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ligher and higher toward the sky. But the weight was too great and the tower

» that Kamonu never found his way to Nyambi’s roEn.. o . o
morning when the sun appeared, Kamonu greeted i, saying, H..Hmnn is our
come.” And all the other people greeted him shouting and clapping. At the

€W moon men call on Nasilele, Nyambi's wife. M

(TWENTIETH CENTURY, Mali)

The Dogon Creation Narrative

Ogotemmel;, Seating himself on hig threshold, scraped his mmm.ummnﬁw.mncmnvox‘ and put
a pinch of yeljow Powder on his top gue,
. :Hocmnnoh: he said, “makes for right EEE:W.:

“It is quite true,” he said, “that in Course of time women took down the stars to give
them to their children. The children putspindles through them ang made them spin like
fiery tops to show themselves how the world turned, Bu that Was only a garpe,

The stars came from
God. He had created the sun and the moon by a more complicated procegs, which was

bodies. For the moment he was concerned only to indicate the main Jines of the design,
and from that 10 Pass to its actors,

He was anxious, however, to 8ive an idea of the size of the syp,

“Some,” he said,“think jt is ag large as this encampment, which woyld mean thirty
cubits. But it js really bigger. Its surface area is bigger than the whole of Sanga Canton,”

And after some hesitation he agded:

“Ttis Perhaps even bigger than that "

He refused to linger over the dimensions of the moon, nor did he eyer say anything
about thern, The moon’s function was not mEvo:mE. and he wouid speak of it later, He
said however that, while Africans Were creatirres of light emanating from the fullness of
the sun, Europeans were Creatures of the moonlight: hence their immature appearance.,

He spat out his tobacco as he spoke. Ogotemmel; hag nothing against Europeans, He
Was ot even sorry for them He left them to their destiny in the lands of the north,

The God Amina, jt appeared, took a lump of clay, squeezed it in his hand and flung it
from him, as he had done with the stars. The clay spread and fell on the north, which is
the top, and from there stretched out to the south, which is the bottom, of the world,
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although the whole movement was horizontal. The earth lies flat, but the north is at the
top. It extends east and west with separate members like a foetus in the womb. Itis a body,
that is to say, a thing with members branching out from a central mass. This body, lying
flat, face upwards, in a line from north to south, is feminine. Its sexual organ is an anthil,
and its clitoris a termite hill. Amma, being lonely and desirous of intercourse with this
creature, approached it. That was the occasion of the first breach of the order of the
universe.

Ogotemmeli ceased speaking. His hands crossed above his head, he sought to distin-
guish the different sounds coming from the courtyards and roofs. He had reached the
point of the origin of troubles and of the primordial blunder of God.

“If they overheard me, I should be fined an ox!”

At God’s approach the termite hill rose up, barring the passage and displaying its
masculinity. It was as strong as the organ of the stranger, and intercourse could not take
place. But God is all powerfui. He cut down the termite hill, and had intercourse with the
excised carth. But the original incident was destined to affect the course of things for
ever; from this defective union there was born, instead of the intended twins, a single
being, the Thos aureus or jackal, symbol of the difficulties of God, Ogotemmeli's voice sank
lower and lower. It was no langer a question of women’s ears listening to what he was
saying; other, nonmaterial, ear-drums might vibrate to his important discourse. The Euro-
pean and his African assistant, Sergeant Koguem, were leaning towards the old man as if
hatching plots of the most alarming nature,

But, when he came to the beneficent acts of God, Ogotemmeli’s voice again assumed
its normal tone,

God had further intercourse with his earth-wife, and this time without mishaps of any
kind, the excision of the offending member having removed the cause of the former
disorder. Water, which is the divine seed, was thus able to enter the womb of the earth
and the normal reproductive cycle resulted in the birth of twins. Two beings were thus
formed. God created them like water. They were green in color, half human beings and
half serpents. From the head to the loins they were human: below that they were serpents.
Their red eyes were wide open like human eyes, and their tongues were forked like the
tongues of reptiles, Their arms were flexible and without Joints. Their bodies were green
and sleek all over, shining Iike the surface of water, and covered with short green hairs, a
presage of vegetation and germination.

These spirits, called Nummo, were thus two homogeneous products of God, of divine
essence like himself, conceived without untoward incidents and developed normally in
the womb of the earth. Their destiny took them to Heaven, where they received the in-
structions of their father. Not that God had to teach them speech, that indispensable
necessity of all beings, as it is of the world-system; the Pair were born perfect and complete;
they had eight members, and their number was eight, which is the symbel of speech.

They were also of the essence of God, since they were made of his seed, the first Word,
and could still therefore reveal to diviners certain heavenly purposes; but in the future
order of things he was to be merely a laggard in the process of revelation.

The potent second Word developed the powers of its new possessor. Gradually he came
to regard his regeneration in the womb of the earth as equivalent to the capture and
occupation of that womb, and little by little he took possession of the whole organism,
making such use of it as suited him for the purpose of his activities. His lips began to
merge with the edges of the anthill, which widened and became a mouth. Pointed teeth
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made their appearance, seven for each lip, then ten, the number of the fingers, later forty,
and finally eighty, that is to say, ten for each ancestor.

These numbers indicated the future rates of increase of the families; the appearance
of the teeth was a sign that the time for new instruction was drawing near.

But here again the scruples of the Spirits made themselves felt. It was not directly to
men, but to the ant, avator of the earth and native to the locality, that the seventh ancestor
imparted instruction.

At sunrise on the appointed day the seventh ancestor Spirit spat out eighty threads of
cotton; these he distributed between his upper teeth which acted as the teeth of a weaver’s
reed. In this way he made the uneven threads of a warp. He did the same with the lower
teeth to make the even threads. By opening and shutting his jaws the Spirit caused the
threads of the warp to make the movements required in weaving. His whole face took part
in the work, his nose studs serving as the biock, while the stud in his lower lip was the
shutile. .

As the threads crossed and uncrossed, the two tips of the Spirit’s forked tengue pushed
the thread of the weft to and fro, and the web took shape from his mouth in the hreath
of the second revealed Word.

For the Spirit was speaking while the work proceeded. As did the Nummo in the first
revelation, he imparted his Word by means of a technical process, so that all men could
understand. By so doing he showed the identity of material actions and spiritual forces,
or rather the need for their co-operation. .

The words that the Spirit uttered filled all the interstices of the stuff: they were woven
in the threads, and formed part and parcel of the cloth. They were the cloth, and the
cloth was the Word. That is why woven material is called soy, which means “Itis the spoken
word.” Soy also means “seven,” for the Spirit who spoke as he wove was seventh in the
series of ancestors.

While the work. was going on, the ant came and went on the edge of the opening in.
the breath of the Spirit, hearing and remembering his words. The new instruction, which
she thus received, she passed on to the men who lived in thase regions, and who had
already followed the transformation of the sex of the earth,

Up to the time of the ancestor’s descent into the anthill, men had lived in holes dug
in the level soil like the lairs of animals. When their attention was drawn to the bowls
which the ancestors had left behind them, they began to notice the shape of the anthill, -
which they thought much better than their holes. They copied the shape of the anthill
accordingly, making passages and rooms as shelters from the rain, and began to store the
produce of the crops for food. R

They were thus advancing towards a less primitive way of life; and, when they zonnmm:
the growth of teeth round the opening, they imitated these too as a means of Pprotection
against wild beasts. They molded great teeth of clay, dried them and set them up round..
the entrances to their dwellings, ~arler

At the moment of the second instruction, therefore, men were living in dens which .
were already, in some sort, a prefiguration of the place of revelation and of the womb into
which each of them in due course would descend to be regenerated. And, moreover, the
human anthill, with its occupants and its store-chambers for grain, was a rudimentary
image of the system which, much later, was to come down to them from Heaven in the
form of 2 marvelous granary.

These dim outlines of things to come predisposed men to take advice from the ant,
The latter, after what it had seen the Spirit do, had laid in a store of cotton-fibers, These
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it has made into threads and, in the sight of men, drew them between the teeth of the
anthill entrance as the Spirit had done. As the warp emerged, the men passed the thread
of the weft, throwing it right and left in time to the opening and shutting movements of
the jaws, and the resulting web was rolled round a piece of wood, forerunner of the beam.

The ant at the same time revealed the words it had heard and the man repeated them,
Thus there was recreated by human lips the concept of life in motion, of the transposition
of forces, of the efficacy of the breath of the Spirit, which the seventh ancestor had cre-
ated; and thus the interlacing of warp and weft enclosed the same words, the new instruc-
tion which became the heritage of mankind and was handed on from generation to
generation of weavers to the accompaniment of the clapping of the shuttle and the creak-
ing of the block, which they call the “creaking of the Word.” .

All these operations took place by daylight, for spinning and weaving are work for the
daytime. Working at night would mean weaving webs of silence and darkness.

ys

(c. 800 A.p., Nigeria)

The Yoruba Creation Narrative

THE DESCENT FROM THE SKY

In ancient days, at the beginning of time, there was no solid land here where people now
dwell. There was only outer space and the sky, and, far below, an endless stretch of water
and wild marshes. Supreme in the domain of the sky was the orisha, or god, called Olorun,
also known as Olodumare and designated by many praise names. Also living in that place
were numerous other orishas, each having attributes of his own, but none of whom had
knowledge or powers equal to those of Olorun, Among them was Orunmila, also cailed
Ifa, the eldest son of Olorun. To this orisha Olorun had given the power to read the
future, to understand the secret of existence and to divine the processes of fate. There
was the orisha Obatala, King of the White Cloth, whom Olorun trusted as though he also
were a son. There was the orisha Eshu, whose character was neither good nor bad. He was
compounded out of the elements of chance and accident, and his nature was unpredict-
ability. He understood the principles of speech and language, and because of this gift
he was Olorun’s linguist. These and the other orishas living in the domain of the sky
acknowledged Olorun as the owner of everything and as the highest authority in ail mat-
ters. Also Jiving there was Agemo, the chameleon, who served Olorun as a trusted servant.

Down below, it was the female deity Olokun who ruled over the vast expanses of water
and wild marshes, a grey region with no living things in it, either creatures of the bush or
vegetation. This is the way it was, Olorun’s living sky above and Olokun’s domain of water
below. Neither kingdom troubled the other. They were separate and apart. The orishas of
the sky lived on, hardly noticing what lay below them.

All except Obatala, King of the White Cloth. He alone looked down on the domain of
Olokun and pondered on it, saying to himself: “Everything down there is a great wet
monotony. It does not have the mark of any inspiration or living thing.” And at last he
went to Olorun and said: “The place ruled by Olokun is nothing but sea, marsh and mist.
If there were solid land in that domain, fields and forests, hills and valieys, surely it cculd
be populated by orishas and other living things.”

Olorun answered: “Yes, it would be a good thing to cover the water with land. But it is
an ambitious enterprise. Who is to do the work? And how should it be done?”

Obatala said: “I will undertake it. I will do whatever is required.”

He left Olorun and went to the house of Orunmila, who understood the secrets of
existence, and said to him: “Your father has instructed me to go down below and make
land where now there is nothing but marsh and sea, so that living beings will have a place
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to build their towns and grow their crops, You, Orunmila, who can divine the meanings
of all things, instruct me further. How may this work be begun?” . .

Orunmila brought out his divinting tray and cast sixteen palm nuts on it. He _.wmn_ Eoma
meanings by the way they fell, He gathered them up and cast again, again reading Em:.
meanings. And when he had cast many times he added meanings to meanings, and said:
“These are the things you must do: Descend to the watery wastes on a chain of gold,
taking with you a snail shell full of sand, a white hen to disperse the sand, m:_ummnw cat to
be your companion, and a palm nut. That is what the divining figures tell us.

Obatala went next to the goldsmith and asked for a chain of geld long enough to reach
from the sky to the surface of the water. .

The goldsmith asked, “Is there encugh gold in the sky to make such a nrm_cm.

Obatala answered: “Yes, begin your work. I will gather the gold.” Unﬁwncbm. from the
forge of the goldsmith, Obatala went then to Orunmila, Eshu and the other orishas, ask-
ing each of them for gold. They gave him whatever they had. Some gave gold dust, some
gave rings, bracelets or pendants. Obatala collected gold from everywhere and took it to
the goldsmith.

The goldsmith said, *More gold is needed.” .

So Obatala contintued seeking gold, and after that he again returned to the goldsmith,
saying, “Here is more metal for your chain.”

The goldsmith said, “Still more is needed.”

Obatala said, “There is no more gold in the sky.”

The goldsmith said, “The chain will not reach to the water.”

Obatala answered: “Nevertheless, make the chain. We shall see.”

The mo_%-.bg went to work. When the chain was finished he took it to Obatala. Oba-
tala said, “It must have a hook at the end.”

“There is no gold remaining,” the goldsmith said.

Obatala replied, “Take some of the links and melt them down.” .

The goldsmith removed some of the links, and out of them he fashicned a hook for
the chain. It was finished. He took the chain to Obatala.

Obatala said, “Now I am ready,” He fastened the hook on the edge of the sky and
lowered the chain. Orunmila gave him the things that were needed—a snail shell of sand,
a white hen, a black cat, and a palm nut. Then Obatala gripped the chain with his hands
and feet and began the descent. The chain was very long. When he had m.nmnnpa& o.u_w
half its length Obatala saw that he was leaving the realm of light and entering &n region
of greyness. A time came when he heard the wash of waves and felt the damp mists rising
from Olokun’s domain. He reached the end of the golden chain, but he was not yet at
the bottom, and he clung there, thinking, “If I let go I will fall into the sea.” .

While he remained at the chain’s end thinking such things, he heard Orunmila’s voice
from above, saying, “The sand.”

S0 Obatala took the snail shell from the knapsack at his side and poured out the sand.

Again he heard Orunmila call to him, saying this time, “The hen.”

Obatala dropped the hen where he had poured the sand. The hen began at once to
scratch at the sand and scatter it in all directions. Wherever the sand was scattered it
became dry land. Because it was scattered unevenly the sand formed hills and valleys.
When this was accomplished, Obatala let go of the chain and came down and €m_w,wm on
the solid earth that had been created. The land exiended in all directions, but stll it was

barren of life. )
Obatala named the place where he came down Ife, He built a house there. He planted

U+
his palm nut and a palm tree sprang out of the earth. It matured and dropped its palm
seeds. More palm trees came into being. Thus there was vegetation at Ife. Obatala lived
on, with only his black cat as a companion, ‘

After some time had passed, Olorun the Sky God wanted to know how Obatala's éxpe-
dition was progressing. He instructed Agemo the chameleon to descend the golden chain.
Agemo went down. He found Obatala living in his house at Ife. He said: “Olorusi-in-
structed me this way: He said, ‘Go down, discover for me how things are with Obatala.’
That is why I am here.” ‘

Obatala answered, “As you can see, the land has been created, and palm groves are
plentiful. But there is too much greyness. The land should be illuminated.”

Agemo returned to the sky and reported to Olorun what he had seen and heard.
Olorun agreed that there should be light down below. So he made the sun and set it
moving. After that there was warmth and light in what had once been Olokun’s exclusive
domain.

Obatala lived on, with only his black cat for a companion. He thought, “Surely it would
be better if many people were living here.” He decided to create people. He dug clay
from the ground, and out of the clay he shaped human figures which he then laid out to
dry in the sun. He worked without resting. He became tired and thirsty. He said to hirmself,
“There should be palm wine in this place to help a person go on working.” So he put
aside the making of humans and went to the palm trees to draw their inner fluid, out of
which he made palm wine. When it was fermented he drank, He drank for 2 long while,
When he felt everything around him softening he put aside his gourd cup and went back ‘
to modeling human figures. But because. Obatala had drunk so much wine his fingers
grew clumsy, and some of the figures were misshapen. Some had crooked backs or
crooked legs, or arms that were too short. Some did not have enough fingers, some were
bent instead of being straight. Because of the palm wine inside him, Obatala did not.
notice these things. And when he had made enough figures to begin the populating. of _
Ife he called out to Qlorun.the Sky God, saying, “I have made human beings to :,,..n with
me here in Ife, but only you can give them the breath of life.” Olorun heard Obatala's
request, and he put breath in the clay figures. They were no longer clay, but people of
blood, sinews and flesh. They arose and began to do the things that humans do. They
built houses for themselves near Obatala’s house, and in this way the place Obatala named
Ife became the city of Ife.

But when the effects of the palm wine had worn off Obatala saw that some of the
humans he had made were misshapen, and remorse filled his heart. He said: “Never again
will I drink palm wine. From this time on I will be the special protector of all humans
who have deformed limbs or who have otherwise been created imperfectly.” Because of
Obatala’s pledge, humans who later came to serve him also avoided palm wine, and the
lame, the blind and those who had no pigment in their skin invoked his help when they
wer¢ in need.

Now that humans were living on the earth, Obatala gave people the tools they needed
to perform their work. As yet there was no iron in the world, and so each man received a
wooden hoe and a copper bush knife. The people planted and began the growing of
millet and yams, and, like the palm tree, they procreated, Ife became a growing n:,% and
Obatala ruled as its Oba or Paramount Chief. But a time came when Obatala grew lone-,
some for the sky. He ascended by the golden chain, and there was a festival on thg,0cca.
sion of his return. The orishas heard him describe the land that had been created below,
and many of them decided to go down and live ameng the newly created human vnmsmw..h



Thus many origshas departed from the sky, but not before Olorun instructed them on their
obligations, “When you settle on the earth,” he said, “never forget your duties to humans.
Whenever you are supplicated for help, listen to what is being asked of you. You are the
protectors of the human race. Obatala, who first descended the chain and dried up the
waters, he is my deputy in earthly affairs. But each of you will have a special responsibility
to fulfill down below.” As for Obatala, he rested in the sky for some time. After that,
whenever he wanted to know how things were going at Ife, he returned for a visit. The
city of Ife lived on.

But Olokun, the orisha of the sea on whose domain land had been created, was angry
and humiliated. And so one time when Obatala was resting in the sky Olokun decided to
destroy the land and replace it again with water. She sent great waves rushing against the
shores and flooded the low ground everywhere, causing marshes to reappear on every
side. She inundated the fields where humans were growing their crops and drowned many
of the people of Ife. All that Obatala had created was disappearing, and mankind was
suffering. The people called for help from Obatala, but he did not hear them. So they
went to the orisha Eshu, who now lived on earth, and begged him to carry to Obatala
word of the disaster that was overwhelming them.

Eshu said to them, “Where is the sacrifice that should accompany the message?”

They brought a goat and sacrificed it, saying, “This is the food for Obatala.”

But Eshu did not move. He said, “Where is the rest?”

The people said: “We do not understand you. Have we not brought a sacrifice for

. Obatala?”

Eshu answered: “You ask me to make a great journey. You ask me to be your linguist,

Does not a person make a gift to the lowliest of messengers? Give me my part, then I will

mo. LL
So the people gave a sacrifice to Eshu, after which he left them and went up to the sky

to tell Obatala what was happening to the land and the people over which he ruled.

Obatala was troubled. He was not certain how to deal with Olokun. He went to the
Orisha Orunmila to ask for advice. Orunmila consulted his divining nuts, and at last he
said to Obatala: “Wait here in the sky. Rest yourself. I will go down this time. I will turn
back the water and make the land rise again.” So it was Orunmila instead of Obatala who
went down to Ife. As Orunmila was the oldest son of Olorun, he had the knowledge of
medicine, and he had many other powers as well. He used his powers in Ife, causing
Olekun’s waves to weaken and the marshes to dry up. The waters of the sea were turned
back, and at last Olokun’s attempt to reclaim her territory came to an end.

Having accomplished all this, Orunmila prepared to return to the sky. But the people
came to him and asked him to stay because of his knowledge. Orunmila did not wish to
stay in Ife forever, So he taught certain orishas and men the arts of controlling unseen
forces, and he also taught others the art of divining the future, which is to say the knowl-
edge of how to ascertain the wishes and intentions of the Sky God, Olorun. Some men he
taught to divine through the casting of palm nuts. Others he taught to foretell the future
by the casting of cowry shells or sand or chains. Afterwards, Orunmila went back to the
sky and, like Obatala, he frequently made visits to the earth to see how things were going
among human beings. What Orunmila taught men about divining was never lost. It was
passed on by one generation of babalawos, or diviners, to ancther.

Earthly order—the understanding of relationships between people and the physical
world, and between people and the orishas—was beginning to take shape. But all was not
yet settled between Olokun, the orisha of the sea, and the supreme orisha Olorun. Olokun
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considered ways in which she might humiliate or outwit the Sky God. The powers of the
sky deities had proved to be greater than her own. But Olokun had the knowledge of
weaving and dyeing cloth, and she had cloths of delicate textures and brilliant colors, She
believed that in this respect she excelled all other orishas, including Olorun himself, So
one day she sent a message to Olorun, challenging him t0 a contest to show which had
the greater knowledge of clothmaking,

Olorun received the challenge. He thought: “Olokun seeks to humiliate me. Neverthe-
less, she has unequaled knowledge about the making of cloth. Yet, how can I ignore the
challenge?” He thought about the matter. Then he sent for Agemo, the chameleon, He
instructed Agemo to carry a message to Olokun. Agemo went down from the m@ to the
place where Olokun lived. Agemo said to Olokun: “The Owner of the Sky, Olorun, greets
you. He says that if your cloth is as magnificent as you claim, he will enter the contest.
Therefore he asks that you show me some of your most radiant weaving so that I may
report to him on the matter.”

Because Olokun was vain she could not refrain from showing her cloths to Agemo. She
put on a skirt cloth of brilliant green and displayed it to the chameleon. As Agemo looked
at it his skin turned the exact color of the skirt. Olokun then puton an orange-hued cloth,
and Agemo’s skin turned orange. When Olokun brought out a red skirt cloth, Agemo’s
skin turned red. Olokun was perturbed. She tried a cloth of several colors and saw the
chameleon’s skin reproduce it perfectly. Olokun thought: “This person is only a messen-
ger, nothing more. Yet in an instant he can duplicate the exact color of my finest cloth.
What, then, can the great Olorun do?”

Seeing the futility of competing with Olorun, the orisha of the sea said to Agemo:
“Give my greetings to the Owner of the Sky. Tell him that Olokun acknowledges his
greatness.”

Thus Olokun withdrew her challenge to the Sky God, and Olorun remained supreme
in all things,



