route: on - fhe; beach for about four hundred; yardsy then: the procession.
meves gver the,wald ‘onsithe beach-into town'and 187 pitched At bheispots
With the drums in the centre, the whole throng daﬁce and sing around
in a circle. Vhat was interesting was that there was no attempt to
carry the procession fhrough the town. It was localized at one spot,
which from enquiry was the household of the Majori family, the clamn
who traditionally is believed to have originated ‘the Kundams Tho
drama of_sdng,-musid and dance continues for about two hours« But

the point has been made: Kuadum has been outdocreds

Monday:
Nothing very much happcns in the morning. But towards evenlng,

every household becomes busy. Thrce heavy logs of firewood are

8. Gysnewa vas the wife of Akotoko Nyanzu who brought the Kundum.

9.. The symbolism of this flame in the festival is complexe In
its practical use, the flame serves to heighten the dramatic entry:’
of the Kundum into the society. But in a more 1mportant way, the
flame suggests the conflict between 'good‘ and 'evil'! (darkness
- and light), a regeneration of a new type of cnergy and life foarce
in the society, which are the most important recurrent fhemes of
the festivals Tinally, the symbolism of the flame recalls the
political totem of the ruling family in the state the AHWEA (DOG - CLAN)
whose totem is *dog with flame in its mouth. Symbol of power and soverei-

gnty.
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arranged in the open courtyard of each househclde. This is.bbliga~
torj. By four o'clock in the evening, overy houschold we visited
had alrecady made this arrangement in its courtyards About. 7.0Opem.
or when it is sufficiently dark, the three amanhene in the Nsein-
Axim traditional area and their divisional ckicfs perform the
ceremony of setting fire to the prepared firewoods Libation is
first poured after the logs had been set on fires. Thercafter, all
house¢holds surrounding the amanhene and their divisienal chiefs are
free to light their logs or go to the Ahenfic o gather the flames
from therc to their house. The logs so lighted will constitute a
kind of "pcrpetual flame", which will be used throughout the
festival in every home. All kinds of cooking both during the day
and at night, which normally are done in the wrivacy of the kitchen,
will, from hencéforth, be done on the'pcrpefﬁal flames In reality
all meals cookéd'during this time are expectad to be done in the
open o0 thet any member of the public who wonts food can just walk
in and help himself to the food on fire. For, it is a time -of plenty
when charity and hospitability abounde A dcep scnse of hospitality
which is so much at'the‘copc_of the way of life of the people is
therefore given dramatic and-symbolic expression throughtut the

festival in this way s

Atout 8 pem. a gun is fired. It was now time to mourn those
who had died in the course of thc vrevicus year. However, the
privilege to mourh_was restricted to only familices, or househﬁlds Qho
had actually lost members durihg the cowrse of thg years Ye fisited a
fow of such households and we ncticed that the families concefned had
organized funeral dirges to be sung in memory of their deccased.

What wes interesting was that all the mourners worc black costumes

and actuclly wept, and the atmesphere was like o live funcerale

In effect, the "realism' of the occasion was symbolically-
commemorative . being a dramatic expression of each household's sense

of apiritual continuity with its ancestors and the deads The ovorall
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drama, thus embodies the symbolic gesture of . renewlng the 5001ety s
sense of contlnulty with the past; afflrmlng the relevance of the
;past (and therefore of history) to present and future deleopments-
"This is given concrete expresszon in the llbatzon texts and dramatic
'acts which are enacted on this occa51on- Of sp901al 1nterest perhaps
'was our dlscovery that the dlrges were belng sunﬂ in Ahanta a fact

whlch empha51ses the Ahant1 orlgzn of the Kundum-lo

Tuesday

Barly in the mornlng on Tuesday, all "black stools" 1n varlous
households and famllles 1rt outdoored-_ There 1s no mournlng or .open
'weeplng this tlme, ‘but ‘the ancesters are remembered._ In the secrut

encleosures erected in these houscholds far thls purposag famlly elders
péur 1ibat10n to thexr anéeotral stoois. Prayers are Baid s ;f_.;;

« T

slapghteréd and fowls sacrlﬂlead-- Mambgrs of .the, famxly whu had
travelled home for the festival as'wéll as thosc who had stayed
bechind are given the chance to once again rencw their sense of
identity with the ancestors by providing drinks for texts of prayer

to be said for themi

Inmediately afterwards Kundum groups of children, youngsters
and elderly women parade from houschold to household. These groups
have no drums and they 4o not use sny of the Kundum drums . For. they are
mainly singers smd dancers who move from louse to house singing the
praises and genealogies of well=known familiese Accompanying their
songs were cymbals, dumbbells, rattles, gourds and whistles. The use
of these musical instruments definitely gave dramatic intensity to the
songs and dances being performed. But it was their costume which
.attracted.me' the ﬁerformers wore beads on their'hands necks and.
.chestss - Each also wore a white 51nglet from the top. The whiteness
of the sinFlets was emphasised by the white powder which was liberally
daubed on thelr fac;s, necks and chests. Immediately below the Wﬁlst

were. short, rod or- crimsoned tunics which were heav11y studded with'
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dumbbells. The red recalls the memory of the ancestors and white

the joy of the livinge. Put in symbolic terms the two colours
together seem to euphasise the people's belief in the continuity
between the world of the ancestors and the human world of the.living-
The occasion therefore has a total religious significance in that it
expressed the fact that the ancestors are a vital part of the world

of the living community.

ygdnesdaxz

Like on Monday, nothing significant hapvens on Wednesday morning.
About two o'clock in the aftornoon however, a major event takes places

The venue is the Axim Castleall

By 2 pems, the Omanhenc of Nsein and all his Divisional chiefs
were feddy'at’the boundary of Lower Town to proceed to the Castle.
The Kundum drums were infront followed by the Divisional Chiefs, the
Omanhene and members of the publice The proceséion was magnificent
in colour and majestic in movements On reaching the entrance of the
Castle, the Omanhene was lowered from his palanguin and, together with
his retinue (for members of the public were forbidden), he entercd
the Castles. The main event herc was the pouring of libation on a
grave in the Castle. In the accompanying text he recounted the history
of the state,. prayes to the ancestors and pleaded for unity and =
prosperity among his people. Az the Omanhene later confirmed in his
interview "with us, his'visit to Axim Castle was symbolically pdlitical.
Long before the arrival;of the Whiteman, all the lands of Axim belonged
to Nsein and it was the Elders of tho stoel of Nsein who gave. the land
to the Whiteman to build the Castle cne It was therefore necessary
and appropriate on this cccasion for the Omanhens of Nseiu to go to
the Castle in his splendour and majesty to recount history, straigh—
ten the records Qnd-in that qymboiic procéggion, affirm his sovereignty
over all th: lands in Axim.

11l. Built originally by the Portuguese in the first half of the 16th
century, Forte St. Anthony seems to dominate the Axim landscape. Later
in the same century, the castle was captured by the Dutch who sold it
to the English in the 18th century.
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In addition, the occasian was also a unique opportunity for
all the Seventeen Divisional Chiefs of Nsein to renew their political
allegiance and to assure the Omanhene that there is still unity

among all the stools of the étate-l2

Thursday and Friday

Tharsday andrFridéy are mainly days of rest. No event of any
importance happens except that in the evenings, -all the Kundum
groups in the area come together at one spot where they dfum, sing
and dance traditional Kundum dancese ‘These occasions are important
to the youngsters both male and female. In vractical térms, it
provides an opportunity for the young to socialize, and it is'not

unheard of for prospective ﬁarriages to begin from here.

Saturdax

Saturday, the last day of the festival is significant.
Usually, there is a durbar of chiefs in the morning but this really
depends on which government official is willing to comee From 2 peme
onwards, there is continucus drumming, singing and dancing =t the
Town Square. All the Kundum drums are fully exercised. DBetween
9 pems and midnight, the whole mass of people still in their festive
mood -« begin to meve towards the outskirts of town, this time
carrying no torches. 1Instead, e¢ach one carries ejther a picce
of stone, stick or wood, just anything he can readily throw away.
On reaching the outskirts of the town a signel is givenjy the
singing etopse _+ Drumming ceases toos Then, all of a
sudden there a stampede, everyone ancious to run backs Sticks,
stones and sand will flow into the outer darknesss. No one looks
back. Amid shrieks and shouts all run back swiftly to their
respective homes. The Kundum has been "hooted out'. Afakye, the
symbol of disease and bad luck in the society has besn expelled,

and he goes away with the evils of the society cleansing and
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purifying it for the coming yeare. This symbolic gesture therefore
brings the Kundum celebration to an ends There is no more Kundum

drumning, dancing or singing till the following years

Conclusion

Unlike the Aboakyir festival of ‘inneba and the Homowo of
the Ga people, Kundum is not a festival which primerily emphasises
the peoplet's migrational history or reveals their agricultural
success in a newly settled areas Kundum is primarily a cultural
event, although there are observable socio™political levels as wells
It provides occasion for artists and performing groups within the
commumity to display their talents in diverse wayse It also provides
the opportunity for the community to dramatise its way of life and
reveal the social and religious values within its In the end, the
festival revenls that the people of the area cherish hospitality -as
a way of 1life, and value their relationship with their ancestors;
and just as a sense of history is important to the survival of a
people so also is a sense of unity and political stability important

in the Hzema culture of the Nsein~Axim traditional areas .



