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Figure 5.1. The singer Belita Palma dressed as a bessangana. No date. Courtesy of
ENDIPU (National Company of Disks and Publications).

If young women paraded the fashionable miniskirt, it was still the complex dress
of the bessanganas which held sway in the dance called rebita. As Jacques dos San-
tos asserts more generally about Luanda, “fashion and dance always had affini-

" ties”? Rebita was a dance popular among Luanda’s Africans in the 1930s (although
it dates as far back as the mid-eighteenth century)—when, dos Santos argues, it
was still respectable to be a laborer—and these workers formed rebita groups in the
musseques and other neighborhoods.” It is nonetheless associated with an older
urban elite. Rebita is a dance done in a large circle formed by couples. It includes
elements both European (including some instructions called out in French by the
emcee)” and African (women’s dress and particular dance steps like the umbigada
or stomach thrust). The dress code was rigorous, with men clad in European suits
and ties and women dressed a la bessangana.” The emcee generally checked to
make sure that the dancers were properly attired. Thus, as early as the 1930s, dress

Putting on a Pano and Dancing Like Our Grandparents 89

SN













music and the scene, worrying about musical lyrics and political conversations. By
government order, club statutes prohibited membership by anyone who had been
arrested for political activities, though they could still attend events.* That young
Africans gathered meant that the PIDE knew where to find them, dancing and par-
tying until the wee hours instead of plotting against the government. But this line
of thinking missed what was at stake. People were gathering to hear a new form of
music that was uniquely Angolan while being in many ways similar to the foreign
(European, Brazilian, Cuban, Congolese) music with which most urban Africans
were familiar: the songs, like foreign ones, were a few minutes long; they were
meant to be danced to; and they were performed by nattily clad band members
playing electric guitars. Coming together to hear this music created a sense of being
a part of something located both in and far beyond the musseques. The fact that
clubs were owned by individual Africans or groups of Africans and that one spent
one’s hard-earned salary to attend dances and shows by local performers could not
but forge a feeling of economic and cultural self-sufficiency.

In the interviews I conducted in late 2001 and early 2002, I was constantly struck
by the aura of nostalgia associated with this period. At first I found it deeply trou-
bling that the late colonial period would be remembered in such romantic terms
and set up so favorably against the present. But I soon came to realize that what
had been lost was this sense of being in control of one’s life and being able to take
care of oneself, and the association of that feeling with the idea of being Angolan.
Consumer practices that involved everything from buying new clothes to paying
the entrance fee at a club or buying records of the new style of Angolan music
played there generated an experience of personal and community independence
that prepared urban Angolans for, or in Kelley’s terms radicalized them for, nation-
alist politics. They had created and secured the nation in the quotidian cultural
practices of music, dance, and dress.

More than a few times, reveries about the good old days of music included the
comment “and people used to dress well!”*' A sense of self-respect was one of the
marks of a growing dignity in the nation. People took the time and care to dress
well and they spent the fruits of their toil on doing so. They were not extravagant
and, for the most part, people took care to spend their money intelligently. Hence
it was common, among both the working classes and the elites of the musseques,
to buy cloth at one of the large retailers in the musseques* and then take it to a
seamstress or tailor to have clothing made. Musseque dwellers may have been de-
pendent on Portuguese retailers, but when they could they took their business to
their neighbors and avoided buying ready-made clothing in the shops of the city
center.” This was both more economical and a way of recognizing the talents and
skills within their own community. In fact, some people much preferred having
clothes custom-made to buying premade clothes, no matter what their quality,
since they would not be perfectly fitted to their wearer. Chico Coio explains,

[People] dressed well in those days and things were cheap. There was Gajageira, the
colonialists were here. . . . in those days, any old person could dress well, the seam-
stresses made money, but today no, because of the fardos [markets of secondhand
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imported clothing]. The tailors made money because no one bought already-made
pants—I would buy fabric and have them made, they would take my measurements
and make me a pair of pants. . .. Shirts were not purchased already made, you would
g0 to a seamstress or tailor, they would take your measurements. . . . everyone had a
seamstress, everyone had their tailor and you would go to your tailor and say, “ay-pa
[a common exclamation], I am going to a party!” . .. People worked hard and that bit
that they earned was enough to pay the rent and feed and sustain the family. . . . It was
because of this that people dressed well and then would go to those parties where you
would party, dance, and hear the music of your favorite band.**

Dressing well was associated with pride in working hard and providing for oneself
and one’s family and with entertainment. Those young men and a few women (in-
cluding some musical artists) who made enough money to shop in the stores of the
city center could even buy on credit.””

The favored style of dress, while considered Western or European, was not nec-
essarily Portuguese. Many people remembered looking through catalogues and
magazines at the tailor’s shop or at stores and mentioned the influence of maga-
zines and films on local fashion.*® They mentioned Italian, Brazilian, French, and
American styles most frequently. People began to invent their own manner of dress
in a way that inserted them in this line-up of styles defined by nation. By the late
1960s, the rock ’n’ roll revolution of Britain and the United States had also touched
Angola. Local rock bands (which played what was called “yeah-yeah” music) ex-
isted, but far more popular were bands that played Angolan serba and Congolese
and Cuban-style rumba. Semba is an Angolan urban popular form of music that
combines both European and African styles; European instruments are played in
local styles, songs are dance-length but their lyrics are in Kimbundu, and ballads
are set in the quotidian context of the musseque. Local musicians became famous
and, as in many places, trendsetters. Musicians paid particular attention to how
they dressed. African-style dress was largely reserved for performances for tourists
(and, after independence, for shows outside the country which required musicians
to represent the nation),”” while European styles were followed and reinvented lo-
cally. The fashions associated with rock ’n’ roll in the U.S. and Europe were part of
this local scene. The composer Luis Martins, or “Xabanu,” linked fashion to music
in Angola in a way that once again looked past Portugal:

our evolution began, practically, when Roberto Carlos expanded in Brazil as a musi-
cian. So we then saw the French style, the American and the Brazilian. . . . We didn’t
pay much attention to the Portuguese style, and especially not since some of the Portu-
guese would say to us, “look, dressing like that,” excuse the expression, “is risqué.”
Sometimes the whites would call us names or make fun of us. [Imitating what they
would say:] “This style of dress is a ridiculous way of dressing.” Because they didn’t
like it. They liked to wear their pants like this, here at the belly button, and we wore
them here [points to his hips].*

Record album covers and photographs from the period show bell bottoms, ample
shirt collars, big sunglasses, wide belts, and big hair.”” Like Pinto de Andrade’s
“mais velhos” in the ’40s, the urban Angolan youth of the late ’60s and early ’70s
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Figure 5.2. The musician Lakes Alberto. No date. Courtesy of ENDIPU (National Com-
pany of Disks and Publications).

also took its cue from African-American style, in this case returning “Afros” to
Africa.

Male performers often garnered fame for their style of dress. The composer
Xabanu was a close friend of the singer Urbano de Castro, who was one of the
musicians known for his distinctive style of dress. In describing de Castro’s flair
Xabanu exclaimed, “He had a talent for dressing!”*" Urbano de Castro was quite
keen on wearing suits and shirts, crafted by his own tailor and adorned with big
medallions. He was one of the most popular figures in the musseques.™ His talent
for dressing was matched by his talent for singing the realities of urban African
life. According to another musician, Carlos Lamartine, de Castro had a song about
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Figure 5.3. The musician Santocas. No date. Courtesy of ENDIPU (National Company of
Disks and Publications).

mabela zole, a sturdy fabric the Portuguese marketed particularly to Africans in
order “to differentiate them from the European women.” Class and race combined
to denigrate the material in the minds and imaginaries of those who had more
means. Among the elite it was seen as the cloth of the poor and the rural. But de
Castro’s song lauded the material and, Lamartine notes, “since he praised it in one
of his songs, naturally people became more conscious and today they wear it.”>
This fabric, like the practice of wearing panos, was reclaimed and reinterpreted
outside the confines of metropolitan designs.

The club scene and the music scene were defined primarily by male prerogative.
Historically, bands emerged in the musseques in association with the musical com-
ponents of carnaval groups called turmas.> Although carnaval groups were com-
posed of both men and women, and indeed women were quite central figures, the
turmas were predominantly male. To a certain degree, the emergence of the music
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Figure 5.4. The musician Urbano de Castro. From the cover of the CD Reviver Urbano
de Castro (Produgdes Teta Lando, Luanda, 1998). Reprinted with the kind permission of
Produgdes Teta Lando.

and club scene in the 1960s and *70s marginalized women as cultural producers,
though their presence in the clubs and in musical lyrics attests to their continuing
importance. Early bands which were not direct emanations of turmas were formed
by groups of young men who knew each other from the neighborhood or school,
and playing in a band was often and increasingly associated with winning female
attention as the club scene grew. While female vocalists did exist, they were fewer
in number and faced the prejudices of a society that associated female performance
at clubs with prostitution. Hence, while male performers and male and female au-
dience members donned the latest styles, female performers more commonly per-
formed in panos or conservative female dress and eschewed social involvement in
the club scene. By embracing local styles of dress, female performers guarded their
reputations and made themselves representatives of the nation that did not trouble

Putting on a Pano and Dancing Like Our Grandparents 97




social norms.”* Male musicians, on the other hand, managed to elevate the status
of musicians through the music’s tremendous popularity and its association with
the nation without having to strike more conservative social postures.” Thus the
gendered meanings of nation and adornment played out somewhat differently for
men and for women at the level of performance in clubs.

Dress in late colonial Luanda was a cosmopolitan practice in which people en-
gaged to say something about who they were both as individuals and as a group.
What seemed either innocuous or even a positive sign of acculturation to the co-
lonial administration was actually radicalizing for Africans. The male youth gen-
eration of the 1940s to which Pinto de Andrade refers used dress to differentiate
themselves from their elders, the colonial rulers, and the majority of the popula-
tion.™ Their style of dress was part of a larger set of practices and beliefs oriented
by international trends but also oriented to and by their life in Luanda. They
learned French, American, and Brazilian style from the films and popular culture
of those countries. They dressed and coifed themselves in the image of film heroes
both white and African-American in order to more clearly express who they were
and how they were Angolan. By the 1950s those youth involved in the politico-
cultural groups of the period dramatized the colonial politics of dress and refused
the Manichean colonial vision meant to divide assimilados and indigenas. They
embraced their education, their European-style dress, and their grandparents’
dances and panos in the same gesture.

By the early 1960s politico-cultural groups were banned, European dress was the
rule, and a cultural project intended to distract Africans from the war between the
nationalist guerrillas and the colonial forces was in full swing. The cultural politics
of dress were neither as stark as they had been just a decade earlier nor taken up
as explicitly. With an influx of rural and young immigrants the bessanganas were
a minority, and young women adapted panos for use with European-style dress
that proclaimed an urban Angolan-ness. African dress was sometimes worn by mu-
sicians, and more frequently by female than male artists, but generally when they
were performing in Portuguese clubs or for foreign dignitaries. However, to view
this as “Europeanization” or a success for Portuguese rule would be a mistake. In
the clubs and parties of the musseques international styles, particularly those of
Brazil, France, and the U.S., were adopted and adapted. They were part and parcel
of a musical culture that forged a unique style that was based both in the quotidian
realities of the musseques and in the international flows of popular culture (film,
music, dance, and dress). This assertion of angolanidade that was at once urban,
African, cosmopolitan, and gendered inserted Angola alongside other clearly de-
finable nations as one among equals in cultural terms. Despite the fact that the
media was heavily censored and news about the nationalist struggle difficult to
come by, these Angolans were engaged in a politics of the quotidian that radicalized
them for and allowed them to find a place for themselves in the nationalist politics

that were to come. Their self-styling and cultural, and sometimes economic, self-

sufficiency gave them a lived experience of independence which made political sov-
ereignty both imaginable and desirable. That this experience was gendered meant
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not that the nation was not viable but that it did not mean the same thing for
everyone.” Nationalist leaders who struggled from exile did not understand the
implications of quotidian cultural practices in the musseques and were dismissive
of the activities of those who had not left to take up armed struggle (who were in
fact the overwhelming majority), while at the same time MPLA leaders, at least,
depended on many of the young folks from this milieu, including Urbano de Castro
and other musicians, to convince the musseques’ population to support their party.”
What both the MPLA (as well as the FNLA and UNITA)* and the earlier colonial
government failed to recognize was that cultural practices were not just a distrac-
tion for the masses or an alternative organ of communication, but something
which reordered and rearranged relations between those participating and the
world around them.
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