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The Writing
on the Wall

Leslz'é Rﬂiner

‘The ancient tradition of
painting and decorating the
surfaces of earthen build-
ings is dying or virtually
extinct in many parts of the
world. But in the southern
province of Nahouri,
Burkina Faso,! in west -
Africa, the women of the
Kassena? people still deco-
rate their earthen houses
with painted designs that
reflect objects from their
everyday life and their sur-
rounding environment,

In the village of Po,
women artisans have formed
an association, called
Assoubouazen, for making
baskets, soap and pottefy

~and for painting murals.

~ When they are not work-
ing in the fields, they work
together to create their
wares and decorations.’
Using traditional mater-
ials and techniques, they
painta few houses in the
village every year. They
accomplish this in the time
between the harvest and
the planting of new crops.

The women'’s association in
front of ka house: (mai‘son
blanche) it painted in 1990.
The women are using tradition-
al maferials and techniqués to
decorate houses that are not‘
built in the tradtional mahner.

Photos © Leslie Rainer.
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The women make the

~ ‘plasters and paints by ivel

ing clay-rich earth, found -

m nearby dep051ts w1th
cow dung and plant ]mces ~
. They apply the plaster lay-
ers with then' hands en
' pohsh the surfaces with-

1. Laterite is mixed withcowdung . a4Fillingin white.

and water to creaie‘the grdt:mdkkla)fell'. ,

5.Polishing.

fPolykis ng grotlnd Iayer.

6. Painting.

3. Drawing with black—

broken Célabash~pattern.

smooth, flat Stones Black

clay and white talc are
~used as colors on a red lat~

erite backgr und. The

‘ Women pamt the de51gns ,
;m black ancl fll m the -

_itsown sxgmﬁcance. They -
describe the life of the vil
lage and the life-giving

~ role of the women; the

patterns deplct broken cal~

“abashes,? tambours, gui-
- tars, millet ﬁelds, ~serpents, l

the sun and the cycles of
the moon. Out51ders have. .

L dlfﬁculty dlstmgms,hmgi
, thesepaktter,ls,fbut“thei -

Kassena easily inter
this imagistic language.
The patterns are specific

 to avery sma ll area; w1t111n -

a few miles c1fferent sym— j'
bols 1n1ght be used to

commumcate similar 1deas ;
sz contmumg to prac-
tice the tradition of deco-

~rating houses with spec1ﬁc -
- desugns the Kassena









