Africa is known for
beautiful masks. For many
hundreds of years, masks
were a very important part
of African life particularly
among the people who live
south of the Sahara Desert.

MD 2009

African
Masks

In many tribes, masks were used in healing
rituals to drive away illness and even to frighten
away evil spirits! During those times a mask was
worn by one dancer.
The masks could be
worn in three different
ways – covering the
dancer’s face; as
helmets covering the
whole head or, resting
on top of the dancer’s
head.

South of the Sahara there
are hundreds of tribal
groups of people with
different traditions.
For hundreds of years the
African people used masks.
Now masks are often used to
entertain tourists or sold at
markets. Tribal masks are all
very different and many are very
old. Every mask had a purpose.

The Dogon tribe come from
Mali, Africa.

African masks are
used in many
different ways.

Dogon Masks
Ashanti Masks
Their villages are found
along the Bandiagara
cliff.

Masai Masks
Dan Masks

The Dogon Mask dance
takes 25 minutes to
perform and is often
watched by many
tourists.

These Dogon dancers wear
masks and dance on stilts to
tell their traditional stories.

Women are not allowed
to see the original,
ancient Kanaga masks
so new masks (that look
like the old ones) are
used for the dances.
The ancient masks are
kept hidden in a secret
place.

During the dance
many different
kinds of masks
are worn.

Masks are most often
used by dancers.
The dancers wear
masks and beautiful
costumes for important
ceremonies such as
a harvest celebration,
a wedding, a funeral,
to make crops grow or
to bring rain.
This is a dancer from
the Dogon tribe.

This is a Kanaga Mask made
by one of the Dogon tribe.
It represents a bird of prey.
The masks are worn in dances
that are intended to honour
the spirits of dead ancestors.

In the background you
can see the stilts that
are worn by other
Dogon dancers during
the performance.

These dancers are
wearing Kanaga Masks.

Many of the masks are carved of wood and
decorated with other materials such as raffia,
animal skins, bark cloth, metal, beads and shells.
Anything found locally can be used to make and
decorate a mask.

Each mask tells a different
part of the story.

These are
huge Dogon
Sirige masks.
The dancers
use their teeth
to balance the
6 metre high
masks.
Each mask is
carved from
a single tree
branch.

The dancers swing the
masks to represent the
sun and the planets in the
sky.

The Dogon tribe also have many different masks to
represent the animals that are found where they live
and hunt. They include leopards, antelopes, hares,
hyenas, cows, birds and monkeys.

Rabbit and Antelope masks

This Ashanti tribe comes from
Ghana where they live in the
Rainforests of West Africa.

These masks were
made by the Ashanti
tribe.

The Ashanti believe that plants, animals and trees
all have souls. They also believe in fairies, witches
and forest monsters.

Here are some more
Ashanti masks.

The Ashanti farm the
land but they are also
skilled craftsmen who
make beautiful masks.

The Ashanti people have
many beliefs that we might
think strange.

They use masks in
their ceremonies.
Everyone takes part in
the many Ashanti
ceremonies.

They are decorated
with beads and a
metal called brass.

How are they similar?

These masks are called Masai
Kissing Masks. If you look carefully
you can see why. They are hand
carved and beautifully painted in
bright colours by Masai craftsmen
in Kenya.

These Masai Warriors
come from Kenya in
Africa.

The people of the Masai
Mara are very good at
carving things from wood.
They live in mud huts like this one and wear beautiful,
bright colours. The warriors dress in bright scarlet.

This man is carving a statue from a single branch of a tree.

The Masai tribal people also carve
animal masks. The wooden Giraffe
mask is 30cm tall. It is carved in
the shape of a giraffe’s face then
painted to look even more like a
giraffe.

These are hand carved
wooden warrior
lookout masks from
Kenya.

Dan masks have
high foreheads,
pouting mouths
and pointed chins.
The masks are carved in wood
and stained with a brown dye.
Many have marks that divide the face in half.
That is because the Dan believe their world is split
in two – the human side which is the village and
its people and the spiritual side which is the the
forest and its spirits.

The Masai warriors are very respectful of
the animals around them and their masks
are often carved to look like an animal.
Can you guess which animal this is?

This map shows
the area where
Dan masks are
found.

These masks are beautifully carved from wood.

The Dan people believe that forest spirits appear in their
dreams to ask them to make masks. When the masks
have been made, the forest spirits live in the masks and
are then able to appear before the people.

Masks with round eyes
were used at planting time
to help good crops to
grow.

This Dan mask was used in a
special ceremony to celebrate
the time when a boy became
a man.

These are ceremonial
harvest masks.

It was designed specially for
the boy and decorated with
cowry shells and feathers.
After the ceremony the young
man was given the mask and
it would remain in his family
for many years.

These people
are wearing
Dan Masks.

The doll represents a ceremonial
dancer wearing a family Dan
Mask and ceremonial costume.

The Dan made two types
of masks - male and
female. This is a Dan
mask called ‘the
Tankagle’. It is a female
mask. It has an oval face
and narrow slit-eyes.

Like many of the
African masks, this
mask was made by
craftsmen to be sold
to tourists as a
souvenir.

This kind of mask is used
in performances at
village festivals and to
entertain the public with
dancing and singing.
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Can you see the cowry shells?
A cowry shell is a sea snail shell.

There are many masks for
sale and they are all
beautifully made and
decorated.

