





The Kongo kingdom and its neighbours

PLATE 19.11  Ruins of the former bishop’s palace. Mbanza Kongo (San Salvador), 1548,
photographed in 1955

decoration. This is plainly an achievement inspired by the introduction
of writing. Alongside these drawings, however, a more varied figurative
tradition was still practised, as witness the narrative bas-reliefs and wall
paintings of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

Sculpture is represented first by many Christian objects, mainly cru-
cifixes and walking-stick handles but also statues of saints; and it does
exhibit elements of the European canon of proportions. But the stylization
allied to Kongo realism was there from the beginning. In the course of
time the European canon was gradually modified to one that is found in
ordinary sculpture, the oldest known example of which dates from before
1604. ‘

Artists used the most varied materials — copper, ivory, wood, stone,
ceramics, fibres and fabrics ~ and worked on the most diverse objects,
including even cooking utensils. The very first chronicles extol the merits
of Kongo raffia fabrics, embroidered or worked in velvet. Even the clergy
used them to make priestly robes to supplement those which they imported
from Italy in particular and which gave the Kongo artists certain ideas.
The sculpting of cult objects used in the old religion was forbidden and
opposed and work was destroyed at various times, especially under Afonso
I and Garcia II and by Kimpa Vita. However, the demand for these objects
was constantly renewed — for the kimpasi, for example, during Garcia II’s
time. Most of the Christian sculpture was produced before 1700 and many
objects of this kind have survived. Other creative activities inspired by
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Europe were the casting of dress-swords and the making of standards
embroidered with coats-of-arms and symbols.

The influence of Kongo art extended north and east during the centuries
under review. The spread of the so-called ‘white’ masks from Gabon derives
from northern Kongo masks and probably accompanied the expansion of
Loango, especially in the seventeenth century. The technique of making
raffia velvet spread along the Okango route to the east and was the
forerunner of the ‘velvets of Kasai’, and especially of Kuba. It also appears
that some features of Kongo art were passed on to the Americas.®

The eighteenth century: the northern areas

In the eighteenth century the whole of West Central Africa was re-
organized. The trading networks — not the states — became the dominant
factor. As the states declined so did the old ruling classes, while 2 merchant
class arose to replace or complement them. As we have seen, there were
two slaving networks: one Portuguese, trafficking from Angola to Brazil
and the other in the north, where the other European powers trafficked
but where the overland trade remained firmly in African hands.

This trade in the northern areas, that of the Loango coast, was fuelled
by companies which financed the entire triangular trade. The Dutch, for
example, were represented by the Dutch West India Company whose
capital came from all the states of the Netherlands, northern Germany and
the Baltic countries. At every stage of this intercontinental trade there was
fierce competition between the different nationalities and European firms
and this was an even greater factor in driving up prices than the increased
demand for slaves in the West Indies and North America. It caused the
trade to expand and the trade routes to lengthen as slaves were exported
to ever more distant countries. Demand increased steadily from about 1665
to 1755, when it grew even more sharply, attaining its peak between 1755
and zbout 1797 when the great European wars brought it to a temporary
halt.

The ports used were first Loango and then Malemba, Cabinda and
Boma in the estuary. After 1750 Malemba replaced Loango as the main
trading centre. Towards 1780 Cabinda became the busiest port, to be
supplanted in its turn by Boma after 1800. The European traders rented
warehouse buildings in the ports, where they exchanged their merchandise
for slaves through the agency of brokers, the mercadores of 1700 who later
took local titles such as Mafouk.*’ Brokers were indispensable, for the
monetary systems were not identical and it was necessary to agree on
exchange values. To that end, a unit of goods — the parcel — was established,

60. R. F. Thompson and J. Cornet, 1982, pp. 141-210.

61. P. D. Curtin, 196g; J. C. Miller, 1983, pp. 146—51; P. E. Lovejoy, 1983, pp. 46—54.

62. R. F. D. Rinchon, 1964, for specific cases; N. Uring, 1928, pp. 26-8 (mercadores,
p. 28); R. F. D. Rinchon, 1929.
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PLATE 19.12  Ndongo mask from Loango
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corresponding to a unit value of slaves, the standard slave being the
adult male. The value and composition of the parcel were discussed
first. Components were of three kinds: guns and gunpowder, fabrics and
miscellaneous goods especially metal goods such as cutlery and copper
basins. Once agreement had been reached on the parcel, negotiations began
on the exchange of people, valued by reference to the standard slave, for
actual goods, valued by reference to the standard parcel. By common
consent, one type of merchandise could be replaced by another: for example,
some of the fabrics could be replaced by beads or mirrors, or a fabric of a
given quality by one of another. Europeans calculated in terms of the
purchase price of the goods in European money; the broker calculated on
the basis of the currencies in use on the coast and inland. Raffia money,
which was still in use around 1700, was replaced by money made of a
fabric imported during the eighteenth century, but this was not accepted
everywhere inland for all types of merchandise. Beads, for example, were
objects of adornment in Loango but a medium of exchange in Manyanga
and a supplementary currency in Pool. In addition to the purchase prices,
the European merchant had to pay trade duties and make gifts to the local
king and the notable in charge of European trade. The broker, for his part,
earned a large commission on the selling price of the slaves, the proceeds
of which went to the slave-owner, through the leader of the caravan.

About one million slaves and small quantities of ivory, copper and wax
were exported during the eighteenth century.®® Imports consisted mainly
of fabrics and weapons. It is estimated that 50000 guns a year were
imported during the second half of the century, with gunpowder to match,
and the number of spans of fabric imported must have been even greater.®

The caravans were led by guides who maintained institutionalized
relations (as ‘mates’) with the leaders of trade centres along the routes: they
were skilled in negotiating rights of passage and had an expert knowledge
of the big inland markets such as that of Pool. The caravans were composed
of these guides, numerous armed guards, and porters. They sometimes
travelled very long distances, possibly taking many months and sometimes
spending the entire rainy season cultivating food crops during the outward
journey. They took with them not only European products but also salt,
salted and dried fish and locally manufactured items such as jewels from
Loango. On the way they were able to buy other local products which they
sold elsewhere, thus carrying on a kind of land-borne coasting trade.

The principal route linked the ports to Pool, where the slaves shipped
along the river and its tributaries arrived in large numbers. Specialized
carriers coalesced into ethnic groups, the best known being the Bobangi

63. According to the figures given by P. D. Curtin, 1969, and P. E. Lovejoy, 1983,
982 000 slaves were put aboard ship between 1660 and 1797.

64. P. M. Martin, 1970, p. 153. Compared with Van Alstein’s calculations this estimate
seems rather high, but the figures were of the order of tens of thousands per annum (see
D. Rinchon, 1964).
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FIG. 19.5 The slave trade in Central Africa in the eighteenth century (after §. Vansina)
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who gave up fishing for commerce and whose trade network, from the
1750s onwards, stretched from the Ubangi river to the Kwa. These water-
borne carriers also conducted an extensive trade in other products, for
heavy merchandise of low unit value could be carried by water at a profit.
The river and its tributaries were accordingly the scene of a lively trade in
pottery, fish, mats, food, beer, red dyewood and other commodities bought
in one place and sold in another; this encouraged different areas to specialize
in different goods. This slave-trading zone had reached the Ubangi, the
lower Tshuapa and the areas around Lake Mayi Ndombe well before 1800%
and continued to expand as the demand for slaves grew. We know nothing
of its progress along the Lukenye, lower Kasai and Kwilu, but these rivers
do not seem to have been much affected by the slave trade. We do not,
however, know why. A branch of the route from Pool ran to the north of
the Congo, passing through what is now Franceville, until it reached Mbeti
and Mbosi country, competing with the slave trade up the Ogowe river.
Other caravan routes traversed Kongo, reaching Matamba and Cassange
on the upper Kwango, where the Vili had to compete with regional carriers
of whom the Zombo and Soso were the best known. About 1750 the capital
of the new Yaka state of the Kwango river became a slave-trading centre
into which thronged the slaves taken in the constant military campaigns
waged by the Yaka beyond the Kwango.%

The northern slave trade was so lucrative compared with that of Angola
that it pushed the latter’s field of operations towards Luanda and Cassange.
This led to Portuguese military action against the port of Mosul (later
Ampbriz) and to the occupation of Encoge (1759) in central Kongo and
subsequently in 1783 of Cabinda. The Portuguese were driven out by a
French squadron supported by local forces. Briefly, military solutions were
of no avail in halting the progress of the trade on the Loango coast.

We are only beginning to learn the effects of the slave trade. Its demo-
graphic effects in particular are still largely unknown. A million slaves
means perhaps almost two million people torn from their homes,* a third
of them women.®® They came however from a vast area. Even so, it is

65. R. Harms, 1981; E. Sulzmann, 1983. Traces of it have come to light in the form of
mugs originating from Westerwald (in what is now the Federal Republic of Germany) and
manufactured in the eighteenth century, which were found between Ruki, Mayi Ndombe
and Momboyo.

66. On the Yaka, see M. Plancquaert, 1971; J. K. Thornton, 1981a, pp. 5 and §;
D. Birmingham, 1966, pp. 148-52.

67. Taking into account deaths on the routes and in the barracoons. Figures given for
Angola by J. C. Miller, 1979, p. 103, note 9o, indicate that two-thirds of the slaves died
before embarkation. These figures are exaggerated, and the slave trade was more lethal in
Angola than on the northern coast, especially on the routes. Doubling the export figures is
certainly not an exaggeration, and the result is probably still short of the truth.

68. See H. S. Klein, 1972, p. 914. This applies to the slave trade in general, but is also
valid for Angola in the nineteenth century and the Dutch slave trade in general. The figures
for children, pp. go3-5, were in the area of 5 per cent.
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probable that the population actually fell in old Kongo and Mayombe,
although we cannot estimate by how much. Elsewhere the main result was
to slow down population growth.

We know more about the economic effects. To the north of the Zaire
river a vast area organized itself into a well-knit aggregate of specialized
areas. In one, raffia was produced, in another tobacco, in another cane-
sugar wine, in another ivory, in another foodstuffs, ironware, pottery, boats
and so on. This led to technological impoverishment in each individual
area. The Tio, for example, gave up iron-smelting, boat-building and, to
some extent, even weaving and pottery, finding it cheaper to import the
products from neighbouring areas. The economic vitality of the aggregate,
however, increased steadily, due mainly to the development of waterborne
transport.

The social and political effects were far-reaching. The brokers and
notables in charge of the slave trade steadily gained in importance at the
courts of Loango, Ngoyo and Kakongo. They used their acquired wealth
to surround themselves with large retinues and thus displaced the old
nobility linked to the royal house. Royal authority suffered accordingly. In
Loango the royal council witnessed the replacement of territorial nobles of
the royal house by these nobles, the titles being sold by the king to the
highest bidder. The system of succession deteriorated,® and it was the
councillors who elected a king and favoured long-lived regency councils.
Then, in or before 1750, the royal line became extinct. Six factions
contended for the throne, but the royal kitomi eventually succeeded in
imposing a neutral king at the cost of gravely weakening his power. A little
later the new royal line suffered a schism, and royalty grew so weak
that after 1787 no more kings were appointed for almost two centuries.
Moreover, distant provinces such as Mayumba began seceding from 1750
on.
The Tio kingdom was also in difficulties. The regional great lords
trading on their own account had grown rich and adopted a new ideology
legitimizing their secession. This power was spiritual, centred upon a
talisman, the nkobi, and could dispense with the support of terrestrial
spirits. From about 1780 onwards the Tio state was in the grip of civil war
and did not recover until about 1830. The nkobi ideology served to justify
an impressive series of new chiefs who took power in, or incorporated into
their own jurisdiction, an area extending from the region of Makua, via
the west of the Teke (Kukuya) plateaux, as far as Tsayi country near the
route from Loango to Pool.

In the middle Zaire basin the expansion of the slave trade led to renewed
population movements on a small scale and to hostilities both in the Mayi
Ndombe area and further north, while large centres of population began

69. P. M. Martin, 1970. F. Hagenbucher Sacripanti, 1973, although confused, confirms
and gives details.
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to take shape beside the river at points where it had to be crossed. These
centres became market towns in the nineteenth century.” Between Loango
and Pool, especially in the copper-mining area of Mindouli, an immigration
of Kongore nobles displaced the Teke villages. Alongside small chiefdoms,
however, a greater number of independent villages sprang up along the
Loango—Pool axis. These villages agreed among themselves to maintain
common markets by establishing a market tribunal composed of judges
from the different villages. The lemba association cemented alliances
between them. ,

In Kongo itself Christian ideology, and especially the use of the Order
of Christ to which the rulers belonged, remained the basis of the ruling
ideology. Its centres were the king, who was now no more than a supreme
nkisi, and the former mission stations run by former mission slaves. Ter-
ritorial units broke up again and again (the Kongo syndrome),”' sometimes
down to village level. To the east of Mbanza Kongo the Zombo carriers
adopted the institution of market judges or agreed to rotate between leading
families the government of small chiefdoms composed of only a few villages.
At the same time, however, large mvila (clans) appeared, structured in
lincages that had become anchored to the land. This network of clans
became the cement that bound the independent villages together, estab-
lishing a setting in which they co-operated and competed with one another.

These transformations were accompanied by significant cultural changes.
The role of the great ancestors — linked with the clans — increased.
Cemeteries and churches, particularly those of Mbanza Kongo, grew
bigger. The notion of zombi, a kind of corpse-slave,’ took hold, as did the
confusion of saints with great ancestors. Until about 1700 the burial of
prominent people was still a fairly simple event, but soon they were being
buried with ever greater ostentation. The fabric wrapping around the
corpse was now replaced by a funerary bundle so enormous that routes
had to be mapped out and wagons used to take the body to the cemetery,
at least in places near the coast. In the nineteenth century the bundle
became a giant doll, or a small shrine came into being. The wooden heads
or busts which were positioned on the bundles in the eighteenth century
became wooden or stone statues or ceramic monuments to adorn the tombs
on which an increasing number of broken imported objects were also laid.”
The Boma area and Mayombe were at the centre of these developments.
South of the river, the funerary stelae of Ambriz’® were their counterparts.

The group-healing cults prospered everywhere. The lemba, an already
old example of these nkist in Loango, changed in character. It became a

70. J. Vansina, 1983b, pp. 112-13.

71. S. Broadhead, 1971, 1979 and 1983.

72. Already mentioned in 1701 by N. Uring, 1928, p. 47.

73. N. Uring, 1928, pp. 35-6.

74. R. F. Thompson and J. Cornet, 1982. )

75. Museu de Angola, Luanda, 1955, Nos 137-146 (Ambrizette), pp. 86—7.

582



The Kongo kingdom and its neighbours

PLATE 19.13 Lemba medicine-chest (nkobi) made of bark, with characteristic petal motif on
lid, from Ngaoyo. Height: 24cm
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nkisi of protection for members of the élites who could pay the high
enrolment fees. When an important man fell ill, the lemba priest came to
treat him. To be cured he had to become an initiate member of the
association, together with his first wife. The cult ideology sanctified
alliances between élite families (marriage, members of the lemba cell),
legitimized initiate judges and heads of families and, indirectly, legitimized
the market tribunals. Different forms of the /emba developed after 1700,
including one in Haiti, where the lemba Petro was the fourth voodoo.”

Christianity held its ground and evolved. The scarcity of foreign or local
priests left the initiative to the missionaries’ former helpers, their slaves
and, at court, the king’s entourage. The reliefs of Ambriz show crucifixion
scenes in which the spear has become a python, reminiscent of Mbumba
or Bomba, associated with the slave trade and wealth, while the scene is
accompanied by drummers. Christian statuary was still preserved and
statues were possibly manufactured in Soyo and at Mbanza Kongo, as were
the crucifixes which were emblems of authority and, in what was essentially
ajudicial role, the emblem of nkangi (the saviour). Other crosses developed,
such as santu, or charms associated with divination by hunting and used
to discover the cause of collective misfortunes. These were the two sides
of the same official religion.

Angola in the eighteenth century

As already stated, the Angolan slave trade was on a significant scale long
before that of the north developed. The system, which was aimed mainly
at Brazil, was highly fragmented by comparison with that of the north.”
Before 1730 it had the following components: the export merchant in
Portugal; brokers in Brazil; shippers; slave-dealers in Luanda or Benguela;
Afro-Portuguese caravaneers; and Afri(fan lords and traders offering slaves
for sale at the markets. A single firm could supply several components but
rarely all of them together, not even those in Brazil and Portugal. Everyone
tried to avoid risks and to maximize profits. The greatest risk was o risco
dos escravos: the risk that slaves would die of malnutrition, untreated
diseases and ill-treatment. All these causes of death resulted from attempts
to avoid spending what was necessary on food, medical care and competent
custodians. Each segment tried to shift responsibility for the slaves, and
hence the ownership thereof, to the weaker segments. The firms in Portugal
and Brazil were in a strong position; the shippers, the dealers in Luanda
and Benguela and the caravaneers were in the weakest. It was they who
tried to cut costs at the expense of the slaves, with consequent high
mortality. J. C. Miller quotes™ an estimate to the effect that half the slaves

76. J. M. Janzen, 1982. .
77. See in particular H. S. Klein, 1972; J. C. Miller, 1975b, 1979, and 1¢84.
78. J. C. Miller, 1979, p- 103, note go.
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bought died between the market of purchase and the port of embarkation
and another 40 per cent at Luanda while awaiting embarkation. These
figures are exaggerated; their author was the servant of a Pombalian
company in competition with this system in the 1770s. But they are credible
figures. Losses at sea varied according to the state of health of the slaves
shipped and the degree of overcrowding on board. They worked out at 10
and 15 per cent of the total number embarked.”

The parcel, called hanzo in Angola, was supplied on credit to the
caravaneer, binding him to his sleeping partner, who calculated his supply
of slaves accordingly. The parcel consisted mainly of fabrics from Goa or
Europe, brandy from Brazil, local salt, beads and sometimes a few weapons.
The caravaneers’ expenses (especially for porters, who were recruited in-
land by state officials, and for food) were high and their risks heavy (wait-
ing in the African market, in particular, and the risk of slaves escaping or
dying). They soon fell into debt and became completely dependent on their
creditor. But from about 1760 onwards the caravaneers began selling their
slaves to any trader in Luanda or Benguela, and tried to redress their situa-
tion with the goods obtained. The sleeping partner was left with a write-off.%

After 1730 metropolitan Portuguese firms came back to Luanda to
supply European goods, and the Brazilians withdrew to Benguela. Under
the pressure of competition, goods arrived in large quantities, stimulating
the slave trade. The ships also brought numbers of poor immigrants,
common convicts and adventurers seeking to grow rich on the slave
trade, especially as caravaneers. An unrelenting struggle began between the
quimbares and the new arrivals. The latter, as traders, had the full support
of the high authorities of Luanda, but the guimbares enjoyed the backing
of the provincial authorities and, in general, of the African chiefs in the
inland markets. They fought the new traders by smuggling slaves out for
trade with the French, English and Dutch, and the new caravaneers by
charging them exorbitant sums for their porters, provisions, ferryboats and
other items until the caravaneers threw in their lot with them, usually after
leaving their sleeping partners in the lurch. The Brazilians and guimbares
not only succeeded in maintaining their position in Benguela but also
increased exports of slaves to the point where, by about 16go, the volume
equalled that of Benguela. But the Portuguese firms, by virtue of their
capital and the administrative backing they enjoyed, succeeded in shifting
the ‘slave risk’. They bought, not slaves, but ivory or bills to be collected
in Brazil. ®

At the turn of the century the governors supported the Brazilians. Later,
and especially after the Marques de Pombal’s reforms in Portugal, they
tended to favour the big Lisbon firms. The Jesuits, the allies of the
Brazilians, were expelled in 1660, and with Francisco Innocencio de Sousa

79. P. E. Lovejoy, 1983, p. 47 (losses of 10 to 15 per cent).

80. E. Da Silva Correa, 1937; J. C. Miller, 1979, pp. go-1.
81. J. C. Miller, 1983, pp. 146-51.
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Coutinho (1664—72)*? a vigorous effort was made to re-establish the mother
country’s control in Angola. De Sousa tried to regain control of the
administrative posts in the interior, to lay down regulations for the slave
trade in the inland markets and to diversify the country’s economy. Neither
he nor his successors achieved this. The Afro-Portuguese emigrated once
again, moving mainly to the Benguela plateau where massive military
campaigns from 1772 onwards succeeded merely in hastening the emerg-
ence of two large kingdoms, Mbailundu and Bihe, of which the latter in
particular became a haven for the gquimbares. A new bridgehead for trade
with the interior developed here, and before 1794 the caravans reached the
Upper Zambezi in Lozi country. The slaves were taken to Benguela,
avoiding Luanda. Luanda continued to attract the slave trade through the
Kingdom of Kasanje. The Imbangala travelled by caravan to the north-
east, reaching central Kasai and the Luba who lived there before 1755. But
their main axis was the route from Cassange to Mussumba, the capital of
the Lunda empire.

The Lunda empire took shape during the eighteenth century. Constant
military campaigns yielded large numbers of slaves, while tributes in slaves
flowed into the capital from the subject regions. After 1750 the empire
succeeded in founding the Kingdom of Kazembe on the Luapula river and
in establishing communications with Tete and Zumbo in Mozambique.
Before then, westward expansion had reached the River Kwango, where a
captain founded the Yaka kingdom between 1740 and 1760, causing thou-
sands of people to flee from Hungu to Kongo between 1761 and 1765.8 This
great Yaka state occupied a large part of the Kwango valley downstream of
Kasanje and extended its conquests eastward in the direction of the Kwilu.
Large numbers of captives were brought back from there to be sold to the
Zombo, Soso and Vili, but also to the Imbangala and to caravans passing
through Nkoje. During the late eighteenth century and more so during the
nineteenth, these conquests and raids caused large population movements
from the Kwango river towards the Kwilu as people fled from the Yaka.

In Angola the slave trade had such an ascendancy that, despite the efforts
of de Sousa Coutinho and others, the country failed to develop a diversified
economy for lack of capital not tied to the slave trade. The colony remained
economically dependent on Brazil; around 1800, 88 per cent of its revenues
still came from the slave trade with Brazil and a little less than 5 per cent
from the ivory sent to Portugal.

82. R. Delgado, 1948-55.

83. Making 1032 000 slaves, according to the figures given by D. Birmingham, 1966;
P. D. Curtin, 1969; H. S. Klein, 1972; P.E. Lovejoy, 1983. See also J. C. Miller, 1975b
and 1979. In this case 2 million is certainly an underestimate. The real figure might be
nearer 3 million. As to demography, see J. K. Thornton, 1980; 1977a, 1977b and 1981b;
he concedes, 1981b, p. 713, that there was a loss of population, but his model underestimates
the number of women (according to him, one-quarter and not one-third) and children

(according to him, none were put aboard ship). These figures are crucial to the population
picture.
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