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Henna

Henna is an element of cultural heritage that is widely practised in Sudan and passed
down from one generation to the next. Its most significant social function is that it
serves as a ceremonial practice in which social interactions can occur between young
boys and girls in villages and city districts. People participate in these celebrations and
express their support for the person being circumcised or the groom, depending on the

ceremony. Monetary gifts are also given to the person being circumcised or the groom



in a celebration known as “Henna Day” or “Henna Ceremony”. On this day, money is
gifted to the soon-to-be groom, who sits on the angareeb (a wooden bed that is
utilized during these celebrations). In addition, songs are often played that reference the
groom’s origin and speak highly of their courage. These songs also encourage young
people to get married as soon as possible. Furthermore, there are many unique items

of clothing that are associated with the henna ritual.

There are important social connotations that are associated with these rituals. For
example, an unmarried woman is not permitted to apply henna; however, on Henna
Day, she is permitted to adorn only one of her feet with henna in an attempt to
incentivize young men to marry her. Once she is married, she can adorn her other foot
as well. This is the origin of the popular saying, “Do it if you are a real man!” which is

meant to motivate young people to get married.

Henna is a heritage element that is extensively featured in Sudanese rites of passage,
including circumcision, marriage, and recently in the graduation ceremonies of young
men and women from Sudanese universities. These rituals are practiced by men and
women alike, and are commonly featured in folk literature, as well as many traditional
songs, especially “seera songs” that are specifically performed in celebration of
marriage or circumcision. The element is also practiced in public mourning ceremonies
if the deceased was a young man or woman who had not yet married and had not
taken part in the Henna Day rituals. The Henna ritual or ceremony is witnessed by the
families of both partners. Henna is performed by the bride's friends or the groom's

sisters or his relatives.

In the circumcision ceremony, henna is applied on the hands and feet of the child, who
is also adorned with gold in the form of a crescent that is placed on their forehead and
tied with a red ribbon. The garmases, (a red and gold dress that is used to cover the
bride during the henna ritual) is also used in these ceremonies. These colors are
synonymous with the continuity and viability of life. Henna is applied on the child’s

palms and soles of the feet several days before the actual circumcision so that they turn



black. During this time, it is customary to dress the child in arag/i and sirwal. After the
circumcision, the child is placed on the bed and receives monetary gifts in exchange for
their courage and steadfastness in tolerating the pain. In some northern regions of the
country, a sword, a knife, a whip or palm fronds are sometimes placed next to the child.
This is done to protect them from envy, witchcraft, and jinn. In the past, henna was
applied to young girls prior to infibulation, but this is no longer done after the
government banned this practice and enacted legislation prohibiting female genital

mutilation as a violation of human rights.

Henna is also applied to the hands and feet of the groom days before the marriage
ceremony. This is done as a social courtesy by his relatives and friends. The main
event is held on what is known as Henna Day, which is a massive celebration whose
customs and traditions differ from one culture to another, but the common traditions that
are shared by all cultures are the provision of monetary gifts and hosting a lavish

celebration for the groom.

The bride, on the other hand, celebrates with her friends. Henna is applied differently on
her as compared with the groom. A variety of creative inscriptions are applied on the
hands and feet using traditional tools such as akyass. This task is carried out by the
most skilful and creative of her friends. Recently, some women have opted to go to the
salon or to the homes of expert women who run specialised henna businesses in the
cities or neighbourhoods. The necessary raw materials can be found in the marketplace,
as well as the tools needed for its practice, such as the jerfag tray, which is used in a
Sudanese ritual that is said to bring good fortune, drums, aryah and many unique items
of clothing, such as /absat al henna, jadla, and red garmases. The henna plant is
cultivated in commercial farms and in some homes as well, given that it is in high
demand. Married women regularly adorn themselves with henna in an effort to

accentuate their beauty before their husbands.
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