
An ancient religion. The spread of witchcraft in Burkina Faso. 

In Burkina Faso it is said that 50% of the population is Muslim, 30% Christian and 100% animist. In the African country 
this ancient religion, interwoven with often bloody magical rituals, plays an important role in the life of ordinary people. 
Especially of the many who live in rural areas, which represent most of the territory of what is considered one of the 
poorest African countries.
In the markets, even in large cities such as the capital Ouagadougou, hundreds of different animal fetishes can be found 
free for sale. Often belonging to species theoretically protected by law. They are used by sorcerers for magical 
“protection” practices, but also to hit competitors or enemies of their “customers” from a distance.
According to animist beliefs, the souls of men and women move away from their bodies during the night and roam free. 
For this reason they can be captured by witches and sorcerers, who will use them to control their “owners”. Hundreds of 
women, and to a much lesser extent men, are accused every year of witchcraft, of being “soul eaters” and driven out of 
villages. In order not to be killed, they are forced to wander in solitude and without food and water, for weeks, in the sa-
vannahs and forests. Only the lucky ones manage to survive and reach the capital Ouagadougou, where some centers ga-
ther people accused of practicing black magic. In Sakoula’s, hundreds of women, often accused of being witches by their 
relatives out of envy or inheritance problems, live together with a few “sorcerers”. Only recently have some government 
social inclusion programs succeeded in the difficult task of getting these women to be accepted again within their com-
munities of origin.
In the countryside, albino children and adults continue to be mutilated or killed, because some parts of their bodies are 
considered very powerful fetishes. In rural villages that of the powerful “fetish-man”, a disturbing middle ground 
between the sorcerer and the shaman, is still able to catalyze the respect and fear of the majority of the population.
Bloody episodes of crime, which in the past also involved members of the government entourage, have often been tra-
ced by the police to the practices of witchcraft.
An underground and dark world that continues to thrive, challenging any process of modernization of the country from 
the point of view of human rights. A process that has been arrested for some time after the end of the revolution at-
tempted in the country in the 1980s by President Thomas Sankarà.
And today, the uncertainty for the future, a dramatic consequence of the spread of jihadist violence, also the origin of 
the recent military coup, and of a further worsening of the economic and social situation caused by the severe climate 
crisis that is affecting the country, is pushing bands more and more of the population to seek forms of security through 
dark magical practices. 



In the cities of Burkina Faso, the prevailing housing architecture is represented by small single-storey houses, which refer to the aesthetics and social or-
ganization of rural villages. The spread of witchcraft even in the cities reflects this social organization which preserves its tribal bases.

In Burkina Faso, most people live in small villages. Even the suburbs of large cities, such as the capital Ougagoudou, are, from an architectural and 
social point of view, similar to villages and characterized by the same type of social networks.



On 10 October 2016, some farmers have found along this stretch of bank of water that supplies Ouagadougou, two severed human heads. The local 
police ascertained that they had been used by a local witch doctor for a ritual of black magic. One person has been arrested, the rest of the bodies has 

never been found.



François Compaoré, brother of Blaise Compaoré, from 1987 to 2014 president / dictator of Burkina Faso, is currently a fugitive in France. A country 
that refusesto extradite him. He is accused of many crimes, including the murder of some albinos, whose bodies would have been used for witchcraft 

practices. Its sumptuous villa, in the center of Ouagadougou, is now uninhabited.

A young albino from Ouagadougou. In many sub-Saharan African countries, including Burkina Faso, people with albinism are often discriminated
against. And sometimes even killed or mutilated, because their bodies are used for witchcraft practices.



In addition to the fetishes used for “black magic” practices in the Boinsyaaré market, in Ouagadougou, the capital of Burkina Faso, many types of 
plants used as medicines and for “white magic” practices are sold.

In the large “black” market of Boinsyaaré, in Ouagadougou, the capital of Burkna Faso, many animal fetishes are being sold used for black magic
practices, like this monkey heads.



One of the fetish sellers of the Boinsyaaré “black” market, in the
Burkina Faso capital Ouagadougou.

Many kinds of animal fetishes for sale at the Boinsyaaré “black” market, in Ouagadougou.



The progressive desertification of the territory in Burkina Faso, due to the ongoing climate change, has caused a drastic change in the composition and 
distribution of the flora. For this reason, some of the plants used by “sorcerers”, a figure present in most of the traditional villages of Burkina Faso, as 

medicines to cure a long series of diseases, have disappeared.



The “medicine man” from the village of Gouema, not far from the city of Kaya, receives some customers from neighboring villages. In the villages of 
Burkina Faso, for health problems, most people turn to “white magic” sorcerers, who use traditional medicine and are profound connoisseurs of the 

use of various plant species for therapeutic purposes.

The “medicine man” from the village of Gouema, not far from the city of Kaya, uses the wood of a local plant to prepare traditional medicines. The “whi-
te magic” also includes the preparation of products to improve the virility of men and the fertility of women, both of which are in great demand.



The spread of fundamentalist Islam and terrorism connected to it,  has thrown the country into a situation of political and stttocial uncertainty that 
has amplified the influence on the population of witchcraft and related rituals.

On the streets of Burkina Faso it is easy to meet fetishes. A rag containing various types of seeds and plant parts is the “recipe”  
that a local witch doctor has prescribed to his “client” for protection. Or as a tool to hit its competitors or enemies.



Protective fetishes exhibited in the Manega Bendrologie Museum, about two hours drive from the capital Ougagoudou. In the museum are collected 
hundreds of tatues, masks, fetishes and other objects related to the magical practices of the tribes of central Africa. In some of the rooms of the mu-

seum visitors are allowed to enter only by walking backwards, so as not to irritate the spirits that the keeper claims are floating there.

The caretaker of the Manega Bendrologie Museum next to a statue of its founder, the writer and man of culture from Burkina Faso Titinga 
Frédéric Pacéré. A controversial character, repeatedly indicated by the local press, albeit without concrete evidence, as a lover of witchcraft.



On the outskirts of Ouagadougou, in the area of Safoula, a large farm run by some foreign NGOs welcomes more than three hundred women, and 
some men, accused of witchcraft and for this reason driven out of their villages.



This woman, housed in the Safoula shelter not far from Ougadougou, for women accused of witchcraft, which the locals call “the witch house”, is consi-
dered the leader of the group, and highly respected by the other guests. 

A government program is trying to bring back the women who had been chased away by them on charges of practicing witchcraft to the villages. The 
program has currently achieved modest results, affecting only a few dozen of the hundreds of women housed in the Safoula facility.



Even some men accused of practicing black magic live in the center of Safoula, with women accused of being witches. Many of the women in the center are very old and with serious and with severe psychiatric problems. This makes their reintegration into the social fabric 
of the country very difficult, which the government is trying to implement through a targeted program.



The head of a hyena, an animal protected by law in Burkina Faso, sells like strong fetish in the black” market of Boinsyaaré, in Ouagadougou. The skin of a lion, an animal protected by law, in Burkina Faso, sells like strong fetish in the black” market of Boinsyaaré, in Ouagadougou.



Even the severe climatic changes that have caused an increase in desertification but also of disastrous and unpredictable storms have exacerbated a
situation of great social economic hardship in the country and pushed many people to return to the ancient animist cults and magical practices.

Seller of fetishes in the black” market of Boinsyaaré, in Ouagadougou. The spread of fundamentalist Islam and terrorism connected to it in the country 
has thrown the country into a situation of political and social uncertainty that has amplified the influence on the population

of witchcraft and related rituals.



In the small rural villages of Burkina Faso, every year dozens of women are threatened with death and driven from their homes because they are accu-
sed of beingwitches and voluntarily causing the death of some people. Accusations that very often mask envies and problems of inheritance, especially 

towards those they are widowed.



The uprooting from the family and social context in which they lived in the villages from which they were expelled has meant that many of the wo-
men accused of witchcraft housed in the “witch house” of Safoula suffer from mental disorders.

Women accused of black magic practices in Burkina Faso are driven out of villages and
 forced to wander in the countryside and in the forests without food and water. Sentencing them to almost certain death. Today a few hundred of them are 

housed in the Safoula shelter, located on the outskirts of the capital Ouagaguodou and run by local and international NGOs.



Some of the guests housed in the Safoula center for women accused of black magic practices receive the visit of their family members, who risk, kee-
ping these contacts, to be themselves expelled from the villages.

In the Safula center for women accused of black magic, guests card cotton as the only activity to have a minimum income.



Many of the women in the center of Safoula which hosts those expelled from the villages because they are accused of witchcraft, 
they are very old and with serious health problems.

The women accused of witchcraft housed in the Safoula shelter just outside Ougadougou were previously housed in a facility located near the city center. 
This allowed women themselves a minimum of social life, which today is in fact impossible for them.



Guibkoudgo Ouidi lives in the village of Guiba, in the province of Zoundwéogo. He defines himself as a consultant and a medium. He is considered a
powerful local sorcerer, with many followers, owner of an important collection of fetishes.



The hands of Guibkoudgo Ouidi He is considered a one of the most important sorcerer of this area. Officially he calls himself a medium, but uses 
animal sacrifices for black magic practices.

Some followers of the sorcerer Guibkoudgo Ouidi dance to the sound of traditional drums wearing protective fetishes.



To the sound of ritual drums, followers of the sorcerer Guibkoudgo Ouidi  dance covered in fetishes. On a very young follower of the sorcerer Guibkoudgo Ouidi, the effectiveness of the protective fetishes he wears is demonstrated with a sword. 
The child received no physical harm from the demonstration.



Roberto Nistri. Professional Biography

An international Photography Awards Winner is a Roman graduated in Biological Sciences at the University “La 
Sapienza” of Rome, who has transformed since more than fifteen years his passion for photography into a career. 
At the beginning as a wildlife photographer. Then, extending his professional prospects to documentary photo-
graphy. 
As a professional photographer who worked with a large number of journals and periodicals, Italian and interna-
tional, Hundreds of his photos have been published around the world, on websites, magazines and books throu-
gh the international agencies “Alamy.com” and “Pictures Alliance”.  He has also collaborated with several Italian 
public entities, including the Lazio Region, the University of Rome “Tor Vergata”, the Friuli Museum of Natural Hi-
story and the Italian Ministry of Environment. 
For years, he organizes courses in photography, exibitions and workshops, both in Italy and abroad. In his many 
travels he has focused on the documentation of ethnic groups and peoples who are threatened by progress and 
by particular political and social conditions, in recent years in Ethiopia, Kenya, India, Burkina Faso, Tanzania, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Albania, Croazia, North Ireland and Lebanon.
He has made the long-term photographic project “In the Wild World of Writers,” for which he took with a “natu-
ralistic “ attitude a large number of portraits of the most famous Italian narrators and storytellers. The project be-
came an exhibition that opened in November 2013 to Palaexpo of Rome and exhibited in other major Italian loca-
tions, and enclosed in a book published by Palombi Editori.
He is (December, 2013) the winner of  the award “Best Single Image in a Portfolio (Vanishing Cultures & Emer-
ging) and of Portfolio (Monochromal) of “Travel Photographer Of The Year Awards 2013”. He has contributes in 
July 2014 at Royal Photographic Society, International Print Exhibition157, in London and in others four locations 
in the UK. Third place, “Professional” People Life Style category in Moscow International Foto Awards’14 Compe-
tition.
The images of his long-term photographic project “Survivors of Modernity. Visions from past worlds “, were exhi-
bited in 2013 at the MAP (Museo Agro Pontino) in Pontinia (LT); in 2014 at the “Terre di Confine Museum” in 
Sonnino (LT), in 2015 at the Palazzo Lanfranchi Museum in Matera and in 2019 at the MAC (Maja Arte Contempo-
ranea) gallery in Rome.


