
 

 

 

 

Supyire Funerals – Then and Now 

By Joyce Carlson 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© Joyce Carlson 2007 



 

 

2

 

Abstract 

This paper begins with a description of the rites that make up 
traditional Supyire funerals in order to gain an understanding of what 
these rites convey to the people who practice them, and the functions of 
these rites within their traditional setting. A look will then be taken at a 
Supyire Christian funeral, and at more recent developments away from 
traditional practices, as members of the Supyire community turn 
towards Christian or Muslim beliefs. It is hoped that this study will help 
to ascertain how well traditional values can be faithfully understood 
and appreciated within a developing Christian framework. 
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 1. Introduction 

   Naa was ninety-five years old when she died. She was as thin and 
frail as a twig, but she had a lot to say in advance about her funeral, 
and wanted the full, traditional rites. In particular, she wanted to lie in 
state for three days outside of her house. Four days would have been 
better, but her relatives said no. Times are changing, and people 
nowadays feel that twenty-four hours is quite enough time for any 
corpse to spend above ground. After three days, the air around Naa’s 
body was charged and heavy, so everyone was profoundly grateful 
when all the burial preparations were completed and the music started, 
and people began to form a procession and dance to the sound of the 
big drums and flying mallets of the musicians. Naa had been an 
enthusiastic supporter of the local football team. So it was the village 
team, composed of young Christian men, traditionalists, and Muslims, 
who honored her in turn by dancing her body out of the village to a 
grave decorated with the drawings of two footballs.  

1.1   Aim of this paper 

   In this paper, I first describe the rites that make up the traditional 
Supyire1 funeral. By looking closely at the structure and organization of 

                                                        

1 The Supyire people, numbering around 364,000 (Gordon 2005) are, primarily peasant 
farmers in the region of Kénédougou, near the town of Sikasso in southeastern Mali. 
They belong to the larger Senufo group of peoples found in Mali, Burkina Faso, and 
Côte d’Ivoire. The Senufo languages have been classified as part of the Gur family of 
Niger-Congo (Carlson 1994:1).The Supyire people have a patrilineal clan and lineage 
structure which governs a pattern of exogamous marriages. This has led to a network 
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Supyire funerals, a complex network of relationships begins to emerge; 
these are relationships that have developed over time between Supyire 
villages and patrilineages where women are exchanged in marriage. 
The importance of Supyire kinship relations and overall social solidarity 
is nowhere more evident than in moments of crisis, and most 
importantly of all, during rites of passage (Van Gennep 1960:10-11) at 
the time of a person’s death. Roles played throughout the course of life 
by the person now deceased, and relationships between one Supyire 
person and another which are frequently are imperceptible to the 
outsider, are suddenly made explicit during the course of the funeral. 

   Secondly, I will look at more recent developments away from 
traditional funeral practices as various members of the community turn 
towards Christian or Muslim beliefs. In particular, a comparison will be 
made between the traditional pattern of Supyire funerals and one of the 
first Christian (Protestant) funerals that I attended in a Supyire village  
in Mali in March, 1995. Finally, with a side glance at Muslim funerals 
in the region, I will discuss some of the changes that are coming about, 
and the repercussions of slighting those who have a place within a 
network of relationships, as the Christians adjust their actions with 
varying degrees of coherance to their new system of beliefs. 

     The descriptive data for this paper was obtained by participant 
observation and written up in journal notes covering thirteen 
traditional funerals, three Christian ones, and two Muslim funerals 
between 1983 and 2005. The information was deepened through 
interviews with people who participated in the events recorded.  

                                                                                                                                                    

of relationships between villages where clans and lineages have exchanged women in 
marriage. 
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1.2 A definition of ritual as used in this paper 

   While ritual is most narrowly defined as “prescribed, formal acts that 
take place in the context of religious worship”, a broader definition will 
be used in this paper to include “any activity with a high degree of 
formality…. [t]o the extent that it conveys messages about the social 
and cultural status of individuals…” (Buckser cited in Barfield 
1997:410).  Insofar as “ritual explains and dramatizes a culture’s 
mythology…” containing, as Buckser goes on to say, “a wealth of 
symbolic information about the participants’ social and cultural worlds 
… notions of time, of good and evil, and of life and death”, Supyire 
funeral practices fit this broader definition, in that the funeral is not so 
much a period of worship involving rites to any particular deity, as a 
highly structured event in which all parts of the event carry symbolic 
meanings, and all the people involved have prescribed roles to play. I 
suggest that within this broad definition of ritual, there are at least two 
ways of thinking about Supyire funerals: first as liturgy, and secondly as 
drama.  

   As liturgy2, the focus turns upon the action of the entire community. 
Everyone in the community participates in a succession of actions that 
are well-known through long practice, though these actions can be 
varied or modified depending on the status of the persons involved and 
the necessities of the moment. The liturgy of the funeral is thus formed 
around a core of symbolic actions which provides continuity across 
varying times, places and participants.  

   As drama, the funeral draws actors into roles that they do not 
normally play. but which are not a mere pretending. The actors in the 

                                                        

2 Gk. leitourge  had the meaning of “public service” involving the entire community, 
which came within Christian tradition to mean “service by the people”. 
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drama step into prescribed roles and play their various and varied parts 
based on the particular relationships they have had to the person who 
has died.  

   Thus, the drama and liturgy of the funeral give elaborate and 
symbolic expression to what the Supyire people take to be the structure 
of the world and their place within it, while reinforcing relationships 
within kinship groups, and across the web of networks between 
lineages and clans. The Supyiré funeral event, with its sequence of 
smaller, embedded actions, and with all its overtones of this-world and 
otherworldly significance, brings together the seen and the unseen, and 
in its enactment, restores balance to a world in disarray because of 
death. 

2. The traditional Supyire funeral  

      Funerals are a centerpiece of Supyire culture. The funeral is like a 
web with the body of the deceased person, termed bu, at the center, 
and a complex configuration of relationships radiating from it on all the 
strands of the web. As in every culture, the funeral defines relationships 
in terms of one individual the person who has died. The relationships 
which this person had to others in the society are rarely made so 
explicit, but for a moment in time they are clearly seen. 

   In the best of all possible worlds, a Supyire person becomes an adult, 
marries and lives a long, honorable life gaining status and recognition, 
and finally dies a good death and receives a complete and fully 
elaborated funeral. 

   Not everyone achieves this. Some people die away from home and 
are buried among strangers. Some die tragically before they are old. 
Some die before marriage. But the traditional Supyire ideal is to die at 
home, in one’s own village, house, and bed, surrounded by children and 
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grandchildren. The minimum requirement for a fully elaborated funeral 
is that one should be married. People who are not married, no matter 
how old they are, have not achieved adulthood and can never be buried 
in the ancestral graveyard of the village. This constitutes a bad death, 
and such people must be buried on the periphery of the graveyard, or 
(depending on their age) farther off where the children are buried. 

   Another kind of bad death is to die by accident, by a bolt of lightning, 
by violence, or in childbirth. People who die this kind of a death are 
called sinarbu. They are buried quickly (if possible where they fell and 
died) in a hastily dug trench which is lined with thorns. The body is 
wrapped and laid beside the trench. Then with their backs turned, the 
young men who have dug the grave push the body backwards with 
their feet onto the thorns, and the grave is closed. 

   But when everything is as it should be, (when the individual has 
married, grown old, and died in the village where he was born for a 
man or where she has been married for a woman) the funeral is an 
occasion for honor and feasting, and a prescribed set of actions begins 
to unfold. 

   The rites that surround the occasion of a good death are roughly 
divided into three parts: A time of preparation and vigil after the death 
has occurred, the burial proper or butón , and the day of “chasing the 
cries” or kwùgò, which is conventionally translated into French as 
funérailles. The preparation typically lasts one or two days. Formerly, 
(that is, prior to Mali’s independence) the period of preparation could 
last as long as 20 to 30 days3. The burial ceremonies (butón ), are 

                                                        

3 When Mali received its independence from France in 1960, one immediate action 
taken by the new government was to regulate the period before burials to a period of 
twenty-four hours, or in cases of necessity, forty-eight hours (Colin 2004:236,) 
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completed in the space of one day. The day of chasing the cries (kwùgò) 
occurs most characteristically on the day following burial, but if the 
family is not able to afford it, can take place as much as three years 
later. 

2.1  Preparation 

Announcement of death and first vigil 

   As soon as a death occurs, it is announced by a gunshot and the 
wailing of women. Friends and neighbors come to sit with the family 
while the old men gather in what is called the bààn—a two-doored hut 
marking the official entrance to the village, where the altar to the 
ancestors is situated. If the death occurs at night, women and young 
people gather to dance the jahampé, a circle dance done to the 

accompaniment of a “water drum” called lw  pi 4. Their presence is 
meant to provide solidarity and comfort, so that the family will not be 
alone in their grief. It is customary that members of the bereaved 
family should provide tea during the long hours of waiting (Sanogo 
1999:2). 

   When it is light, young men are sent out to announce the death in all 
the villages where the deceased has any relations. Because of a pattern 
of exogamy with other lineages, people will normally come from all the 
neighboring villages. 

                                                                                                                                                    

because of an expressed concern for hygiene. How much this decision was influenced 
by Islamic practice is not stated. 

4 The jahampé is a dance done to the accompaniment of a drum consisting of a 
calabash which has been cut in half, with the seeds removed, which then floats 
upside-down in a pan of water and is beaten with long-handled gourds. Only women 
beat this drum, and traditionally only women will dance to it. 
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Preparation of the body and the roles of buntahawa and narafee 

      As noted above in sections 1.1 and 2, Supyire people are linked to 
each other in a tight network of relationships both in life and in death. 
As soon as a death occurs, it is the task of the immediate family to 
prepare the body for burial, by washing it, and wrapping it in 
homespun cotton cloth. A wife sits at the head of the body of her 
husband as it is washed, but it is the younger brothers and sons who 
wash the body of a man who has died, and younger sisters and 
daughters the body of a woman. Once this is done, wives are expected 
to sit beside the body of a husband until the burial takes place. Sisters 
sit beside the body of a woman. However, in the process of carrying out 
a funeral, two relationships in addition to those in the immediate family 
become especially important. These are the buntahawa and the narafee. 
The buntahawa, or “the one who follows next after the dead”, is related 
to the dead person by birth order within a patrilineage for a man, and 
by order of marriage into the village for a woman. So important is the 
matter of order and precedence in Supyire culture, that I suggest that 
marriage for a woman is like a rebirth. In a sense the woman is “born” 
into her husband’s village. Her official status in her husband’s village is 
determined by her order of marriage. Like other newborns, upon her 
marriage she receives a new name which is given by her husband. 
Married women, as they do not belong to their husbands’ patrilineage, 
are in a kind of sister-hood to all other married women of that village 
(an artificial kin relation—though blood sisters from one village can of 
course be married to brothers in another village). One person said, a 
man has only one funeral, but a woman has two: one in her husband’s 
village where she is buried, and one in the village of her own 
patrilineage (Sanogo 1999:5). 
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   To illustrate the role of the buntahawa in the case of a woman’s death, 
in the spring of 1995 a woman named Bintu5 died in the village of 
Kafine. She belonged to the patrilineage from a village to the northeast 
of Kafine. The buntahawa was immediately called a woman named Sali 
who came from the village directly to the east of Kafine. These two 
women were in no way related, but because Sali had come as a bride to 
Kafine in direct succession to Bintu, now Sali would not leave the side 
of the body until it was in the grave. She would be the first to pour 
water over the body to wash it, and the first to greet other mourners 
coming to the funeral. This was a relationship of “sisterhood” based on 
marriage order. 

   Another important relationship is that of the narafoo (pl. narafee). 
The narafee are the children of female members of one’s patrilineage. 
Since Supyire society is organized patrilineally and residence is 
patrilocal, the narafee are (usually) residents of other villages, and 

belong to other patrilineages depending on their fathers.6 As in many 
societies based on a patrilineal system, the narafee in the village of their 
mother’s patrilineage, are always treated indulgently like children no 
matter how old they are. At the same time they are frequently given 
the role of mediator in matters of ritual or dispute. One reason for this, 
someone said, is because “Death does not make war with the narafee, so 
there will be no problem.” The narafee, being from a different 
patrilineage than the one in which they act as mediators, can get away 
with actions that are potentially dangerous to the patrilineage vis-à-vis 
the ancestors. 

                                                        

5 Personal and village names have been changed. 

6 The primary meaning of nara is “to lean away from something”. These are people 
who are obliquely related to their mother’s patrilineage but are “leaning away”. 
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   Except for sons, daughters, and the buntahawa, the narafee are the 
people most closely associated with preparing a body for burial. They 
help to wash the body and wrap it in a shroud made of homespun 
cotton (Sanogo 1999:1). As the body is wrapped, either the right or the 
left hand (one hand) is left out in benediction to the living. One person 
specified that the sex of the deceased determines whether the right or 
left hand is uncovered (Abdoulaye Sanogo 1984:16). Another person 
said, “In wrapping the body, the man's right hand … [is] left out. Why? 
Because the right hand is the man’s power.” A blessing given at the 
funeral of a man says, “May your dead father go lie on his left hand, 
and extend his right hand here to us” (Carlson Supyire-English 
Dictionary, entry for cyempege “left hand”). According to the second 
person quoted above, a woman, when she dies, has her left hand 
visible, because the left hand is for women.” However, in all the 
photographs available to me, it is invariably the right hand that is 
visible. The feet also remain exposed. 

Extended vigil 

   When the body has been wrapped in a shroud, it is laid in the 
courtyard under a grass shelter which protects it from the sun. There 
the women will sit beside it until the burial ceremonies begin. It is 
traditional that a man “flee” from the body of his wife when she has 
died. The husband has nothing further to do with the burial. However, 
if a man dies, his wife or wives are expected to sit beside the body 
without washing themselves or spitting, and fan away the flies until it is 
carried to the graveyard and buried. In the past, this period could last 

for as many as twenty days, or even a month.7  

                                                        

7 One man said the practice of women sitting beside the body of a husband for a very 
long period of time--even weeks, was “a way for women to dominate men.” 
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As the day (or days) go by, people come and lay colorful cloths over the 
body and sit silently for awhile with the mourners. Only twice have I 
seen anyone display overt grief, which in fact was a sort of stylized 
hysteria. Two women were “taken by the djinns” I was told, and other 
people seemed embarrassed. 

   This sequence of events is summed up in Tables 1 and 2: 

Table 1. Death announcements and preparation of body 

 Action  Actor 

immediate announcement of death a hunter with gunshot; women 
wailing 

mourning dance (the jahampé) and 
greetings to the family 

married women and (more recently) 
youth of resident patrilineage 

announcement of death to other 
villages 

sons of resident patrilineage 

the preparation of the body: the first 
washing and wrapping 

the buntahawa in charge, with the 
family 

grass shelter is built in courtyard 
and body is laid under it 

the male narafee  (i.e. the children 
of the female members of dead 
person’s patrilineage,) and the sons 

 

                                                                                                                                                    

“Women,” he said, “can dominate men and get what they want if they keep 
reminding their husbands of the kind of suffering they will to go through when the 
men die.” Such a practice, he said, should be abolished, because it gave women too 
much bargaining power in the interim. 



 

 

13

Table 2. Extended Vigil 

 Action  Actor 

sitting beside the body wives (for a dead husband) and 
other women (note that men never 
sit beside a body) 

sitting in the vestibule (the bààn or 
two-doored entrance hut where the 
altar to the ancestors of the 
patrilineage are located) 

the old men 

practical preparations: collecting 
money and supplies 

local patrilineage as host village, 
(thus a man’s patrilineage, or for a 
woman, a husband’s patrilineage)  

 

2.2  Burial Ceremonies (butón ) 

   Until the mid 1980s burials took place after dark. However in 
subsequent years there has been a notable shift in practice. Now most 
burial ceremonies begin in the late afternoon, so that the body is 
consigned to the grave as night falls. 

Preparation of the grave 

   On the morning of the burial, the younger men of the village go to 
the graveyard where they sacrifice a black chicken before digging the 
grave. The most traditional grave is made by digging two deep holes 
about two meters apart. Then a tunnel is hollowed out between the 
holes where the body will be placed. Such a grave is difficult to dig, 
and nowadays a simpler version is frequently seen where a single deep 
trench is dug, and a ledge the length of the body is carved to one side. 
In both cases, it is important that the body be placed in a kind of vault, 
which is enclosed with cut stakes or adobe bricks before the grave is 
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filled in. Once that is done, the young men report to the old men who 
sit in the bààn (the two-doored entrance hut to the village). The young 
men say, “We have dug the grave,” and in a reversal of the norm, the 
old men say, “We do not thank you.” 

Transition out of the courtyard: dance and time of “last things” 

   When all the preparations have been made, and all the actors have 
assembled, the drama becomes a series of transitional movements. First, 
a narafoo approaches the women who are keeping vigil by the body, to 
beg on behalf of the patrilineage to be allowed to take the body away 
(Sanogo 1999:3)8. The narafoo offers a small sum of money. When 
permission has been granted, the narafee come as a group with more 
homespun cotton cloth. Some of it they tear into strips, which will be 
tied around the left arms or wrists of the sons, daughters, brothers and 
sisters of the deceased. Some of this cloth is wrapped around the body 
itself, always leaving a hand out in blessing to the living (cf. p. 15). 

   Next , a woman brings a small clay pot containing water and three 
tiny stones which represent hearthstones. The pot is set on the stones to 
“heat” the water for the foot washing, though no fire is actually lit. 
With much hilarity and shouting, the buntahawa and the narafee dab 
water on the feet. If the deceased is a man, one of the participants in 
this drama performs the last head-shaving by holding a razor with the 
left hand and making the motions of shaving. Then the body is lifted up 
by the narafee and carried away head-first from the thatched shelter, 
which is immediately dismantled. Later the thatch will be burned. 

                                                        

8 The people of the local patrilineage seem by this, to put the narafoo between 
themselves and the dead. 
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   The patrilineage of the deceased now beg the narafee in their turn to 
give up the body, and it is transferred into the hands of six young men 
who will “dance” it out of the village. Three men on each side hold the 
body and swing it forward and backward in time to the music of drums 

and balafon9. At the head of the body the oldest son of the deceased 
dances and “cultivates” with a hoe that has had the blade turned 
upside-down. Occasionally there is a lull, and if the body “refuses” to 
move forward, it can be persuaded to move on if people in the crowd 
throw money and cowrie shells in front of it. 

Transition from inside to outside village 

   At the edge of the village, the body is taken through the bààn, past 
the altar to the ancestors, and is laid down beneath a shea tree called 
the kwu-sinage-luge (literally the “corpse-laying down-shea tree”)  

   Various groups of people (daughters, hunters, and so on) circle the 
body to say good-bye. The daughters express honor and affection by 
laying bright cloths over the body, and by tossing money and cowries. 
The hunters fire their guns before laying them over the body. 

   The narafee exert their influence one more time by “stealing” the 
body. They pick it up and move it about ten feet away, and the 

patrilineage must pay the sum of 500 cfa10 to redeem it. Then the last 
meal is offered. In the case of a man, his wife or wives come out of the 
village in procession, their heads covered with white homespun cloth, 
and turning their faces away from the body, they offer food with the 
left hand, not the right. Then they sit at the head of the body of their 

                                                        

9 A balafon is a type of locally made xylophone with gourd resonators under each 
wooden key.  

10 About $1 US. 



 

 

16

husband for a moment, and lift the head three times, surrounded by the 
hushed crowd. When a woman has died, these ceremonies will be 
performed by other women. 

   As the wives leave the body, the whole company takes up sticks 
which represent the “rest of the deeds” of the dead person, those which 
will never be performed. Everyone circles the body three or four times 
depending on the sex of the deceased, and finally throws the sticks out 
and away. Then the body is stripped of all the beautiful cloths. 
Wrapped only in homespun cotton, it is tied to a bamboo stretcher 
made “soft” with bunches of leaves. Three men carry the body over to 
the bààn , and swing it towards the door and the altar (three times for a 

man and four times for a woman)11. Thus the dead is “inserted among 
the ancestors”. 

Transition to graveyard 

   Once this is done, the men immediately turn and run with the body 
to the graveyard, which is frequently as far away as two kilometers, 
down a path that is deliberately left untended lest, someone told me, 
too many people die and travel that path. At a certain point on the 
path, the bearers reach the kàdúcyèyí (the “frontier between between 
the village of the dead and that of the living).12 Here a female goat (the 
“grave-diggers’ goat”) is sacrificed as the bearers run past.  This goat 

                                                        

11 The ubiquitous association throughout West Africa of the number three for a man, 
and four for a woman, has been discussed in many places. However, it is interesting 
to find an early Greek reference to the use of odd numbers for men, and even 
numbers for women, which states, “In Pythagorean thought, odd numbers are male 
(based on unity), even numbers are female (having had something added to the 
unity)” (Parker, 1999:523). 

12 Small children are also buried here.  
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will go with the dead and become part of a herd in the village of the 
dead. 

   Everyone but the wives, who must now turn back, runs for the 
graveyard, hoping to get there ahead of the corpse. Young women who 
have difficulty bearing children will already be there, having run ahead 
to set a pot of water to boil over a fire. As soon as the body arrives, 
these women snatch the leaves from the stretcher and place them in the 
hot water in order to bathe themselves with the infusion. It is said that 
if they can bathe before the grave is closed, they will be able to bear 
children. 

   Meanwhile, the body is carried around the grave, three times for a 
man, and four times for a woman, before it is lowered into the hole. 
The stretcher is broken up and added to the grave along with pottery 
which is broken as it is put in. Then the grave is filled, and as many as 

seven large, new clay pots13 are turned upside-down on the grave-
mound and smashed. The grave is covered with branches to protect it, 
and in the darkness, everyone runs home by a well-traveled road, not 
by the unkempt path they came on. 

   Tables 3 through 6 sum up the actions of the burial. 

                                                        

13 A son must give a wide-rimmed pot of the sort for preparing shea butter, for his 
mother, and a large, deep pot with a narrow opening for his father. These, along with 
other pots, are broken over the grave. 
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Table 3. Preparation of grave 

Action Actor 

grave dug on day of burial able young men available 

sacrifice of chicken before grave is 
dug 

local patrilineage 

 

Table 4. Transition from courtyard: 

asking or begging for the body 1. narafee ask wives/women;  
2. patrilineage of the dead person 
asks the narafee 

thatched shelter is dismantled and 
grass is burned 

female narafee 

pieces of shroud torn and attached 
to left wrist 

narafee tear part of the shroud; 
patrilineage of dead wears it 

second washing (symbolic with 
water dabbed on the feet) 
last dance with corpse 

narafee 
 
young men of local patrilineage 

 

Table 5. Transition from inside to outside of village: 

body is taken through the vestibule carried by young men of local 
patrilineage 

body is laid down under the 
kusinageluge  (the tree where the 
dead person is laid down) 

young men of local patrilineage 

last meal and personal farewells given by wives for a man and by 
other old women for a woman (the 
head of deceased is lifted 3 times) 
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last good-byes circle dances around body by 
daughters, hunters, etc. 

body is “stolen” and must be 
redeemed 

female narafee “steal”; patrilineage 
must redeem the body (interview 
from Kijwuru Sanogo lines 291-
340). 

future deeds are thrown away everyone present 

the dead person is inserted among 
the ancestors 

local patrilineage 

    

Table 6.  Transition to graveyard: 

grave-diggers' goat (fantugo sika i) 
killed beside path to graveyard  

local patrilineage 

pots, and other items for grave 
taken to graveyard 

women 

bearers run with corpse and circle 
grave (3x for man, 4x for woman) 

local patrilineage 
 

body placed in grave along with 
small pots, soap, karité butter, etc. 

local patrilineage 
 

grave is closed all the young men present 

pots broken over grave women 

 

   Early the following morning, people go to the grave to make sure that 
all remains undisturbed, and that the dead person has not come back 
out of the grave, either because the ancestors have refused to accept 
someone whom they deem to be evil (Sanogo 1984:20) or because the 
body has been taken away by some person or animal (Sanogo 1999:4). 
Once the grave has been inspected, the burial ceremonies are complete, 
and the community moves into the kwùgò, which includes dances and 
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songs to “chase the cries”, and a distribution of money and other gifts 
which have come to the family of the deceased since the moment when 
the death was announced. 

2.3 The kwùgò or the day of “chasing the cries 

   The term kwùgò is derived from the verb  “to chase”, and is used 
in the phrase tùbilení k  (lit. “cries chase”) with the meaning of 
“defending, or taking someone’s part”. Specifically in the context of the 
funeral, it refers to the day after the burial when a series of dances are 
done to honor the dead, and people continue to console the bereaved. 
On this day, female members of the deceased’s patrilineage (called 
pùc rii) come to their home village with three companions each. 
Together they dance the jahampé, to the accompaniment of the water 
drum. The companions spend the day, but they must not stay the night. 
They are required to return home to their husbands’ villages before the 
next daybreak. One companion must bring a a pot, another a piece of 
cloth, and the third must bring a shirt as a gift to the family. As the 
women dance, the calabash floating in the tub of water breaks as it is 
beaten, and is replaced with another. The calabash, one person said, 
symbolizes the head. “The women hit the calabash and sing, ‘Your 
mother suffered the day you were born. On the day she dies, you will 
know it’.” By the end of the day there will be many pieces of broken 
calabash, and when the dance is over, the water from the tub is 
carefully poured away so that no man can touch it. 

   Since the women (the pùc rii) who have been born into the local 
patrilineage are generally married to men in other villages, their role in 
the funeral activities of their own patrilineage differ from the women 
(the cyèe meaning “wives”) who are married into the village where the 
death has occurred. The cyèe dance the jahampé in a separate circle all 
their own. Then towards evening, they gather by the stream, or lacking 
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that, they gather near a well and cover each other with mud before 
returning to the courtyard of the dead to dance and sing, and offer 
small gifts of money to the pùc rii. 

   Finally, as day draws to a close, a large circle dance called the bu í 
kw re (lit. “corpse dance) forms at the center of the village. This 
dance, led by a narafoo, includes both men and women, and marks both 
the high point and the end of the burial and funeral ceremonies. The 
dancers circle three times for the death of a man and four times for a 
woman, after which gifts which have been received by the deceased’s 
family over the course of several days are distributed, and everyone 
(including the researcher) is thanked for the part they have played. A 
narafoo is designated to remove the belongings of the deceased from his 
or her house, and bring them to the patrilineage to be divided up. In 
the past, the belongings of a woman would be returned to her own 
patrilineage and taken away, but more recently, a woman’s belongings 
remain with her children in the village where she was married. 

   When a person has been orphaned (that is, if both parents have now 
died) that person will provide a meal of rice scraped scraped from the 
bottom of the cooking pots to all who have lost both of their parents. It 
is called círímpèè or the “orphan’s bowl”. This is a final testimony that 
all the necessary rites have been performed, and that there is peace 
between the dead and the living. The dead should no longer require 
anything of them.   The kwùgò is summed up in the following table: 

Table 7. Kwùgò -- Chasing the cries 

songs and dances (the jahampé) to 
the rhythm of the water drum 

married daughters of the 
patrilineage and their companions 

dances mud play women married into the local 
patrilineage 
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circle dance at the center of the 
village 

all who wish to join the dance 

gifts distributed – (primarily cloth, 
money, as gifts of grain and meat 
have been used to feed the visitors) 

to everyone who has done a service 
for the dead, or has any relationship 
to the dead, and especially to the 
musicians 

meal of “scrapings” (círímpèè) eaten by all who have lost both 
parents  

 

   The activities outlined above take place when a married person has 
been buried with full honors and is eligible to be “inserted” at once 
among the ancestors in the ancestral graveyard. However, as noted in 
Section 2 p. 9, there are those who do not achieve this status: the 
stillborn, the little children, unmarried young men and girls, women 
who die in childbirth, and all who have died a violent death. All who 
have died and been buried without the elaborate ceremonies outlined 
above, must nevertheless be honored during the village festival which 
takes place during dry seasons. At that time a dance is performed by all 
the women of the village in the public square. This dance is called the 
cige hii kw re or “the dance under the tree”, to honor all the dead, 
because even the youngest among those who have died, are now 
considered to be older than those who have not. This is also the dance 
for the djinns who (not being immortal) have died since the last 
festival. 

   As noted earlier, the Supyire funeral is like a web with the deceased 
(called the bu) at the center, and a complex configuration of 
relationships radiating out from it on all the strands of the web. The 
following chart is one way to see how relationships are structured in 
the case of the death of a midwife. The relationships in this chart differ 
from those found, for example, if the deceased is a village chief, or a 
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hunter, or a woman who had no children. Here is where the metaphor 
of the funeral as a “liturgy” is helpful, in that, the broad outlines 
remain the same from one funeral to the next, but there is room for 
variation depending on the circumstances and the status the deceased 
had in life. 

Relationships to the deceased –  

example of a midwife who, being now dead, is called the bu: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. A Christian funeral 

   Both Islam and Christianity (Catholic and Protestant) have had an 
impact on Supyiré society. In this section, we will look at a Christian 
funeral, and compare it with traditional practices, and with some recent 
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Muslim burials. Following that, we will take a moment to consider 
Christian and non-Christian responses to what they understand to be a 
Christian approach to death and burial. 

3.1 Description 

   In March of 1995, a Protestant pastor died in the village of Kafine 
after a long illness. He was not a native of Kafine but came originally 
from a town twenty kilometers to the southwest, from a family that 
practiced the traditional religion. Though resident in Kafine for more 
than twenty-five years, and though several of his children had been 
born there, he was not a member of the local patrilineage. He was 
considered a “stranger” and so was buried in the strangers’ graveyard. 
As there had not been an adult Christian burial in Kafine for years, his 
funeral was a new experience for a lot of people, both Christian and 
non-Christian. 

   The pastor died around 11 p.m. one Saturday. He lay as he died, 
curled up on his bed until about 3 a.m. The immediate family, that is to 
say, his sons and daughters, did nothing to lay the body out straight or 
wash it. At 3 a.m. a young man named Kalifa was called to prepare the 
body for burial. Kalifa was a new Christian who had some experience in 
traditional burial practices, but had no kin relationship to the family 
whatever. He was amazed by the neglect and fear displayed by the 
pastor’s family in the face of death. He (and many non-Christians) hold 
the view that since Christians talk so much about Christ’s triumph over 
death, they of all people should not be afraid in the face of death. But 
the behavior of the family seemed to contradict this. The claim that 
Christians care for each other was put in doubt as far as non-Christians 
were concerned. Further, though a number of people came during the 
night to console the family, they were not received in the customary 
manner with tea, and were not encouraged to dance the jahampé. 
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   By 8 a.m. when the news of the death was sent through the village, 
the body of the pastor was lying just inside the door of his house, 
wrapped in traditional homespun cotton, with both the feet and the 
right hand exposed. The pastor’s wife sat beside the body with her head 
covered in traditional homespun cotton cloth. 

   Throughout the morning various groups of people came to greet and 
sympathize, and cover the body with decorative cloths. Meanwhile, the 
young men of the village were off digging the grave. When they came 
back at 10 a.m., the body, now covered with six or seven cloths and a 
Chinese bedspread, had been moved to the courtyard. Benches from the 
church were arranged around the edge, and with the body lying in the 
center on a cot, a well-known pastor from the major regional town led 
a Christian service of hymns, prayers and a sermon all done in 
Bambara, the dominant language of the church. When the service was 
over the body was carried on the cot to the strangers’ graveyard. The 
people in the procession walked fast but did not run. On arrival, the 
decorative cloths were removed, and in customary simple homespun, 
the body was put into the grave. Some Christians continued to sing 
hymns while the grave was filled. Finally, the pastor who had led the 
service said a few more words, and another hymn was sung while the 
grave was covered with branches. 

   During the rest of the day, and for a week after, people continued to 
go by the pastor's house to offer greetings and condolences, and bring 
gifts of food. 

3.2 Comparison with traditional funerals: 

   Some differences between the funeral of the Protestant pastor and 
more traditional practices were perceived as offenses, even if 
accidental, by certain people native to the village, as well as by 
members of the pastor’s patrilineage who came from their home 
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village. These offenses involved failure on the part of the immediate 
family to attend to the body of the deceased, failure to extend expected 
politeness to the mourners, and failure to acknowledge in some way the 
extended kingroup. 

Unwitting offenses 

   As can be seen from the account of a traditional funeral, the 
immediate family and the narafee to the patrilineage in question should 
be intimately involved in preparing the body for burial. However, when 
the pastor died no one in the family touched the body either to 
straighten it, shut the eyes, or wash it for about four hours. The body 
lay as it was and stiffened until by the time Kalifa was called at 3 a.m., 
it was difficult to straighten and wrap the body. He was shocked by the 
reluctance of the sons to help, and their inability to perform the tasks 
that normally would be theirs. In the end he washed the genitals, even 
though he was not even related by blood. It was here that the pastor’s 
family failed in their duty and acted in a way that shocked the other 
villagers. 

   The pastor’s immediate family also offended the community of 
mourners in the matter of extending expressions of politeness and 
welcome. People came during the night expecting to dance the jahampé 
and offer consolation. In this case no dance was organized, since the 
Christians have understood through the teaching of the church that to 
dance the local dances can be a compromise of their witness. However, 
no tea was offered to help the mourners pass the time, and eventually 
everyone went home. From later comments, it was evident that some 
non-Christians felt insulted and rebuffed by the behavior of the 
Christians. 

   In traditional funerals, kin relations come from far and near to 
perform the duties associated with their roles. Even though the pastor 
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did not die in his home town, members of his patrilineage, and the 
narafee to his patrilineage came expecting to bury him with all due 
honor, though not in the graveyard of the local ancestors. However, 
because of their adherance to traditional practices, they were given no 
part to play. Thus, in addition to other oversights, the pastor’s 
immediate family in Kafine paid almost no attention to kinship 
responsibilities. This failure left a sense of dissatisfaction, and a 
murmuring undertone that the Christians were neglectful and belittled 
the ties of kinship. 

Differences by choice 

    Some other more predictable differences between this funeral and a 
traditional one were as follows: First at the time the grave was dug, a 
chicken would normally be sacrificed. In this case, though the pastor’s 
younger brother who practiced the traditional rites stressed that the 
sacrifice should be done, the pastor’s sons carefully refused to permit 
this. Secondly, prior to the burial there were no ceremonies of “last 
things”, such as the gestures to shave the head, wash the feet, or dance, 
and symbolically give food to the dead. There were no circle dances of 
farewell and the deeds were not thrown away by throwing sticks. There 
was no goat killed as a sacrifice and given to the grave-diggers 
(although goat meat did end up in some of the sauces, because the 
family and other friends saw to it that food was prepared for those who 
came from far away.). Finally, no pots were broken over the grave and 
no other objects were left in the grave. On the day normally devoted to 
the kwùgò, there was no dancing and no final circle formed before the 
ceremonies came to a close. 

   The Christians did, on the other hand, make a serious attempt to 
honor the Protestant pastor in several ways and mark the occasion as a 
Christian one. They went to great effort to bring a pastor from the 
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major regional town. That the man who came was well-respected 
throughout the region was an honor to everyone. Finally, rather than 
allow the traditional musicians to play and sing, the Christian 
community sang familiar hymns both during the service, and at the 
graveside. 

3.3 Comparison to Muslim funeral: 

   To outsiders looking on, the pastor’s funeral seemed austere. There 
was, in fact, much that was similar to current Muslim practice. In two 
Muslim funerals I was able to attend, the body (both times of a man) 
was kept in the house with the women until the grave-diggers returned 
from the cemetary to announce that the grave was ready. At this point 
the body, wrapped in homespun cotton cloth and covered with a 
Chinese bedspread, was brought out of the house on a light cot and set 
down in the public street in front of the deceased’s courtyard. Then, all 
the men who had gathered faced toward the east and prayed while the 
women watched from the shelter of the courtyard. They did not again 
come near the body. When the prayers were completed, the body was 
taken by the men without further ceremony, and buried. Any man who 
wished to participated in the task of burial, both Muslim, Christian and 
traditionalist. According to Robert Carlson who was able to attend 
several Muslim burials, the men took off their shoes and crouched 
beside the filled grave while the iman said the prayers.  

   When the men returned from the gravesite, they were given water to 
wash, and once again, they stood for a formal eulogy presented by a 
local imam. Then the family received visitors and help over a period of 
time. 

   The Christian funeral differed from the Muslim one and resembled 
the traditional pattern in at least two visible ways. First, the women 
were present at all points during the proceedings, including the burial. 
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Secondly, music was part of the proceedings throughout. Some of the 
similarities and differences in all three funeral styles can be summed up 
in the following chart: 

Chart of differences and similarities 

Action Traditiona
l 

Christia
n 

Muslim 

1. preparation of body by family and 
narafee 

X 0 ? 

2. right hand of body exposed X X 0 

3. dance to calabash drum - night 
before burial 

X 0 0 

4. tea offered by family to mourners X 0 ? 

5. Bright cloths laid over body X X X 

6. condolences offered to family by 
everyone 

X X X 

7. sacrifice of chicken before grave is 
dug 

X 0 0 

8. grave dug by village youth X X X 

9. body kept inside house with women 
until grave is dug 

0 X X 

10. body taken outside of house for 
prayers 

0 X X 

11. religious leader leads prayers 0 X X 

12. eulogy or sermon delivered 0 X X 

13. music for ceremonies and burial X X 0 

14. dance with body X 0 0 

15. ceremonies of “last things” X 0 0 

16. burial attended by both men and 
women 

X X 0 

17. pottery broken over grave X 0 0 
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18. objects (soap, pottery, etc.) placed 
in grave 

X 0 0 

19. sacrifice of gravedigger’s goat X 0 0 

20. food given to visitors X X X 

 

   Note that out of twenty activities, four were common to all three 
funerals. Eleven correspondences were found between Christian and 
Muslim practice which differed from traditional practice, and only three 
practices were shared between Christians and the traditional Supyiré. In 
two cases, information is lacking on Muslim practice, primarily due to 
the fact that I as a woman, was not able to observe the situation at close 
hand. Clearly, the Christians are closer to Muslim than to traditional 
practice at this point. 

3.4 Conflicting goals and expectations 

   The Christians appeared to be groping for a procedure that would 
firstly honor the pastor and secondly make a clear distinction between 
traditional and Christian belief. They accomplished the first goal by 
having a pastor of some importance officiate. The second goal was in 
some sense achieved, because the songs and preaching served to 
reinforce Christian beliefs. However, the Christians might have been 
surprised by how closely their funeral paralleled Muslim practice, from 

which they also would like to differentiate themselves.14 Nevertheless, 
                                                        

14For the Christian of course, one is comforted and reassured by the belief that Christ 
has mended all that is broken, though loss and consequent grief are still felt. 
However, as far as non-Christian Senufos are concerned, I am not sure if the 
Christians’ funeral ceremonies were sufficient to lay all of their normal fears to rest, 
or that they thought the dead had been made safe for the living, or that they were 
satisfied that the pastor would be no problem in the future. Sanogo (1995:6) writes 
that without the full funeral rites, ill-fortune will come to the family. 
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in the concern to fulfill these goals, some of the expectations of the 
pastor’s kinship group and the wider community fell by the wayside. 

   It is striking that compared to the traditional funeral, there were few 
if any actions in the pastor’s funeral that could be called “transitional”, 
except for the service of prayer, singing, and preaching. There was no 
other symbolic action where normally all sorts of people in varying 
relationships would have had roles to play, and where the liturgy and 
drama of the traditional funeral would normally bring the relationships 
of the dead person to the kinship group and the wider community into 
sharp relief.. This raises a question as to whether the Christian 
community is now seen as an alternative kin group. If so, this may 
explain why the pastor’s family did not include the traditional kinship 
group which held to traditional beliefs. But it is also here where the 
sense of offense was greatest. 

4. Some important themes  

   This brings us back to a more general consideration of what funeral 
rites are expected to accomplish, a question which can perhaps be 
addressed by drawing out some of the themes expressed in traditional 
Supyire funerals. 

4.1 Reversal  

   One of the principle themes, as in many rites of passage, is that of 
reversal. For a space of time the world is turned upside-down as 
important relationships are disrupted by death. Reversal is in fact a 
theme throughout the wider Senufo world of which Supyire is a part. 
Colin writes: “As in the Poro rituals15, which are somewhat comparable 

                                                        

15 Initiation ceremonies prevalent in Senufo groups to the south of the Supyire area. 
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to the clowning customs, the young men would go through an intensive 
apprenticeship in behaviors that are the reverse of normal society. One 
could not become a man without having plumbed the intimate 
knowledge of the game of opposites, in a world where the true and the 
false, the delectable and the horrible, life and death, and the forbidden 
and the licit constantly impinge on and overlay each other” (Colin: 
2004: 216 my translation). The reversal of normal behavior is evident 
in the Supyire funeral where the left hand rather than the right hand is 
suddenly prominent; where close family members wear torn pieces of 
the shroud (showing their close connection to the deceased), not on 
their right arms or wrists, but on the left; where women turn their faces 
away from the dead and offer food with the left hand; where the blade 
of a hoe is turned backward as the oldest son “cultivates” the ground in 
front of the corpse. When pottery is placed in and over the grave, it is 
broken rather than left intact, in a reversal of the normal way pottery 
would be handled. And it is by sacrifice and death that the female goat 
is added to the herd in the village of the ancestors. Finally, to 
demonstrate that the world is upside-down for a time, although 
normally greetings are indespensible, people can refuse to greet each 
other until after the sticks have been thrown—sticks which represent 
the ongoing deeds of the person who has died and which are now over 
and gone, and irretrievable. 

4.2 Completion and transformation 

   The reversals noted above mark the liminal period of passage 
between life and death, and lead toward another important theme, that 
of completion and transformation. The individual who has died 
undergoes a transformation and becomes one of the ancestors. 
Everything that is done in the funeral should lead towards a certainty 
that all is as it should be, and that the newly dead has no further claim 
on the living, and will exact no retribution for any failure. The idea of 
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completion is formally marked in the orphan’s meal, as those who 
remain clear themselves of any further duty to the newly dead. The 
funeral, in all of its complexity and elaboration is thus one important 
way to assure that the person who has died will be well received among 
the ancestors, and will take his or her place in the world of the dead 
(Sanogo, 1984:17). 

   The theme of completion is further elaborated in the days, weeks, and 
even years after a death. For example, when a married woman dies, it 
is customary after a certain period of time has elapsed,16 to “throw 
away the hearthstones” of her kitchen. On a specified day, women born 
into the local patrilineage (and thus married into other villages) come 
home, and in a procession, walk away from the village into the bush 
behind a female narafoo carrying a basket of old brooms, broken 
calabashes, and small carved replicas of spoons and other kitchen 
utensils. The procession of women stops and circles at a certain point, 
and the contents of the basket are thrown down and burned as a sign 
that the dead woman’s kitchen has been formally closed. Since a 
woman, on coming as a new bride to a village is not given her own 
kitchen until the hearthstones are ceremonially put in place, it is very 
interesting to see that she is not fully incorporated into the world of the 
dead until her hearthstones are thrown away in the world of the living. 
Only then will she be able to establish a kitchen in the world of the 
dead to which she has gone. 

                                                        

16 In times past, the day for throwing away a woman’s hearthstones was after enough 
days had gone by for millet to ferment into beer. More recently, this period of time 
can vary from several weeks after the burial, to several years, depending as often as 
not on financial considerations in the family where she was married. 
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4.3 Solidarity and recognition 

   I have belaboured the point, and will mention yet once again that the 
funeral reinforces a theme of solidarity, as the relationships between 
one person and another are made explicit. The funeral ceremonies 
reinforce first of all, the tie between the living and the dead who 
recognize that they belong to the same point of origin, going back to an 
original ancestor (whose name may be lost). The extended family is 
made up of two parts—the ancestors, and the living (Sanogo (1999:5-
6). 

   Secondly, relationships which have developed in life are overtly 
expressed in visible, active roles within the the liturgy or drama of the 
funeral. No one who has had any relationship to the dead is without a 
specific role to play. To fail to perform one’s alloted role in a funeral, 
even if one was quarreling with the person who has now died, is to set 
the scene for continual misfortune. Even a divorced woman has a duty 
to help bury her former husband.  

   In the light of the ongoing relationship between the dead and the 
living, as the Supyire people see it, the failure of the pastor’s sons to 
look after his body was a very serious one, because no one should be 
dishonored. Finally, these themes of wholeness and solidarity are made 
explicit at the kwùgò as gifts and goods are distributed. Everyone 
receives something, and is acknowledged and honored for the part they 
have played in the life of the deceased. 

5. Changes 

5.1 Change introduced by modernity  

   While conservative in many respects, Supyire people are not adverse 
to changes and innovations when they see some benefit. Aside from the 
very significant change decreed by the Malian government at 
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Independence in 1960, that burials should take place within twenty-
four hours of death, over the last twenty years, a number of innovations 
have come about wtihin traditional thought and practice At the 
beginning of the 1980s, very old people were buried in two holed 
graves with a hollowed-out tunnel between the holes. Burial 
ceremonies typically began late in the day, and were completed long 
after night-fall, which meant that people returned home from the 
graveyard in the dark. As time has gone by, the two-holed grave has 
fallen out of favor, particularly with younger men to whom the arduous 
task of grave-digging falls. They prefer the simpler rectangular trench, 
with a carved ledge to one side, simply because it is easier to dig. 
Further, nowadays burial ceremonies begin and end earlier in the day, 
so that everyone can be home by nightfall. These changes have come 
about primarily for practical reasons. Additionally, as more people have 
access to cars and trucks, it is increasingly popular to convey a body to 
the graveyard in a vehicle, rather than assigning three or four young 
men to carry it. In fact, a vehicle lends prestige and shows honor to the 
deceased. 

   Other innovations have come with the use of cameras and video 
equipment. It is common now for relatives of the deceased to gather 
around the body for a group photograph just before the body is 
removed from the courtyard. At the grave, other photos will be taken. 
For example, the entire football team who participated in the burial of 
Naa (mentioned in the Introduction) arranged themselves on top of the 
grave-mound for a photograph just before everyone left to go home. In 
recent years, grave markers have made an appearance. These are often 
hand-lettered signs including the name and the dates of a person’s life. 
These innovations are one way of preserving memories, and no longer 
rely on oral tradition. 
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5.2 Change introduced by missions 

   Although Catholic mission work accompanied the spread of French 
colonial government in West Africa throughout the nineteenth century, 
it was only after World War I that a Catholic mission was built in 
Sikasso (Colin 2004:246). American Protestant missionaries also began 
work in the area at about the same time, concentrating on Bambara-
speaking peoples. Over time, both Catholics and Protestants have 
established work in Supyire communities and have encountered 
traditional funeral rites. Thus they have confronted the question of 
which parts of those rites are compatible with Christian belief, and 
which are not. On the whole, the Catholic mission has thus far been 
more engaged than the Protestant mission in developing a response to 
death and burial which builds on the ceremonial structure of Supyire 
practice, by actively working out a liturgy which follows the sequence 
of traditional events, while infusing Christian meaning into the action. 

   Between 1983 and 1985, a proposed funeral liturgy was developed 
for Senufo-speaking peoples in the Catholic dioceses of Sikasso, Mali, 
Bobodioulasso in Burkina Faso, and Korhogo, in the north of Côte 
d’Ivoire. The liturgy makes use of the stages of traditional burial 
practice to recall inportant doctrines of Christianity, and to reaffirm the 
Christian faith of the person who has died. So for example, at the time 
of a person’s death, a priest will read from the Scriptures and pray, and 
will offer a time for confession, reminding those present that Christ has 
conquered death. Then the priest is to wash the face of the dying, while 
saying, “It is Jesus who has given us the water of eternal life. It is he 
who washes us of our sins and gives us peace”.17 Then drawing from 

                                                        

17 My translation of the Catholic liturgy. 
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Supyire imagery, the priest will say, “May God sweep the road. May 
God give you health all the way until you arrive.”  

   Once a person has died, the plan of the liturgy suggests that prayers 
be said at the place where the grave will be dug without making any 
sacrifice. When the body is washed, time should be given to recall the 
person’s baptism. The leader addresses the deceased saying, “N. with 
this water we remember your baptism. May God complete what he 
began when you were baptised. May Jesus purify you from all sin. May 
the Holy Spirit make you a child of God. May God our Father take you 
into everlasting life.” Similarly, when the body is wrapped in the 
shroud, time is provided to reflect on the way Christians have been 
clothed with the righteousness of Christ. 

   One change proposed by the Catholic liturgy which runs counter to 
traditional practice is that widows and widowers not be excluded from 
any part of the ceremonies. In other words, a husband should be 
permitted to attend all the ceremonies for his wife, instead of “fleeing” 
from her body, and widows should be permitted to go as far as the 
grave, a view that has been endorsed by Protestant Christians as well.  

  One Protestant who has given thought to the organization of Christian 
funerals, while agreeing with much of the Catholic liturgy as far as 
sacrifices are concerned, was careful to insist that everyone who has 
any relationship to the dead should be “implicated in the funeral rites 
to the maximun” because of the importance of maintaining good 
relationships with the whole community. 

5.3 Tensions 

   For old people, the desire to preserve the traditions runs counter to 
the wishes of the young who, it must be said, are the ones who must 
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bear the brunt of carrying out the physical task of burials, and the 
economic burdens that come with it. 

   The desire to preserve traditional space is curiously achieved in the 
case of some old women who, should their husbands convert to Islam, 
make a deliberate choice to attend Christian worship in order to avoid a 
Muslim burial. If these women go unbaptized and remain on the fringes 
of the Christian community, chances are they will be buried in a 
traditional manner. So there is a tug-of-war between those who want 
the traditions to be upheld, and those who are avoiding the 
inconvenient and onerous aspects of traditional practice.    

   At the same time, everyone realizes the importance of maintaining 
kin and community relationships, and showing honor to the dead. Thus, 
the tensions have created confusion and brought about occasional 
juxtapositions that are even more startling than seeing the drawings of 
two footballs on the grave of ninety-five-year-old Naa. 

   For the Protestant community, the pull away from tradition is greatly 
motivated by the desire to avoid any appearance of syncretism. 
Protestants continue to be critical of Catholics who, in their opinion, 
muddy the waters. However, when Supyire Protestants have rejected 
traditional practices, they have often done so without stopping to 
consider the values lying behind them, which are needlessly jettisoned. 
They have ended up discarding some parts of the tradition that are 
good, and risk throwing the bu (the body) as it were, out with the ritual 
bath water! 

6.  Liturgy and drama as vehicles for continuity  

   Liturgy and drama by their very nature is are vehicles for continuity, 
consisting as they do of prescribed orders of events and actors. A liturgy 
is recognizable to the participants as belonging to a particular rite or 
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body of rites. There is a beginning, and an end that separates the entire 
event from other events in the stream of daily life. Yet there is room for 
flexibility. Within a liturgy such as the Supyire funeral, much depends 
on the person who has died, and the circumstances of their life and 
death. Nevertheless, some parts of the liturgy are more essential to the 
overall ritual than others, and provide continuity in that there is a core 
of action which is repeated time after time, creating a recognizable 
whole even with variation. It is my contention that African Christianity 
profits when there is a continuity in liturgical action which makes 
reference to traditional forms, even though those forms are infused 
with new meaning.  

   To put this another way, a rite of passage must address the crisis for 
which it is performed. In the case of a death, the crisis involves broken, 
or seriously disrupted relationships. Thus the Supyire funeral 
acknowledges brokenness in relationships that have been interrupted 
by death, while at the same time affirming their ongoing importance, 
and providing for the future of both the dead and the living by 
reconstituting in a new way what has been broken.  

   If in the process of modifying a rite for whatever reason, the 
relationships of the actors to one another and to the dead are ignored, 
then the brokeness is not mended and the world is not safe. It is here 
that the discontinuity between traditional religions rites and other 
religious approaches is most deeply felt and resented. And it is here 
where the church needs to address itself, so that what cannot be 
retained in the way of cultural practice for theological reasons, can be 
explicitly addressed and replaced in ways that are both culturally 
recognizable and satisfying. 

   Drama too provides continuity. No matter how many times a 
particular play is performed, the story, the characters, and the suite of 



 

 

40

events are known. If the play is modified too much through tinkerings 
or outright rewriting, it becomes unrecognizable and ceases to be itself. 

7. Conclusion 

   I have described how the roles and relationships between people are 
made explicit in traditional Supyire funerals. Aside from the practical 
goal of disposing of the body, Supyire funerals focus on honoring the 
one who has died, and assuring that he or she will enter into the world 
of the dead without difficulties, leaving those who remain in peace. 
Beyond that, the Supyire funeral has a wider social function of 
providing cohesion by reaffirming kinship and community ties. In 
Supyire funerals, the natural and the supernatural come together for a 
moment and the world is turned upside-down and inside out, and 
relationships are, for a moment, thrown into sharp relief. 

   Contrast and comparision aid understanding. Therefore I have also 
tried to describe some of the differences between traditional funerals, 
and  more recent funerals in the Christian and Muslim communities, 
and some of the changes brought about through the influence of 
modernity and alternate systems of religious belief.  

   Supyire funerals swirl with life and color. Like a liturgy, the 
framework has been learned by the participants through long practice, 
and it is into this framework that each funeral unfolds in its various 
parts, depending on the status of the one who has died. Within that 
framework, there is flexibility, and the participants, like artists, use the 
same materials each time, but each time act out a new drama.  
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Glossary: 

bààn — Two-doored house which serves as vestibule to a village or 
village section, where important meetings, such as marriage 
negociations, are held; contains the altar to the ancestors. 

balafon — French term used for a type of locally made xylophone with 
gourd resonators under each wooden key. The Supyire term is 
ci kárágá. 

bu — Dead person, corpse. (The definite form is bu í.) 

buntahawa — The person who comes next in line within a village family 
group after a deceased person and plays a key role in the burial and 
funeral rites: in the case of a man, it is the man born next after the 
deceased person; in the case of a woman, it is the woman married next 
after the deceased person.  

bu í kw re — lit. “corpse dance”. This is a large, circle dance formed 

at the center of a village, and involving both men and women. It is 
performed in the late afternoon on the day after a funeral. Dancers go 
round the circle led by a narafoo, circling three times for a man and 
four times for a woman, after which which gifts which have been 
received by the deceased’s family over the course of several days are 
distributed. This dance marks both the highpoint and the end of the 
burial and funeral ceremonies. 

butón  — Burial. (This term is more restricted than kwùgò, which 
continues after the burial, or may even be celebrated years after the 
burial.) 

cìnmpyicyee — Female members (that is to say, female blood relatives) 
of one’s patriclan.  
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círímpèè — Pottery bowl of food eaten by ‘orphans’ (that is to say, by 
anyone whose parents have both died). This food is eaten at the funeral 
of the last remaining parent.  

cyèe — Women. Plural of ceewe ‘woman’. 

fantugo sika i — Goat sacrificed at the kàdúcyèyí (see below) and given 
to the grave diggers. 

jahampé — A dance done to the accompaniment of a drum consisting of 
a calabash which has been cut in half, with the seeds removed. The 
calabash half floats upside-down in a pan of water and is beaten with 
long-handled gourds. Only women beat this drum, and traditionally 
only women will dance to it. 

kàdúcyèyí — Place on the path to the graveyard which is the frontier 
between the village of the dead and that of the living; the corpse is set 
down here and the grave diggers’ goat is sacrificed. 

Kénédougou — This term refers to the region in southeastern Mali 
which comprised the old kingdom of Sikasso. 

kwùgò — Funeral ceremonies on the day following the burial, including 
the jáhámá dance and the bu í kw re dance. Sometimes the sense is 
widened to include the ceremonies of the day of burial as well. 

kwusinageluge — The shea tree under which the dead body is laid after 
being danced through the vestibule during funeral rites. Several rites 
are performed under this tree. 

lw  pi  — Drum used for the jáhámá dance, consisting of a large 
calabash overturned in a basin of water, which one hits with a calabash 
ladle. 

narafoo (pl. narafee) — Child of a female blood relative. 
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pùc rii — Plural of pùc . A pùc  is a married woman in her 
paternal village: since marriage is exogamous, a woman leaves her 
paternal village, where she is henceforth a pùc ; in the village 
where she is married, she is simply a ceewe ‘(married) woman’). 

pu ee — A maternal parallel cousin. 

sinarbu — A person who has died a “bad death”: a suicide, a death by 
drowning, an accident, a violent death, by lightening, snakebite, etc. If 
the death happens in the bush, the body is buried at the site of death, 
at night, with various symbolic signs of disrespect (e.g. the buriers turn 
their backs and push the corpse into the grave with their feet, the grave 
is lined with thorns and the corpse is pushed onto them). 

Supyire — The name given to people speaking the language Supyire. 
The term sùpyìrè means “people”. 

tùbilení k  — (lit. “cries chase”). On the day after a burial, the female 
members of the deceased’s patrilineage who have been married into 
other villages come to their home village with their companions to 
dance the funeral dance called jahampé. 

yalyeebíí — The people belonging to a woman’s patrilineage, and so 
called by the people in the village where she has been married; the 
reciprocal term is narafoo. 
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