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Dancing a New Face
Contemporary Sala Mpasu

Masquerades

ELISABETH L. CAMERON

he Sala Mpasu are a people who have re-
peatedly reinvented themselves during the
twentieth century. The last of the peoples in
the Congo' to be conquered by the Belgians,
the Sala Mpasu had succeeded in keeping
outsiders away by combining outstanding
fighting skill with a reputation of being sav-
age “cannibals.*2 This carefully developed
reputation backfired in the second half of the twentieth century,
acting as a barrier (o the aspirations of ambitious Sala Mpasu who
attempted to break into social, political, and economic positions in
a wider arena than the small Sala Mpasu area itseif.

The Sala Mpasu reputation, made concrete by their men’s soci-
ety and their masquerades, served to protect their independence
for perhaps as long as 200 years. For centuries, art played a part
in protecting the Sala Mpasu from outside incursions and helped
to preserve cultural, political, and economic institutions. Toward
the end of the nineteenth and into the twentieth century, the Sala
Mpasu and their neighbors met outside forces that they could
not overcome.

Before Belgian conquest, individual and group independence
had been a halimark of the Sala Mpasu society. Each man strove to
achieve prominence by generating personal wealth and reputation
through membership in a men's society, community leadership, and
clan affiliation. Group independence proved more of a challenge
since the Sala Mpasu area was rich in both natural resources, such
as large iron deposits and fertile agricultural areas, and human re-
sources, including a sophisticated blacksmithing tradition. The
combination of these natural and human resources attracted the
attention of neighboring peoples such as the Lunda, to the south,
who strove to absorb this area into their own domain. The men's
society, therefore, also served as a militia to fight off forceful attacks
from the outside. The Sala Mpasu’s cultivation of a reputation as
fierce, cannibalistic warriors aided their bid to retain independence
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by keeping their enemies off balance. Any potential interloper would
think twice before putting himself at risk of being eaten and thus
not receiving proper funeral rites.

Early accounts report that masqueraders participated in gener-
ating this reputation by joining battles and terrorizing encroaching
communities by night. Not only did militia groups use masquerades
in fighting, organized masquerades also played an integral role in
marking individual Sala Mpasu men's positions in society and in
generating personal wealth. Each man had to both perform certain
feats and pay expensive fees to the men who already had the right
to perform a specific masquerade. Once a man had bought the
right to a mask, other men would have to pay him for that privilege.

The Sala Mpasu applied the same techniques of image man-
agement to their encounters with Europeans that they had already
used successiully with their neighbors. Taking advantage of the
Belgians’ own stereotypes about Africans, Sala Mpasu men regaled
many early missionaries and colonial officials with tales of human
feasts, complete with large iron pots, and claimed that Belgians list-
ed as missing had been served up as appetizers. The Belgians, in
one of their few colonial retreats, withdrew. They assigned one
officer to the area who, for over twenty years, concentrated all his
efforts on subduing the Sala Mpasu. They finally surrendered in the
mid-1930s, making this area the last in the Congo to be occupied
by the Belgians.

The Sala Mpasu, in spite of this subjugation to colonial forces,
retained their ideals of individual initiative and wealth, aithough con-
cepts of what constituted wealth changed. Rather than control of iron,
blacksmiths, and oil palm groves, men now computed their wealth
in bicycles, fired-brick houses, and wax-dyed cioth. As the focus of

1. Ndumbuw. a character wearing a fiber mask with a full, dried-fiber skirt,
poses in the center of the performance space. Sambuyi, 1989,
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