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Abstract

The Wan are a culturally important ethnic group in Céte d'lvoire. Founders
of one of the most famous masks, the Goli, they remain little known. This
explains for the publication of an article by Ravenhill in 1979 entitled ‘Who
are the Wan? This question, which has not yet been definitively answered,
justifies this study, aiming at contributing to our knowledge of this people.
Our approach is based on two major lines: a comparative study of sources
and recent works, and archaeological excavations undertaken in the areas
occupied by this people.

Although our study is an initial overview of current investigations, we thought
it would be useful to publish our preliminary results: the present Wan are a
people whose long history of settlement in Cote d'lvoire has been attested by
various authors. They have also experienced various migratory movements
within Cote d'lvoire, to the west, east and north. All these migrations are
centered around central-western Cote d'lvoire, between the area including
Béoumi, Gohitafla, Kounahiri, and Mankono.

Key words : Wan, origin, migrations, ancient occupations.

Résumé

Les Wan, constituent un important groupe ethnique sur le plan culturel en
Céte d’Ivoire. Fondateurs de ['un des plus célebres masques, le Goli, ils
demeurent pourtant trés mal connus. Ce qui a justifié la publication d’un
article par Ravenhill en 1979 : « Qui sont les Wan ? ». Cette question n’ayant
pas encore trouvé de réponse définitive justif ie la présente étude dont
l’objectif est de contribuer a la connaissance de ce peuple. Notre démarche
s articule autour de deux axes majeurs : d’une part, ’étude comparée des
sources et travaux récents, et d’autre part les fouilles archéologiques
entreprises dans les aires d’occupations de ce peuple.
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Bien que notre étude soit un premier apercu des investigations en cours, il
nous a semblé bon de publier les résultats préliminaires auxquels nous
sommes parvenus : les Wan actuels constituent un peuple dont la longue
occupation sur le territoire ivoirien est un fait attesté par différents auteurs.
Par ailleurs, ils ont connu différents mouvements migratoires sur le territoire
ivoirien, a l'ouest, a l’est et au nord. Toutes ces migrations s articulent
autour du centre-ouest de la Cote d’Ivoire, entre la zone incluant Béoumi,
Gohitafla, Kounahiri, et Mankono.

Mots clés : Wan, origine, migrations, anciennes occupations.

Introduction

The Wan are a small ethnic group located in the centre-west of
Cote d'lvoire in the Béreé region (Figure 1). They belong to the
South Mandé cultural area. Founders of the Goli cult, one of the
country's most famous masks (P. L. Ravenhill, 1978: p.1), their
migrations are little known in Cote d'lvoire. Where did they
come from to settle first in the Marahoué region (G. Niangoran
Bouah, 1997) and then in the department of Kounahiri? The
interest shown in the territories occupied by this people is due to
the fact that oral traditions, in the Marahoué region in general,
attribute to them the anthropomorphic stone sculptures that have
been discovered there. These are said to belong to the ancestors
of the Wan'. To date, however, there is no clear picture of the
different territories they may have occupied in the past. This
justifies the present study, the aim of which is to map all the
migrations they made, based on all the work carried out (K. S
Koffi, 2017; K.A. Djamala, 2019; A. M. Boyer, 2011).

* Interview with POPO Bi Zaouli Emmanuel, Chief of the village of Maminigui, Département de Gohitafla,
on 10 december 2022.

Interview with DJE Bi Gotré Antoine, Youth Councillor, Maminigu, Département de Gohitafla, on 10
december 2022.

Interview with TRAZIE Bi Trazie Honore, Farmer-inhabitant; Maminigui, Département de Gohitafla, on 10
december 2022.
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In this context, we will look at the different routes taken and the
contacts they may have had with the Dan (Yacouba), the Gouro,
the Sénoufo, the Malinké and the Baoulé?.

This article is therefore an analysis of the migrations they
experienced in Cote d'lIvoire. In this context, the aim here is to
highlight the itineraries they might have followed, which could
help locate ancient occupation sites for archaeological
excavation, and thus contribute to improving our knowledge of
the carved stones of Gohitafla.

The Gohitafla carved stones are stone sculptures, some of which
are found in the form of human heads (Photol ¢ and d) and
others in the form of mortars (Photos a and b). They were
discovered in the 1980s in the department of Gohitafla (west-
central Cote d'lvoire), formerly Wan territory. In 2011 we
defended a thesis on this subject, but the results of our work did
not provide responses to all the problems posed by these
sculptures.

However, hypotheses have been put forward on the question of
chronology, indicating that these sculptures were contemporary
with the appearance of smoking pipes in the West African
context (K. S. Sylvain, 2011).

The subject of « The Wan and their migrations in Cote d'lIvoire
», which we are tackling in this article, therefore aims to identify
the areas occupied by this people, where archaeological work
could be carried out in order to help identify the people who
carved them and the dates on which they were produced.

To carry out our study, four types of document will be analysed:
oral traditions, written and cartographic sources and the work of
historians. The methodological approach also focuses on
examining the general literature relating to the wan.

2 The Dan (Yacouba), the Gouro, the Sénoufo, the Malinké and the Baoulé are all ethnic groups from Cote
d'Ivoire who are said to have had contact with the wan people during their migrations.
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Photo 1: The carved stones of Gohitala

a : spherical mortar b : cylindrical mortar

Anthropomorphic heads

Source : Koffi K. Sylvain, 2011, Doctoral thesis in
Archaeology, University of Cocod.
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Figure n°1 : Location of known Wan cultural areas.
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1. Methodology for mapping ancient Wan occupation sites

The written sources constitute a first basis of documents
necessary to locate ancient Wan sites. These documents are of
two types: cartographic data and manuscripts, which come from
the National Archives of Cote d’Ivoire. The cartographic data to
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be considered are old maps from the colonial administration.
These maps make it possible to locate old villages known at the
end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th centuries®. We should
also add that manuscripts, particularly correspondence, mission
reports and ethnographic data collected in this area by the French
coloniser, are valuable sources of information about the old
settlements and the people who lived there.

Some of these localities are abandoned in favour of new
territories for various reasons. Some of these can be inventoried,
by superimposing recent regional maps and those from the
colonial era, if we have recent maps and those from the colonial
era. The comparative study highlights villages that have been
abandoned because they are no longer on the new maps. In some
cases, the village's name has simply changed on the new map. In
this context, we can be sure that we are dealing with a continuity
of occupation. Hence the importance of combining the
comparative study of cartographic sources with written sources,
ethnographic texts and oral traditions, the analysis of which
delivers additional information on the movements of the
populations concerned and useful details for the inventory and
location of former dwellings.

These documents need to be supplemented by research carried
out on the populations concerned, which will give information
on their movements within the Ivorian territory, thus making it
possible to identify the relationships they had with other
peoples: the Dan (Yacouba), the Gouro, the Baoulé, the Sénoufo
and the Malinke.

3 SERIES EE, Politiques générales, découpages administratifs de la Cote d'lvoire, 1901 a 1945.

- Archives Nationales de Cote d'lvoire, 1 EE 86, 1910, Cercle de Mankono, Rapport de tournée dans le pays
Noua, voyage a Zuénoula.

- Archives Nationales de Cote d'lIvoire, 1 EE 87, 1911, Rapport sur les opérations de désarméments des pays
Ouan (Noua et Mona, July-September 1911.

- Archives Nationales de Cote d'lvoire, 1 EE 89, 1911, Cercle de Mankono, Rapport du Lieutenant Ripert,
administrateur du cercle @ Mankono au sujet de la nécessité de transférer le chef-lieu de cercle a Mankono.

- Archives Nationales de Cote d'lvoire, 1 EE 103, 1906, Rapport sur la pénétration et I'occupation de la
population Mandé-fou au sud du cercle de Séguéla.

- Archives Nationales de Cote d'lvoire, 1 EE 104, 1901, Cercle de Kong. District of Séguéla. Report by
Lieutenant Schiffer.
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This approach seems more suitable for mapping Wan
migrations. It will make it possible to highlight the different
directions taken during these movements and to draw up an
inventory of villages that have now disappeared, the
archaeological study of which will provide invaluable
information.

2 - Mapping Wan migrations and occupations on the basis of
written sources and oral traditions

The history of the settlement of the Wan people was explored by
Niangoran Bouah in his book «Les trésors du Marahoué,
sculptures lithiques de Gonhitafla »*. According to the oral
traditions collected by Niangoran Bouah (1997: p. 26), the Wan
belong to an ancient ethnic group, the Kwanin, and are located
in the region between Sassandra and the east bank of the Comoé
River. This indicates an eastward origin, in the country.
Referring to other sources from Maminigui, a town about 50 km
north of Bouaflé (west-central Cote d'lvoire), the same author
says that the Wan come from the region between Guiglo and
Duékoue, in the western part of the country.

N'DENI Letho and DJE ZOUZOU Vincent, respectively chief
of Boyaokro and Blipla, state, without giving a precise date or
chronological reference, that the Wan occupied the territories
of Zuénoula, the south of Mankono, the territories in the west
of Bouaké and the territories of Bouaflé before the arrival of
the Gouro®.

They add that their ancestors (the ancient wan) also lived in the
western part of the country, having for a long time shared the

4 G. NIANGORAN BOUAH, les trésors du Marahoué, sculptures lithiques de Gohitafla, Abidjan, Edilis,
1997,217 p.

5 DJE Zouzou Vincent et N'DENI Letho village chiefs of Boyaokro and Blipla, interview conducted in 2009
in Boyaokro.
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same territory as the Dan (also called Yacouba) before their
separation from the latter against a backdrop of quarrels linked
to a problem of adultery® between the two peoples. This western
occupation by the Wan is supported by Jean-Noél Loucou, who
asserts that the Wan cohabited with the Dan group in western
Cote d'lvoire (J.-N. Loucou, 1984, p. 70).

As for Lieutenant Schiffer”, in sources from the national
archives of Cote d'Ivoire: “the Wan are said to be of Mande
origin, whose arrival in this country dates back 300 or 400 years.
It was the last great movement which, under the influence of the
expansion of Islamism, pushed the natives of the Sudan
southwards (...) their arrival coincides with that of the Dosso of
Mankono, who drove them back into an area in the South of
Worodougou, from where they were turned away by the
Gouro”. Schiffer's information suggests a Wan origin outside
Cote d'lvoire where they first settled in the northern part
(Mankono-Séguéla).

However, according to B.Fride, Le Chau, H, Lhuillier (1962-
1963: p. 17) the Wan originate from interbreeding between
Malinké and Gouro in the old village of Boron, now Kounahiri
(after the 15th c.), formerly part of the Mankono department.
The same authors point out that after the 16th c., some wan
moved into the Béoumi region and spread into the cantons of
Kodé, Goli,Satikran, Bro and Ouarebo (west of Bouaké).

6 The same problem of adultery is also cited by the Gouro to explain their separation from the Dan in the west,
according to Allou and Gonnin (2006, 53-54), quoting Tety Gauze.

7 Archives Nationales de Céte d’Ivoire, Lieutenant Schiffer, Monographie
des cercles de Mankono, Série EE, 1EE 104 -2, Rapport de tournée du
Lieutenant,1901.
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Figure 2: Wan migrations in Cote d'lvoire
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3 - An analysis of Wan migration data

From the above, one can see the different settlements and
migrations experienced by the wan  (Figure 2). There was a
settlement in the western part of the country, another in the east
towards the Comoé, a third in the north towards Mankono and
the last in the centre-west (in the Marahoué), before settling
permanently in their present territory. In addition, some families
claim to come from the south in the Abidjan area. The Gbégbé,
a wan clan located in the villages of Gbéwa and Gbétéepla, attest
to the Wan's southern origins.

According to the Gbéghbé, their ancestors came from the south to
what is now Abidjan and preceded the Ebrié. The Ebrié
welcomed them and lived together before Nohnin, the ancestor
of the Gbégbé, decided to move north with his family. In the
course of their migration, the migrants passed through Liliafla,
which is now the Vavoua region, occupied by the Kouya, and
then Sinfra in the Gouro region. The migrants went further north
to create the village of Gahizogréla (K. A. Djamala, 2021: p. 97).
Archival sources and documents do not mention any specific
locality where they settled in these different regions, with the
exception of the monograph on the centre, which specifies the
locality of ‘Boron’ from where the wan began their migration
from the north to the centre-west, in the Marahoue.

Oral tradition (V.T. Diabaté, 1979) has also made it possible to
identify the former site of Siapla. As to the new village, it is
known as Asseyaokro. The Siapla site was abandoned at the time
of terrifying invasion of Samory?® Touré 11, the population
consequently moved to a new site called Asseyaokro, fleeing the
massacres carried out by his troops. In addition to the site of

8 TRA Bi, Peasant, Oral tradition in Maminigui, 2022.
This would undoubtedly be a question of Samory's soldiers; the historical evidence that he set foot in this
locality has not yet been demonstrated.
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Siapla, which has been identified and located, the identification
of other ancient settlements still faces the crucial problem of the
unavailability of cartographic sources in the country's national
archives.

4- Discussion about the situation of the Wan with regard to
their migration and former occupation sites

What could explain the different movements experienced by the
Wan? What are they looking for? Have the Wan always been
there, moving only within the territory of Cote d'lvoire, as K. A
Djamala (2021: p. 434):

« Personally, | share the point of view of those who say
that the Wan are an original population, that is to say
indigenous to the region they live in at the moment, that is to

say originating from the region between the two
Bandama, the white Bandama and the Red Bandama. »

These are just some of the questions which arise when
observing the multiple movements of this people.

In 1962, B. Fride et al pointed out that the Gouro, who have a
tradition of hunting, must have travelled through several
territories in search of game-rich land before settling on their
current territory. The Wan, who are culturally close to the
Gouro, would also be in the same boat: in search of hunting
grounds; no doubt this is one of the reasons why they moved
around so much, hence the sites they are said to have occupied
in different parts of the country : in the west, towards Man,
Guiglo, Duékoué and in the east of the Comoé river, according
to written sources and oral traditions.
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Archaeological excavations® and recent work have brought to
light arrowheads, which are hunting weapons that clearly attest
to the fact that we are in the presence of a hunting society. On
the question of migrations, the area between Bouaflé, Kounahiri
and Béoumi is at the centre of the various movements of the
Wan, according to the written texts and oral traditions described
above. The Wan have always moved towards this area (between
Bouaflé, Kounahiri and Béoumi). The central-western and
central-northern area of Cdte d'lvoire seems to be a significant
zone from the point of view of ancient occupation by the Wan:
this zone is always mentioned by various sources as being the
territories occupied by the Wan. This raises further questions:

» Why do their various movements revolve around this
territory?

» Could this area be the original home of the Wan? Could
this explain why they return there when they need to? A
sort of return to their ancestral site, where they would
find it better to return when the newly conquered
territories were unfavourable to them?

- Ceramic shards were found on all the archaeological sites
surveyed. The study of these showed a strong similarity
with those of the Wan.

Conclusion

This study of Wan migrations suggests clear evidence of the
presence of ancient sites that could be located during regional
survey programmes. Mapping the various migratory movements
that the Wan may have undergone suggests that they moved

9 The archaeological digs took place between February and March 2023 in the Department of Gohitafla, at
Maminigui in central West Cdte d'lvoire. The archaeological documents containing these arrowheads will
soon be published.
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around a great deal over the course of their history. Two main
directions can be identified: the first runs north-west/south-east
and the second north/south, around a central area formed by the
towns of Bouaflé, Zuenoula, Yamoussokro and Kounahiri. With
regard to the occupation of this area by the Wan, all authors are
unanimous on the subject of migrations from the north and
north-west. In fact, Wan contacts with the west and north of the
country are more expressive than those with the east. The
linguistic similarities between the Wan, Gouro, Dan and
Northern Mandé, the joking relationship with the Dan of the
west (P. L. Ravenhill, 1979) and certain common Mandé cultural
traits are all arguments in favor of ancient contacts between the
Wan and the Gouro, Dan and Mandé peoples.

Analysis of the various migratory movements within the Ivorian
territory shows a constant occupation around the territory
between Bouaflé, Béoumi and Kounahiri, an area that all authors
acknowledge to have been occupied by the Wan.

This mapping of Wan migrations and territorial occupations is a
contribution to the investigation aimed at identifying
archaeological sites associated with this people. By focusing on
these different sites, our aim is to gather information that will
enable us to deepen our archaeological studies and better
understand the stone sculptures found there.

It should also be added that the present study may ultimately
help to orientate research into the history of the Wan people by
revisiting the migration routes mentioned in the available
documentation; The challenge is to establish a chronological
database to determine how long they have been present on a
given site. This is all the more important as the Wan are
sometimes cited as being among the most ancient peoples of this
central-western and northern area of Céte d'lvoire, competing in
this respect with the Gagou (Gban), Dan (Yacouba) and Sénoufo
peoples.
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