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After travelling to Israel in 2010 as part of a delegation sponsored by the Foundation for 
Jewish Culture, Reggie took the opportunity to travel on his own to Egypt. While in 
Cairo, he first encountered Zar at Makan, an organization dedicated to preserving 
traditional and indigenous music. He heard the predominantly female group Mazaher 
perform for the general public, and their performance struck him as “the closest music I 
have heard outside Senegal to Sabar”—the name of a Senegalese drum, drumming style, 
and dance he has studied and practiced. Zar also reminded Reggie of “Santeria and other 
forms of Cuban performance culture.” As the Makan website notes, “One of the African 
dimensions of Egypt, Zar music unfolds through rich poly-rhythmic drumming: its songs 
are distinctly different from other Egyptian music traditions.…Although its practice is 
disappearing in Egypt, the ritual flourishes in other parts of East Africa and in the 
Arabian Peninsula.” 

 
Reggie then asked Susan to research Zar, and she compiled a detailed memo that traced 
Western writings on Zar over more than a century. Reggie used these sources as 
background reading for his research trip to Mali in November and December 2011, where 
he met with a modern historian as well as a traditional jeli (alternately spelled jali, also 
called a griot in English) and began to interrelate the practice of Zar with his interest in 
Nubian culture. During the studio residency in Chicago in June 2012, Susan and Reggie 
briefly described Zar to the dancers, although the group did not spend as much time 
developing materials from this research cluster as from others. Reggie intends to work 
extensively on this topic during subsequent residencies.  
 
It cannot be emphasized enough how deeply—and at times surprisingly—interrelated are 
the research clusters. For example, the questions of Egypt-in-Africa and Africa-in-Egypt 
underlying the research cluster on Nubia play out directly in terms of Zar, for Nubia was 
a likely origin for Zar, given its role as a crossroads between West Africa and Egypt. Zar 
also relates to the research cluster on Zora Neale Hurston, for the questions that engaged 
Hurston and anthropologists of her acquaintance—Franz Boas, Melville Hershkovits, 
Katherine Dunham, Margaret Mead, Jane Belo—also inform the large body of 
anthropological literature on Zar: What does it mean to understand another culture from 
the perspective of an outsider? from the perspective of an insider or informant? from the 
perspective of embodied practice? In one of many unexpected connections between 
research clusters, the website for Makan in Cairo quotes Alan Lomax, whom Hurston had 
advised during his early years of field collecting: “If we continue to allow the erosion of 
our cultural forms, soon there will be no place to visit and no place to truly call home.” 
Here an Egyptian center for traditional music quotes a white American folklorist who 
recorded black musicians in the South—and in so doing had been mentored by Hurston, 
who set her novel Moses, Man of the Mountain in ancient Egypt among Hebrews who 
speak in Southern black dialect! Lomax’s “home” is complicated indeed.  
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Susan’s memo, printed below, contextualizes the readings posted on the research website:  
 
The term “Zar” refers to a musical form, to a possession ritual widespread in West and 
North Africa and the Middle East, and to the group of spirits that are believed to possess 
the afflicted, mostly, although not always, women. Over the last 170 years there have 
been many accounts of Zar written by European and American travelers, missionaries, 
anthropologists, and psychologists. In fact, Susan collected over 100 citations to books 
and articles written in English, French, German, Arabic, and Amharic. Why is there so 
much writing on Zar? First, it would seem, because Zar and related practices are so 
widespread, from Islamic West Africa to Ethiopia and the Sudan to North Africa and the 
Middle East. Second, it may well be that writings on Zar prompt more writings, as 
anthropologists observe numerous variants of the form and write up their findings in 
relation to other literature in their discipline. In fact, the 100-plus citations trace some of 
the major contours of anthropology over the last hundred years, as cultural theory and 
fieldwork developed in tandem and together reflected and challenged the ethnocentrism 
of researchers’ home cultures. For this research cluster, Susan selected a few highlights to 
give Reggie and his collaborators a sense of the vast literature on Zar:  
 
●  The Journals of C.W. Isenberg and J.L. Krapf (London: Seeley, Burnside, and Seeley, 

1843; reprint London: Frank Cass and Company, 1968), pp. 114-19. See 
Reggie.Isenberg.pdf 

 
The earliest Western descriptions of Zar are by Charles William Isenberg and John 
Ludwig Krapf, British Protestant missionaries to Abyssina (present-day Ethiopia) from 
1838 to 1842. While Isenberg learned Amharic, Krapf learned Galla, and they widely 
distributed their translations of the Bible in both languages. Their account of Zar dates 
from September 1839, when they were living in Shoa (Shewa) under the protection of the 
King (Negus Sahle Selassie). Not surprisingly, they interpret the ceremony as the “work 
of the devil,” but essential elements described in later accounts are present: a sick woman 
singing and smoking, speaking in an unfamiliar tongue, moving in unusual ways, 
sacrificing a hen. A local informant tells the missionaries about the eighty-eight different 
sar (an alternate spelling of Zar), and the missionaries conclude that the ceremony, 
performed both by Abyssinian Christians and by “heathen” Gallas, mixes “Christianity, 
Judaism, Mahomedanism, and Heathenism.” (Reading that last quotation from 1843, 
Reggie notes, “sounds like the Spiritual Baptists to me.”) 
 
●  C.B. Klunzinger, Upper Egypt: Its People and its Products (New York: Scribner,  

Armstrong & Co., 1878; reprint New York: AMS Press, 1984), pp. 394-97, 405-
06, and illustration facing p. 327. See Reggie.Klunzinger.pdf 

 
C. B. Klunzinger (1834-1914) was a doctor, quarantine officer, and naturalist who lived 
in the port town of Zusayr on the Red Sea from 1863-69 and again from 1872-75. His 
account of Upper Eypt was originally published in German in 1877 and translated the 
following year into English. Unlike the missionaries Isenberg and Krapf, Klunzinger 
attempted to record what he saw without explicit editorializing, for he believed that “the 
inhabitants of Upper Egypt,” in contrast to residents in Cairo, “have preserved the 
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ancient…customs with remarkable purity.” Thus he places Zar among the people’s 
“popular beliefs and superstitions” and states that the practice “is said to have been 
introduced by Abyssinian female slaves.” Although he does not call the practice 
“heathen,” he does believe that women are more susceptible to Zar than men, for women 
are “the more nervous sex”—a widespread belief in nineteenth-century Europe.     
 
●  Brenda Z. Seligman, “On the Origins of the Egyptian Zar,” Folklore vol. 25, no. 3 (30 

September 1914), pp. 300-323. See Seligman.essay.pdf 
 
One of the earliest anthropological accounts of Zar is by Brenda Z. Seligman (1882-
1965), who published her account in 1914 in the British journal Folklore. Her essay 
demonstrates the emerging conventions of the new discipline of anthropology: the writer 
frames her own observations in the field with comparisons to other writers’ accounts and 
to evolving theories in the discipline, in this instance, theories of origins. She believes 
that West African slave women brought Zar to Egypt via Sudan and Ethiopia (in other 
words, via Nubia). To a large extent, subsequent research has substantiated Seligman’s 
claim, although the current consensus posits far more complex routes of circulation. (See 
1991 essay by I.M. Lewis noted below.) Seligman describes a crucial dimension of Zar 
missing from earlier accounts, namely, the difference between relatively small-scaled 
ceremonies held in private homes and large-scaled ceremonies held in public spaces.  
 
Susan finds her article fascinating as an early example of “feminist” anthropology, 
although Seligman never used the term “feminist.” (In 1914 Britain, the term meant a 
suffragette.) In contrast to male-authored accounts, Seligman recognizes the value of 
rituals practiced by “negresses.” As a pioneering female anthropologist, she had access to 
the women’s quarters in a way that her male colleagues did not, and this led her to 
recognize the cultural significance of women’s practices in a way that her male 
predecessors Isenberg, Krapf, and Klunzinger did not.   
 
Born Brenda Zara Salaman, she married Charles Gabriel Seligman in 1905. (The couple 
was Jewish.) Trained as a doctor, Seligman (1873-1940) turned to anthropology as a 
profession, and his wife became his closest collaborator. Their jointly-authored study, 
The Veddas (1911), based on fieldwork in Ceylon, went through more than 20 editions, 
as did their later study, Pagan Tribes of the Nilotic Sudan (1934), based on fieldwork in 
the Nubian areas of Sudan before and after the First World War. During the war, 
Seligman served in the British Medical Corps and worked with William Rivers, who 
pioneered treatments for “shell shock.” This experience led to an interest in Freud’s 
theories and how the unconscious might illuminate culture. Brenda shared her husband’s 
interest in Freudian psychology, and in 1932 she published an essay that interrelated her 
research into marriage and kinship patterns with Freud’s research on the incest taboo. A 
few years later Melville Herskovits, whose wife Frances was a close collaborator, noted 
that C.G. Seligman “began the tradition, now commonplace in anthropology, that field 
work can be most effectively carried on by anthropological couples, man and wife.”  
 
●  Michel Leiris, “Le taureau de Seyfour Tchenger,” Minotaure vol. 2 (1933), pp. 75-82.  

See Reggie.Minotaure.pdf 
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● James Clifford, ed., “New Translations of Michel Leiris,” Sulfur 15 (1986), pp. 4-20, 

42-45, 97-104, 112-17. See Reggie.Sulfur.pdf 
 
● Michel Leiris and Jacqueline Delange, African Art (first published in French in 1967; 

English translation by Michael Ross published in London by Thames and Hudson, 
1968), pp. 1-33. See Reggie.Leiris.pdf 

 
Extensive research on Zar was carried out by Michel Leiris (1901-1990), who published 
a number of essays on the topic from 1933 to 1938 and a monograph in 1958 titled La 
Posssession et ses aspects théâtraux chez les Éthiopiens de Gondar. The research website 
includes his first published account of Zar in a French art journal, which includes 
photographs and a drawing by a Zar practitioner. Then follows an overview of Leiris’s 
career by historian of anthropology James Clifford and a selection of his writings on Zar 
and related topics translated into English. The website also includes the opening chapter 
of Leiris’s magisterial survey of African art published in 1967, which he dedicated to 
Aimé Césaire, an artist and intellectual born in Martinique, whom Leiris called the “great 
spokesman of the black world.” What follows is a brief overview of the place that Zar 
held in Leiris’s creative, autobiographical, and ethnographic writings.  
 
In 1920s Paris, Leiris became enthralled by jazz dance and music, Freudian psycho-
analysis, modern art, and surrealism. He published two volumes of poetry and numerous 
essays before joining Marcel Griaule on his nearly two-year expedition from Dakar to 
Djibouti. It was on the expedition from 1931 to 1933 that Leiris encountered Zar. In 
contrast to Brenda Seligman, who observed Zar on several occasions and asked her 
Sudanese associates about its significance, Leiris lived for several months with the family 
of a leading Zar practitioner in Gondar, Malkam Ayyahou, and became sexually attracted 
to her daughter Emawayish. After returning from the journey, he published L’Afrique 
fantôme in 1934, a diary of the expedition that ran more than 500 pages. There his 
extended discussion of Zar narrates the conflict he felt between his own desire for intense 
engagement with the possession ritual (and its female practitioners) and his recognition 
that the expedition invariably distorted his understanding of the ritual and his relations 
with its practitioners. (Hence the title of his diary, which roughly translates as “Phantom 
Africa,” the realization that Europeans viewed Africa as a spectre or shadow. The excerpt 
posted on the website focuses on Emayayish.)  
 
In one sense, L’Afrique fantôme intermingles the genres of autobiography and  
ethnography, genres that Leiris later writings clearly separate. Over subsequent decades, 
he published three different volumes of autobiographical reflections; his academic 
treatise on Zar (an excerpt is included); numerous studies of contemporary artists; and 
several surveys of African art. (The chapter posted on the website chronicles the 
European fascination with African art during the early twentieth century.) Yet never 
again did Leiris bring together his autobiographical voice with his ethnographic voice. 
It’s the intermingling of voices and genres in L’Afrique fantôme that has drawn the 
interest of James Clifford and other scholars, who see the 1934 diary as an anticipation of 
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the “postmodern” turn in anthropology and its call for the integration of ethnographers’ 
subjective reflections into their narratives.  
 
This memo perhaps includes too much about Leiris, but Susan became absolutely 
fascinated by the evolution of his attitudes toward Zar—and toward African culture. 
During the 1920s Leiris viewed African-American jazz dance and music and African art 
from a primitivist lens; his experience on the Dakar-Djibouti expedition led him to 
question his own entanglement in the expedition’s colonialist agenda; after World War II 
he became a supporter of anti-colonial activism and of black artists and intellectuals such 
as Césaire; all along he worked as curator of Sub-Saharan art at the Musee de l’Homme, 
founded with the 3500 objects collected, if not stolen, on the Dakar-Djibouti expedition.  
 
●  Maxime Rodinson, Magie, Médecine et Possession à Gondar (Paris: Mouton & Co, 

1967), pp. 9-11, 75-77 (French) and pp. 129-130 (Amharic).   See 
Reggie.Rodinson.pdf 

 
Another fascinating document from Griaule’s Dakar-Djibouti expedition is the French 
translation of fieldnotes on Zar originally written in Amharic by local guides. As 
translator Maxime Rodinson notes in the preface, his work on the project was often 
interrupted, so it was not until more than thirty years after the expedition that this detailed 
catalogue of Zar healers and Zar spirits was accessible to Western readers. Posted on the 
website are the preface (in French) and several sample pages of the Amharic script (with 
French translation).  
 
Rodinson (1915-2004) had a remarkable career as a scholar of Islam and a political 
commentator. Born in Marseilles to Jewish immigrant parents, Rodinson left school at 
age 13 to earn a living, but he studied Amharic on his own in order to pass the entrance 
exam to École des Langues Orientales in Paris. He became a committed Marxist and an 
outspoken critic of Zionism and supporter of Palestine. As a professor of Amharic, he 
published many studies, including a sociological account of Mohammed’s life in 1960 
(available in English translation and still banned in some Arab countries). He dedicates 
his translation of the fieldnotes from the Dakar-Djibouti expedition to Deborah Lifchitz, a 
member of the expedition who was deported to Auschwitz during World War II, as were 
his parents. Ironically, Rodinson was saved only because he was drafted into the French 
army in 1939 and posted to Lebanon and Syria during the war years, where the Vichy-led 
forces collaborated with the Germans.  
 
●  Pamela Constantinides, “Ill at Ease and Sick at Heart: Symbolic Behaviour in a 

Sudanese Healing Cult,” in Symbols and Sentiments: Cross-cultural Studies in 
Symbolism, ed. Ioan Lewis (London: Academic Press, 1977), pp. 61-84.  See 
Reggie.Constantinides.pdf 

 
This essay by Pamela Constantinides provides an overview of zaar (another variant 
spelling) in the Sudan. Especially valuable is the listing on pages 71-72 of the major 
groups of zaar spirits, such as “The Ethiopians,” “The Arabs,” “The Europeans of 
Christians,” “The Blacks,” “The Grandmothers,” and so on. Further detail on these 
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spirits, and translations of their song lyrics, can be found in the author’s 1972 dissertation 
at the University of London, available on microfilm at Northwestern.  
 
Constantinides was among the first generation of women in anthropology who pursued 
careers in their own right, rather than as helpmates for their husbands. In this regard, it is 
interesting that this essay, published five years after the dissertation, moves toward a 
feminist interpretation, without ever actually using the word “feminist.” Later in her 
career, Constantinides became a professor at the London School of Tropical Medicine, 
and in this position she turned her attention to community health education in developing 
countries.  
 
●  Janice Boddy, “Spirits and Selves in Northern Sudan: The Cultural Therapeutics of 

Possession and Trace,” American Ethnologist vo. 15, no. 1 (February 1988), pp. 
4-27.  See Boddy.essay.pdf 

 
Like Constantinides’ essay, this essay by Janice Boddy summarizes her dissertation, 
completed at the University of British Columbia in 1982. The decade between 
Constantinides’and Boddy’s research is decisive, for feminist approaches to anthropology 
came into their own, and Boddy explicitly applies a feminist lens to her analysis. 
Especially telling is the dedication to the book-length version of her research, Wombs and 
Alien Spirits: Women, Men, and the Zār Cult in Northern Sudan (1989): it reads “for the 
women of Hofriyat, from a kindred spirit,” suggesting that a shared gender allows for the 
crossing of profound differences in religion and nationality. Indeed, Wombs and Alien 
Spirits, like the essay in American Ethnologist, strives to “attend to [Boddy’s ] 
informants’ experiences of possession and not seek merely to explain them away as 
something at once less dramatic and more clinical than they appear”—a veiled critique of 
the approach favored by Constantinides and her mentor I.M. Lewis.  
 
In keeping with the evolution of feminist theory within the academy, Boddy’s approach 
in turn came under critique. In an essay titled “Feminist Theory, Embodiment, and the 
Docile Agent: Some Reflections on the Egyptian Islamic Revival” (2001), Saba 
Mahmood reflects on the (Western liberal) assumptions that Boddy brought to bear on 
her fieldwork: 
 

Through a rich ethnography of women’s practices in a Sudanese village, Boddy 
proposed that in a society where the “official ideology” of Islam is dominated and 
controlled by men, the zar practice may be understood as a space of subordinated 
discourse, and “a medium for the cultivation of women’s consciousness.”…. 
What is seldom problematized in such an analysis is the universality of the 
desire—central for liberal and progressive thought, and presupposed by the 
concept of resistance it authorizes—to be free from relations of subordination and, 
for women, from structures of male domination….I want to suggest we think of 
agency not as a synonym for resistance to relations of domination, but as a 
capacity for action that historically specific relations of subordination enable and 
create.      (Cultural Anthropology 16:2, pp. 203-04)  
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Rather than generate an alternate interpretation of Zar in her research, Mahmood 
examines women’s participation in what outsiders would call Islamic “fundamentalism.” 
This memo includes her critique not to undermine Boddy’s study, but rather to 
underscore how central Zar has become to the varieties of feminist anthropology. As a 
professor of anthropology at the University of Toronto, Boddy subsequently has 
published a study titled Civilizing Women: British Crusades in Colonial Sudan (2007), 
which focuses on British colonial women’s attempts between 1920 and 1946 to suppress 
female circumcision.  
 
●  I.M. Lewis, “Zar in Context: the past, the present and future of an African healing 

cult,” in Women’s Medicine: The Zar-Bori Cult in Africa and Beyond, eds. I.M. 
Lewis, Ahmed Al-Safi and Sayyid Hurreiz (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, 1991), Table of Contents, Preface, List of Contributors, and pp. 1-16. See 
Reggie.Lewis.pdf 

 
In 1988 an international conference was held at the University of Khartoum, with support 
from the International African Institute in London, the Ford Foundation, and the Swedish 
Agency for Research Co-operation with Developing Countries. Three years later a 
volume was published that included fifteen papers presented at the conference, as well as 
an extensive annotated bibliography. The website posting includes the Table of Contents, 
Preface, List of Contributors, and the introduction by the British anthropologist I.M. 
Lewis. Lewis had published an influential study of Ecstatic Religion in 1971 and had 
spent decades doing research among Somali nomads.  
 
Lewis’s introduction to the volume does not give the sort of ethnographic detail included 
in the accounts above, but rather gives an overview of what researchers collectively know 
about Zar one hundred and fifty years after Isenberg and Krapf first described the practice 
for their British readers. Significantly, the voices of African and Middle Eastern 
researchers are included, alongside British, French, and Americans.  
 
●  Monika Edelstein, “Lost Tribes and Coffee Ceremonies: Zar Spirit Possession and the 

Ethno-Religious Identity of Ethiopian Jews in Israel,” Journal of Refugee Studies 
15:2 (2002), pp. 153-70. See Reggie.Edelstein.pdf 

 
Research published since the 1988 conference suggests that Zar is becoming more 
widespread, not less. In this essay, Monika Edelstein examines how Ethiopian Jews 
combine their practice of Zar with their Jewish beliefs. The essay reminds us that Zar has 
Christian and Jewish variants as well as Islamic versions. Like Moses, Zar finds 
expression in all three monotheistic religions.  
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