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CONVERSION IN THE MIDDLE AGES

WELCOME TO OUR FIRST ISSUE OF 2022!
Conversion in the Middle Ages was a common occurrence as Christian
rulers and the Church made a concerted effort to stamp out the last
vestiges of a pagan past. However, this venture turned out to be a long,
drawn-out (and often violent) process that spanned the breadth of the
entire medieval period.
In this issue, we look at conversion across the Middle Ages from
its earliest days with Merovingian conversion and music in the late
fifth century under Clovis I, to the forced conversion of Jews in late
fourteenth-century Spain. We focus on the ways in which different
cultures undertook the task of bringing pagans into the Christian
fold and see that not all conversion came at the end of a sword. The
Byzantine saints Cyril and Methodius opted for a gentler literary
approach with their foray into the Balkans by forming a linguistic
connection with the local population that the Latin Church had failed
to achieve.
Conversion presented challenges to Christian neophytes. Aside from
the adoption of new practices and attire, dietary regulations were often
a concern – and in some cases, a barrier – to full conversion, as we see
in the case of Iceland and the consumption of horsemeat, and Louis
IX’s Muslim converts and the consumption of pork. From the Church’s
side, we examine the anxiety over religious recidivism and how
authorities tried to prevent it through the implementation of harsh
laws that prohibited mixing with one’s former religious community,
threatened property loss, and, lastly, meted out death.
Outside of the theme, we look at a variety of chivalric practices in the
Holy Land, France, and Spain, and we travel to South Africa to look at
the centuries-old practices of the sangoma healers.
Enjoy!

Sandra
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The Sangomas

South Africa’s Traditional Healers

Inter view by
34

JAMES BLAKE WIENER
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S

angomas – the traditional healers of South
Africa – have lived in the southernmost
regions of Africa, as a result of the Bantu
migrations, since around AD 500. Their highly
respected and sacred status within various South
African tribal communities has remained constant
and indispensable over centuries of social change
and technological innovation.
Whether treating illnesses with ritual ceremonies
or prescribing herbal medicines, sangomas remain
a vital part of South African society, and it is
estimated that 60–80% of South Africans consult
them on a regular basis. In this interview, James
Blake Wiener speaks to German photographer
Peter Frank about the place of the sangomas in
South African tribal societies, in addition to the
craft of photographing timeless indigenous rituals.

Previous page: Mr Gumede. Mkuze Mountain Village, St.Lucia,KZN. © Photo by Peter Frank.
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Above: Mr Gumede’s House. © Photo by Peter Frank

Peter Frank, thank you so much for speaking
with me about a most interesting topic. Tell us
how you first became interested and acquainted
with the sangomas. Were you always interested
in African rituals or African art?
Hi James, thank you for your interest in my sangoma
project and for allowing me to feature these
traditional healers in the magazine.
I visited Cape Town about ten times to work on
productions for my clients, and I was inspired by the
city and South Africa as a country. I was interested
in African art and visited some galleries there, but
I had no idea about the rituals. Since I stayed with
friends or in guesthouses, I had also talked to the
staff about their living conditions. Sangomas were
mentioned, and I wanted to know more about this
healing tradition. A cook made the contact, and so
we drove to one of the townships outside of Cape
Town. I was fascinated by a sangoma named Nkqayi
and what she told me about her work. I took some
portraits of her and asked her about other sangomas
36

I wanted to photograph. From her I received many
more contacts, as the sangomas are networked
among themselves.
How would you, personally, best characterize
and describe sangomas? As shamans?
Traditional healers? Spiritual guides? They
seem to fulfill many roles and needs.
That is right, for the African population the
sangomas have a special status – they are not only
healers who have always treated illnesses with
natural medicine such as herbs, roots, barks, and
smoke, but also spiritual people who get in touch
with the ancestors to be able to treat the worries or
problems of their patients.
They could also be called shamans, as this spiritual
work is an important part of what they do in their
respective communities. In the villages or the
townships (poorer residential areas) of South Africa,
there are many sangomas, and they are an authority
and treated with respect. Traditionally, they used to
The Medieval Magazine • Issue 148

be the only source of medical care before there were
doctors and hospitals. It is estimated that there are
about 200,000 sangomas in South Africa who still
contribute to medical care.
How and why do people become sangomas in
modern South Africa? Moreover, can anyone
become a sangoma?
I asked some sangomas the same thing and got a
surprising answer: One is “called” to become a healer
– usually the chosen ones have bad nightmares
and mental stress. They then go to a sangoma,
report it, and that is when it is agreed they can start
training with a sangoma. The novices have to learn
everything for several years as an assistant and pass
many exams. But young modern people do not want
to go this way – it is an “old-fashioned” profession
without security and fixed income. I think that the
sangomas will be threatened with extinction in a
few generations. Maybe in the small villages young
people will take this on, but in major cities, it is
considered “uncool.”

Traditional healers not only fulfill a healing role
in the community, but also social and political
roles due to their divine connection with the
ancestors. Why is the connection to ancient and
medieval ancestors of such importance to the
sangomas and their patients alike?
The rituals and knowledge of the sangomas have
evolved from tribal traditions that are over a
thousand years old. The healers are carriers of the
cultural heritage of an entire continent.
Especially in the townships, the traditional healers
are an important part of society. Their beliefs in
the spiritual world are deeply rooted in African
tradition. People believe in this connection and it
helps them to heal – this is the only reason why this
culture could survive as long as it has. Modernity
is threatening their spiritual way of life, however.
South Africa is developing rapidly, and it is not at all
guaranteed that there will be space for the sangomas
after the transformation is finished.

Busisiwe Mbuyazi and granddaughter. Khula Village,
St.Lucia, KZN. © Photo by Peter Frank.
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The sangomas have already had to become
accustomed to the new circumstances in order to
stay in touch with their communities. While in
the vast plains of KwaZulu Natal the healers still
perform their rituals in traditional round houses, in
the townships, they have moved their activities into
small kitchens or living rooms. The great influence
of the sangomas on everyday life remains visible, but
it is difficult to say which traditions will prevail and
which will inevitably be lost.
South Africa is a “rainbow nation” with over
55 million people of diverse origins, cultures,
languages, and religions. If I understand
correctly, sangomas are prevalent and
prominent in South Africa’s Bantu-speaking
peoples. What differences did you notice
between sangomas around the various parts of
South Africa?

That’s right, in South Africa there are eleven ethnic
indigenous tribes mostly from the different parts of
the country. The largest groups, of course, have the
most sangomas, which are then particularly present
in public. These are Zulu, Xhosa, and Ndebele. In
the townships of Cape Town, I mostly met Xhosa
sangomas; in the rural areas around KwaZulu Natal,
it was mostly Zulu members.
I only visited them around Cape Town and some
parts of KwaZulu Natal. I noticed immediate
differences in their robes and clothing. I also noticed
that in some villages the sangomas have their own
healing huts, the ndumba, and in the townships, due
to lack of space, they mostly practice in the kitchen
or another room.

Above: Mrs. Nobomvu dressed in white and red. Khayelitsha, Cape Town. © Photo by Peter Frank.
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Nomzamo Mhlongo. Sangoma healer standing in front of her
hut. Melmoth, KZN. © Photo by Peter Frank.

You visited the sangomas in their huts. How
were you received by the sangomas, and what
struck you about their customs and rituals?
Were you nervous to meet them?
Most of the Sangomas (90%) were older women, and
they always welcomed me very warmly and openly.
With two men, I felt a certain distrust but they also
wanted to be photographed. In general, they felt very
honored to be portrayed by me.
I was never nervous, I always found it exciting to
enter a new hut and get to know these people. Once,
I was accompanied by a journalist who wanted
to know how a sangoma makes contact with the
ancestors, and we were both extremely impressed by
how much energy could be felt in the hut.
A sangoma woman, Busisiwe Mbuzazi, who
practices together with her granddaughter, went
into a kind of trance and her voice changed into
that of a big animal, which was similar to a bear.
Her granddaughter had the gift of translating this
language of tongues into the local indigenous

39

language. Sangomas use herbs to make incense
mixtures (imphepho). With this, they achieve deep
trance states to receive visions. They believe that
these visions are sacred messages from the ancestors.
These messages help them plan for the future,
heal the sick, and provide guidance in dealing with
difficult life issues.
You employed a long exposure time as well as a
single lamp when photographing the sangomas
you met. What was it you wanted to capture with
this method and lighting?
I love these spontaneous photo shoots and
have a very editorial approach – not altering or
“embellishing” anything, making an exciting image
with minimal equipment while capturing the
dignity, magic, and power of these healers. The long
exposure time of about ten seconds with a tripod
was necessary to capture all the details in the dark
rooms. A single torch as a moving light serves to
additionally highlight the sangomas from the depth
of the image space, to paint them with light.
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Mrs. Sotashe. A healer dancing in the fading
evening light. Kayamandi, Stellenbosch.
© Photo by Peter Frank.

The resulting aesthetic presence is an extraordinary
and unusual one, since you cannot experience such
situations in real life in this way. Thus, I come from
the editorial to the artistic picture conception. With
this technique I gain time to capture the meditative
aura, the aura of these mystical people. It was a
very concentrated, very conscious process, for the
sangomas and also for me. Photography creates
a world of its very own, and this only exists in
photography.
What other aspects of the sangomas and
their practices would you like to explore via
photography? Will future projects follow?
After visiting 24 sangomas, I am planning a
comprehensive photo trip through South Africa
to capture the differences and similarities of the
sangomas in all parts of the country into a photo
book. I also want to show the situation of the
sangomas in the metropolises and in the countryside,
which will have an impact on their life and work.
I think the tradition of the sangomas is in real danger,
and just like a cultural heritage site, it should be
protected, documented, and honored. That is why I
decided to photograph the sangomas and their rituals
in a way that gives them a heightened presence and
magical effect. This project is very elaborate, and I am
still looking for ways to realize it. MM
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Photographer Peter Frank studied art at FH
Cologne in Germany. He later discovered his
talent for pictures and composition, and he
nurtured it by studying photography at the
University of Bielefeld. After finishing his
studies, he started working as a professional
freelance photographer for international
advertising agencies, but he never lost touch
with the artistic roots of his career.
When visiting Cape Town, South Africa in
1999, during a photo shoot, Peter’s interest
for South Africa first arose. Frank’s most
recent work shows traditional healers in
South Africa – Xhosa people around Cape
Town and Zulu in KwaZulu Natal. Focusing
on the spirituality of the sangomas, the
pictures are not solely a documentation
of rituals, but even more an unobtrusive
reminder of ancient traditions and culture.
Frank’s photos have been showcased in
exhibitions in South Africa, Switzerland, and
Austria.
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