Material Culture of the Manasir

The material culture of the Manasir is very basic primarily relying on the by-products of
palm tree cultivation. Date trees not only constitute the main source of income and an
important supply of nutrition in Dar al-Manasir, but the Manasir also make intelligent use
off all different parts of the palm tree. They are producing diverse household items, tools
for the daily garden work and building material for their traditional mud houses from it
(cf. Architecture in Dar al-Manasir).

The following account lists the different raw materials and the various products
manufactured from them:

Garidah (3x»)

Garidah is the midrib part of the palm leave. In order to be used as a raw material the
Garidah is stripped of its leaflets and spikes and its broad petiole is removed. Garidat are
an esteemed raw material for the production of robust containers and furniture.

The Manasir use it to manufacture small boxes (Sunduqg, 3=i=) in which they carry
vegetables to the weekly market at Sug Salamat (bl G sw).

Additionally, Garidat are a good fencing material used for making small hutches called
Qafas (u=#) to protect the chicken against wild animals. The Manasir also use it as roofing
material to thatch their traditional mud houses (Galus, s=5=).

Sa'fah (3éxn)
Sa'fat are the leaflets of palm leaves and the most important raw material for a variety of
household items and baskets for the garden work.

Household items of particular cultural and practical significance are woven mats called
Burush (sing. Birsh, Ji»).

Mats that are called Segagah (is\>-) are two ells wide and are laid out on the traditional
beds called ‘Angarib (<« &c). A plain uncoloured Segagah is kept aside in every household
to be used for washing and carrying the body of a deceased.

A second type of Segagah is dyed in different colours and laid out by the bride groom
during bridal night and further marriage festivities. It is reused for the period of forty
days (&) after a woman has given birth and during which she is not supposed to leave
the house.

A different kind of Birsh can be found in many households and in community places such
as the guest house (Madeifah, iw=<) of the village. It is four ells long, and will be rolled
out on the floor during banquets or for prayer and is called Birsh Ruba’i (=\. &x).

The best Burush are woven from the leaves of Mishrig palm trees, prominent for their
soft and flexible leaflets, although leaflets of other varieties are added for higher
durability (cf. Date Varieties in Dar al-Manasir). Old Burush are reused for mending holes
in the ceiling or for supporting small window openings in the rooms (cf. Architecture in
Dar al-Manasir).

Another very specific mat has a circular shape with a central hole the size of a head. It is
called Nutu’ (&=3). Once a week most Manasir women apply a "smoke mask" called
Dukhan (J%2) to their face and body. They burn the wood of Acacia seyal (7a/h; =k) in
the kitchen hearth or a buried earthen pot in the courtyard. When the burning wood
starts to produce smoke the woman will place herself on the ANutu' above the hole,
covered by a big piece of coarse fabric and fumigate parts of her body until the upper
skin peels off. As a result of this weekly procedure the colour of her skin will appear more
pale (cf. CROWFOOT 1918:127-128). The Dukhan can also be used for medical purposes
burning additional wood of Acacia ehrenbergiana (Sa/am; ) and Balanites aegyptiaca

(Higlig; wis=).



One very common household item made from palm leaflets is the Milag (3>~), also
called Mishle'ib (w=134), It is a simple loop big enough to hold a food container. It is made
from two crossed straps of plaited palm leaflets. The Mi/ag is hanging freely from the
ceiling, from wooden beams in the courtyard or in doorways. It is a simple and effective
local utensil to protect small quantities of food from animals.

Another storage device made from palm leaflets is the Shedifah (3i.3), a tightly plaited
container for storing sorghum (DhAurah or ‘Ayish, 3,3 or Jie).

For their work on the fields the Manasir generally rely on a minimum of equipment.

The most important and much diversified objects are baskets made from palm leaflets. A
multitude of different sizes with somehow similar shapes are in use, each type of basket
meant for certain materials to be carried in.

The Quffah (i) is the most common basket and used for carrying dates and clothes.

The Kunshibr (,-55) is a slightly smaller basket in which earth (7urab, <) and manure
(Marug; &s)) are transported (cf. NICHOLLS 1918:24). A proper builder and cultivator
(Turbal, Josi - both working with mud and therefore not further distinguished by the
Manasir) is expected to employ his own Kunshibr.

The Ghutaiah (4¢) is another very common small basket used to carry dates and seeds.
Its size is exactly defined, since this basket is used as a local measurement for sorghum.
Ghutaiat are exceptionally tightly plaited from leaflets of Gau palm trees (cf. Date
Varieties in Dar al-Manasir).

The Sagataiah (“\%.) is a multipurpose basket, its size in-between a Quffah and a
Ghutalah (e WY 48 WY 4 l6y),

Special baskets are used for mounting on animals. The Bedouin Manasir have large
containers for transporting sorghum on the back of camels called Qalibah (-:t).

A very particular funnellike basket is the Rahal (J~)). It is always used in pairs of two,
attached to the sides of a donkey by placing a transverse wooden stick through their
handles. Rahal/ are used to carry manure, mud or dates. The lower end of the funnel
consists of a narrow hole (about 10 cm wide) that is plugged with a piece of cloth or L/if
(—d). In order to unload the cargo the plug is simply pulled out from below. Nowadays
Rahal are mostly substituted by a combined pair of reworked plastic sacks of wheat.

Other items plaited from palm leaflets are the 7abag (&), a flat tray for winnowing
wheat and sorghum during the threshing process and a small fan called Hebabah (w»),
for heating the coal during the preparation of the traditional coffee (Gabenah, +ua).

Lif (<) or Ashmiq (Gl

The connective tissue between young fronds, which eventually develops into a dried
brown vascular bundle of rough fibre, attached to the lower edges of the midribs
ensheathing the trunk, makes up a very durable tough fibre (cf. ZAID 2002).

Lif can be woven to different strengths of ropes called Hibal (sing. Hib/, J=). Ropes are
used for the handles of baskets, the bridles for donkeys and camels, for carrying water
containers attached to a stick and to string the frames of the traditional beds.

Lif, preferably from Gau date trees is also used as a soft but durable filling material called
Lihaf (). Among the older Manasir Lihaf is preferred to cotton for filling mattresses
and considered very healthy.

Lif is further employed to fill of the lower parts of donkey saddles in order to prevent
sores by friction and called Libdah (3~d) or Bedidah (3xx» — the "s" can be substituted by a

¢"). The Bedouin Manasir employ L/f for the same purpose in their camel saddles and
call it Tillah (3%).

Lif further plays an important role in the Sudanese coffee tradition as the straining plug
Lifei (&) in the spout of the Gabenah (3s).



Sabitah ()
The fruit bunch of the female palm tree is also called Shakhlub («s+%) and consists of a
central stem and about 100 to 150 strands of spikelets.

The whole cluster can be used as a broom to sweep the ground whereby it is called
Hangqugah (% i),

But also some of the finest basketry of the region is created by wrapping palm leaflets,
preferably of the Dum palm around a strand of spikelets. The resulting strand is spirally
plaited to dishes. They are either used as a Kabbet (=) for covering meals or the
earthen water containers (Sir, »J), or as a Tabag (&%) in the shape of flat bowl for
serving the traditional Kisrah bread (3,~S) on special occasions. The central part of
Tabagat can be worked from leather. Straps of cloth or plastic may be added to the
leaflets in order to make the work more colourful and water resistant.

Other raw materials
Apart from the listed by-products of palm trees, wood of other trees and the leather of
the animals are used by the Manasir to manufacture tools and household items.

The finest but rarely found handicraft of the region are big bowls (7abag, &), skilfully
crafted out of the soft wood of Faidherbia albida (Haraz, )',~). Haraz wood is also used
for the lower parts of donkey saddles. Nowadays the practise of fine wood carving has
declined rapidly, one reason being the shortage of the particularly suitable Haraz tree.

The most common agricultural tools in Dar al-Manasir are the Turiah (%_sk), a hoe with
an angular blade that proves very functional in opening and closing irrigation channels,
and a small sawed sickle. Whereas the blade of the 7wriah is bought from outside and
often even imported from China, all wooden handles are locally produced.

A different local impediment entirely manufactured from wood is the rake-like Arbil (J=)))
used for levelling the ground.

Very popular among the Bedouin Manasir is the Qirbah (%), a hose made from the
entire skin of a goat. Filled with a liquid it becomes moist and flexible. The Qirbah is hung
in a shady windy place, either from the ceiling, a beam or on a wooden tripod. Due to
constant evaporation its content is cooled down considerably. The riverain Manasir
employ the Qirbah primarily for cooling fermented milk since their water is cooled in
huge permeable earthen jars called Sir (.:3). These jars are placed in the shadow of a
tree or lined up in a row in isolated covered mud structures called Masirah (3.,:3<), (cf.
Architecture in Dar al-Manasir).

[Information by 'Abdallah Ahmad al-Hassan Abu Qurun from Mideimir ( os8 s cmall seal dilae
o () 0N the western bank of the Nile, Halimah Hassan al-'Aqib from Khaliwah ( css dads
s A 3sla ge cuiall) and Al-Tahir 'Uthman al-Tahir from Musari' (Us« 2 &) (e salhall glde yuallll)
on Sur Island]
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(Look for the updated and illustrated text on Wikipedia: Material Culture of the Manasir)
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