
Ashanti (also Asante) once a nation known as the Asante Empire, and ruled by 

a powerful king, spent much of the 18th and 19th centuries in disputes over 

land with the British and the Dutch.  Finally in 1902, after decades of defeat 

and decline, the Asante Empire was made part of the British Colony of the Gold 

Coast. 

Nonetheless Ashanti kings retained figurehead status after colonisation, and 

even today great pride in the Ashanti King lives on.  In 1960 the Gold Coast 

achieved independence from British Colonial rule and took the name the 

Republic of Ghana.  It is here in Ghana, Togo and the Ivory Coast that the 

Ashanti people continue to make their homes. 

During celebrations, initiations, crop harvesting, war preparation, peace and 

troubled times, African masks are worn by a dancer who is chosen by members 

of his community.  The mask can be worn in three different ways: vertically 

covering the face: as a helmet, encasing the entire head, and as crest, resting 

upon the head with the dancer being completely covered by material as part 

of the disguise. 

African masks often represent a spirit and it is strongly believed that the spir-

it of the ancestors possesses the wearer of the mask.  Ritual ceremonies gen-

erally depict deities (gods), spirits of ancestors, mythological beings, good 

and or evil, the dead, animal spirits and other beings believed to have power 

over humanity. 
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Masks of human ancestors or totem ancestors (beings or animals to which a 

clan or family traces its ancestry) are often objects of family pride.  They are 

considered to be the dwelling place of the spirit they represent.  The masks 

may be honoured with ceremonies and gifts.  During the mask ceremony the 

dancer goes into deep trance, and during this state of mind he "communi-

cates" with his ancestors.  

A wise man or translator sometimes accompanies the wearer of the mask 

during the ritual.  The dancer brings messages of wisdom from his ancestors to 

those watching.  Often the messages are grunted utterances and the transla-

tor will accurately decipher their meaning.  

Rituals and ceremonies are always accompanied with song, dance and music, 

played with traditional African musical instruments.  For thousands of years, 

rituals and ceremonies were, and to a lesser extent, still are an integral part of 

African life.  The gradual, effects of their loss of land to the British colonial 

government, and the damage to their way of life resulted in the destruction of 

their economy and food production.


