Report on the Moon Room

The Moon Room was staged on Oct 16 at Conway Hall in an autonomous space of the European Social Forum, by members of the Radical Anthropology Group and staff and students from the University of East London Anthropology programme. Upwards of 80 people took part in some or all of the sessions.

We were especially delighted to welcome indigenous Australian artists Linda Davidson (Eora/Kamilaroi heritage) and Donna Hensen (Wiradjuri heritage) who displayed a meeting place symbol from Aboriginal art -- a beautiful Rainbow Serpent -- and described this to open the meeting.

We heard from Athumani Maganzeya (Chairman of Hadzabe Survival Council) and Kidzali Mahweshi (Secretary of Hadzabe Survival Council) with James Woodburn (anthropologist, LSE) on issues of  the cultural survival of Hadza hunter-gatherers of Tanzania. Despite the many difficulties faced by their own people in the teeth of globalisation, Athumani and Kidzali gave us great insight into some of the problems of our own culture as they had experienced it during their visit to Europe -- most especially our lack of time for rest or ability to be in touch with our ancestors. We can't even see the moon and stars! They also felt we have terrible food.

Gemma Enole Ngila (Director, Aang Serian NGO, Arusha, Tanzania) spoke on preserving indigenous knowledge, oral heritage and tradition in 21st century education. Jerome Lewis (anthropologist, LSE) on perceptions of nature and abundance among Mbendjele forest people, Congo-Brazzaville, another hunter-gatherer people from whom we have many lessons to learn. 

Ana Lopes (General Secretary, International Union of Sexworkers) talked of her work involved in rights for sex workers through union organisation and strike action. She asked if we can learn from hunter-gatherer women how to establish our bodies as sacred?

Chris Knight (anthropologist, UEL) joined her with a call for synchronising the global insurrection. He asked the Hadza hunters to support him in a campaign for reclaiming the night sky. By restoring the stars to the sky at the time of dark/new moon, we too might be able to pray to our ancestors. 

Everybody took part in a workshop introducing polyphonic singing from the forest people of the Congo basin, led by Ingrid Lewis (public health in developing countries) and Sue Hart (from Baka Beyond). This was a wonderful, engaging and joyful experience, which allowed us to sing the whole building alive.

The afternoon finished with talks by Laura Williams, the designer of Aluna, a tidal-powered Moon clock: Think Stonehenge and bigger, and Lionel Sims (archaeologist, UEL) on Decoding the secrets of Avebury and Stonehenge. 

The room had been beautifully decorated by a team of students from UEL. The Moon Room is a flexible and modular event which can be adapted to various  contexts  and crowds, hosting different people on different occasions, while maintaining its thematic integrity.

Our major problems were experienced in relation to very aggressive caretakers who made difficulties for the decorators and, on the day, hassled those students who had volunteered to take money at the door (our takings amounted to £217.80). The consequence of this was that our takings were less than they should have been (because the students got fed up and gave up).

