Madagascar News,
Issue 32, December 19, 2003

By Rob Burkhard

The Zafimaniry

Woodcarvers from an isolated area

In the highlands southeast of Ambositra lives a tribe, the Zafimaniry. In fact, they are a sub-group of the larger Betsileo tribe, but their isolated situation and especially their woodcarving techniques set them apart from their Betsileo family. In the beginning of November 2003, the Zafimaniry art of woodcarving was proclaimed by UNESCO as one of the 'masterpieces of the oral and intangible heritage of humanity'. Quite an honour, one would think. But probably the vast majority of the Zafimaniry people are unaware of the honourable status of their skills. Isolated from the rest of the rest of Madagascar they live their lives in a beautiful natural setting. However, conditions are basic and often harsh. True, wood crafting is important for them, but more than this I have been able to witness that the struggle to feed themselves and their children determines their daily lives.

The most straightforward way of getting to the Zafimaniry area is from Ambositra. From there it is a 45-kilometre drive to the village of Antoetra. Antoetra functions like the 'capital' of the Zafimaniry area. It is the biggest Zafimaniry village and every Wednesday it is the place where the weekly market takes place. From the most remote corners of the Zafimaniry area, people walk over to Antoetra in order to sell their rice, goods, woodwork and come back with what they need or can afford. As in other rural parts of Madagascar the weekly market is also the place where you can meet your friends, get the latest news, and above all... it is the place where marriages are arranged. 

From Antoetra you can reach any Zafimaniry village, but you will need to walk! Small pathways connect the small villages that are scattered throughout the Zafimaniry area. The distance is not the biggest problem, the differences in altitude make it challenging walks. You climb, descend, climb... The paths lead you through barren highland, along rice paddies and through steep, slippery passes. In dry season it will take a half-day to get to Saraivo, one of the nearby villages.

The moment I arrive in Saraivo I am surrounded by children. Beautiful children in recycled shirts and torn trousers. Dirty hands, dirty faces. Whilst the parents work on the land, the children take over. There are lots of them. On average a Malagasy woman gives birth to more than six children in her life! My guide tells a story about some foreign initiative to introduce the use of condoms. They used a wooden penis to show how it all worked. But the effect was somewhat different than expected. Being woodcarvers, within the shortest time the Zafimaniry men all had carved a nice wooden penis and put it next to their beds. Whether this story is true or nothing more than a drinking story I have not been able to verify, but it is certain that up till now the birth rate has not been reduced whatsoever.

In the evening, after dark, the adults arrive back in town. Time to eat. The cooking takes place inside their huts. No chimneys, no air. Everything is being smoked, including the maize, which hangs from the ceiling. It is not very healthy, and respiratory diseases do cause a lot of deaths in Madagascar. But it must be said, it keeps the chilliness outside.

The Zafimaniry are friendly people. But they are not really used to Western visitors. Some children hide away at the sight of me. Others run after me, curious to find out who this whiteface is. Putting up your tent in one of the villages is a once in a lifetime experience. It makes you feel like an alien just landed from space. The tent being your spaceship. Big eyes stare at me. Voices are whispering. It is hard to imagine, but to this audience I must be an impressive sight. Or is odd the word?

At night I am lucky enough to hear what the traditional instruments of the Zafimaniry sound like. Bamboo percussion instruments thumping on the ground, and a lot of singing. I cannot see anything, because the performance is outside where it is pitch black. But the sound goes straight to the heart. A pounding rhythm from another world, and this time I am in the audience.

When I go to sleep I am dead tired. The audience has finally gone to sleep too. But the next day they are up before I am. Circled around my tent all the children of the village are patiently waiting for my appearance. When I open up my tent there are a lot of 'oohs' and 'aahs': the alien is leaving his spaceship again.

Via the small villages of Tetezandrotra and Vohitradrana I reach Faliarivo, the next place for the night. It is a beautiful, tiny village, scenically set on the top of a hill. The houses are skilfully carved. The views are fantastic, and so are the children. Just before sunset they gather on the central square. Again there are lots of them. Some of them carry self-made instruments with which they produce a music that makes all other children dance and jump around. So much energy and happiness. There is no adult to be seen. Here the children take care of themselves, and they organize their own little parties. 

In spite of the hospitality of the Zafimaniry it is important to bring your own food. It is very well visible that there is a shortage of supplies. All of the villages that I pass that day are poor. To Western standards, to Malagasy standards too. Because of the lack of roads, it will always remain difficult to carry in supplies to these remote areas.

Another major problem is the effect of the 'slash and burn' techniques that are so widely practiced in Madagascar. Erosion is clearly visible, leaving less and less land for agricultural purposes. Trees are becoming very scarce. The Zafimaniry have to walk ever longer distances to find the wood, required for their houses and their carving.

On my third and last day I walk to the village of Ifasina and back to Antoetra. It has been a rewarding experience to a very isolated area and a very isolated people. The isolation will stay, due to the inaccessible, mountainous setting. But with the ongoing erosion, and the high population growth rate it remains to be seen how long this area can sustain its people in the same way it does now.

