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African Masking Traditions in the Caribbean: A Cultural Journey  

Tamu Musumunu1 

Abstract 
Masks and Masking traditions have been an intricate part of African spiritual beliefs systems and 
practices on the continent for thousands of years.  More particularly, they have played a significant 
role in maintaining the social order (Maat) in many African societies.  Maat fundamentally 
symbolizes cosmic order and balance (Martin 2008). Given the ubiquity of masks and masking in 
African social life and culture, this study will thus seek to address the fate experienced by those 
traditions as millions of Africans were deported to the Americas, in particular the Caribbean. From 
a methodological standpoint, this essay will utilize the Afrocentric paradigm to ensure cultural 
grounding, as well as to bring a sense of agency to the reader. The research conducted for this 
study will rely on a qualitative analysis of three primary sources of information, digital, visual, 
and written.  
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Introduction 

Masks were created in Africa to help 
maintain social order within traditional 
communities.  This essay begins by providing 
an in-depth historical analysis of the origin of 
masks and masquerades, as well as their 
various roles on the African continent. The 
essay will then identify the continuity and 
adaptability of African masks and 
masquerades including their social 
significance in the Caribbean, despite the 
physical removal of millions of African  
people from their original land 

Statement of the Problem 

The presence and significance of 
masks in the Caribbean has been 
understudied. Furthermore, the few essays 
that deal with masks and masking in the 
Caribbean tend to espouse a European 
orientation that often ignores African cultural 
contributions to the Caribbean. Yet, through 
practices such as carnival and other customs 
like iron work and carving, elements of 
African masks and masking traditions are 
easily identifiable. The aim of this research 
project is thus to help correct this situation by 
focusing on some of the demonstrably 
African masking traditions  
present in the Caribbean.  

Literature Review  

The presence of masks and masking 
traditions on the African continent has been 
attested for thousands of years. Some of the 
earliest appearances can be found in ancient 
Egypt (Kemet). Later on, some were found in 
West and Central Africa as well.  Many of 
those traditions are still practiced today as 
they help guide people’s existence. Indeed, 
there is a great number of articles and essays 
that explains the historical and cultural 
significance of African masking traditions on 

the continent; however, little has been written 
about African masks outside of Africa, in 
particular the Caribbean.  

However, one monumental essay, 
“West African Masking Traditions and 
Diaspora Masquerade Carnivals: History, 
Memory, and Transnationalism” by Raphael 
Chijiok Njoku provides an in-depth historical 
analysis of the origin of masks and 
masquerades as well as their various roles on 
the African continent as well as in the 
Caribbean. Njoku explains “Masquerades 
embody the essence of African civilization 
and the spirit of culture and customs that 
translate meanings to certain dimensions of 
the continent’s complex history. The songs, 
dances, drama, poetry, proverbs, and other 
accoutrements and practices that accompany 
the masquerade performances also represent 
a repertoire of intellectual traditions crucial 
to the recovery of aspects of lost African 
pasts.”  (Njoku 2020, 1). Njoku delves into 
the fate of masks and masquerades in the 
Americas by recalling that more than 100 
million Africans were deported from Africa 
to the Americas during the European slave 
trade. Notably, these African people came 
from complex societies with intricate 
cosmologies and worldviews.  He aptly 
argues that many of the masking traditions 
found in the Caribbean can be traced back to 
West and Central Africa. Njoku highlights 
how the treatment of these very important 
masking traditions demonstrates African 
people’s cultural adaptability and continuity. 
One of the examples given in his essay was 
the Jonkunnu mask. The latter appears in the 
most popular African masquerades in the 
Caribbean. For Njoku, masks in the 
Caribbean are vessels that carry ancestral 
memory and conservation.  

The essay, “Losing Our Masks: 
Traditional Masquerades and Changing 
Constructs of Barbadian Identity” supports 
Njoku’s analyses by further explaining how 
masks and masquerades have played a 
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critical role in shaping African Bejan cultural 
identity. The author, Marica Burrowes, 
insists that one of the ways enslaved Africans 
in Barbados practiced their culture was 
through masking traditions brought from the 
continent. Burrowes illustrates how over time 
masking traditions evolved and adapted on 
the island. She emphasizes the role of the 
mask carver, as well as the various materials 
used to create masks (Burrowes 2013). The 
essay also insists that masquerades kept 
distinctive African features and modes of 
operation. Here we see that both masks on the 
African continent and the Caribbean share 
many similarities.  

In contrast, Lowell Fiet, author of 
“An Archipelago of Caribbean Masks,” 
examines the various types of masks found in 
the territory of the Caribbean. Even though 
the text talks about masks resulting from a 
cultural fusion of African, Asian, European 
and Native American traditions, it does 
nonetheless provide a useful description of 
the great African contributions to mask-
making and even mask-wearing. This 
“cultural hybridity” narrative was not, 
however, uncommon when researching 
“African masks in the Caribbean” or 
“African contributions in the Caribbean.” 
This typical Eurocentric narrative seems to 
assume that African people are inferior to all 
other people and are incapable of 
contributing towards humanity’s 
achievements. In fact, evidence shows that 
masking traditions in the Caribbean is a 
unique phenomenon to the extent that it 
combines elements of different African 
spiritual traditions. This could hardly come as 
a surprise given the influx of the many 
different African cultural groups brought to 
the Caribbean (Njoku 2020). Most 
specifically, the article by Fiet left out a 
critical sociological aspect, that in the 
Caribbean, enslaved Africans made up the 
overwhelming majority of the population 

throughout the enslavement period and even 
beyond. 

In that regard, the article, “Origins of 
Rituals and Customs in the Trinidad 
Carnival: African or European?” by 
Liverpool (1988) counters the Eurocentric 
narrative presented above. The text explains 
that the word “Carnival” is of European 
origin and that Europeans did in fact have a 
festival named “Carnival.” As a 
consequence, when applied within the 
Caribbean context, Carnival is most often 
presented as being purely European, with the 
Africans assumed to have been mere 
imitators of European enslavers. However, 
the author argues that such a perspective 
completely disregards the African culture 
that is in full display in Caribbean carnivals, 
to this day. African people on the continent 
have had masking traditions and masks for 
thousands of years, and their Carnival is quite 
different from European carnival. The 
combination of drumming, masking, 
dancing, and singing carries much weight. In 
addition, the author insisted that, “The 
characters played by Africans in Trinidad 
during the pre-Emancipation period is proof 
that their Carnival was totally different in 
form and function from that of the 
Europeans” (Liverpool 1988, 7). African 
people in Trinidad would wear masks made 
of various materials found in Africa and these 
masks usually represented African ancestral 
characters or spirits (Liverpool 1988).  

This fascinating, yet under-studied 
topic, deserves further scholarly scrutiny,  
hence this research paper. 

Methodology/Methods  

Methodology is ultimately about how 
we approach and interpret data as scholars. 
One’s methodology is determined by one’s 
paradigm. Several paradigms have been 
generated within African American Studies, 
and it is important to be aware of what each 
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one entails when conducting research within 
our discipline. Methods, on the other hand, 
refer to the concrete ways in which the 
researcher will collect data (McDougal III, 
2014). The Afrocentric paradigm will allow 
me to properly ground my research and 
identify the relevance of my topic, “African 
Masking Traditions in the Caribbean.” The 
Afrocentric paradigm is a set of assumptions 
that create a disciplinary framework, with the 
main objective of bringing African people 
back to their center (Mazama, 2003). In fact, 
Mazama tells us that,  

“When we study African culture and, 
more particularly, African 
philosophy, it appears clearly that the 
fundamental African philosophical 
principle is the principle of the unity 
of being. Indeed, the major 
articulation of African metaphysics is 
the energy of cosmic origin that 
permeates and lives within all that is -
human beings, animals, plants, 
minerals, and objects, as well as 
events. This common energy shared 
by all confers a common essence to 
everything in the world, and thus 
ensures the fundamental unity of all 
that exists” (Mazama 2001, 219).  
However, we understand that, as a 

consequence of enslavement, colonization, 
and imperialism, we, African people, have 
been decentered and that, as a result, we often 
adopt ways that do not reflect our own 
cultural values. This leads us further and 
further away from ourselves, as we become 
blind to our own realities and interests. It is 
thus imperative that we remedy this situation 
by engaging our experiences in particular, 
and the world in general, from our own 
culturally grounded standpoint. This, in turn, 
will help us go back to our roots. The 
Afrocentric paradigm demands that we rely 
on the African worldview to approach and 
interpret data. The notion of worldview is 
extremely important because it gives one a 

foundation and a sense of direction and 
location, but also the ability to view the world 
through a particular perspective. It is a set of 
assumptions and attitudes towards the world 
around us. My research seeks to do justice to 
the African worldview by using it as the 
ultimate reference point. My research seeks 
to do justice to the African worldview by 
using it as the ultimate reference point. 
Within Afrocentricity, I will rely on the 
concepts of deep and surface cultural 
expressions as proposed in “The Deep 
Structure of Culture” by Linda James Myers 
(1987). James Myers offered those concepts 
to account for the essence of an African 
cultural matrix with different surface 
expressions, based on geographical location 
and historical specificities. They are 
therefore particularly appropriate for this 
exploration of the fate of African traditions 
outside of Africa. 

I am relying on a qualitative analysis 
of three primary sources of information 
(digital, visual, and written) to conduct my 
research: Watching documentaries about 1) 
mask making in the Caribbean, 2) mask 
dances in the Caribbean, and 3) Carnival in 
the Caribbean. I also viewed many catalogs 
of masks in the Caribbean, including my own 
images. In March 2025, I had my own 
exhibition in Guadeloupe called “Masks and 
Heritage: The beauty of African Ancestral 
Masks and their influence on Caribbean 
culture.” The exposition was held at 
“Beauport” which was an old plantation that 
was turned into a museum and focuses on the 
lives and culture of enslaved Africans in 
Guadeloupe. During the exposition, I 
exposed 25 masks from my collection that 
include masks and sculptures ranging from 
Gabon, Ivory Coast, Libera, Senegal, Benin, 
Nigeria, Congo, Ghana, Cameroun, Mali, to 
Burkina Faso. In addition, a local mask 
maker donated a traditional Guadeloupeen 
Carnival mask weaved in Raffia, a material 
that is commonly found and used in West and 
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Central Africa for masks. In fact, more than 
500 people came to see the exhibition where 
I would give them a guided tour and 
explanation of the cultural similarities of 
masks found in the Caribbean and Africa. 
This experience gave better insight on the 
cultural significance that masking traditions 
not only have in Africa but in the Caribbean. 
Finally, I read and analyzed relevant texts 
identified through a thorough search yielded 
by the following key words: “Masks in the 
Caribbean,” “Masking Traditions in 
Carnival,” “African Masks in the Caribbean,” 
“Africa in the Caribbean,” “African 
Diasporic Culture in the Caribbean,” 
“African Cultural Continuity in the 
Americas,” and “Caribbean traditions.” I 
have relied on the following digital and 
physical archives to identify relevant essays: 
TU library Charles Library, Blockson 
Collection, Google Scholar, Library of 
Congress Catalog, JSTOR and Video 
documentaries.  

● I have thus read extensively 
about the origins of African masks in ancient 
Kemet, Egypt; 

● I have studied the various 
African ethnic groups that were brought to 
the Caribbean during the European Slave 
trade; 

● I have read extensively about 
African masking traditions on the continent, 
in particular West and Central Africa; 

● I have read extensively about 
the social function of the African mask and 
its ability to adapt;  

● I have visited and interned at 
the Museum of “Black Civilization” in 
Dakar, Senegal; 

● I have compared and analyzed 
the different materials used in Africa and the 
Caribbean to create masks; 

● In addition, I consulted 10 
people who speak various African language 
to give me a proper definition of what the 
word “mask” means; and 

● This data collection will allow 
me to better understand the social and 
cultural relevance of African masking 
traditions in the Caribbean. In addition, I will 
be able to explain how masking traditions 
adapted and transformed within an African 
world-view. 

Masks and Masking in African Societies 

Homo Sapiens began in Africa about 
200,000 years ago, thus making the latter the 
birthplace of humankind and human 
civilization. A prominent feature of African 
civilization has been the widespread presence 
and involvement of masks in African cultural 
fabric. “The mask, for the purpose of clarity, 
is literally a camouflage, covering or disguise 
used to hide one’s physical appearance either 
wholly or partially during a public 
performance” (Njoku 2020, 20). These public 
performances are defined as masquerades. 
Thus, masks are woven into the very fabric of 
African cosmology. Thus, in the African 
sense, masks serve as agents between the 
world of the living and the dead. In addition, 
masks can represent mythological characters, 
ancestors, or symbolic moments during 
cosmological events. Masks are used for 
ritualistic purposes such as funerals, rites of 
passages, medicine, entertainment with the 
objective of helping maintain social order 
within a community. Generally, there are 
three types of masks that one can find on the 
continent: the head mask, the helmet mask, 
and the headdress mask (Mazama and 
Musumunu 2025). These masks are usually 
made out of wood such as iroko, mahogany, 
or ebony. These elements are known for their 
spiritual attributes. However, masks can also 
be made out of brass, ivory, fabric and 
sometimes even paint. Additionally, they can 
be adorned with feathers, shells such as 
cowries, animal hair such as horse hair, 
animal horns, beads, kaolin, natural 
pigments, plants and plant fibers such as  
raphia. 
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Masks in Ancient Kemet  

The earliest masks found in Kemet 
(Egypt) were small clay masks, 
approximately 5,000 to 6,000 years old. 
These masks were found in the HK6 
cemetery and are said to have originated from 
the Naqada IIA and IIB Period (Friedman 
2017). This particular cemetery was a major 
burial site for rulers of that region. For 
instance, dating back to about 3000 BCE, 
some artists in Kemet (ancient Egypt) 
depicted images of masks through murals and 
paintings. These masks were often referred to 
as “death masks” and “ritual masks” and 
were usually made of cartonnage, a material 
consisting of waste papyrus or linen soaked 
in plaster (Wolinski 1987). These masks were 
used for funerals rites. The ancient people of 
Kemet believed that preservation of the dead 
body was important for it was the dwelling 
place of the deceased spirit. Hence, the 
practice of mummification was quite 
common because it facilitated an exchange 
between the dead and the living. Even though 
masks in Kemet are the oldest on the African 
continent, masks in Central and West Africa 
carry just as much symbolism. 

Masks in Central Africa 

In the equatorial forests of Africa, the 
BaPunu people of present-day Gabon have 
created a mask called the Mukudj. The 
Mukudj resembles and represents the most 
attractive woman of the community. The face 
of the mask is covered in powder from a 
padauk tree, white kaolin clay usually found 
on riverbeds, and charcoal which gives it its 
red, white, and black color. For the Punu 
people, the white clay is associated with 
healing properties and with the realm of the 
spirits. In addition, the mask has the 
traditional braids of the female members of 
the BaPunu people as well as almond-shaped 
eyes and scarifications on the forehead that 
symbolize the nine BaPunu clans (LaGamma 

1998). Even though the mask represents a 
female figure, it is worn by men who perform 
complex dances on stilts that measure over 
two meters in height. The masker wears a 
costume crafted out of raffia which is usually 
covered with a loincloth and the fur of a 
genet. It is said that the one wearing the mask 
transforms into the spirit of the mask. The 
Mukudj is often brought out for funerals or in 
special cases, like the birth of twins. Masks 
in Africa were created with the primary goal 
of catering to a people and their realities. 
Some masks were brought out only during 
extreme occasions. 

Most remarkably, before the advent 
of colonization, there was no such concept as 
“police” on the African continent (Cook 
2022). However, there were mechanisms set 
in place to maintain order. For instance, the 
Fang people found in Gabon and Cameroun 
have a mask called the Ngil. This mask is 
named after a Fang male secret society which 
was known for initiations directed against 
witchcraft. The word Ngil means “gorilla,” 
and the mask has arched eyebrows and a 
broad, rounded forehead which embodies the 
animal itself. The gorilla is one of the totems 
of the Fang people. It is important to note that 
totems are extremely important within 
African spiritual systems. Most commonly, a 
totem can be an animal or fictional creature 
that offers protection and spiritual 
intervention towards a particular cultural 
group (Asante and Mazama 2009). This is 
why many masks in Africa are 
representations of animals such as monkeys, 
antelopes, birds, or other horned animals. The 
Ngil mask is known as the restorer of justice 
due to its judicial function. For example, the 
mask could identify those guilty of 
wrongdoing such as stealing or performing 
witchcraft within the village. The mask 
would then proceed to punish the culprit. The 
mask usually appeared during the night time 
and was accompanied by a group of initiates 
holding torches. It should be emphasized that 
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even though masks across the African 
continent hold specific functions, each mask 
has the ability to adjust its role depending on 
what the community needs at the time (Njoku 
2020).  

Masks in West Africa  

A great illustration of the West 
African mask tradition is the Yoruba Gélédé 
mask of current day Niger which honors and 
represents elderly women and female earth 
spirits (Njoku 2020). “The annual Gélédé (or 
Èfé) fiesta highlights the status of women and 
pacifies their hypothetically dangerous 
mystical powers. As performers ascribe 
honor to women in a male-controlled society, 
the Gélédé, “the festival of supplication,” 
effectively serves a purifying role in society. 
Of course, the purpose, utilities, or needs of 
masks and masquerades change as new ideas 
and other forces change society. In the 
context of European Slave Trade (ca. 1440s–
1880s), for instance, the Gélédé was invoked 
by the Yoruba elders to soothe the colossal 
pains afflicted on mothers whose offspring 
were kidnapped by slavers and sold off to 
overseas destinations” (Njoku 2020, 21). 
Here we see how the devastating 
circumstances of European invasion on the 
continent changed the function of the Gélédé 
mask. 

The Maafa: A Major Disruption of 
African Lives and Customs  

Beginning in the 15th century until 
the late 19th century, it has been estimated 
that over 100 million African people were 
kidnapped and forcibly deported to the 
Americas by Europeans. Europeans went all 
over Africa to find African women, men and 
children to work as slave labor on European-
owned plantations. This was not only a huge 
calamity for the African continent, but a huge 
turning point in history for the lives of 
African people. Most of the people 

kidnapped by Europeans were between the 
ages of 15 and 35 (Alleyne 1988). The 
Africans had to go through the Middle 
Passage, i.e., the crossing of the Atlantic 
Ocean on a slave ship. Due to horrible 
conditions, one-third of all Africans died 
during the Middle Passage. The author 
depicted European barbarism without 
holding much back. During the Middle 
Passage, Africans were forced to squat 
because overloading did not permit them to 
stand up or lie down. The Europeans’ 
atrocious treatment of African people was 
pure torture. It is important to note that the 
journey from Africa to the Americas lasted 
between two to three months. Brazil is the 
country in the Americas which is said to have 
received the largest number of Africans was 
Brazil (38%). However, the area to receive 
the largest number of Africans was the 
Caribbean with about 55% of the African 
people. This brutal disruption is directly 
responsible for major imbalances and 
disturbing changes in the continent’s social 
and cultural fabric (Njoku 2020). Not only 
were African people kidnaped from their 
homeland, often having to leave behind their 
children and family, but they also had to 
navigate the challenges in a new and 
dangerous environment. By all accounts, the 
system of slavery was horrific: Africans 
working from dusk to dawn in mostly sugar 
cane fields were regularly tortured with 
ruthless cruelty (Alleyne 1988). However, 
despite those hardships, African cultural 
continuity is observable. For instance, “the 
enslaved Africans were human with 
conceptual maps that produced meanings for 
their lived experiences. Their cultural 
expressions enabled them to create a sense of 
community, to re/live and re/ create traditions 
and to negotiate their identities” (Burrowes 
2013, 39). African people did this by 
expressing their culture through music, 
dance, food, language, and spirituality. 
African masks and masquerades traditions 
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found in the Caribbean provide a telling 
example of such cultural continuity. This is 
not surprising considering that, 
“Masquerades embody the essence of 
African civilization and the spirit of culture 
and customs that translate meanings to 
certain dimensions of the continent’s 
complex history” (Njoku 2020, 1).  

Africans in the Caribbean  

The majority of the African people 
who were brought to the Caribbean during 
the European slave trade came from West and 
Central Africa. In many cases, African 
people were the great majority of the 
population on sugar plantations making the 
European enslavers the minority (Alleyne 
1988). Some of the ethnic groups include: the 
Yoruba, the Fulani, the Igbo, the Wolof, the 
Kongo, the Mande, the Fon, the Akan, 
Mandinka, the Bamileke, the Sawa, the Dan, 
etc. These people came from complex social 
and political systems. For instance, the 
Yoruba people, which were one of the largest 
groups brought to the Americas. They were 
notorious for preserving their culture and 
passing it down from generation to 
generation (Abraham 2013). The Yoruba 
people have had many major kingdoms and 
were known all over Africa for being 
excellent craftsmen and famers and grew 
millet, beans, cocoa, peas, and more. In 
addition, their elaborate spiritual system, Ifá, 
with its supreme creator and 400 divinities 
and other spirits, all belonging to specific 
families, cults, priests and priestesses, has 
profoundly influenced African-Caribbean 
spiritual systems such as Lucumi, Vodun, 
and Santeria (Timothy 2002). Furthermore, 
despite the harsh colonial repression 
exercised by white planters on sugar cane 
plantations, Africans still managed to 
practice their culture (Alleyne 1988; 
Burrowes 2013). However, this often times 
had to be done in secret. For if Africans were 
caught practicing their culture, they were 

often punished and sometimes even killed. 
Thus, masks and masquerades were visible 
during carnival under severe social 
constraints due to white fears of revolts 
fueled by African culture, in particular 
African spirituality.  

Masks and Masquerades in the 
Caribbean 

The most common African masks 
found in the Caribbean include: “the full-face 
mask, the helmet mask that leaves the face 
uncovered, the complete head mask or 
cabezudo, the plank mask that extends 
vertically behind the head, the headdress, the 
full-body mask, the multiple-body mask— 
centipedes, horses, mules, etc.—and finally, 
face painting” (Fiet 2019, 8). Many materials 
are used to create these masks. Liverpool 
explains how, in the Caribbean, “The 
materials used by Africans just before and 
after Emancipation demonstrate that Carnival 
was essentially African” (Liverpool 44, 
1988). In fact, Burrowes tells us that just like 
in Africa, in Barbados masks were, “usually 
made by the masker or someone in the village 
who specialized in this skill, the materials 
were leaves, grasses and wood, reflecting 
what was used by their enslaved ancestors 
(Liverpool 44, 1988). They also included 
contemporary materials such as card and 
crocus bags. The task was to protect the 
identity of the performer as well as to create 
the fear factor that the masquerade was 
known to evoke” (Burrowes 2013, 45). 
However, other common materials found to 
produce masks in the Caribbean include 
shells, papier-mâché, wire, cardboard, 
feathers, oil, coconut husks, coconut leaves, 
calabash, animal horns, straw, banana and 
plantain leaves, cloth and raphia (Fiet 2019). 

African Cultural Continuities 

Just like on the African continent, 
masks in the Caribbean hold a profound 
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meaning often reflecting ancient myths, 
ancestral characters, and rituals. For the 
African people in the Caribbean, “Both the 
spirit world and the material world were 
‘parallel’, allowing spirits to travel between 
their world and the human or animal world. 
And the secular and the religious were 
combined, making all of the components of 
the masquerade, such as the drums, the 
materials for the masks and the dancing and 
the singing, the active re-enactment of the 
philosophy that guided their lives” (Burrowes 
2013, 40). In fact, for the African people in 
the Caribbean, wearing and making the mask 
“permits the exteriorization of hidden others 
and even offers the opportunity to transform 
the internal and external environments that 
we inhabit” (Fiet 2014, 63). The masks are 
often accompanied by dance, music, and 
instruments such as rattles and drums 
bringing them to life. In Trinidad, for 
instance, bands called the “Congos” and 
“Shangos” expressed their spirituality by 
dressing up in the Yoruba Gélédé masks. In 
other cases, some masquerades in the 
Caribbean represented African characters 
from traditional stories such as the 
Soucouyant, the Douen, and La Diablesse, 
who are mythical spirits said to link the 
invisible world to the world of the invisible 
(Liverpool 1988). It is quite evident that, 
“masquerading is reminiscent of the 
communal sociopolitical structures in 
precolonial Africa, the African Diaspora 
masked carnivals challenged the political 
powers and interests of the dominant White 
elite” (Njoku 2020, 133). The white 
colonizers were quite displeased with African 
people expressing their culture: “and because 
the music and dance was misunderstood, and 
since the music was based on tonal scales and 
the dancing on choreographic traditions 
entirely outside of the white observer’s 
experience...their music was dismissed as 
“noise,” their dancing as a way of (or to) 
sexual misconduct and debauchery” 

(Burrowes 2013, 39). This narrative, 
however, did not stop African people from 
practicing and expressing their culture.  

Different Types of African Masks in the 
Caribbean  

There are quite a few African masks 
and masquerade dances throughout the 
Caribbean. Some of them include the 
Bamboula, Jonkunnu, and Mocko Jumbies. 
“It has been established in the historical 
literature that the Bamboula was a popular 
ritual dance linked to the ancestor spirits 
native to the Kongo of Central Africa. There 
are thousands of sacred cults that used music 
as a mode of religious worship in Africa” 
(Njoku 2020, 117). However, one of the most 
well-documented mask traditions is the 
Jonkunnu. This mask can be found in many 
parts of the Caribbean such as the Bahamas, 
Jamaica, the Virgin Islands and even Belize. 
This mask was usually brought out at the end 
of year. It is noteworthy that the Jonkunnu 
mask usually had two prominent adornments, 
a spreading ox horn headdress and boar tusks 
around the mouth. Masks with real or carved 
animal horns are common in traditional 
African masks/performance art forms. In 
connection with masquerade dancing (which 
is the theatrical performance of the mask art 
form), real animal horns are less frequent and 
carved wooden horns are more common” 
(Njoku 2020, 123). It is important to note that 
many people from Upper Guinea have a few 
masking traditions that use animal horns 
during initiation rites. However, a few 
scholars argue that the origins of the 
Jonkunnu mask “either connected to the 
Yoruba Egungun masquerade festival or the 
Igbo Ahịajọku or Njọku Ji (New Yam) 
festival” (Njoku 2020,123). Another well-
known African mask in the Caribbean is the 
Mocko Jumbie stilt-dancer. This tradition is 
found in Trinidad and Tobago, and the U.S. 
Virgin Islands (including Saint Croix, Saint 
Vincent, and Saint Thomas)” (Njoku 2020). 



 55 

In fact, Njoku explains “the term Mocko 
Jumbie is believed to be a combination of 
“Moko” (also Moco or Mocho), which some 
believe is of Malian Mandinka derivation; 
and “Jumbi,” a West Indian word for spirits 
or ghosts (Njoku 2020, 130). These masks are 
worn and perform acrobatics. They are made 
of many materials such as raphia, shells, 
straw, metal, paint, etc. For the African 
people of the Caribbean, these masks were 
seen as the protectors of the community.  
Njoku explains, “the Caribbean masquerades 
had to guard against negative repercussions 
from white planters and administrators. Thus, 
rather than naming specific persons, 
messages were usually encoded in 
metaphors; using such codes, masquerades 
indirectly poked fun at the establishment and 
lampooned figures of authority” (Njoku 
2020, 133). For instance, there is the “PAY 
BANNANN” which is a full body mask in 
Haiti meant to represent the camouflage of an 
African warrior. The costume is essentially 
made of enormous dried banana or plantain 
leaves that cover the wearer’s entire body. 
These masks tend to wander the city chasing 
the locals of Jacmel, Haiti. This mask is said 
to be found in Jamaica as well, and it was 
used by the Marroons of the island (Fiet 
2019). This same technique is found among 
the Ndunga of central Africa who also used 
dried banana and plantains leaves to create 
full-body masks that included a wooden face 
mask that acted as an agent of justice within 
the community. (Cooksey, Robin, and Hein 
2013). 

Conclusion 

In this essay, masks were used to 
illustrate the continuity that has existed 
between Africa and her Caribbean diaspora, 
as well as a remarkable degree of flexibility. 
Even though millions of African people were 
taken out of Africa, their African essence 
could not be taken out of them. 

During the mask exhibition in 
Guadeloupe titled “Masks and Heritage,” I 
observed that many of the visitors were 
extremely surprised to discover the deep 
connection that exists between African masks 
and those found in the Caribbean. In fact, 
some of them expressed that the educational 
system fails to deliver accurate information 
about African people and their contributions 
to Caribbean culture. Mazama fervently 
reminds us that, “Afrocentricity contends that 
our main problem as African people is our 
usually unconscious adoption of the Western 
worldview and perspective and their 
attendant conceptual frameworks. The list of 
those ideas and theories that have invaded our 
lives as normal, natural, or even worse, ideal 
is infinite” (Mazama 2001, 387). Despite the 
disruption caused by the Maafa, the presence 
of masks in African Caribbean cultures, 
attests to the preservation of an African 
cultural matrix. While masks are highly 
respected and revered, masks also 
demonstrate an ability to change in function 
of the needs of the community. It can be 
concluded that not only can masks can be 
seen as living archives but also as 
manifestations of African cultural resistance 
and affirmation. These findings could greatly 
inform places such as “cultural rehabilitation 
centers” (Mazama 2025). Cultural 
Rehabilitation centers are essentially places 
that would defy the European concept of 
museums “by proposing an alternative that 
does justice to African people and their 
worldview” (Mazama 2025). In other words, 
“a Cultural Rehabilitation Center would be a 
lively place where masks and sculptures 
would be brought out during appropriate 
rituals, dances, and other ceremonies” 
Mazama 2025). These centers would not only 
help remedy but reacquaint African people to 
their rich cultural practices. 
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