Dear Colleague,

 

Recently our focus has been popularization and mediation of research results in Western Africa. The field project in Bénin has been completed, the data currently being prepared for a major scientific publication in 2009 = Acta Archaeologica vol. 80 (Wiley-Blackwell, Oxford ). 
                      The main results are already available for the general public: In collaboration with the Patrimony of Bénin, the Municipality of Bohicon, the Museum of Abomey, the Danish Embassy in Bénin, along with a great numbers of local collaborators, the BDArch archaeological team has set an open-air museum with an archaeological park at Agongointo (near Bohicon), at the very site right on National Route 2 where subterranean caves were found and recorded for the very first time (cf. agongointo.worldarchaeology.net), providing impetus for the BDArch programme. This programme with its many project and activities (including the museum and archaeological park has been sponsored by the Danish Foreign Ministry, DANIDA - Danish International Development Agency.    
                      The open-air museum and archaeological park has become a natural oasis of several hectares in a suburb of rapidly expanding Bohicon; it offers a number of experiences for the visitors. The ancient baobab and iroko trees frame an area dotted with subterranean caves (cf. http://worldarchaeology.net/publications/downloads/SubterraneanStructures.pdf or Acta Archaeologica 69, 1998). Several of the caves are now made accessible and furnished with stairs and electricity. This unique park also holds a number of shrines and offering places actively used by adjacent villages, vivid performances that might be regarded as bizarre by strangers: dances of empty haystacks or whipping of half-naked voodoo disciples. It is a true museum of a living past! 
                      Another part of the park puzzled the archaeologists. Following requests by authorities and heritage workers in Bénin it contains a garden of flowers intended to attract butterflies, thus expanding the cultural experiences with an environmental dimension. The two parts are connected by a few traditional buildings, one of which contains a small archaeological exhibition. A playground for children - surprising many visitors - is intended to entertain the youngest visitors and also make them acquainted with traditional Dahomean games. At the entrance, the visitor is met by an artisan market, where weaving and bronze casting can be experienced. 
                      A similar initiative, though on a much smaller scale has been undertaken in North Ghana, at the border with Burkina Faso . Following two months excavation at Kasana village, an archaeological park has been organized with a small traditional round museum building erected and furnished with finds from survey collections plus inherited items of the villagers (cf. kasana.worldarchaeology.net). The “archaeological park” provides a tour of a landscape, which offers spectacular views of ancient settlement mounds, slag heaps, ruins of old structures coupled with local legends, hollowed rocks, and shrines. The idea to create the very first museum in all northwestern Ghana was formulated by the villagers themselves. Along with historical remains, the locals possess a unique immaterial culture, primarily dances and a language, which they wish to share with the rest of the world. The museum has already become an aid project for this isolated community gradually enjoying more and more visitors, who may also take the opportunity to visit neighbouring wildlife resorts. 
                      Seeing the positive impact of such initiatives, especially in Africa , it is our hope that we can continue along this trail of popularization as true missionaries of our profession. 
