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Going into Darkness: Fantastic Coffins from Africa

The intricate and culturally rich tradition of crafting fantastic coffins in Africa reveals a deep
connection between art, identity, and the concept of life after death. These remarkable creations
serve not only as final resting places but also as powerful symbols reflecting the beliefs, values, and
aspirations of the deceased. Originating primarily in Ghana, these unique coffins have gained global
recognition for their artistic flair and the cultural narratives they encapsulate. This article delves into
the history, significance, craftsmanship, and global impact of these extraordinary coffins.

Historical Context of Coffin Design in Africa

The tradition of coffin-making in Africa has evolved over centuries, with roots deeply embedded in the
continent's diverse cultures and spiritual beliefs. The practice varies significantly from one region to
another, influenced by local customs, available materials, and artistic styles.

Traditional Coffin Making

Historically, coffins in many African societies were functional, often made from simple wooden planks
or natural materials. They were designed to be buried in the ground, emphasizing practicality over
aesthetics. However, as societies evolved and cultural exchanges occurred, the significance of coffins
began to transform.

The Shift to Artistic Expression

In the late 20th century, particularly in Ghana, the concept of coffins transitioned from purely
functional items to elaborate works of art. This shift was largely influenced by:

1. Cultural Identity: The desire to preserve cultural heritage and reflect personal stories through
unique designs.
2. Economic Factors: The potential for coffins to serve as a source of income for artisans, transforming
funerals into celebrations of life rather than solely mournful occasions.
3. Globalization: Increased interest from international collectors and tourists, leading to a fusion of
traditional and contemporary artistic elements.

The Craftsmanship Behind Fantastic Coffins

Creating a fantastic coffin is a labor-intensive process that requires exceptional skill, creativity, and a



deep understanding of cultural symbolism.

Materials Used

Artisans primarily use local materials, with wood being the most common choice. Depending on the
intended design, different types of wood may be selected for their durability and aesthetic qualities.
Additionally, some artists incorporate metal, paint, and fabric to enhance the visual appeal of the
coffins.

Design Inspiration

The designs of these coffins are as varied as the cultures they represent. Some common themes
include:

1. Occupational Themes: Many coffins are crafted to represent the profession or passions of the
deceased, such as:
- Fish-shaped coffins for fishermen
- Car-shaped coffins for taxi drivers
- Pencil-shaped coffins for teachers

2. Symbolic Representations: Some coffins depict symbols of wealth, spirituality, or personal
achievements, showcasing the deceased's life journey.
3. Cultural Icons: Designs may reflect significant cultural or historical figures, local wildlife, or other
elements that resonate with the community.

The Process of Creation

The journey of creating a fantastic coffin often involves several stages:

1. Conceptualization: The artisan collaborates with the family to discuss design ideas that reflect the
deceased's life and values.
2. Sketching: Preliminary sketches are made to visualize the final product.
3. Construction: Using traditional tools, the artisan begins crafting the coffin, paying meticulous
attention to detail.
4. Finishing Touches: The coffin is painted and adorned with various embellishments, bringing the
design to life.

Significance of Fantastic Coffins

The meaning behind fantastic coffins extends far beyond their physical appearance. They serve as
important markers in the cultural landscape of African societies.



Cultural Identity and Heritage

Fantastic coffins represent a powerful form of cultural expression. By embodying the values and
beliefs of a community, they help preserve cultural identity for future generations. Each coffin tells a
unique story, connecting the deceased with their ancestry and cultural roots.

Celebration of Life

In many African cultures, funerals are seen as celebrations of life rather than solely somber occasions.
These coffins play a crucial role in this perspective, transforming the act of mourning into a vibrant
tribute to the individual's life journey. Families often gather to celebrate the deceased's
achievements, share memories, and engage in traditional rituals, with the coffin serving as a
centerpiece of this celebration.

Artistic Innovation

The emergence of fantastic coffins has also paved the way for artistic innovation. Artisans continually
push the boundaries of creativity, experimenting with new designs and techniques that blend
traditional craftsmanship with contemporary styles. This evolution contributes to the dynamic nature
of African art and invites global appreciation.

Global Recognition and Impact

The fantastic coffins of Africa have gained international acclaim, attracting attention from art
collectors, museums, and cultural enthusiasts worldwide.

Exhibitions and Cultural Exchange

Numerous exhibitions featuring these coffins have been held globally, showcasing the artistry and
cultural significance behind each piece. Notable exhibitions include:

- The African Art Museum in New York
- The British Museum in London
- Various art festivals across Europe and North America

These events foster cultural exchange and promote a greater understanding of African traditions and
artistry.

Influence on Contemporary Art



The unique style and craftsmanship of fantastic coffins have influenced contemporary artists, both
within Africa and beyond. Many artists draw inspiration from the symbolism and narratives embedded
in these coffins, incorporating similar themes into their works. This cross-pollination of ideas enriches
the global art scene and highlights the interconnectedness of cultures.

Challenges and Preservation Efforts

Despite their popularity, the tradition of creating fantastic coffins faces challenges that threaten its
sustainability.

Modernization and Globalization

The rapid pace of modernization and globalization has led to shifts in cultural practices. Younger
generations may gravitate towards more conventional, less artistic coffin designs, influenced by
Western funeral practices. This trend poses a risk to the traditional craftsmanship and cultural
narratives represented by fantastic coffins.

Preservation Initiatives

Efforts are being made to preserve this unique art form through:

1. Education and Training: Workshops and training programs for aspiring artisans to ensure the
transmission of traditional skills and techniques.
2. Cultural Awareness Campaigns: Initiatives aimed at educating communities about the importance
of preserving their cultural heritage.
3. Support for Local Artisans: Encouraging support for local craftspeople through fair trade practices
and promoting their work in international markets.

Conclusion

The tradition of fantastic coffins in Africa stands as a testament to the profound relationship between
art, culture, and identity. These extraordinary creations not only serve as final resting places but also
embody the stories, values, and aspirations of individuals and communities. As the world grows
increasingly interconnected, the significance of these coffins transcends geographical boundaries,
inviting appreciation and understanding of Africa's rich cultural heritage. It is crucial to recognize and
support the artisans who continue to uphold this tradition, ensuring that future generations can carry
forward the legacy of fantastic coffins into the darkness and beyond.

Frequently Asked Questions



What are fantastic coffins from Africa?
Fantastic coffins, also known as 'fantasy coffins', are elaborately designed coffins created primarily by
artisans in Ghana. They are often shaped like objects that reflect the deceased's occupation,
interests, or personality.

How do fantastic coffins reflect cultural beliefs in Africa?
These coffins embody the cultural beliefs of the Akan people in Ghana, where death is viewed as a
transition rather than an end. The designs symbolize the deceased's journey into the afterlife and
celebrate their life.

What materials are commonly used to create fantastic coffins?
Fantastic coffins are typically made from wood, which is carved and painted to create intricate
designs. Some artisans also use metal and other materials for added durability and aesthetic appeal.

Are fantastic coffins used solely in Ghana?
While fantastic coffins originated in Ghana, the concept has gained recognition and influence in other
African countries and beyond, where artisans may create similar styles inspired by the original
designs.

How has globalization impacted the production of fantastic
coffins?
Globalization has increased the visibility of fantastic coffins, leading to a rise in demand from both
locals and international customers. This has encouraged some artisans to innovate while still honoring
traditional craftsmanship.

What are some common themes or designs found in fantastic
coffins?
Common themes include representations of animals, vehicles, tools, and symbols of the deceased's
profession or hobbies, such as fish for fishermen or airplanes for pilots, showcasing their life story.

How do fantastic coffins contribute to the local economy in
Ghana?
The production and sale of fantastic coffins provide income for local artisans and their families,
support the economy through tourism, and create jobs within associated industries, such as carpentry
and painting.

Are there any challenges faced by artisans creating fantastic
coffins?
Artisans face challenges such as the rising cost of materials, competition from mass-produced coffins,



and the need to balance traditional craftsmanship with modern marketing to attract a broader
audience.

What is the significance of the phrase 'going into darkness' in
the context of fantastic coffins?
The phrase 'going into darkness' reflects the belief in the afterlife and the transition from the physical
world. It emphasizes the cultural perspective that death is a natural part of life and the journey into
the unknown.
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